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CHAPTER 1

THE DEAL

Sitting at what was arguably the most important desk in the world, staring at a stack of papers that lay beneath a large, paper-thin data pad, the President of the United States couldn’t believe the year he’d had. The excitement began when he was contacted out of the blue by strangers who might turn out to be his saviors. He had no idea, to this day, how they had been able to bypass the security protocols and contact him directly though the emergency phone in the Oval Office. Never in his wildest dreams would he have believed that he would be the person to not only make First Contact with an extraterrestrial race, but also to strike a deal with them. Only two other people knew of this, and they were his most trusted advisors and political allies: his Vice President, Mike Pennington, and the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, USAF General Tom Manchester.

Not only had the aliens contacted him directly, but the deal that he had struck with them would, in the coming months, turn his Presidency from the fiasco it currently was into one that would be long remembered for forever changing the course of Human history.

It had been late February of the third year of his Presidency, and he had been implicated in several scandals involving unethical business dealings and accusations of sexual harassment against his Cabinet members… and worse, there was the botched trade agreement that had nearly plunged the entire world into an economic crisis. Can’t forget that. He had been unable to get any of his promised legislation through Congress, and it was looking like he would be ousted in the next election.

Then The Call came.

After several months of grueling negotiations that took up most of his time, the President secured what would be the first major pact between Humans and not one, but two extraterrestrial species. He wanted to make sure there was no chance of this leaking out to Congress or the public yet; it was too important to have everything spill now, not when he was so close to getting everything he wanted. He wanted it to be perfect. Against the better judgment of his advisors, he had conducted most of the negotiations personally. After all, he was an experienced businessman. He knew the art of the deal. He even went as far as meeting the aliens in person, alone, on several occasions, which was difficult (to say the least), since he normally had the Secret Service watching his every move. However, the beings he was in contact with had provided technology that allowed him to leave the White House undetected, and then be back before anyone suspected he was gone.

After all those restless nights, it was over at last; he had made the deal of a lifetime. After he made sure everything went as planned, he would slowly divulge it all to Congress. They would take him more seriously than any man in history, and for good reason.

As he sat at his desk, he reflected on how it had all unfolded. Self-reflection had always been an important part of his routine; it was a productivity force multiplier, and had always helped him focus on and apply what he’d learned. It began when he was told, after getting his security clearance when he won the Conservative Party’s nomination to run for President, that he would be receiving information that was unknown to all but a select few. He wouldn’t be told the most crucial parts of this information unless he won the election, of course, but he and several of his opponents were brought into the Pentagon to be briefed on the state of the world and where the United States stood. It was a new era in Human history, as for the first time in living memory, there were no significant wars or conflicts. The world was at peace. Even what had once been considered the most violent places on Earth—the Middle East, Eastern Europe, the newly reunited Korea, and the United African Union—were all now peaceful regions that had booming economies relying heavily on tourism and trade. There was no more fear of terrorism. Life wasn’t perfect, but you could actually visit anywhere in the world with little fear of being kidnapped, trafficked, or murdered.

The late 2020s were very peaceful, perhaps more so than any decade in recorded history. The previous three Presidents had worked relentlessly to make all that happen, beginning with peace brokered in the Middle East, where Israel helped build the new country of Palestine— even going so far as to split the most disputed religious city in the world to make it their capital as well, which settled many other disputes throughout the region. Within five years, all the nations that were previously at conflict were engaging in lucrative economic trade agreements and tourism. For this President, there was nothing much to do but sit around and make sure nothing happened to undo all had been previously accomplished.

He was man enough to admit that he’d almost screwed up even that much. Shortly after he was elected, he’d let certain key advisors—the same ones who were at the centers of the worst scandals when he got The Call—talk him into an Asian trade initiative that had almost sent the world into economic collapse. The advisors would have profited handsomely, of course. They were in prison now.

But that still lay in the future on that bright January day just after he was officially sworn in as President, when he was brought back to the same secure briefing room he’d visited with the other candidates. This time, only a select few were privy to the information that was discussed. He was there with his Vice President, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the previous President, and the Director of National Security. After the door was sealed and specific precautions were taken to make sure there were no listening devices or recording equipment of any kind within, a switch was thrown and the room became a Faraday cage, which no electronic signals could enter or leave. The Director began, “Gentlemen, first I want to inform you in no uncertain terms that everything discussed here is classified Ultra-7 Majestic as a matter of national security.” He looked at the new President. “Sir, I’m afraid that’s well above your normal level of TS-Crypto 17, but you need to know this.” His gaze shifted to the other three men. “Same goes for all of you. Keep this in mind: no matter how highly you rank, discussion of what you learn today with anyone outside this room who does not already know it is strictly forbidden, under penalty of high treason. The punishment for that infraction is summary execution. Is that understood?”

Although that statement seemed to suck all the air out of the room, they all nodded in agreement, the new President a little numbly. He took a long sip of water to hide his nervousness as the Director nodded at the outgoing chief executive. “Now, President Abaddi was already briefed on this during his term, but I felt it necessary to bring him in on this, as he has the most experience in dealing with the topic in question.” He turned to the newly sworn-in President and his advisors. “Gentlemen, have any of you heard of the Thunerian Files?”

The President and Vice President looked at each other and shrugged. General Manchester nodded, indicating that he had indeed heard of them. “I would have expected that you’d heard of them, General, but not the President or VP,” the Director continued. “That means that this information hasn’t been leaked, and I expect it to remain that way until such time as we believe we can bring this to light without causing worldwide panic.”

The President and Vice President looked concerned at what they were about to hear.

“The Thunerian Files were originally opened in July 1947,” the Director said grimly. “Do any of you remember what happened that year?”

The President answered, “Well, I wasn’t born until 1972, but if memory serves, that was the year of the infamous Roswell UFO crash. I understand that was the result of an accident during Project Mogul, or something of the sort, and that the UFO story was disinformation. Sir, are you about to tell us that the crash was real?”

The Director had a smirk on his face as he said, “No sir, not as such. The crash itself was staged, and the aliens were all fake. However, we were contacted earlier that year by a technologically advanced species of non-Earth origin called the Thuneri. They seem to be peaceful, but are far more advanced than you could imagine. They’re humanoid, bipeds. A lot like us, actually—but much taller at seven to eight feet, thin and very muscular, covered in a very fine fur that’s black on their backs, white on their fronts, and thins out into stripes running from their heads down to their torsos. Their heads are somewhat canine, something like a cross between a fox and a dog, with blunt muzzles shaped in a way that allows them to speak. They don’t speak English, of course, but do have translation devices that allow both species to understand each other.”

The National Security Director paused; he realized that all this was a lot for them to take in. After a bit, he continued, “You’d have to see them to fully understand what I’m talking about. You’ll see the still shots and what video we’ve been able to capture later on. Trying to describe them with no frame of reference doesn’t do them justice. At all. Needless to say, I need to try anyway. They wear little clothing aside from occasional environmental suits. Their arms are long for their bodies, culminating in hands with long fingers and thick padding on their palms. Their fingers vary in number according to the individual—it may be a subspecies or biological caste thing—and they also have claws, which are retractable on at least some members of their species. They like a little more carbon dioxide in their air than we do.”

“What do they want from us?” the President asked.

The Director snorted. “Honestly? We have no idea. Apparently, not much. They don’t need our resources—there’s plenty of unclaimed material and real estate out there in the cosmos that they don’t have to fight for. Nor do they have to worry about dealing with a gravity well as strong as Earth’s if they want it. Everything from water to organics to precious metals are just floating around in microgravity in the Oort Cloud and asteroid belt, more than they could ever use, and we’re not going to get out there to mine it anytime soon. So far, they haven’t asked for anything other than to learn about us, in exchange for us learning about them. That is, until they contacted President Abaddi at the beginning of his first term. I’ll let him tell you about that himself.”

He gestured toward the now-former President, silently commanding him to address the current President and his staff. And it was a command, the new President noted. Abaddi had a slight accent; he’d been born in the United States to traditional Iranian parents, and Persian was his first language. He was the first Muslim to ever hold the office. He also was the one who had bridged the gap between the United States and the Middle East, forming friendships with all nations in that area.

“Mr. President, first let me congratulate you on a fine campaign,” he said smoothly to his successor. “Now, I would be lying if I told you that I was comfortable talking with these beings. Their actions seemed honest, but I felt that their intentions were not trustworthy. I have always trusted my gut. When they contacted me, they said they wanted to exchange information at first, which I found perfectly fine; but later, they wanted to bring a third party into the mix. They wanted to discuss a deal involving another species known as the Unari. They mentioned that the nature of this deal involved a trade of sorts, but we didn’t get into the specifics. Biologically, the Unari are distant cousins to the Thuneri; however, they are not bipeds, but quadrupeds. Both species seem ancient in their origins. I didn’t get to meet the Unarians, but I have studied ancient Egyptian and Greek history, and can tell you from personal experience that there is something very familiar about how the Thuneri look. I know I’ve seen them before in my studies… somewhere. I just haven’t located the reference yet.”

He turned to the Vice President. “Am I correct in understanding that you hold Ph.D.’s in both Ancient History and Theology, Dr. Pennington?” The Vice President nodded confirmation. “Then you may be able to confirm what I’m saying. I believe these creatures are not new to Earth—and that in fact, they have been visiting here for a very long time. To make a long story short, I declined their invitation, stating that we Humans weren’t ready for such things. I tried to be as diplomatic as possible.”

He looked at the other men around the table, his face grim. “I can tell you this: if they were hostile, we wouldn’t be here discussing this now. At present, nothing that we have here, not even our nuclear arsenal, would be any match for their technology. I expected protests from them, but they just thanked me for their time, and I haven’t heard anything since.

“That was eight years ago. I’m sure they haven’t just forgotten us. I believe they’re just waiting for the next opportunity to contact us—and that’s where you come in, Mr. President. They may try to contact you. If they do, please be very cautious. I can’t put my finger on it, but I don’t trust them. I sincerely hope I’m just being too cautious, and there is nothing to be concerned about.” With that, he nodded and fell silent.

There was some further discussion with the Director about the Thuneri, but nothing drastic. In all the time since they had revealed themselves, they had never made any aggressive moves or done anything that would warrant concern. It was just something that the current President and his staff needed to be aware of. After the meeting was over, the President went back to settling into the White House, and basically forgot that the meeting had even taken place.

Until the thirty-third day of the third year of his term.

The emergency red phone on his desk rang on a Friday afternoon in late February. He would never forget that day: he was sitting in the Oval Office, rereading the documentation of a proposal to extend the Clean Air Act of 2021 to include the elimination of all vehicles with internal combustion engines. Most other countries had already gone all electric by that point; indeed, the United States was one of only a handful of nations that still used fossil-fuel engines for transportation.

For a moment, he just sat there staring at the phone as it lit up. The LEDs on the display flashed, informing him that this was a confirmed emergency. Not since the failed launch of a nuclear-tipped ICBM from old North Korea back in the late 2010s had the phone been used. Now here it was, February 22, 2027; the season was already transitioning from winter to spring, and his son was about to start a new treatment to address his severe autism. That was what was really on his mind; he could barely remember what he’d been reading. At 16 years old, his son was still unable to speak and required a modified version of sign language to communicate, as he couldn’t understand some of the hand gestures. He needed constant supervision, and even with the advances made in medicine and psychology, the doctors still couldn’t help him much.

The President was still distracted as the phone rang for the tenth time, and a siren sounded in an attempt to draw someone’s attention—a tactic undertaken if the phone rang when the President was not in the office. He snapped back to reality and picked up the phone. His voice was shaky, as he had no idea what to expect: “P…P… President Drummond.”

There was a series of beeps on the other end, then a calm but odd-sounding voice said, “Mr. President. Please listen before responding, as you will undoubtedly have many questions. I am Emperor Nojakuu of the Thunerian Alliance. I trust you have been briefed by your Intelligence agencies about us?”

The President just sat there for a moment, unable to speak, wondering, Is this really happening? Am I to believe that I am literally on the phone with the leader of an alien species?” He was unsure, so he continued with caution. “Mr., excuse me, Emperor? Nonjako, Nukakoo? I’m sorry. I’m just… well, wait. How were you able to contact me on this phone? This is a secure and monitored line.”

Emperor Nojakuu responded in the same tone as before, “Mr. President, one of the reasons you have this emergency telephone is so I can speak with the leader of the United States whenever it is warranted. In any case, we have technology that is far superior to your own at this point. There is very little we do not know when it comes to your technology. However, before I can answer the many questions you no doubt have, I need to speak with you first about a matter of upmost urgency and importance. Please be advised that under no circumstances are you or your planet in any danger. I merely have a request that I would like for you to entertain. We will, of course, provide compensation for any assistance you are willing to give. We do not require any of your natural resources or technology, despite what your Hollywood continues to suggest in its alien invasion films.” The voice chuckled drily. “There are untold amounts of resources in outer space free for the taking and much easier to access. And I assure you, our body chemistries are so incompatible that we are not interested in you as food.” Another dry chuckle.

“I propose a meeting, at a location of your choosing, to discuss this matter further. You may bring any staff you wish, including a security detail. There will be few of us for this meeting: myself, the captain of one of our ships, his second-in-command, and Queen Jata of the Unari. This is actually her request, but given her lack of knowledge of your species and customs, it was decided that we would mediate.”

The President just sat there listening; he was so taken aback by the simple request that he wasn’t sure how to respond. Most negotiations with other nations went through several levels of diplomacy before ever reaching him. He needed to think about this; he vaguely remembered the warning that former President Abaddi had given about dealing with these… creatures. However, he was in dire straits and needed something to give his Presidency a boost. He spoke firmly. “Mr. Najako, I accept your invitation to meet with you. I would like to keep this meeting small. I’m sure you understand why. I’ll only be bringing my Vice President and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The meeting can take place at my private aircraft hangar located at Camp David. I’m not sure if that means anything to you, but I’m sure I can get you an exact location. When were you looking to have this meeting? Also, we will need to figure out a way for you to get there that won’t draw a lot of attention.”

Before he could continue, the Emperor said smoothly. “Excuse the interruption, Mr. President, but we are familiar with the location, as we’ve met with your predecessor there. You need not worry about our presence; we have cloaking technology that will mask our shuttlecraft in a way your technology cannot yet detect. All you will need to do is leave the entrance to your hangar open. We will signal you once we have landed so that you may seal off that location. I will also send you specifications for our craft, so that you may section an area off for us to set down on. Thank you for agreeing to meet, Mr. President. If it meets with your approval, I would like to meet next week. I will leave the exact day and time to your discretion. I will send you a data pad with instructions. I look forward to meeting you, Mr. President.”

The line went dead, and President Drummond just sat there for a moment, phone in hand. After placing the receiver in its cradle, he continued to sit there, the papers still on his desk awaiting review, thinking deeply about what had just taken place. He also had to think about how he was going to ask his two most trusted advisors to join him for this meeting. He knew General Manchester would have no problems. Vice President Pennington, on the other hand, did not like surprises—especially those sprung on him at the last minute. The President muttered, “He’ll just deal with it. He’s going, like it or not.”
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About a hundred feet below the White House, there was an emergency command center, a relic of the late 1980s in response to the growing threat of the Soviet Union and its nuclear program. It had taken nearly eight years to complete, and by the time it as done, so was the USSR. Nonetheless, it remained active and staffed, updated on a regular basis as technology and weaponry evolved. It had remained in use just in case there was an emergency in which the President and staff were unable to evacuate the White House. The Command Center was thought to be one of the most impenetrable places on the planet. It was more than just a bunker; it was constructed to withstand the most powerful of nuclear blasts, including neutron and fusion bombs.

Only a select few were allowed into the facility, and only a few more knew it even existed. The codes and layout were changed after each administration. From the Command Center, the President and his staff could see where the U.S. armed forces were spread throughout the planet. It was also used as a miniature War Room, with its large displays near the main entrance. Extending from there were hallways that led to other large, open areas that would be used for housing, dining, recreation, or whatever else was required. There was also a huge hydroponics garden, constantly in use; the vegetables grown were used for White House and Capital meals. In all, it was a small city that could effectively hold more than 1,000 people if needed. They would be well-equipped for just about anything, including earthquakes.

Next to the War Room, there was a secure conference room in which only the President and his staff would meet for top secret discussions. Standing in this room already were Vice President Pennington and General Manchester. “Do you know what this is about, General?” Pennington asked fretfully. “He just called me last night telling me there was an emergency, and that we needed to meet here first thing this morning. Dammit, he knows I hate surprises.”

The General did not speculate; he was a man of facts. “I don’t know, sir, but I’m sure the President has a perfectly good reason for summoning both of us here at the last minute. He understands that I still have responsibilities at the Pentagon. I hope this isn’t another of his… ideas. The last one nearly put us back in a recession.” He cracked his knuckles. “Frankly, I think President Drummond is desperate to make something miraculous happen before his term ends. I think he understands there will be no second term.”

The Vice President was more optimistic about the President and his policies. “Just because he hasn’t come up with the end to world hunger doesn’t mean he’ll be a one-termer. Maybe he did find something that will bolster his legacy.”

Before they could continue, the President walked in holding a paper-thin data pad. “Gentlemen, thank you for being here on such short notice. I know both of you have things to do, but after you hear what I’m about to tell you, all that may change.” He sat at the head of the short conference table, and the others took that as an invitation to take their own places. The President continued, “As you know, we had a meeting back when I first took office to brief us on some special top-secret information.” He paused dramatically, then stated, “Well, yesterday I was contacted by the Emperor of the Thunerian Alliance—the aliens we were briefed on at that meeting. He wants to meet to discuss a proposal. They need something from us. No natural resources or technology, but something else currently undisclosed. He also told me that it was not him making the request, but another ET species known as the Unarians. He said their Queen would like to meet with us in person to make an offer. I want to meet with them to hear what they have to say. Nothing more; no promises. I would like you both to accompany me. We can do this in my private hanger at Camp David, a secure location where only you two and I will represent our planet.”

By the time he finished, the Vice President still hadn’t closed his mouth, and the General just sat there with his hand on his chin, as if thinking of reasons why this was a bad idea. Drummond looked at them both and prodded, “Gentlemen, you heard what President Abaddi said that day. They are not hostile. If they need something we have, maybe we can negotiate a trade with them. If their technology is as advanced as it seems, maybe we can negotiate for something like medical assistance. They must have ways to eradicate most diseases on Earth. There’s a huge potential opportunity here—that’s all I’m saying. Plus, there’s the fact that we would be the first to hold a real dialogue that could lead to who-knows-what in the future.”

As the General began to open his mouth to speak, the President said hurriedly, “I know, Abaddi urged caution. Maybe he was so overwhelmed that he let his lack of knowledge about these beings get the better of him. He also said that when he refused their offer, they did nothing. There was no bitterness, no hostilities, and they left. The director of the NSA said that if they wanted this planet, they could take it with minimal effort, so they must be creatures of morals if they haven’t done so already.”

The General leaned on the table and said, “Sir, how do you know it was actually this Emperor that contacted you, and not the NSA Director testing you to see what you would do?”

The President was ready for that question, and dropped the data-pad in front of the General. It looked like a thin sheet of plastic, yet as soon as it was flat on the table, it lit up with a display that had sharper text and graphics than anything the General and Vice President had ever seen before. It was clear enough that the General didn’t need to put his glasses on to read it. There were unrecognizable symbols on the top and bottom, along with icons with more such symbols. The text showed the date, time and exact coordinates of when the meeting was to take place. There was also information on who would be there, along with various procedures on making first contact with both the Thunerians and the Unarian Queen. Names were displayed, along with phonetic spellings on how to correctly pronounce the names and titles of each member of the Thuneri delegation.

The General swiped his finger from bottom to top, and the display changed, showing a detailed schematic of the shuttle the aliens would be arriving on and its capabilities. It, too, was unlike anything that he had seen previously. He flipped through and skimmed the next few pages. “Hmm, this would really be something if this was just a test, I’ll give ya that.” He picked up the ultrathin data pad and held it up with two fingers. “Mr. President, have you seen everything here? There’s information about the Thuneri species and their culture, along with a similarly detailed listing for the Unari. Really interesting, but I’ll need to reserve judgment until after we meet them face to face. And yes, I do believe that we should go forward with the meeting. Mike, would you care to have a look?”

The General handed the pad over to the Vice President, who still looked like he didn’t believe this was a good idea. He took the pad and looked it over; his dark brown eyes were wide as he scrolled down through each page. “The Thuneri look so familiar! I know I’ve seen them somewhere. And the Unari—they look so similar to creatures out of Greek mythology, even in the names they’re using. I figured they looked something like horses. Sure, there are serious differences, but you can’t ignore the similarities. Sweet Jesus, that’s a unicorn with wings! An actual unicorn! Mr. President, have you seen this?”

The Vice President’s love for history and theology had completely taken away his previous bitterness towards meeting these creatures. He went into a near 20-minute monologue on how both the Unari and Thuneri looked like creatures first written about thousands of years ago. “Four legs, hooves, short muscular necks, manes, tails, even down to the wings and the horn! It’s almost as if they were taken straight from a storybook, with slight modifications. Here, look at this,” he said as he pulled his phone out and started searching for pictures of Pegasai and Unicorns. “The similarities are too great to be a coincidence, Harry! Though I wonder if they’re just pulling our legs. The Thuneri as well. Bipedal humanoids, long arms, muscular, thin bodies, fine fur—or at least, I think that’s fur. Okay, you have my interest, Mr. President, but we need to use extreme caution here. I mean, why are they contacting us now? Why not when you first took office? Still, I can’t get over what the Unari look like. I wonder if they’re all dark colored, or if that’s just the examples they have here. Also, look how muscular their bodies are. Jesus Christ. Looks like they’re all on steroids. Especially the Queen. She may have the basic shape of a horse, but she’s definitely unique. Their heads are smaller, with shorter muzzles, little triangular ears perched on top, and their hooves have unique properties as well.”

The Vice President was in his own little world, completely forgetting that the other two were still in the room with him. “That’s interesting, it says here the Alicorn tribe… Alicorn? Anyway, the Alicorn tribe, which used to be the only tribe of Unarian, were the rulers of the planet until they started to speciate into three separate tribes: the Grounders, Pegasai, and Unicorns. Ha! I knew it. They’re even calling themselves Unicorns and Pegasai! I wonder if we could be seeing the actual creatures upon which the Greek myths are based. And if that’s true, how would anyone know about them unless… Wait, did anyone mention whether they had visited Earth before, and if so, how long they’ve been coming here? Do you think our myths could be based on some of these creatures? Well, they have to be! There are too many correlations for this to be coincidence!”

The President and General weren’t sure if the Vice President was really asking them anything, or if he was just speaking his theories out loud. One thing was for sure: it was clear he was onboard for the meeting. Drummond just hoped his VP wouldn’t go off on the same type of rant during the meeting itself. “So, we’re all agreed about the meeting then?”

The Vice President and General nodded their agreement, so Drummond stood and said, “I’ll see you both in a few days. I’ll instruct the Chief of Staff and the Secret Service about the parameters of the meeting, so they shouldn’t be a problem.”
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CHAPTER 2

MEETING

At 9 AM on the day of the meeting, a dreary Saturday, the President and his advisors sat in a helicopter atop the White House, waiting to take off. Even though he wasn’t a fan of these “infernal machines,” he needed the most efficient way possible of getting to Camp David—and this was it.

Once they took off ten minutes later, they were immediately surrounded by their jet escort. It would only take an hour or so to reach their location. The White House staff, as well as those waiting for him at Camp David, understood that he was not to be disturbed during his meeting with Vice President Pennington and General Manchester. The Secret Service had already cordoned off and inspected the hanger where they would be conducting the meeting. Nobody would be allowed inside the hanger but the three of them. Nobody had questioned his reasoning behind this; he always spent time in the hanger, since that was where most of his “toys” were. He kept several personal vehicles in there including two rare but functional World War II planes, a very expensive Bugatti sports car, and a few vintage Ferraris. He had paid a large sum to be allowed to use that hanger for personal use at the retreat. Most Presidents just went to Camp David for a break. Since he was one of the youngest Presidents, at 55, he still loved to drive himself around whenever he had the chance, and Camp David was one of the few places he could still do that in relative privacy.

When they arrived at the hanger, they left the main door open. As per instructions, there was an area sectioned off for the Thuneri shuttle. Only an empty aluminum soda can was left in the center of the sectioned off area. To their consternation, the Secret Service—as well as all other traffic—was to remain well away from the entrance to the hanger. The reasoning for this, according to the President, was to keep it clear in case he wanted to bring out one of the planes or cars. Again, nobody questioned this, as this was, except for the can and roped off area, his normal routine whenever he was there.

The President and his advisors waited inside the hanger for about 15 minutes, and were getting a bit antsy when they heard a thin crinkling sound. Their heads jerked around, and they watched as the can was crushed in an instant, seemingly by nothing. All they could see was the newly compacted can. The President rose from his chair at the conference table prepared for the meeting, stepped over to a control panel next to the open hanger door, and closed the hangar door. There were no windows inside the hanger; once the door was shut, no one would be seeing inside. The entire place had been swept for cameras and listening devices. The lights automatically came on as the President walked back over to the table where his Vice President and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs were now standing and waiting.

There was a slight distortion as a sleek spacecraft suddenly appeared in the cordoned-off area. They had been told in the instructions on the data-pad not to approach the shuttle until the Thuneri had grounded it, to prevent static discharge. The shuttle wasn’t very big; it looked just a bit larger than one of Drummond’s airplanes, but it was clearly alien in design. It was mostly ovoid and pure black, with no visible markings. There were large fins near the rear of the craft that wrapped around the back to where two long, vertical slits were integrated into the squared-off section of the rear. They were glowing faintly. There was no visible hatch that they could see, but a moment later, one appeared on the side of the shuttle near the middle, sliding open silently. A small platform extended from the entrance and descended to the concrete floor. The three men, each feeling a sense of awe, walked slowly over to the base of the platform, where they saw several tall, humanoid figures standing in the hatch of the shuttle. They were sleek and muscular—and the images they had reviewed earlier didn’t do these creatures justice. Former President Abaddi was correct: they were impressive. The one in the middle of the group, who was also the shortest, came down first, with two taller ones walking side-by-side behind it. They had no real clothing covering their bodies, only what looked like thick leather straps that went over both shoulders, coming together at a large metal crest on the center of their chests, with two or more thick straps descending from the bottom and wrapping around their sides to their backs. There was what looked to be some sort of cloth wrapped around their slender waists that went down almost to their knees. Their bodies were covered in very fine fur, black on their backs with stripes wrapping around to their white fronts. The same black-and-white pattern continued on their wide, muscular necks and heads, but their legs were pure black. Their overly long arms presented the same pattern as well. Their heads were the most interesting; Thuneri had muzzles that were wide at the base, narrowing slightly as they extended outward. At the end of the muzzle, right above the wide mouths, were two small curved slits; nostrils, presumably. Their eyes were set wide above the muzzle and were of varying shades of glowing blue with dark vertical pupils. Their ears were long and triangular, starting at the sides of their heads and continuing up a few inches before coming to slim points.

“Anubis,” Vice President Pennington whispered.

The President’s team waited for the aliens at the bottom of the ramp, standing several feet back from the bottom. The Thunerian in the middle walked down first and strolled up to the President. The President wasn’t short, standing at 6 foot 2 inches; but this smallest Thuneri was more than a foot taller. He bowed his head and said, “I am Emperor Nojakuu of the Thunerian Alliance. May I present, on my right, Captain Utari of the Thunerian Destroyer Andromeda and his first officer, Sub-Captain Mobaar. Queen Jata will be joining us shortly. We need to adjust her breathing apparatus before she joins us; the Unari breathe a slightly different air mixture than we.” The others nodded as well.

The President responded in kind, bowing slightly. “Thank you, your Highness. I am President Harry Drummond of the United States of America, currently the most powerful nation on Earth. On my right is my Vice President, Michael Pennington, and to my left is the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and commander of the United States armed forces, General Thomas Manchester.” Remembering in the instruction sheet that shaking hands was not a Thunerian custom, they all nodded at the Thunerian delegation. “Your Highness, please have a seat along with your delegation while we wait for Queen Jata. Can I offer you and your delegation something to drink?”

Emperor Nojakuu nodded, “Thank you, Mr. President, distilled water will be fine.”

He turned in time to see Queen Jata beginning her descent down the ramp. Vice President Pennington, who had been openly staring at the Thuneri, immediately turned his attention to the Queen. She was very much a sight to behold, and much larger than any of them had expected. Again, pictures simply couldn’t justify how unique this creature looked in person. She was shaped something like a horse, but clearly was nothing of the sort. Her body was covered in short lavender fur. She was tall and thickly muscular. Her overall shape was equine, but her muscled body had a very deep chest, powerful hind legs, and equally muscular front legs with black, shiny hooves that looked as if they were carved from granite. Surprisingly, they made no sound as she walked. Her black-tipped wings were folded at her sides, and she had a long horn protruding from the top of her head—not her forehead, as legend would have it. Her neck was as muscular as the rest of the body and it wasn’t as long as a horse’s, nor was it as wide. Her head was large, with small triangular ears perched on either side. Her muzzle wasn’t as long as a horse’s, either; but it was wide at the base, narrowing towards the mouth, with small half-moon nostrils set apart on the upper part of the muzzle. Her mane was a darker purple than her pelt, as was her feathered tail. Her eyes were a striking maroon that seemed to sparkle and glow when the light hit them, with no discernable pupils.

The Vice President muttered to himself—loud enough to be heard by the Thuneri—“Jesus Christ.” They didn’t reply or look offended. Pennington was so focused on her, he didn’t even notice that the others were watching him just staring at her.

The President leaned over to his VP and whispered, “Mike, you’re staring.”

The Vice President started to flush, “Oh, I am so sorry, I didn’t mean… please forgive me.”

Emperor Nojakuu responded, “This is your first time seeing another sentient species. I have been to this planet many times. Do not worry; we are not offended. I would be surprised if you did not stare. The Unari are a wondrous species.”

They all stood as Queen Jata approached the table. After taking in the sight of her, the President suddenly realized that they had no place for her to sit. Clearly, she wasn’t going to sit on one of their chairs. Emperor Nojakuu seemed to read his mind when he said, “Not to worry, we have a cushion for her.” With a tap on his belt, which seemed to hold several interesting items, there was a flash, and a cushion appeared at the end of the table. Queen Jata spread her enormous wings as she bowed toward the group of them. “Mr. President, I need to give you these,” said the Emperor. He took three small items from his belt; each was the size and shape of a penny. “They are universal translators. We already have them implanted in our ears, so that you can understand us and we you, but Queen Jata has not been fitted with one yet. Our chief medical officer is currently working on one that will fit her comfortably, but she can still understand most of your language. She will let us know if there is something that needs translating, and we can tell her. Please remember that we are all speaking different languages, so there maybe translation discrepancies. You will need to let us know if there is something that has been said that does not make sense. All you need to do is stick this behind your ear. When we are finished, you can just pull it off. There are no side effects, and it will simply allow you to understand all of us better.”

Before the others could take theirs, the General held out his hand to the Vice President and the President and said, “Please, let me try this first. I just want to make sure it’s safe. No offense, Your Highness. I’m sure you understand.” The Emperor bowed his head. The General placed the small circular black dot behind his left ear. He felt nothing unusual. He felt nothing at all. He then turned to Queen Jata, gave her a slight bow and said, “Your Highness, I am General Thomas Manchester, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Commander of the United States Armed Forces. May I present President Harry Drummond and Vice President Mike Pennington.”

Queen Jata, once again, gave a bow and spread her wings. When she spoke, both the President and Vice President immediately covered their ears. The General had no idea why as he heard her say, “Thank you all for allowing me to speak with you. I have a matter of upmost importance that I need to discuss with you.” She stopped speaking as she saw the other men with their hands over their ears. General Manchester took the remaining black dots and placed them on behind the ears of both the Vice President and President. He then nodded to Queen Jata, and she repeated what she said as both the President and Vice President looked at each other in wonder, the Vice President saying, “Remarkable.”

The President said, “I am sorry about that, your Highness. I did not expect to hear that. Thank you, General, for testing that out first. They seem to work well. Your Highness, as President of the United States, I welcome you to Earth and hope we will be able to work together. I was informed by the Thuneri that you have a request of us.”

She nodded and continued, “Yes, Mr. President. Fifty-five terrestrial years ago, I was carrying twin offspring, about halfway through my pregnancy. There was a serious threat on Unari, and I needed to hide one of the twins to secure the line of succession. I decided to protect the weaker of the two so the other would be able to survive the threat. I had already been in contact with the Thuneri at the time, and they offered a solution. That solution was to remove the twin that was in danger and place the child in a suitable host until birth, and have the host raise the child as one of their own until such time it was safe to retrieve them.

“Although the Thuneri and Unari share a similar biology and history, it was not possible to implant the child into a Thuneri female. Their fertilization cycles are like our own, meaning they come into season only once every so many years. The only other suitable host, per the Thuneri, was a Human host. Emperor Nojakuu came to Earth all those years ago and discussed the situation with then-President… Nikon? I am not exactly sure of the name.”

She looked at Emperor Nojakuu, but it was Vice President Pennington that responded, “Nixon, I believe you meant to say. Please continue, your Highness.”

She bowed her head towards the Vice President and continued, “Thank you. They allowed us to select a suitable and willing Human host. The Thuneri had the medical means to perform the procedure. A highly respected military officer volunteered to foster the child. He had wanted a male child, and even though he knew the child would be his only for a short time, he and his mate agreed to the procedure. In return for their service to me, I had convinced the Thuneri to assist with a medical condition that was plaguing the officer’s mate. She was cured of a specific disease and was then able to carry my child. After his birth, she would go on to bear several more Human children.

“To thank them even further, the child was given a name by one of your native tribes local to the region. When I came back for him, he would be called Thundercloud, per the tribe’s request. I have now come back to bring him home. It has been much longer than I had hoped, but I can wait no longer. We Alicorns have dwindled to a very small population; I, my sister, and a Unicorn that I have Ascended, Sarraqa, are the last of the Alicorn tribe. Thundercloud will be the male we need to revitalize that tribe and bring it back to the status it once held. This is an urgent request, Mr. President, as we Unari come into season only once in several hundred of your years… and that time is soon. I am prepared to offer you a mineral from Unari, ibarathan, that contains within it an easily accessible form of energy far beyond anything you have here on Earth. We can give you enough shipments that you can repurpose ibarathan to replace any unsustainable resources you may currently use.”

She bowed again and waited for the President’s response. The President looked at his advisors and saw the looks on their faces. He turned to her and said, “Your Highness, may I have a few moments to confer with my advisors? I would also need to know who and where this person is.”

General Manchester spoke up. “Mr. President, I know who he person is. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything previously, but up until now, I had completely forgotten about the affair. It was so long ago that I didn’t make the connection until now. Are you familiar with General Louis Hollington?”

Drummond shrugged and replied, “I’m afraid not.”

“He’s been retired from the Amy for many years. When he volunteered in 1972, he was Captain of his Special Forces Unit in Vietnam. He received the Medal of Honor that year for his actions taken during that time. When we found out that his wife was unable to conceive, we gave him priority consideration. He held one of the highest security clearances at the time, and still does to this day. He named Queen Jata’s son Byron. He seems purely Human, and we’ve been watching him since he first started school. Unfortunately, I had lost track of those files upon taking up different posts with each passing administration, but I can easily find out where he is currently located.”

The President didn’t seem surprised at all by this, since he knew there were some sealed records that only those with the very highest security clearances would be able to access. Since the President and his advisors now held those clearances, he would able to find out more information about this person. He also wanted to discuss this privately with his advisors before taking any action. He bowed to Queen Jata. “Your Highness, do you have a sample of this mineral for our scientists to examine?”

She looked to Emperor Nojakuu, who told him, “Mr. President, if you would like, I could give you and your staff a tour of our ship, and you could see the mineral and its capabilities in action. Please confer with your staff and let us know how you would like to proceed.” The Emperor bowed his head. “You may contact us via the data-pad.”

The President and his advisors stood as well, giving a slight nod to the Thuneri and Queen Jata as they made their way back to the shuttle. Once aboard, there was a slight shimmering around the craft as it disappeared. The President opened the hanger doors, then went back to the table to discuss the proposal with the Vice President and the General.

Thus began a series of negotiations that continue for the next few months. It would also include contacting several outside resources, such as the new World Science Organization, which was home to many of the most respected scientists on Earth. The triumvirate would provide them with samples of the energy crystals President Drummond had jokingly been referring to as “energon” after something from an old cartoon. None would be told specifics on where this new energy source came from or even what it was called; they just needed to be able to test it to see if it could be of use, and if so, and how easy it would be to integrate into Earth’s current infrastructure—specifically that of the United States, at least for now. They all had to be put through a series of rigorous security screenings, and were all made aware of how important it was not to be discuss the project with anyone other than those selected for it. During this time, the President and his team also needed to contact the Hollingtons. Despite his current advanced age, General Hollington’s mind was still sharp, so it was easy to bring him up to speed, and he was willing to assist in any way he could.

In the secure conference room below the White House, next to the War Room, the President stood looking at a blank wall that would soon contain more than 100 configurable flat-panel displays. Aside from the Vice President and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the only other thing that was in the room was a large wooden desk with a smooth surface. He turned from the wall to face his VP, who was standing there waiting, and said, “Well, Mike, we did it. We can relax and let everything just fall into place. We’ll get the first shipment of energon by the end of next month. We have people in place we know we can trust with this. Nobody needs to know, for now, where this mineral came from. We just need them to figure out how to harness the energy within; and once that’s done, we’ll become the most celebrated administration in U.S. history. We’ll be able to do anything after this. Re-election? No question. In fact, we may be able to stay in power indefinitely.”

The President lifted an eyebrow at his VP’s expression. “C’mon, Mike, why the face? It’s our time. I told you when we first started that these would be the best years of our lives. Did I disappoint? Sure, there were issues in the beginning, but all that will be laid to rest.”

His VP just stood there, eyes wide, for a few moments before he finally spoke up—even though he knew what he has to say would irk his Commander-in-Chief. “Sir, with all due respect, this, this… eh, how do I…”

But the President could see where this was going. “Mike, Mike, relax. We have this. I understand your hesitation about going forward, but think of all the great things that will come out of this! Once we harness the energon, we can use it for everything! If what the ETs told us is true—and from the demonstrations can we really doubt that it isn’t? —we’ll be able to reconstruct our entire power grid. No more dependence on fossil fuels. No more wires. No more worries of overloading the grid. We’ll have the only clean, sustainable, limitless energy source in the world. How can we not celebrate? No other country can touch us! And once the grid starts to fall into place, we can look at other uses for it, such as superior weaponry.”

At this, the Vice President put a hand up. “Sir, the terms of the treaty specifically state that we are not allowed to use this resource for any type of offensive or defensive weapons. To do so would be a breach of the treaty, in which case they would take it all away. All of it. You saw their ships. Do you doubt they have the technology? These are beings we do not want to cross, sir. I don’t know how we can even trust them fully. We know so little about them. They show up requesting an audience with you, out of the nowhere. You grant it. We meet them, and they give us this song and dance about how the Unari—well, this Queen Jata anyway—have come to take her son home, whom she left here more than 50 years ago to be born into a Human family. She gives us a nice speech on why this was done, and why she needs to have him returned now and that they’ll give us some miracle mineral that will magically fix everything. So miraculous that we could easily become dependent on it.

“General Manchester says he knew about this, but we hadn’t heard a word on it until then. There are several holes in the story, Mr. President. Not to mention the fact that you had gone off to meet them alone, without anyone knowing. Who know what they could’ve done? I don’t even know how to even explain how reckless that was! You have an entire country to think about. I know you want to be the one to do it all, but think, sir; this is beyond dangerous. The world is a much better place now than it was 20 years ago. Forget that—it’s a better place than it was five years ago. Look at everything that’s been accomplished. I know you don’t feel like you have much to improve upon, but I beg you, sir. I think we need to take a longer look at this before we just hand this man over to them. He thinks he’s a perfectly normal Human being. He even looks like one!” Pennington’s tirade ended, his jaw working in frustration.

“Not sure why you’re bringing this up at this point, Mike,” the President said flatly. “But finish speaking your piece.”

“We need to look further into all avenues, sir! Please, let’s just take a few steps back to make sure that we’re getting everything they promised, and we’re doing our part to make sure our interests are being served first. That’s all I’m asking. And let’s not forget about what we talked about before, sir. I did some more research, as I knew I had seen the Thunerians before. Now, it’s not an exact match, but the resemblance is too much to pass it off as a coincidence. Here, take a look at this.” He pulled out his phone, and on it was a picture of an ancient Egyptian God with the body of a Human and the head of a jackal. The body was all black.

The President looked at and laughed. “Mike, you think Emperor Nojakuu is, let me see this again…” He looked at the picture and the description of it below. “You think he’s the Egyptian God of Mummification? The God of the Dead? You think he’s this Anubis character? Yes, the Thuneri do have a similar look, but their bodies are clearly not Human, and their heads don’t really look that much like this. Not to mention, the Thuneri have stripes, and the information on the data pad said there are several different color schemes, not just black and white.” He patted his VP’s shoulder. I think you’re reaching here, Mike. And let’s not forget, this would’ve been more than 5,000 years ago.”

Pennington wasn’t giving up easily. “Sir, the resemblance is uncanny, too close to ignore. With a few modifications, they could easily look like this. It’s clear they’ve been around for a long time, to the point where they may have meddled in Human history. And let’s talk about the Unari. We literally spoke to a talking unicorn with wings. Again, not the exact models of what Greek and Indus Valley mythology shows us that Unicorns or Pegasai should look like, but again, consider the close resemblance—and the fact that they themselves are calling themselves by the same names! This is no accident. no coincidence. We’re talking to ancient mythological beings from Earth’s past. We have no idea what their capabilities are. Did you read the part of the report on the pad that claims that the Unari and the Thuneri aren’t just made up of matter, but of energy as well? About how the Unari have the ability to harness that energy, especially the Unicorns and Alicorns? Sir, all the stories ever written about Unicorns depict their horns as being able to channel magic. We have it in writing, sir, from the actual beings themselves, that they can harness this energy from within. Harness it to do what it doesn’t say, but think about it.”

The President wasn’t having it. “Mike, this is going to happen. Put your fears aside. We know as much as we need to. The Unarians aren’t hostile. Sure, if anyone told me during my lifetime that I’d be talking to something that looked like it came out of a fantasy novel, I’d have had them committed. And the Thunerians are… well, they were professional! And we’ll leave it at that. If they were hostile in any way, do you think we’d be standing here having this conversation?”

The VP attempted, “We’d at least have a fighting chance! But this way, they already have an in, and—”

Drummond cut him off. “No, Mike, let’s be real. if they wanted this planet, they’d have taken it. THINK, for God’s sake. They have technology we’d have only dreamed of in literature and movies—and they probably have more we haven’t even dreamed of yet. Sophisticated to the point where it looks like magic. We were all there on the ship. You think those demonstrations they gave were somehow illusions?” He shook his head. “The bottom line is that the deal is done. They got what they wanted, and we really made out. Not only did we get enough energon to completely free us of reliance on all fossil fuels, but we’ll also get an unfiltered look at an entire planet full of life and wonders that we never thought possible. And at what cost? One person and some old, antiquated weaponry that was sitting around collecting dust.”

At this, the VP collapsed into one of the chairs that would be eventually face the wall of flat panel displays, and without any hesitation stated, “We just sold a Human being to a foreign government.”

General Manchester chimed in, “No we didn’t, sir. This man was not a Human being; he was a Unarian posing as a Human. Once they activate his true DNA, Byron Hollington will no longer possess any Human genes or traits beyond his memories. His medical record shows that he’s never had normal blood screenings. That’s how he was monitored. Out of several thousand cases of rare and unusual blood screenings we’ve seen, his was the only one that couldn’t be attributed to some disease, genetic mutation, or any other natural born illness on record.”

“The United States does not sell its people!” Mike Pennington hissed. “We fought a Civil War over that very issue!”

Manchester brushed off the comment. “Of course we do, in every war we’ve ever fought. We sell them so the rest of our nation can continue to exist and prosper. This isn’t much different. Mr. Hollington is a national asset as much as any soldier. We’ve been keeping an eye on him his whole life. Do you know how many resources were used to make sure that he was never tested by some special doctor or lab? If anyone had found out about his true nature, we might have had a panic on our hands. Queen Jata had assured us that he would be indistinguishable from any normal Human being except for his blood. There was nothing that could be done about that. Besides—If they wanted, they could have taken him without us knowing.”

They had all previously discussed in great detail what it would mean to just hand someone over without their consent, but this was no ordinary situation; and now Pennington’s conscience was clearly getting the better of him. But Harry Drummond wasn’t the first President to deal with something like this. In any case, he was the Commander-in-Chief; in any official capacity, he was the one with the authority and gravitas to truly make first contact. He’d just happened to be in place when it was time for Queen Jata’s son to come home. Energy and political power aside, one didn’t say no when the Queen of an alien species that could probably sterilize your entire planet in an hour came knocking, asking for the country to return what was rightfully hers anyway. Harry Drummond was a practical man.

It turned out that the disguised Unarian who thought he was Byron Hollington was nothing special as a Human—just an ordinary man going about his business. Not a scholar or genius, just an everyday joe with a wife, three kids, and a mother-in-law living in a suburb outside of Berlin, New Jersey. He had no idea what he really was, nor the important role he was about to play in world events. Plans were already underway for his extraction.

His wife was well aware of what he truly was, and had always known. She would receive an extremely large compensation package from the government for her cooperation in this matter, as well as her silence.

The three men sat in tense silence as they waited for word that the extraction had been completed. After a long ten minutes, Manchester chimed in again. “Mr. Vice President, I can assure you that from a military point of view, we do not take any foreign entity lightly, whether it’s from a neighboring country or star system. However, the President is correct on this one. They could’ve come and taken this man without leaving so much as a misplaced pebble, especially with the type of cloaking and teleportation technology they possess. We would never have known. This man would have been just another name on an unsolved missing persons list—gone without a trace. Instead, they chose diplomacy and an extremely beneficial trade pact. No, they won’t give us any of their weapons technology, and that was to be expected—but to allow us to monitor Mr. Hollington, and place ultra-high-resolution cameras along with motion sensors throughout their planet, goes a long way. Not to mention the minerals they’ll be shipping us, and in the long run, should we keep up our end of the bargain, medical knowledge and technology that would allow us to all but wipe out every disease known. I think that’s a fair trade. Not to mention, they allowed us aboard one of their most powerful warships for a tour and a demonstration….”

“Hang on there, General,” Pennington snapped. “That’s not their warship. The Unarians have no such ships or technology. They have the mineral and will allow the placement of those cameras and sensors, but that warship and all that technology belongs to the Thunerians, and they’re here to shuttle the Queen’s party to and from Unari. From what I’ve seen, they’re not especially happy about any of this. They’ve also refused to give any weapons or technology to Queen Jata. There’s something else going on there as well. Remember that argument we walked in on in the Captain’s meeting room? If we only had the translators then! I’ll be very glad when they’re all gone, to tell the truth.” The VP was still unconvinced that they were being kept in the loop about the Thunerians’ actual mission here.

President Drummond started drumming his fingers on the tabletop, as he did when annoyed. “Well, Mike, I don’t think you’re going to be any happier when I tell you that they’re not all leaving,” he admitted in a tight voice. “Two ships will be staying behind at the request of Emperor Nojakuu. Yeah, forgot to mention that was in the deal, but don’t worry. They’re not here to do anything but observe. They just want to make sure we’re not going to use the energon to develop weapons. Besides, they have no interest in our planet, as our air is breathable to them but not ideal. Not to mention we have no resources they need.”

“What!? Mr. President, you can’t allow this! What is to stop them from interfering in our affairs, and what if they’re discovered? Are they just going to remain cloaked for months or even years up there? They’ll need supplies eventually, and who’s going to deliver those, or will they just come down and use the local grocery store? What else have you neglected to mention that we’ve given up in this ‘deal’? We’re not supplying them with anything or anyone else, are we? Will they allow us to have a liaison aboard one or both of those ships?”

“Relax, Mr. Vice President,” the President snapped. “They offered to host an ambassador of our choosing, and we’re currently thinking of drawing up a candidate list but no, we will not be giving them any supplies. They’ll be receiving bi-monthly supplies from automated cargo ships. And you’re correct. They’re not here for us. They’re pretty much doing shuttle service for the Queen and her staff, and they’re not real happy about that. The argument they were having was in relation to six members of an elite force—not sure what they’re called in English—that were sentenced to exile in a remote area on Unari. The Captain of that warship is also the Emperor’s son, and the head of that elite group is his sister. He’s also being sent to exile. His ship is to remain in orbit around Unari for their protection indefinitely.

“So our allies are people like us; they’re not without their own issues. Apparently, there was a war in which the Emperor was in the process of negotiating a peace agreement when this elite force decided to intervene. Things got out of hand, and several Thunerians of a different sect were killed. The elite force was responsible, and rather than face a harsher punishment, the Emperor negotiated this instead: banishment from the Thunerian Alliance, forced to live on Unari in isolation for, if memory serves, 200 of their years. Now, that sounds like a long time for us, but they claim time isn’t allocated the same on Unari as it is on Earth. Don’t ask me what that means. From what I understood when I was exchanging information with their head of tactical operations, Unari isn’t a normal planet. It’s an artificial world created by another species as much beyond the Thunerians as they are beyond us. He wouldn’t get into a full description of how, but it’s supposed to be in the middle of a cluster of black holes.”

“How is that possible?” the VP asked, interested despite himself.

“No idea, but it has an artificial Sun and moon, which provide heat and appropriate tidal forces so Unarian-type life can be sustained. Also, the air on this planet is suited to them specifically. We couldn’t breathe it. He wouldn’t tell me the types of gases that comprise their atmosphere, but he said since the Unarians, at least the Queen’s species, and the Thunerians are biologically related, Thunerians can live on the surface, though they’d need to adjust to the gravity. So, Mr. Vice President, they have been giving us some information about their mission. Not everything, and you wouldn’t expect them to. I gave them information about us and what life is like here on Earth. They have access to Internet to do research on our history, though I told them not to believe everything they see, as some of the information won’t be as accurate as information compiled in books. We’ll be exchanging some of our literature for some of theirs once we have the appropriate translators in place. The deal isn’t as one-sided as you think.”

Scowling, Vice President Pennington responded, “I think they have enough information about us already. I don’t believe that they’ve only been here a few times. I’m telling you, they’ve been here for a lot longer than anyone thinks.”
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CHAPTER 3

EXTRACTION

The Vice President’s words were still echoing in the room when an intercom buzzed, and one of the senior staff announced that there was an urgent message for the President. “Mr. President, we have received a transmission from an unknown source,” the man said flatly. “The transmission reads, “We are ready.”

After hearing this, the President turned to the others in the room and announced, “This is it. I think they’re doing the extraction now. Mike, can we get a message to the Andromeda from here?”

General Manchester took the question instead. “Mr. President, we have one of their communication devices built into the desk here in the corner. This will be in place and operational for the duration of our trade agreement with the Unarians. To use it, sit here and put your hand right on the top of the desk.” The President complied, sitting down and placing his hand on a seemingly bare part of the desk. A pad appeared flush with its surface as soon as his hand made contact. He picked up his hand; beneath it were the words “Hailing Frequency” in English, above an oblong button. He pressed the button, and almost immediately, there was a response.

“Mr. President, this is Captain Utari of the Andromeda,” came a deep voice. “Queen Jata wishes to meet with you and your staff to discuss the extraction procedure.”

“Captain, President Drummond here. I thought this was already worked out on their end.”

The Vice President spoke up next, taking everyone by surprise. “Captain, Vice President Pennington here. When can we meet to discuss this? I have some input I’d like to provide on this matter, and I’m sure the President and General do as well.”

“We can send down a shuttle in two hours. It will be cloaked, so we can pick you up at the same location as before. Would that be satisfactory?”

This time the President responded, after glaring at his VP. “That would be fine. We’ll see you at the rendezvous at that time. President Drummond out.” He turned to Pennington. “What the hell was that, Mike?”

“Sorry, Harry, I didn’t mean to step out of line, but I do want to provide some input on this. Human or not, this is one of our citizens we’re talking about, and he has been all his life. He doesn’t even know he’s not Human, and the Unarians are literally about to uproot him from everything he knows.” He glanced at Manchester. “Yes, General, I know what you said before, but until he looks like one of them, he’s been living here as one of us, working and paying taxes—and as far is he knows, he’s still a Human being and a United States citizen. I think we should perform the extraction. This guy is going to be confused as hell it is. We can make it easier. Have local law enforcement pick him up. Nothing dramatic, just give him some excuse that they believe he’s a witness to some event, and they need him to come with them to take a statement. We can pick him up from there, tranquilize him in transit, and then give him to them. No drama.”

The General wasn’t convinced. “So, you just think he’s going to go in, no questions asked? What if he asks to speak to an attorney—then what? Or maybe he refuses to go without consulting an attorney. Do we then force him out of his home? No, we should discuss this with them, along with your concerns, and maybe come up with a solution we can all live with that doesn’t create a scene or any type of drama that would cause distress to either him or his family. And I think we should get going if we want to get to the pick-up point on time.”

The VP looked like he was about to object, but then conceded. They left the room, informed the Secret Service agents outside about their plans to be driven to the same location as last time, and then explained again, very firmly, that the services of the agents were not required for this. There was a stubborn discussion on protocol and how it was their duty not to leave the President’s side, especially out in the open; but they were reassured firmly and then ordered by both the President and Vice President that this was a top secret meeting, extremely classified, and that nobody else was authorized to witness these events.

The rendezvous point wasn’t in a public place anyway. The three were flown to Andrews Airforce Base in Maryland, where the shuttle would meet them at an empty hanger on the far side of the base that wasn’t currently being used to house any planes. Once the shuttle was in the bay, they would close the doors, make sure all was clear, then enter the shuttle once de-cloaked. Then they would cloak the shuttle, open the hanger door, and take off to the ship orbiting the Earth, the warship Andromeda.

The trip was fast and no-frills. The shuttle was pretty much basic transportation: just a flight deck and a few passenger seats. It was equipped to handle about 15 people. For this ride, it was just the three of them, the pilot, and the Head of Tactical Operations for the Andromeda, a lean, wolfish Thunerian whose name translated as Commander Norock. Seeing the Thunerians again was still shocking. The President had been reading up on all the supplemental information he’d been given about their species as well as the Unarians. He’d discovered that there were two distinct types of Thunerians. They were clan-based, and certain clans exhibited specific coat-colors. Most had black backs with white fronts; on one variety, where the black met the white, the white extended from the back to the sides in stripes. Same with the faces. They had muzzles like foxes, but wider and squarer. The second type of Thunerians had solid coats without stripes, and weren’t as thin as the standard variety. They were still all muscle, just thicker.

While the Stripes had thickly padded hands and long fingers with short claws, the Solids had shorter fingers, with longer, retractable claws. They were tree dwellers. Both varieties were carnivores, warriors, and hunters. The Solids came only in variations of black-and-white or reddish-brown and white; the Stripes had a greater variation of colors and a variety of clans, while the solids didn’t group themselves into clans. You could also distinguish between the two varieties by eye color. The Stripes all had varying shades of vibrant, almost glowing, blue eyes with vertical pupils; The Solids all had eyes of vibrant green. The Solids tended to be shorter than Stripes, with shorter canines. Among the Stripes, the female’s canines were venomous.

As impressive as the Thunerians were, they were nothing compared to the Unarians. Unarians were massive, with hooves like Earth horses, but theirs were much stronger, allowing them to easily walk up steep terrain or swim; or, in one of the tribes, to crush stone. The Alicorns were the oldest, largest in size, and most powerful of the four tribes, acting as rulers of the planet Unari. They had enormous wings, some spanning nearly 30 feet at full extension, and all had horns of various lengths. Said horns were able to channel an internal energy that made the Unari unique. They had very muscular bodies with powerful front and rear legs.

It was hard to believe, looking at them, but the Thunerians and Unarians were distant genetic cousins, and were biologically compatible. While they were completely different species, the underlying DNA was very similar, in the same sense that Human and chimp DNA was very similar.

The other three Unari tribes all descended from the Alicorns, evolving to fit their specific ecological niches. The Alicorns were predators; the rest were herbivores. First there were the Unicorns, smaller than the Alicorns, standing at around six feet high at the horn. They too could channel energy through their horns, though on a much smaller scale. The Pegasai were the smallest of all the tribes, standing at around five feet high, and spent most of their time flying, as they had large, powerful wings. They had a sleeker build than the other tribes, with much greater lung capacities than all but the Alicorns. The Grounders were a land-based tribe that could swim, much bulkier than the other two descendant tribes, standing about six feet in height. Their hooves were the size of dinner plates, and they could use those hooves in conjunction with their internal energy to crush large rocks into dust.

Both the Alicorns and Unicorns also came in classes, ranging from Class 2 to Class 5—Class 2 being the weakest, 5 being the most powerful. Queen Jata was a Class 5 Alicorn and considered to be the most powerful being on Unari.

“President Drummond, Vice President Pennington, and General Manchester. It is agreeable to see you all again,” Commander Norock boomed. “This flight should only take a few minutes. Captain Utari and Queen Jata will be meeting us in the shuttle bay. They would like to have this completed as soon as possible. The Queen has some questions, and may have some of her staff there as well. I am sure you are still aware of the protocols when seeing the Queen?”

The General again fielded the question. “Mr. Norock, we are familiar with the greeting and protocols, and we also have some questions. Mr. Pennington is concerned about how this extraction is going to be accomplished. There are many complicated factors involved, as you know—many people surrounding him at any particular time.”

“Yes, General, we are aware of Thundercloud’s current employment and living situation, and all the family members who reside in the dwelling. We have been doing our own surveillance on….”

“Now wait a minute there, I didn’t realize we’d agreed to allow surveillance teams on the ground!”

“Not on the ground, Mr. Vice President, I assure you. We can do everything from our operations stations on the ship. We have no intentions of violating the agreement we made. However, it is necessary to monitor the activity of the Queen’s son, to determine if there is a pattern to it that would allow us a window of opportunity. That’s all. Unfortunately, he is largely unpredictable.”

“We may have some ideas that will make the extraction more predictable,” the General said thoughtfully.

“I’m sure the Queen and her staff would appreciate any recommendations you can provide. And with that, here we are.”

The three Humans looked out one of the port side windows but didn’t see… just as they thought nothing was there, a light appeared out of the sea of star-specked blackness—a massive hangar bay door—and the shuttle flew right in. Once the shuttle was docked, they waited a minute or two until the air in the cargo bay was adjusted to Human norms, and then they were able to step out. Waiting for them on the far side of the bay was Captain Utari, flanked on his right by Queen Jata; on his left stood another large Alicorn. This one was about a foot shorter than Queen Jata, and had dark blue fur with a lavender mane, tail, and eyes. Behind her stood a Unicorn and four Pegasai, all in various dark colors. They had only met the Queen once before, during their initial meeting with the Thuneri, but seeing her again, and the others, was a truly amazing experience to them all. Despite being breathless, the President put on one hell of a confident strut, not even hesitating to approach. The General followed; he didn’t seem to be fazed at all. The Vice President, however, was moving slower than the rest.

The Queen spoke first. “I greet you. I am happy to see you all again. Let me introduce my staff. This is my sister, Cherika.” Cherika made a shallow bow, spreading her wings as she did. “The others surrounding her are her elite guard.” As she announced each member of the guard, they stepped forward and bowed. She started with the only Unicorn. “This is the head of Cherika’s guard, Flecha. To his right, we have Commander Skaamon, then there is Verdan, Beltazza, and Oblak. That is the closest we can get to a translation.”

The President spoke next, bowing deeply. “Your Highness, we are honored to meet all of you, and we thank you for allowing us to have this meeting. You know my Vice President, Mike Pennington, and my Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Tom Manchester.” At each introduction, they all made slight bows.

Now it was the Captain’s turn. “Now that we’re all here, we can discuss how this extraction is going to take place. Your Highness, I know you wanted to have… wait, where is she? We seem to be missing someone.” The Queen had noticed this as well, and she made a very Human eye-roll. At that moment, an interior airlock to the cargo bay slid open and in came another female Alicorn, about the size of Cherika. Her fur was dark purple, with a lighter purple highlighting her mane, tail, and eyes. She made a deep bow, spreading her beautiful purple wings. “I apologize for my tardiness, Your Highness. I got separated from my escort.” She bowed to the Humans. “I am Sarraqa.”

The Queen snorted, this time much like the annoyed Earth horse she slightly resembled. “Well, now that we are all finally here, I wanted to say that Sarraqa has volunteered to perform the extraction. She is exceptionally qualified to handle such things. She has an extraordinary ability to perform certain tasks, and I think she can could do this with no distress to Thundercloud or his family.”

Sarraqa spoke up. “Do not worry, gentlemen, Thundercloud will be treated with the utmost respect and care. I know what you are thinking: How am I going to go down like this and get him? Obviously, I cannot.” Her horn lit up; not surprisingly, the aura surrounding it was as violet as her eyes, and all three Humans took several steps back as that aura flowed up and completely covered her. After several minutes engulfed in this purple haze, there she was: no longer a six-foot Alicorn, but a small Human female half a foot shorter with light brown skin, short brown hair, blue eyes behind brown square glasses, and a nice purple dress. “So, what do you all think?”

The Vice President, who was still in shock at the sight of the Queen, spoke up. “I must say, that is impressive. However, how do you expect to get him alone, and what will you do once that’s accomplished?”

Sarraqa was already prepared for this. “I was going to pose as an ordinary shopper in one of the shops he frequents. I have noticed that he is very friendly when someone asks for his assistance. I have never seen him ignore or turn anyone down, especially your females. For the past several weeks, I have been observing his behavior. He has been very consistent. He always goes to the same shops. It is almost, but not quite, a daily routine. When I am in this form, I cannot use many of my abilities, but that will be fine.” She reached into her purple handbag and pulled out a small corked bottle. “I have this. One drop should render him unconscious until we can get him up here. I have tested this on several Humans so far,” she smiled as Pennington’s eyebrows shot up, “and none have presented any side effects. With just one drop, they simply get tired, sit down. and fall asleep. There is no need to worry about him falling or anything that would injure him. It is painless and none of the others even knew what had happened. They just felt sleepy, and immediately went someplace to sit down and fell asleep.”

At this, the Vice President looked immediately to General Manchester with an expression that clearly stated, What is this? They’re experimenting on our citizens without our knowledge? Having long practice with Pennington and others like him, the General was able to decipher this silent message and leaned over to whisper something in the President’s ear as discreetly as possibly.

The President smiled stiffly and said, “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Your Highness, but are you telling me you experimented on our citizens without our knowledge?” The President’s tone was not one of anger or accusation; it was just a question.

Sarraqa immediately looked to Queen Jata, who had shot her a look that was less than friendly. She immediately apologized. “Oh, I am so sorry! I… I… I… did not even think. I assure you, my intention was not to harm anyone. Your Highness, I apologize. I did not mean to offend anyone or breach protocol. One of the Thuneri shuttle pilots offered to show me the area where Thundercloud was living, and I just thought since I was down there, and…”

At this, the Vice President spoke up in a reassuring tone, to the other men’s confusion: “It’s okay, Miss Sarraqa. No offense was taken. We were just concerned, is all. We would like to be informed of any of your operations on Earth, especially if they concern American citizens. That still leaves the question of how you would be able to get him alone.”

Sarraqa, who was clearly starting to feel that she may have jeopardized the entire operation, calmed down and answered, “I will ask him to help me carry something to my transport. Once he places my purchases in the cargo area, I will flick one of the drops on him. When he starts to feel tired, I will offer him a place to sit. Once he does, that will be it. I will collect him, meet up with a shuttle, and bring him back here.”

“That sounds like a decent plan, but for a few minor details. First, to what transport are you referring? Can you drive one of our automobiles? Do you even have access to one? We can provide one if needed, but that again begs the question, have you actually driven or piloted one of those before?”

Sarraqa smiled. “I have considered that. I have not driven one of your automobiles, but a Thuneri singleship fighter is of similar size and cargo load of a large Sport Utility Vehicle. I have been trained to fly such a ship, and I can cloak it in a visual/tactile illusion identical to a well-known American SUV model. The life support will be more than sufficient to get us home.”

The Vice President looked at the other men, then spoke up. “Very well, Miss Sarraqa, I can see you come well prepared. I assume you can breathe our air and handle our gravity?”

“I will be fine for the limited time that I will be on Earth, as I have an unobtrusive breathing apparatus that I can use. Now, Thundercloud usually goes shopping every sundown. I think the next sunset should be a good time.”

Everyone agreed, and the meeting quickly concluded. They would meet at the rendezvous point tomorrow night, in a wooded area far from any population centers. As the President and his boarded the shuttle to go back to Earth, he and General Manchester both looked at the VP with confused expressions. He knew what this was about. “I know I sounded pretty apprehensive about this before, but she may have the right solution,” he said smoothly. “I still think it’s a longshot, but doing it away from his home with no distractions is a good idea. He seems to do all his shopping alone, and that does makes it a lot easier.”

The other men nodded, and as they buckled the straps on their seats, Pennington continued, “She makes an attractive woman, so I’m sure he’ll be fine helping her out. I just hope he agrees to sit down in the ‘car’ and not decide to just go back to his own car to sit. So long as they park the car as far away from his as possible, that should be fine. She’s supposed to be the best, and seems to have gotten the logistics worked out. I’m not happy with how she just came down here and experimented on our people, but nobody got hurt, thank God, and we don’t have to involve the locals.” He looked at the others. “By the way, how was she able to breathe? When she changed into Human form, did that affect her biology, or did she need some sort of an apparatus like Queen Jata?”

General Manchester said, “Remember, she had said she used a similar apparatus. It must be something specific once she changes into Human form. What she didn’t mention is how long she can hold that form. I’m just hoping she doesn’t revert to her natural state in the middle of the operation. That would be something to see.”

The Vice President jokingly said, “’Attention Wal-Mart shoppers, will the giant purple Alicorn please report to customer service’?”

The following day arrived without incident. Near nightfall, Sarraqa arrived at the store she had chosen in her disguised singleship, which she parked near the edge of the parking lot across from where Hollington/Thundercloud usually parked. Hollington and Sarraqa were being tracked individually from the Andromeda, and the faux-Human seemed to be on his way to the retail outlet Sarraqa had chosen. She had an exit strategy in place just in case the operation “went south,” to use a delightful Human term: a pair of Thuneri in a cloaked shuttle, waiting in the atmosphere above. They were only told that Sarraqa was meeting someone but didn’t know any details… and that their lives depended on the operation going according to Sarraqa’s plan.

Before she left, Norock approached Sarraqa. “Just so we’re clear, Sarraqa, you will not engage until the appropriate time, when Mr. Hollington is ready to leave the retail outlet. Also, we need to be clear that once this has been completed, you are to escort Mr. Hollington off to the rendezvous point and leave the planet. Do you understand these instructions?”

Sarraqa replied, “Yes sir. This shouldn’t take long, but since we don’t know how long he will be in the shop, we shouldn’t put an actual time limit on the operation.”

“Understood.”

[image: image]

Byron Hollington was, on the surface, much like any other middle-aged Human male. He liked his sports, his tools, his ridiculously large TV, and eating as few vegetables as possible. Where things got a little strange was at the doctor’s office. Even though he was used to being told something was wrong at first, then later being told it was nothing, he always had a sneaking suspicion that they were hiding something from him. Every year, when he had his annual physical—which included the dreaded bloodwork—everything would be up to par except for his weight, which was steadily increasing, year after year, and his bloodwork. Every blood test yielded the same results, no matter the doctor. He would have it done, the labs would come back with anomalous readings that the doctors could never figure out, they fed him the line “We’ll have to get back to you on this,” then they would all come back with, “Must have been a misread at the lab, everything looks fine.”

This went on for decades. Some doctors would claim, “It could be that your cholesterol is throwing this off,” or, “I’ve never seen anything like this, but your heartbeat is irregular, so you’ll need meds for that,” or even, “It seems like a chemical imbalance, so I’ll go ahead and put you on another type of medication.” When it was all said and done, he was on many types of medications—enough so that if he didn’t take each one at a precise time during the day, bad things would happen. His current doctor seemed to be the best one he’d ever had. This one took the labs, would take them again a week later, and wouldn’t give him the company line. Instead, he would tell Byron that his condition would need to be researched, but since he had lived with it his whole life, and it didn’t seem to be causing any systemic issues, he could continue to monitor it and continue with the medications prescribed by the other doctors.

Byron didn’t like mysteries, at least not when it came to his health. He had also noticed a few strange things when he was younger, well before he was married. When he was in high school, he was always confused by his relationships. Everything always started great; then, as soon as he felt that the relationship might lead somewhere, the girl would always find some excuse to break it off. There was even a time in college that he could have sworn on his life that he would marry one girl, when out of the blue, her family just upped and moved, and he never heard from her again. He tried everything he could to find her, to try and see what had happened, but every turn led to a dead end. Not even the Internet could give him answers, years later.

He looked for her for years after college, and even though he had met his wife, Tanya, while vacationing in Europe, he never forgot about the girl from college—or the others, for that matter. He never knew what he did that drove these women away. He was always good to everyone. He was never aggressive, never fought. All these things eventually pushed him into looking at conspiracy theories. In the early 2010s, he was heavily involved in alternative media groups. He was anti-mainstream media and followed several of the “truthers” online at the time. Although his wife was against most of this, she never interfered and always listened patiently to his crazy theories.

He’d calmed down by the 2020s, and only occasionally watched conspiracy videos online. As his kids had grown older, he had little time for all that, and spent most of his time with them. That was another strange anomaly, actually. The doctors had told him that, given his irregular blood screenings and other, ahem, tests, that it would be difficult, if not impossible, for him to father children. They couldn’t guarantee that there wouldn’t be complications during the pregnancies. This wouldn’t have been a problem, initially, since earlier in his life, he’d never really considered having kids. When he met his wife in Austria, she was in line with what he wanted as well. She wasn’t interested in having kids either.

She seemed to be the perfect match, even though he remained stuck on that one girl from college. Tanya was persistent after they met, calling and texting as often as possible. She knew what she wanted, and he realized after 27 years of marriage that if she wanted something, she usually got it. There were times, though, during his marriage when he was suspicious. He could never prove anything, and it turned out he was just being paranoid most of the time, but there was something he could never put his finger on about her. Right up to this day, he couldn’t figure out what it was. He just had a feeling there was something about Tanya that was… mysterious.

He loved her all the same, and wouldn’t trade her for anyone—not even the girl from college. She gave him everything he could ever want in a mate: love, loyalty, stability, and three beautiful children. Their twin boys, Marcus and Emmanuel, were now 20 and starting their second year in college; and they had an older girl, Kendra, who at 22 had never, to this day, spoken more than a few words at a time. Even with all the advances in medicine and therapies, she still had major issues. Physically, she looked like any young woman; but according to the experts, she had the mind of a five-year-old.

His wife, Tanya, did not work. She stayed at home and took care of the kids when they were younger, and now took care of Kendra. Kendra was a good child. She didn’t do much but sit and play on her tablet or watch TV. She did do some schoolwork, but given her lack of ability to focus for more than a minute or two, that didn’t last very long. The twins were very protective of their older sister; God help anyone who messed with her. They had both been doing martial arts since they were three, and were very athletic. In all, Byron couldn’t complain. He had his family, and even his mother-in-law couldn’t get on his nerves. He was very satisfied with how everything turned out.

It was an ordinary night in South Jersey. Nothing special, just the usual for the middle of the week. Get home from work, see if anything was needed for the house, then take the usual trip to Wal-Mart. This time, he was going there right from work, instead of the usual stop at home first. He was tired tonight. He’d worked two full shifts at the warehouse. Almost 35,000 steps, according to his smartwatch. At 55 years old, Byron Hollington didn’t think that was too bad. He had been putting on the pounds these past several years, and the family doctor wasn’t too happy with that. With everything else going on with his atypical bloodwork results, irregular heartbeat, weird cholesterol, and everything else, the last thing he needed was to add more weight to the equation.

He had been told he needed to lose at least 30 pounds, and even though his doctor told him that this wasn’t a side effect from all his medications, Byron still insisted that they had to have at least something to do with it, given all his exercise he got at work daily. Of course, he never mentioned that he would occasionally (only occasionally) drive through the local fast food palaces. He was sure that didn’t help, but he didn’t think he ate enough to put all that weight on. With all this, plus even more medications to help with the irregularities, his diet was restricted to only “healthy items.”

Otherwise, he just needed to make sure he took the right medications at the right times. He’d already had an episode where he took double the dosage of the cholesterol meds, completely forgot about the blood pressure pills, and mixed up a new medication for the blood enhancer with something else. That put him in the hospital for a few days until they were able to get everything under control. Now, on his way over to his favorite store, and of course a stop at the KFC that was right in front of it, was just what he needed. The wife and such didn’t need to know about that extra stop, but even if she did look at the GPS locator to see where he was, would still show him at the Wal-Mart.

He usually stopped at the small Wal-Mart in Hammonton near work; but that wasn’t a Supercenter, like the one he needed to go to, so he’d have to drive past the house and go to the one in Berlin instead. A little extra time wouldn’t matter. He could use it to unwind. The missus knew he did this sometimes, so it wasn’t an unusual thing. “Okay, here we are,” he muttered to himself. “Now, just check to see if she texted me back what we needed and… aha, there it is. Hmm. Not too much. Just the normal. Eggs, bread, milk and some extra junk for me.” He looked up. “Ugh, why is it always so busy on a Wednesday night? All right, time to go into fast mode. Just in and out.”

Just outside the Market entrance to the store, Sarraqa was sitting in the driver’s seat of her “Cadillac” looking around for Hollington, hoping this wasn’t going to be a bust. She’d been waiting for more than two hours by this point. Where is he? He always comes earlier than this. Wait. Wait. There he is. Excellent, and about time too. He’s moving fast. Sarraqa deduced that this must be one of those quick trips she’d observed in the past. She immediately got out of the singleship and began to walk towards the entrance; she was going to have to work this fast because when he was moving quickly like this, it usually meant he was in and out in only a few minutes.

Byron took one of the handheld baskets near the door and headed straight for the back, where they kept the milk. After he grabbed that a gallon, he immediately went after all the other things on his list and was about to head to the checkout when a young woman walked right into him without even looking. “Oh, I’m so sorry about that. How clumsy of me!” she exclaimed.

She was cute, about the same size as his wife, with big brown square glasses. She looked a little lost, and there was something about her… he decided to be gallant, and hold off on his usual “Are you blind?” comment. “It’s okay, nobody was killed,” he said, and he stepped back.

The woman looked shocked, as if he were serious. “Oh, I am so glad that did not happen!” she said in what sounded like a slight accent. Okay, she was clearly a nut, and he had no time for that. He helped pick up some of the items dropped, and then continued to the self-checkout. He figured with all the people in the store tonight, it was just one of those days where such people would be out in force, and he was in no mood to deal with any of them, no matter how attractive…

Just his luck, too. The self-checkout was backed up, and the nut-job had just pulled up behind him with a bunch of stuff that looked as if she’d just plucked it off the shelf at random. Did anyone really need five big bags of M&Ms, paper plates, a gallon jar of dill pickles, and tampons? He’d be fine if he could just get through this without any other issues or… too late. She realized the person she bumped into earlier was in front of her and, of course, she couldn’t resist. “Oh, hey there. I’m so sorry about before.”

He just smiled and mumbled an “It’s okay, no problem,” and hoped that would do. Fortunately, it seemed to work. and a register opened up. He raced over immediately and started scanning his items. He didn’t even look back to see what the nut woman was doing. He was hoping to get all this over and done with and be on his way to the KFC, so he could enjoy a quick snack with some genuine taste to it before he got home and started eating his rabbit food.

He was almost home-free and out the door when, of course, he heard an “Oh my!” and the crash of a bunch of stuff falling on the floor. Dammit… now, of course, he would have to help. After all, that’s what he did. It was like an imperative. He didn’t know why, but he always felt that doing the right thing would somehow always come around when least expected, and of course, it was “the right thing.” He couldn’t just walk away while she fumbled around cluelessly. He turned around and there she was, broken bag in hand, with all the stuff she’d she tried to stuff in there all over the floor.

“Thank you so much for helping!” she burbled. “I do not know what I was thinking. I thought it would hold.”

He mumbled, “Apparently not,” and ran back in the store, grabbed a bunch of plastic bags, and went back out to fix this so he could finally eat some real food. “Don’t worry,” he told her, “we’ll get this up and running and you’ll be on your way before rush hour is over. I’ll take them to your car, if you like. so we can get you on your way.”

She replied, “That would be perfect, thank you so much!” Apparently, she spoke all in exclamation points. One of those people. But he couldn’t help but feel attracted to her, in a way he rarely did with Tanya. Damn, she had nice hooves.

He found himself thinking, Hooves? Really, Byron? as he gathered up all the items, put them in the bags, and they started for the parking lot. “Where are you parked?” he asked. He was in no mood to have this linger for longer than it had too.

“It is just over near the end by the fence. I do not like to be near too many others, since I just got this transport the other day.”

The accent was charming and twanged something deep inside him, but her words were odd. He thought to himself, Okay, now I know she’s nuts. Transport? Yeah, we need to get her on her way as soon as possible. He decided to take extra time at the KFC at the entrance of the big parking lot before going home, too, just in case she crashed her “transport.” She pointed him to a full-size white SUV. “Well, here we are,” he said, feeling a little breathless. “If you open the trunk, I’ll put these in. Unless you’re okay with them going in the back seat.”

He wasn’t expecting a brand spankin’ new Cadillac Escalade. “Wow, this is really nice. Make sure you take care of it,” he advised.

She just smiled and opened the back door. While he was putting her things in, he thought he felt a few drops of water on the back of his neck. Just what he needed on top of this—rain. “Feels like it’s starting to rain,” he said conversationally as he turned around. “I felt a few drops.”

She looked surprised and said “Really? It is a bit cloudy out, but I do not think it is going to rain. Thank you so much for helping me out. I really appreciate it.”

Suddenly, Byron felt exhausted. Carrying her stuff along with his had tired him out. He should’ve gotten a cart, but as usual, he wasn’t thinking. He said, “No problem,” and wished her a good night; but when he started to turn back towards his car, it felt like an anvil just dropped on his head. He grew very dizzy. almost to the point where he was having problems walking. He thought, Oh jeez, I must have mixed up my fucking meds again. This is what happened the last time, but not this bad. Which ones did I take? I can’t remember. Shit, this isn’t good. I need to get my phone out now, before I’m too out of it to call for help.

“Are you all right, Mr. Hollington? You do not look well. Come sit down here, and I will go get someone.” Before he could respond, the nut woman was guiding him back to her car and helping him into the back seat.

He caught it just before he hit the back seat. He’d never told her his name. “Wa…i…t,” he groaned, “Ya…ya…. ned…t.”

And that was it. He was out. She didn’t even pick up his bags, which had fallen out of his hand when she ushered him back to her car. Why bother? Sarraqa made sure Hollington was strapped in, and after checking her sensors to make sure no one had seen the exchange, quickly buckled herself into the pilot seat and signaled her escort that all was well, and she was ready to go.

“Did you check to make sure nobody was around?” The pilot of the shuttle asked, as she had instructed him to.

“I saw no one,” she told him.

“Nor did I. It does not look like anyone was paying attention. The cameras in the parking lot were easy enough to control, despite there being so many. If they review any of the recordings, they will see nothing. How long will this drug last?”

“Do not worry, he will not wake for a while. We will be there in less than half an hour.” She carefully steered the disguised spacecraft to the street, carefully obeying the traffic laws she had reviewed, the escort following overhead until she pulled onto a side road where they assured her no one would be able to see her. That alone took twenty minutes at the crawl she had to maintain. When she was safe, she flipped on the cloak and took the singleship up to 2,000 meters. Her escort trailing behind, she headed for the designated rendezvous spot in the New Jersey Pine Barrens.

As soon as the Royal transport came, they’d be on their way back to the Andromeda, then on their way home. Queen Jata would be so pleased.
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CHAPTER 4

SARRAQA’S CHALLENGE

The instant the two smaller ships arrived, the transport decloaked; it had been waiting there the whole time. As the shuttle took off for orbit, Sarraqa eased her singleship into the transport docking bay designed for it. That did it. Mission completed. It was time to inform President Drummond and his staff that the job was done, and that the Andromeda would soon be leaving the system with Thundercloud aboard. Already, as agreed, the President’s cameras were being placed throughout Unari, so they could monitor Thundercloud’s progress and see all that the planet had to offer. The FTL relays and network connections would be harder to establish, but they had already determined the appropriate system architecture, signal, and signal strength to make all that work. Everything was going perfectly. The Americans had their deal; they would not only get an inexhaustible supply of energy from the ibarathan, but also would have their cameras on Unari, and would even be granted access for an ambassador on the two Thuneri ships remaining in orbit.

On the way back to the Andromeda, the Thuneri pilot of the transport showed Sarraqa how to work the communications station. She’d never qualified on the larger Thunerian systems, so she was a bit rusty. She had reverted to her natural state by that point, since she’d been having problems maintaining her Human form. Since she had no fingers to type on the pad, the pilot offered her a short stylus with a soft pad on the end, which she could hold with her aura and tap on the controls.

She immediately contacted President Drummond with the good news. She could finally relax. Now all she had to do was bring Queen Jata’s son up to speed before they got home. She had plenty to time, considering their journey would last several months. The problem was that she needed to do this. Queen Jata wasn’t going to visit him until he was ready. Seeing the Queen would no doubt be extremely traumatic to Thundercloud. She wasn’t exactly subtle in appearance, which was why it had been decided that since Sarraqa was much smaller in stature, it would be easier to see her as she really was first. The question would be how to do it.

She had decided she might have his eyes and legs covered first, and ease him into it gently after a few sessions of dialogue, to see how that went. She might be something of an expert on both covert operations and Humans, as far as that went among the Unari, but Thundercloud still thought of himself as Byron Hollington, a Human being—and she didn’t know that much about Human psychology. She would also have to explain his transformation as well, which might be difficult, despite his obvious intelligence. He had been living as a Human for more than 50 years. He identified as a Human. Queen Jata had wanted to fetch him sooner, but given the political situation and the length of time it took to get from Unari to Earth and back, there was no other time she could fetch him. She needed to rescue him now, since she was coming into season—as was her sister and Sarraqa. If all went well, he would be able to fertilize all of them and start a new generation of Alicorns. Sarraqa was just happy to be a part of this, and was hoping she would be selected as one of his first mates.

Half an hour later, the shuttle was docked back aboard the Andromeda and Mr. Hollington, henceforth to be called Thundercloud, was in their medical bay undergoing the procedure that would “unpack” his true form. The procedure would only take about an hour or so, as they selectively activated his Unari DNA. Once done, he would be sent to his own living quarters, but would be strapped to a medical bed until he was ready to accept his new form. This was a necessary step in the process. The change would be traumatic; but once he learned of his true nature and abilities, there was little doubt that, in time, he would take his rightful place by his mother’s side as ruler of Unari. Sarraqa would remain in his quarters throughout the entire process, to ensure that all problems were taken care of immediately.

And there would be problems. That was certain. After all, just observing him over the past few weeks has revealed that, despite his helpfulness complex, he wasn’t an easy individual to deal with. She figured her sessions with him would take the entire journey, if not longer. But she was patient, and so long as she stuck to the plan, everything would work out in the end.

Before they brought Thundercloud back to his living quarters, Sarraqa was there, getting everything prepared for him. She was, after all, Jata’s Ascended, and one of her most trusted lieutenants. She hadn’t been Ascended to Alicorn status just because of her covert abilities; she had been a powerful Unicorn since she first started training. The Queen wouldn’t personal mentor just any Unicorn; they had to be at least a Class 4. That narrowed the field to only several on the entire planet. There had been three before Sarraqa, but out of those, only one, Kalani, had completed the training. Kalani too was a Class 4, and had excelled like Sarraqa; but the other two—well, she didn’t care to think of them.

Both could have Ascended almost immediately, but had proven less than willing to follow the Queen’s program. Instead, both had decided to challenge the Queen rather than join her in ruling Unari. The Class 5 Unicorn Sumari had been a beautiful female whose abilities were matched by only one other Unicorn, Omrin. Instead of trying to learn from the Queen, both challenged her independently; and when Sumari was defeated, they had joined forces to see if they could take her down together. They nearly succeeded; but, in the end, they were no match for the Queen, and the battle had cost Sumari her life. That had been one of the few times the death of an Unari had been deliberately caused by one of their own. The Queen regretted having to kill Sumari, but she was left with no choice. She was normally very forgiving, but there could be no forgiveness for what Sumari had done. Omrin was sentenced to the underground prison of Subtunaris for the rest of her life.

Thus, there remained only five Alicorns on all of Unari: three natural-born and two Ascended. Queen Jata, her sister Cherika, and Queen Aris of the Northern Empire were the remaining natural-borns. Sarraqa knew little about Aris, as the Northern Empire was a separately ruled kingdom surrounded by a huge wall. Aris would have to bargain hard for the stud rights of Thundercloud, assuming all went well.

Sarraqa tilted her ears to the side—an Unari shrug. She was sure she could get Thundercloud with the program. After all, he would be the only natural-born Alicorn male on Unari. If Sarraqa was correct, and she usually was, he would also be the only other active Class 5 besides the Queen. But that remained to be seen.

Now that Sarraqa had his quarters all set up, she needed only to await his arrival. It was a shame he had to be restrained for the beginning sessions, but it was mostly for his own safety. He was used to a Human body, not an Alicorn’s, and might hurt himself during an emotional reaction. She would make sure he would be as comfortable as possible. The Thunerians were also working on a type of collar that would inhibit the abilities of Unicorns and Alicorns—not as a weapon, they explained, but as a restraint for violent individuals. This would prove very useful for circumstances like the one Sarraqa was about to face. She had no idea whether Thundercloud’s Alicorn abilities would manifest immediately, or if they would take time to appear. From her extensive research on Earth and Humans, she knew that Humans were completely unpredictable. They were creatures of extremes: they could be warm, gentle, and caring; and then, within minutes, could become the most violent sentient creatures she’d ever heard of. Cherika’s personal guard had spent much time learning about their behaviors by watching what they called “documentaries.” Most of these were historical accounts of wars documenting Humanity’s violent history.

From what Sarraqa could tell, not much had changed during that history, as far as their tendency towards violence was concerned. In fact, the extent of their violence had increased as they had evolved, especially once they had advanced technologically to the point where they could kill each other without ever having to see each other. That felt dangerous to her. How much of the Human culture he had been steeped in for 55 years would Thundercloud retain?

In her dealings with the Thunerians, she had also researched their violent past, especially the clashes between their two species, the Solids and the Striped. In their histories, there had never been a case of widespread Solid-on-Solid violence or Striped-on-Striped violence. It was always directed from one to the other. The Striped considered themselves superior to the Solids, in the same sense that individual Human groups often thought they were better than anyone else.

Among Humans, that trend continued to this day, to an extent not seen in the other two cultures. Humans had their groups, but their biological distinctions were not as clear as those among the Thunerians or the Unarians. All Humans were genetically compatible and could produce fertile offspring. They were pretty much all the same except for skin pigmentation and the region of the planet from which they originated. Their home region also dictated the language they spoke. For a single species to speak so many different languages was amazing; Thunerians had documented tens of thousands before the European diaspora had destroyed the integrity of cultures throughout most of the Earth. Even now, there were still over 7,000 distinct, living languages. The observers found this curious and confusing; even the Thunerians all spoke the same language, and they were spread over several different planets. There were several distinct species among the Unari, but from one to the next, they could all understand one another.

Earth was truly an amazing and scary place. Sarraqa couldn’t wait to get home. But for the next several months, this cabin would be home.

After a few hours of waiting, Thundercloud was finally brought to his quarters, no longer Human in form. Sarraqa was taken a bit by surprise. Not knowing what to expect other than that he was going to be an Alicorn, she hadn’t expected him to be this large. Clearly, his internal energy had been severely compressed to have converted to so much mass as his Unarian DNA was allowed to express itself. No wonder he was used to consuming large quantities of food! He was still unconscious from the procedure; his eyes and forelegs were covered with soft bandages, so as not to cause any irritation. and he was bound to a nice, soft medical bed.

His coloring was striking; she had never seen another individual of any species with his color scheme. His fur was brick red, like his Human hair, with a flame-orange tinge to the mane and tail, along with the standard black tips on the wings and tail feathers. She couldn’t see his eyes, but one of the Thunerians told him that they were lavender. His color scheme seemed to be the opposite of the Queen’s. He measured not quite as large as the Queen, but he was still up there at nearly nine feet in height by Human reckoning.

Thundercloud lay on his front, with his front and rear legs stretched out and bound. Sarraqa was told that he should be awake soon, and to give him some time to orient himself before starting with her lessons. She agreed, reclining on a round cushion placed near his bed so that she could monitor his condition. Now all she had to do was wait for him to wake, and then she would begin easing him into his new life. For now, she requested more information on Human psychology and behavior. She still had numerous volumes to get through. Fortunately, they had been translated into the primary Unarian language, a derivation of ancient Thunerian.

She managed to get through several volumes before he woke. She was already waiting attentively when he started to stir, having been informed of his impending consciousness.

When he realized he couldn’t move, everything went rapidly downhill.

As Byron started to wake, he realized that he felt wrong somehow. After previous episodes with his medications, he remembered being in this same groggy state, as if he’d just come out of a troubled but dreamless sleep. This time, though, the situation was much different. For one thing, he wasn’t able to feel his fingers or toes; it was like they weren’t even there. Then there was the way he was lying down. It felt off. He was lying on his front instead of his back, with his arms and legs stretched out, away from his body. It was a strange but not uncomfortable feeling. Still, everything felt different, as if he were contorted in some way.

It wasn’t long before he realized he was blindfolded and bound. He didn’t like being restrained, especially when he was unable to see. It made him feel claustrophobic. He started to panic. “Hello? Is anyone there? What’s happening? I can’t see. Why am I blindfolded? What happened to me?”
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Barely awake, Thundercloud started to struggle against the straps binding him to the bed. Sarraqa knew she had to start this out slowly, but she had no choice but to wing it from there. No one had ever Ascended from Human to Alicorn before. “It is okay,” she soothed. “You are okay. You are safe. My name is Sarraqa.”

Thundercloud interrupted immediately. “Who are you? What did you do to me? Why am I here? What’s going on? I can’t feel my hands or feet. I feel different, like things are missing! Why am I blindfolded? Why…?” He started to struggle violently, but the straps held. “Why have I been brought here? What have you done? Is this some sort of kidnapping? Is it money you want?”

Sarraqa had been expecting questions, but nothing like this. She wasn’t prepared for the flood of emotions, and had to act quickly before he injured himself. She raised her voice slightly. “Thundercloud, it is okay, if you would just listen for a mome….”

“Thundercloud? Who the hell is that? Who are you? Wait… that voice. It’s YOU! From Wal-Mart. You’re that damn foreign woman with the glasses, aren’t you? You’re the one I was helping when… wait. YOU did this to me! Why?”

This wasn’t the way she had hoped things would start out, but if he was silent for a minute, she might be able to provide him with enough information to calm him down. She hoped. “Please, Thundercloud, if you will listen for a moment, I will answer as many of your questions as I can. Please let me tell you everything first, and maybe this will all make sense. First, you are not in any danger! I know it does not seem like it now, but the restraints were necessary, because we were not sure how you were going to react. They will be removed once I am certain that you have accepted everything you have been told. It was necessary to bring you here like this, because after I tell you why you are here and who you really are… well, let us just say I doubt you would have accepted this if you were approached first and asked to come voluntarily. This will sound strange to you, almost unbelievable, but it is all happening and it is all true.”

Thundercloud interrupted, “My name is Byron, dammit, not Thunderclap! Byron Hollington! What do you mean by true and who I really am? Why would you abduct me? I’m nobody important, so what the hell is happening? I can’t possibly be of any value to whoever you are or whoever you represent. Wait… waaait a minute. Right as I was starting to pass out, you called me ‘Mr. Hollington.’ How did you know my name? How do you know me? Who are you? Look, if this is some sort of revenge for something my father did in the past, please, I had nothing to do with anything he did while he was in the military! Please. My family has nothing to do with—”

This time he was cut off. “Your mate knows the truth, Thundercloud. She always has. She knows where you are, and that you are in no danger. How do you think we were able to find you? We know everything about you.”

“Bullshit. What do you know? Stuff that you looked up on the Internet? How convenient is that? There is nothing you could tell me that would…”

Sarraqa cut back in, “You were christened Byron Tiberius Hollington, son of General Louis Hollington and Barbara Hinton Hollington. Born March 19, 1972. Fond of rocketry, ancient Chinese history, conspiracy theories, and dystopian science fiction. Once stole $20 from your mother’s purse and felt so guilty about it you confessed the next day. A history of failure with intimate relationships. Virginity lost March 19, 1992, a birthday gift from the first potential mate of your life, Dahlia Queen. Miss Queen subsequently disappeared, her family having been placed in the U.S. Witness Protection Program for their safety and yours. Father of three offspring. Female: Kendra; 22 Earth years of age, has a profound issue with communication. Has the apparent mental state of a child, possibly due to the overzealous use of forceps during her delivery. Twin males: Emmanuel and Marcus; 20 Earth years of age, currently attending the learning institution known as University of Southern New Jersey, apparently working on degrees in partying and beer-guzzling.”

Byron fell silent. He was shocked, and knew there was no way they could have pulled all that from the Internet. Some of it, yes, but not the part about the forceps use during his daughter’s birth or the way he’d privately characterized his sons’ approach to education. He listened as Sarraqa kept going. “Mated to… apologies, wife: Tanya Dolberg; born in Linz, Austria in April 1978. You have been together since 2000. You have been known to frequent conspiracy forums online. You have always had questions about your blood screenings. None of your medical specialists could ever explain their initial anomalous readings. Did you ever wonder why none of your children have ever shown any signs that they have the same anomalies?”

She waited for a response, but he just lay there for a moment listening. After several minutes of silence, she continued. “That is because you are different. You are unlike any other Human being, unlike your wife and children, because you are not a Human being. Yes, you thought you were. Yes, you have been living as one for all these years, despite feeling different from other Humans. You had decided that this was an existential anomie all other Humans shared, but this was not the case. You knew at a generic level that there was something more.

“Again, my name is Sarraqa. I am here to answer all those questions you had over the years. To recap your history: 55 years ago, my race, the Unari, visited Earth. I was not personally among that party, but our Queen was. Her name is Jata. She was carrying a child, but she needed to hide him due to a danger that she had sensed—”

At this, he interrupted. “Wait, so, you’re saying this Queen of yours flew here from wherever it is you come from with a baby? To do what exactly?”

Sarraqa continued. “Thundercloud—Mr. Hollington—that baby was you. The name you were given and have been using all these years is the Human name your Human foster parents gave you. But one of the tribes native to your nation state gave you another name during her visit. She had assisted this tribe, and as a show of gratitude, they asked to bestow a name they thought fitting. That name, which you will be known by going forth, is Thundercloud. It was a great honor to have received that name.”

Thundercloud tried to pick up his head and said, “Wait, aliens? You’re telling me you’re a race of extraterrestrial aliens, and that I’m one too? So, what about the mother who gave birth to me? Is she an alien too? I don’t believe you. Why have I really been brought here, and what use could I possibly be…”

Sarraqa, despite herself, was growing impatient. “If you would just let me finish, this will all begin to make sense,” she insisted. “Your foster parents were selected by your government. Your father was a war hero, was he not? He was the only member in the history of your armed forces to receive their top award twice, is that not true? Your government, at the time, gave him the option of fostering you because your mother was unable to bear offspring. The species that brought us here, known as Thunerians, have technology that allowed us to manipulate your DNA to make you compatible with a Human host. Your mother was that host. Queen Jata had to leave you here, in their care, while she went back to our home planet of Unari to deal with the threat. She was to retrieve you once that was done, but since the distance and time differential between our worlds is so great, we were unable to retrieve you until now. Time does not work the same on Unari as it does here on Earth.”

Thundercloud snorted, but said, “Okay, let’s say this is somehow true. What happens to my family? What happens to me? What am I?”

Sarraqa rose up on her cushion before Thundercloud’s bed, then lay on her legs and faced him. Silently, she removed the blindfold.

“Thank you. About fucking time,” Byron snapped as the blindfold was peeled away. He blinked, expecting to have to wait for his eyes to adjust to the light, but they seemed to do so instantly. He looked around cautiously. He was in a large room, devoid of any furniture but for a large table that sat near a circular window that revealed it was still dark outside, although a tiny blip of light looked like it was racing by every so often. He looked to the other side of the room and saw a door that looked like it slid open rather than opening in or out. He glanced all around, finally noticing a large purple thing lying on a circular cushion right in front of him. “Whoa, what the… when did this thing get here?” It resembled a giant, colorful stuffed animal like you might get at a country fair, except vastly bigger. He couldn’t tell if it was alive or if it was just something that had been placed there for his sake, but he looked it over. It had a head that looked almost horse-like, with little triangular ears set near the back, to either side of a light purple mane. Large violet eyes seemed to stare back at him; they had with no discernable pupils, seemed to be glowing, and there was some sort of glitter effect deep in the iris. They were stunning to look at, and quite appealing to him.

He noticed that it was lying on its front, the front legs spread in front of it culminating in large hooves. Nice hooves, he thought, and instantly felt a sense of Deja vu. These appealing hooves were black and shiny, as if they were carved from ebony granite. He looked to either side of the large creature and noticed it had wings. Big, presumably functional Pegasus wings. He couldn’t see the back of the thing, but it took a deep breath…

Holy shit, this thing is alive. Panicking, he struggled against the restraints. If he could have moved his arms, he would have crossed himself; but after seeing this thing, he couldn’t even remember how to say the Rosary. He did mutter under his breath, begging God to wake him up from this nightmare, but instead of saying that aloud, he just kept going as if he were unnerved. “Um… hello? Miss Suck— Sack— Shakira? Um, is this thing friendly?”

“My name is Sarraqa,” the thing said. “And I am not a thing.”

He couldn’t take his eyes off its sleek, velveteen purple fur. He then noted that it had a horn in the center of its forehead that was the same color as its eyes, and that there was a groove that spiraled up the horn from the base to the tip. He couldn’t make out what this thing was. The first thing that came to mind was a modified unicorn with wings. Was it a flying unicorn? Didn’t the fantasy books call that a pegacorn? It had a mane like a horse’s, but it looked a bit shorter and much more well-kept than it would on a horse. He couldn’t see much else since it was lying down. The only thing he could conclude was that it might have been shaped a bit like a horse, but it was nothing of the sort. The muzzle wasn’t nearly as big. He couldn’t take his eyes off this thing.

The woman finally replied again, “I said, my name is Sarraqa.” Thundercloud looked around but saw nobody. It sounded like she was standing behind the creature, but there was nobody there. “Um, yeah, Sarah…whatever, is this unicorn-Pegasus thing safe to have in here? I mean, it’s gorgeous, and It hasn’t moved or done anything, but it’s kind of making me nervous.”

She responded, “My name is pronounced SA-ROCK-A, Thundercloud, and that thing you are talking about is me.”

Byron was looking right at it when she spoke and said, “What? Now I know you’re fucking with me. I’m looking right at this thing, and it hasn’t moved at all. I’d think I know if this thing was speaking. The mouth isn’t even moving. Unless you’re going to tell me that I’m just hearing the voice in my head. That would be something. Now, really, please come out from wherever you are. This thing is interesting and adorable, but I’m not amused, and this is not funny. You’ve had your fun, now please—”

She cut in, “That thing is me! Look at my mouth. It is moving. Can you not see? I know you can hear me. You can understand me.”

Byron responded, “Of course I can understand you. You’re speaking English, duh.” But he looked at little closer when she did speak, and this time, could see the creature moving its mouth. But when the words were spoken, it didn’t look as if they were coming from the creature. It was like watching an old movie that was recorded in a foreign language, then dubbed over in English.

“Finally, he gets it. I am not speaking English; I am speaking Unarian, a form of Ancient Thunerian. Thundercloud, you ARE Unarian. That is why you can understand me. Your brain is simply translating my words into English; you will understand it as Unarian as you recover. Watch my mouth, you will see.” He stared as she continued talking, saying some sort of soothing nonsense, and there it was, as if right on cue: the mouth and the words synched.

“The fuck just happened?” he demanded. “No, you are not telling me I’m some kind of talking, flying carnival horse! This is some real bullshit here. And my name is Byron. Not this Thunderbird crap. I don’t care if the entire Sioux Nation blessed me over a campfire. Now, get your ass out from wherever…”

This time, the creature got down off the cushion and stood at its full height. Thundercloud stared in awe at the size of this thing. It definitely had the general shape of a horse, but it was so much more muscular and had a deeper chest. It stretched its wings, and it looked magnificent. As he took in the full sight of this thing, he noticed that the wings had black tips on the ends and that the tail was rudderlike, as if it were, in fact, used for flying. The feathers also looked unique, as if they weren’t soft and birdlike, with quills and vanes, but instead solid pieces.

When she spoke again, the friendliness was gone; and this time, he saw her mouth moving, and there was no mistaking where the voice was coming from now. “We are not horses, Thundercloud! We are not some fantasy conjured from your fictitious writings or forms of entertainment. And we are certainly not beasts of burden. We are a proud and ancient species. We are Unarians. I am a member of the Alicorn race, to be more specific. We may look like certain creatures of your Earth’s mythology, but make no mistake: we are more than mere Humans could ever hope to be.”

Byron realized that he had hit a nerve. He couldn’t afford to offend this… being. He wanted information. He wanted answers, and most of all, he wanted to go home. “Please, if you have any Humanlike sense of morality, you must understand that I have responsibilities and am needed back home. I’m sorry if I said something offensive. I’m scared. You’ve made your point. I have no idea what is going on. If you let me go, I’ll never say a thing to anyone. I will…”

Sarraqa was really quite agitated now. She hadn’t imagined this would go so poorly, and she needed to regain control of the situation. It was clear she understood less about Humans than she thought. A normal Unarian would never act this way. She said loudly, “Please listen, and listen very carefully. Do not interrupt me again, or I will bind your mouth shut, Queen’s son or not. I have tried to be patient. I have tried to explain. Now, I must do this in a way I had not intended. Do not speak. Listen. For once in your life, listen.”

She fixed him with a stern stare. “There is no going home to Earth. There is no need. Your wife knows where you are. She has been paid well and allowed to proceed with her life in whatever ways she wishes. We understand that this will be difficult for you. We considered every scenario, and decided this was the best way to proceed. Your home is no longer the planet Earth. You are no longer Human. The Human male known as Byron Hollington no longer exists. Your name is Thundercloud, and that name will be used to address you from here on out. Your Unari DNA has been activated. The Thunerians will explain how this was done later, when you go to your first appointment with their Chief Medical Officer.”

She sighed. She hadn’t wanted to do this quite yet, but he’d left her no choice. Her horn glowed, and a purple aura formed around it. That aura then extended out, making its way to Thundercloud, who was clearly scared to death. He tried to struggle against the restraints binding him to the bed. “Now, wait a minute,” he yelped. “No need to use your laser beam on me. I take back everything I said. FOR GOD’S SAKE!” He tried to pull himself as far away as possible from the purple aura that was nearly upon him as it went for the cloth that covered his forelegs. When it pulled back, it had taken the cloth away, and what he saw clearly shocked him. “Fuck me. This is NOT happening. No. No. No. No. No. I know what this is. I’ve messed up my meds really bad, and I’m hallucinating again. That’s what this is. You’re not real and I must be either lying in the Walmart parking lot or in a hospital bed somewhere. That’s it. Must be. I’m stuck in some sort of vivid dream-state. Must be. This is ridiculous. Yep, I mixed the meds up yet again, and now I’m seeing crazy shit. Never been this vivid, though. Almost looks real. Dammit. I knew I should’ve bought that damn pill box with the times listed on the top.”

Sarraqa interrupted, “So, I am not real, you say? Then tell me when you have ever had a dream that looked this real. A hallucination that was this real. Anything that was this real. Now, watch closely, and you tell me what you think.” Her wings were now fully spread. Her mouth was open, and he saw that she had teeth—not the teeth of an herbivore, but the very large canines of an oblige carnivore. The canines looked as if they belonged on something like a wolf. Then her horn glowed with that purple aura again; but this time, it didn’t extend out as had before, instead spreading over Sarraqa and enveloping her until he could no longer see her features, but could still make out her shape and form. It was like a translucent field. His eyes were completely transfixed on her as he saw her shape move. It looked like she was rearing back on her hind legs, but she didn’t come back down; instead her body was changing. Her front legs were getting smaller, her head and body changing as well. When the aura finally lifted, he saw the same woman he had seen at Walmart.

“What in the name of all creation! You. You. You! You’re a fucking shapeshifter, a changeling! I KNEW that stuff was all bullshit. Trying to convince me that you were this purple horse Alicorn thingy when…” His lavender eyes widened. “Wait… Wait… Yes, that’s it! Maybe you’re one of those ‘grays’ that people say have been abducting them over the years, and you just want me to see you like that to make it easier for me, while you perform all your crazy experiments. That’s it, isn’t it? You read my mind, found out all the information you needed on my family, and used it to try and lull me into a false sense of security. Damn. That almost worked. What are you really going to do with me? Tell the truth. No more mind games. Show me what you really are. It’s okay. If you’ve read my thoughts, you already know I have a vivid imagination, so you don’t have to hide yourself. Please. I’m already terrified of what is going on. No need to hide everything else on top of this.”

Sarraqa was truly agitated at this point, but she could understand where he was going with this. This was, after all, an unbelievable experience for a Human, to be looking at something that rather looked like a flying unicorn that had just transformed into a Human female. But to be mistaken for one of those big-eyed, big-headed idiots! “Thundercloud, please! We drove the Zeta Reticulans out of this sector decades ago!” She paused for a moment to calm down, then lifted her chin and said, “No, Thundercloud, I am not a shapeshifter as such. This transformation took a lot of energy to perform, but I wanted to show you what I was capable of. Besides myself, only Queen Jata would know how to manipulate the energy within us to do something this advanced, but it is taking a lot to maintain this form, so I need to revert back.” The purple aura enveloped her once again.

Thundercloud watched as her body slowly returned to its previous state. When she was done, and the aura dissipated, he noticed a change. It was subtle, but he noticed it all the same. “What happened to you? Why is your color not bright as it was before? It looks almost faded. Are you okay?”

She gathered herself to her full height. “That ‘fading’, as you call it, happened because I consumed a large amount of my internal energy. It will be some time before that energy will regenerate and my coloring will be restored to its original state.” She looked at him solemnly. “Do you think I am real now, or do I need to project more of my energy to prove myself? Or better yet, watch this, and let me know if you’ve read anywhere in your literature of beings who could do what I am about to show you.”

Her horn glowed again, and a bright magenta line spiraled its way down the groove that wrapped around it. Thundercloud was once again awed and frightened by this display. Was she getting ready to fire a weapon at him…?

The aura sprang from her horn and surrounded the circular cushion she had been sitting on. It lifted into the air; then it tore in half, spilling the foam-like padding inside all over the floor. After that, she grabbed half the cushion within her aura and floated it over to Thundercloud. He felt not awe, as she probably expected, but fear. Genuine fear. He tried to back up or move away from the approaching piece of cushion, but he was still restrained. “Okay, okay. I get it. You’re not one of the grays. You. You’re. You are… something else, maybe even what you say you are. Just put that thing down, please.”

She didn’t comply, saying, “No, you need to see that this is real. And you need to feel it as well. Have no fear, I have no intention of hurting you. It is just part of a cushion.” She continued to float it over him, then brought it gently down on top of him, letting it rest against his side just so he could feel that it was real, not imaginary.

He relaxed a little before babbling, “Okay, I get it, it’s a real cushion. I can feel it. I still don’t know if this is real or I’m stuck in some sort of virtual reality. Elon Musk says we’re probably living in a computer simulation anyway, right? You’re making a good argument, but I still refuse to believe that you traveled here from wherever you’re from just to get me, of all people. Must be light years away. So, you have a magical horn. I guess that’s real too. What else are you going to show me that I’ve only seen in children’s fairytale books before?”

Sarraqa floated the broken cushion away and put it next to the other half on the floor, along with all the material that had fallen out. She then used the purple aura from her horn to mend the cushion so that it seemed no different than before. “It is not a ‘magical horn,” she said primly. “The physics of its use are well understood among the Unarians, although Human scientists have barely started tiptoeing about the edges of an inkling of that understanding. I have an innate ability to use that horn to focus the energy generated within me to do various things. As you have seen, I can use it to transform myself, to lift or hold things, to break things apart, and to put them back together, even at a subatomic level. It is second nature to me as an Alicorn. I can also use that energy to defend myself should I feel threatened. I can use a pulse of concentrated energy to stun or to cause pain.”

She looked at him, this time with something he interpreted as fondness. “Oh, Thundercloud, there is so much you will learn! You are a more powerful Alicorn than I will ever be. You have these same abilities and more. All you must do is listen, and accept that you really are one of us. You know, you have been lying there without the blindfold on for a little while now. Have you even noticed all your other features? You’re not just some random Human that we picked to come and take away. You truly are Queen Jata’s son. She put you on Earth to protect you from what was happening back then. She knew that you were in serious danger, and that she was also in danger should it ever be found out that she was about to produce a male offspring. I cannot give you the details, as I was not given all the details on what transpired. All I can tell you is that you were sent here for your protection as well as hers. She wanted to get you while you were still young, but the time differential between our worlds is unpredictable. And now that the Queen is here, that timeline will change again once we leave and return home. There is much about Unari that you must learn.”

Thundercloud had just realized something. “Wait a minute. What happens to my family as I’m whisked away to Never-Never Land? I can’t go off on some magical carpet ride! Not even if I’m destined to rule the universe. I need to be home. I have a sick child to take care of. If you know about me, then you know this. And you said my wife knows about this, even something about paying them off? Listen, that can’t be true. If you knew my wife, then you would know Tanya would NEVER agree to this abduction. Never. You can mutilate me to look like whatever you want, but she would never abandon me.”
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Sarraqa really didn’t want to tell him this, but it was necessary for them to move forward. “Thundercloud, I told you this before. She knows, as does her family, and she has agreed to this. She knew about you before you were even together. You were put together for a reason, just as you were split from your first prospective mate for a reason. But that was years ago, and since then, she has grown truly attached to you, so the offer given was not an easy one. It took weeks for your President and her to come to terms. Did you not notice that things were different at your dwelling? The President has granted immunity, I think that is the word, to your entire family. They will want for nothing. Your children will want for nothing. They even made an agreement with the Thunerians, the beings running this ship, to share their medical knowledge to help with your daughter; by now, her issues should have already been corrected. Normally, the Thunerians would never share their technology. In fact, they would not even let your government have this information. Your wife was brought here personally and met with their staff regarding everything that was going to happen. She has gotten everything that she has asked for, except for one thing. She will not be able to visit you. However, with the Queen’s permission, you may be able to return to Earth to visit her, provided that your transition goes smoothly. But…”

“But? Why is there always a catch?”

“You would not be able to breath the air of Earth any longer. Your DNA has changed significantly. You are one of us now, Thundercloud, and there is no going back. You may, at some point, be able to use the energy within you to change into Human form; but that form would not last for long, and would not change your internal structure. You would still be Alicorn.”

Thundercloud’s eyes widened, but there were no tears. As upset and crushed as might be, he was unable to weep as an Alicorn. “She… she… knew… it was all a lie? Her family, too? For 27 years? But…” He couldn’t finish. He just closed his eyes and put his head down, shaking it back and forth. He was clearly devastated. Sarraqa didn’t even bother to tell him the story they had invented for his children; that would make him even more upset. At this point, she just turned to walk out of his quarters. Before she went, she said gently, “I will give you some time to take this all in. It is going to be all right. I will help you transition. You will not be alone in this. I will be back soon.” With that, she left the room.
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CHAPTER 5

IDENTITY CONFIRMED

Thundercloud didn’t even realize she was gone; he was too focused on what she had said, too far gone in his misery. They knew, all of them? What about his children? Even them? Everyone had a clue but him? No. No, he wasn’t going to buy into that. Something was wrong with him. He knew his wife would never just abandon him, no matter what they promised her. He was the father of her children. He had been with her for nearly 30 years. It was a good marriage. There were no major issues other than financial ones, but they always got through. They were never homeless or starving, and their children always had what they wanted. They kept up a good front, so the children were never aware of any of their financial issues.

And they were getting better anyway. The debt was going away. He had an okay job. They had newer things, went on vacations, and enjoyed each other’s company far too much for her to just give up and let these creatures come and take him away. If she had known what he was from the beginning, then why would she have stayed with him? Why go through all that, knowing they were coming back to take him away?

The alien wasn’t telling him something. He had to hear this from his wife himself. Until she told him, to his face, that this was all true and that this is the way it had to be, he would not believe any of this. He had to get the Alicorn back here. He started yelling for her to come back. “SRIRACHA! Where are you? Come back here! I want to speak to my wife. I want her to tell me to my face that she’s okay with this. SARACHA! Computer, tell this Sarakka bitch to come back here. Computer!” What the hell. It works on Star Trek. I thought these creatures were technologically advanced. Guess not as much as I thought. I need to get that bitch back here. Maybe I can chew through these straps and get out of here. Can’t hurt to try, he thought.

He was able to swing his head over to the strap attached to one of his front legs. It looked just like an ordinary leather strap, but there was no buckle or anything like that; it was just binding him to the bed using some unknown force. He used his tongue and found that he had very big teeth as well. This should be no problem, he figured. He bit it, hard, and felt a strange sensation. His entire body went rigid; then, after who knew how much time had passed, he felt like he was being shaken awake.

“Oh my, Thundercloud… Thundercloud, can you hear me? This is no good. Why did they have to crank it up to that level? All they needed to do was just give him a little jolt as a deterrent. There was no need to incapacitate him like that. My goodness. Come on, Thundercloud, wake up.”

After about ten minutes spent swimming toward consciousness, Thundercloud (the name was growing on him) finally opened his eyes. “Wha… happ…” He felt like he was coming out of anesthesia. He was completely disoriented. “Whas… goin’ … on? Where am I?”

Sarraqa asked loudly in Alicorn, “Are you well, Thundercloud? Can you hear me?”

He looked up at her. At first, he just stared, then shook his head and asked, “What happened? I was calling after you to try and get you back to the room, and the next thing I know, you’re waking me up. All I did was try and remove the straps. I bit down… wait. What did you bastards do to me?”

Sarraqa looked relieved. “Do not worry, Thundercloud, there is no permanent damage, and it looks like you will be fine. The medical team was a bit… overeager to ensure you would be unable to leave your bed for now, so they implanted a device that would deter you from trying. Since they were unsure how strong you would be, I suppose they used the maximum setting. I apologize for that. I should have warned you against that.”

But he didn’t care about that right now. He had remembered why he was trying to get her back here, and didn’t want to get too far off track. “Skiraqa, I want to speak to my wife. I want Tanya to tell me to my face that she knew about all this, that she’s fine with giving up nearly three decades of marriage, and that she hasn’t been coerced or threatened in any way. Until I speak to her, I won’t believe anything else you tell me. So, please, let me speak to her. Only then will I entertain anything else you have to tell me.”

Sarraqa had hoped to avoid this, as it might have a serious effect on his already fragile mental state. He was not taking this nearly as well as expected. Either something had gone wrong with the DNA transformation procedure, or their understanding of Human psychology in general, and his in particular, were far off beam. Sighing, she said, “I will need to clear this with Queen Jata and Captain Utari. I am sure the appropriate communications device has already been set up. I will need to leave briefly, but I will be back as soon as I can. Please, do not try to remove the straps again. I know you must be uncomfortable, but until I can trust that you are not going to do anything drastic, I need to keep you in that bed.”

Thundercloud ignored most of what she said. “Whatever, just get her here!”

Sarraqa looked confused. “I am sorry, Thundercloud, I cannot get her here physically. We will have to use the communications device. We are no longer in orbit around Earth; we are well on our way back to Unari. I am sure you will be able to speak with her. Let me go get permission first so we can get this set up, okay? I will be right back. Again, do not try to remove the straps.” She didn’t wait for him to respond; she just turned and walked out again.

About an hour passed before she finally returned, and this time she was not alone. He had to look several times to confirm what his eyes told him: that there was an actual Unicorn with her. Wingless, it had deep blue fur and didn’t look friendly at all. Its horn was up lit with an aura that matched his amber eyes, and it was pulling some sort of cart with a type of tablet on top propped up on a stand like a futuristic I-Pad. There was nothing on the screen, but it was placed right in front of his bed, so he could look at it without lifting his head.

“This is Captain Flecha,” Sarraqa said by way of introduction.

“Nice to meet you, Flicka.”

“The same, Thunderbird,” the stoic Unicorn said pointedly.

Fucking horn-horse, Thundercloud thought, scowling in a way that matched his new name. Wait’ll I’m in charge, and we’ll see if you get tetchy with me then.

Sarraqa cut in, “Captain Flecha oversees the personal guard of Queen Jata’s sister, Cherika. He has been given instructions on setting this up. Should not take long. We are just waiting for the President of the United States to respond. They told us it may take a little while due to how fast we are traveling, but once the connection has been established, it should work with no delays due to the quantum entanglement nature of the signal.”

She gave him a concerned look. “I want you to understand that this will be difficult for both of you, okay? Please take it easy, and try not to strain against the straps. You may not like what you hear, but understand that an agreement was made that cannot be reversed or broken. Do you understand?”

“No.” Thundercloud didn’t take his eyes off this Captain Flecha. He wasn’t as big as Sarraqa, but like her, he was all muscle. He, like Sarraqa, had the basic shape of a horse, but of all the pictures he had ever seen of a Unicorn, none had ever looked as bulky as this creature. He didn’t really look like someone to mess with, so Thundercloud curbed the snide comment he was about to make and just replied, “Okay, fine.”

However, the Captain appeared unhappy with how it was said, and when he spoke, he clearly wanted to make sure that Thundercloud understood that his attitude was not going to be accepted. “You need to show more respect to Sarraqa,” the Unicorn snapped. “This female is an Alicorn, one of few in existence, and unlike some she has earned the right to be among that number. Failure to show proper respect will have consequences.”

He didn’t hide his threatening tone, even with Sarraqa standing right there, and she took notice. “Do not worry, Captain, I am not offended in any way. This male is a special case, as he came to his true nature only today, having thought he was Human for 55 years. Keep in mind that he is also the Queen’s son, please. Queen Jata, as well as I, understands that it will take a considerable amount of time before he will be able to accept his new way of life. We just need to have some patience.” She glanced at Thundercloud, then back to Flecha. “Now, how long will it take before the connection can be made?”

Flecha did not acknowledge Sarraqa’s explanation, but he did show her respect. “The connection is already complete, Mistress. Once the Humans are ready, they will appear on the screen. May I leave now?”

Sarraqa didn’t look taken aback; apparently she was used to the horn-horse’s brusqueness. Or maybe I should call him a horny-horse, he chortled internally, noting the way he looked at the hot young Alicorn. She just replied, “Yes. Thank you Captain. I will let you know when we are finished.” With that, he left, but not before giving Thundercloud a look that made it clear that their conversation was not over. In fact, when Sarraqa turned back to look at him and away from Flecha, Thundercloud could have sworn he saw the Unicorn mouth, “I will speak with you again.”

Thundercloud was more worried about his earlier assessment of Sarraqa. Wait, did I just think of Sarraqa as hot? Maybe she’s telling the truth about me being an alien. He reassessed her. Yep, hot as sriracha sauce. Heh, Sarraqa sauce!

No one had ever accused Thundercloud of being mature. He had, after all, spent his entire life as a Human male, saturated in the standard American man-child culture.

Back on Earth, in the secure room in the White House, President Harry Drummond was waiting with VP Mike Pennington, General Tom Manchester, and Thundercloud’s human wife, Tanya. She looked nervous to be back in this room again, but this time, it was drastically different. There was now an entire wall of flat panel displays. A raised monitor was mounted in the desk, with a notice on the screen stating, “Communication established. Press here to view.” The President, still in awe of the aliens’ advanced technology, looked at the haggard woman beside him. “Are you ready for this, Mrs. Hollington? Byron will look nothing like before. His Human overlay was a disguise he knew nothing about, and it’s gone now.’

She just looked at him unsteadily and shook her head. “Please, Mr. President, call me Tanya.” She was clearly not ready for this, nor for the private jet ride she had had to take from New Jersey to D.C. at a moment’s notice. However, when she was told that she could speak to her husband one last time, she didn’t hesitate. With all her relatives at home, she didn’t need to worry about anything there. She doubted they’d even noticed she’d left. She had told her mother and some of her uncles that she had to fly to D.C. to speak with the F.B.I. about the disappearance of Byron. None of them except her mother knew the truth.

She had been briefed on her way to D.C. about what she was about to see and how this would take place. The President and his staff would remain with her initially, and then they would withdraw to allow her some private time to talk to her husband. She was fine with the procedure, but not for what they were telling her about the communication. It was unnerving, but she would reserve judgment until after she experienced it for herself.

“Okay, Mrs. Hollin… I mean, Tanya, I’m opening the communications channel. Please have a seat. Remember what we discussed, and you’ll do fine.” He opened the channel and the display flickered on.

Tanya Hollington was shocked, deeply so, by what she saw. but didn’t let it show. She was a consummate actress, after all, so she just remained calm until then he spoke: “Honey, is that you? Is it really you? How are you? Are you alone? It’s me, Byron. I know I look different. I don’t know exactly what I look like, but please know, it’s me.”

She cut him off before he could continue, as she often had to when he got jittery like this. “Byron, it’s me. I’m fine. Let me just say a few things first, okay?” He nodded, and she continued. “First, I just want to let you know that everything is good at home. The kids are fine. We’re all going to be okay. I’m just worried about you. Look at you! You’ve changed so much. I’ve always known what they said you were, but now… the change is unbelievable. How are you doing?”
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Thundercloud began to relax. She was speaking and acting exactly as his wife normally would, so at this point, he had no reason to doubt it was her. “Well, I’m strapped to a bed, for starters. They said it’s only until I ‘come to terms’ with what I am now, and I’m willing to go forward. I admit, I’ve not been… well, I’ve just been myself.” She raised her eyebrows as she usually did before giving a lecture, and this time, there was no walking out or pretending to go “see what the kids needed.” Nope, none of that. He was going to have to listen to every single word this time. Ugh, here it comes. I hope it doesn’t last as long as the last one.

“Okay, Byron. Thundercloud. You need to listen very carefully, because this is important. You cannot, I repeat, cannot, just be yourself with these people. You can’t do or say what you normally do. You need to be discreet and not go off ranting and raving like usual. These are not normal people you’re dealing with, who may ignore you or just brush it off like we do. They are very, very different. We can’t know how aliens will act, but I know one thing: They will not think your humor is funny or witty or anything like that. No. They will act and react unexpectedly, even though you’re supposedly some long-lost son of the Queen. You need to remain calm. I know this is new, and everything is different now.”

The tears started building. “Byron, I don’t want them to hurt you. I’m going to be frank here. They just need you for your… genetic contribution. You need not give it willingly, or… be yourself when you give it. Those people, your people, are very powerful. Just, please, think before you speak, for your safety and everyone else’s.”

He didn’t say a word; he just started at the screen. This was no joke. He had never seen her legitimately scared like this—she had always been the levelheaded, practical one in their marriage. Finally, he said softly, “Fine. I’ll try to keep quiet as much as I can. You know sometimes it just comes out, but I know what you mean. That woman I tried to help at Walmart, Sarraqa—she’s really this a Unicorn-being with wings. They call themselves Alicorns. Apparently, I’m one too. And a few minutes ago, an honest-to-god Unicorn came in with her… an actual fucking Unicorn. Did you hear me, Tanya? I’m living in some fantasy novel. A real live Unicorn came in to set up the communications—but unlike Sarraqa, he didn’t look or act friendly at all. He already told me that I needed to show more respect to Sarraqa. I didn’t say anything rude… It was just, just the way I said something that he took serious offense to. He worries me.”

She looked even more scared when he said that, and this time, the president and his staff moved into view. “Mr. Hollington—sorry, Thundercloud—this is President Drummond. I’m here with your wife, Vice President Pennington, and General Manchester. Do you remember the name of that Unicorn? Was his coat blue, by any chance?”

This couldn’t be good. Not if the President was there with the VP and some general. “Umm, yeah. I think his name was Fleck… something.”

They all looked at each other. The President spoke again. “Ah. Captain Flecha. The head of Cherika’s personal guard. He is not someone you want to be on the bad side of, Thundercloud. However, don’t worry too much about him. I’ll speak to the Queen to make sure this doesn’t escalate. In the meantime, please listen to your wife. In the past several weeks, we’ve gotten to know one another well. I just want you to know that your wife is one hell of a negotiator. You are very lucky to have someone who cares so much about you. Your oldest child…” He looked at Mrs. Hollington, as if for a prompt, “Kendra… has become friends with my youngest son Ferdinand. They share similarities as far as their ‘issues’ are concerned. He too has a hard time focusing, and was diagnosed with a similar condition. Thanks to your wife and her time with the Queen…”

This got Thundercloud’s attention so much that he pulled his head up to the point where his front legs were now straining against the straps. His ears were perked up as high as they would go. Not that he noticed any of this. He was just shocked at the fact that not only was his wife on speaking terms with the President of the United States, but that his daughter had met the Queen. Was the Queen aware of what was going on?

The President took no notice and continued speaking. “Tanya was able to convince her to talk to Captain Utari, to have both children looked at to see if their condition could be corrected. The Captain reluctantly agreed. Both kids underwent the same procedure and are now completely cured, thanks to your wife. She didn’t need to do that, but after meeting my son and seeing how he and Kendra really got on, she decided to do this on her own. I can’t thank her enough, and as such I have made sure that everything she needs and wants will be taken care of. You don’t have to worry about your kids, her family, or her. You have my word, in front of my staff, that everything has been taken care of.”

He turned to Tanya. “Thank you again, Mrs. Hollington. And with that, we will let you two have some privacy. Please keep it short, as we’re only supposed to have about 20 to 30 minutes. Unless either of you two have anything to add?” he asked, looking at his companions. Both the Vice President and General said no, so they left the room.

Now it was only Tanya and Thundercloud.

He spoke up first, as he needed to ask her certain things now that they were alone. “A very nice speech indeed. How do I know this is really Tanya? For all I know, this could be some sort of projection. Sarraqa was able to shape herself into Human form.”

She seemed to be waiting for this, for she immediately said, “Do you remember the time we went to the Grand Canyon? Before we had the kids? “He nodded an affirmative. “Then I’m sure you remember trying to hang over the side to try and get a picture of this ‘awesome’ outcropping you saw, but you couldn’t take it from where we were allowed to stand, so you decided to get closer by going over the railing and up to the edge so you could lean down and get the shot?” He nodded again. “Well, then you also remember leaning too far over and falling. You dropped the damn camera, then struggled to hold on to the edge, not realizing there was an outcropping right below you, so you screamed and cried—”

He cut her off immediately. “Yeah, okay, it’s you. No need to go into details—”

She cut back in. “Oh no, you wanted to know if this was really me. So after everyone took videos of you praying to God this, and God that, then falling two feet to the outcropping below, not to mention how wet your pants got… it was the most watched video on the Internet for, what, two months?”

He growled, “Okay, okay. I get it. It’s you. I thought you would have forgotten about that by now.” But he was getting off track. Now that he knew it was her, he became serious as he whispered, “Just nod and tell me if you were coerced in any way. Did they force you do this? Did they threaten you, the kids, or our family and friends? Please, I need to know.”

She didn’t shake her head yes or no. She just stared at him, then said. “No, not directly. Listen.” Still with tears running down her cheeks, she said, “Do you think if I said ‘No, you can’t take him,’ they’d have said ‘Sure, okay. No problem.’? Or would have just said screw it and taken you anyway without any notice? I saw that I was going to have no choice, so when the President said they were prepared to offer me anything I wanted in exchange for you, I thought about what we had talked about before, and I asked for everything I could think of. I’m sorry, but I had to. You have no idea how serious they were about taking you with them. Sure, they were nice at first, but how nice would they have been had I not cooperated?” Tears were streaming down in full force now. “Do you think I wanted to do this? I had to tell the kids that you went missing. I had the police over at the house going through everything of ours, the kids’, and my mother’s. It was the most upsetting thing I’ve ever had to do. I hated to lie to the kids.

“Only Kendra knows about the Queen, and she was terrified when the Queen came to see us before the procedure. Nobody expected to see what we saw. She was enormous. We were told she stood more than ten feet high. Kendra was scared to death. I was in complete shock. Queen Jata wasn’t mean or scary, and she even laid down to be closer to us, so she could speak with Kendra… but even then, she still towered over us. She was really nice, and explained the situation to me. She didn’t think Kendra would remember any of this once the procedure was completed, but she was wrong. Kendra remembered. Not only that, she told me it was okay and that you would be okay. I lost it. My baby was telling me everything was going to be okay! She was more focused and spoke for the first time in 22 years without veering off onto 20 different tangents. I couldn’t believe I was hearing this from her. You would’ve been so proud to see her.”

After hearing this, Thundercloud could only look at his wife. There were no tears for him; none were possible. He was astonished that this had all taken place, yet couldn’t show the emotion he wanted to. He couldn’t speak. She continued. “So, I’m okay with this. I’m not okay with not being with you. I’m not okay about having other people help me with her. I don’t blame you. Nobody told you. There was no way to prepare for this. We’ll do the best we can, and now that Kendra is doing well, maybe everything will work out. I don’t know about the twins. You know how Marcus and Emmanuel adore you. It’ll take them a long time to come to terms with this. Kendra said she would help and not tell them what’s really going on, because she knows they won’t understand. Did you hear that? Our daughter, who couldn’t put two sentences together a month ago, is now helping with her siblings instead of the other way around, helping around the house, and being there for me every time I’ve broken down since this whole thing started.”

Thundercloud was so taken aback by this that there were no words he could say to show his appreciation for what his wife was going through. He had been so focused on what was going to happen with him that he hadn’t even thought much about what was going on back home with his family. “I’m so sorry about all of this. I really don’t know what to say,” he said quietly. “Please forgive me for what I’m about to ask, but I have to know. What Sarraqa told me. Did you really know before we were married?.”

She just looked at him, shocked. She clearly hadn’t expected him to bring this up. Not now. “It’s not your fault,” she said. “When they originally approached me in 1999, I…”

Suddenly, he could no longer understand what she was saying. It was like something had happened to the audio, so that she was now speaking in a different language, not English or her native language of German. He knew what that sounded like, and could even recognize words, but this was completely different. He tried to interrupt her. “Hang on, hon, I can’t understand what you’re saying…”

But this time, it was she who stopped talking, and not only looked confused, but put her hands over her ears immediately when he started to speak. She took a hand off her ears and put it up palm-forward, as if to tell him to stop talking. He did. They just stared at each other. Then she tried to speak again. She waited and looked at him. He didn’t say anything, but looked back and shook his head as if to say no. She held up her hand with her finger pointing up as if to say, “Wait a second,” and then walked away from the screen.
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Tanya Hollington stepped out of the secure room and approached the President, who was leaning against the wall. “Excuse me, Mr. President. There’s something wrong with the audio on the display. Suddenly, whenever Byron speaks, its sounds like shrieking noises. It’s extremely loud. It also seems like he can’t understand me on his end either. Can we get someone to come check the audio really quickly?”

The VP, President, and General looked at each other and then her. Then the President said, “It’s okay, Tanya. Go back and finish your conversation. We’ll talk to you when you get out.” She looked at him, confused. “It’s okay. It’s been taken care of. You’ll see. Go on; we don’t have a lot of time left. We’ll explain everything when you’re done.”

She did as she was told, went back into the room and over to the monitor. Thundercloud was still staring, and waiting for her to speak. “Can you hear me now?” she asked.

With the utmost clarity, he replied, “I could hear you before, but I couldn’t understand you. At first, I thought you were speaking German, but I didn’t recognize it.”

She responded, “When you were speaking, it sounded like shrieking noises. Well, the President said they had fixed it, so I guess he was right. Wonder what went wrong. Anyway, we don’t have lots of time, so I just want to say I love you and please have patience. And yes, I knew. Please believe me, Byron, when I tell you that I love you, and that if you think this was all just a lie, know that I didn’t want children, and that’s why I agreed to this. When we were first together, do you remember all the problems we had? Then when everything settled, and when things got better, you thought we were missing something. Children. I thought, since we were together for that long, they weren’t coming back for you, or that this was some sort of mistake. Please understand that whatever the original plan was, it all died when I fell in love with you. Please believe me when I tell you that I’ve loved you and the kids since Day One. I’m hoping they keep their word and you can come home to visit one day.”

He shook his head and sputtered, “I… I… don’t know what to say. It’s true. Everything Sarraqa said. That bitch was telling the truth.” He just sat there for a while. Tanya knew that he was thinking about all the times that she was away.

“I was meeting with the government, those times I was away and you couldn’t reach me,” she confessed.

Again, he just sat there and finally said, “The kids. Are they really mine? All those irregular blood screenings. Tell me, Tanya. Please.”

As she looked at him, the tears really started as she put her head in her hands. That told him everything he needed to know. He tried to speak. “Then… who? How? They look like me. I took care… those times… I… how? Why?” He mumbled to himself for a bit. “It was all a lie. My whole life was a lie. Everything!” Then he directed his response to her. “Tell me, please. Was anything real? No, no, that’s okay. No need to tell me. Please tell the kids… well, tell Kendra I love her and to thank her from me for taking care of Mommy. Don’t worry too much. I’ll try not to cause any problems there.” She gave him another look with her soaked cheeks. “Okay, I won’t cause any problems at all. I promise. I’ll try to do what they ask of me. But what if they want me to, you know, umm…”

She understood what he was trying to say. “It’s fine, Thundercloud. I understand. I won’t like it, but I understand. The Queen told me to be lenient with you on those matters, as their social structure would require you to… be with others.”

Thundercloud again looked shocked. “What else has she told you? It seems like everyone knows what I’m going to be doing but me. I don’t want to be kept in the dark.”

She looked down. “I can’t tell you. I signed an agreement that forbids me to discuss with you or anyone else the topics of my meetings with the President, his staff, or the others I’ve met with. Also, when you see the other species—I forget what they’re called—don’t be shocked. They’re Humanlike in that they walk on two legs, but they’re very different and very tall. They look something like shinny bipedal foxes, okay? Also, well, you’ll learn about them soon enough, but remember: think before you speak or respond to their questions. Do NOT be sarcastic. They don’t understand it, and are quick to judge. Okay? Please be safe. I’ll give the kids your love and I hope to see you again soon, but I can’t say when because they told me that the time difference on the planet where you’re going is… irregular. I don’t really understand how, but it doesn’t follow any type of consistent schedule like on Earth.” She sighed, and stared into his expressionless face. “I’m sure they’ll explain everything in time. Remember, patience. I know you’re angry and confused, and this all happened so fast. I am so sorry. Please know that we will always love you.”

He replied, as if speaking to her for the last time, “I’ll try to do what I can, but I make no promises. I don’t know what I’ll do here without anyone. I’m completely alone.” With that, the com panel shut down.

Tanya left the desk after straightening the chair, and went over to the other end of the War Room, where she sank down onto a plush couch. She was used to this room, as she had been here many times over the past month. It was now the room where all potential threats to the United States were tracked, including anything having to do with the Unarians and the Thunerians. Now that she had Top Secret clearance, it was no big deal for her to be here; but she wasn’t interested in any of it. All she wanted to do was go home, see her children, and sleep. It was getting late.

After a little while she heard heels clacking on the concrete floor, and President Drummond loomed over her. Quietly, he said, “I hope you were able to say what you needed to say, Tanya. And I’m sorry about the audio issue… but we needed you to hear what they sounded like with the translation feature turned off.”

She was tired, but that got her attention. “What do you mean, translation? Are you saying that neither of us was speaking English?”

The General spoke this time; the man was large but quiet, and she hadn’t heard him arrive in the President’s wake. “No, ma’am. What the President was saying is that Thundercloud was not speaking English; and when the translation module was disengaged, he couldn’t understand what you were saying, because his mind could no longer process our language. We needed you to understand that when they told you he would be reverted to his natural DNA and gain his proper form, he was fully transformed. It’s not just his appearance—it’s everything, including his brain and mind. That shrieking is how they really sound when they communicate. It was unnerving when we first heard it. Thank God for the translation modules. I don’t think we’d have a linguist on this planet who could ever decipher that… and not go deaf, that is.”

She glared at them in frustration. “He’s completely clueless! He knows nothing about anything that’s going on. Why not? He thinks he’s still speaking English, talking like he always did, and doesn’t know what his species is even called! They’re going to kill him there. He has no idea how to behave. He has no idea what he’s even there for, that all they want him for is to act as a breeding stud! To breed his own mother and aunt, even! And thanks to Sarraqa, he doesn’t even believe that I ever loved him. He thinks he was used, that his entire life was a complete lie! Can you even understand what that would do to a man like Byron? He’s going to be so depressed he’ll be useless to them!”

The President saw the tears swelling up again and said quickly, “Tanya, I’m sorry that they’re keeping him in the dark, but they have a good reason for it. They need to gradually bring him into the fold. You can’t just say, ‘Hey, you’re no longer Human, you’re now a creature that can fly and can project massive amounts of specialized energy from this horn sticking out of your head.’ You can see how he’s reacting just to the minor things right now, and he has every right to be upset… but he’ll get there. He Just needs some time. They’re hoping they can get him summed up on the basics during this trip. I’m told Sarraqa has a lot of patience. She was already informed that he might test that patience, but she said she was fine with the challenge. You’ve met and talked with her several times. You know how patient she is.”

She nodded listlessly, and he continued. “Look, you saw all the displays in the other room. We’re going to have surveillance on him all day, every day. We have sensors and cameras everywhere on Unari. They’ve already been set up to recognize him, and will record and display automatically. We didn’t think this would be ready for at least a year, but they’re good, really good. They had it up within a month. I don’t know how or how many were even involved, but it’s there. If you want, we can fly you back here once a month, and you can see how he’s doing for yourself. Would that be acceptable?”

She thought about it, about the possibility of seeing him in his new home. She wasn’t sure if it would be a blessing to know whether he was doing well, or struggling. But she said, “Thank you, Mr. President. I think that would be good, if only just to see him for a few minutes every once in a while to know that he was okay.”


[image: image]


[image: image]




CHAPTER 6

RESISTANCE AND CONSEQUENCES

After his conversation with his wife cut off, Thundercloud just put his head down on the bed, between his front legs, and closed his eyes. How long he laid there he didn’t know. He didn’t sleep; he was thinking. His family would be fine. He thought the conversation was real enough. Still, it seemed like they were holding things back. He knew Tanya had wanted to tell him certain things, but was either afraid to or not allowed to. Either way, he figured he’d find out soon enough.

He wondered who the father of his children was.

He also realized that he wasn’t wearing any clothes. He was nude. As self-conscious as he was with his Human body, he couldn’t imagine walking about naked in this body, right out in the open. He didn’t even know what he looked like, other than his front legs and his hoof-like feet. He wasn’t tired. He wasn’t hungry. He was just bored. When was Sarraqa coming back? Was she finally going to release him?

As he was thinking about all this, he didn’t even notice the door opening and closing, and that he was not alone in the room until someone spoke up. “Did your conversation go well? Have you found out what you needed to know?”

He didn’t recognize the voice, but he knew it wasn’t one of the Unarians. “Hello? Who’s there?” He didn’t open his eyes. He wasn’t ready to see the others yet.

“I am Captain Utari,” the deep voice boomed. “I am in command of the ship you are currently traveling on, the Andromeda. I apologize for not having come to see you earlier. I trust you have been well cared-for by Sarraqa? I see she has not removed the restraints.”

After about a minute of silence, Thundercloud decided he’d better say something before he insulted this being as well. “Sorry, Captain. It’s been a long… well, I really don’t know how long it’s been. They took my phone, so I don’t know what time or even what day it is. Everything is fine, thank you. Not very much to do but lie here, I guess.”

The captain didn’t respond right away, but Thundercloud could hear him now that he wasn’t daydreaming, and he was coming closer. He didn’t open his eyes.

“Is there something wrong? You seem nervous. Even frightened. I can assure you, I am not here to hurt you.”

Thundercloud opened his eyes, slowly, and what he saw, again, was something he didn’t expect. He was looking at what appeared to be a tall, thin, but very muscular Humanoid. There was no fat on this dude. His head looked a bit like a fox’s, but the muzzle was wider, and the eyes were a vibrant, almost glowing, light blue with vertical pupils. His short velvety fur, which looked as smooth as skin, was black on his sides and the top of the head. His front was white, as were the undersides of the arms and palms. He had long, clawed fingers, and there was something about the shoulders; they looked like they were positioned so that he would be able to drop to all fours and walk that way as well. The arms themselves were longer than what a Human would have.

After staring for a moment, Thundercloud said, “Apologies, Captain Utari. This is all new to me. I’m not sure how to react here. Before I was brought here, I didn’t even know there were ‘others’ out there. Extraterrestrials, I mean. I hope I’m explaining this right. Thank you for allowing me to contact my wife on Earth. I appreciate that.”

Utari didn’t reply immediately; he just stared at Thundercloud for a while, and finally said, “Let me be honest with you, Thundercloud. I am not fond of Humans. Not to say that you or your mate are bad, but I have been to your planet several times, have met with several leaders. I have witnessed things there I couldn’t even imagine, and was and am completely against having any type of relationship with that species. We Thunerians are not a flawless people. We have had several conflicts that we are not proud of, but have continually worked to better ourselves; and while you might say the same about Humans, I would beg to differ. Your former species have the means to live in peace with one another, but your leaders wage wars constantly. You are one of the most violent sentient species I have ever seen. That includes those that would try and destroy our way of life. Only the Sii-Rukk are more brutal, but not even they would do to their own what you do to yourselves. On all the other planets I have visited, there is not one where the dominant species not only enslaves each other, but kills without conscience. You sell each other, degrade your planet, treat all other species as your chattel, and murder at random. I have no words for what I have seen.”

Utari walked slowly around Thundercloud’s bed, then stopped in front of him, hands behind his back. “And now I am being forced by the Emperor, my father, to take on a Human ambassador for each of our ships left in orbit around Earth. I am not happy about this, and have logged a formal protest to the Alliance Senate. To put it bluntly, I do not trust Humans. Our people, at least the Striped, can sense thought. We have powerful telekinetic abilities. Just so you understand a bit more about us, I will tell you that the Striped, the Thuneri species to which I belong, are also avid swimmers. If you notice, my black markings wrap around from the back to the front to end in stripes. My fingers have webbing.” He held up one of his large hands and spread his fingers. Thundercloud hadn’t noticed initially, but there it was. He also hadn’t noticed that the Thuneri’s black coloration interfingered with the white in stripes that seemed obvious now. “We are ground dwellers, Thundercloud. We can climb, but not like the Solids. We can run extremely fast compared to the fastest Humans, on all fours if need be.

“Now, I have only limited experience with the Unarians, but from what I’ve seen and have been told, they have never had a major conflict on their planet. They live in relative peace with all species on their world. And they have kept every promise they have made to us. I will give you some advice, though, since I noticed there is a conflict brewing here already.” The tall Thunerian began pacing. “I have sensed that Captain Flecha has very strong feelings of mistrust towards you. I do not know why. But I would suggest, while you are on board, that you stay away from him.”

Thundercloud had an idea why. “He claims I disrespected Sarraqa, which is something one doesn’t do to an Alicorn.”

Captain Utari examined him as if he were studying an artifact in great detail. It was very unnerving. “I do not believe that is the reason,” he said after a long pause. “He may have said that to you, but I feel that was not an issue. I sense that he does care for Sarraqa either. He has a very strong opinion of Alicorns who have been Ascended. I think he believes that he should have been Ascended. He is powerful, from what I have seen of his abilities. A strong leader. However, the Queen does not Ascend males. I do not know why. You represent a threat to him. I think he wants to mate with Cherika, but she will not have him, since he will never be more than a Unicorn. Not that being a Unicorn is a bad thing. She, like her sister, Queen Jata, wants a natural-born as a mate. And as far as I know, there is now only one natural-born Alicorn male left in this universe. You.”

Thundercloud sputtered, “Wait, w-w-what? Let me see if I can understand this correctly. I must have missed something. Did you say that Queen Jata, my supposed natural mother, and her sister, Cherika, my aunt, will only mate with a natural-born Alicorn? And that would be… me? That… that… that… can’t be right. Eww. No. What? Wait. Is that why they came out of the blue to get me? Well, fuck that.”

Thundercloud completely lost it at that. Everything his wife told him not to say or do was hurled right out the window—and he didn’t even care. Incest? That was not going to happen.

Captain Utari didn’t look taken aback, didn’t even bat one of those vibrant blue eyes, just stared at Thundercloud like he was examining him again as he let him wind down. At last he spoke. “I understand your apprehension. However, you are still thinking like a Human. We are not talking about contaminating DNA by mating with family members, as happens with what humans would call inbreeding. No. Unarians have very complex DNA. There are no anomalies within your species. It is quite impressive. You do not know how lucky you are, Thundercloud. You are the only one among us who has lived among one species for nearly half his lifetime, and then gone on to start over as a completely different species. No Human has ever or will ever do that. You need to view this in a positive way. It is the only way, because whether you like it or not, it is going to happen.”

Thundercloud thought for a moment, then sighed deeply. Captain Utari was right. He was going to Unari, and there was no turning around. He would have to make the best of it, even if this went against everything he’d been brought up to think and believe. It was time he started getting with the program… At least for now. At least in front of a being who could sense thought and emotion. No getting around these creatures. “How long until we reach Unari?” he asked.

Before the Captain could answer, there was a huge bang and then a siren wail…”Captain to the bridge,” boomed a voice that echoed throughout the ship. Crap, this didn’t sound good!

Utari sensed his unease. “Have no fear. Thundercloud. Andromeda is a very powerful ship. I will return soon, when this is dealt with. In the meantime,” he barely raised his hand, and the straps unfolded. Thundercloud was free, but he didn’t move for the moment. “Please do not make me regret releasing you,” Utari announced. “Remain in your quarters. I will return when I can. I will send Sarraqa back when I get a chance. Until then.”

When he left the cabin, Thundercloud was still on the bed; but there came another bang, this time accompanied by a huge jolt, and suddenly he was no longer on the bed, having fallen to the deck with a thud. He tried to get up, but he didn’t know this body at all. He attempted first to stand on his hind legs; nope, that wasn’t going to work. He managed to get to all fours. “Okay. This seems right. Balanced and all that. Now, if I can just take a few…”

BANG! Another strike. He went down again. “Okay, so maybe I’ll just lie here for a while until this all gets sorted out.”

Shortly after, Sarraqa came through the hatch. She didn’t look flustered, just a bit tired. “Sorry about that, Thundercloud. But the threat has been neutralized, so everything’s back to normal. I see you’ve made it out of the bed. Are you hurt?” She seemed concerned at seeing him on the deck, unmoving, his head cushioned on his forelimbs.

He lifted his head and started to scramble upright. “Yeah, I’m good. Just not used to these new limbs. Walking seems to be an issue. Wait—did you say threat? Was someone attacking us?”

“Oh, it was no big deal. Am I saying that right? It was the Sii-Rukk. Just a small group of raiders. They were no match for the Andromeda.

“So, where to begin. Should we start with you standing up?” He tried, and was able to get back to his feet… hooves. He tried walking a few steps on all fours, which was apparently going to be his mode of locomotion now. Okay, he thought. This is good. C’mon, you’ve been on all fours with three kids on your back. This should be easier, since you’re no longer putting all that pressure on your knees. C’mon, Byron, you can do this. Just take it slow. Walk a little bit here. A little bit there. Don’t trip on anything and fall or anything else that would make you look stupid… Like you’re doing right now. Damn. How am I supposed to know how to do this shit?

He was able, after many trials, to make it around the room fine. This didn’t seem like it would be hard. After a few hours of practice trials, he noticed another difference: Sarraqa looked smaller to him. A lot smaller. When he was lying on the bed, she had looked huge. Now, she looked… well, not small, but when he walked up to her, he noticed that her horn barely came to the middle of his chest. He thought to himself, Am I really that big?

The door opened again, and Captain Utari entered, but he wasn’t alone. Alongside him stood was what looked like a female Thunerian. She was smaller than he by at least a foot and a half; she was similar-looking, but he noticed that her body was thicker. She was even more muscular, and looked more powerful. She also lacked stripes, but bore the same color pattern as the Captain: black back, white front. She had striking green eyes, and her arms weren’t near as long as Utari’s, with her hands having what looked to be retractable claws at the end of her fingers. Those, too, weren’t as long as Utari’s. She also had a dagger hanging from her belt. He immediately focused on it. It was small with a thick blade; and toward the pommel, there was what looked like a circle below the handle, with something like an upside-down mustache right above that. The design was unique.

To his experience, so was she. With her muscular physique, sleek fur, those eyes, and exotic, foxlike muzzle, he realized she would have revved up his sexual motor while he was still Human. He’d always has an interest in “furries.” Now he felt nothing of the sort, but as for Sarraqa…

Sarraqa didn’t ask him how his conversation went with Tanya. Did she even care, or did she forget they had spoken? He wondered if the attack on the ship had something to do with her demeanor.

“Sorry for the delay,” Utari said. “My sister asked to meet you. May I present Krysheena? She is the leader of a group of highly trained Thunerians known as the Chosen Protectorate.” Sarraqa made a bow. Thundercloud, after seeing her do this, tried to mimic her. It didn’t go as planned, and he nearly fell over. Sarraqa caught him in her aura and straightened him up. The feeling of being engulfed in this aura didn’t scare him or hurt in any way; it just felt as if he were being lifted by something without feeling anything pressing against him.

“Sorry about that,” Thundercloud said sheepishly. “I’m still getting used to how everything works in this body. There, that should do it. Thank you.” Sarraqa gave a look that could have been a smile, but he gathered Unarian mouths didn’t work the same way as a Human’s. He knew he should just keep his mouth shut until asked something, but he couldn’t help himself. He had to know. “Umm, excuse me. May I ask you something?” He wasn’t looking at Sarraqa, but at Krysheena. She nodded but didn’t say anything. “That’s a nice dagger you have there. Very unique. The handle looks very familiar, though but I can’t place it. Looks like something from one of our movies or films.”

Krysheena looked at Captain Utari with a kind of surprised look on her face. Then, to everyone’s surprise, she removed the dagger, held it up to her face, looked through the sculpted handle that was curved up so that it looked like her bright green eyes were in perfect alignment with it, then thrust her hand downward. A sword of force immediately extended with a smooth hum. A green glow that matched the color of her eyes perfectly now outlined the sword and her hand. Thundercloud nearly knocked over Sarraqa and the others backed out of the way. “All is fine,” Krysheena assured Thundercloud. “I just wanted to show you that it is no dagger.”

More like a friggin’ lightsaber, Thundercloud thought, feeling very much Byron at the moment.

Captain Utari spoke up. “Thank you, Krysheena. I think you may have just scared Thundercloud back to Earth.” There was a snicker or two, then Krysheena lifted the sword and it shrank back down to its original form before she stowed it back on her utility belt. Utari continued, “While it is not a living thing, her sword was created to bond only with the leader of the Chosen Protectorate for as long as she remains in that position. This is not through technology, but has to do with how this sword was forged. It is an ancient object, previously wielded by Emperor Nojakuu when he was the leader of the Chosen Protectorate. I suggest asking him about it when you meet him. He knew the one who forged it. It is called the Sword of Keeno, named after the mountain on Thuneri where it was forged. That is also where the materials that were used to forge the sword were mined as well. And while there are some similarities in your history that may coincide with our own, I can assure you, they are quite different.”

He didn’t seem annoyed or bothered by the explanation. However, after hearing the Captain’s explanation, Thundercloud started to think that this was just all too convenient. There was something else going on here. This felt wrong, this entire thing. He had admitted to himself that this couldn’t be a dream; but what could it be? Was he part of a government experiment? If so, why him? Because his father was in the military? No, that couldn’t be it. Even though he had retired as a General, that was a long time ago. They wouldn’t have waited this long to do this.

Shaking his now-massive head in a very Human gesture, Thundercloud stepped over to the round viewport he’d noticed earlier to see what the outside looked like. He couldn’t see anything except white streaks of light that he assumed were stars. They seemed bluer in the direction of travel, redder behind them. Redshift; they were moving at least at relativistic speeds. The others talked quietly amongst themselves while he was gazing out the window, trying to justify all of this. If these beings has been coming to Earth all these years, surely someone would’ve said something by now. There was no way creatures like these could go unnoticed. Yes, people claimed to meet and be abducted by aliens, but most of the alien sightings had the same theme: short or tall gray, hairless beings with big black eyes. Sometimes reptilians or the so-called Nordic Human types. Could these creatures be behind those sightings? Were they just using them as a distraction to protect the truth? He was going to find out. Otherwise, he would continue to speculate and get nowhere.

“Thundercloud?”

He just didn’t know what to think anymore. Roided-out horn-horses and foxlike Humanoids? What was next? Loony Toon characters? Babs and Buster Bunny?

He wasn’t paying attention, and didn’t notice at all that Krysheena was standing right behind him, calling his name. “Thundercloud? Are you well?” He was just kept staring blankly out the viewport, a big circular window, looking at nothing.

He was not well. He was broken.

Krysheena walked right up and stood next to him, the top of her head even with Sarraqa’s horn, maybe a little higher, though neither reached his shoulder. She really was quite attractive. Not that he ever noticed she was there… that is, until she put her hand on his very muscular shoulder. He jumped, nearly banging into her, but she was fast and jumped out of his way.

“What the hell?” He turned to see a surprised Krysheena, sword in hand, still in its original form. It didn’t look like she was ready to strike, but she was in a defensive posture.

“Apologies, Thundercloud. I did not mean to startle you like that. I just wanted to speak with you; and when you did not answer, I thought I would walk over and see if anything what was wrong.”

Thundercloud burst out, “Are you insane? Everything’s wrong! I was kidnapped from Walmart, and when I woke up I was three times my normal size and shaped like something out of a fantasy novel! Now I’m going to live out the rest of my life on some weird alien planet that isn’t anything like Earth! My wife is gone, and I’ll never see her or my kids again! The children I raised aren’t even mine—my wife cuckolded me! Then she tossed me away like a used Kleenex! My own national leader gave me away for a handful of magic beans!”

Krysheena looked confused. “I thought they were infused energy crystals…?”

He closed his eyes and lowered his head. Yeah, so they’d been talking to him and he was so zoned out he didn’t even hear them. Tanya hated when he did that. Apparently, all his habits, good and bad, have followed him here, and now that he could track his thoughts more clearly, it only made things worse. So far, he hadn’t done anything Tanya had asked of him. Not that he would now, after hearing from her, if it was actually her, that she had known about his true nature before they even met!

It was all a lie. His entire life. Everything he had put his heart and soul into. And now he had nothing. No home on Earth, no home where they were going, even when he was supposed to be some kind of Queen’s son. Just a stud horse, really. Assuming this wasn’t some elaborate government ruse. Hell, they could do the special effects better than this in Hollywood. He was on his own… so he was going to do this the hard way. He said, as firmly as he could, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to jump. You just caught me by surprise. I was deep in thought.”

The Thunerian Krysheena looked at him, sword now stowed back in its original place on the belt around her waist. She caught him off-guard again when she spoke; and this time, the other two had joined her, after seeing the commotion. “I know. That is why I came over. I could sense that something was wrong. I do not have the Striped ability to see thought, but Solids can sense strong emotions and fear. And that is what I sense in you. There seems to be a conflict within you. Maybe we can help if you just—”

Captain Utari cut her off. “No need for that. I know exactly what is bothering him, Krysheena. As he said, everything. He still cannot believe any of this is real. He thinks it too convenient that we are real beings, because he is convinced that there are conspiracies created by his own government to cover up some inconvenient truths. He is looking for ways to justify the idea that this is somehow an elaborate experiment created by his government to test something, when he is not mourning for his loss.”

Utari turned to Thundercloud and said sternly, “There are eight billion Humans on Earth. Yet you were the one we came for. We have repeatedly told you why. We have made it clear you have no choice in the matter; the needs of the many must outweigh yours. You are still thinking that we have somehow manipulated the circumstances to make ourselves look real, that this could be happening in your mind. Or at least, that is what you are hoping.

“What would it take to prove to you that this was real, Thundercloud? You tell us. Even your own mate told you things that we could not have known that should confirm all this. You can see us, feel us, hear us, and sense us. You have the ability to sense things in new ways now, do you not?”

Thundercloud shot back, “No, goddamn it, I can’t sense anything the way you’re talking about! Yes, I can see, hear, and feel you. But that does not tell me that it is true, that I’m not having some kind of psychotic break or that I haven’t been mentally manipulated somehow. We have brainwashing techniques just as effective on Earth! So far, I’ve yet to see any evidence, real evidence, that any of this is real. I’ve talked to my wife and the President of the United States over a communications device that could’ve easily been altered to make me think I was talking to them. For all I know, none of that was even real! How come not one alien or spaceship sighting in the history of sightings ever showed anything that looked like either one of your species?” He grumbled, “Well, almost. There is something familiar about your species.” He was looking at the Thunerians. He couldn’t place it. “As for you unicorns, we have fantasy books for young girls full of creatures like you. They’re all mythological or made up. Or I thought they were.” He swung his head toward Utari. “You say you’ve been coming to Earth for years, even decades, and have met with our leaders and even with civilians. And not one has spilled the beans that you guys existed? At least in this form?”

The Unarians in the room shuffled their hooves almost nervously; Utari just stared at him, stone-faced. “When I saw your species for the first time, I was in awe,” Thundercloud continued. “There is no way any Human could see you for the first time and just say, ‘Yeah, whatever, just an alien.’ No. That wouldn’t happen. Not with the way any of you look. And yet, nothing! And what about all those sightings of the gray bastards with their flying saucers, recorded right up until today? Nobody mentioned anything looking like this ship. Not even close! In fact, I don’t really know what this ship even looks like—I’ve only seen this one room! I mean, for all I know, I’m in some sort of lab somewhere, hooked up to who knows what, putting all these images in my head and making me think I’m here, with all of you. Nah, I ain’t buying it. I need real proof. And I’m not talking about the fucking lightshow coming from your horn or that sword. I’ve seen better. Who knows, maybe The Matrix is real, and this is just an anomaly that I’m stuck in! There is no way of knowing. For all I know, the conspiracy theories are correct, and this is all an illusion.”

He huffed and stomped his hooves. No, his feet. “Damn you, prove me wrong. Though I’m not sure how you can prove anything. My entire life, according to you and my erstwhile wife, whom I have been with for more than 27 years, was a complete lie! I raised some other man’s children! That’s what you’re all telling me. You’ve crushed everything I was and ever hoped for. I was Human just a… how long has it been? Anyway, I was Human, living an ordinary life. Not a bad life. Nothing exceptional, but I was content. I had everything a man could want. And you just turned that upside down! You ruined everything! You didn’t even try to talk to me before you snatched me!”

He turned his back on the “aliens” and walked back over to the port, leaving them all standing there, wondering what had just happened. Sarraqa was about to say something when the Captain waved her off. “Look, Thundercloud, I understand how you may think some of these things, but think about this. You were just an ordinary Human, doing your daily routine, when we just came down here and changed your entire life. Why you, then? Why not take someone who had no family and would not be missed? There are plenty of Humans that would fit that profile. That would have been much easier than having to arrange all this. You are overthinking everything. You are not strapped to a table with probes in your head. You are here. I can give you a tour of the entire ship if that would please you. I assure you, it is like nothing you have ever seen. Not even your fictitious writings would have anything looking like this. And I have read many of them. If that does not convince you, what would? Tell me what we could do to assure you this is no illusion. And as for approaching you first? Would you have left your offspring?”

Unari didn’t sound angry. He just put it back on Thundercloud to let him decide how to proceed. Thundercloud didn’t move from the window. Didn’t turn around. But he did respond, before even thinking, “No, I…” He caught himself, but it was too late. He’d just given them exactly what they wanted. He had justified their reason for doing it this way. He knew it was true. He would never have left his kids, no matter what they told him. His kids were everything to him, but after talking to his wife, he knew they weren’t his kids at all. Not biologically. He hadn’t wondered about it when Sarraqa told him that they didn’t have any of the anomalous blood readings like his. Why not?

Without turning around, he said to no one in particular, “Are those really my kids?” When they didn’t answer, he figured they didn’t know the term, so he reiterated, “My offspring. Are they mine?”

Sarraqa walked next to him by the window. “I am not sure I should be the one to tell you.”

Captain Utari had no problems at all, though, and said, “No. Not biologically. They looked like you because your government used DNA from your father to artificially create the pregnancies. We did not think about that scenario, since originally, neither of you were interested in reproducing. You left your government in a predicament, and they had to act.”

Thundercloud remained where he was. His children were really his father’s kids? His siblings? What a colossal, disgusting disappointment. He was completely devastated. Sarraqa was still standing next to him, and could clearly see how hurt he was, while Krysheena could feel it. He didn’t know it, but she was smashed by a huge wave of emotion unlike any she had ever felt. And she resented it.

Sarraqa spoke up. “I know this is difficult for you, and I am sorry for that. But as the Captain said, this is not a dream. You are not in a lab. I am real. What could I do to show you that I am not some figment of your imagination? Please. I want to help you get through this.”

He turned his head and looked down into her striking purple eyes. They were very pretty. He didn’t even think before he spoke. “None of you can possibly know what I’m going through. Tell me, Sarraqa, since you were walking around a few times dressed up like a Human. Tell me how you would react if you woke up one day stuck in that form. No more wings, no more horn with its magical powers. Just a plain and simple biped, having to go through those motions that you saw me do, day after day? How you would react? I’ll tell you this. I suspect you’d kill yourself or die of loneliness.”

He turned to face the others, staring through Sarraqa. “What would it take for me to believe that this is all real? Easy. Kill me. Take your genetic samples so you can impregnate yourself and my mother and my aunt with your precious Alicorn babies,” he sneered in disgust, “and put me out of my misery. Because after everything that I’ve have been told, there is nothing left for me. I have no home on Earth. My family and friends were an illusion. I have no knowledge of what lies ahead on this world of yours. I don’t want it. I won’t cooperate. I wasn’t given any choice; and you are correct, Captain, I would have said no. But you didn’t even ask. If you told me that “no” was not an option, I would still have resisted, but maybe, just maybe, I would have had a better understanding and would have at least been able to say goodbye to those people I have lived with and considered my family and friends.

“Instead, you chose to just snatch me up. My wife and parents may have agreed to all this bullshit, but they never really cared for me, did they? Worse, it was a government sanctioned kidnapping.” He then turned his head back towards the viewport and watched the stars streak past.

Sarraqa didn’t flinch. She just said, “You are going home. Your real home, Unari. I am sorry, but killing you is not an option.”

Captain Utari muttered, “Yet,” then continued. “Have it your way, Thundercloud. We have tried to be accommodating. We have tried to give you leeway, since this is obviously a traumatic experience for you. I have given you advice that you clearly do not wish to take. Sarraqa, I leave him in your hands. Good luck. He is not to leave this room. Guards will be posted outside. As of now, you are the only one, other than me and the Queen, allowed to enter this room. Krysheena, if you have anything else to say, now is the time.”

Again, he didn’t sound angry, just disappointed. The fact that he had confined Thundercloud to his quarters was just his way of saying, “I offered you a hand, and you just bit it.” And he was right. Well, fuck him. Fuck’em all. Thundercloud wasn’t interested in anything they had to offer. He would resist this with everything he had. If they wanted him for mating purposes, they were just going to have to suck the juice out of him, because he wasn’t going to donate it willingly. If he could find a way to kill himself in the meantime, he’d take it. If he could harness the power of his horn, maybe he could depressurize this cabin. It seemed to be located on the outside skin of the Andromeda, given the viewports.

Before Krysheena left Thundercloud’s quarters, she turned to him, even though she was looking at his backside, since he was still staring out the window; and she said, “You know, we are both going to Unari. I am going there to be stationed in the Groundersville forest, along with the rest of my team, to spend the next who knows how many centuries there because of a mistake I made. I will have no technology, only a communications device to contact the Andromeda to give a weekly report on our experiences. We are not allowed to leave the preset borders of the village that has been constructed for us, not allowed to interact with any of the local cultures without explicit permission from the Queen herself, and will not, under any circumstances unless requested by the Queen, use our abilities.

“In other words, we’re pretty much going to be sitting there until our sentence has been satisfied. It is funny that you also do not wish to go there. You see it as a sentence of your own. You say you do not believe any of this is real. Yet, even if this were a fantasy of some sort, would you not want it to move forward, to have the experience? You know, from all the Humans behavior I have observed, I would have guessed that any of them would jump at this opportunity to visit another planet as another being. Yet, you claim that your life was a lie, and that you have nothing left… You know, we have been watching you for some time. We have, under disguise, of course, talked with your friends and family, and you did not seem to be that happy with your life on Earth.”

This got Thundercloud’s attention and he turned to face her.

“You made a nice speech,” she said, “but our observations would tell a different story. It shows that you had a rather lifeless relationship with your wife, did you not? No need to deny it or lie. We know. You were together. You were never disloyal to one another. After your wife had your young…” She turned to the Captain to ask for information.

“Children are what you meant to say.”

Krysheena continued, “Your children, you did not really spent much time alone together after that, did you? In fact, only a few years before that, your loyalty wavered, and you attempted to leave the union, is that not correct? Now you act as if you have been thrust out of some wonderful life. You said that you were content, but we know that was a lie too. You have been given a great opportunity. One that most Humans would probably kill for. You get to rebuild an entire tribe—no, an entire race of beings. To bring back a race from the brink of extinction. How about that? You, the only male Alicorn on the entire planet, or even in existence for that matter, get to select multiple mates to do this. That sounds awful. So, go on putting on this ‘poor abducted me’ front. Who would ever reject that offer? Even if this were some twisted fantasy, who would not want to move forward? Sounds a lot better than the deal we received. Oh, and by the way, Captain Flecha would like to speak with you at some point. Not a good way to start off. You are going to need allies, Thundercloud, and you could have had some very powerful ones here. Think about that when you really need someone. Enjoy the rest of your trip.”

She turned and left the room, followed by Captain Utari. Sarraqa remained while Thundercloud just stood looking at the spot where Krysheena had been standing. Wow—he didn’t even know what to say or think after hearing that. He could see their point, but clearly, they didn’t give a damn about how he felt, and they didn’t understand humans at all. Sarraqa’s snide comment didn’t help. “Well, you certainly are making a good impression on everyone so far. For someone who loved and respected his wife so much, you have not listened or done anything that she has asked you to do.” He looked at her sharply. “I know you think she betrayed you, but she did not need to remain with you. I understand 27 years is a very long time for Human couples to remain together. It may have been an assignment at first, but she turned it into a life, Thundercloud. She invested a lot in this, too.

“Again, I am sorry this has been so hard on you, but it is not like we did not try. I really wanted this to go smoothly. The Queen wanted to see you when you were ready, before we got to Unari. I do not think that is possible now. We have plenty of time before we get there, but you seem set on not to wanting to move forward. I will let her know. I am sure she will be disappointed. Should you change your mind, I will return. If you need anything, there is a panel over by door. Just tap the big orange button on the bottom right of the panel with the stylus on the floor. That will open a communications channel to me.” She paused. “On second thought, that will not be possible since you cannot yet harness the energy within to lift the stylus for the panel. Well, no matter. I need to go to my quarters after discussing what has happened here with Queen Jata.”

She turned and left the room. After a little thought, he decided that If there was ever time he needed to staple his mouth shut, these past few hours would’ve been it. He didn’t even know how much time had passed since they left Earth. He hadn’t thought to ask. Nor had he thought to ask if there was a bathroom nearby, or somewhere to get something to eat or drink. He had been too busy thinking about how this had all been a conspiracy against him… not that he’d been wrong about that. He wasn’t hungry, but he could sure use a drink. He’d had so many questions, but his anger had been so great he had decided to insult these creatures rather than get the information he needed.

He walked over to the bed, got on—which took some time—and laid down in defeat.
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CHAPTER 7

DISCONNECTED

In the Queen’s quarters several decks below, Sarraqa sat and listened as Queen Jata paced back and forth. “So, you are telling me that not only has he not demonstrated any Alicorn abilities so far, but he is completely in denial about being Unarian—or at least resents that his entire life has been a necessary lie thus far. Do I have that correct, Sarraqa? We have been traveling now for three days, and all you have managed to do was get him walking around? Clearly, I made a mistake in choosing you as his guide.”

This was not the first time Sarraqa had seen her Queen angry, but the first time she had ever been angry with Sarraqa. Queen Jata was usually patient, but when it came to this, there could be no delays. She needed Thundercloud ready to take his place in the Palace in Ucanta, the Unarian capital and only major city—the replacement of the previous capital, Alicorn City, which was now abandoned and in ruins. There was no advanced technology on Unari, but Ucanta had the most structures; not skyscrapers such as those on Earth, but large, rambling structures built to house and administrate the various tribes. It was the only multicultural city as well; most tribes kept to themselves.

Groundersville lay below Ucanta in a valley bordered on the west by Groundersville Forest, which led to the slopes of Mount Nebo. Sarraqa’s home was located just outside of Groundersville. To the north was a small forest and the road to other tribal villages, the secretive land of the Northern Empire, and unexplored tundra beyond. To the South of Ucanta lay a desert wasteland called as the Badlands; beyond it was another mountainous area, and the only ocean on Unari. There were, of course, settlements all over the planet, but nothing as organized as these few places—all of which had been built with the assistance of a subterranean species known only as the Subtunarians. The Unarians considered these small creatures to be inferior to them, even though they were superior builders. They were bipeds, just 2-3 feet tall in Human terms, who had constructed an intricate network of tunnels and caves that led to and from various locations on Unari. They exported minerals, provided labor, and were very docile and non-confrontational. Their arms were powerful, with well-padded six-fingered hands with retractable claws. Their feet were also well-padded.

Most Subtunarians had brown fury bodies with oversized heads and large eyes, as they were not used to being in natural light. For the same reason, their pupils were overly large, to allow in as much light as possible. They came out mostly at night. They also had an acute sense of smell, which was as useful to them as sight, especially during their rare daylight sojourns above ground, during which they had to shield their sensitive eyes. They were excellent builders and diggers, very friendly and helpful so long as you offered specific minerals to trade, or other wares they found valuable.

Sarraqa sat in front of the door, barely inside the Queen’s quarters, watching her as she paced. She decided that being honest would be better than letting the Queen think that nothing had been done. When Jata wound down, Sarraqa spoke up. “Your Highness. I have only had a few days to talk to Thundercloud. As you know, his procedure kept him sedated for the first day, and then there was the conversation with his wife. He is clearly very confused and disoriented, and feels thoroughly betrayed. I cannot say he lacks reason. He has spoken with both Captain Utari and Krysheena, who took offense at his forthrightness. Utari has confined him to his quarters. Krysheena gave him a long lecture about him needing allies and not being onboard, then both walked out of his quarters. Captain Flecha accused him of not showing me enough respect.

“Furthermore, we are completely alien to him, in all senses of the word. Unfortunately, both Unarians and Thunerians closely resemble mythological creatures from his world’s history and fantasy literature. I don’t know why this is, but I have seen images of these myth figures, and they are frighteningly similar to us, my Queen. We need to give him some time to get him accustomed to seeing us. We need to spend a lot more time with him. By the time we get to the Installation, he should be more accepting. Please, let me continue with him. I am sure he will come around.”

The Queen stopped pacing and stepped right up to Sarraqa. She was a very intimidating sight when up close; she bent down so that she was level with Sarraqa. “Very well. I will give you the time it takes to get to the Installation. If no progress is made, you will be relieved of your duties in this matter. I am not asking for major feats here—just something quantifiable. Anything that shows progress towards getting him adjusted. That will be all. Thank you.” She turned her back, dismissing Sarraqa to go back to Thundercloud’s quarters.

All Sarraqa wanted to do right then was rest. Unfortunately, she had to go back to deal with this mess she was tasked with. If only she knew how to handle it! She had promised the Queen she would have Thundercloud ready by the time they reached the final leg of their journey, which gave her two months. If he did not become compliant after a day or two, she would have to use drastic measures. What those would be, she had not determined quite yet, but she would think of something suitable. After all, she had faced tougher challenges on Unari. She had earned her right to be Ascended. Something like this this should not be that hard.

Famous last words, a human might have said.

Thundercloud hadn’t moved from the bed he was originally strapped to since his persecutors had left. He had finally fallen asleep. He didn’t know how much time had passed since they had left Earth. He didn’t remember when he’d last eaten or had anything to drink, when he’d gone to the bathroom last, or taken a shower or even brushed his teeth, assuming those were things Alicorns did. Come to think of it, he didn’t feel hungry. He felt thirsty, but not to the point of dehydration. He didn’t have the urge to eliminate wastes. Was this normal for an Alicorn?

He was dreaming of sitting on a throne, holding a cane with the top shaped like Sarraqa’s head, with his subjects sitting all around; and the only thing he could say was, “Here I sit, waiting to die. Thank you all for coming.” When he finally opened his eyes, he nearly had a heart attack, as Sarraqa was standing right next to the bed staring right at him. “Jesus Christ,” he said loudly, “must you do that? Why are you back here? Nothing better to do? I was in the middle of a dream. It was probably the best sleep I’ve gotten in a year.”

Sarraqa stood there and said, “I hate to break it to you, but we are moving forward with your training whether you like it or not. I just spent several hours with the Queen, and she is quite unhappy with the way things are going. She expects you to start adjusting to your new environment forthwith.”

Thundercloud sat up on the bed and looked down at Sarraqa. “Does she now? And how much experience does she have with this process? None? Well then, I’ll get right on it.” He sneered. “Do your two species, our species, have no concept of mourning? Of depression? Well, they’re very Human things, and internally, I’m still Human. So keep that in mind as you figure out how to go about doing this, Your Worship. I’m all ears or fur or hooves or whatever the hell I’m supposed to be.” Sarraqa looked at him, as if a bit shocked. Apparently, she hadn’t expected him to feel worse after his rest. “Also, my purple jailor, is there a place where I can get something to drink?”

Her eyes widened, and she looked chagrined. If she had been Human, she might have blushed with shame. By all that was holy—she hadn’t even thought about the fact that Thundercloud hadn’t eaten or drunk anything since this trip started, had she? They had harangued him and he them for many hours without allowing refreshment. After regaining her composure, she explained, “During the DNA conversion procedure, you were given supplements that should last you the entire trip, so you shouldn’t need to eat anything. However, there is a trough over there.” She pointed with her head past the viewport, toward a door.

He thought, Seriously? Did she say trough? Am I supposed to stick my head in a rectangular bucket from now on to drink? Can’t wait to see how I’m supposed to eat. With my nose in a bag? He hadn’t even noticed the door was there. He hadn’t even thought to look. Why would he? Another stupid assumption on their part. In fact, he hadn’t even seen half his quarters. They’d been too busy deciding his fate for him despite his personal desires. All he’d really taken in so far was the door, the bed directly in front of that, and the port behind it. Swinging around and taking a look, he saw that the room was large, like a luxury hotel suite. Given his size, it had to be. There was no furniture per se except for his bed, Sarraqa’s cushion, and the table on the far side of the long room. It was only about 30 feet from the door, past the bed to the port, but from end to end, the room was a good 100 feet long, with doors at either end. He trotted over to the door that Sarraqa had pointed to, and realized that he didn’t have any hands. How was he supposed to open…? and then he understood. The doors had sensors; when he got close enough, it slid open. Nice. Just like Star Trek, without the sound.

He walked into another room, and there was a huge metal trough standing about four feet off the floor; it was about three feet long and over a foot wide. Was he just supposed to stick his head in this thing and start drinking? He looked around to make sure Sarraqa wasn’t eavesdropping, and put his mouth to the water. He took a bit of a sip and it went well. He tried to take a bigger sip and ended up sucking too much in and, of course, looked like a fool as he started coughing up a lung. “Dammit.” He went back to thinking, Why is this so hard? He tried a few more times, and was eventually able to find a happy medium where he didn’t nearly drown. Not having hands sucks ass, he thought. How the fuck do these creatures do this every day? Wait. Some of them can use that magical energy to do certain things. That’s it.

He called, “Sarraqa, can you come here for a minute? I need to ask you how to do something.”

She trotted in, saw what he was looking at, and before he could even ask, she said, “Do I really need to tell you what this is?”

He looked at her, realizing that his sarcasm might be starting to rub off, and said, “No, dumbass, I know this is water. What I want to know is, how you use your special abilities to help you drink it?”

She looked at him curiously and said, “I do not.” She walked over to the trough, stuck her head down, and began drinking without a problem.

“Dammit. You mean to tell me, you don’t use your abilities to put that in a cup and drink it from there?”

“No.”

“Did it occur to you in your wisdom that I’m new to this body, and would have to start over like a fucking baby, learning how to use it?”

“No.” She lifted her head after licking excess water from her muzzle, and that’s when he saw what he hadn’t noticed before. Not only did she have sizable canines, but they were fucking huge. Much bigger than any wolf’s—more like lion- or tiger-sized. Okay. We’re going to table that question for later. Really, what does she eat? Did I have… he felt around with his tongue… fuck yeah I do. They’re enormous. Why didn’t I notice that before? What the hell does this mean? Do I have to eat, like, live animals like a predator back on Earth? Am I expected to hunt for food? I never even went hunting as a Human.

While he was off into daydreaming and thinking of all this, she was apparently talking. Once again, he hadn’t noticed. “Hello? Anyone there? Thundercloud, can you hear me? Are you well?”

He snapped back to reality and said, “Yeah, sorry. I was just thinking about things. What were you saying?”

She looked frustrated. “Well, if you were paying attention, I said that we do not need our abilities to ingest food or water. We do not use human devices to eat or drink. However, if you are having problems, we can practice drinking, so you do not stick your entire head into the water. You made a good point. You know nothing about how to be an Alicorn or how to use your new body, something I fear we did not take into account. We thought it would come naturally to you, but as you say, this is a new process to us as well. So while I know it sounds silly, since you are used to using devices to help you eat and drink, let me show you. It is simple. Just bring your head down, stick your mouth right above the water, and suck it in nice and even. Not too fast, or you will choke. You should start to get the hang of it after a few attempts. It is really not that hard.”

Easy for her to say. He didn’t think drinking hot tea this way would be an easy task. Wait, do they drink anything other than water? I didn’t think about that. They don’t have what I think of as modern technology. I doubt they have cans of soda or bottles of juice. No beer or alcohol. Did this mean I’ll be drinking unfiltered water? I mean, this stuff tastes cleaner than any water I’ve ever had. They must use some really sophisticated filter system. Why does nobody tell me anything? I’m guessing there’s no restaurants there. The fuck am I going to eat? If this bitch tells me hay and grass or some sort of bloody meat…

“Hello, are we drifting off again? Thundercloud? Ugh.” She picked up one of her front legs and planted her hoof right on his shoulder. This was more than just a tap, and the look on her face told him that she was tired of his “starring into space” routine. Her lips were pulled back, and he could see those large teeth in full view now.

“Ow. What the fuck was that for?” he barked.

She scowled. “That was for ignoring me for the third time. What is wrong with you? I am trying to give you tips for making this easier, but after I tell you something, you seem to go off into space somewhere.”

“Maybe it was because I was abducted from my home and turned into something I don’t know how to be and you’ve told me almost nothing about your society!” he shouted. “Maybe you’re all born knowing it all, but I’m not! Maybe it’s because I’m still in shock! Or is that something you wonderful Unarians never experience!?”

She shrank back a bit as he loomed over her, as if only now realizing he was almost twice her size. “Now, if we could just stay focused for a bit, maybe you will start to understand,” she said, a little nervously. “I was sure that instinct would kick in, but clearly that is not happening yet, so let us accept that we are just going to have to do this the hard way. Now, if you are done learning how to drink, we can head back out into the main room, and I can try to show you how to do some basic levitation and channel that energy within you and focus it with your horn.” She had to get in a little jab, the bitch: “If, that is, you can stay focused long enough before drifting back to wherever it is you go.”

“Maybe you broke something when you transformed me. Maybe this is all your fault,” he snapped. She just tossed her mane and ignored him. By God, he was going to kill her if she kept that up. All his confusion and anger and loneliness was going to transform into rage, and he was going to kill her.

She turned and trotted out of the room, and for now, he turned to follow. The main room led to an open area, so there was plenty of room to practice. “Now, levitation is the most basic of your abilities,” she said. “There is no real skill to it.”

“Really? How long have you been doing it?” he asked.

“All my life.”

“Since you were a youngling? So you’re saying you were taught how to do this as a child.”

“Yes? So?”

He scowled down at her. “Do you have any sense at all, or have I been stuck with the Stupidest Alicorn? Keep this in mind, Sarraqa: I was never an Alicorn child. I learned to walk on two feet, not four. I learned to drink from a container, to sit and eat with utensils. I learned to shoot baskets and play baseball with my hands, not to use my magical horn to manipulate things. Keep in mind that this is all new to me. If you keep assuming it will all be instinctual, you will fail, no matter how hard I try. And then what will the Queen think?”

Seeming a little rattled, she pressed on as if he had said nothing. “All you need to do is concentrate on an object and think about lifting it. Watch.” She looked over at the circular cushion she was sitting on when he had been strapped to the bed. Her horn began to glow, and the aura coming out of her horn wrapped around the cushion. She floated it over to where they were and put it back down. “See? Nice and easy. Now you try. Just look at the cushion. Do not try to force it. Just look and think that you want to lift it. It does not have to be high or far, just see if you can focus your energy around it. You will feel the energy as it comes from your core and rises through your horn.”

Thundercloud looked at the cushion. He imagined it lifting off the ground. Nothing. He tried again. And again. And again. Nothing. He felt nothing, no mystical energy from within, just anger and frustration and mental exhaustion. Not a tingle of “magic” or whatever it was, no matter how hard he tried. The only thing he could feel was frustration. “I’m doing as you said,” he told her after multiple failures, “but nothing. I can see the cushion lifting off the ground in my head, but that’s it.”

She watched him as he tried several more times, but indeed, there was nothing. His horn didn’t glow at all. There was no aura. Nothing. “Very well,” she said reluctantly, “I will have you try something else. I want you to spread you wings; just a quick stretch. Spread them out like so…” She opened her wings as wide as she could. “And then give one flap, then fold them back.”

He felt the breeze her wings created when she did it. He was still shocked at how massive and beautiful they were. That combination of deep purple on the top and lighter purple underneath with those black tips… He wondered how a creature so large would even be able to get off the ground, even with such huge wings. She must weigh at least a thousand pounds, unless her bones were entirely hollow; and if they were, they’d have to be made of something stronger and lighter than steel to support that huge frame. Whatever. He stood there for a moment and attempted to find and manipulate his wing muscles… and nothing. He wasn’t sure he could feel them. He took a wide stance, tilted his head back, aaand… nothing. He tried shaking himself to see if he could at least move them, but he couldn’t even feel anything there.

“Are you sure you actually changed my shape?” he demanded. “Or is what I look like an illusion? Am I still in my original shape? What does this mean? I don’t feel anything, just what I can already move. I mean, I feel different than when I was as a Human, but I don’t feel the horn or the wings. Are you sure you got the right guy?”

Sarraqa stood there for a moment, clearly thinking, and he was tempted to mock her as she had done him and demand, “Hello? Hello? I was talking here.” He restrained the impulse.

After a long, confused moment, she stated, “Very well, I suppose we need to go see the ship’s medical staff. It was they who activated your Unarian DNA; maybe there were some side effects we were not told about. And, you cannot feel your horn unless it is damaged.” She turned, and said, “The medical bay is five decks below. I am going to inform the Captain first.” Her horn glowed, and she picked up a thin rod from the floor that looked to be about a foot long. It had a soft point at one end, and she used that to tap the button by the door that she’d mentioned before. As soon as she did so, she announced, “Captain Utari, can you meet Sarraqa and Thundercloud in the medical bay, please? Thank you.” She gestured at Thundercloud with her horn. “Okay, let us go.”

The door slid open, and he followed her out into a utilitarian corridor. There were two guards flanking the door. Sarraqa told them, “I am taking Thundercloud down to the medical bay. I have already alerted the Captain to meet us there.”

One of the guards nodded in acknowledgement, then detached a communications device from his belt, a little round thing that was no bigger than your run-of-the-mill cell phone back home. “Sarraqa is taking Thundercloud to the medical bay. Clear corridors from our position to there. Sentok out.” With that he returned to his original position beside the door. They moved down a long corridor, passing only a few doors on either side as they walked, before coming to two large doors that Thundercloud guessed was their version of an elevator, or in Star Trek terms, a turbolift. There were markings on a panel next to it, but he couldn’t read them. Sarraqa pulled out the rod she had taken from the room, which she had placed in a bag that was strapped to her left side, and tapped a button on the panel. It lit up with a display showing their location and a route to the medical bay. “How does it know where we’re going? Can you understand those writings?”

Sarraqa just smiled and said, “Yes, I studied the Thunerian language before leaving Unari. The Queen was nice enough to get me training modules, so I could learn. Also, were you not paying attention to the guard? He announced that we would be going and to have a path cleared for us. We are not exactly small beings, and this passageway is not wide enough for more than two of us at a time. They have kindly marked the way for us.” When the doors opened, they entered.

The tube-like elevators looked like they would hold many Thunerians, who were tall but thin; but he and Sarraqa barely fit. The ride lasted only a few seconds; to Thundercloud, it didn’t feel like they moved at all. But when the doors opened, they were on the level with the medical bay, which was only a short distance from the lift.

The Thunerians appeared ready for them. There were several standing around the bay. These gentle beings had different straps covering their torsos than those he had seen before. Instead of black and brown, theirs were red and white; and where those straps met in the centers of their chests, instead of a metallic Thunerian head, there was a large circle of what looked like gold, with a symbol emblazoned within. Captain Utari and Krysheena were there as well. Thundercloud thought, displeased, Why is she here? Ugh, did we really need all these people here just to confirm that they fucked up and I’m not the one they should’ve taken? I hope they can get this over with quickly.

Captain Utari addressed them first. “The medical team is ready. What issues are you having? Do you feel ill?”

Sarraqa interjected, “No Captain, nothing like that. The problem is that he does not know how to be a Unarian. He lacks abilities that should be automatic and instinctual. I was trying to get him to use some of his basic abilities and spread his wings a little, and he says he cannot even feel his wings, and we could get no response from his horn.” Utari looked startled.

Thundercloud added, “It’s like they’re not even there. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t do anything. Does this mean I’m not Unarian?”

One of the medical staff spoke up this time: a brown and white Striped male. “No, you are definitely Unarian, or the transformation would not have been possible. While we could not anticipate what effects the transformation would have, it seems very odd that your brain is not accepting your Unarian limbs. Please, come. I would like to do a quick neural scan to see if there are any anomalous readings. I would also like to do a blood scan as well.”

That stopped Thundercloud in his tracks. “Blood scan? Does that involve needles?”

One of the others on the medical staff approached this time, holding what looked like a small tube with a small metal head on top. This one was also a Striped male, with thinner stripes coming around to his front. He was a rust color with a white front. “Do not be afraid. You will not feel anything. There is no pain. I can demonstrate.” He took the metal top and put it to his own neck, pressed down, and the vial was filled in an instant. There was no sound; it just filled up. When he removed it, there was no mark where he did the draw. It turned out Thunerian blood was thick, not as watery as Humans’. Like Human blood, it was also bright red—almost glowingly bright.

Thundercloud thought, Okay, that seems to be fine. But, if I feel anything, someone’s getting kicked in the nads. If they have any. He walked over to the rust-colored Thunerian holding the device, tilted his head, and shut his eyes tightly. Every time someone told him something wasn’t going to hurt or he “wouldn’t feel a thing,” that’s usually when it hurt most, and he felt a lot of things—pain and anger being the top two. The medical officer removed the tube with his own blood, handed to one of the others, and then put an empty tube in its place. “Um, Thundercloud, we are not taking the draw from your neck. We will take it from right here.” He put a finger on a prominent vein located right between where Thundercloud’s very muscular shoulder met his equally muscular chest. With his eyes still closed, he lifted his head as if bracing for the worst pain he would ever feel.

“You can open your eyes now.” The Thunerian was holding the device, the tube filled with a glowing, shimmering substance that could’ve been ultra-bright red, though it was hard to tell. It looked as if there could even be white mixed in. What he could see was that it was just incredible. “Did that come from me? My blood-draws on Earth looked nothing like that. Just regular Human blood. Why is this so different?”

The Thunerian holding the tube nodded in confirmation. “That would be correct. When in Human form, we were able to mask everything non-Human about you. However, even though your blood looked like that of the average Human, the readings would be very atypical if checked. We could not mask those.” He took the tube over to one of the medical stations behind where everyone was standing, and a projection displayed, showing where to put the sample. He slid the sample in and the display changed. It now showed an outline of what Thundercloud took to be himself. It started filling in, and fascinated, he watching what looked to be a 3-D model of himself being assembled from the inside out. It was interesting, but gross as hell all the same. He first saw a skeletal outline; then it started filling in with lots of blood vessels, moving on to tendons and muscle tissue along with organs, most of which he did not recognize—and something he didn’t expect to see, a wave of bright light moving between some of the organs, looking like it was flowing through its own vessels—then the skin. When it was complete, he walked over and looked it up and down. Was this really what he looked like now? In the image he had the same red fur, and there were the wings folded to his side with black tips. The horn was long too; had to be at least a foot or more in length, with two spiral grooves wrapping around it, resembling a double helix. This thing looked impressive. If only he could feel like that thing looked, he’d be good to go.

As Thundercloud was looking over “himself,” the rust-colored Thunerian walked over to Sarraqa, holding the device with another empty vial. “If you would not mind…?” She stepped up to meet him, and raised herself up to her full height. He bent down and took a sample from the same location as he had from Thundercloud. She didn’t even flinch. Her sample was a brighter red than the Thunerian blood, but lacked the shimmer his had. It may have had a slight glow to it, but it was nothing compared to what they’d gotten from him. “How come hers doesn’t look like mine?” he asked.

Without any hesitation, Sarraqa said, “Because I am not a natural-born Alicorn. You are. That is one way you can tell the difference between those who were Ascended, and those who were naturally born as Alicorns.” They all watched as the rust-colored Thunerian went to the same console where Thundercloud’s sample was still being projected. He removed that sample, the projection vanished, and he put Sarraqa’s in its place. The projection re-established, but this time it was the spitting image of her.

“Oooh, I like her. She looks much cuter than the other Sarraqa. Maybe I can start over with this one, eh?” Thundercloud commented. Nobody laughed, smiled, or showed any type of emotion. Well, I thought it was funny. These creatures have zero sense of humor. I wonder what kind of reaction I would get if I went up and pretended to kiss the projection on the cheek? Probably 30 lashes. Tanya was right—these beings are clearly all business. This is going to suck so much, since my sense of humor will get me no place here. Can’t say I didn’t try, thought Thundercloud.

“As you can see, there is no mistake,” the medical officer said primly. “They are both clearly Unarians of the Alicorn tribe. One natural-born, one Ascended. The question, then, is what could be blocking him from using his abilities? Thundercloud, can you come over here? I would like to see if you can get up on your hind legs and put your front legs on the top of that counter. But first, Sarraqa, if you can come demonstrate what we are looking for…?”

Sarraqa walked over without hesitation to the empty counter on the other side of the blood analysis station, and easily reared back on her hind legs, spreading her wings as she did, placing her front hooves on the counter. Her tail feathers were also spread for balance. “Thank you, you can get down,” the Thunerian said. She pushed off and, using her wings, fluttered back down without so much as a thud. “Thundercloud, if you please?” He walked over, looked around, then tried to rear back on his hind legs. He made it about halfway, then his front legs hit the floor with a resounding thud. He was much heavier than Sarraqa. He tried several more times before he was told it was enough. He walked back over to where he was previously standing, head held low and not looking at anyone.

The medical officer faced them. “I was afraid of this. Thundercloud, I must perform one more test. This is a neurological exam, and will require a quick scan. Please come stand on this spot over here and try not to move. You may close your eyes, as some find that when the light passes over them, it is uncomfortable. No need to worry. A wall of blue light will circle you twice. You should feel nothing, but may hear a slight humming sound.” Thundercloud went to where he had been told. “This is fine. I will let you know when it is complete.” Thundercloud looked down to see a series of markings on the floor; he was gently maneuvered to stand within a large circle. He brought himself to his full height and closed his eyes. The wall of blue light started in front of him, and passed right around him. He could feel just a slight tingling where the light passed as it moved around him twice. “Thank you, the test is complete. I should have the results momentarily. I am going to see if there is any type of blockage stopping you from accessing the energy within you.”

The brown-and-white Thunerian who spoke to them when they first walked into the medical bay took what looked to be a green chip from a console near the place where Thundercloud stood, and walked back to another console further into the room. This time, Captain Utari and Krysheena, along with Sarraqa, walked over to where he was standing. He didn’t look up at them; he just stared at the results. Then he looked up quickly as Utari said, “Sarraqa. I am going to talk to the Queen to give her a status report. I need to discuss our arrival procedures with her anyway. The chief medical officer, Commander Jurok, will be back after he has had time to analyze both what was found in the blood sample and in the neuro scan. This should not take long. If you need me further, you can contact me on the communications panels. Krysheena will remain here with you both, and will escort you back once this has been completed.” He looked over at Thundercloud, and his expression was softer than it had been before. “Do not worry, Thundercloud. This is the first time this procedure has been performed. There was no way of knowing what to expect. The Queen cannot expect timely results if there is nothing to base them on. She, like everyone else, will just need to wait and see what happens.” He turned and left the room.

Thundercloud didn’t react or lift his head. He was still thinking about what would be done if he were unable to use any of his Unarian abilities. He’d basically be a cripple, halfway Human, halfway Alicorn, and unable to do everything either could. Right now he had about the same abilities as that projection. The only difference was that he could walk, talk, and get into trouble with his big mouth. However, this time there was nowhere to hide, and he couldn’t be the bigshot in a big car who could run his mouth and not worry too much, because his car pretty much outweighed most other cars on the road and it was a piece of shit, so nobody was going to take a chance of ruining their car by pursuing his.

He felt so vulnerable here. Not to mention, he had all these people looking at his naked body. I wonder if everyone was looking at my junk as I was trying to jump up on the table. I’m sure they all got a good laugh out of that. Huh, I didn’t even notice Sarraqa’s assets when she jumped up. She was fully exposed, and didn’t even seem to care. Damn, I should’ve checked it out. Just another indication to see if these were real creatures or not. How long is this going to take, anyway? I just want to go back and lie down.

“Thundercloud. Are you with us?” Sarraqa walked over and gave him the hoof-tap on the shoulder.

“What? Are we done?”

“No, the chief medical officer just came back, and was wondering if you were ready to hear the results. Maybe he can find out why you drift off so much as well.”

Jurok walked over to the holographic projector and inserted a colored chip into one of the slots—not green this time, Thundercloud noticed, but red. A different type of projection came up. This time, it was an outline of his bone structure only, with a bunch of lines sprouting out of what looked like the spine. The lines appeared to be emitting signals, and there was that bright light again. Where the lines met the wing-joints and then spread throughout the wings themselves, however, there were no signals visible. The same went for most areas where the spine met the head. While some of the lines showed indications of signals, the majority did not. There were only a few that were doing anything at all.

“As I suspected,” Jurok said heavily, “you can clearly see where we have the issues. It starts with the brain. Even though there is no trace of Human DNA remaining within your body, Thundercloud, your brain has not yet let go of what your previous body looked like and how it used to operate. It has blocked all new signals; and do you see that bright white light flowing through what looks like its own vessels? That is pure energy; and it, too, has been blocked right around the same area, as have the energy pathways to your wings. Now, as you can see, some of these blockages are starting to break down, and once they do”… he pointed to a few areas in the brain where signals were starting to branch out, but were not as full as the other signals appeared to be, “you will start to feel those areas where you currently have no feeling or no ability to move. Now, if I may, Sarraqa, can you come here and assist please?”

She walked over to where Jurok and Thundercloud were standing. “Now, with your permission, Thundercloud, I would like to have Sarraqa unfold one of your wings.” He nodded the okay. “Sarraqa, go ahead.” She gently wrapped her aura around one of his wings, unfolded it, and held it out. She looked it over in awe, as it was massive—almost as big as the Queen’s. “Now, just keep it spread out like that. Thundercloud, I want you to tell me if you feel anything. It does not have to be just a type of sensation, it can be any amount of pressure as well.” He put on some sort of glove with holes at the end so his claws could stick out, and started running his claws along on the underside of the wing. Thundercloud didn’t move or acknowledge that anything was happening. He wondered why Jurok was wearing the glove, but did not bother to ask. Then, without warning anyone, Jurok yanked out a feather.

This triggered a reaction. Sarraqa felt a slight pull—nothing strong, but something. Jurok noticed as well. “You felt that,” he pronounced.

Thundercloud looked at them and at his outstretched wing and said, “No, I didn’t actually feel anything but a little pressure. Nothing hurt. What did you do?” Both Sarraqa and Jurok looked at him. Sarraqa said, “He pulled out one of your pinfeathers. You did not notice or feel it? You gave a tug. A light one, but I still noticed.” Thundercloud looked down and saw the feather Jurok was holding in his gloved hand. He also noticed, upon further inspection, that it did not look much like a bird’s feather, composed of tiny individual barbs and vanes. It looked sharp and solid. “No, I didn’t feel a thing. Just a slight pressure, but nothing painful. I don’t remember tugging back or anything. By the way, that thing looks sharp, not like bird feathers from Earth.”

Sarraqa and Jurok looked at each other, their eyes communicating volumes. Jurok explained, “Your response is understandable. It was an autonomic one. Quite natural. This is a good thing. It means the connections are starting to be made. This, however, seems to be taking a lot longer than we originally anticipated. So instead of weeks, we may be looking at months as far as your abilities are concerned. You will need to be wary, as they will give no warning before they manifest. Use caution if trying to do minor things; and know that emotional outbursts may also trigger some of these abilities. Some violently. Even something minor could be enhanced tenfold if accompanied by a severe emotional outburst. For example, let us say you are trying to levitate something, and it is not going the way you expect. The object you are trying to lift falls and hits you, or even breaks. You get frustrated to the point of screaming. This could trigger a violent reaction that may not only levitate objects around you, but may also cause the energy inside you to expand to the point of an explosion. Again, we have no frame of reference for this, so I am giving you possibilities of things that may happen. I hope this helps for now. I will continue to research the issue, and see if I can find anything else that would aid in the recovery and/or other things that may be causes. Also…”

He took the feather in his gloved hand, opened his left hand, and ran the edge of the feather across it. Blood started seeping from his hand as if he had just sliced it with a very sharp knife. “Your feathers are unlike what you are used to on Earth. You do not have hollow bones, and these are not light and fluffy. They are solid and sharp, as you can see. It takes a lot of force and the energy within you to lift your bodies off the ground.”

Jurok nodded sharply. “That is all for now. I will keep you both informed. You may go back to your quarters. Thank you for allowing these tests.” He gave a slight bow and then headed back to the labs in the back of the bay. Thundercloud, Sarraqa, and the others left the medical bay to head back to Thundercloud’s quarters.
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CHAPTER 8

KRYSHEENA’S MISTAKE

Back in Thundercloud’s quarters, Krysheena sounded like she was picking up where she had left off the last time she was here. She hadn’t said a word back in the medical bay. “You still do not believe any of this is real, do you?” she asked Thundercloud flatly. “You will probably use the fact that you have no Unarian abilities to justify this belief. But no matter what you think, I saw all the proof I needed back in the med bay.” To Sarraqa, she said, “It is a shame they could not do a brain transplant. That way they could put someone who wanted to be here in there, and put this one back on that cluttered mess of a planet.”

“Curb your tongue,” Sarraqa snapped. “You are speaking of the child of my Queen, the only male Alicorn alive. He is crippled through no fault of his own. Do you have so little respect for us?”

Acting as if she’d said nothing, Krysheena asked, “Sarraqa, is there anything I can get for you while you are exiled here? I can have a nest made up for you, give you some more readings, or get you some earplugs for when it starts whining again. Just let me know.”

Sarraqa was shocked to her core at the way the Thuneri woman was treating Thundercloud. He hadn’t made a single sarcastic remark since she had left previously. He was perfectly fine in the medical bay, except for that remark about the projection, but she figured that was some sort of Human humor. She had experienced a lot of that when she was on Earth, and everyone ignored it all the same. She supposed Krysheena wasn’t letting go what she previously heard… but to be so rude to someone of this importance! “I want nothing from you, Krysheena. Thundercloud is fine. He has not made any further accusations, and was truly trying before we went to the medical bay. He is just frustrated, and probably a little embarrassed that he was unable to do simple things that would be second nature to another Unarian, but no other Unarian has been through what he has. Living your entire life thinking you are one thing and then finding out that you are something completely different… That is a difficult thing to let go of. I admit now that I could not imagine waking up one day to find out that I was Human instead of Unarian. How would you feel, Krysheena? I do not know if I would have the same reactions, but I can tell you I would be unsettled, to say the least.”

Thundercloud looked up from his bed, seeming shocked that she was defending him like this after all the things he had said before.

Krysheena wasn’t buying it. Apparently she didn’t like Humans. “Sarraqa, I just want you to understand that these creatures are masters at lying and manipulation. They would say anything to get what they want. And right now, he has nobody. No allies here. Before you mention the Queen, realize that she has not been here to see him yet. Not once. The only time she did see him was when he was unconscious in the medical bay undergoing the DNA restoration. His Human daughter and wife have had more interaction with her than him. What does that tell you? I will tell you what it tells me. She herself is not convinced that he should be here.

“Oh, she knows he is her son. There is no doubt about that, but she seems more interested in what he can do than what his birthright is. I mean no offense. It is just an observation. I hope I am wrong about this. I am sure the Captain has talked to her already, so that by now, she already knows that there are no further actions that can be taken to assist him in his training. You can give him some of the proper texts so that he can learn about his culture and what it means to be an Unarian. At least then, he would have an idea of what he might encounter when he gets there. I am quite sure he has not asked for that on his own. Have you?”

She looked right at Thundercloud. He did not meet her gaze. He wished she would just go. But, of course, she wasn’t finished. “Did you know that when the Queen met some of the Humans on her first trip, they asked if they would be able to go back with her to Unari to experience what they never could have on Earth? They told her they would give up everything just for the opportunity to go. It would be a dream come true to them.” She turned her attention to Sarraqa. “This one? He wants nothing to do with any of this, or thinks he is back on Earth in some alternate reality nightmare. It really is a shame that we could not have picked anyone else. That would have made it easy, and this would have been a trip of wonder to that Human.”

Her wolfish eyes turned back to Thundercloud. “Asking everything about our culture, your culture, and providing differences between the cultures and just wanting to explore… it would have been glorious. I met a few Humans like that myself. It was refreshing to see that wonder still existed on that planet, and that not everyone was xenophobic or an isolationist. No. We get the cream of the species here. Offered a tour of one of the most powerful ships known in this galaxy, how could anyone, Human, Thunerian, or Unarian say no to that? I could not wait to tell the rest of the team the specs of this ship!”

At this, Thundercloud had had enough. He didn’t care what reaction he would receive, but this was it. “Enough, you alien bitch!” he shouted. “You speak as if you know so much about me, and you honestly don’t know shit! You speak as if your species is so high and mighty. Such bullshit.” He walked right up to her, not taking his eyes off her. He out-massed her five-to-one, easily, but apparently she was too stupid to worry about that. Sarraqa looked as if she didn’t know what to do. She just stood to the side, watching the drama unfold. “I wasn’t offered ANYTHING, was I? I was abducted! You bastards came down, lured me into a trap, attacked me from behind,” he glared at Sarraqa, “brought me here, then incompetently transformed me into this mess you see before you. Yes, your physicians are incompetent, or I’d be the person you all want me to be! And NO, I would not have agreed to come—but like I said before, if you would have come to me, along with my wife and father, and they would have both talked with me and explained to me about the situation, I would have had some sort of understanding at least. But like the high-handed, arrogant idiots you are, you chose NOT to do that. You chose to abduct me. Tell me, almighty Krysheena, how would you have like to have that done to you?”

She just glared at him, her lips tight.

“Nothing to say now, shrew? Even Sarraqa admitted that she would have had a hard time with this. But you make it sound like I was offered this glorious magical tour of the cosmos, where I could go and explore the wonders of the galaxy and meet new species and everything would be perfect. Tell me, did any of these Humans you speak of have families? The ones that met with the Queen and asked to visit Unari? And that’s another thing. They said they would like to visit, not that they wanted to stay there permanently.” He made sure to emphasize that. “Who were these people you speak of? Were they ordinary civilians? Do you know for sure, or is this second-hand information—because I would think that your presence on Earth would have been kept as low-key as possible. I didn’t realize that the Queen went on speaking tours for the public. So before you go spouting off about how ungrateful I am, please think before you speak, because you have no idea what I’m going through, no frame of reference to understand. I said that before, and will continue to repeat myself until it sinks into that thick alien skull of yours. Oh, you’re being banished to Unari as punishment? Boo-hoo. But not by yourself. You have your entire team to keep you company. Oh, but I’ll be able to select all these mates, and any Human would love to have that option? Well, let me respond to that one as well. First, not every male thinks that way. Second, I had a mate. And yes, we had problems, as most Human couples do, but we were doing fine. I don’t care who you talked to, they clearly didn’t know shit.”

Krysheena looked as if she was about to respond, but Thundercloud cut her off. “No. You started this, but I’m going to finish it. You get to keep your abilities but no technology. Waaaah. Oh no, not that! It’s not as if you’re going there as, let’s say, a completely different species, with no idea how to even use your new limbs—or for that matter, no idea what species you really are. But wait, I have Sarraqa here to fill me in on all these things, right? And wow, she sure is doing a bang-up job!” He glared at Sarraqa, who was still just standing there, looking clueless as to what was happening. He continued, “Exactly. She has no idea what to do. She barely has any empathy for my experience. You have none. So, it’s not as if I’m being ungrateful for the wondrous opportunity I’ve been given here. I’m just confused and upset. Just normal Human emotions that Thunerians apparently lack.” He stepped forward, less than a yard from Krysheena now, and she was not backing down. In fact, she had taken up no defensive posture at all.

Without even looking at what was happening, out of nowhere, Sarraqa looked up and said, “I, I was not offered a tour of the ship. I guess I was not important enough.”

Thundercloud stopped and looked at her. She had the look of a neglected puppy, which deflated him nearly instantly. He backed down. He knew this wasn’t all her fault. She was just doing what she had been told to do… but then, hadn’t so many people used that excuse to perpetrate atrocities throughout history? “I was just following orders.” Still, he hadn’t given her a chance.

Krysheena, who had still not backed down, said to Sarraqa, “I am sorry you were not offered a tour. I thought Utari would have invited you along with the others. If you would like, I could give you that tour… once I have finished here.” And with lightning speed, she launched herself at Thundercloud. He tried to back away as fast as he could, and ended up tripping over his own legs, falling to the floor. Krysheena landed right next to him, pulled her sword and extended it, holding the blade down near Thundercloud’s head. “Hmm, maybe they were wrong. Maybe you are just Human. I was hoping that would have brought some sort of automatic response of your abilities, but instead, you just tripped and fell. Come, Sarraqa, I can give short tour on the way to getting your nest.”

Krysheena got up, retracted the sword, and turned to walk out. Sarraqa, clearly stunned at what just transpired, stood where she was, looking at Thundercloud as he lay on the floor, not bothering to move or get up. Krysheena looked back. “I was not going to hurt him. I just wanted to see his reaction. Maybe next time, he will think before challenging someone. Come. He will be fine.”

Sarraqa just looked at her and said, “Fine. Thank you.” She then turned away from Thundercloud and left with Krysheena, leaving Thundercloud alone by himself without even wasting a word on him.

As they made their way down the hall to the lift, they discussed what to do with their guest. Sarraqa said, “You know, Queen Jata only gave me until we reach the Installation to make some sort of progress with him; and now with this new information, that does not look like it is going to happen. I know Captain Utari went to talk with her, but usually, once she makes up her mind, it is very hard to persuade her to change. This was supposed to be my best mission, my first off-world experience, and it is turning out to be one that I wish would be over as quickly as possible. I want to thank you and the rest of your people for being so accommodating. I know the Captain was against going to Earth, but that was where the Queen had hidden Thundercloud, at the suggestion by Emperor Nojakuu. He knew nobody would ever go there to look… and now we know why.”

Krysheena chimed in, “Yes, because the people there are boorish and terrible. Look what they do to their own kind. Just imagine what they would do to us. I am not saying all, but the majority of them, are very suspicious and fearful. And extremely dangerous. Cherika’s guards told me that they reviewed documents on their prison systems and what occurs within, and that it made them sick. They have no liking for fellow Humans whatsoever. I warned Thundercloud. Flecha does not like him at all. I think he feels challenged by him.”

Sarraqa added, “I know what you mean. I believe he was expecting to be next in line for Ascension, but he knows that males do not get Ascended. It does not guarantee the birth of an Alicorn if a male is Ascended. It is much more likely if a powerful Unicorn female is given the chance. Kalani is living proof of that. With her first offspring, they have done what most thought impossible! An Ascended Female Unicorn and a Class 4 Unicorn produced the first natural-born Alicorn since Thundercloud! Now, we are not sure how powerful the female offspring is, but she is already manipulating the energy within her to do moderate things. She can pull the energy around her for protection and can levitate multiple objects at once. That would put her at a strong Class 3 as an adult. But since she is still growing, who knows what the final potential could be? The Queen could not be prouder, but she is still hoping to rebuild using natural-born to natural-born, and that is where Thundercloud comes in. If, that is, he can get his abilities to manifest before those viable come into season. Once that happens, the Queen’s destiny would be fulfilled, and she can then look forward to grooming her successor to rule.”

As they made their way to the to the cargo bay where the materials for making Unari nests were stored, Krysheena added, “You know, I was supposed to be the first female leader of the Thunerian Chosen Protectorate. The first all-female group of its kind. Even though I still hold the sword and it still responds to me, that has all changed. Instead, I am the first disgraced former leader of that prestigious group. Because of my actions, we will all pay the price. I was to lead them, and they were there to give me advice. I have not led nor taken their advice. We had some very successful missions. In fact, they were all successful, even though few and far between. Either way, we performed as was expected. At least I have not been restrained. The Senate wanted me restrained and imprisoned during this trip. I am glad the Captain had precedence of what happens on his ship. Not to mention we are family; but even then, within Thunerian family groups, it is up to the senior family member to decide what happens within the family. This just happens to be an unusual circumstance. Have you been told why I was banished? I am curious.”

Sarraqa just kept walking. She didn’t know how to respond, or if it was her place to discuss this subject. She had not been told the entire story, only what was deemed necessary by Queen Jata. Well, she was on the spot now, and she had some idea how to handle this. After a moment she said, “The Queen only gave me a short version of what happened. I cannot be sure if it contains all the facts, so please forgive me if I get something wrong. I was told that there was a war on one of the Solid planets. The Emperor was in the process of negotiating a peace settlement and your team went in, unannounced, to try to settle the dispute. The Solids were not satisfied, and a fight broke out between you and one of them—and that Solid was killed, as were several others when the rest of them attacked your group and the rest of the Protectorate got involved.”

The look on Krysheena’s face said it all. “This is what you were told? It figures. I can only imagine what the Humans were told. They must also think we are terrible. Perhaps that is part of Thundercloud’s problem.” She looked uneasy as she said that, the continued, “May I tell you what happened? Will you believe what I tell you is true? You can confirm it with Captain Utari, since this was about his mate. And she is not a Solid.”

Sarraqa looked at her and nodded.

Before she told Sarraqa about what happened, however, they did a quick tour of the ship, going to the engine room, the bridge, and some of the other places around the ship, ending at the cargo bay next to the main shuttle bay on Deck 40, where they went inside. It was empty, except for a few containers, a couple of cushions, and some broken metal spears in a corner. There was no one else there, so Krysheena offered her a place to sit while she began her account.

“First, there was a war, but it was not Solid vs. Striped. There was an attempt by Captain Utari’s mate, at that time Senator Ankaro, to take control of the Imperial Fleet. She was powerful and, at the time, the most venomous Striped female known in the Thunerian Alliance. She was arrogant and thought, since Captain Utari refused to challenge his father to become Emperor, she would challenge his mother, the Empress and Grand Admiral of the entire star fleet, Da-Ala. She was unaware that the Emperor had trained the Empress personally. She made a grave error. Since she is one of the Senators representing Thuneri Prime, she had secured a powerful team of warriors and they had trained to become like us, the Thunerian Chosen Protectorate. However, we were not trained. We were chosen for our unique skills. I will tell you later what they are, but I want to finish telling you what happened first. She sent them to relieve the Empress while she gathered more support from those willing to follow her. She had several fleet commanders willing to betray the Empress if she won her challenge, but she did not challenge Da-Ala directly. She chose to send others to do it, and that was what let to this conflict. She also had support from certain Solid groups who were not onboard with the Emperor’s merging of the two species. They wanted to remain independent, which they still are. The only thing the Emperor did was to make them equal, so they and not just the Striped might share in all future endeavors that would affect all Thunerians. They now have equal representation on the Thunerian council. No more being treated like an underclass.

“But these groups wanted more. They wanted to be the ones on top. So they secured their own warships and were ready to back Ankaro at that moment, and not wait for the outcome of the challenge. They thought the element of surprise would be their advantage. The problem was, Empress Da-Ala was ready for their treachery. The three warriors that confronted her did not last long. She was so fast that they were dead before they even knew what was happening. Next to Senator Ankaro, Da-Ala is the second most venomous female known. Meanwhile, the Solid warships had engaged Da-Ala’s flagship as she took down the three Striped females. The Khimora is the most powerful and advanced ship in the fleet. Surprise or not, Da-Ala made sure no other ship dared assist. She wanted to prove that she was what she claimed to be: The best and only Grand Admiral the Thunerian Alliance had, and she did not disappoint.

“Her flagship took on ten powerful ships. In what would become the shortest civil war in Thunerian history, the flagship sheared through those ships with no problem at all, and sustained no damage. More than 5,000 Solids were killed when all was said and done. Senator Ankaro sent others to confront the Empress when she found out about the deaths of her warriors. They were all on board the Khimora. That ship, being larger than this one, held more than 50,000 Thunerians. The Senator had several hundred supporters on board, spread throughout the ship.

“Once Da-Ala was confronted and disposed of her would-be assassins, she sent her loyal commanding officer, Admiral Torin, word on what was going on. His command crew was also loyal to Da-Ala. He locked down vital parts of the ship so they could take care of the warships that were about to attack. We were called in by the Admiral to protect the Empress, even though she needed no protection. We encountered Senator Ankaro and another group of her supporters heading towards the Empress’s chambers. I tried to reason with her, but it did not work. She attacked me. Her sword was energy-enhanced, like mine, but no match for it. She was good. She was able to match me move for move, but then she did something that was unacceptable: she spat her venom at me.

“I was able to avoid injury, but the Senator threatened to continue spitting unless I yielded. She told me that the Emperor and Empress had no intention of letting the Solids maintain their status, that it was all a ruse and that I should be fighting alongside them. I told her that this was not true, that she needed to stand down; that I was a member of her family group, as she was mated to Utari, and he is my brother. She told me I was a fool, and that history would remember this as the day of the new Solid Revolution. She continued to engage me. The others that were with her, a mix of both Solids and Striped, engaged the rest of the Protectorate. It was chaos. Neither I nor the rest of the Protectorate had any intention of hurting anyone if we could avoid it, but Ankaro was relentless. I kept pleading with her to stop, that Utari would not want this. She refused to listen. Our swords were locked. I slipped; and when I fell, I let go of my sword. I grabbed it again as I was going down. She tried to rear back and swing down on me, but when I grabbed my sword, my hand was moving up and the sword went right through her abdomen. Immediately, my hand burned, and the sword went to its compact position as you see here. Ankaro went down.

“I went over to her and used every ounce of energy I had to heal her. While doing this, the rest of the Protectorate had cut down many of her supporters. The others, after seeing Ankaro fall, submitted. It was over, but the damage was done. I had used my sword on a fellow Thunerian and family member. It did not matter if I was right or wrong; the sword cannot be used on any Thunerian, let alone family. To do so would be to go against everything the sword is intended for. It is meant for the protection of all Thuneri, Solid and Striped. Without thinking, I used it and struck down a family member. I could have stopped her with my raw power alone, but I used the sword.”

Krysheena took a deep breath. “She survived, but I had used the sword on her. Utari has forgiven me, considering the circumstances. Ankaro was stripped of her rank and is currently in holding, awaiting transport. The Empress took no mercy on her son. That is why Utari is escorting us; he is being punished as well. He should have ended this before it started, but he was naïve and did not see what was happening. Ankaro will join him here later.”

When she finished, Sarraqa just sat there, stunned. All this because of an internal power struggle? She didn’t want to say that this sounded more like a Human thing than a Thunerian thing, but there it was. She knew the Thunerians had had problems of the past; she just didn’t know how deeply the hate ran. Krysheena also added, “This was also the first time in the history of our people that Striped attacked Striped and Solid attacked Solid. Now you know why the story is not being told as it should be.”

Sarraqa looked at Krysheena. She saw no deception in her expression, nothing that would indicate that this was a fairytale. She just felt bad that Krysheena was paying for something that wasn’t her fault. “I am sorry, Krysheena. I had no idea. I can speak to Queen Jata to see if I can get your restrictions lifted, so you do not have to spend your time in isolation from the rest of us.”

Krysheena put up a hand. “Thank you, Sarraqa, but that will not be necessary. Our sentence has been accepted, and will be carried out. I cannot deny what I did, and I do need to be held accountable. However, if you would not mind coming to visit us every now and then, I would not object.”

Sarraqa nodded her head and agreed.

After returning to Thundercloud’s quarters with the materials for her nest, Sarraqa was finally able to relax. Thundercloud was sleeping, so she was able to build her nest with no problems and was soon getting a much-needed rest.

The next few days came and went without incident. Sarraqa spent most of her days touring the ship with Krysheena and the rest of the Protectorate, since she was never offered an official tour by the Captain, and wanted to see more than what she had previously with Krysheena. It did not occur to her that she was shirking her appointed duties to educate the Queen’s son. The experience was so alien to her it did not seem real. Thundercloud pretty much did nothing but sit by the viewport in his cabin, staring out into space. They didn’t say much to each other; just a greeting here and there. Krysheena had said nothing to him since their previous encounter, and remained outside his quarters whenever she met with Sarraqa.

The Queen, after hearing from Captain Utari, agreed that nothing more could be done with Thundercloud until they reached Unari. She wasn’t happy, but did not blame Sarraqa for being unable to bring out Thundercloud’s abilities. Nor did she deign to visit her son. Unarian ways were not human ways.

After traveling for nearly a month, Utari informed them that they were nearing the Installation and the final leg of their journey.
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CHAPTER 9

HUNTING GROUNDS

On that last day of the voyage, as they approached the Installation, Sarraqa accompanied the Protectorate to their mess hall, which she had been assured could handle her dietary needs. She had never been there previously, and wanted to compare how they did group-eating with the ways Unarians and Humans did it. Their mess was located near the bottom of the ship. It took them quite a while to arrive; and when they did, it wasn’t at all what Sarraqa had expected.

When they entered the “mess hall,” it was as if they had entered a forest. The entire room was arranged to be as natural as possible, as opposed to what she’d found on Earth. When she walked in, she didn’t see anyone. It wasn’t dark, but it wasn’t what she would call bright, either; it was like sunset. She followed the group in, and they walked down what looked be like a path through the trees… and there were lots of trees. She thought she heard animals in the distance. How large was this place? She looked up, and there wasn’t a sky per se, but she didn’t see a ceiling. It was just misty, if she had to put a word to it. The ground felt like what she was used to on Unari, nice and soft, and it felt good under her hooves, which were starting to ache from walking around on the ship’s hard, polished decks. She wondered how the Thunerians handled it, considering they didn’t really wear much on their feet—just a kind of half-shoe that ended before their toes began, as not to impede their claws.

She didn’t even notice that they had all stopped, and kept going. She just couldn’t believe she was still on the ship. “Sarraqa?” called Krysheena. She stopped, turned around, and realized she was a long way away from the rest of the group, who were standing by another path. Krysheena called out again. “Sarraqa, we are going down here. It is not long now.”

She caught up with the rest of the group and they went down the other path. Sarraqa asked, “How large is this place? I have never seen anything like this before, except on Unari. The trees are even like those there. The ground, the smell, everything.”

Krysheena looked at Sarraqa and said, “This is the bottom section of the ship. It takes up nearly five decks, and has been expanded to remind us of the forests on Thuneri II. That is what we call our… how to translate it? Ah, food planet. It may appear deserted, but there are Thunerians all over. Most Solids remain high in the trees. The Striped will be hunting off the path.”

Sarraqa looked confused. “Hunting? I know what hunting means, but what would you be hunting here?”

Paloma, an orange-and-black Striped female, spoke up. She looked like she might be the oldest of the group. “Sarraqa, as you have surely noticed, we are obligate carnivores. We prefer to hunt our own food. This forest was created so that we might experience our natural habitat, which comes in handy during long trips such as this one. This way, we can exercise our natural instincts. Within this place, there are many prey animals. There are also predators native to Thuneri II. This keeps the prey population down, since we need only to eat a few times per Thunerian week. We hunt using our natural abilities; all healthy adult Thunerians are hunters, both Striped and Solid alike.”

The tabby Striped looked at Sarraqa steadily and said, “Now, before we go any further, we need to do something about you. All who are in here know that you are coming here, so they will be aware of your presence; however, you do not belong to any family group, so that may make things a bit uncomfortable. You see, all that come in here are part of a family group. It is…. hard to explain. Anyone else? Krysheena? Keetarra?”

Krysheena stepped forward to explain to Sarraqa, who by this point had no idea what they were talking about. “You see, Sarraqa, as I said previously, we have close-knit family groups. The Chosen Protectorate are now part of my family group, since I am their leader… or used to be. I am part of the Emperor’s family group, since I was rescued by him from the Sii-Rukk. There is a process, other than mating and bearing young, that can add to family groups. We call it blood-bonding. When the senior member of the group wants to add another member to the family, they would, in the case of Solid to Solid or Striped to Striped, bite the new member. We do not attack,” she said quickly, seeing the surprised look on Sarraqa. “We bite. For a Striped, it would be on the neck, where, if you notice, there are two blood vessels that run near each other on one side of the neck. Come here, Keetarra, and tilt your head so she can see. One is the main vessel carrying blood to the brain, the other is for mating and bonding such as we are speaking of here.

“When a female Striped bites that second vessel—and usually it is the females who do the bonding, as only certain males are venomous—they transfer some of their venom to the individual, creating a bond to that family member so that other family members would then be able to sense their inclusion and thus identify them as one of their own. Do you understand so far?” Sarraqa nodded slightly, so Krysheena continued. “Now, Striped females can control how their venom is used, and whether it is for defense, mating, bonding or even healing. For the case here, since I have no venom to give to create this bond, Solids use a chemical in their saliva to transfer similar chemicals that have the same reaction to the new family member. I am the first Solid to be inducted into a Striped family. I am not counting Emperor Nojakuu’s son, King Meeka, who was the first Thunerian Striped to successfully mate with a Solid female, who now rules over all Thunerians, Solids and Striped. However, Emperor Nojakuu still carries more authority when it comes to deciding most Thunerian laws and regulations, and that union was accomplished with a great deal of his assistance.

“When I was bonded by Empress Da-Ala, she transferred a very small amount of venom to me. As you can see,” she craned her neck to show Sarraqa, “I have similar vessels that run up the side of my neck. However, the interior one is not used for same purpose as with Striped individuals, so there was some worry about how I would react. Fortunately, as you can see, I am still here, so there were no ill effects; but, unintentionally, she gave me the ability to add others to our family group using only my saliva, and thus I was able to add all the Protectorate. It causes minor discomfort when first done, but the pain is short-lived. Since my teeth are smaller and contain no venom, it is minimal.

“So, Sarraqa, will you allow me to bond you to my family? This will not affect your future in any way. Should you choose a mate and have offspring, they would not be affected. Only you. This would allow any other Thunerian to identify you as part of our group.”

Sarraqa didn’t know how to respond. She thought this insight into Thunerian culture was amazing, and that they would choose to include her was an honor. She did have a question, though. “Um… how would this affect me personally, since I am not Thunerian? “

Krysheena replied, “Unarians share a common bond with Thunerians already. You have a common DNA type that is compatible with both Striped and Solids. This would allow you to donate blood should an emergency arise and there was no other compatible donor available, for example.”

Sarraqa took a deep breath, walked over to Krysheena, craned her neck and waited.

After a moment Krysheena stated, “I am sorry to say that with you, Sarraqa, I do not think the normal way is going to work. I think we are going to have to try something different. I talked to the medical staff beforehand, and they gave me something to try. Since I have no venom, we do not have to worry about any issues with you having a reaction to that. One of the team members suggested we use the same place on your body where they drew Thundercloud’s blood the other day.”

The Protectors all looked at one another without saying anything, and Krysheena knew what they were thinking. It just wouldn’t look right to see her biting Sarraqa there. “I have it. Sarraqa, we are going to do this muzzle to muzzle. It may not look right, but I just need to get the scent on you.”

Sarraqa didn’t have any idea what she was talking about or thinking of doing, so she just stood there. Without warning, Krysheena walked over, gently put her hands on the top of Sarraqa’s head, and gently guided her head toward hers. Now, they had their muzzles right next to one another. Sarraqa had her eyes pointed right at Krysheena’s now-bared teeth. She was right; they weren’t as big as a Striped, but they were still intimidating. Krysheena ran her fingers along the underside of Sarraqa’s muzzle until… “Found it. Just relax. Sarraqa, this should not hurt.” She guided Sarraqa’s head up, and Krysheena bit an area on the underside of her muscular muzzle. It was a quick bite and release, with only a few drops of blood. Krysheena licked them clean. Her saliva also stopped any more blood from emerging, and was now healing the area where she’d bit down.

She backed away, and Sarraqa brought her head back down. “That was, um… interesting. It did not hurt, but I can honestly say that I have never felt anything like that. Ever. Is that it? Did it work?” Krysheena looked at the others and then, one by one, they all came over and did a quick sniff as they passed Sarraqa. Keetarra spoke first. “Yes, I can smell her now. Welcome to the family, Sarraqa. You are now bonded to the most powerful family in Thunerian history.”

Sarraqa looked around at all of them, eyes wide. “Thank you for sharing all this with me. I just have one question. Would it be okay if I fly around for a while? My wings have been folded for so long, they are starting to go numb.”

Krysheena nodded. “Just remember that there are others hunting. We will be hunting in this area here. If you need us, you can find us, but a word of caution. Please do not approach or distract anyone who is actively engaged in a hunt. You will know who they are, as they will be on all fours. Enjoy your flight, and remember; there is a ceiling up there. It is five decks up, but it is there. There are no other flying creatures here, so you have the space all to yourself. Should you need to hunt yourself, you will need to do so in this area, where we will be.”

Sarraqa bowed, spread her wings, crouched, and launched into the air. It only took a few pumps from her vast wings to put her near the top of the tree line. The others were buffeted by the wind her wings generated when she took off.

After that, they all split up and took off to hunt.
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Back in his quarters, Thundercloud sat in his usual spot: beside the viewport, staring out into space. He liked it there. There was nobody to bother him, and he could just stare out there for hours. He felt it very soothing. He had moved the pad Sarraqa was sitting on when she first came to his quarters over to the window, so he didn’t have to stand. He thought it was nicer than that poor excuse for a bed they’d given him… Although he would have preferred Sarraqa’s new “nest.” Since she hadn’t been there for several days, he figured he’d give it a try.

It was the most comfortable resting place he’d ever been in, much better than any bed. A literal mare’s nest, he thought a little snidely. It didn’t look like any type of nest he’d ever seen before. It was round, but wasn’t made with natural materials, but of a substance he’d never seen before: white and fluffy, it felt like clouds taken down from the sky. That was the best way to describe it. He didn’t stay there, since she could be back at any moment, so he went back to the bed to rest.

Where was she, anyway? She was supposed to be here, teaching him, but she’d been avoiding him as much as possible. He supposed that since there was nothing she could do about assisting with his abilities, it was no longer necessary to stay with him anymore, though he would have liked to have learned more about his adopted culture. It wasn’t like he could turn the pages of the data pads she’d left him, or even hold the damned things. Well, if she wanted to avoid him now, that was fine with him; he didn’t need anyone there. He wondered if she knew he’d been taken to the medical bay twice, just for follow-ups and to see if anything had changed with him being able to feel certain body parts. No on both counts, but they told him that he might have to go back down there depending on whether they found anything new or not.

He had so many questions for them, and all they did was give vague answers or tell him he needed to ask Sarraqa or Queen Jata, since they would be able to explain in greater detail. Of course, he could ask neither when they were never there. You’d figure with all the technology they had and all the scans and bloodwork they had taken, the Thunerians would know just about as much as the Unarians did. Guess not. Even a simple, “Why haven’t I gone to the bathroom since I’ve been on board?” they could not give him an answer for. He had to ask if he even had the ability to do that, and they had assured him all the right parts were there—but they saw nothing on the scans to indicate that he would have needed to go. So, where was all the water going that he was drinking? He really needed someone to talk to, and figured that was what Sarraqa was for; but apparently, she had other things that needed to be done.

As he was thinking about all this, Sarraqa entered his quarters. She was so vibrant and excited; he had never seen her so upbeat. “Do you know they have an entire forest on the bottom five decks?” she exclaimed. “It is amazing! I was finally able to stretch my wings, and it was exactly what I needed. It was just like being back on Unari! I hope I can go back down there when we get to the installation.” She noticed that he was over by the window, lying on her cushion, just staring at the stars, so she walked over and stood next to him and asked, “Is everything well? I know I was gone for most of the day…”

He cut her off. “Three days. That’s how long you’ve been gone. I’ve been sitting here unable to do anything with the things you left me, because my horn doesn’t work and I have no hands. Also, we’ve entered the installation and have been traveling inside it for most of that time. We got here more than two days ago. I’m glad you had a good time on safari. Let me know if you want me to put your cushion back, and I’ll do so. It’s just more comfortable than standing here for hours on end. And may I get one of those nests like the one you’ve created over there? I won’t lie. I tested it. I was curious. I’m sorry if I overstepped my bounds.” Not once did he take his eyes off the stars outside.

Eyes wide, she whispered, “Three days? I have been gone for three days? I could not have been.” She walked over to the comm panel, looked down, and saw the time and date. He wasn’t lying, and she doubted he could use the panel in such a way as to falsify the data. In a daze, she walked back over to Thundercloud and sat next to the cushion. “I am so sorry. I had no idea it had been that long. I do not understand. I have no excuse. You may report me to the Queen, if you would like. I deserve it. I am supposed to be with you every day. What can I do to make this better?”

She looked down and realized he had moved the cushion. No small task. “Wait, how did you get the cushion over here? Are you able to use your abilities now?”

He turned his head toward her and said flatly, “No. I took it in my mouth like an animal and dragged it over here. Took me more than an hour. I’m glad nobody was here to witness it. Things are quite humiliating now that I no longer have hands and no way to easily manipulate things. I almost got my head stuck when I was pushing it… I slipped, and that stick of yours impaled the other side of the cushion. Sorry about that. Didn’t do it on purpose.”

Sarraqa didn’t say anything; she just sat next to him for a bit. Clearly, he was still having trouble adjusting. She was about to go to the comm panel when he asked, “Why hasn’t Queen Jata come to see me? Even once? I’m supposed to be her son. Please don’t give me the excuse that I’m not ready. She traveled all this way, made a huge trade deal with the Humans, and made all these arrangements just for me—yet she’s not even stopped by. Not even just to say hello. It seems odd to me to go through all this and not even see the one you came all this way to get. I don’t get it. Maybe it’s just that your people really are that alien, compared to Humans; that you think in ways we don’t understand. Or am I missing something here? Tell me, Sarraqa. Is she really my biological mother, or was there some other reason why I was so important?”

She started to speak, and he said, “Yes, I saw the blood. I even saw hers in the lab. Oh, yeah—I forgot to tell you that they took me down there twice when you were gone. They were a little confused about why you weren’t here. Me too. Anyway, they performed some more blood tests, and took some more neurological and medical scans to see if there had been any changes. No on either account. They said they would come back in a few days to bring me down for more tests.”

Thundercloud turned his head back towards the window. Sarraqa didn’t know how to answer the question. Why hadn’t the Queen come down to see her son? She had made him her top priority! Every resource had been put into getting him home. Why, now, was she so distant? Thundercloud was right in that her not seeing him was not likely to be because his abilities had not manifested yet. They almost certainly would in time… so there had to be something else.

She was afraid to ask the Queen. She was afraid to tell him that. She did, however, have a slight distraction for him. “Thundercloud, would you like me to see if there are more materials to make you a nest like mine? I am sure the Thunerians would not mind. This did not take long to put together. Also, are you hungry? I know I said before you were given supplements that would last most of the journey, and we are making really good time, but you have not had anything other than water since we left Earth.”

He didn’t move, but said, “No thank you on the food, but yes, I would really appreciate the nest. Thank you.”

That was it. He said no more. Sarraqa turned and said, “I will be back as soon as I can with the materials for the nest.” She then left the room.

As she walked toward the lift that would take her to the cargo bay where the nesting materials were stored, she realized that she had not seen the Protectorate since they had split up in the forest. Was it rude for her to have just left without saying anything? She did fly over where they had parted, but couldn’t find anyone. In fact, she didn’t see any other Thunerians at all while she was flying, just a few herds of prey animals. She was too busy soaring to notice much, enjoying the fresh air… or the simulated fresh air. Either way, it was nice, and the experience was one she would not soon forget.

When she reached the lift, she used her stylus to tap the comm panel, then said, “Krysheena, please meet Sarraqa in Cargo Bay 12 if possible. Thank you.” She tapped the button for the lift and waited. By the time she got the cargo bay, Krysheena was already there.

“So, how did you enjoy your stay in the hunting grounds? Sorry we did not see you after we parted ways. It was a busy hunt.”

Sarraqa looked and said, “Thank you so much for letting me experience the forest. It was wondrous, and I had a great time just soaring above the trees. However, I did not realize how much time had passed while we were in there. I was gone for three days! I did not even realize we had entered the installation, but we have been traveling within it for two days!” She tamped down her emotions. “Would it be possible to take Thundercloud there, so he could see? Maybe, just maybe, it would trigger some of his abilities.”

Krysheena sighed and said, “I am sorry, Sarraqa, but Thundercloud could not go there. Until he has accepted who and what he is, and manifested his abilities, there would be no way for him to protect himself. We could not risk the possibility of him getting injured—or worse. At this point, it would be too dangerous for him to go. However, I do not think you asked me here for that. Is there something I could help you with here? Is your nest good?”

Sarraqa was crestfallen, but had to agree that Krysheena had made a valid point. It took Thundercloud an hour to move a cushion 20 feet across the room. What would happen if he encountered some creature in the forest? “That is fine, I knew that was asking for a bit much, but what I came here for is to see if there were enough materials for another nest. Thundercloud would like to have one for himself.”

Krysheena again looked like she were preparing to be the bearer of bad news, but said, “Well, I think we should have enough for another one. I am surprised he asked for it. Does it seem like he is starting to accept everything?”

Sarraqa looked down and said, “Yes and no. He is accepting the fact that he is here and is going to Unari… but just that, I think. He is making himself more comfortable. He is cooperating with the medical staff, and has not said anything more to me about this being imaginary… but he did ask why the Queen has not come to see him. He said that if he was as important as everyone has made him out to be, then where is she?” She looked up at Krysheena. “I must agree with him on this. We are on our final approach to Unari, and the Queen is nowhere to be found. I am not sure I want to go and question her on this. I am sure she has her reasons. I just cannot think of what any of them would be right now.”

Krysheena looked puzzled as well. “I cannot believe I am saying this, but he has a point on this one. Maybe I can get Captain Utari to discretely ask if she has been to see him yet? That way, it does not sound like we are accusing her of trying to avoid him. In the meantime, let us get this stuff back to his quarters and set up his nest.”
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CHAPTER 10

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Several more days passed, and the Queen was still a no-show. Sarraqa told Thundercloud that Captain Utari had spoken with the Queen, and was told that she would see him in due time—that this was not unusual or out of the ordinary. She said she was giving him time to adjust to his new surroundings and situation. Her presence now would not help in any way, he was told, and might pose more questions than answers.

Thundercloud wasn’t buying this bullshit. They were only another week or so away from Unari, and she wasn’t going to see him before they got there. He was also in line for more testing in another day or so. At least he was getting out of the room. He hadn’t seen any of the other Unarians or Thunerians aside from Sarraqa and the medical staff. His attitude, he thought, was much improved. No outbursts. No sarcasm. Well, as little as was possible, for him. He had no filter, never had, and wasn’t about to start tiptoeing around everyone. Aliens be damned, he was going to say what he felt. Always and forever.

For the most part, he still felt like a prisoner. He was still confined to quarters. He hadn’t seen any other part of the ship aside from his quarters, the hall leading to the medical bay, and said medical bay. That was it. He was extremely bored. He missed his devices. He had nothing to do. He was given literature on Unarian culture, but had no way of reading it since he couldn’t hold or manipulate the datapads it was written on. Sarraqa offered to hold them for him, so he could read it. He asked why she couldn’t just tell him about it herself—nothing better than a firsthand account. She told him didn’t think she was enough of a scholar to be the spokesperson for an entire species.

“That’s bullshit, Sarraqa. You could tell me everything about Unari and its inhabitants if you wanted. Why all the secrecy? Don’t want me to know the truth? Are you just lazy? Incompetent? What is it?” He was going to grill her until she gave a good reason. He would take nothing else.

Once again, it seemed she didn’t know what to say. Apparently, she’d thought his adversarial behavior was over. “Well, I can give you an overview, I suppose,” she said hesitantly. “Just some basic background information to start with. Some of this you may have already heard before. As you know, there are three main Unarian tribes that make up our species. What you may not know is that all these tribes evolved from one tribe, our tribe, the Alicorns. For more than ten thousand years, the Alicorns were the rulers and protectors of all Unari. They had no trouble uniting the planet. All other sentient species looked toward them for guidance. We were only a small group, never more than 600 in total. That does not sound like a lot, but you must understand that their lifespans were great so there was no need for reproduction except once every few hundred years or so. So their exact number for most of our history is not known.

“Queen Jata was the last natural-born Alicorn to give birth, that being to you, more than 55 terrestrial years ago. This may shock you to learn, but our queen is over 3,000 terrestrial years old. Now: when this speciation started is up for debate, as some have estimated it may have started before the Queen was born. There are just too many factors that play into it to be sure at this time. Some of our people left Alicorn City to live on the ground, as they thought they did not need their flight abilities to do what they were meant to do. Others took to the skies entirely, wishing to be free from using their other abilities, and had eventually created their own city—while others studied only how to enhance their existing abilities, and believed they had no need for flight. Unlike Humans and Thunerians, we do not keep any type of formal records, so the timeline as to when the Alicorn tribe itself started to diminish and the others started to become more prevalent is not well understood. Now, I do know that this did not happen within a few generations; but I believe may have started to happen within 10 generations, or 1,000 years after the phenotype split.

“What caused the sudden urge for the populace to split is also unknown, but every planet that contains life goes through some sort of evolution. This was ours. Some Unarian offspring started developing smaller bodies fairly quickly, but the devolution of horns and wings had to have taken several thousands of years. Why the parent populations of these future tribes died out is also a mystery. Some of our texts say that since they were no longer using their abilities, they started becoming weaker and aged much faster. When the first full Unicorns emerged, without any sign of wings and with smaller bodies, their lifespans also shortened, but their rate of reproduction increased. Instead of having to mate every few thousand years, it became every few hundred, then every 60, and eventually leading to our current rate of every few years. Our oldest Unicorns may reach 500 years old. This is also similar to the other tribes, although the Grounders seem to age slower than the other two, and reproduce less often as well. Do you have any questions so far?”

Thundercloud nodded urgently. “Hell yes, I have a lot of fucking questions! For example, what about those who mix?”

Sarraqa looked confused. “Mix? I’m not sure what you mean.”

With a sigh, Thundercloud continued, “You know, when they… how do I put it, cross-breed? Okay, since I see the still confused look, when let’s say a Pegasus mates with a Unicorn or a Unicorn mates with a Grounder? Does that change the lifespan?” But before Sarraqa could answer, he kept going. “And isn’t it biologically possible to have a Unicorn mate with a Pegasus and produce an Alicorn?”

At this, Sarraqa had to stop him, so she held up a hoof as if to say “Wait.” He obliged and stopped.

“Okay. First, there is no cross-mating between tribes. It does not happen. You will not see a member of one tribe mating with a member of another. Could they? Theoretically, yes, but it has not been attempted. When I was just a Unicorn, I still socialized with the other tribes, but never thought of pursuing one of them as a potential mate. That is not how we live. We have a very complex social structure. For one, Pegasai are rarely on the ground, except for a select few who choose to stay closer to ground level; but I do not think any of them actually live there.”

Oh boy, this pretty much nullifies anything I previously thought, Thundercloud thought, and cut in before she could continue. “So, you’ve segregated the tribes. Sounds Human enough to me.”

Sarraqa cut back in. “Please, if you would just listen instead of interrupting…? I will answer your questions after I have explained one thing before moving on to the next. Will that work?”

Thundercloud nodded. He was impatient and wanted to know everything at once, and thought Sarraqa was taking too long to explain. “Also, the Grounders have a different build than the other tribes. For example, other than having no wings or horns, they have extremely large and powerful hooves. They are strong enough to crush even the hardest of stone. Their legs are also bulkier and more muscular, since they use them to do most of their work. They usually do not associate with Pegasai, as they find them arrogant, but are on good terms with the Unicorns.

“Unicorns can Ascend to Alicorn status, but the procedure can only be performed by a Class 5 Alicorn like your mother. It takes that powerful of a being to accomplish something of that magnitude. And before you say it, since I can see you starting to mouth the question, yes, Pegasai can theoretically be Ascended, but none have been to this point. They really cannot do anything that would warrant that type of honor.

“Now, as for Alicorn mating rituals, all I can tell you is that I would be compatible with any of the tribes given my size, but to produce powerful Class 4 or 5 Alicorn, I would need to be mated to a natural-born Alicorn male.”

She looked at Thundercloud, and with that, he backed off a few steps as if to say, Well, don’t look at me. She continued, “Since your birth, only one other natural-born Alicorn has been conceived. I do not believe she will be more than a Class 3. Not to say that that is bad, but the Queen is hoping for a few more Class 4’s or 5’s.” She again looked in his direction, making him feel even more uncomfortable. Why did she have to put him on the spot like that? He started wondering, Does she think I’m going to be with her or something? Well, I can tell you this, purplicious, that’s not happening. Not for all the minerals on Unari. You just keep that thought to yourself. Talk about arrogant… she acts as if the Unicorns are the top of the crop and that the Grounders are the bottom. Doesn’t care much for the Pegasai either. What the hell kind of place is this? Classes based on how powerful they are. They aren’t even mixing between the races. And she has the nerve to talk about Humans as if they’re as bad or even worse. Yeah, no conflict because nobody talks with one another. They just do what, meander around doing their own thing? None of this makes any sense. What the hell am I going to do there? Sit and watch them walk around all day?

As he was thinking about all this, he didn’t realize that Sarraqa was still talking. “And as such, that is why they live in separate villages. Do you have any questions?”

He just looked at her, having not heard anything she’d said in the past few minutes, and just said, “Nope, I think I understand everything now.”

The way he said it made Sarraqa uneasy. “Are you well? I know you were expecting us to be more like some fantasy creatures out of mythology, but we are not. We are who we are. By the time you get home and start finding your place, you will fit right in and come to enjoy Unari as we have. I think that should do it for now. If you have any topic you would like me to go into in more detail, please do not hesitate to ask. I will be more than happy to answer, within reason.”

He started thinking again: Yeah, here’s a question. This place sounds like it sucks, so can you just kill me now? No good food, no real social life, no nothing. What the hell do they do all day? Study their abilities for the Unicorns and fly around all day for the Pegasai? At least it sounds like the Grounders do more than just walk around all day. Seems like they’re the only ones doing anything. I guess I’ll just have to see for myself. Any more from Ms. Boring, and I think I’ll be out until we get there. Unless… let’s see how she can answer this.

“Sarraqa, do you know what love is?” he asked.

She looked at him with her typical blank stare, the one she used when she didn’t understand what he was saying.

“That’s what I thought. You say that you are more and better than Humans could ever be, but from what I’ve seen, Unarians are cold and heartless. Thunerians aren’t any better. Yes, you can feel pain and sadness and have some emotions, but they seem artificial. You’re all like robots. What is it that you do all day on Unari? Do you sit on your thrones and issue commands to the non-Alicorns? What about the other native species? There has to be an ecology of some sort. Are there any dangerous animals there—apex predators, giant herbivores? Snakes? Toxic plants? What do you do for fun? Do you have fun? Do you even know what that is? Are there cities? Is there anything for me to do? You know, as a Human, I didn’t just work all day. My family and I took trips to other places and enjoyed life. How will the other tribes react to me? Will I be accepted?”

He sighed loudly. “That’s a lot to ask, I know, and you don’t have to do it now. However, tomorrow I would like to have at least some answers. Thank you.” And with that, he went to his nest, fumbled in, and went to sleep.

Sarraqa just stood there in shock at the barrage of questions. She had not even thought of most of them, much less their answers. It was only now occurring to her that she was woefully inadequate to help this former Human; she didn’t even know what she didn’t know. Were their species really that incompatible? After a few moments, she decided that she would do as he asked and answer his questions tomorrow, if she could. She got into her own nest, turned off the lights with her aura, curled up, and went to sleep.
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CHAPTER 11

A LESSON ON RESPECT

The next morning, Sarraqa took Thundercloud back down to the medical bay for more testing. At least he was getting used to the extraction process; he no longer closed his eyes or flinched when they used the device to draw his blood. Today, however, something was different when they took the draw. He saw it immediately. The blood looked the same, bright red with a glowing shimmer, but with one minor difference; the blood itself looked thicker for some reason. The chief medical officer also noticed the change. “This is what we have been waiting for. See how your blood now has more viscosity than before? Let’s see if it produces a different result when we put it in the analyzer.”

Nope, thought Thundercloud. The image still looked the same as it did every time they did this. Jurok thought the same. Then came the neurological test. That’s where the change was: the patterns were starting to look more like an Unarian’s than a Human’s. “There, see the patterns? It seems like your body is starting to accept who you are. Excellent. No need to check to see if any of your abilities have manifested yet, I do not see that drastic of a change, but it is starting to happen, and that is what we were hoping for. I will see you in two days’ time, right before we reach Unari. By then, we will see if any abilities have manifested. Until then, you are free to go back to your quarters.”

Well, thought Thundercloud. Complete waste of time. Sarraqa, who was walking by his side, asked, “Would you mind if I took a trip down to the forest for the rest of the day? I promise not to be there for days at a time.”

He looked down at Sarraqa and said emotionlessly, “I was hoping for some answers to my questions, as you promised. But as I recall, you don’t need permission from me to do anything, Sarraqa. Have fun on vacation. Don’t worry about your duties. Come back whenever. I’ll be in my quarters if you need me.” He picked up the pace after the lift let them out, went to his quarters, and vanished inside without another word.

Sarraqa knew Thundercloud was upset, but she really wanted to take a quick trip down to the lower decks. This would be the last time she would get the chance, and even though Unari and a real forest were only few days away, this was a unique place, and she just had to experience it one more time. She felt that he liked it better when she wasn’t there anyway.

The days came and went, until it was time to return down to the Medical Bay. Sarraqa did as she promised: she was down in the forest only for the rest of that day, then she came back. But he didn’t speak to her. In fact, he hadn’t said anything to her since she had returned. There had been no questions, no answers. As they walked down to the lift, she asked why he was angry with her. He didn’t look at her. He just said, “Aside from the fact that you’ve been shirking your supposed duties? I’m not. I just don’t feel like speaking right now. It’s a Human thing. I’d rather just go and get this over with, so I can go back to bed.”

Sarraqa didn’t respond; she wasn’t going to be baited into another argument. She did feel a twinge of guilt at his dig, though.

As they entered the Medical Bay, Thundercloud noticed that there several more beings there than usual, including Captain Utari, all the Chosen Thunerian Protectorate, Cherika, and her entire Royal Guard. He had no idea why. They couldn’t possibly be there for him, unless they had found something so extraordinary that they all had to be there to see for themselves. He drifted back into one of his thought sessions. If they’re here for me, where is the fucking Queen? Shouldn’t she be here as well? Well, let’s hope this goes fast.

Chief Medical Officer Jurok was the first to greet them. “Welcome back, Thundercloud, for your final visit. As you can see, we have several guests here today. We have confirmed that your Unarian DNA has taken hold completely. Also, I would like to see if you are getting any feeling in your other… extremities.” As Thundercloud slowly walked over to have another blood sample taken, he was approached by Cherika. She was incredible. Damn, he thought. Dark blue fur with a lavender mane and tail with black wing-tips. Seems like all Alicorns have black wing-tips. No complaints, it looks awesome. He felt a deep interest stirring in him. She looks powerful. Very muscular. More so than any other Alicorn I’ve seen. Stunning and truly impressive. She’s coming to speak to me. Finally, someone of importance.

The Alicorn nodded to him. “Good day, Thundercloud, I am Cherika. I am sorry I have not been to see you. I have been told not to disturb you until you were ready. It seems that was in error, and I apologize.”

Thundercloud did his best to give her a bow, though his wings still did not unfold. He couldn’t find the words to speak but he stumbled a few incoherent, “N… N… N… o… prob… ok…”and backed away.

So beautiful.

Jurok approached. “Are we ready? This is it, your last blood draw.” Thundercloud didn’t even notice him taking the blood. He was too busy looking at Cherika. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. And even though she didn’t seem to mind, Captain Flecha looked like he did mind, as he didn’t take his eyes off Thundercloud. Cherika approached Jurok and asked, “If you would not mind, I would like to see a comparison between Thundercloud and me. Would that be possible?”

Jurok gave a slight bow, “Absolutely. I will get another vial. Do not be concerned. You will feel no discomfort.” Not that she looked concerned in any way. He fetched another vial after feeding Thundercloud’s to the machine as he always did, and waked over to do her draw. Her blood looked just like his. That bright-red glowing and shimmering was just beautiful, Thundercloud thought. When Jurok put both in the projector, their images appeared next to each other, the spitting images of the beings they belonged to. Meanwhile, Jurok did another neurological exam of Thundercloud, with the results being more like last week’s results—much more Unarian than Human.

Jurok said, “Thundercloud, would you come here a moment? I would like to see something.” He did as he was asked. Jurok walked behind him, put on a thick glove to protect his hand, and yanked out a small tail feather—and WHAM, was smacked right in the face by Thundercloud’s tail. The sharp feathers left several thin, bleeding lines on Jurok’s cheek, but he recovered quickly. Eyes wide, Thundercloud sputtered, “I… I… I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know. I didn’t expect… I felt that!”

Jurok waved him off. “Excellent! You felt me pull that out!”

Thundercloud didn’t know how to respond. “I… um… no, not really. As such. A sudden sharp pressure. The reaction just happened. I felt something move and then I turned to see my tail, but it was strange, as I have never felt that before. I… I..”

Again, Jurok waved him off. “It is fine! This is the progress I was hoping to see. Not a full ability, but a natural response, nonetheless. Do not worry, you will start to feel, then gain full muscle control soon. Now, let us see about this. No worries; I will be more prepared this time if there is a response!” He walked around Thundercloud and casually took his hand and dug all six claws right into Thundercloud’s side.

“Oh, that I feel… Oooooh…”

Jurok then, without warning, and as quick as could be, yanked a pin-feather from one of his wings. There was a little flutter, but nothing else; Thundercloud didn’t react otherwise. “Very well, so you felt my claws dig into your side, but only minimal response from your wings—but there was a response. More than I was expecting. Yes. The feeling in your extremities are starting to manifest. Give it a few weeks, and you will be able to feel everything. I am not saying you will be flying around anytime soon, but that will come in time. Now, if you do not have any questions, you may return to your quarters. Unless anyone else has anything to add?”

He looked around, and it didn’t seem like anyone else was going to say anything, so Jurok bid Thundercloud farewell and thanked him for allowing them to perform the tests. Thundercloud gave a slight bow, then headed out with Sarraqa in tow. She started to tell him how wonderful all this was when he cut her off. “Where will I stay once we get to Unari?” he demanded. “Do I need money? Do your people use money? Is there already a room for me somewhere until I can find a permanent residence? What will I do there? Is there a job already lined up for me? I guess I should’ve asked all this before, but given the circumstances, I wasn’t thinking about that then… but since we’ll be there in less than a day, it may be important to know some of this before we get there. And then I wish to have those questions answered from the other day, if it’s not too much trouble.”

Sarraqa honestly hadn’t thought about any of this. She had no idea where he was supposed to stay. She was hoping that the Queen would’ve been down to tell him by now. She had always assumed that he would stay in Ucanta, within the palace. “Umm… can I get back to you on that?” she asked. “I was hoping that the Queen would have been down to talk to you about all this, but…”

He interrupted again. “So, still no answers. I have no place to go when I get there. Excellent. Is there a hostel or inn or anyplace that travelers stay while they’re passing through wherever it is we’re going? I don’t have any money or whatever it is you use to exchange for goods and services, so if I can borrow some or if you could hook me up now, that would be just super. Until then, I guess I’ll be in bed. I guess you’ll let me know when it’s time to go. Thank you for all the ‘help’ you’ve given me.” He gave her as close to a chuckle as he could.

Sarraqa didn’t need any translation to understand his sarcasm. She knew he was right about her not being a big help, not that it was entirely her fault. She had been given no assistance on most of this; apparently, the Queen assumed she could handle it all, no matter what. That had not been the case. She knew she had not been adequate to the task. But his abilities were starting to manifest, and the Queen was still nowhere to be found. Let’s hope tomorrow is a better day, since we will all be home, she sighed inwardly.

But then, out of nowhere, Thundercloud stopped and turned. “No. I think I’ve had it with being ignored by the one creature who supposedly caused this entire thing. Where are my Mother’s quarters? We’re going there. Now.”

Sarraqa stopped abruptly. “That would not be a good idea, Thundercloud! I know you are upset with how everything went, but we need to respect the Queen’s wishes! When she is ready to…”

Thundercloud started walking back towards the lift. “She’s ready now. Fuck this. I’m not waiting. If she doesn’t like it, she can blast me back to Earth. Either way, I’m getting answers— and unless you’re going to pull me back to my quarters, then you’d better show me the fucking way.”

Sarraqa followed him into the lift and used her stylus to press the controls that would take them to Queen Jata’s level. “This is a bad idea, Thundercloud. This is not the way to go about this. Queen Jata is the most powerful Unarian ever. We will both regret this.” At that moment, the doors to the lift opened. “Very well. It is just up ahead. If the guards will let us in, that is.”

Sarraqa took the lead and approached the guards. To her surprise, they gave way to let them pass. As Sarraqa and Thundercloud entered the Queen’s quarters, she was standing there as if she were waiting for their arrival. “Well, it is about time you showed up, son. I was beginning to think I had made a mistake and chosen the wrong Human, but here you are. Angry, no doubt, that I have not come up to see you. I wanted to see how long you would put up with such discourteous treatment. I must admit, I was about to give up… but here you are.”

Sarraqa and Thundercloud simultaneously said, “What!?” Sarraqa looked shocked, but surely not as shocked as Thundercloud, as he gazed upon the Queen with her velveteen lavender fur and striking bright red eyes. He felt that stirring within him again, and his Human antecedents told him it was wrong. But… wow. He’d thought Cherika looked powerful, but the Queen outshone her; she was on a whole other level. She stood about a foot taller at the shoulder than he, and was a good bit wider. He looked down at her shiny granite-like hooves. They, too, were overly large. Sarraqa was right. The Queen was indeed a sight to behold.

He put on a brave front and dove right in, throwing everything he was instructed on his way over right out the airlock and into space. “So, this is where you’ve been hiding,” he said loudly. Sarraqa made a move to stop him, but froze when she saw the Queen raise a hoof. He continued as he walked right past her, then around her, taking in her awesome stature. He did not bow. “Sarraqa and Tanya were right—you really are a sight to behold, Mother. If I could only whistle. Damn. So, tell me, your Majesty, where hath thou been for all these weeks, months, however long it’s been since we left Earth? Was I not important enough to visit? At least once?”

Queen Jata did not move while he made his inspection. “I did not visit because I wanted you to come here,” she pronounced grandly. “I know you were confined to quarters, but I wanted to see if my son had the… what to Human males call it? Yes, now I remember. I wanted to see if you had the balls to come down here and face me. I figured if I ignored you long enough, you just might. I was hoping you would have done this sooner, but seeing you now, I am glad you chose to do this before we got home. Sarraqa tells me that you have shown little interest in us, our planet, or why I chose to leave you on Earth for so long.”

“Sarraqa is full of shit,” he answered sharply. “I’ve asked plenty of questions. She has seen fit to avoid most of them, or has provided me with educational materials that I can’t use because my Alicorn abilities have not manifested as promised, while she enjoys herself with her Unarians buddies.”

Sarraqa cringed, and Thundercloud was afraid she was going to piss herself.

The Queen fixed him with a stern stare. “She will answer for that. I am sorry, but your extraction was necessary. Your family understood. I take it you were not happy when you found out that everything you have been through on Earth was staged? I expected you would not. But you need to see this from our viewpoint, Thundercloud. You were the most important being on that world. We could not let anything happen to you. Some of the methods used were harsh, maybe even cruel, but they were all necessary to protect you. Whether you believe that or not is irrelevant. Whether you want to be here or not is irrelevant.”

She leaned her head down towards his, so he was now staring directly into those bright red orbs. “You are here, and here you will stay. I hope you choose, on your own, to comply with our rituals when the time comes. Whether you choose to comply or not is irrelevant. You WILL comply. I know you will do exactly what I ask of you, Thundercloud. To do anything else would not be good. For either of you.” She didn’t make it sound like a threat, but Thundercloud could sense that this bitch meant business.

He spoke up. “So, Your Majesty, where will I stay once we arrive? What will I do?” His tone was less sarcastic and more relaxed now.

She turned to Sarraqa, “A dwelling has been constructed for you at the edge of Groundersville, right at the entrance to the Groundersville Forest. That will be a good place to start. You should be hungry soon, and the forest will provide you a good place to hunt.”

Thundercloud cocked his head, thinking, Did she say hunt? I have to hunt for my food? With what? Some magical beam that comes out of my head? My hooves? Do I have to stomp some poor creature to death?

She seemed to be able to sense what he was thinking and added, “We do not use the energy within us to secure food, Thundercloud. We let our natural instincts take over; and in doing that, we can track, kill, and consume prey. Have you even noticed what we look like, or do you just see some altered version of a Human service creature? Alicorns were once the dominant predators on Unari before our numbers dwindled. Now that you are here, we can once again re-emerge as that dominant species.”

He still didn’t quite understand how he was supposed to do this.

“It seems I need to do a demonstration. Sarraqa, come here please.” Sarraqa just stood where she was, by the door, trembling. Thundercloud wasn’t sure what the Queen was planning to do, but when he saw Sarraqa start to back away, he had a pretty good idea.

“Umm, you know, it’s getting a bit late, and we should probably get back to my quarters. I’m sorry for the intrusion.” He too started to back away from the Queen, but she wasn’t having it. Not now. Not after he was determined to know why she had been avoiding him.

“No, Sarraqa, come over here. Now.” Sarraqa was still apprehensive. Thundercloud got between the Queen and Sarraqa. He was scared to death. Jata was looking quite different now than from a few moments ago—as if she were stalking them both. Her horn lit up a deep red, to match those glowing eyes of hers; but instead of the aura emerging, the glow seemed to be emanating from her body instead. She took a deep breath, and when she spoke, the entire room shook violently. “SARRAQA, OVER HERE NOW!”

Thundercloud was on the floor. He turned to see Sarraqa, her head down and shaking as she slowly made her way over to the Queen. The Queen watched as Sarraqa walked past her to an open area of her quarters. As she stood there, it took only a few seconds before there was a flash and the Queen disappeared.

Thundercloud got up off the floor. “Where the hell did she go? Sarraqa, come on, let’s go before she comes back. Quickly. Why are you just standing there? Come on.” He tried to run over to get her, but that’s when it happened: the Queen came out of nowhere, tackled Sarraqa, and had her jaws wrapped around Sarraqa’s muscular neck. Thundercloud stood there in shock. Sarraqa struggled to break free, but it was no use: The Queen’s jaws were much too powerful. He could see blood trickling from where the Queen’s large teeth were buried in Sarraqa’s neck. Thundercloud cried out, “Please, let her go! This was my fault. I wanted to come here. She told me not to disturb you. I was insistent. Let her go. There is no need for this. Please!”

The Queen released Sarraqa, who was clearly in shock, lying on the floor, shaking, blood continuing to ooze from the bite marks in her neck. Thundercloud rushed over to her as fast as he could. He was still having problems getting his legs to do more than a brisk walk. He had yet to run in this form. He laid down next to Sarraqa, not knowing what to do, since he had no hands to comfort her. He snapped at his mother, “What the fuck is wrong with you? What was the point of that? It wasn’t her fault!”

The Queen’s horn was still glowing. Her aura wrapped around Thundercloud’s neck as she pulled him from the floor and brought him face-to-face with her. He was so close to her muzzle he could feel her breath, and see Sarraqa’s blood still wet on her mouth. He was trembling. “I gave you both a lot of leeway, Thundercloud. You will find that I have no patience for disobedience, however. I gave Sarraqa a simple task. Initially that was to get you to harness your abilities before we reached Unari. I understood from Jurok that would not be possible, so I informed her to remain with you, to teach you about Unari, its inhabitants, and our way of life. Instead I find that she has done nothing of the sort, except for miserly releasing a few simple tidbits about Unari—even when you did ask for more. I do not want to hear excuses that you were unhappy about this situation, or that you did not believe any of this was real. I expected her to do as she was instructed. If that meant binding your mouth shut and reciting that information, then that is what she should have done. Letting you ramble your nonsense is not what she was supposed to do. Nor was playing in the Thuneri hunting forest for days on end.

“This was her fault, and she has been punished. She will be punished further, and likely demoted. She should feel fortunate I did not continue, and break her neck as I would have done during an actual hunt. Now, take her and go back to your quarters before I get upset.”

Sarraqa slowly got up and bowed, still shaking, and walked past the Queen with her head held low. Thundercloud followed, as the door opened to reveal a number of Thunerians standing outside—all the members of the Protectorate, and Captain Utari. Before Thundercloud made it through the door, it closed, and he nearly walked into it. He turned to see the Queen right behind him. “Oh, and you should remember that if you ever disrespect me again, Thundercloud, I will do much worse to you. I am the Alpha on Unari. Is that clear?”

He shook his head. She was not finished, as she brought her muzzle right up against his again, her red eyes staring directly into his lavender ones. “You will mate with whom I tell you or I will hold you down myself and do what is necessary to secure our future. Is that clear?” she said in a hoarse whisper. He just gave her a little nod. “You may go.”

He left her quarters, wondering what had just happened.
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CHAPTER 12

THE LONGEST DAY

After nearly two months of travel, they had finally arrived at Unari.

It was nearly a day after the fiasco in Queen Jata’s quarters, and Thundercloud could hardly believe the change in Sarraqa, compared to how she looked when he had last seen her. She had been fully healed by the Andromeda’s medical staff; there was no permanent damage, and she seemed to have forgotten the entire series of events that nearly led to her death. She was up early and already at the port, looking out, hoping to see her home. “Thundercloud, get up, we are here!” she exclaimed enthusiastically. “Finally. Home. Look, there it is! Thundercloud?”

She looked over to see that was still curled up in his nest. She hated to do this, but he might never get another chance to see the entire planet from this viewpoint. She walked up, her horn glowed, and she yanked him right out of his funk.

“What the fuck?” he shouted. “I was asleep! Why in the hell did you do that? Is it time to go already? Are you okay? What did the medical staff say?”

She didn’t seem to hear him or care; using her aura, she dragged him over to the port. “Look, there it is! Is it not the most beautiful sight you have ever seen?” He picked himself up off the floor, and thought it had better be after this.

He scowled. “Huh. That’s it? Earth is more impressive. Is it me, or does Unari look really small?”

Sarraqa thought a moment and said, “I didn’t realize it, but you are right, Unari is small, much smaller than Earth. But forget about the size. Look. Just look at all that beauty! It is so green and lush. Oh, I cannot wait to get back down there!”

Thundercloud peered out at the small planet. “Again, is it me, or is there not much water down there? Just one ocean? It’s big and twisty, I guess, but Earth has so much more water. Three-quarters of the planet is covered by the stuff… but it does look a lot greener down there, that’s for sure. Also, not many continents. Looks like only a few that I can see. And is that ice or snow up there? Wait, what is that red hue around the planet? Is that… is that the atmosphere? Why is it red? Can we breathe that?”

After the barrage of questions, she answered, “Yes, we can breathe, and the land masses may look small from this vantage point, but I will assure you, they are quite large. At the northern pole, you will notice it frozen with ice. That area is above the Northern Empire. Unarians usually do not go there. That place is run by Queen Aris. Southeast of that is the Capital of Ucanta. That is where Queen Jata’s palace is located. Below that, in the valley, is Groundersville, where I live. I rule over that area. And if you can see that huge mountain there, right on the other side of that large green patch? It is called Mount Nebo. That is the highest point on Unari, spanning high enough to see all Groundersville as well as some points North and South. That sits on the other side of the Groundersville Forest. The mountain is huge, and has several waterfalls flowing down it, along with several caves systems that have yet to be fully explored. Oh, I cannot wait to get back.”

He sat there, thinking, Did they wipe her memory of what happened yesterday? Or did Queen Jata do so much damage that she’s in complete shock and denial, Like it didn’t happen at all? The fuck is going on?

As they approached the planet, a shipwide announcement echoed over the com system. “All those departing for Unari, please proceed to Shuttle Bay Three on Deck 40. There will be three shuttles leaving in 3.5 hours.”

Thundercloud gave Sarraqa another look. “Are you coming with me to help set up my house, or dwelling, or whatever?”

Sarraqa thought about it, then said, “I do not see why not. Unless Queen Jata has other plans, I will be with you on the shuttle; and when we land, we will go there right away.”

The door to their quarters opened without a knock, and in came Captain Utari. “Sarraqa, Queen Jata would like to speak with you before you go to the shuttle bay.”

Thundercloud, who was still over by the port, hurried over as fast as he could before Sarraqa could leave. “Wait a second. You’re not going back down there, are you? After what happened yesterday? Captain, she’ll need an escort or something. The Queen is clearly nuts.” Speaking to Sarraqa, he said, “You realize she nearly killed you yesterday, right? Do you not remember her jaws around your neck?”

Sarraqa looked as if she had no idea what he was talking about. “Thundercloud, I do not…”

Captain Utari interrupted, saying stiffly, “She will be fine, and I would think twice about insulting the Queen again. I will have someone escort you to the shuttle bay, should Sarraqa not make it back here before they are ready to depart.”

Thundercloud wasn’t letting this go. “Captain, are you unaware of what happened yesterday in the Queen’s quarters? She nearly killed Sarraqa.”

Captain Utari seemed to either not know, or was putting on a really good poker face—not that Thunerians showed much in the way of facial expressions he could recognize. “Thundercloud, I have no idea what you are going on about. Nobody was in the Queen’s quarters yesterday. I think we would have been notified if there was some sort of incident…”

Thundercloud cut him off. “Wait. YOU were in the corridor when Sarraqa left. I saw you there before the door closed and that crazy bitch threatened me. Sarraqa, come here, let me see your neck. There has to be some sort of mark there.”

Sarraqa seemed confused about what she should do, but Captain Utari nodded to her that she should oblige. She walked over, and Thundercloud started looking her up and down. “Impossible. You must have healed her. Fine. You used your advanced medical technology to fix that. Can your technology remove bloodstains from the floor? I want to go down there. I’m sure you could scan to see if there are any bloodstains on the floor.”

Captain Utari refused. “Thundercloud, you and Sarraqa were not in the Queen’s quarters yesterday. You were in the medical bay, then you came back here.”

Thundercloud snapped back, “LIAR!”

Captain Utari tapped the comm panel near the door and said, “This is Captain Utari. Display the footage for corridors leading from Thundercloud’s quarters to the medical bay and then leading back again. I want the sequence from the time he left from his quarters, of him going to the medical bay, then continuing until he left the medical bay.”

The display flashed something that translated to “affirmative” in Thundercloud’s eyes. The captain tapped a few more times on the panel and a projection displayed in front of the three of them, showing the corridor; then it showed Sarraqa and Thundercloud leaving his quarters, going down the corridor, getting in to the lift, in the lift, then getting out of the lift and going into the medical bay. After a few moments, it showed the others leaving the medical bay, followed by Thundercloud and Sarraqa. It showed them walking to the lift, getting in, then showed them in the lift, getting out and walking back to Thundercloud’s quarters. “There, convinced?”

Thundercloud was shocked, but flatly said, “That could have been any of my trips to the medical bay. How do I know that was from yesterday?” Captain Utari pointed to the timestamp in the upper corner of the display. “And how do I know that was not manipulated?”

The Captain began getting impatient. “Thundercloud, I have showed you evidence. That will do. Sarraqa, we need to go now.” They turned to go; and as they were leaving, Thundercloud decided to try and make it out of the door with them. But before he got to the threshold of the door, it shut in his face, exactly as it had yesterday when he tried to leave Queen Jata’s quarters, leaving him very confused.

The Queen was in her quarters, resting in her nest, when Sarraqa entered. “There you are, Sarraqa. Are you glad to be back home? I see that I was correct in putting you in charge of Thundercloud. His abilities are finally starting to emerge. I take it you are wondering what is next for him?”

Sarraqa gave the Queen a long bow and said, “Umm, yes, Your Highness. Thundercloud has asked if I am going to escort him to his dwelling at the end of the forest.”

Queen Jata also seemed to have forgotten about the previous day’s incident as she continued, “I am sure he is wondering a lot of things. All in good time. It is not permanent, but will be good for him, since he will be exploring his new abilities. I know it is on the other side of the village from your dwelling, but it will be a good place for him to explore while his abilities emerge. This will also place him away from most of the Grounders, since only a few reside at that end of the village. I am not sure they will be comfortable with him there, but they will get used to it. And, like I mentioned before, it is not permanent. Now, was there anything else?”

Sarraqa just stood there for a moment. “Yes, Your Highness. Will I be teaching him to use his abilities? And once those abilities start to emerge, will you take over from there?”

The Queen looked up as if trying to decide, then said, “I will leave this to you. I believe you have all the guides and learning materials you need for this task. Please be advised that while he may look like a full-grown Alicorn male, his mental state is more that of a child. He has much to learn. His mind is also filled with all that Human nonsense that will, I am certain, test your patience again as it most certainly has already. Just remember: you are dealing with someone who has lived nearly an entire lifespan as another species. Unfortunately, the Thunerians were unwilling to remove those memories. It would have been much easier to start with a clean slate. But here we are. When I asked Cherika to go to his final visit to the medical bay, she was to find out how he would react to seeing one of us. His reaction was what I had expected. From what I heard, he could not take his eyes off her. He is taller than she, but he was still in shock. How much more would he have done if I were there?

“No. We will have to wait before I go visit him. It will be easier once he sees more of us, especially once he begins to build relationships after a while. Until then, we will go in three shuttles, as was announced. Cherika and I will be in one, since we are going to the Capital. You can go with the Thunerians, since you will need to assist them with their new settlement in the forest; and Thundercloud will go with the others.”

Sarraqa tried to discreetly protest, “Your Highness, I do not think it would be a good idea to put Thundercloud with the others. There has been some tension between Captain Flecha and him since they first met, and…”

The Queen stood up and said, “I am aware of this. The Captain is jealous of Thundercloud. Cherika will need to handle him, but the decision has been made. I think it will be a good first test. Let us see how Thundercloud reacts. I do not think there will be a problem. The Captain would not do anything stupid. Oh, he may try to intimidate, but that is about as far as he will take it. Do not worry, Sarraqa, Thundercloud will be fine. Go back to his quarters and wait for the call go down to the shuttle. It will not be long now. I will see you in the Capital at our regularly scheduled time. Please keep me apprised of his progress. Until then…?”

The Queen sat back down in her nest. That was a sign to Sarraqa that their conversation was now over, and there was nothing more to be said. Sarraqa was still uneasy about this, but she knew the Queen was right nearly all the time; so if she was not worried, neither should Sarraqa worry. With that, she turned and left the room.

The final call for the shuttle occurred only a short time after she got back to Thundercloud’s quarters. As they made their way to the shuttle bay, she told Thundercloud what the Queen had said. “So, you will be staying in Groundersville, in a dwelling right outside the forest. It is not much, but it should do for now until we can get some practicing done. It is quiet, and not many Grounders go near that end of the village. As soon as I am done getting Krysheena and the rest of the Protectorate settled, I will come check in on you. Now, is there anything you need before we depart? Oh, and I will not be going on the same shuttle, since we will be going directly to their settlement in the forest. You will be riding with Cherika’s guard.”

She saw the concerned look on Thundercloud’s face. “Do not worry. Queen Jata has assured me that Captain Flecha will be fine. He may pull the Alpha male routine, but that will be as far as it goes. Just sit away from them and you will be fine. I doubt it will be a long ride. Thunerian shuttles are very fast.”

Thundercloud wasn’t convinced. “Yeah, and how am I supposed to know where this ‘dwelling’ is since I’ve never been there before? Are there street signs? Do I take an Uber? You took my phone, so no GPS.”

Sarraqa was not going to miss his “humor,” but she did have an answer. “You cannot miss the forest. The trees are tall. Walk towards the forest. Once you get there, you will see one dwelling by itself right next to the path leading into the forest. No need to worry, there are no harmful creatures that live near Groundersville. The Grounders stay out of the forest out of respect for its inhabitants, the Striped Grounders. I forgot to tell you about them. They look like the Grounders with the exception that they have either black-and-white, red-and-white or brown-and-white stripes. Their hooves are not as big, and they too have descended from Alicorns—a Striped variety. A shame that there are none of those left. They were unique. Anyway, you will understand when you see one. They are territorial, though, and if you want to go into the forest, you will need their permission. Also, I believe your dwelling has a low rock wall surrounding it. That is how you will tell it apart from the other dwellings that are near the forest. None of the others have that.”

Thundercloud was in shock as they continued to walk towards the shuttle bay. She repeated what he already knew about this dwelling, as if he were hearing it for the first time, and the fact that he would be traveling with Cherika’s guards had him on edge. Why aren’t they going with Cherika? It was like yesterday had never happened! What the hell was going on?

Again, the passageways were empty as they walked. They didn’t see any of the other Unarians on their way. When they entered the shuttle bay, they saw the three shuttles; each had a symbol right above the entrance way where they were to board. Sarraqa showed him where his was before going off to board her own.

Thundercloud was hoping that there would be nobody onboard when he got on, so he could go to the back and not be noticed when the others got on, but it wasn’t going to be that easy. They were already there. Damn, he thought. And they were sitting up front. Figures. It looked as if the normal seats had been removed, and cushions put in their place to accommodate the Unarians. At least the aisle leading to the cushions was wide enough for him to pass between without having to go around anyone.

He kept his head down as he made his way past the others and to the back of the shuttle. He was able to get back there and arrange himself on a cushion with no issues. Nobody said anything when he passed; they seem to ignore him. This was a good sign. Maybe Sarraqa was right, and they would just let him be.

Sarraqa was definitely right about one thing; the shuttle was fast, and he didn’t feel a thing. It was completely silent; no engine hum, nothing. He wished his van could’ve been like this. You felt everything in that. His family had even given the van a name, Lucky, because if you made it from point A to point B, you were lucky to still have your teeth, kidneys, or be alive for that matter. Whoever said getting there was half the fun had never had the pleasure, or curse, of riding in Lucky.

This shuttle was pure luxury in comparison, even though there was no view of the cockpit, no information screens, or any type of entertainment technology to be found. Looking out of the port as they left the ship, however, provided an incredible view. The ship was far larger than anything he could have imagined. This was what a star destroyer should look like in Star Wars. Damn. Very impressive. Looking away from the ship, he could see the approaching planet. It looked to have a moon, which he couldn’t see when he was in his quarters. It looked much smaller than the one that orbited the Earth, not that he’d ever seen that up-close other than through a telescope. He couldn’t see the other shuttles. He guessed they were on different trajectories, or had already reached their destinations.

As they passed through the atmosphere, he could see the mountain that Sarraqa had referred to, and the associated forest. The mountain was truly huge. The village, on the other hand, wasn’t much to look at when he was finally able to pick it out. In fact, it looked like nothing more than a series of rounded stone structures with holes for windows, and every single one looked alike, from what he could see. Great, I’m going to be living like the Flintstones. I wonder if I have a wise-cracking bird as a doorbell. He didn’t see Sarraqa’s dwelling, since they were on the ground in mere minutes.

As the shuttle landed, he figured he’d sit onboard for a few extra minutes to give Cherika’s guard some time to get off and get going before he left. Not to mention, he didn’t have any urge to leave. Once he did, it would make his stay here permanent.

When the shuttle came to a stop, the hatch opened, and the others got off rather quickly. He looked out the window before getting up, but couldn’t see much. There were no Grounders visible, or any other Unarians for that matter. He guessed they were probably afraid of this thing that none of them had probably ever seen before landing in their village. All the better. Nobody would be watching as he walked to his “dwelling.” He hated being the center of attention.

He guessed now would be a good time to depart, so off he went, hobbling along as fast as his crippled limbs allowed. He was doing better, but clearly had a long way to go. When he got outside, he noticed that it was rather quiet. He couldn’t hear any birds chirping, or any insects or anything. He wondered if they even had such things here. No—they had to have some other forms of life other than those that Sarraqa had mentioned. How else could you have an ecosphere?

After he left the shuttle, the door immediately closed, and the shuttle took off. It wasn’t long before he could no longer see it, as it moved at speeds he couldn’t even imagine. He didn’t see anyone else around, so he turned around until he found where the forest was and started walking. He didn’t get far when, WHAM! There was flash of amber light accompanied by a sharp pain to his chest, and down he went.

“See, I told you it would work,” said Flecha.

“He didn’t even see us, and we were standing right in front of him,” said his companion Skaamon, a blue male Pegasus with a grayish mane and tail and brown eyes.

“Exactly; that is how the cloak is meant to work. I did not exactly come up with how to do this on my own, but after hearing about the cloaking technology the Thunerians use on their ships and the fact that certain solids can be made to look invisible, I decided to try something that I had been working on for some time now. It seems to have worked perfectly. The fool didn’t see a thing. One strong energy pulse, and here we are. Skaamon, get the chariot so we can get this thing back to the Palace. We will use the same dungeon we used for the others.”

Skaamon opened his wings and took off. The others on Flecha’s team waited, standing around looking down at the now-unconscious Thundercloud.

It seemed so long since Thundercloud had dreamed of swimming and water. He was lying in a pool in a catatonic state, doing nothing but enjoying the warmth. Then, out of nowhere, he started sinking, fighting to stay afloat, but couldn’t do it. The water started getting into his mouth and nose. It was awful, and tasted rancid and poisonous.

“Sick, Verdan, why are you doing that?” asked Beltazza, a male Pegasus with black fur on his back and light gray underneath with eyes to match.

“Well, I had to go, and did not want to miss anything. Besides, Captain Flecha said we needed to wake him up. I’d say he is awake now.” Verdan was the only female in Cherika’s Royal Guard. Like all but Flecha, she was a Pegasus, green and white with light-green eyes. She was standing over Thundercloud’s head, urinating on him.

He started thrashing around. When he regained consciousness, he tried to get up, but there was a collar around his neck that was chained to a stone floor. His eyes were burning from the urine. His mouth was bound, as were his front and back legs. He was able to breathe only through his nose, something he was unable to do as a Human because he had a deviated septum, which made it nearly impossible to breathe that way.

He was completely shocked.

When his vision started to come back into focus, he could make out several creatures standing around him, and he saw Flecha coming towards him. “I do not know what you ate, Verdan, but the smell it produced is absolutely terrible. It is going to make this more difficult. I just wanted you to know that,” said Flecha. “I am not angry, but I wish you could have waited until after this.”

He turned his attention to his captive. “Welcome to Unari, Thundercloud. I told you we would have a talk soon. Please, no need get up. Just relax where you are. This will not be short, I can tell you that. Now, let us continue our discussion—and by discussion, I mean you will be doing the listening and I will be doing the talking—on showing the proper respect. It seems that you have not only disrespected Sarraqa on several occasions, not that I really care about that since she means nothing to me, but then, to blatantly stare at Cherika as you did… well, I just cannot let that go. And if you think I did not know about what Queen Jata said, well, then you are sadly mistaken.” Thundercloud’s ears flicked. “What? Did you think you were just going to come here and play with talking horse creatures? No, no, no. Wait, what was that? Did you think you were the ONLY reason for her trip to Earth? I thought you would have surmised, after she did not even bother to come see you the whole trip, that there must have been another reason to fly us all halfway across the galaxy. And that story is not for you, so let us get one thing straight, Human. You will not gaze upon Cherika. EVER. Do you understand? She is MINE. I have been the Captain of her Royal Guard for longer than you have been living. And I will not let some Human in an Alicorn costume come and take that away.

“We had a chance to view a lot of what you call ‘moving pictures’ of your past and especially of your justice system. Watching those pictures of your dungeons was very enlightening. The things you do to each other are the most violent I have ever seen. So you see, Human, I do not care what the Queen says. She is too busy to even bother with you now, so I have no fear of being found out. I know you will never say anything. Not after today. No. After today, you will not be saying much.”

And with that, he reared up on his hind legs, and came crashing down right on Thundercloud’s head, one hoof hitting him right in the eye and the other right on his bound muzzle. Thundercloud tried to scream, but his voice was muffled. Flecha gave the others a look that must have been a signal, and within seconds, they were all on him, stomping and kicking him everywhere they could find an exposed spot. He tried to move, but he couldn’t.

He endured the assault, which lasted nearly 30 minutes. He kept falling in and out of consciousness. Every time he would start to lose consciousness, Flecha would hit him with some sort of energy pulse that made his body convulse. In more than 55 years, he had never broken a bone, and had only been in a few minor accidents. After landing on Unari, he had already suffered more than that, and was hoping they would just finish this and kill him already. He was pleading and shaking and in more pain than he could ever think possible.

“You know,” said Beltazza, “He is not bleeding at all. Nothing. His eye is swollen, and I am sure he has bruises all over, and I think I heard a crack here and there, but not one drop of blood. That is impressive. Especially since the others bled after one small stomp.”

Flecha didn’t agree. “No, Beltazza, what is impressive is that he is still breathing. However, let us try one of those things we saw from one of their prison pictures.” He used his aura and levitated a cloth bag over and dropped it on the stone floor. The cell they were in was about 20 feet square, with stone walls and one door. Built by the Subtunarians, it was supposed to be strong enough to hold a Class 4 Unicorn. It had never been tested, but the stone floor had metallic rings sticking up out it that looked as if they were there to secure prisoners bound by chains. These were what they used to hold Thundercloud down. When the bag hit the floor, it made a clanging sound, as if what was inside it was made of metal.

Flecha used his aura to pull out the object that had made that sound; it was a broken spear, complete with triangular spearhead that came to an extremely sharp point. The broken end was jagged and uneven. It wasn’t long, at about a foot and a half, but it was heavy. Flecha put the tip of the spear to Thundercloud’s good eye and said, “Now you will know pain like you have never known before. Everything previous was just a sample.” Standing up, he called to the others, “Everyone take a side. I need you all to stand on him. We will need to secure him the best we can, because he is going to move and scream like a slimy reptile dipped in mud.”

Thundercloud tried to plead and beg, but it was no use. With his mouth bound, all he could do was make muffled grunts—and he was making a lot of them now.

When Flecha used his aura to lift Thundercloud’s tail, he knew what was coming. He used all his remaining energy to try and stop it, but it was not enough. Flecha looked right into Thundercloud’s good eye and said, “Enjoy it, you have earned this.” He took the tip of the spear and jammed it as hard has he could right into Thundercloud’s anus. The pain that soared through Thundercloud was indeed unlike anything he could have imagined. He thrashed and screamed as loud as he could. They were all on top of him now, trying to hold him, but he was big, and even though he had been beaten and broken, he still had enough energy to move. They were having problems keeping him still as Flecha, angrier than any under his command had ever seen him, kept pushing the spear in, pulling it out, pushing it back in and repeating the process over and over.

Now, there was blood, but it was stained brown from his waste. It smelled terrible, but Flecha didn’t care. He was going to make Thundercloud pay for even having the nerve to think he was an Alicorn, and that he could just stare at Cherika, whom Flecha had wanted for years. No. He was going to make Thundercloud pray for death.

After many minutes of this, Thundercloud’s screams rose to the point where he was able to break the tie that was holding his mouth shut. His shrieks and screams were so loud that the others jumped off him and were putting their heads down. They were all taking turns screaming themselves: “For Unari’s sake, please make him stop. It is unbearable!” and “He is going to wake the entire palace! They will hear through the portal!”

Flecha refused to listen. He was too focused on jabbing that thing in and out and watching the pain Thundercloud was enduring. Soon, even Skaamon had had enough and flew at Flecha, who jumped back, momentarily breaking the aura that was holding the spear. It fell, but remained still in Thundercloud. “Listen to me!” Skaamon shouted. “Someone is going to hear him screaming! We must make him stop! For the sake of Cherika, please make him stop!”

After hearing that, Flecha pulled the spear from within Thundercloud, making a horrible slurping sound, and without thinking, raised it high and brought it down as fast as he could, right on Thundercloud’s skull.

They all stood there is absolute shock. Even Flecha couldn’t believe what he had done as the spear fell to the ground with a loud clang. They surely saw blood now, as it started to pool around Thundercloud’s head: bright red, shimmering and glowing. Verdan, who had to fly out the window to avoid retching inside, flew back in a hurry. “She is coming. We need to do something. Cherika is coming!”

Flecha regained his composure. “Quick, everyone out. I will take the blame for this. Nobody need be here when she comes in. It will take her a while to find the cell, but by that time, every one of you should be gone. Go back home. Do not worry about guard duty tonight. I will cover everything. Just go.”

They all took off out the window but Skaamon. “What are you doing?” Flecha hissed. “She will be here any minute! Do not worry about me. I will be fine. If anything, she will just fling me against the wall or something. I have been with her a long time. She will be lenient with me. I will just tell her it got out of hand, and take whatever punishment she gives me.”

Skaamon stood firm and tall. “I will be by your side when she does. We knew the consequences when we took him. I am willing to face that with you. I am your second. I will not let you take the fall alone.”

Flecha gave a nod. They both looked at the blood wonderingly. Skaamon said it first: “You see it? I know we were there when they took it from him in the medical bay, but you said with their technology, there was no way to tell if they were manipulating it to make it look like the real thing. Well, now we know. But he did not do anything to stop us! Forget what they all said. Even young offspring can use their abilities, if only to defend themselves, or just by accident. His life was in danger, and he could not do anything. Not only that, but the others… did not have blood like that.”

Flecha put up a hoof to stop him and just nodded his head in agreement.

The door to the cell opened then, and there she stood. Cherika looked down and saw her unconscious nephew, whose head was now lying in a wide pool of his own blood. Her eyes widened, and she shrieked, “NO! What have you done? She… she … sh.. the Queen will kill us all! This cannot be! You ki… ki… killed him?” Cherika was breathing heavily, and had trouble balancing after she had to look again at Thundercloud, bound to the floor, lying in blood and feces and who knew what else. He wasn’t moving.

“He is not dead, just unconscious, Your Highness,” Flecha said quickly. “Do not worry. I will take care of it. Things got a little out of hand, and…”

Cherika Interrupted, “A little out of hand? Is that what you call this? You sadistic fool! This is HER son. I… I…I can’t go back. No, I will NOT go back! I will not be imprisoned in Subtunaris again! She will do worse than before! She will torture and execute me this time, or leave me to rot forever! You. I…” She couldn’t breathe, and she started to falter.

Flecha gently wrapped his aura around her neck and began to guide her back into the hallway. He called to Skaamon, “Get the chariot, and I will meet you by the window. I will take her back to her chambers. Do not worry about it. I will get a Subtunarian in there to help her to her nest. Go, now!”

With that, Skaamon flew out the window. Flecha turned to Cherika. “It will be fine, your Highness. Come now. I will get you back to your chambers. We will take him to his dwelling and he will be healed by tomorrow.” In a whisper so only he could hear, he hissed, “If he is an Alicorn like they say, he will not even have a bruise by morning.”

He was able to get Cherika back to her chambers., though she was mumbling incoherently all the way back, clearly traumatized by what she had just seen. Once he got her in her chambers, he instructed the Subtunarians and they took over. They were small creatures, but they had been assisting the Unarians for a long time, so she was in good hands. He then used his abilities to teleport back to the cell, where he unbound Thundercloud from the floor. When the sky chariot arrived, he levitated him into the chariot, got in, and took off for Groundersville. By then, it was starting to get dark. Sunset was the perfect cover, so they would not be seen. It didn’t take long to get to Groundersville. Most of the Grounders would be inside their dwellings by now, so there shouldn’t be anyone lurking about.

When they approached the edge of the forest, Flecha thought he saw a Pegasus near the edge of the forest, entering the trees, but couldn’t be sure. At this point, it didn’t matter. Nobody could see Thundercloud, as he still lay unconscious on the floor of the chariot. Skaamon landed the chariot right inside the short stone wall surrounding the dwelling. Flecha levitated him over to the door, but he was big. “Skaamon,” he whispered. “Come over here. I need you to open the door. I cannot hold him and open it at the same time.” Skaamon flew over them and to the door, which he was able to push open with his head.

“Hold him; put in front of the doorway,” Skaamon said. Flecha just looked at him, wondering what he was thinking. “Just hold him up there by the entrance. Trust me.”

Flecha did as he was bid; and without warning, Skaamon took off towards the forest, then came about as fast as he could and WHAM! He swung around at the last minute, and with all his momentum and strength, he planted his two rear hooves right in the center of Thundercloud’s chest. That not only broke the hold Flecha had on him, but it knocked him right inside and into a stone table. Since the table was built into the floor, it didn’t move. Thundercloud smacked into it and crumpled to the floor, blood now streaming from his mouth, his breathing shallower than ever. “Well, he is in now. I think I heard something break when I kicked him. I am sure it will heal. Eventually. Shall we go?”

He looked at Flecha, who looked a bit shocked at what just happened and didn’t answer; but then he trotted over to the chariot and they took off back to the Palace, leaving Thundercloud lying on the floor of his home, unconscious and bleeding.

THE END OF BOOK ONE
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