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Chapter 1

Tension in the mess hall was as thick as the goop from the freighter's shunt gate. Bets halted and
silence settled uneasily in anticipation of the next move. A dozen figures composed of various species
dressed in grubby work fatigues pressed around one of the tables. Even the few that were there for other
reasons waited, pausing in mid chew or conversation, watching the backs of their fellow crewmembers.

The gleanean, hulking over his opponent and the gaming table finished his turn. He switched his
gaze to his opponent to see the reaction from his bonus point move. A hard look in the unblinking eyes of
the alpha female held him, and once again, he was uncertain. With difficulty, his eyes moved back to the
game board. A large nervous hand wrapped around the control too tightly and moved his wizard's servant
into the castle hall past a dead troll dog.

The female resisted a sigh, not sure if it was from relief or disgust. Her opponent wasted another
move by taking out the dog instead of finishing her off with his wizard's crow, a shape-changer. Maybe he
had an aversion to pets...or maybe he just didn't like her troll dog that had been leading him to false
victories that cost him players to reach.

She moved a broom that turned into a black bird, and from there it flew through a wall, out of the
hall and to the room where his wizard was hiding, then disappeared as it changed into another shape.
"Bleep, bleep."

Some of the crew jumped from the pagers tone. The female's hand was a blur as she irritably
slapped the acknowledgement button on the back of her wrist comm band. Careful not to touch the board
or controls she stood, letting the parting crowd direct her to the communicator on the unevenly fading two-
toned painted hull. Her wrist comm, as with most equipment on the freighter, was old and not working to
its specs.

This had better be a 'Hello, hope you're enjoying some time off', she grumbled mentally. "Bridge,
this is Lieutenant Montran," she reported in a low tone.

"Report to cargo bay seventeen, Lieutenant!" The order was crisp and unnecessarily loud.

She imagined a smirk on his blue face to match the mirth of his voice. His fourth antenna was
probably twitching too, she thought disgustedly. What irked her was that his officer status, lower than hers
was, was based on whom he knew, and not on battle or academy training. Either way she still outranked
him no matter whose space they were in. With a struggle, she held back an angry retort.

"My shift doesn'-t start for another twenty stan hours — Ensign Desoto," she reminded him in a low
voice.

"Those are your orders, Lieutenant." The audible click told her it was pointless to argue. She hit
the wall communicator with more force than needed. After taking a few deep breaths to calm herself, she
turned and threaded back through the restless crowd.

"I've been called back to duty,” she informed them, stating the obvious. It was an effort to keep
her tone even and noncommittal. She used to be able to detach emotionally from small annoying things
like this but her time aboard this freighter was changing her.

"This game is closed for further moves. Game two thousand four-four is a draw," the computer-
run Gaming Master declared.

The sounds of outrage mixed with jubilant voices from the crew rose to a din as the lieutenant
stepped through the hatch grateful she would not have to break up the fistfights that were sure to ensue.
She would have enjoyed punching someone herself ...like the committee member responsible for
‘commandeering’ her back into Committee service...and sticking her on this disaster-waiting-to-happen tub.
Quickly she strode away from the noise.

Rue Despario. Damn that clause! It was supposed to be just a courtesy concession between two
galactic egos. It's a typical political wormhole. No one had ever used it!

Miserably she thought of her grandfather, a voice she sought comfort in during her three months
of solitude on the freighter.
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Harry, your dearie could use any influence you may have in fortune's way to get me off this cursed
ship...safely and very soon...like today.

Yep, m'dearie ah sure will use me influence fer whatever it can get c'ha.

Her grin dropped into a puzzled frown. How did she get herself in this predicament? She was to
rendezvous with her cousin/brother, Lord Hadrian DeMonte on Z3, a busy but small outpost near a jump
gate used primarily for switching shuttles. From there, they were to travel together to their home planet
aboard his private liner the Alborak, a ship that had all the protection and trappings to fight off pirates or
any trouble short of a battle cruiser or a swarm. There wasn'thing political about the meet and she didn't
see why anyone would be interested in her return.

For the umpteenth time she tried to figure out why he had sent for her. It wasn't militarily or
politically motivated, otherwise Commander Hailbrun, head of security on the Centurion flagship Ziggy,
would have told her before she left...or she hoped that would be the case. The commander had informants
for all intelligence, including gossip in both Committee and Collective space and her commander of seven
years would never knowingly send her unprepared into danger.

So, what did that leave? A family reunion?

Not my cup of tea...but long over due, huh Harry? And given the choice of being here to there, I
would rather be there! But, | don't think a family reunion. Not the season for one. It would be winter.
Though, I do miss the winter weather there, Harry. So...what's S0 important that he requests me to come
home, but needs to talk to me face to face before | get there? Marriage? | know he's not arranging mine.
He wouldn't dare...A big grin lit her face.

She had telepathically sent him a brief image of her 'emergency draft' orders from the Committee's
Galactic Central Command. Hadrie's answering thought was puzzling.

She grasped the red harrier, the pole that would drop her quickly down to the next deck without
having to use the stairs or elevator.

He knows | can't figure out feeling messages. Give me an image, Hadrie! Now, I'm just about
dying of curiosity.

Her boots thudded solidly on the lower deck, jarring her head. With a slight pause and a curse
under her breath she continued toward the hatch, trusting the sensors to open the hatch covering before she
reached it.

This assignment was supposed to last less than one stan month or whenever they delivered the
cargo. By Hydra's breath, it has been three months and I'm still here along with the cursed toxic gasses I'm
supposed to be watching over! At this rate, I'm ready to dump it out the tubes like a bad case of gastric
upset.

The image of the consequences brought returned the smile to her face.

What a hell of a cosmic blow-out that would cause!

She took a deep breath to ease the ache in her head and rotated her shoulders. She turned her
thoughts to something else...the purpose of the call to the loading bay.

Well, it'sn't about docking preparations. There are no docking possibilities around here. No
incoming and outgoing freight movement, unless some passing ship is suicidal and wants to link for supply
transfers. On the other hand, maybe they've dropped their load and ran before Spinners Tale got too close
to mate-up with them. Naw. Helm would probably run the packets down either knocking them into the
nearby jump gateway to travel way out into another part of the galaxy, or smashing the load open. They
would then have to send some fool out there in a suit to recover each floating load. That fool would
undoubtedly be me...so, no more of these silly thoughts, Lieut. No tempting the Fates, huh? So, what could
this call be about? What service compartment needs me to be squirming into to fix that my reactivation of
the ship's diags found? Or what other virus is running through the systems that their own officers couldn't
nail and purge? I'm learning way too much about a freighter's maintenance, Harry. This is not the
direction | had in mind for a career move. And definitely nothing in this part of space!

The hatch to her destination swished open.

There was a small party dressed in their A'mort Environmental Garb, AEGs, assembled around
covered crates. She nearly tripped over someone's gear heaped in the entranceway. Annoyance flashed in
her eyes. She had been drilling the crew since her arrival on the proper handling and storage of life-
sustaining equipment. But after three months with her own health deteriorating she was no longer
interested in saving the crew from themselves.

No more helping those that don't want to help themselves. Didn't | say | was turning over a new
leaf, Harry? Look at me! | get back into Committee space and back to old habits.
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Ya do have this magnetic quality about ch'ya, ma'dearie that seems to attract the slow and
dysfunctional in this part of the galaxy.

Commander Martinez, the only one not dressed for outside work, looked her way just long enough
to gesture toward the heap. "Dress up, Lieutenant." His back was facing her by the time he finished his
order.

Picking up the upper part of the AEG, she read her name across the back. So, they had gone into
her quarters and snagged her suit. That was too considerate. She was hoping the joints and pacs were not
damaged from lying on the deck. These AEGs were the oldest version the ship's owners could legally
carry.

Commander Martinez was focused on the group moving unmarked crates onto the transport pad.
If they were at a legal toxic dumpsite she would be hopping with joy that her pseudo official duty was
completed. In her peripheral vision, she studied the commander's body language. Lieutenant Montran
wished she could hear the conversation because he looked more irritated than normal.

"How 'bout hurrying it up, Lieutenant,” Commander Martinez raised his voice.

By now, she was used to suiting up without assistance. She snhapped the fasteners, ran her
sensitive fingers over the lips, cinches, and holvens to ensure the suit was secured, and tapped the wrist
gauges, more as a habit then for any remedial reason. Covertly she studied the crew in the room,
identifying them, ranking them, and then classifying them by their known specialties and coming up with
an ill suited group for any away mission. But for that matter, no one on Spinners Tale was qualified for any
ship duty, and that was her assessment only after a few days on the ship.

"When the lieutenant is ready, move out. | don't have all day, so brief her." He turned on his heel
and stepped past her without a glance.

Harry, I should return the attitude. Heh. Undo all the fixes I did on this junk heap, and then make
sure I'm in another galaxy when she blows. They're lucky | have better scruples than that. Helgas moon!
This situation is the abysmal pit of all pits.

She snapped her utility belt in place and pulled a sidearm from the secured weapons locker nearby,
all the while keeping her hands steady and movements smooth to belie her inner feelings. Deep inside a
sense of foreboding was growing. The feeling reminded her of another time...a time seven years ago she
had yet to forget.

“First group, prepare for descent!" Petty Officer 3" Class Decker barked in his helmet mouthpiece,
bypassing the chain of command for debarkment.

Ignoring the insubordination that she had become accustomed to on the freighter, she continued to look for
something out of place. Though highly unlikely, she hoped it was the cursed toxic canisters they were
removing - and then quickly changed her mind. She realized her aging AEG might not withstand the
exposure and that it would be safer to shuttle the canisters to the dumpsite than move via the molecular
transporter. The crew had a bad habit of mishandling cargo.

They can't possibly be that stupid!

M'dearie, those sireens goin® off'en yer head aren't there just ta be keepin® ya company.

"Where and what are we transporting, Chief?" Lieutenant Montran asked. By the tic reaction in
the chief's shoulder, she knew he heard her, but he continued to order the next group into position with
more unmarked boxes and canisters. The second group was ready and assembled on the pad waiting while
the lieutenant remained to the side, letting her irritation bleed off.

"We're taking supplies to an outpost,” Chief Decker finally replied in a churlish voice.

Lieutenant Montran noticed he had not named the outpost or addressed her, but it appeared her presence
was required because they were waiting for her.

Best have yer sidearm ready and check to see if yer got the ol* lucky charm on ya, m'dearie.
This has the scent of an overripe fruit.

What do they need me for? They have their own officers for this...and for ship systems repairs,
maintenance, etcetera, etcetera, and etcetera, yet here I am again... called when I'm off duty. How bloody
subtle! If they don't want me here, why don't they just let me off at the next available station instead of
working me around the clock?

Suddenly it dawned on her where they were dropping.

"Merkers Outpost?" Curiosity replaced irritation. So, what is Spinners Tale doing, taking supplies
down to a supposedly deserted planet? And what kind of supplies?
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The chief's lips almost curled up in contempt, giving him a rather grotesque look when viewed
through the helmet visor. The chief had a rather unpleasant face to begin with. A sarcastic voice came
over her speaker, "l only obey orders, Lieu-ten-nant."

If she had not already abandoned any kind feelings for the dead-beat crew, his taunting voice
would have been the final deciding point.

That's it, Ma'dearie. Ya lettin' go of coddelin® uns that don't even know when they got it good.
It seems that seven years of self-imposed exile have done yer a sense of good.

You think? It's a bloody damn way to find out. Some less extreme and closer to home experiences
would have done the job. And I don't mean closer to my birth home.

As was her habit with anything this crew did that involved her life, Lieutenant Montran checked
the work. She moved to the transporter console to verify the settings and made one minor adjustment
unnoticed by the console operator, C-man J'wtms who was busy at the shimm monitor. Stepping on the
remaining available dais, she noted her inner warning alarms lessened. She attributed it to her setting
adjustment.

The usual disquieting sensation of being moved in molecular form from one space to another
paused in the midst of the transportation process. Lieutenant Montran felt a momentary fright that
something had gone wrong, but then the restructuring continued. When the transportation sequence
finished she found herself surrounded by open space, alone, and with nothing to grab onto as a heavy
blanket of weight settled over her body, causing her to bend her knees to keep her balance. She could hear
the suit kick in to compensate for her out-of-kilter bios. She choked on the first deep breath of air, as it
burned her lungs. If the gravity were not so dense and difficult to move in, she would have let herself fall.

"Now don't panic, Lieut. This is workable," she whispered to herself, struggling to squelch
paralyzing fear. She had experienced this gravity load a few times in recent military training engagements,
compliments of Lieutenant Commander Nelson on the flagship Ziggy; however, at that time she had
reliable equipment and support in case of a problem.

M*dearie, yer lost a few minutes inta both of those military games, too. Good news is, ya been
separated from that lot of fools.

Thanks, Harry, for that bit of a reminder. | hope that is good news, because being alone on a
deserted and hostile planet dressed in a damnable AEG may have me wishing to be back with that flaky
crew.

Impatiently, she pushed the thought out of her mind and concentrated on the immediate problem
...surviving.

Now what were the lieutenant commander's suggestions when we went over my disastrous run in
the simulator? Don't panic. Let my suit adjust. Check my bios. Take stock of where I am while the bios
stabilize. Make plans. And above all, don't drop to my knees unless it's life threatening, because it will be
a strain on me and the suit's regs to get back up. Right, right. Take things one at a time. Ooookay.

Ifn" problems happen in that order, everythin® will be fine, eh m'dearie?

Dragging her left arm up she looked at her air and suit status from the gauges on the wrist of the
sleeve. Everything read normal.

These regs can't be right. What else? Hey. No more alarms in my head. "Can | be so lucky?"
she muttered disgustedly, and then stifled a cough.

Aye, m'dearie. At last peace en’ quiet to think. What's next on our list of 'to do's'?

"Hail to Spinners Tale. This is Lieutenant Montran..."

This time the cough caught her by surprise. Her chest constricted in a cramp. Now would be a
good time to cast away caution and use the meds. She felt along the suit controls for the emergency medic
packets but nothing happened when she pressed the button. Alarmed she moved to look in the pockets for
a first aid kit. Nothing. She activated her water refresher. Nothing.

Somebody emptied my suit! | had this suit fully functional yesterday! When | get my hands on
whoever messed with my equipment, I'm going to dump him out the airlock in his AEG. | should have
spent more time checking this suit.

"This is Lieutenant Montran to Spinners Tale, come in," she repeated thickly and slowly. Are you
out of your mind, Lieut? They're the ones responsible for you being in this situation. Looking closer at the
gauges, she noticed her communicator failed to register her voice.

Saved from my own foolishness.

Now, m'dearie that is truly a statement of wisdom. If ya call for fools it's fools ye'll get.
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She mentally reviewed her readjustment of the transport coordinates. How could they have done
that, though? 1 reset the COs to be behind the crew not out of sight of them. | should have checked to see if
they calibrated them for the planet's harmonics! | wonder what happened to the crew...l have to find out
what's going on here. This is a deserted and privately owned planet so why are they visiting...with
supplies? | wonder what type of supplies. Damn, Lieutenant. You're acting like something unlawful is
going on here. It could be lawful...Yes, right. Like I need all this now. If the freighter was doing
something illegal, why haul me into it? Maybe I'm making too much of this. Oh, Lieut, they have been
playing you for a fool. It's staring you right in the eyes. They drag you off a transport, stick you on a
freighter, and then dump you in the middle of nowhere. What does that tell you? It tells me that maybe
Hadrie had something important to tell me and he waited too long!

Lieutenant Montran tried to focus her eyes on what was before her. The sky above was azure but
inches above the horizon line were thin streaks gray. Turning slowly, she could see the same flat land in all
directions. For a while, she studied the surface, letting her eyes adjust to the different lighting.

Looks interestin’, doncha think, m'dearie?

Shading her eyes from the reflected light that managed to get past the visor screen, she squinted,
hoping to see something more.

Is Merkers Outpost above ground, below ground or both? Let me make a guess here...because of
the density of the atmosphere, | would say below ground. Okay, that means | Got to look for a service plate
to get below...provided there is one around here. Where is the rescue bot? Remote possibility or not...1
should have checked out this planet in closer detail.

M'dearie, ah know how much ya like this self-floggin’, but ya should put it off fer another time.
There were no landmarks or anything that caught the eye except the dark line along the horizon in one
direction, which appeared to be inching higher. That was where she would head. Slowly and with effort,
she pushed her legs forward, barely lifting them above the dull red ground. She was already tired from her
long shifts on the freighter.

Don't even think about that, Lieut. It's self-defeating. Just move your feet forward. Right. Like I
can ignore the pounding in my head that's rattling my eyes. That mess in the drop didn't help. | checked
the coordinates myself. No one on that ship has the skill to change them in mid-trans. There are safety
protocols...I reinstituted them myself. But I didn't check to see if the system calibrated to this planet's
harmonics.

M'dearie, yer spinnin’ yer wheels like that little mouse in the child's tale, and drivin' me to
beach me boat on the rocks like them sailors hearin' the sireens.

Okay...right. I need to do something useful here. So, what do I know about being dropped in a
hostile environment...with a faulty suit and no supplies? And the air has a faint smell of a contaminant.
That's just great. She laughed to herself, feeling the dark humor of it. The familiar circumstances
threatened to bring back unpleasant memories.

Okay, think. Step one...look for my shipmates. | think I'll skip that part. Two, look for shelter.
Hm. | haven't the slightest idea where the access plates are. Okay. Not good odds at two out of two. Last
but not least, three...wait for the Auto-R to rescue me. That's got to be working because the charts were
recent updates. What if they changed the rules in Committee space, and privately owned planets don't have
to provide auto-rescue bots for crash victims? No, the chart shows it was cleared, so nothing has changed
on that front. So, where's the Auto-R?

Okay, okay. So, I'm here alone...no back up...whatdoido? Pull out a flute and make music while |
wait for the dependable model A Super Swift Auto-R by Jamerio Corporation to show up? Whoa! Hold on
here... Okay. Think of something to take your mind of how miserable you feel.

Sharon should know by now that I changed the beneficiary of the life insurance policy...the one
she insisted | take out. Geeze! Now where did that come from? | mean it's not like she said to make her
the beneficiary...she was surprised.

Before she could censor her drifting thoughts, a subject she had been avoiding for over four stan
months came up. Sharon. She could feel a great mental sigh escape her.

Why do I feel so...lonely? I don't feel lonely. I'm a loner by nature and | didn't feel lonely when
we split. | was okay with it. | was relieved. | couldn't be waking her up with nightmares and not talk
about it...and | don't want to talk about it or even think about it. Just this bit of thinking about it and my
stomach cramps. | thought | worked this stuff out with the counselor. | don't need this. I'm so mixed up
here. It's got to be from sleep depravation. It's making me crazy...and this bad air isn't helping any.
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Lieutenant Montran realized she had stopped walking. Automatically, she started a mental check
on her physical condition. Slight tremors ran up and down her legs. She could feel sweat trickle down her
neck and imagined her clothes soaking it up. The AEG was laboring and the visor was collecting
condensation on the inside.

That's all I need is sweat in my eyes and not being able to wipe it! That alone is going to drive me
to the wilds of Arcus.

Aye. And even if'en ya found the Mound of E in Arcus, ya wouldn't know it!

Harry, what am | going to do with a mythical treasure? Give me something I can use. Just keep
moving, Lieut. Talking to your dead grandfather is bad enough. You don't want to add hallucinations.
Maybe that's what all this is about. Huh, Harry? You think they're trying to drive me crazy to get back at
me for resigning on my terms...those military types...they would do that. Harry, I think I'm losing it here.
Where in helgas moon is that rescue bot? Sooner or later, the Auto-R has to send out a bot, or something.
| wonder what that something would be.

As her eyes fixed on the distorted view through her visor of the dark line, she failed to notice the
rise in the ground near her feet. Her world went careening at an odd angle and suddenly her faceplate was
down in the dust.

For what seemed like long moments she laid where she fell, letting the tremors in her legs lessen.
Then Lieutenant Montran started the arduous process of getting up. Rolling onto her hands and knees took
an immeasurable amount of time, effort, and racking coughs, as if the very atmosphere outside and inside
of her suit was working against her.

Lieutenant Commander Neilson, you are right again. Not a good idea to fall.

Stabbing pain radiated from her lungs to her chest and back. For a few moments, she braced herself with
closed eyes to let her heart stop pounding so hard, while savoring the victory of being upright, though it
was only to hands and knees.

She was thirsty.

Sweating too much and the suit'sn't recycling it into my water pouch. The view from in here isn't
too good either, Harry. It's as bad as being in a steam room.

The inside of her helmet was weeping with condensation, while the outside was covered with a
fine iridescent dust. She coughed again wishing she could hold her head as the throbbing pain increased.
Sitting back on her haunches, she lifted a trembling arm to wipe the exterior of the faceplate. Now she had
streaks from her dust-covered glove, making her view worse. The faceplate acted like a magnet to the
glittering flakes.

Like dung balls on a lamb's hiney!

She avoided the temptation to shake the dust off her gloves since she knew she couldn't raise
enough vigor to have any real effect, besides the jolt would only make her head ache more.

Let's see what this fall is all about. Hopefully not something that | wished | hadn't stumbled across.

She slowly moved back onto her hands, patting the ground around her knees. She felt the
unmistakable form of a cylinder attached to something she couldn't lift.

Well, Harry, it feels like a maintenance pipe.

Angling her visor for a better view, she saw two bright arrows pointing in opposite directions
stamped on the pipe, one larger than the other.

It's not the Mound of E, Harry, but I'll take this as a treasure just the same. The large arrow
usually indicates a city and the smaller a maintenance entrance. | think right now, the maintenance would
be advisable. I'm not in the mood for socializing, especially if I run into my crewmates.

Minutes later, crawling on her knees to keep the pipe in view, she came to the lip of an expected
elevator plate. It was a standard maintenance entrance that operated on weight distribution. Crawling
gratefully into the center, she pulled the operator bar out and moved it into the ‘on’ position. Small lights lit
up around her and her decent began with a noticeable jerk. She remained on her hands and knees in the
center of the plate exhausted, and laboring for breath.

Air must be at the bottom of the reserves.

She heard a sound above her and the pressure around her body relaxed.

Breathable air? Don't have much choice. The suit tank is out.

She released the faceplate safety with shaky fingers. The air that cooled her face was scented and
breathable as she reflexively gasped for air. As the clean air filled her lungs, coughing fits expunged the
toxins that had been cycled through them. When the coughing fits lessened and her eyes focused, she
weakly leaned against the wall in a sitting position. Her throat and sides were sore but she was now able to
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breathe deeper and without pain. She removed her gloves grateful to be able to wipe away the sweat that
stung her eyes. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on breathing in the fragrant air that she could now
appreciate.

Startled, green eyes shot open.

How long was | out? Okay, Lieut Got to get it together.

The muted light in the pale blue room made it easy on her eyes, but they still watered. A soft tone
sounded, and she could hear seals release.

Time to rise and get them wobblin® legs underneath ya. Helgas moon, they're like a newborn
foal's. Don't have ta worry 'bout the air. Can't see why the air in here won't match what's on the other
side of the elevator door.

Unsteadily she rose, using the wall for support.

Harry, if | have to defend myself, I'm going to be a real disappointment if someone's looking for a
challenge. Wher's the door?

A whiff of air from behind her had her craning her neck to look behind her, not ready to let go of
the wall.

Yer instincts are not workin' this shift, m'dearie.

Both sides look like a door, Harry. | would love to have some meds about now. If I must Kick
some knees out, it would be nice to be able to lift my own. She laughed softly to herself. Right. As if that's
all I need to find the strength.

Without stepping out, she studied the room, holding onto both sides of the doorframe. It appeared
to be a small waiting room with two corridors leading from the elevator. There was a comfortable looking
circular couch in the center of the room. Art covered the walls. What thrilled her eyes was the sculpture in
a corner of the room. It was a dramatic life sized portrayal of a pair of intense Polo players riding their
mounts toward an imaginary goal post with one trying to steal the puck.

Looks real inviting, like this is where I'm supposed to be going, huh, Harry?

No sense in finding things yer not prepared to handle.

Ah, like the tale of Black Beard's Wives, huh Harry? You know, each time | hear it, | get a
different meaning... Harry, I'm losing it. Next I'm gonna start thinking about Messia and the three
Cronies...or was it the three bears? It seems it's been a lifetime since I've heard your stories. Her thoughts
trailed off as she realized she needed to focus. Taking a few breaths, she concentrated on her situation.

What if I'm being led into a trap? She snorted to herself. Anyone on Spinners Tale being a threat
to her was laughable. Unless they have weapons.

Remembering her own she patted it reassuringly. She was too exhausted to pull it out and carry it.
I think you're over reacting, Lieut. They didn't drop anywhere near where you did. You would have seen
them or traces of them...like shadows on the horizon or tracks in the sand. Come-on. Let's focus on
finding a place to rest and a moment or two to gather some strength. | haven't felt this awful in a long time.

Cautiously, she put one foot out to get a better look around the room. The light in the waiting
room brightened, with one of the three corridors coming alight. The scent in the air became stronger. She
released her grip on the doorframe, stepping completely out of the elevator with the doors swishing closed
behind her.

Well, that hallway looks inviting.

It seems ta be a clear invitation. If ya should decide to explore the darker side, | presume that |
don’t need to point out to ya that yer not exactly working on a full set of thrusters if n'ya run inta
trouble.

Don't worry, Harry. 1'm not even tempted to explore for anything more than a place to rest. If |
don't sit down soon, I'll be laid out flat like a lumpy carpet. Right now, that water fountain looks very
good.

Now that she had a better view of the room, like most waiting rooms, the water refresher was
tucked in a corner. She wondered if it would work. Her throat was parched. She leaned against the wall
and pushed the small activate button. The green light came on and a stream of water arched into the bowl.
She sniffed it for contaminants. Her thirst got the better of her and she sipped then gulped her fill.

"Harry, this stuff tastes a little like lemon water," she muttered as she stood up wiping the back of
her hand against her lips. "Well, I guess I'll just follow the light." She snorted at her joke. The lights in
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the corridor revealed ten strides in front of her and dimmed to a low level behind her. The corridor could
go on forever, the way she felt.

"Hm. Anemergency cart. Wonder if it works," she remarked to no one. The button she pushed
turned on a small indicator light.

"EC is charged and ready to go. Press R to release it from its space," a genderless voice reported.
"The amenities of home," she chuckled and pressed the R. As weak as she felt, if a free ride was offered
she would be foolish to not accept. Otherwise, she was concerned that she would collapse where she was
and that would leave her too vulnerable.

The wall panel slid up and a cart moved out. A light flashed on its console. It was voice
activated. Lieutenant Montran sank into the seat gratefully. "Take me to..."

"Destination Guest Quarters on Green Deck Alpha O Seta. Please place both feet flat on the floor
boards in order for shuttle to become active."

"Oh." Lieutenant Montran quickly complied. Harry, how does this thing know what room to take
me? Does that mean all the others are taken? Is this some kind of hotel?

| think ma dearie, this is what an adventure is about.

Well, it better get on quickly because I don't think I'm going to make it through another ten
minutes.

Along the long hallway, pictures, paintings and sculptures decorated the wall space, giving
Lieutenant Montran the sense she was in a private art gallery, and that they were still well cared for. She
couldn't see a spec of dust anywhere. The contrast between what she had been staring at for the last three
months and this was like comparing a wasteland to a jungle...which meant there was still danger, just of a
different type. Her head rested on the cushioned seat back staring at the strange surroundings.

The cart moved at what she would have called a fast jog and faster than a cart should move in a
crowded corridor...but there was only her. It began to slow and then stopped in front of a room. The door
slid open with barely a sound.

Well, Harry, looks like I've arrived at my stop and a good thing too. I'm fading out here. And
things went black for her.

When she opened her eyes, a bot leaned back removing the oxygen mask. She was lying on a
couch.

"Guest Lieutenant Montran has recovered consciousness. Recommendation is a full nights rest
after a soak in an herbal bath of remedial salts to rebalance her bios and to remove the last of the toxins in
her system. Have you any questions, Guest Lieutenant Montran?'

Lieutenant Montran blinked at the bot trying to bring her scattered thoughts into some useful
order. "Who are you?" she asked stupidly.

"l am the medibot assigned to these quarters.”

"Where am 1?"

"Guest Quarters on Green Deck in Alpha O Seta.'

Lieutenant Montran blinked a few times, feeling half witted and at loss in what to do. "I don't feel
so good," she muttered.

"Guest Lieutenant Montran's bios ...."

The lieutenant didn't hear what was said as she again blacked out.

Captain Montran was shaken awake to a pounding headache. Her eyes opened to bright sunlight
and awareness of an oppressive heat that bore down on her. Her eyes felt raw and her mouth swollen from
heat blisters. She was tied as the others to a cross bar waiting her turn to be tortured to death. Asthe
bright sun dropped below the horizon, Captain Montran struggled to open her swollen eyes to see who was
still alive. She could only make out three, but there could be more somewhere out of her view. Thirst was
just another torment. Fire burned through her shoulder joints and barely conscious of the effort, she
struggled to bring her feet underneath her to bear some weight, only then realizing that she couldn't feel
her feet. Panic at that realization had her taking in deep breaths...and that brought pain that sent her into
a swoon. A punch to her broken ribs brought her eyes open again. Before her a figure was dressed in
ceremonial garb holding something out to show her and once he had her attention, he stepped up to Cpl.
Wen and ran the wand over a portion of his body, starting at his neck. She realized he was naked...they
were all naked...and as the wand moved over his body, his body started to seep blood. They were skinning
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him alive. Wen's hoarse voice let out only a whimper. Staring at him horrified she realized they had
broken most of his bones and the bindings holding him fixed to the cross was what was holding him
upright.

Captain Montran wanted to close her eyes at the horror but each time she glanced away she was
beaten.

"Gawds hear me!" she screamed silently. Only she didn't know what to ask for. Delirious with
physical and mental pain a part of her reached out for someone she knew from childhood...a mentor who
had sacrificed herself for the continuation of her species evolution. Before her stood Kela. She fluffed her
feathers and then laid them down smoothly. Her dark bird eyes studied what Captain Montran was seeing.

"Well, my child, what are you going to do about this?" she asked as if it was a glass of spilt milk
that needed cleaning.

"l can't do anything!" the young initiate wailed.

"Of course you can. Step back and look again," Kela suggested.

"Please, Kela, help us!"

"l am doing my best, child. But you must too. What does this situation need from you?"

Captain Montran didn't dare to think of anything violent for the DeNaJa, birds on AltalLa, were
not a violent species, but rather mentors for the young emptah adepts, that were learning to open up their
channels of sensitivity.

Through blurred vision she could see Cpl. Wen's spirit hovering near his physical form, looking
confused and lost at what to do. The ceremonial figure must have seen it too for it smacked the skinned
body and shook something at the spirit. Captain Montran reached out to the spirit and whispered a prayer
of guidance to the young soldier so he could move on without getting caught up in the angry violence these
people were creating. Montran felt something slap her body, bringing a fresh wave of pain. Her eyes
opened wide in startlement, causing her to loose her thoughts of helping Cpl. Wen find a peaceful ending.

"They don't want you to help your charges. They wish to trap the unhappy souls and use the
anguish, fear and hate the energy will generate to continue their wars against their neighbors,” Kela
explained dispassionately.

Captain Montran refocused on Cpl. Wen's spirit. It wavered between her attempt to protect it and
the continued torture of the physical body of the corporal's that was barely hanging onto life. Another
dressed in similar ceremonial garb had a whip with many long strips attached. With this he slashed
Montran across the face. From the burn each slash across her skin gave she guessed there was something
on the strips.

"Kela, what can | do?" she pleaded in anguish.

"Love."

What other advice would a wise teacher of the DeNaJa give, a part of Montran asked. Again the
corporal’'s body was slashed. It was difficult for her to open her heart with the violence heavy in the air
around them. It made her want to cringe and hide from it.

"Help me, Kela," she pleaded. Montran felt the love her mentor had for her and as it filled her
Montran seized it and sent the same love to Wen, magnified. Captain Montran was beaten unconscious.

When Montran came to she found Cpl. M'summa was next on their captures list to torture for her
viewing. Awareness that they wanted her to witness each of her soldiers tortured death gave her a
determination to help the soldiers the only way she could, wrap them in love and help them to escape the
violence of their deaths.

How many days passed was lost on the captain. The two that were running the torture show were
furious that they were not able to prevent her from touching the souls of her soldiers. When Sgt. Cooo was
left, they cut her limbs off while the captain watched. The Sergeant's eyes were locked on Montran's as
body parts were hacked off. One of Captain Montran's eyes was swollen shut, but her other was what she
poured all her heart energy through as the terrified soldier implored her with her eyes for help. Sergeant
Cooo's spirit didn't stay long. Perhaps because of the prolonged torture of the others she was more than
ready to leave. When Cooo died, one of the enemy soldiers delivered a blow to the captain's jaw that broke
it. The pain sent her into oblivion and what she thought was surely her death...or she was hoping they had
tired of their gruesome games. But they were not. She was the last and her days of pain seemed to go on
forever.

Awareness that she wasn't hanging in the sun, and that whatever she was lying on, was hard and
cold came to her slowly. It surprised her that she noticed discomfort that was outside of her body, because
the wounds inside her were raw. She forced herself into oblivion.
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Images before her weaved in and out and she couldn't tell the difference between physical and
spirit. A droning became loud and then it stopped. Captain Montran opened her eyes, conscious that she
felt no pain.

"It is good to see you," an elder of her clan greeted her.

"Where am 1?" she whispered confused.

"Not Mutteyalamma, the Land of the Dead!" he chuckled, and then added softly, "though, you
probably wish you were. You've been rescued."

She closed her eyes, not knowing if she could believe what she was seeing and hearing.

"We're on our way to a hospice. You're on the mend physically...but you'll need a lot more than
that, Captain. Take it nice and easy." With that he rose and another took his place.

T e s e e e s s e P i,

Lieutenant Montran opened her eyes slowly, not sure what she was going to see, just knowing that
she wasn't in intense physical pain; therefore, she just had another bad dream. She was still wearing her
AEG and she was lying on a couch. Rising slowly she studied the room.

Beside the long couch she was seated on were two matching armchairs, and a low oblong table
within fingertip distance from her. In one corner were shelves with books, a workstation and throughout
the room was artwork hanging on three walls and on a few scattered tables. It was someone's quarters that
was still maintained though it didn't feel like anyone lived here at the moment. Presence...that what's
missing. Whoever had quartered here had good taste. She sniffed the air.

Scented. But not canned, stale or something someone would wear on their body...or, no one that [
know. And all this space. Since I've been in uniform I've never quartered with this much room, Harry.
Even a kitchenette...with a bot! After three months of living in a closet with myself as maid...this is looking
more than nice. It's downright decadent.

A bot about her height came active at her movement. It patiently awaited her acknowledgement.
If it was more than a service bot Lieutenant Montran was in no condition to do anything but surrender.
However long she was unconscious, it only took the edge off her exhaustion and illness from the tainted air
in her AEG. She still felt tired.

"Yes?" she queried the bot.

"l am Bach. Would you care for some tea and a light snack before your bath?"

Lieutenant Montran stifled her snicker. "I'll take some tea...." Her stomach queued her at that
moment with a grumble. "And cookies or crackers," she added, not trusting anything heavy at the way she
was feeling. She knew it was from the tainted air in her tank.

Keeping the bot in sight, she rose from her couch and went to peek into the adjoining room. The
bed started to move out of its wall storage and settled quietly over the carpet. There was still plenty of
space around it. The thick off-white carpeting was the second thing she noticed. Stepping to the bedroom
control panel, she checked out what options were available. She whistled softly in surprise.

Look at this, Harry. Besides the usual adjustable bed size, it has mood settings. Oh, joy, it even
gives time periods. You can also choose the season and on which planet. | guess whoever lived here didn't
get much chance to travel off-planet. After my brief experience topside, | wouldn't want to go strolling on
the surface even if | got the 'screamies’ from being down here too long.

The movement of an ankle-high bot emerging from a wall station had Lieutenant Montran looking
behind her. A trail of glittery dust led right up to her dusty boots.

"Whoops," she muttered, guiltily. "Chair," the lieutenant ordered. The expected chair
materialized from the wall next to the bed. Gratefully, she sank down with the chair forming a comfortable
bench, allowing her the maneuverability to remove her AEG while sitting. The small bot moved forward to
assist, helping to pull off her dusty boots. As she struggled with the removal of her suit, the bot extended
itself to assist her.

| forgot what it was like to have help with the simple things. It sure adds up in the long run.

The bot folded the discarded suit in its proper configuration and then waited.

"It doesn't work so if you've got something that works better, I'll swap with ya," she joked. "If
not...just fix it. Oh, the gloves." She dropped the gloves onto the pile. The bot rolled to the wall where a
compartment opened, set the clothing in it and then rolled back into its wall space.

Hm. Handy to know where things are kept.

10
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Looking down at her feet, suddenly aware of the soft carpeting, she wiggled her bare toes in
delight. She pulled the small console on the chair closer to her and studied the dials.

"Hm. This is the closet."

With that discovered, she pressed the closet button and large double doors folded back, revealing
an empty closet with plenty of drawers, a full sized mirror, and an automated butler. Once the doors were
completely opened, the butler came out and the chair, unbidden, moved so that she faced the new bot. Both
she and the bot studied each other.

"Nothing to unpack," she replied holding out her arms. After a few moments, the bot returned to
the empty closet and the doors closed. She returned her attention to the buttons and pressed the Icon for
bathing room.

"Your tea and crackers, Lieutenant Montran." The genderless voice of the bot startled her. Just as
quickly as her thoughts focused on the voice, the chair turned, causing her to grab the armrests so as not to
be unseated. Suspiciously, she glared at the bot.

"How did you know my name...and the medibot?" Her voice faded as her eyes spotted the
layered crackers. Her mouth watered.

"It's on your uniform."

"Oh, right." If it were possible to be embarrassed by a bot, she would have been, but her attention
was on the refreshments. Taking the tea and crackers from Bach, her face creased into a smile at the
familiar name of Estabol stamped across the cracker face.

Sweet outside and tangy on the inside...highly nutritious. Hm. What a life! Harry, maybe I will
be trying those dials for mood settings. Do you think it comes equipped with a metradame companion?

If that's what ya be needin’, ma dearie. Couldn't hurt ta be testin® it out. But, ah wouldn't be
tryin® their wine menu. Never heard of any wines from this place.

I'll keep that in mind when | order dinner, Harry. Nothing with squeezed berries, just fresh water
and companionship with someone that knows how to carry on a nice conversation, give a good back rub,
and then we'll just see where it leads. Just like any other stopover for a weary soldier, huh Harry?

Abruptly she turned to see from where the earthy and fragrant smell of blossoms was coming. Her
teacup wobbled as her eyes tracked to a doorway that opened to a tropical forest.

"Bloody moon!" She jumped up from her comfortable seat. What is this place? She gulped some
more tea and hurriedly handed the cup to the patiently waiting Bach. Feeling more energized, she walked
around the bed and peered through the doorway.

Hm, the necessities of life. Well, Harry, most wilderness areas | visited didn't come equipped with
a shower, flush toilet and something to clean up with. If this is a dial-a-mood, this is the best I've ever
seen. Nope. These plants look like they've been here a while. She gently touched a damp leaf on a vine
near the entrance. For a moment, she believed she felt the life force from the plant, and then quickly
discarded the feeling as her imagination.

A long two-sink counter separated the shower area from a trellis that supported scented flowers
only giving the viewer a hint of what was on the other side. Lieutenant Montran slowly walked toward the
trellis, looking around for anything that may resemble wildlife. The plants didn't appear to be carnivorous
or poisonous, but she wasn't a botanist. On the other side of the trellis was a large tub.

"It's big enough to have a bathing party!" Sharon would like this.

A small bot hovered expectantly in front of her. "My name is Ald. Your bath has been drawn,
Lieutenant Montran. Is it to your liking?"

Lieutenant Montran stared at it with an opened mouth, then clamped her jaw shut.

Ooh. Harry, this is plush. I haven't had this much service since | left home. | take back anything
derogatory | had thought or said about the planet's Auto-R system. Lieutenant Montran gave an inward
sigh. However, if this is what a supposed deserted station has for people stranded here...there's going to
be many crash landings on this side of ... Harry, this must be the Mound of E. Maybe I'm
unconscious...dreaming. Well, let the dream continue. It's the best I've had in the last few years, come to
think of it.

She sniffed the air apprecitely. "What's in the water?"

"Elesa balm and oil. Good for tired muscles, frayed nerves and dry skin," Ald supplied. Ald's
diagnosis of her bios was what the better quality bathing room attendant bots offered in the way of services.
The aroma that filled the air was fragrant and eased her headache.

Looking around the bathing room, she noted a door a few steps on the other side of the lattice that
surrounded the tub.

11
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Another room?

She stepped up to the door to test its sensors but nothing happened. Walking back to the shower
Lieutenant Montran stripped down, tossing her uniform and other articles of clothing into a pile which was
quickly picked up by Ald.

"Phew! Oh, joy! These cloths are ripe! And so am I. If anyone gets a whiff of me they would be
giving me plenty of room and a free bath."

She stored her sidearm in a niche in the shower wall, probably there for something related to
cleansing and not for a weapon, but it wasn't like she had something on her body to attach it to right now,
nor would she want to.

Freshly scrubbed clean, she padded over the warm cobble-stoned floor to the steaming tub.
Kneeling at the edge, she cautiously sniffed, alert for any caustic elements that may have her skin peeling
from the bone. She risked dipping a finger in the rising swirling waters to test the temperature. Satisfied
the water wasn'thing more than what it appeared to be, she laid her sidearm within easy reach and stepped
into the bath. Sliding down until the water was up to her neck, she held her breath for a moment as the heat
went from hot to warm. Closing her eyes, she let out an audible sigh.

This is very nice.

Idly, Lieutenant Montran caressed the surface of the rising water.

Is this why Spinners Tale is using this place as a stopover? Hm? No. It would be too difficult a
secret for anyone to keep...however, it would explain one of the reasons why the crew is kept isolated. No.
No. There are too many ships passing this place because of the jump gate. They would note that Spinners
Tale was making frequent stopovers here and would come for a look-see. It would be too tempting for one
ship not to muscle in on another's good providence. It has to be something else...like smuggling.

She sighed.

That would mean | have to change my opinion of them that maybe they aren't so bungling and
inept. Darn. | just hate changing my opinions. It means all those nice neat categories | set up have to be
redone. It's worse than spring-cleaning at Amouish.

Now, now, m'dearie. Yer ruin' the mood.

Lieutenant Montran touched the back of her ear.

No humming or buzzing. So, which came first? The headaches or the humming? Well, both are
diminishing, so that's good.

She ran her fingers through her damp hair then massaged her temples.

"Would you care for a back massage, Lieutenant Montran?" Ald asked, interrupting her thoughts.

"Please, and thank you." She rose to her feet and leaned forward, holding onto the rim of the tub.
The sound waves from the bot started at the small of her back and gradually moved up.

"Oh. Yes...that really is sore.” The pressure shifted and she heard a small pop. She sighed at the
immediate relief. From now on she wasn't going to accept service on any ship that didn't have a bot that
gave massages...or even a person...that would be much nicer.

"Ald, are there other residents here...guests or visitors?"

"Here in this compound you are the only resident," Ald replied.

"There are other compounds?" Alertly, she turned in the water to face the bot. So!

"Yes."

"Where are they located?"

"1 have no information on them. The information you wish may be accessed from the computer in
the sitting room."

That's just what I'// do...

M'dearie, after a nap! Yer brain isn't exactly as sharp as an Amorialian blade. Besides, ya
need ta take advantage of this hospitality while ya got the chance. No tellin® what yer gonna run up
against in another day.

Right, right. She leaned back and closed her eyes, forcing her body and mind to relax.

A small beep startled her. She glanced at her hands and they were puckered as if she had been in
longer than 30 stan minutes.
Eee gads.

12
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Standing up, she grabbed the rim and hoisted herself out of the tub. Decidedly relaxed, she dried
off quickly with the towel Ald provided and headed back to the bedroom. The bed covers were pulled back
on the left side for her to slide in, with sleepwear lying at the foot of the bed, consisting of shorts and a
brief top. Nothing to get tangled in during a restless night of sleep and enough to give the appearance of
being modest, should she get a visitor.

Now how did they know I slept on the left side? Coincidence?

Not really interested in the answer just yet, she crawled into a very inviting bed and fell fast
asleep. Three months of light sleeping had finally ended.

13
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Chapter 2

"Hey, Cadet! Wait up!"

Cadet Montran cringed inwardly as she struggled to keep a polite smile on her face. She stopped
and turned to face the civilian clad figure of a man she detested.

"Alan. I thought diplomatic classes were on a semester break..." and you would have been long
gone by now for your vacation.

"1 have some business to finish up." Even in the dark his eyes were disturbing. They rested on her
briefly then glanced around.

Something doesn't feel right, Cadet Montran worried.

"So...where have you been? I checked your quarters and you weren't there." He looked back at
her briefly, then took another quick look around.

Cadet Montran withheld her first reply of indignation. "Now that you have found me, what is it?"
Who let him into the women's quarters? Or for that matter on Academy grounds?

"The problem with you, DeMonte, is you're too impatient."”

DeMonte? Is that a slip of the tongue or was it deliberate? "Just tell me what you have to say so |
can continue my quiet walk back to the barracks — alone," she returned, hoping her voice didn't give away
her apprehensive feelings.

"l want to see you."

Even in the dark, she could see his smirk. Her internal alarm intensified. She had never
experienced a fear for her life this strongly before, yet so far there was no physical sign of danger.

"l want you to come on over to my place for some socializing, a drink and a bit of talk..on family
politics.”

"No!" She blurted that out in surprise and then annoyed that he should chose this time to bother
her...and why her?

"What — am I not good enough for you?" His voice was low and held a tone of menace.

"I'm not interested Alan. Period. End of conversation. Now let me by!"

Alan remained blocking her path, his hands resting on his hips, as if to prevent her from brushing
by him.

"Get out of my way, Alan." She didn't recognize her voice. It was coming from so far away.
Suddenly heat radiated firom the center of her forehead. A link shot out to her Dancer...a soul...a warrior's
soul...a woman with so much passion it burned her very essence to touch her. Why did the Dancer choose
to bond with her?

Images of the tall athletically built woman dancing under the moonless night came back to her in
an unreal replay of what she had once witnessed. The dancing woman's eyes had been so dark and
expressive. They had only once seen each other in the light. It was in the bar...over the heads of a
crowd...and then she was gone.

Lieutenant Montran's sleeping mind struggled to make sense of the overlapping memories.

Alan! Her thoughts quickly flashed back to the scene with Alan.

Don't panic, Cadet. You can get by him. Wait! He's not alone! Where did they come from?

The other men, all larger than her, were on either side of her blocking off any escape should she
find her feet and flee. Distracted she missed Alan's fist headed toward her face. His movement was so
quick and without warning she failed to defend herself. She was further immobilized by a stunner. Unable
to protect herself, her face was slammed onto the hard ground. Partially conscious, more than one set of
hands pulled at her and dragged her off somewhere. She remembered no more of the attack...or of her
rescue.

T e e s s s s e T e P i,

Lieutenant Montran woke briefly in a sweat and trembling. Another nightmare! Why did they
keep reoccurring? What was done was done! Let it go, Montran! she implored her sleeping self. Her heart
was beating rapidly and her breaths were shallow with fear. Her eyes blinked shut with exhaustion.
Mumbling something unintelligible, she rolled to her other side, and quickly dropped into another dream.

Harriet read the brochure on metradames. Her eyes scanned down the manufacturer's more than
glowing and exhorbant claims of their product. At the bottom of the brochure was the name of her life
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insurance company as one of the backers of the metradame model she was looking at. Turning to Sharon,
her lover she nudged her. "Look at this? Why would a life insurance company invest in a toy few have the
wealth to possess when all they have to do is go to a House of Aphrodite and work off their sexual
frustrations.

"Not all metradames are for sale nor are they toys to be played with!"

Harriet closed her opened mouth with a snap. Sharon had never gotten angry before. And what
did she mean? Did she not think it odd a life insurance company would get involved with sex toys?

Lieutenant Montran woke up suddenly with a familiar cramping in her stomach. Tiredly she
glanced at her timepiece. She had slept only four hours. Flopping back down she closed her eyes, quickly
falling back to sleep.
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Chapter 3

Chief Petty Officer Decker of the freighter Spinners Tale shifted his bulky shoulders in the AEG
that ill fit his overweight shape. His feet were planted squarely as if he needed to hold his balance in the
heavy atmosphere. The inability to move freely was more than irksome, evidenced by the beads of sweat
that rolled down his face. More times then what he could count, he turned to look back at the entrance to
the underground city as if to make sure it was nearby in case something should happen.

He was blamed for the missing officer, Montran and it incensed him. To his way of thinking it
was either the ship's faulty equipment or someone kidnapped her. The someone being the smugglers or the
Spartan soldiers to make him look bad. His suspicions leaned toward the Spartans and made sure his boss,
Alan Fermin knew that. Which meant that there should be no reason for someone of his status, a chief
petty officer, to wait outside of the city for a transmission from the search teams or the circling ships above
the planet. The two 'rabbits' could relay the necessary information. It didn't take all that much skill, he
thought with distain. However, his fear of the Spartan captain won out so he remained at his station.

A bleep that only the CPO heard followed quickly with the voice of Captain Largo from Spinners
Tale.

"Decker! Did they find the body yet? Where are the hourly status reports! They've been at it for
seven stan hours with no updates!"

"Captain Miller has no updates," he replied defensively, and then added, "Sir." His tone was just
short of being insolent, but he had to give some recognition to his captain because he would decide when
he could return to the ship, something Alan Fermin, both their boss, was too far away to intercede for him.

"Get one now or you're going to be out there for another day! Out!" The disconnect with the ship
above hurt his ears.

"Frinkin' officer,” Decker muttered, "getting in a panic about nothing. 1 told him her tank hasn't
enough air for over a stan hour and it's already been eight. Frickin' idiot doesn't know how to count.” He
didn't bother to turn to his two companions, whom most of the time he scorned. They couldn't hear his
conversation so he felt free to speak his mind. If the crew knew he was handing the ex-Spartan captain
over to the smugglers for metralab destination they would probably freeze him out. But, they would get
over it after a few weeks of extra duty.

The CPO glanced at his timepiece. Five stan minutes ago he had beaconed Captain Miller and
still no response. Decker also tried the five-team leaders of the search parties and they too ignored him.
Obviously, the Spartan captain didn't care about updating Captain Largo. Alan Fermin, owner of the
freighter Spinners Tale was no doubt heating up Captain Largo's feet for news.

Captain Miller's curt message eight stan hours ago was that he would let Lord Chaney know if he
found anything. Lord Chaney seemed unconcerned and to CPO Decker's consternation, his boss Alan
Fermin often deferred to him. Rather than deal with those he no influence over he turned his thoughts to
figuring out a more important problem - how to get back into the city without anyone with authority
noticing. However, with most of the residents out looking for the 'be-dammed' exSpartan he calculated that
there would be no one but his people in the city. He thought about the consequences of getting caught
returning without a direct order and the chances of him being caught. He needed an excuse to be in the
city. Irritated that he couldn't think of something good, he cursed the person he felt was responsible for his
present predictament...Lieutenant Montran.

"Where in the bloody moon did she drop to?" he muttered. "I hope one of those cursed wind
storms blew her right off the face of this damnable planet." Nervously, the CPO looked around, worried
that the lieutenant may be nearby, waiting to take each one of them out. She used to be a captain of a recon
group and they were reputed to be good at being dropped behind enemy lines and killing lonely sentries.
'Once a Spartan, always a Spartan', a small voice taunted him.

Startled, he looked toward his companions, wondering if they heard what he heard. Instead they
were keeping an eye on their suit equipment and monitoring for messages. It was because of their
substandard AEGs that they were not out in the desert, scouring for another whose suit was just as ill-
equipped to handle this harsh environment. If he had his way, they would be inside playing in the game
roomor...

That was it! He switched his mic on. "Move inside," he decided suddenly. "There's a broadcast
to get ready for." If he were to use the excuse of the broadcast for leaving his post, then he needed
someone to make it look like work was being done. Normally the smuggelers didn't like anyone not from
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their group involved with their business but most of their members were out planetside and Decker knew
the broadcast had to go on as scheduled. He would offer his two rabbits as helpers.

As the outside hatch swung shut and locked, clangon alarms sounded in their helmet
communicators and in the small chamber they were in. They could do nothing until the chamber filled with
breathable air. The CPO's anxiety level rose as he felt trapped in the small area, crowded with two too
many people and bombarded by shrilling noise. His suit kicked in to compensate for his critical bio levels.
Before the suit blinked red, the all-clear light came on, and the inside hatch unlocked. Decker quickly
stepped into the city's corridor, roughly pushing past the two men. He recessed his helmet into the suit
collar, taking deep breaths to quiet his rapidly beating heart. He ignored what the panicky voices that
flooded the suits comm link were saying. Instead he was focused on his own fear, that Montran had been
spotted inside the city. He pulled his illegal side arm out ready to fire at the first sign of anyone with
orange hair. His hand trembled as he looked up and down the corridor.

"Shut up, all of you!" he barked into his comm. "What in bloody moon is going on?" he finally
asked. "And turn off the frickin'alarms!"

"We...we don't know, CPO," a hesitant voice spoke. "It...it may be one of the room's got
gassed...or something," the voice faded out and the clangons stopped.

"Where the bloody moon is that arse, Nixon? 1 left him at the frikin' console!" he snarled, relieved
to have something to take out his anxiety on.

"We can't find him, CPO," the voice admitted.

"Well, where did you last see him, you moron deadhead?" Decker asked sarcastically.

"Master Alha Bahna ordered us to help prepare the cargo in Alpha Sea for the auction, CPO" C-
man Fletch reported.

"Since when do you take orders from a frickin' smuggler? You work for Fermin, you dung patty!
Who took his place at the console?" he demanded heatedly, while subconsciously he was fitting in the
smugglers request for his men to encompass him as well since he was their CPO.

"No one, CPO. We were all ordered to get the merchandise ready. Everyone else is out on that
search for the lieutenant, and..." Fletch's voice trailed off.

"Damn her body to the sin trade! Trouble even in death!" he shouted angrily. He turned to the
two men that nervously waited just out of striking range of their CPO. "Well what the bloody moon you
two waiting for? Do | have to do everything myself?" Without waiting for a reply he stomped up the
corridor toward the room Nixon was supposed to be checking out.

The two men trailed. Decker stopped in front of the room. The door didn't open when he pressed
the controls. Both men cringed when he attempted to open the door when the indicator light was amber
instead of green.

"Damn! Who's got a bloody sensor?"

Neither of the crewmembers said anything. Like Decker, they left their heavy utility belts in the
command room.

"Get a frickin' COR, Sams," he barked over his shoulder.

Minutes had passed and the amber light flickered to a bright red.

"Blast!" His gloved fist slammed against the panel. It was the wrong thing to have done he
realized almost immediately. The door beeped and the seal hissed open. Frantically, he and Edison
struggled to get their faceplates back into place before the door opened a crack. A green florescent gas
rushed out of the room as if the corridor was a vacuum. The collapsing man's body slumped against the
back of Decker's legs, knocking him forward a few steps.

Bloody hell! Decker's heart was racing wildly at how close he had been to his own death. | got a
story to tell for this one! Wait until the guys get together. | got me my own story!

Of course, his story would be embellished. Everyone did it...and there would be no one to refute
his version. He gripped the doorsill to give himself something firm to hold onto until he was sure his voice
and nerves were steady.

"All hands, now hear this! We have a broken seal to the main passageway. Secure all hatches!
I'm going to have a look inside," his voice deepened with self-import. This was going to be his moment.
Master Alha Bahna's voice boomed in his ears, "What the tritons dung is going on there? Where's the
cargo I ordered to be...?"

Disdainfully the CPO shut his communicator off. No one was going to steal his moment. Taking
a deep breath, he held it momentarily, wondering what he was going to do now. Uncertain, he peered
through the crack in the door trying to see if there was anything in the darkness. Taking another deep
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breath, he firmed his resolve to face whatever may be on the other side of the door, and then gave a push on
the lever to manually open the door.

No response.

He took a step back as if to leave, relief giving him a rush of energy; but suddenly, with a
sickening high-pitched whine, the door opened further...enough for him to fit through. There before him
was an inky blackness with the light from the hall going no further than the length of his boot.

| Got to do it. The frickin'ass holes will know I didn't do it. He forced one foot to step into the
room. Come on moron, get the other foot in there! He dragged his leadened leg beside the first one.
Almost in. A little more you frickin' coward! Move! He was now completely out of the light. Thankfully,
a part of him detached so he felt partially safe. This part of him watched far enough away from the AEG
figure that there would be no danger of being hurt. He dispassionately viewed as a physical body that he
didn't even identify as himself, stood unmoving in the darkness. Then suddenly he was back in his body,
betrayed by some unknown curse that he had to witness his own fear intimately. He not only could see
blackness before him and to the sides, but worst of all he could feel it crowding him and pushing against
him.

What if | bump into something? There's no telling what's in this room. What if it's a trap? Those
frickin' soldiers would leave a cage opened. 1I...I can feel it! Something is in here!

He backed frantically into the corridor, bumping past the partially opened hatch in his haste and
nearly tripping over the body of his crewmate. As he stood shaking, he realized that if he had moved
further into the room and the hatch closed behind him, he would have been in complete darkness with
whatever was in there. He pressed his back against the wall desperate for something solid to connect to.
The AEG made small whining sounds as it worked hard to keep up with his run-away bios. His faceplate
was fogged up, giving him no view of the outside. Jerkily, he somehow managed to get up the hall to
safety, using the wall to guide him. Salvation was before him: the command room. The gripping around
his chest eased. It took him a few moments to register that the hatch wasn't opening.

By the bitch's blood moon! The damn hatch isn't going to open until the freakin' room is sealed!

He could only see the inside of his faceplate covered with condensation from his rapid breathing
and that only increased his heart rate and panic. He flattened himself against the wall as the flashbacks
started. Once again, as his almost nightly dreams recounted it, he stood in front of the tall dark haired, lean
muscled Black Rose Spartan, ready to stun her into submission when the room went dark. Just as he had
staged it. However, the face before him wasn't that of a frightened woman. She laughed at him! She said
she knew of his plan, and found him incredibly stupid and a pitiful example of his species. But he had the
upper hand...he had the weapons and he had the goggles to see in the dark! He was the smart one!
However once the treacherous darkness engulfed them he felt the agonizing pain of each strike her hands
and feet delivered to him before he could reach his goggles and weapons. His salvation was the lights that
came back on. Bile rose in his throat and then rage filled his thoughts.

Black Rose bitch! he screamed silently at the cocky grin his nightmares kept replaying, and now,
even his waking hours were being taken over with her face.

"Captain Miller here, Decker. What did you find?" The cool voice broke through his darkness
replacing it with a different type of fear.

"No...light.. .to...see...anything," he panted, struggling unsuccessfully to keep fear out of his
voice.

This was Captain Miller's undisputed territory and he didn't fear Alan Fermin. He was also the
bitches CO. His fury moved to Alan Fermin who would not challenge the captain's authority on this
forsaken lump of dirt. The Black Rose captain didn't take carelessness lightly, especially when a life was
lost. If the captain knew he was responsible for unsealing the door to the contaminated room he would find
himself abandoned surface side, and his last moments of life would be face down looking through a visor
crusted over with the shimmering dirt that he had been introduced to on his first transportation down to the
surface. As memories of this humiliation - falling to his face in a screaming panic when the unfamiliar
weight descended upon him - overlapped his fear of abandonment, his knees shook so hard he slid down
the wall.

"We've sealed the room from the other side of the maintenance panels," the voice went on. "The
corridor should be breathable in about twenty minutes. How's your air?" he asked in a mild voice.

Decker bumped to the floor, jarring him to alertness. He lifted his arm to check his gauges. He
couldn't read out of the fogged faceplate.

18



Merkers Outpost | Christie

The captain didn't wait for an answer, but continued. "As soon as we get the corridor secured,
we'll send a team to you. Out."”

If I were one of his Spartans he would have found a way to bring me a fresh tank! He'll not win
this one!

When the hatch finally opened, Captain Miller, accompanied by a small group from security,
found him lying on his back. By his gauges, he was still alive.

"Get him back to Spinners sickbay, Sarg. Corporal Anders, check on the other one up the hall.
Lance Corporal Drewer, call the teams in. We have some damage control to do before the auction.”

"Yes, sir. Sir, Commander Martinez is on his way down for a conference with Lord Chaney."
"Thanks for the information, soldier." Captain Miller nodded and walked back into the Com-C to look over
the control room one last time. A smug smile formed on the captain's lips. The way things were
developing, they were fitting nicely into his plans.
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Chapter 4

The cold stiff breeze from the direction of the tall mountain spires blanketed with snow sent
Alexandra's long orange tresses that were not weighted with beads and ribbons, into her face as she turned
her head to listen to the faint sounds of chanting. With practiced skill, she caught the wayward strands of
hair with one hand while holding her position on the rock with the other. Her grandfather sat next to her.

"M'dearie, now pay attention. This is very important,” he urged her.

But Alexandra continued to look for the source of the chanting.

"All right then, Alexandra," he nodded at his distracted granddaughter, "listen to the music, but
focus on the sound in here, m'dearie.” A finger touched her below her navel, at her dan tien. An ice-cold
energy vibrated through her from the point he touched and up her spine, and then shot out through her
head. It took her breath away.

"Breathe deep, m'dearie. Ya need to breathe deeper.” His fingertip touched points on her
stomach, her chest, her throat, and forehead and then rested gently on her head. A painfully bright light
flashed between her eyes, while a loud pop sounded in her ears. Beneath her, the earth moved, and she lost
her balance.

Lieutenant Montran woke instantly, throwing her arms out on both sides to stop the fall. The
room light brightened as her bios leaped from sleep to an awakened state. Disorientated, she lay with her
arms splayed at her sides and her body firmly pressed into the bed. The intense humming in her body
receded to a tingling in her fingers and the bottoms of her feet. As awareness of surroundings penetrated
through her sleep-fogged mind she remembered she was on Merkers Outpost. Rising on one elbow, she
glanced at her timepiece. A little over eight stan hours had passed. This was the longest she had slept in
ages!

Slept! I'm on a strange planet...alone!...and I went to sleep! I'm lucky | didn't wake up to a
weapon stuck up my nose.

M'dearie, give yerself a break. Ya hardly could pin one lid back while ya let the other droop,
now could ya? Yer eyeballs would have rolled back inside yer head.

True, Harry, | would not have been able to stay awake...but..."

M'dearie, why are ya bein' so hard on yerself? Don't ya think ya deserve some sleep in a nice
comfortable bed? Would ya rather have slept on the couch?

A thin smile formed on her lips. Reluctantly, she let the self-recriminations go. Stretching,
muscles absorbed the rush of blood, giving her a charge of energy. Lying still for a few moments, she let
fragments of her dreams turn over in her mind. She sighed and closed her eyes.

Nightmares mixed with strange dreams. What is my lesson?

Most of the times she couldn't make any sense of what she remembered.

Patience, m'dearie," her grandfather's voice reassured her. Yer time is not yet.

Time. I'm not so sure | want it to be my time, Harry. Portentous news like that can be likened to a
siren's howl.

Ahh, yes, m'dearie. The question for the wary: is it a warnin® or a cry of what has already come
about? There is no harm in yer wantin' ta know the full picture. No harm indeed.

Well, at least I'm off that freighter.

Indeed, it's a good riddance. That place was like havin' a flock of them carcass birds studin’ ya.
And with ya not getting' enough restful sleep...it didn't do yer soul a bit of good, m'dearie.

And no remembered dreams, Harry. For me that's unusual. However, with the likes of the nightmares,
maybe I'm better off not dreaming. I'm gonna have to talk to a shri. | don't want to go back to a
counselor...too much work and it hasn't stopped the dreams.

Dreams, m'dearie, are like a maze. A guide is handy if ya can find the right one. So, what's yer
plan fer taday?

A maze? Like a labyrinth, huh, Harry? What sort of monster is at the center? Myself...that was
the answer | was taught. | don't see myself wearing any horn between my eyes in this life. Eh? Yet...the
characters in my dreamscape are supposed to represent different aspects of me. Gawds! | don't even want
to go there. And that's about what a counselor is going to point out, Harry. Now a shri, they usually just
give you the short version of what needs to be done, and that's it. Either you do it or not. No difference to
them. Gawds. I'm rattling on here like a brainless twit. Got to get up and get moving.
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She rolled out of bed and glanced around her sleeping area for a place to begin her morning
exercises.

Looks like there's enough room to do some warm-ups and see just what three months of inactivity
has done to my response time and stamina.

""Store the bed," she ordered aloud. As an afterthought, "Open the bathing room door." It would
be nice to smell the healthy vegetation as she did her morning workout.

With the bed retracted into its wall space, she had plenty of room. Standing very still, she
centered herself with her breathing. She then opened her eyes and started to move slowly into the first
pose, greeting the spirit of T'ai. She was halfway through the Qi Quong breathing meditation when she felt
another's presence. ..nothing solid that she could put her finger on. Was it next to her? No, it was all
around her. Sensing no danger, she accepted its light touch. The consciousness had the feeling
of...constant flux...chaos...and dimly she was aware that it monitored, maintained and...

It's the consciousness of the planet!

She chuckled to herself. She had not done this for a long time. Too long. Breathing in deep, she
let her surprise settle into a passive observation, believing that her own need to reconnect with her home
planet may have triggered this connection. The reconnection was a species compellation that she had been
putting off for years. It was her cousin/brother's official dispatch for her appearance that was a partial
excuse she used for her request for a month's leave. The request certainly wasn'thing new in a galactic
military where some members home planets were more than a month's travel from where they were
stationed for duty.

Lieutenant Montran moved her arms and legs into the next stance breathing in and out. If the
touch remained, she didn't notice as her attention returned to her breathing.

Her prayer mantra signaled the ending of her meditation followed by five breaths, where she
remained still, letting the peaceful feeling absorb her; something she had missed for more than three
months. Slowly, she opened her eyes to the jungle in the bathing room. Again she breathed in the smell of
the moist dirt and blooms. Realizing she had been living on ships and space stations for too long.

This is s000, very nice, she admitted to herself, and then laughed. | don't think I've ever heard of
anyone sharing their bathing facilities with their arboretum, but I guess in limited space, fertilizing... All
right, Lieut you don't need to go there. Get yourself into gear.

For the next standard hour and a half, in a more rigorous workout that called for strikes, kicks and
spins in the air, she tested her stamina, balance and flexibility, moving from one degree of kata to another.
She was disappointed that before she got to the eighth degree, she was feeling breathless, her muscles were
burning and they were tight.

"Oh, joy!" she bent over panting. Three months and I've fallen behind. Lieutenant Commander
Neilson will have me running with the new recruits. And I'll bet those greenies will be dying to embarrass
a ranking officer.

Aside from that, she was happy to work out again...and happy about the space...and the bathing
facilities, and being off the freighter, Spinners Tale.

She used the toilet faculties, and while taking a quick shower, planned what she needed to do.

Okay, clothes and food. Then I will check this place out closer. | need to find out who runs this
nice hotel and thank her, him, or them. Then...find out just what Spinners Tale is doing here. It can't be
legal. Oh, and contact my