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Chapter 1
Pursuit
 
 
            “Pour on the juice, Lieutenant! Don’t let them get away!”
            “Aye, sir!”
            Lt. Kelen Chambliss pressed the palm of her hand down on the sensitive touchpad in front of her, her eyes glued to the screen in front of her. The Seneecian ship continued to bob and weave as it tried to evade them. Behind her, she could hear Captain Arvey barking orders.
            “Fullgrath! Where the hell are our cannons?”
            “Almost at full strength, sir!” The weapons master sounded tinny above the roar of the engines as the pursuit continued.
            Kelen rolled the fingers of her right hand up the slide, increasing their speed another quarter urg, and hoped it would be enough. It was quickly becoming too difficult to concentrate on trying to overtake the sleek enemy vessel, with the way it undulated through the nebula like an oiled snake.
            As if reading her mind, the long, thin ship suddenly made a full ninety-degree turn and shot off in a new direction. She cursed under her breath as Dayall voiced everyone’s thoughts.
            “Damn sneeks! Chambliss!”
            “On it, sir!” she barked, already manipulating the less agile Manta to keep up. On her screen, the black enemy vessel was re-entering open space. Once it did, it would become harder to track visually. She called out to her navigator sitting a few feet away. “Jules!”
            “Stay on it, Kel! I’m watching your back!” Jules tersely replied.
            Without warning, the nebula dissipated. With the celestial fogbank gone, Kelen rolled the slide for more speed, and the Manta began to gain ground. This time, the craft was maintaining a straight course, without making any further zigs or zags. Captain Arvey asked the navigator the question she was thinking.
            “Where’s this thing headed, Lieutenant?”
            “If it keeps the same heading, the Pars Ambers sector.”
            “Pars Ambers?” Dayall repeated. “Why are they leading us away from their own air space?”
            “Who the hell knows and cares?” Arvey growled. “Chambliss! More speed!”
            “I’m pushing her up to eighteen urgs, Captain!”
“She’s not built to sustain this acceleration for long!” Jules yelled.
            The navigator didn’t have to say that last part, but Kelen felt he needed to. Captain Arvey may be an excellent warship captain, but when he got riled or excited, sometimes he needed someone to jolt him with a little flash of reality to remind him there were limitations. Of course, that didn't mean he had to listen. This time, however, it seemed to do the trick.
            “Acknowledged, Jules. Engineering!”
            “Engineering. Mellori.”
            “How are we doing down there?”
            “We have signs of overheating, Captain. Can we cut it down a notch?”
            Instead of answering, Arvey switched communications. “Fullgrath!”
            “Cannons are fixed and now coming on line. Armed and ready, Captain!”
            “Fullgrath! Fire at will! Knock those sons of bitches out of space. Or at least disable their ship!”
            “Aye, Captain!”
            Kelen instantly compensated for the little kick the Manta would make when its guns were fired. Her left thumb pressed at the heel of the touchpad at the exact moment, negating the lurch. 
            The Seneecian ship rolled sideways, going belly-up seconds before the warheads reached it. But it didn’t change direction. Kelen started to see if she couldn’t press another ten percent out of the struggling engines, when she felt a shudder go through the ship. She paused in surprise. An instant later, Jules almost screamed in her ear.
            “Oh, God! Hard up! Hard up!”
            She acted instinctively, slamming the heel of her hand on the bottom edge of the touchpad without questioning the navigator’s cry. 
            The anomaly appeared at the top right-hand portion of the view screen. Colors of all hues and variation swirled with a brightness that momentarily blinded everyone until the ship compensated, darkening the main screen.
            The ship lurched, as if someone had grabbed it and jerked it to one side. Claxons went off, warning of a major hull breach. In the next instant, all the lights went out.
            The anomaly flooded space with its intensity. But that was the least of her worries. For some inexplicable reason, the Manta was sliding sideways, directly into the thick of the unexplainable object.
            “Full power, Chambliss! Get this ship out of its grasp!” Arvey yelled.
            “I’m trying, sir!”
            The war craft was sluggish. Regardless of what she tried to do, the sleek, Corsair model could only minimally respond. Gritting her teeth, Kelen continued to struggle with the controls, but even the touchpad felt stiff beneath her hand.
            “Jules, where’s our quarry?” Arvey inquired.
            “Hard to tell, sir.”
Kelen squinted into the morass, but was unable to spot the long black craft. She wondered if the Seneecians had also been caught up in this mess, or if they’d managed to elude it when the anomaly engulfed its pursuer. 
“Chambliss! Why aren’t we away?” the captain barked.
“Engines aren’t responding,” she snapped back.  
“Mellori! Engine report!”
“They’re grinding away, Captain! But I’m afraid it’s a losing battle!”
“Chambliss!”
The engines were doing their duty, so the man was assuming she wasn’t doing hers. Biting back a quick retort, she shook her head. “That thing has us! We aren’t making any headway!”
The Manta suddenly shuddered, throwing everyone back and forth, and tossing those who weren’t buckled in their seats across the bridge. The ship lurched again, and this time the gravity units failed.
Amid the chaos, all personnel tried to remain calm. Within a matter of seconds, what had appeared to be an all-out chase and destroy of an enemy vessel had become a matter of survival. The Seneecian vessel was no longer a priority. Escaping the anomaly was.
“We’ve lost life support!” Bertriol hollered. No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the low rumble which had always filled the ship vanished.
Kelen gasped at the realization. The engines were off-line. The Manta was literally floating like debris inside the strange cloud which had enveloped them.
Arvey yelled something at her, but it didn’t register. Frantically, she worked the controls, trying to get a response, any kind of response, from the ship. She wasn’t aware of the navigator calling her name until he reached over the console and whacked her on the arm. She glanced up at him.
“Can you bear sixteen degrees starboard?”
“I can’t bear a sixth of a degree anywhere!” she told him. “Not without the engines.”
An idea flashed in her mind. Something she’d been taught in pilot school, but never actually used. Not even in simulation. Taking her hand away from the accelerator, she flipped the toggle on the intercom.
“Mellori! This is Chambliss.”
“Mellori here,” the head of engineering answered.
“Do the brakes work?”
It took the man exactly one second to get where she was heading. “Hold!” He was back less than a minute later. “You have brakes!”
Quickly, she thumbed the controls from the engines to the braking system with a swipe of her left thumb, then pushed the power bars upward with her right.
The ship jiggled as it blew itself into reverse. Gradually, there was the sensation of listing to one side. Kelen snatched the slight advantage and turned the vessel in that direction, allowing whatever pull of gravity that had a hold on the Manta to steer it out of the anomaly. 
“Sweet move, Kel,” her navigator murmured where only she could hear.
“We’re not out of the woods yet,” she whispered back. 
The vessel was moving, but at an extremely slow speed. But it was moving, nonetheless. And that was better than being at a dead standstill, at the whim of space and all its invisible currents.
Kelen opened her mouth to ask Jules what was pulling them, but Arvey beat her to it. “Where are we headed, Jules?” he asked again.
“Unable to tell, sir. Not until we get clear of this anomaly.”
“What is that thing, anyhow? Anyone know?” Dayall questioned.
“Sir!” Bertriol’s voice crackled with tension. “Food converters are completely nonfunctional. Water systems are nonfunctional.”
“Give me some good news,” Arvey ordered.
“Oxygen levels are at seventy-one percent, but the circulatory respirators are nonfunctional as well. Unless we can get those back online soon, we’re going to deplete all O2 reserves in less than three hours.”
Before the captain could comment, the ship did a complete somersault. But this time the crew was prepared. Their temporary harnesses held as the Manta began to do a type of crazy, whirling dance. Outside the ship, the colors swirled and mingled, but they didn’t mix. Reds pierced blues without changing into purple. Same for when yellows appeared to swallow blues, with no sign of green.
“Sir! I think I have a fix on the source of the gravitational field,” Jules announced.
“You think you have a fix?”
His scornful tone made Kelen glad she wasn’t the target. It was all she could do to keep the ship from spiraling out of control. Using the brakes to change their course had been a tricky and questionable maneuver, but it had worked. For how long remained to be seen.
Just as suddenly as the anomaly had appeared, it vanished completely. It was then Jules began screaming in her ear.
“Wormhole! Wormhole! Pull out! Pull out, for God’s sake, Kel!”
In the back of her mind, she realized they should have suspected it as the source of the gravitational field. The anomaly had totally masked the thing’s appearance.
People yelled in fear and confusion. Captain Arvey screamed at her to get the ship away, but he must have known all efforts would be useless at this point. She fought the controls, but without full engine power, there was no way she could get the ship out of the thing’s clutches. Futility, she beat on the touchpad as if by some miracle it would reactivate the drive. Tears stung her eyes. She swiped at them with the back of her hand and stared at the gaping maw of swirling darkness now off-centered on her view screen.
Inexorably, the ship accelerated toward the wormhole. As its speed increased, the hole widened like an animal readying to swallow its prey. The bridge took on an eerily silent sound, although Kelen could see that people were still yelling. Still waving their arms in panicked fear. But their movements were slowing the faster the Manta dove toward the hole. Voices dropped in timbre, spoken words mumbled thick as soup.
She tried to turn her head back to her station, but it felt as though it was taking her hours to make the simple twist. From the corner of her eye, she saw Jules trying to pinpoint their coordinates. In the fractured light emanating off his own view screen, she could see the glistening of tears on his face.
The last thing she saw before the warship was swallowed was a distant glint sparkling in the furthest recesses of the hole’s throat. Before she could fathom what it was, the Manta disappeared forever from that region of space, never to be heard from again.
 



Chapter 2
Survivors
 
 
            All she could hear was absolute silence. Kelen opened her eyes to find herself lying sideways across her console, which was also tilted at an odd angle. Which made no sense, unless…
            We’ve crash landed. The ship’s on the ground.
            She tried to raise her head. A shaft of pain streaked through her brain and down her spine. She moaned, and even that small effort hurt.
            “Oh, God, what’s wrong with me?”
            She managed to turn her face slightly to the right to survey more of the damage. The only light source came from the small blue emergency lights which ringed the outer perimeter of the floor, but most of those were either burned out or covered. It was difficult to differentiate between what was a shadow and what was not, even as her eyes grew accustomed to the near dark.
The Manta wasn’t built to land on terrain. It was an orbiting vessel with a compliment of smaller ground craft made to handle any planet landing needed. As a frightening stillness blanketed the atmosphere, there was no denying the Manta no longer patrolled space.
            She heard a groan coming from behind her. Gritting her teeth, she unbuckled her harness, almost falling out of her seat. Undoubtedly, wherever they’d crashed, there was gravity. And comparable to that of her home world.
            The groan came again, close by. There was a movement from underneath a pile of panels, which had fallen from the bridge’s ceiling. Stepping carefully onto the broken sheets, Kelen pushed aside what she could, until a hand waved at her.
            “Kel?”
            “Jules!”
            Seeing him trapped beneath the wreckage infused her with enough strength to slide the debris off and away from the navigator, allowing him enough room to finish freeing himself. He grabbed Kelen’s proffered hand and hauled his own bruised and battered body to a standing position.
            “What the hell happened?” he whispered, swiping at a streak of blood running down the side of his face. “Where are we? Did we crash?”
            “Appears that way.”
            “Did anyone else make it?”
            “I don’t know. I was just coming around when I heard you.”
            She gingerly made her way across the bridge, looking for others. Something fell from the right side, an area that was higher than where she stood. “Hello?” She called out, hoping someone else answered. Or at least made a sound to let her know another person had survived. 
            “H-help.”
            “Commander Dayall!”
            Moving across the littered area was like trying to maneuver through a mine field. Just when she thought she had solid footing, it would slide or cave in. Worse, the pieces were jagged or sharply edged metal. Twice she sliced open her hand when she threw out her arms to prevent herself from falling.
            She discovered the commander partially hanging from his safety straps where he’d attached himself to one of the console stations. By the way his arm swung in front of his body, she could tell it had either been pulled from its socket, or was broken.
            “Hold on, Commander! Jules, come help me get him down.”
            “How are we going to do that? He’s too far up. Neither of us are tall enough to reach those straps to undo them.”
            She glanced around the littered area. “What if we piled some of those larger pieces to where I can get to him?”
            Jules shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. You could slip and fall, and cut yourself even worse than you already have.”
            The comment made her glance at her left hand where two narrow but deep puncture wounds were dripping blood on to the floor. The adrenalin pumping through her body had kept her from noticing the pain. Now she understood why everything she touch slipped out of her grasp. Tearing off a piece of her shirt from underneath her uniform vest, she wrapped it around her palm. 
            “We have to try. You can’t do it. You weigh more than me, and this stuff may not support you. Hurry!”
            Jules sighed loudly and crawled over to where she was tugging on a section of what used to be a monitor. Between the two of them, they finally were able to build a tall enough structure for her to reach the semi-conscious man. With the navigator holding her legs to help keep her steady, Kelen climbed on top of the precarious mound until she could release the buckles holding Dayall in place. Carefully, she undid the straps until the man slid from the harness, down to where Jules could grab him and ease him onto the floor.
            Dayall looked around in confusion. A huge knot was already growing on the side of his head where he’d either bang it against the bulkhead, or was struck by something flying loose.
            “Where’s the captain?”
            “Last I knew, he was in his seat,” Jules answered.
            She and the navigator followed Dayall as he tried to walk over the mess of broken hull and displays. He fell once, uttering a profanity Kelen didn’t think the man had ever used. When they reached the area where the captain’s seat should be located, they began removing the heavy pieces. They soon found Nathan Arvey, or what was left of him. A piece of what appeared to have been part of a wall had sliced him diagonally from his right neck to his left hip. By the lack of blood no longer oozing from the gash, she could tell it must have happened upon impact. Glancing around the area, it made her wonder how long they’d been down.
            “Guess that means you’re in charge,” Jules noted to the commander.
            Dayall glanced around. “Let’s see who is still alive.  You two try to find Bertriol. I’m going to see if I can reach anybody via the intercom.”
            “Power’s completely out,” Kelen informed him. 
            “The emergency systems appears to be working,” Dayall pointed out, looking at the blue lights. “I should at least be able to do an all-call. Even if they can’t respond, they can meet us at a designated location.”
            Kelen nodded. “Where will that be, sir? We don’t know what condition the rest of the ship’s in.”
            “Found him!” Jules called from the other side of where his navigational console used to be.
            “Is he alive?” Dayall asked.
            Jules checked, then nodded. In the dim blue light, he resembled an iridescent ghost. “He seems to be breathing okay. I think he was just knocked unconscious like the rest of us.”
            “See if you can wake him and get him on his feet. We can’t stay here.” The man reached for the intercom located next to the captain’s chair and swiveled it around to where he could use it. Swiping the screen, he spoke into the microphone. “This is Commander Dayall. If anyone can hear me, please try to make your way to the nearest intercom and respond. Let us know if you’re injured, and how many of you survived. I repeat. This is Commander Dayall. Please try to answer this summons. Or try to make some noise if you’re trapped or unable to move. We’ll try to make our way through the ship to rescue you.”
            “Commander?”
            Dayall glanced up to where Kelen was standing over by the sensors monitor. “What? What do you see?”
            She continued to stare in disbelief at the readings. Her gut tightened at the realization of how bad things really were at the moment. “We’re at six percent oxygen, Commander. The ship’s lost all reserves, and every system is dead.” She looked over at him just as the emergency lights began to grow noticeably dimmer. “The ship is dead, Commander. Totally dead,” she whispered.
            A moment later, they were engulfed in total darkness.



Chapter 3
Damage
 
 
            “Let’s head for the docking bay,” Dayall ordered. “We need to get our protective gear on ASAP. There’s no telling what kind of radiation or other organisms may be creeping into this ship. We have to assume the Manta is no longer safe.”
            He started toward the doors leading to the rest of the ship, blindly feeling his way amid the debris field. Kelen knew she could also find her way to any place on the vessel blindfolded. But the massive chunks of broken metal and other debris, and the twisted pieces that had once been a warship, made the going suicidal. To give herself a little more protection, she ripped off another piece of her shirt and wrapped her other hand.
            “What are you doing?” Jules whispered from somewhere to her left.
            “Wrapping my hands so I don’t cut them up any further.”
            “Good idea,” Dayall remarked. Both men stopped to follow her suggestion.
            She and Jules supported the injured systems operator between them. Bertriol faded in and out of consciousness, but remained cognizant enough to move his feet, without them needing to carry or drag him. Kelen could smell blood coming from the man. But without any light or medical supplies, there was no way she could help him.
            The place was eerily silent. The gentle hum and vibration she was accustomed to feeling emanating from the ship was no longer there. Kelen fought the dizziness that threatened to overtake her as she and Jules followed Dayall out of the bridge and into the main corridor. 
            Normally, a Corsair warship held a compliment of anywhere from a dozen to sixteen crewmembers. It was a bare bones operation. Every crew member held qualifications two, sometimes three highly skilled positions to keep staffing to a minimum.
            Ahead of her, she could hear Dayall breathing heavily as he stumbled around in the dark. Being second in line to the captaincy was not the man’s actual position. His primary job was communications. For every function needed to run the ship, one person manned it, and another person was trained to take over for him in the event an injury or accident left someone incapacitated. She paused to get a handle on how Jules was faring. Although he was the ship’s navigator, he was also the backup pilot. Same as she had been trained to be the backup navigator should something happen to him.
Bertriol’s arms felt limp across her shoulders. His hand flapped against her neck. “How you doing, Nave?”
“Just peachy, Kel.” The man’s voice sounded thick. She could tell he was fighting consciousness.
Ahead of them, she heard Dayall stop and begin pounding on a doorway. “Fuck. It won’t open without power,” he commented.
            Kelen tried to get a sense of her surroundings. They should be near the medical bay. “What if we try to pry it open?”
            “Could Sandow still be alive?” Jules questioned.
            In answer, the commander pounded on it again. “Sandow! Can you hear me? Kuralt?” They paused to wait for a response. There was none.
            Kelen heard a movement. Something metal slid across metal.
            “Jules, come help me with this. I think I have it in the slit. Push away from you. Let’s see if we can’t bust this door open.”
            She felt the navigator brush past her, leaving the systems operator to lean heavily against her. She struggled against the man’s weight and stepped away to give the two men room. Her back pressed against the bulkhead behind her, and she reached out to touch the bulging hull. A shiver went through her. In her mind’s eye she could imagine how damaged the ship was on the inside. It made her wonder what the damage looked like from the outside. More importantly, she wondered if there was any chance they could repair the vessel.
            And do what? Return home? How? The last thing she remembered before blacking out was the all-encompassing, bottomless throat of that wormhole that sucked the Manta down like it was a juicy drink inside a straw.
            There was a squeal as the door protested against the makeshift crowbar. Then a crack. What followed was the almost silent hiss of the portal being slid into the wall recess. Immediately, the smell of chemicals assailed them, forcing Kelen to cover her nose with her sleeve.
            “Think they could still be alive in there?” Jules asked, his voice muffled. She heard him and the commander cough.
            “We have to be sure,” Dayall told him.
            “How are we going to breathe in there? The fumes…”
            Dayall took a deep breath and tried to enter the medical bay. But within seconds he was back, wheezing.
            “If they were in there, they wouldn’t have survived,” he admitted. “Help me close this door. We have to keep the air as pure as we can.”
            The two men struggled with the door, but it proved futile. The noxious odors continued to pour out of the lab. Eventually, Kelen felt a tug on her arm as Dayall led them away, toward the mess hall.
            The term mess hall was a misnomer on a ship the size of the Manta. It was actually a small room containing food replicators and four tables, each table sporting four seats. When it wasn’t in use for dining, it served as a meeting room, as it could hold all of the ship’s crew at one time.
            Finding the door already separated from the wall, they managed to squeeze inside. A bright beam of light suddenly appeared from somewhere inside the room. Whoever was holding it held kept the light aimed toward the floor, but it still took Kelen and the others a few seconds for their eyes to adjust.
            “Who the…” Dayall exclaimed, holding a hand up to shield his face.
            “Commander?” 
            “Dox?”
            “Yes! Dox!” The light moved over to land upon Kelen, then Jules. It shone out into the hallway as Dox checked to see who else was with them. “Where is the captain?”
            “Captain Arvey’s dead. I’m in charge. Is there anyone else in here with you? Where’s Mellori?”
            “With the engines. He’s fighting the engines,” the little man answered.
            “Dox, have you seen anyone else? Or heard from them?” Kelen asked. 
            “Sid. I heard Sid. He talked to Paul.”
            “Are you alone in here?” Dayall inquired.
            “Yes. You said to meet, so I came to the meeting room.”
            The little man made perfect sense, Kelen realized. When the commander sent out the message, he did say they should meet. To Dox, that meant the mess hall.
Carefully, she and Jules managed to lower Bertriol to the floor. The man grunted with pain. Dox waved the tube light over the man’s body, allowing Kelen to finally see the large patch of blood around the man’s middle. A piece of metal was sticking out from between his ribs. Jules also saw the triangular section, and reached for it. She slapped the navigator’s hand out of the way before he could touch it.
            “If you pull it out, it could bleed out,” she told him.
            The man nodded. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking straight. Sorry.”
            A noise came from outside the room. Everyone stopped to listen, to try and figure out what could be causing the sounds.
            “That’s Paul,” Dox announced matter-of-factly.
            Dayall and Jules hurried over to shove the door further open as the engineering and weapons specialists came into the room, their arms weighed down with equipment. Right behind them was Finn Sandow, the ship’s physician.
            “Finn! You’re alive!” Kelen cried out with relief.
            “Just barely,” the middle-aged doctor replied. He quickly scanned each individual, checking for injuries, when he spotted Bertriol. Immediately, he knelt in front of the man to tend to him.
            “We passed Cooter on the way here,” Fullgrath informed them. “He was going to check on the terrain. See what we’re up against. He said he’d meet us by the airlock. Where’s the captain?”
            “He didn’t make it,” Kelen replied. “What about Perth?”
            “That part of the ship completely pancaked,” Mellori said. “There’s no way I could get to her to see if she survived. Not without some heavy-duty equipment to lift all that mess off of her.”
            “Do you know if Kuralt made it?” Sandow questioned. He paused and glanced up at the commander. “I take it you stopped by medical on the way here?”
            Dayall nodded. “We tried, but the place was filled with fumes. We couldn’t go in to check. We assumed you and Kuralt were dead.”
            The doctor sadly shook his head. “I was in engineering tending to a burn on Stout’s leg when I blacked out.” He sighed. “We’re lucky any of us made it. What happened?”
            “We went through a wormhole,” Kelen explained. “We got caught in some kind of gravitational pull when we entered that anomaly, and the damn thing sucked us into it.”    
            Sandow looked at Jules. “Any idea where we are now?”
            Jules gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine. We could be in the same general vicinity, or parsecs from where we were.”
            “One thing’s for certain. We can’t stay in this ship. The engines are damaged to the point where they could become lethal.”
            “Well, if we’re going to go anywhere, I need to take care of Nave’s injury first. Everyone take off your vests and hand them to me so I can use them as compresses,” the doctor ordered.
            They removed their outer vests and handed them to Sandow, who murmured encouragement to the systems operator.
            “Are you going to take that piece of shrapnel out of him?” Jules asked softly.
            “Not until I can get him under a good light so I can examine him. Luckily, my portable scanners seemed to have survived the crash. Commander? You’re next. Come over here so I can wrench that shoulder back into place.” 
            Mellori produced two more tube lights from his belt and handed one to Jules as Fullgrath dumped what they’d been carrying onto the floor. Kelen recognized the transparent skins.
            “I want everyone into a suit. We’ve lost all power, including our oxygen regenerator, and it’s already getting stuffy in here,” Dayall commented.
            Kelen sniffed the rankness as she reached for a skin. The carbon dioxide would continue to build up, making the ship’s atmosphere unbreathable within a very short span of time.   
            “One problem,” Dox pointed out. “Not enough O2 in the suit. It will be gone in six hours.”
            “He’s right,” Mellori said. “We have to find someplace else, and quickly.”
            “What about supplies? Food? Water? Weapons?” Dayall asked.
            “I managed to salvage a few hand stars, but that’s all,” Fullgrath told them. 
            “I’ll see if I can find the emergency rations,” Kelen offered. “Let’s hope they’re still viable.”
            “I’ll help you look,” Jules added, and turned to begin searching behind the panel doors.
            With Dox’s assistance, the three of them were able to scrounge up several cartons of foodstuffs, including half a dozen packets of water. Dayall scrutinized the haul and sighed. Inside the transparent suit, his voice sounded distant.
            “It’s not much, but we’ll make do. Bertriol, can you walk? Or do we need to carry you out?”
            The man gave him a weak grin. “I can manage with a little help.”
            This time, Mellori and Fullgrath hoisted the man to his feet. As they led him out of the mess hall, Kelen and the rest loaded up a trundle with the food and water, and followed them.
            Once they reached the bay where the two ground crafts were stored, they could see more of the ship’s destruction. One sub ship lay on its side. The other was upside down. The head of security was crawling out of the smaller craft as they arrived. “Forget about using them,” he informed the group. “They’re permanently out of commission.”
            “Okay. Great. Now what?” Jules commented.
Kelen slowly pivoted around as the others flashed their tube lights around, surveying the damage. She paused, unable to believe what she was seeing, then pointed her finger overhead.
            “Hey, guys? Look.”
            The lights were shut off as everyone paused to stare in amazement at what was overhead. A large fissure had broken open in the hull. From where they stood, stars swam in sharp contract in the blackness of space.
            “Check your monitors,” Bertriol gasped.
            Kelen looked at her readout. “There’s an atmosphere!”
            “Dox, don’t!” Sandow yelled, but the little man had already undone the transparent hood on his suit. A beatific smile creased his face as he closed his eyes and took several deep breaths.
            “Smells good.” 
            They waited another few seconds to make sure the engineer didn’t have any adverse reactions. Then, slowly, one at a time, they each removed their hoods.
            Kelen breathed deeply. The air had a distinctive smell, but she couldn’t pinpoint what caused the odor. At that moment, it didn’t matter. What was important was that they had landed on an oxygen-rich planet that had a gravity they could withstand. Because they had air, the threat of death didn’t hover as close as it had. But there remained the problem of food and water. When those ran out, they’d find themselves back at square one. And that wasn’t counting what they’d find on this new world. What dangers would they encounter? What would the coming hours reveal?
            “What do you say we open the airlock and see what it looks like outside?” Dayall suggested.
            Kelen glanced at the readout on her space skin. “It’s twenty-two degrees Celsius outside.”
            “If you’re thinking of shucking your protective skin, Lieutenant, I strongly suggest otherwise,” the commander remarked. “I’d rather we not take any chances…other than what’s already been done.” He glared at Dox, making his meaning clear.
            Rather than argue with the man that noting the ambient temperature wasn’t implying they remove their suits, Kelen bit her lip and watched with a mixture of excitement and trepidation as Fullgrath and Mellori tackled the airlock, without any luck. Disgusted, the weapons master let go with a swear word and threw down the panel they’d used to try and pry open the door. 
            “Well, that way’s a no go,” Mellori remarked. “Any suggestions what we do now?”
            “Yes!”
            They turned to see Dox pointing upward at the fissure. 
            “That way.”
            Dayall snorted. “All right. Unless someone has a better idea, let’s gather what we can and build a ladder. And, Dox? Because it was your suggestion, you get to go first.”
            Kelen laughed as the little man gave a cheer and hurried off to find adequate material.
 



Chapter 4
Signals
 
 
            He came out of his stupor at the sound of someone calling his name. Kyber tried to sit up, but a heavy weight prevented him from moving. As feeling came back into his arms, he managed to bring them underneath his chest. Bracing against whatever he was lying on, he pressed upward.
            The weight shifted, then slid to one side. The crash sounded muffled. Kyber glanced up as bright light swept across his face and shoulders. Squinting, he held up a hand to keep from being blinded.
            “Por D’har! Oh, thank the four gods you’re alive!”
            “Massapa?”
            He heard the man tugging on something. Finally able to rear up, Kyber stared at what lay before him.
            “We crashed, didn’t we?” he asked the guard.
            In answer, another huge sheet of metal fell away, landing with a loud thud and a cloud of dust. Coughing, Kyber tried lifting his legs, when pain jabbed him in the hip. Reaching down, he discovered he’d been pierced with a piece of the metal. From the pattern on it, it appeared to be from the life pod. Jiggling it slightly, he hoped it hadn’t penetrated too far. He took the chance and slowly pulled it out. Four inches. It had gone in four inches. And now it’s bleeding like a gakking rammit. Worse, because of the wound’s location, he couldn’t tie anything around it to stop the slow but steady stream of blood streaking down his leg. Kyber peered closer at the slit, pressing one talon against the cut. The pain wasn’t intense, which was good. It meant the damage was minimal. And because it was running down his leg instead of spurting proved he didn’t have a ruptured blood vessel.
            “Kyber, is that blood? You’re injured!” Massapa flashed the light over the bright red stains smeared across the uniform.
            “Yes, but it’s nothing. The life pod protected me from more serious consequences. How about you?”
            The guard bobbed his head. “I wrenched my ankle. I woke up on my knees. They’re swollen, as well, but I can manage.” The man pulled away another piece of the life pod. When it fell, Kyber gasped. Massapa chuckled at his expression. “Welcome to the arse of the universe.”
            Climbing through the opening the man had made, Kyber stopped to stare at the vast, empty plain surrounding them. The night sky was perfuse with stars, their icy white lights stretching from one horizon to the other. Kyber straightened when his feet found purchase on the thin soil and he turned around in a complete circle, taking in the barren locale.
            “Where is your life pod?”
            Massapa pointed to an area off to his left. “That way. About six majuurs back. I’m glad I found you. Yours was the only signal I could get.” He held up a palm-size navigational aid that linked all pods.
            Kyber reentered his life ship and searched for his own link. Unfortunately, the console had been crushed during landing. There was no way he could get to it. Even if he could, there was no guarantee the link would work. He paused and took a deep breath, when it struck him.
            “There’s an atmosphere.”
            Massapa snickered. “Dia Mose blessed us. Otherwise, we would have died when our pods split open.” 
            Kyber sucked in another breath. “And it’s warm. It has a temperate climate.”
The guard held up his link as he continued to survey the terrain. “I’m getting another signal.”
            “From where?”
            The man pointed. “It’s weak, but so was yours. It took me more than three huntas to walk here.” Placing the unit in the small pouch attached to his belt, Massapa bent to pick up a satchel and drape it over his head. “In my opinion, there’s no sense coming back here. You might want to gather all the rations you can find before we head out.”
            Kyber agreed, nodding instead of answering and dove back inside the demolished craft to gather the small packets of food and liquid that, miraculously, were still located inside their bins. Shoving them inside a similar satchel, he dropped the carrier over his head. Lastly, he attached his hand weapon to his belt and went to join his fellow crewmember. Together, they began walking in the direction where they hoped to find another life pod.
            “What was that thing that overtook us?” Massapa asked after a while.
            Kyber shook his head. “It came upon us too fast for the ship to read it. Besides, I was busy trying to get that Terran ship off our butts.” His wound had started bleeding again, and it was affecting his gate. Kyber caught himself starting to limp. A glance at the guard showed the man was also showing signs of his injuries. Yet, it was not his place to question the guard’s physical appearance, or make it be known he was aware that the man was less than fully capable of doing his job. Massapa had every right to point out Kyber’s wound earlier, and to answer his superior’s question about himself. That was considered fact checking. But to insinuate that either of them were becoming too weak to perform his duties was a gross insult. Not to mention punishable by challenge.
            Massapa mumbled something under his breath, too soft for Kyber to hear. “What was that?” he asked.
            “I said gakking skints. I’m willing to want to bet they had something to do with that thing that downed our ship. What do you think?”
            Kyber shook his head. “I don’t know what to think at this point. I’m just glad the d’har ordered us into our life pods when he did.”
            “Do you believe the ship made it?”
            “Not if the pods were ejected. The ship’s programmed to eject them if it detects a major hull breach.” Kyber reflected back on those last few moments before he was thrown out into the cosmos. “I remember looking back at the Ist Umberu, right before I lost consciousness. I could see it being torn apart as it started to go into that creature’s mouth.”
            “As did our life pods.”
            Nodding, Kyber said no more as he sank into his own thoughts.
            They must have walked a good eight or more majuurs before they spotted a beacon in the distance. Homing in on it, they came upon another pod, but this time there were three others gathered around it. The men greeted each other with relief.
            “It’s good to know you survived, Por D’har,” Gaveer said with a big grin that revealed his teeth.
            Kyber glanced at the other two. “Is this it? Is this all who’ve managed to survive?”
            Isup sighed. “It was Dia Mose who gathered us together. Gaveer found me, and we came across Tojun’s pod as my nav unit gave out.”
            “My unit fried upon impact,” Gaveer noted. He bore a huge welt on the side of his face. Dried blood streaked his hair, neck, and shoulders.
            “As did mine,” Tojun told him.
            Kyber looked at the pod where they were gathered. “This is Ononont’s life pod. Where…” He started to inspect the craft, when Isup raised an arm to bar his way.
            “Ononont didn’t make it.”
            “Por D’har?”
            Kyber turned to find Massapa checking his unit. The consternation on the guard’s face told him everything.
            “Your unit’s out?”
            “Yes. But right before it did, I was getting a strange reading.” 
            “Another pod?”
“I don’t believe so.” The man pointed to his right. “That way, approximately six or so majuurs. I’m not sure, but it appeared to be some sort of structure.”
            “Structure?” two men echoed.
            “Inhabitants?” Kyber questioned.
            “I can’t confirm nor deny that, Por D’har,” Massapa apologized. “I was attempting to get a clearer signal when the unit died.”
            “What do we do, Por D’har?” Tojun asked. His face was pinched, and he was holding his left arm against his chest. The man was in pain. In fact, all of them were in poor shape. Massapa was close to collapsing.
            Kyber chewed over the possibilities. Even with their injuries, he knew they had no other choice. “We’re left with no way to track or find any of the other life pods. All we have is the possibility of a structure eight majuurs in that direction. We have to be on the defensive at all times. Given that we know nothing about this planet, we can’t stay out here in the open where we could become victimized by dangerous creatures. In the dark, we would be fair game. Plus, we need to find shelter from whatever weather this place has.” He nodded in the direction where Massapa had indicated. “We go there.”
            “And if this shelter is inhabited?” Isup questioned?
            Kyber pasted a grim smile on his face. “Then we fight for our safety. Gather up your supplies. We leave now.”
            He headed out across the vast, flat land without checking to see if the others were right behind him. He knew they would be. He was now their highest ranking officer, and they expected him to make the decisions that affected their lives and their future. But he would have to answer to those decisions if things went sour. 
For, like them, he was bound by the Seneecian code of honor given to them by their four gods. It was their way of life. And at that moment, they had little else to sustain them on this bleak and strange new world.



Chapter 5
Planet-side
 
 
            Kelen thought she was prepared to see what remained of the Manta. But as the tube lights flashed across the broken and jagged hull, she felt like crying. As well as she knew the ship, there was nothing recognizable in what she, and the others, saw. There was little doubt left in anyone’s mind that the crushed vessel was beyond repair.
            “It’s a miracle any of us survived that,” Jules whispered in awe.
            “It’s a bigger miracle we happened to land on a planet with a breathable atmosphere,” Mellori added. “I don’t recall there being any habitable planets in this system.”
            “We’re not in the Kor Hidris system,” Kelen told them.
            Fullgrath looked at her. “Run that by me again?”
            “We’re not in the Kor Hidris system,” Jules repeated.
            “Then where the hell are we?”
            “Inside the belly of a monster-sized wormhole,” Dayall answered.
            There was a pause as everyone chewed over the ramifications of his response. Kelen took that moment to sit on the ground, partly because her head continued to swim, and partly because her legs were about to give way. Jules joined her, and reached over to rub his sealed hand over the packed dirt. Picking up a handful, he crumbled it up and watched the dust fall between his fingers. The soil seemed to glitter in his gloved palm.
            “God, what I wouldn’t give for a working bio scanner at this moment,” he admitted.
            “Heads up, everyone!”
            They all turned to see Jamse Cooter striding toward them, his beloved pulse rifle in his hands. “Find anything?” Dayall asked the security officer.
            “Yeah. Lots of nothing for as wide as the eye can see. This place is as barren as any moon rock I’ve explored, and that’s what’s bothering me.”
            “How so?” the commander inquired.
            The big, brawling redhead waved a hand to indicate the expanse before them. “No vegetation. No signs of life. But this planet has an atmosphere. It doesn’t make sense.”
            “If there’s no water or vegetation to sustain life, by the natural order of things, it wouldn’t be inhabited,” Sandow remarked.
            “I know that, Doc. But have you ever heard of a planet with a breathable atmosphere and not one living organism to breathe it?”
            “Hey!”
            They turned to see Dox with an armload of scrap material. In fact, he was carrying so much salvaged equipment, he was having trouble not dropping anything. In spite of the problem, the man positively glowed with excitement. 
“What is it, Dox?” Kelen asked the little man.
            He held up his supplies. “Got enough to use,” he proudly remarked. 
            “That’s great, Dox,” Dayall commented. “But use them for what?”
            To answer, Dox carefully placed the odds and ends on the ground and pulled out a device from the little belt he’d strapped around his waist. “For lots of things. Like this.” He held it out for them to see. A little white light blinked steadily on the makeshift face.
            Mellori took it from the man and examined it. “Dox, is this a navigational unit?”
            “A what?” Jules hurried over to take it from the engineer. He stared at the contraption, then at Dox. “I don’t know how in hell you’re able to do what you do, Dox, but this is great!”
            “I done good,” the little man grinned.
            “Hell, yeah, you done good. Commander, we have a working navigational unit!” He tapped in a few commands on the tiny keyboard, then held the device steady as he slowly turned in a complete circle, panning the area. “And X marks the spot.”
            “You got something, Jules?” Fullgrath asked. 
            “I got a signal. It’s weak, but it’s definitely a homing beacon.”
            “A homing beacon? To what? To where?” Sandow questioned. 
            “So much for uninhabited,” Bertriol drily commented.
            “Commander?” Kelen waited for Dayall to give her his attention before continuing. “I’m not certain about this, but I would almost swear I saw the Seneecian ship get caught in the wormhole’s grasp.”
            “Could that be what you’ve located?” Cooter hefted his rifle, prepared to face their enemy.
            Jules shook his head in bewilderment, then looked at Dox. “Is this an emergency beacon?”
            Dox shrugged. “It’s an anything beacon.”
            “What does that mean?” Fullgrath gruffly asked.
            Dox’s reply was a puzzled stare.
            “It doesn’t matter,” Dayall stated. “Whether or not it’s the Seneecians, or something else, we can’t stay here. We’ve neither food nor water, nor adequate shelter to contain all of us. The sun, or however many stars this planet circles, should be coming up soon. With the land being this dry and barren, I’m guessing the temperatures could blister the skin off a ship’s hull. Even with our suits, I don’t want to take unnecessary risks.” He motioned toward the nav unit still in Jules’s hand. “Can you give us a bearing?”
            Jules grimaced. “Specifically? No. This world doesn’t seem to have any magnetic readings I can triangulate from. All I can tell you is…” He pointed a finger in a direction. “It’s that way.”
            “Any idea how far?”
            “Two, maybe three miles.”
            “Thank God this planet has an atmosphere,” Cooter remarked. “Our skin suits wouldn’t have enough oxygen to get us there if it didn’t.”
            “All right. Keep your eyes open. If anyone sees anything move, call it. Let’s go.”
            A tremor of fear went through her as Kelen stared out into the blackness. At the miles and miles of dark flatland, and whatever it held. God knew what they’d find out there. That is, if God made it through the wormhole.
            Dayall took the lead, with Jules next to him. Cooter took rear to guard their backs. Kelen found herself trudging alongside Dox, who continued to juggle the paraphernalia he’d gathered to bring with him.
            “Here. Let me help you with some of that.”
            “Thanks.” He handed over two large sections of what appeared to be the inner workings of one of the engines. Kelen eyed it with apprehension. 
            “Dox, is this an amplification module?”
            “Don’t worry. It’s not working,” he assured her. 
            “Are you sure? I didn’t know you could arbitrarily turn those things on and off.”
            He grinned at her. “Doesn’t work if it doesn’t have any power.”
            She started to question him about that, when he dug into one of the many pouches hanging from his belt and brought out a power quartz. It glowed like a miniature sun, attracting everyone’s attention. She immediately backed off a few meters. “Geez, Dox! Put that thing away before you irradiate us all!”
            Dox snickered but put the quartz back into its pouch. She hoped the sack was adequately shielded against the quartz’s rays. “Don’t worry. Suits are protecting us,” he told everyone who stared at him in disbelief, and calmly continued walking.
            Kelen exchanged looks with the rest of the crew. They knew how different Dox was. How his thought processes were an evolutionary leap above theirs. Still, there were times the little man would do something that would totally throw them for a loop. Sighing, she shook her head, hefted her armload of junk, and stepped back in line, along with the rest of them.



Chapter 6
Hope
 
 
            “We’re here. This is where the beacon’s brought us.”
            Kyber nearly stumbled to a halt. The last three majuurs had been excruciating for himself and the others, but no one had complained or made it appear that they were incapable of keeping up. Somehow, they’d all managed to get this far. He kept his hand pressed over the wound that refused to stop bleeding. He’d lost so much blood, he wondered how much further he’d be able to go before collapsing into unconsciousness.   
            He looked out into the darkness. For the past couple of huntas, they’d noticed something slowly rising from the horizon like a ghostly presence. Gradually growing larger and taller, and blotting out more and more of the stars as they drew nearer. 
            From where he stood and stared upward, the building rose hundreds of meters into the sky. It didn’t appear to be one single structure. If it was, its outline was jagged, with the tallest spire in the center. Narrowing his eyes, Kyber tried to get a clearer look at the edifice, which continued to be veiled in darkness.
            “Is there a doorway?”
            “Hard to tell,” Gaveer remarked.
            “How big is that thing?” Isup hobbled a few meters closer. “Is it a city? Or a dwelling? What?”
            “We won’t know until we get some more light on it,” Massapa said. He observed the skyline. “I don’t see any signs of a sunrise. Perhaps this planet has long nights.”
            “Or perpetual night. Either way, it doesn’t matter,” Kyber told them. “We need to find an entrance and get inside.” He sniffed for emphasis, and the others imitated him.
            “What’s that smell?” Tojun whispered.
            “I’ve been detecting it for the past hunta. Hurry. I think it’s getting closer because it senses we’re getting nearer to where it can no longer stalk us.”
            The unseen threat gave them the added boost of energy they needed to make it to what appeared to be a rocky area that sloped upward toward the building. Isup leaned over and ran his sharp talons over the material, then pounded it with a fist.
            “Must be made out of some sort of rock, but I’m not sure what kind of rock this is.”
            They continued climbing up the almost ten-degree rise. They were all at the end of their endurance and needed to rest. However, Kyber knew in his gut they had to get inside, and soon.
            A soft howl came from behind them, setting their hair on end. It was low and breathy, and definitely alien. Apparently whatever had been following them wasn’t able to move onto the rocky slope. Without commenting on the sound, they pushed on with greater determination.
            Before they were aware of it, they found themselves inside a cavernous enclosure. Their hard gasps echoed and reechoed around them as each man turned around in surprise.
            “There weren’t any doors,” Massapa remarked. His words rebounded like unseen apparitions. Shining their tube lights upward revealed intricately carved figures adorning the walls and arches, until the beams disappeared into the vast spire. There was no way to tell how high up the ceiling might be.
Kyber felt a shiver go through him. Even with his instincts no longer telling him they could be in danger, this place couldn’t be assumed to be a completely safe haven. “I hate this,” he noted aloud. “I don’t like what I can’t see.”
Some more scratching caught his attention. He turned to see Gaveer scraping a pillar set in the floor. The cornered post also bore similar carvings to those on the walls, most of which appeared to be hieroglyphics. 
            The man saw Kyber’s scrutiny. “More of that same stone we saw outside,” he told him.
            Kyber nodded. “All right. We’ve arrived at what we have to assume was the source of that beacon. Although it appears we may have missed becoming something’s meal, we have to believe that whoever or whatever built this place could still be here. At least, though, for now, we have shelter. Let’s find a less-open area where we can rest and eat. Hopefully, daylight will come soon, and then we can get more of an idea of what our sanctuary looks like.”
            They soon found a long, narrow alcove far enough away from the building’s openings to give them a sense of security. Rather than start a fire, they ate their rations cold. It was fortuitous that the ambient temperature was mild.
            Kyber crouched near the alcove’s entrance, taking the first turn at guard duty while the others rested. For the moment, the dried blood over his wound was keeping it plugged, and the pain was minimal, giving him the chance to think. After an hour, Gaveer moved up to join him. “Yes, I know I’m not due to relieve you yet, but I couldn’t sleep.”
            Kyber snorted. “Now you know why I chose to take this shift.”
            The man turned on his tube light and played it over the nearest wall. It, too, bore row after row of those strange symbols which had been etched into the rock. All the way from the floor, up to where the wall disappeared from view. Oddly, the only area that didn’t bear any of the carvings was the floor.
            “I don’t know what you’re thinking right now. I know as our Por D’har you don’t have to tell us or explain to us what your thoughts are, or what the reasons are behind your decisions. Personally, I’m glad we made it this far. But I need to ask you something, if I may.”
            Kyber looked over at the crewman. “You may ask.”
            “With the Ist Umberu gone, have you given any thought as to how we’re going to get off this planet?”
            Gaveer’s question was laced with uncertainty, which Kyber understood. The realization that none of them would ever see their home world again was a more terrifying possibility than what they might encounter on this world. 
            “Although I didn’t agree with the D’har’s decision to lead the Terrans away from our galaxy, where I believe we could have easily defeated them, I had to accept his order. Now, with our ship destroyed, and no way to request a rescue vessel, I don’t see us leaving this planet. I have to accept it as well. In life, there are some things we simply cannot challenge.”
            “Wasn’t a distress call sent out prior to our life pods being ejected?”
            “Yes. I sent it.”
            “Then there is hope of recovery.”
            Kyber sighed. After another moment, a smile slowly lifted the edges of his mouth. “You could say there is hope. And hope is another one of those things we simply cannot challenge.”
            Gaveer managed to chuckle. Clapping Kyber on the shoulder, he got back to his feet and turned off his light to return where the others were sleeping. “I will relieve you shortly. Until then, hopefully
I will manage to get some rest.” 
He turned to go, when the sound of movement came from the far side of the building where the opening was located. Both men froze. Kyber’s hand went to his weapon as they strained their eyes and ears. Behind them, someone, also awakened by the strange sound, took the initiative to turn off the one other tube they’d kept on to provide them with light.
The sound came again. This time there was no mistaking the pattern of footsteps. Many footsteps. A pale blue aura appeared near the opening.
Kyber flattened himself on the floor as he counted the creatures walking into the building. Three…five…nine. 
Slowly, he drew his pistol, when a piercing beam came on and swung directly over to where he and the others were gathered. There was a collective gasp of disbelief. Then someone yelled.
“Shit! It’s Seneecians!”



Chapter 7
Attack
 
 
            Kelen dropped her armload of material and reached for her hand weapon. It was an automatic gesture, made more instinctive than habit after rigorous training. Realizing she wasn’t wearing it, she grabbed a section of one of the consoles she’d been carrying and held it up, ready to swing it at the first Seneecian who approached her.
            Yet, none of them did. They stood there, their fangs and talons showing, and growled. But no one appeared to want to take the initiative until Cooter rushed to the front and raised his rifle. A split-second before he fired, she whacked the barrel of the gun upward, and the shot went wide.
            “Chambliss!”
            “Wait! Wait! Look!” She pointed at the creatures facing them. “They’re injured.”
            “Good!” the head of security shouted, and aimed his rifle again, directly at the immense Seneecian standing in front of the others.
            She started to cut off his shot a second time, when something tried to skitter across the toe of her boot. As it made contact with her protective skin, it hissed. Kelen swung her makeshift club at the thing. It made a squishing sound upon impact, and the creature went flying across the floor. 
            Someone swore. “Shit! There’s more of them!”
            For a moment, she thought someone was saying there were more Seneecians, when the floor seemed to move. A beam of light swept over the ground to find it nearly covered with dark, reddish-colored wormlike things with legs. A single eye stalk rose from the center of their bodies. As the nearly foot-long creatures spotted them, they rose up to on their hind legs to reveal a slitted mouth along their underbellies.
            “Waste the fuckers!” Jules hollered, grabbing a piece from Dox’s collection. He started mowing down the wormy creatures, but more of them continued to advance toward her and the others, as well as the Seneecians.
            Kelen pounded them with the console. Others fired their weapons. That noise, along with the sound of Cooter’s pulse rifle, clashed inside the temple walls like a thousand bells. The volume became deafening. 
            Striking the invading creatures was more difficult than she could imagine. Every one she hit exploded into blue-black goo that clung to the end of her club. Goo that adhered to another one of those things, until the piece of metal was crawling with a dozen stuck wormy bodies all struggling to fight back. Their combined weight quickly sapped what little strength she had left, and Kelen knew she’d soon be unable to lift her weapon, much less continue beating with it.
            At some point, she became aware of a large presence at her back. She barely had time to glance over her shoulder to see the huge Seneecian standing there, firing his own weapon at the mob advancing from behind her. Tightening her grasp on her weapon, she continued the bat the wormy things. 
            She felt a hard tug on the side of her leg. Swinging the club downward, she missed hitting the worm trying to gnaw through the tough protective skin. It redoubled its efforts, when something slammed against the side of the face. Kelen shrieked, dropping her weapon, and grabbed the creature adhered to her cheek. She heard it hiss, and an oily substance began to delve into her ear. Crying out again, she pulled on it, when the thing dug its feet into her face. It released a thick cloud of noxious fumes, choking her, making her dizzy. She could feel herself sinking into unconsciousness.
            There was a sudden jerk on her head. Blue-black ichor sprayed across her face, and she gasped. Another jerk, and she could feel the thing’s pincers being drawn out of her skin. Kelen rolled her eyes upward, to find the big Seneecian standing less than a meter away from her. He tossed away the piece of the creature he’d dragged off her face as his arms and talons dripped dark colored gore. 
Time seemed to hesitate. Her eyes locked with his. Into that nearly ethereal green gaze. A gaze filled with worry and…
            Compassion.
            “Thank you,” she gasped. She tried to lift her club, but her arms had gone numb.
            The Seneecian’s expression froze. He reached out toward her, and she flinched as he shoved her to the floor. There was a high-pitched whine, and a worm exploded inches above her. More ichor splattered across her face and neck.
            She gasped. Placing her hands beneath her, she attempted to sit up, but her muscles would no longer obey. She laid there, unable to move, as the darkly furred alien towered above her. 
            It was then she realized how quiet it had gotten. The only sound was everyone’s heavy breathing as they surveyed the gory remains that covered the floor. 
            “Is it over? Was that all of them? Did we kill them all?” Fullgrath wondered aloud.
            “Maybe they retreated to lick their wounds,” Jules answered.
            Mellori agreed. “I think they’ll be back. And they could bring reinforcements if they do. Commander, it’s not safe to stay here.”
            “I agree,” Dayall admitted. “We need to find a safer location.”
            The Seneecian bent down and held out a hand to her. Despite the gore smeared on his claws, Kelen reached up to him. His warm grasp hauled her to her feet, where she swayed a bit but managed to remain upright.
            “Alright, shit face! You’re next!” Cooter lifted his rifle and aimed it at the Seneecian. Without a second thought, Kelen half-fell, half-shoved the alien, and, again, the shot went wide.
            “Chambliss!”
            She whirled on the commander, who stood a few meters away, his pistol also aimed at one of their enemy. “For God’s sake, don’t shoot!” she yelled. From somewhere within her, she found the strength she needed. Taking several strides toward Dayall, she deliberately stopped once she was between him and the green-eyed creature who’d fought alongside her.
            “Chambliss, get out the way,” Dayall ordered.
            “No.” She gritted her teeth and refused to budge. She knew she was disobeying a direct order, but she had no other choice.
            Dayall gaped at her in disbelief. “Chambliss, I gave you—”
            “I know what you did, and I’m telling you I’m not moving. Not until you put away your pistol and at least hear me out.” Throwing a stern look at Cooter, she added, “You, too.”
            “Kel, what are you doing?” Jules whispered. “They’re the enemy!”
            She took another look around where both species were gathered. Intermixed. Not separated into two groups. “Look at them, would you? Look!” She pointed to the furred aliens. “Don’t you see? Don’t you understand what just happened? We weren’t fighting each other. We were fighting them. Those wormy things! For the past few minutes, we were a united front against something that was determined to destroy us. And the Seneecians sided with us without hesitation.” 
She turned to face the one who remained standing behind her. His deep green gaze never left hers as she stared up at him. “You risked your life to save mine. Twice. Thank you for that.”
Without waiting to see if he understood, she whirled around to address her own crewmembers, aware that the other Seneecians hadn’t moved. “I don’t know about you, Commander, but I think every rule we’ve ever followed and enforced has been broken today. I mean tonight. Whatever time it is. In case you haven’t noticed, we survived a major crash and we’re stuck here on this planet. We’re stuck here! You, me, all of us, and the Seneecians! If we start fighting each other, whoever survives is going to have to face whatever else this Godforsaken world might throw at us. And then what do you think our chances of survival will be? I don’t know about you, Commander, but I want to live. For as long as I’m able, I want to survive, for as long as we have to be here, or until, by some miracle, rescue arrives. And honestly, I don’t think that’ll be possible unless we and Seneecians make peace with each other.”
“You want to cohabitate with a sneek?” Cooter sneered.
“Maybe cohabitate is too strong a word,” Kelen shot back. “More like coexist.”
“She is right,” the big Seneecian spoke up. His voice was low and rough, but the words were crisp and clear, thanks to the translators built into their suits. “We were injured when our life pods crashed on this world. If we’d been by ourselves, I seriously doubt we would have prevailed over the number of creatures that attacked us.” He waved a hand at the carnage. “In a strange way, we have you to thank for intruding. Your presence alerted us to their attack. Otherwise, we could have been caught unaware until it was too late.”
Cooter hoisted his rifle on his shoulder. “I don’t give a fuck about no peaceful co-existence,” he growled, and took aim. This time, it was Mellori who swatted the rifle before it was fired.
“Chambliss has a point. I want to live as much as she does, but who knows what else this world plans to throw at us? Those worms could be gathering fresh forces this very minute while we argue. I vote we stow the hostility and let’s find a safer place to stay until daylight.”
A gray-furred Seneecian stepped forward. From the way he held his arm, it was clear it was severely wrenched or broken. “My name is Tojun. I am…was a systems operator on the Ist Umberu. I admit I’m not happy with the idea of having to battle alongside with you, but I will do whatever I must to survive, too.”
The big Seneecian continued. “I concur. We may not be able to have peaceful interactions between us, but the female is correct. There are more life-forms. We were followed here by some sort of creature much bigger and I believe more dangerous than these little ones.”
“Followed?” Jules repeated.
“Outside. Underneath the soil. We didn’t see it, but it’s out there. Waiting for one or more of us to leave.”
Dayall moved a step closer to the alien. “You said you crashed in a life pod. Does that mean your own ship was destroyed?”
“It was destroyed as we entered that multi-colored entity,” the Seneecian acknowledged.
“Which you created!” Another Seneecian with reddish fur spoke up with undisguised venom. “How ironic that you would be caught in a device of your own making!”
The big Seneecian gave the creature a stern glance. “That is enough Isup!”
“Don’t you see? They’re lying to us! They’re trying—”
“I said enough!” the big Seneecian almost roared.
The other immediately backed off, but it was clear he wasn’t happy doing so.
Kelen took a deep breath, coughing up the last of whatever the worm had tried to dose her with. “My name is Lieutenant Kelen Chambliss,” she introduced herself. “I was the pilot of the Manta.” 
“Was your ship destroyed?” the Seneecian asked.
“It crashed. We’re lucky to be alive.”
“As are we.” He glanced behind him at his men.
“And you are?” She continued to stare at him. At the tall, muscular creature with the blackest of fur covering every inch of his body. At the way he presented himself, in an undisputed position of authority.
The Seneecian smiled, baring his sharp teeth. “I am Kyber Nau, Por D’har of the Ist Umberu.” 
“I’m Commander Hod Dayall,” Dayall introduced himself, giving the Seneecian the barest of nods. “Our captain was killed in the crash. I’m the commanding officer. If my memory serves, being Por D’har means you were second in command, correct?”
Kyber gave a slight bob of his head. “Our D’har is missing. Until we receive confirmation of his passing, or he resumes his station, I am acting in his behalf.”
Dayall took a deep breath and glanced around at the others. “All right, crew. Enough chitchat. Let’s get the hell out of here and see if we can’t find someplace else to finish out the night.”
Kelen watched as Kyber turned to rejoin his men where they had re-gathered to one side of the room. The next moment, he collapsed to his knees and pitched forward onto his face.
 



Chapter 8
Safety
 
 
            Kyber jerked to consciousness with a growl, talons extended. 
            “Settle down,” a voice sternly ordered. “This is a safe zone. You’re not in any danger…at the moment.”
            Blinking, he stared up into the Terran’s face. Another glance around their surroundings confirmed two things. They were in a different location, and someone had built a fire where two of his crew huddled. 
            The human made a laughing sound. “I’m Dr. Sandow. I go by Doc, Finn, and sometimes Hey You. I was the physician on board the Manta. And since I take it none of your people here are in the medical field, that leaves me with having to deal with your unique needs.”
            “I need to speak with my men.” Kyber started to rise up on his elbows. Sandow quickly shoved him back down.
            “If you need to speak with them, I’ll let them know and they can come over here. Whether you know it or not, you’ve lost a lot of blood. It’s a wonder you were able to stand and fight like you did. You need to get as much rest as you can.”
            Kyber couldn’t tell him his head pounded. His eyesight was fuzzy, and his hearing wasn’t as keen as it usually was. He tried to roll over onto his non-wounded side to face the fire, when the doctor left and Massapa crouched down to take his place. “Status,” he croaked.
            “We found a large room with a door. We’re effectively barricaded inside…with them.”
            “A door? What kind of door?” He was having difficulty trying to visualize what the portal would look like, or be constructed from. “What is it made of? Rock?”
            “No. It’s wood.”
            “Wood? Where would someone find wood around here?”
            “That’s what we’re all wondering.”
            Kyber noticed the bandages around the guard’s ankles. Another glance over at where most were gathered revealed Tojun wearing a sling around his arm and shoulder. Likewise, Gaveer’s face bore some sort of glowing patch over his lacerations. Quickly, he scanned the room for sign of the female. She was sitting alone to one side, eating from…
            “You shared our rations?” he asked the guard.
            “They had none of their own. I mean, they did, but the carrier they’d brought with them disappeared during the fight. I authorized the sharing. I figured it was a good trade, considering what their doctor has done for us. Don’t worry. We’re thinning out the portions as much as we can, but inevitably the food will run out, as will the water.” The man shook his head. “After that, it won’t matter whether we fight each other or not. Eventually, we’ll all die.”
            Kyber clenched his teeth. Massapa was right. One way or another, they all would die on this world. “Help me to sit up,” he ordered the man, holding out his arm. The guard managed to lift him to where Kyber could use the wall behind him as a prop. He was adjusting himself when a water pouch was shoved in his face. Glancing up, he saw the woman bending over and smiling at him.
            “Welcome back. Here, drink some water. It’ll make you feel better.”
            He reached out to take it from her, and their hands brushed. Impulsively, he held onto it, turning the palm over to examine the fingers with their blunt nails. The knuckles, the grasping thumb. Even without a covering of fur, or the long tapering talons, it was much like his own. It made him aware of how much her kind and his were alike, despite their appearance. Releasing her hand, he gruffly thanked her and took a swig, replacing the cap after the one swallow. She nodded, understanding.
            “I take it you’ve found out we’re sharing your rations.”
            Kyber grunted in answer as he surveyed their new locale. Anything to keep from staring at the female with the blue eyes and mane of dark brown hair she had knotted behind her head. Several strands had come loose, which she unconsciously tucked behind her ear every once in a while.
            “In our culture, it’s rude to watch a person for any extended length of time,” he told her, keeping his own eyes averted to keep her from noticing how he continued to study her. 
            She saw him gazing at the ceiling, or where the ceiling should be. It was difficult to tell how high up it might be, being veiled in darkness. “It’s been hours since we left our ship to come here. Typically, nighttime at home averages around ten hours. Hopefully it’ll be daylight soon, and we can see more of what this place looks like.”
            “And those worm things when they prepare to attack,” he remarked.
            The woman grinned lopsidedly. “Unless they sleep during the daylight and only come out to play in the dark.”
            Kyber grunted again. She had a point.
            The female plopped herself down next to him without asking permission, and crossed her legs, resting her back against the wall behind them. Kyber was tempted to remark that what she was doing was also rude. But it occurred to him that perhaps it was time certain proprieties were disregarded, given the circumstances.
            “Do I make you uncomfortable?” she asked. He gave her a surprised look. She grinned again. “I ask because you have that look on your face.”
            “What look?”
            “Among my people, it’s the look they get when they deem something’s distasteful. I don’t know if it’s the same for you. That’s why I asked.”
            She was astute as well as brave. And beautiful.
            The last admission gave him a start. For a hairless Terran—discounting what was on top of her head—she was indeed very beautiful. To him, at least. The others might not agree with him, but their opinion didn’t matter. What mattered was that this female had to be very intelligent to be a pilot of one of their vessels. And in the way she had intervened in their near skirmish by logically pointing that both species needed each other if anyone was to survive on this planet.
            “Well?”
            He gave her a questioning look.    
“You zoned out on me for a moment there. Are you all right? I heard you lost a lot of blood.” Consternation crossed her face, and she pointed to his uniform. “Whatever that’s made of, it’s a dark red. Made it hard to tell you were wounded until you keeled over.”
Keeled over. A Terran phrase, but one he understood without explanation. Again, Kyber mused silently over the similarities between her species and his. In the back of his mind, he wondered how many more ways they might be alike. Or different. He gazed back down at the water packet in his hands. “These rations will not last long. Not with all of us sharing them.”
“I know. I sure as hell would like to know who took off with our trundle of food.” She sighed. “Maybe, if we’re very lucky, we’ll find something here.”
He frowned. “Your optimism is to be commended, Lieutenant. But I’m afraid it’s more whimsy at this point.”
She made a face at him. “I know you’re technically my superior, but I wish you’d call me by my name instead of my rank.”
Kyber noticed how no one seemed to be paying attention to him and the female. An odd sense of relief went through him at the idea their conversation wouldn’t be overheard. Regardless, he lowered his voice. “To be frank, at this point, I, too, believe ranks are inconsequential.”
She beamed. “Good. My name is Kelen.” She kept her voice low, taking her cue from him. “Can I call you Kyber?”
“I would not mind if you did,” he admitted.
“It works!” The cry came from the far side of the room, in an area not illuminated by the fire’s light. Earlier, Kyber had noticed someone using a tube light, but had dismissed it as one of the men either investigating the area, or looking for a place to relieve himself. It was neither, as a small Terran with a slight build walked toward the commander. He held an object in his hand, and he appeared to be very pleased with himself.
“What works, Dox? What have you got for us?” Dayall asked.
The man called Dox held out an odd-looking device. “Made a sensor. Checked for more of those eye worms. So far, zero.”
“Excellent, Dox! How far does this track?”
“Seventy meters.”
“That’s good to know.”
Dox made a small adjustment on the device. “There. Set it to warn us. If one comes into range, it’ll make a loud sound.” Leaving the sensor with the commander, the little man returned to his personal area, obviously quite pleased with himself. 
Kyber looked to Kelen. Before he could say anything, she snorted softly. “That’s Dox for you.”
“He is…” Kyber searched for a word that he hoped would not offend her.
“He’s an isotope baby,” she went on to explain, saving him the trouble.
“I was going to say he is different.”
She nodded. “He is. He’s very different. He was created in a lab.”
“You create your own kind in labs?” Kyber didn’t know if what he felt was revulsion or shock.
Kelen quickly shook her head. “No. I mean, some are. You see, when the Heimer virus hit us nearly a hundred and eighty years ago, we lost many of our most prominent minds. Our space program grounded to a halt because there were too few intelligent minds left to run it. No one knew how to operate the equipment, or even understood how it worked, much less be able to build more ships. It forced the remaining scientists to find a way to breed intelligence back into us. Most of us, like the commander and myself, and the others, we’re bred from prime stock. People whose genetic material would produce the highest functioning offspring. That was, until the Gruber Project was developed. Instead of having specific people breed, they were able to take the DNA from the most promising candidates, and create progeny with finely tuned abilities. Dox, there, is a genius with just about everything that has to do with electronics.”
“He reminds me of a child proudly showing off his work to a parent,” Kyber remarked.
“Yep. It’s a side effect of the process used to create him. A super genius brain doesn’t think like ours, so he doesn’t communicate like the rest of us. But give him a chance. He’ll grow on you.” 
She gave him a smile, and for a moment Kyber’s gaze riveted on it. Why did this Terran female fascinate him? It was both a puzzling and intriguing dilemma. But what surprised him more was the realization that he didn’t feel uncomfortable around her. Talking with her seemed as natural as any conversation he’d have with one of his own kind. He narrowed his eyes at the sight of the commander talking to the man with the weapon. Maybe it was a good thing. His people needed someone like Kelen as a go-between.  
“Hey, Commander?” A Terran entered into the fire’s circle of light. Kyber got the impression the man had returned from being outside the room. 
The commander gave the man his attention. “What is it, Jules?”


“I think it’s starting to get daylight.”


“That’s good to hear.” 


“I mean, you need to come see this.” The man surveyed the entire room. “All of you. You’re not going to believe this.”
Kyber tried to get to his feet, but he was rocked by another round of dizziness. Fortunately, Gaveer appeared by his side to help him stay up. He noticed that Kelen remained with him, although she didn’t offer to lend a hand. He wouldn’t have accepted her aide, even if she had.
Moving slowly, he followed the rest of the people out the door where the first faint rays of sunshine were beginning to peek over the horizon.
 



Chapter 9
Rim
 
 
            The sun was a distant, blue-white star in the sky. It barely brightened the darkness, or generated any heat, but it was enough to where they could see their surroundings with more clarity.
            As Kelen had suspected, the tower’s ceiling soared hundreds of meters above them once they exited the room where they’d taken refuge. The hieroglyphs they’d seen carved into the walls and columns extended upward as far as she could see. Yet, for all the intricate designs and pictures, not one of them resembled a face or being of any type.
            “What kind of civilization doesn’t honor their great leaders or heroes with a statue or a bust of some sort? Or pay tribute to some kind of higher order of being, like a god?” Her words reverberated softly back to her. 
            “Hey, Chambliss! You coming or not?” Mellori yelled at her.
            She hurried to catch up as they reached the back entrance of the structure. Like the front, there was no doorway. Another a square-shaped opening led out onto a sloping sheet of rock. The others were already outside, standing on the precipice, when she abruptly stopped and gasped.
            There was no horizon. The weak sun shone, a single orb suspended in the heavens, with no visible sight of land anywhere beyond the rock ledge and the temple. 
            She heard Fullgrath swear. Glancing over at him, she directed her eyes in the same direction where he and several others were staring.
            The planet ended at the temple. Literally. As if some cosmic knife had sliced the world in two, right where the building was located. Except, in this case, she wondered what came first—the building, or the catastrophe which carved open this world. To the right and left, the world disappeared. A ragged edge of land stretched as far as she could see on both sides, leading away from the structure. Space lay beneath their feet, with only the thin haze of an atmosphere separating them.
            Jules was the first to voice what she, and possibly everyone else, was thinking. “How can this place exist?”
            She glanced over her shoulder to find Kyber watching her. It took a moment for that to sink in. Why was he watching her and not this incredible spectacle before them? She opened her mouth to remark, when she caught sight of the small figure lying at the edge of the rock, his head sticking out over the chasm to peer below.
            “Dox! Get away from there!”
            Dox looked back at her and grinned. “It goes on forever.”
            “That’s her point,” Dayall remarked. “Get away from the edge.”
            The little man reluctantly scooted backwards and sat up. 
            “It appears to be a phenomenon we’ve never encountered,” Bertriol muttered. He looked at the Seneecian standing nearby. “How about you guys? Ever see something like this before?”
            The gray-furred alien, the one with the broken wrist who’d introduced himself as Tojun, continued to stare in silence. “No,” the light brown Seneecian standing beside him answered. “We’ve never seen anything like this. Or heard of a world with an edge.”
Kelen looked back at Kyber, who was now standing by the side of the temple and trying to see down the side of the immense divide. “Notice anything?”
“The clouds are too thick.”
            “I wonder how far down it goes?” Sandow wondered aloud. “There has to be a bottom down there somewhere, don’t you think?”
            “If there is, it’s too far to see,” Dayall commented.
            Mellori stepped closer to the edge and took a deep breath. “No sulphur. Nothing dangerous that I can tell coming from beneath us. If there is a core lying somewhere in those depths, it’s not emitting any odors or noxious fumes. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. Dox, make a note that we need a sensory readout spectrometer when you’re able to cobble one together.”
            “Note taken.”
            “The edge looks like it may once have been completely straight,” the light-brown furred Seneecian commented, pointing outward. “But time and the elements have eroded the ground to the point where chunks have fallen away. That’s why the rim isn’t straight any longer. Por D’har, it’s possible this building was on the rim of a large city when a major catastrophe occurred. It may also be the reason why the inhabitants are no longer here.”
            “If they are no longer here,” Kyber countered.
            “The sun did it,” Dox remarked.
            Dayall gave him a questioning eyebrow. “What makes you think so, Dox?”
            “Sun went nova. Exploded. Wiped the trees away before it shrunk.”
            Sandow nodded. “Makes perfect sense to me. If that sun went nova, the heat could very well have decimated this planet. Destroyed all plant life, and ultimately all other life.”
            “Would it account for this, Doc?” Bertriol questioned, gesturing toward the planet’s edge.
            “That’s way beyond my level of expertise. Sorry.”
            Kelen made a note to herself to remind Kyber and the commander that introductions had yet to be made. Everyone needed to know each other’s names if they were going to try to co-exist. She noticed again how Kyber appeared to be engrossed with what lay below. Bertriol walked over to stand beside him. 
            “See something?” 
            Kyber glanced at the man. “It appears this temple isn’t relegated to the surface.” He motioned downward with a nod of his head. “I believe this building, and this city, or what’s left of it, extends deep into the crust.”
            Stunned, Kelen moved forward to look for herself, when a figure shoved her aside. She cried out in surprise as Cooter ran toward Kyber, his rifle raised to fire. She never noticed Dox launching himself forward to try and stop the security officer. Instead of catching a leg or ankle, he snagged the man’s safety suit. Off-balance, Cooter threw out his arms to keep from falling over the edge. His momentum slammed him into Bertriol, and the systems operator sailed over the lip into space.
            Kelen screamed as Bertriol disappeared into the fathomless bottom. His cry of despair gradually became softer, then vanished altogether as she dropped to the ground, numb with shock.
            Kyber grabbed the rifle, jerking it out of Cooter’s grasp, and tossed it to one side. Taking the officer by the shoulders, he lifted the man off his feet. In two strides, he stood at the lip of the rock ledge and held the helpless man over the abyss. As soon as he realized he couldn’t break free, Cooter yelled at Dayall.
            “Tell this sneek to put me down!”
            “I’ll put you down,” Kyber growled. “I’ll put you where you sent your own crewmember.”
            “Jamse, why? You killed him!” Anger replaced her shock, as it did with the rest of them.
            “It was an accident!” Cooter sneered at the Seneecian holding him. “It should have been you, you freak!”
            Dayall stepped closer to where Kyber held the hapless security officer above the chasm. His expression was grim. “That was a deliberate move on your part to kill the Seneecian.”
            Kyber gave the security guard a look that sent pure fear through Kelen. All he had to do was relax his grip, and the man would follow Bertriol. Cooter seemed to finally realize that all his struggling might make him slip from the Seneecian’s grasp, and there was nothing beneath his feet but air.
            “If you were my crewmember, and you made that pathetic attempt that got a fellow Seneecian killed, you would have already paid for your crime.” Kyber glanced over at where Dayall stood. “How will you handle this?”
            The commander motioned to Fullgrath. “Take the rifle. There’s too few of us already. We may need his help at a later date. But for now, bind the man. Put him on a short leash so he doesn’t try that stunt again.”
            Kelen watched as Kyber pivoted around and lowered Cooter until the toes of the man’s boots barely touched the ledge. Once Fullgrath had the guard’s hands tied behind his back, Cooter was set on his feet.
            The Seneecian shot her a look that burned. It wasn’t difficult to read. The shock of his near death had rattled him to the core. 
            “Dox! We told you to get away from that edge!” Sandow barked again.
            Whirling around, Kelen saw the little man backing away with a funny expression on his face. She’d seen him that way only one other time. That was when he had come up with a way to divert power from the main engines to their ship’s cannons. Although it had left the Manta free-floating in the middle of space, the ingenious, albeit unorthodox strategy had been enough to destroy the Androsian war craft that had been pursuing them.
            “What is it, Dox?” Getting on her stomach, she slowly crawled to the edge and peered over the side of the rim. She had to blink to make sure she wasn’t imagining things. “Hey, guys? Guys?” Backing away, she turned her head to find Kyber staring at her with apprehension. She tried to smile, and nervously laughed instead. “There’s water down there! I think I see a waterfall down there!”



Chapter 10
Decision
 
 
            With a speed and agility that surprised everyone, Dox assembled a small telescope out of bits and pieces he’d confiscated from the ship. Dayall and Kyber took turns using it to examine the side of the mountain, or cliff face, or whatever it was. After a few minutes of deliberation, Dayall turned and motioned for everyone to gather close. Kelen made sure to place Kyber in her line of sight as she listened to what the commander had to say.
            “It does appear that this temple extends several hundred meters below ground level. What’s down there, we have no way of knowing. But one thing is certain. There’s nothing up on the surface for us in the way of food or water.” The commander gave a nod in Kelen’s direction. “We think there could be a water supply. We can’t be sure.”
            “So what are you proposing? That we go down into the bowels of this deserted structure?” Fullgrath commented.
            “It’s either that, or we stay up here and let the eye worms get us,” Sandow answered. 
            “Those eye worms could be down there, too,” Cooter snapped back. “They probably hole up down there until nightfall.”
The physician agreed. “You may be right. I still say we take the chance. But remember, everyone, if you do see any water, let me test it first to make sure it’s potable. I hate to think what kind of microscopic creatures could be lurking in it.”
            “Speaking of creatures,” Mellori spoke up. “It’s possible this place isn’t as deserted as we think it is. Sure, it looks like an alien version of a haunted house. But what if there are other inhabitants on this planet? What if they didn’t all die when their sun blew up? Creatures that, like Cooter suggests, are subterranean dwellers? What if they sought refuge below, and they’re down there right now, waiting to see if we stay or go?”
            “We have no other choice but to descend further down,” Kelen noted. “If we stay here, it’s a sure thing we’re all going to die sooner or later after the rations run out. If there really is water down there, then there’s the chance there could be vegetation. Edible vegetation. Commander, I agree we should at least try. We have nothing to lose.”
            “Well, I disagree!” the Seneecian named Isup argued.
            “Make a valid point and I’ll consider it,” Kyber calmly told him. “Why are you adamant against a little exploration?”
            “You said we sent out a distress beacon right before our ship disintegrated and we landed here. If we go underground, how will the rescue vessel find us?”
            A film of uncertainty crossed Kyber’s face. Kelen saw his worry mirrored in the furrow creasing his brow, and she realized this alien was as human as she was. For all their differences, they had more in common than most otherworldly species she’d encountered.
            “They’ll discover our life pods, Isup. Chances are, if there isn’t any wind on this rock, they’ll also find our tracks leading to here. You make an arresting argument, but it doesn’t change my decision. We find a route that leads downward, and we take our chances. If we find nothing, we’ll be no better off than we are now. But I also sense there’s water below. I can’t smell it, or hear it, but my gut tells me we’ll find some. And, as the Lieutenant suggested, there could be vegetation that may provide a source of food for us.”
            Isup curled his lips back, revealing sharp teeth. “Is this what you’ve become, Por D’har? One who takes orders from a skint, instead of taking control?”
            “And how would you suggest I take control?” Kyber challenged with a growl. 
            “Stop them from eating our rations! Let them go below to search for water! We should remain here to await our rescue!”
            “And when the eye worms return tonight, how will you defend yourself?” Kelen questioned.
            Isup’s eyes widened, and he turned to glare at her. “I was not speaking to you, female!”
            “I disagree, Isup. You were speaking to all of us,” Kyber corrected. “Furthermore, what you suggest will endanger the lives of all the men.” His eyes raked over the other three. “But I will grant you permission if that is your decision. You may remain topside and wait for a rescue ship. Or you may descend with me and the Terrans.”
            “Go ahead and go with the skints, Kyber Nau. When the ship arrives, I’ll tell them you disappeared into the depths of this place, and was never heard from again.” 
            Mentally, Kelen flinched at the man’s blatant refusal to no longer acknowledge Kyber as his commander. Oddly enough, Kyber didn’t appear to be concerned about it.
            “Then it’s settled. I will accompany the Terrans below. You may stay up top, if that’s your decision. You also reminded me of something I should have done once we landed here. Gaveer, Tojun, Massapa, as of this moment, I am no longer your Por D’har. That is a title that came with the ship. With the Ist Umberu gone, and given the circumstances facing us, I feel you have the right to decide how you wish to spend the rest of your lives on this planet. Because here’s what I believe. I believe a rescue ship will not find us. I believe we will never see our home world again. I believe we will live out the rest of our lives on this rock. And, most importantly, I believe that as long as we and the Terrans work together, we have a greater chance of survival than we would if we continued to act as enemies.”
            Tojun took a step forward. “As do I. I’m coming with you.”
            “So am I,” Massapa said.
            Gaveer nodded. “Count me in with the rest.”
            Kyber looked at Isup, but the man remained resolute. “Then it’s decided,” Kyber announced.
            Dayall stuffed the telescope into a pocket. “All right. Let’s move it, everyone. Dox, grab your gear. We need to find a way down. Spread out, but keep within shouting distance. If you find a hole, or opening, or stairs, or anything leading south, call out.” He strode back inside the temple. Behind him, Fullgrath followed with a hand firmly gripping Cooter’s tied arms. 
            Kelen glanced at Kyber. The Seneecian took one more look over the lip of the rock, then glanced at her. 
            “Do you really believe we’ll find water down there?” she asked, aware that the other Seneecians were closely watching them.
            He gave her a weary smile. “I believe we’ll find something. If the four gods will it, there will be water and perhaps vegetation as you surmised.”
            “And if there isn’t?”
            He didn’t answer her question. Instead, he walked to the open doorway, where he paused and looked back at her, as if silently asking if she was coming or not. Sighing, she trailed him into the temple to begin the search for a passageway into the unknown depths.



Chapter 11
Seeking
 
 
            The side of the temple where they had taken refuge yielded no clues or possible outlets. Leaving them to move to the opposite end of the building where the walls rose five meters above their heads, and the vaulted ceiling disappeared into murkiness. She couldn’t explain why, but Kelen felt safer tailing Kyber than being with her own crewmembers. Yes, he was weak and injured, but he radiated a strength that drew her to him with magnetic intensity. She could no longer deny the fact that she was curious to know more about him and his kind.
Taking her cue from his actions, she pushed on the walls to see if there might be a hidden door or panel. Every corner was examined. On occasion she would hear someone stomp on the floor. After more than an hour, she stopped and glanced around. Other than Kyber, there was no one else in sight, although she could hear the murmur of voices nearby. They sounded like the commander and Fullgrath. It also meant Cooter would be with them, as Dayall wouldn’t let the man out of his sight after what he’d done.
            Kelen paused to remember Bertriol. On a ship the size of the Manta, with the small compliment of crewmembers it took to run her, everyone quickly became either friends or friendly enemies. Kelen felt specially blessed that everyone on the ship genuinely got along. There was even a semi-serious rivalry between Captain Arvey and Fullgrath, as Arvey had started his career in weapons. On many occasions, the two men could be found arguing about the merits of pulse rockets, past and present. 
            But of all her fellow shipmates, Nave Bertriol was looked upon as the pseudo father figure. With his non-regulation beard and hearty laugh, he was the ship’s confidant and confessor. Losing the captain was a tough enough blow. Losing Bertriol, especially the way it happened, was heart-wrenching. 
            She leaned against a wall as hot tears blurred her vision. Vainly, she tried to wipe them away before Kyber noticed, but they fell faster than she could manage. A sob hitched in her chest. Moments later, an imposing figure stood beside her.
            “Are you ill?” 
            His voice was husky. Deep and slightly hoarse. It gave her the impression of a rock being dragged over velvet. She nodded and tried to answer. “I w−was thinking.” Damn her, but the confession only made the tears roll faster down her cheeks.
            A furred hand gingerly touched her shoulder. “You’re having a delayed reaction to the man’s death.”
            Angrily, she shrugged it off. “His name was Nave Bertriol, and he was a good, good friend. He was e−everyone’s friend.” Clearing her throat, she stomped her feet several times, hoping to jar herself back into some semblance of calm. “I’ll be okay. Give me a minute.”
            Rather than leave her, Kyber leaned against the wall. By his body posture, she remembered his blood loss, and realized the man was close to total exhaustion. “Why don’t you sit down a spell before you drop again?”
            He graced her with a gentle smile and slid to the floor. “I guess it’s time I stopped trying to keep a brave face for the men.” His comment held a breath of humor, and she sniffed.
            “Let me guess. One of those Seneecian protocols says you’re never to show weakness?”
            “You know about Seneecian protocols?”
            “I’ve read about them. About how you can’t let anyone know stuff like being uncertain, or admitting you don’t know something. Or that you’re lost.” She managed a watery grin. “Answer a question for me?”
            “What is it you wish to know?”
            “Why do you call us skints?”
            Kyber averted his green gaze in embarrassment. “It refers to the fact that you’re hairless.”
            “Ah. Like we’ve been skinned? Is that it?”
            He looked at her. “Exactly.”
            She sniffed again and wished she could wipe her nose. Unfortunately, the transparent suit prevented her from reaching her shirt sleeve. As she puzzled over this dilemma, Kyber held up the water packet.
            “Splash a little on your face, then dry off on the outside of the bag.”
            Without commenting, she did as he instructed. The container’s outer material quickly soaked up the moisture. It wasn’t a handkerchief, but it fulfilled the purpose.
            “Thanks.” She handed it back to him and watched as he attached it to the wide belt around his waist. Up until that point, she hadn’t really studied his uniform. Now that they had a little time, she didn’t care if he caught her staring.
            “You know, in our ancient history, there were these people called Romans who wore something very similar to what you have on.” She waved at the wide straps over his broad shoulders. The skirt was made of similar straps that nearly went down to his knees. The open sandals were tied around his feet and calves. Her eyes widened at the sight of his feet. He had four toes, each one the same size, and all of them bearing the same deadly looking talons like those on his hands. “I take it there’s a reason why your uniform is that reddish color, and not the same color as your men’s. Is it representational of your rank?”
            “My uniform is this color because I like this color. My rank is the emblem on my arm.” He smiled gently.
            Her gaze went to where he pointed to the marks on his bicep. They appeared to be burned into his skin. A coldness went through her, and Kelen lifted her eyes to find him scrutinizing her. “Is that permanent?”
“Yes. Once you enter our military, it is for life.”
“What did they do? Brand you?”


“It’s stitched onto my body. That way, when I’m off-duty, people will still recognize me by my rank.”
She frowned in puzzlement. “But why? I mean, what happens when you advance in rank? Do they stitch you a new symbol, or what?”
“No. A new mark is added.” He placed a claw on the nearly two-inch scar. “This center horizontal line is Kun. Bottom ranking. When I made Kith, they added this hook under it. The upward hook on the other end is when I reached Por Veenosh. Making Veenosh gave me the slanting line in the center. This little curve above the line is my current assignment. Por D’har.”
“Let me guess. If you’d made D’har, there would be another little curve under the line.”
“That is correct.”
“But what if you decided you no longer wanted to be in the military? Or if you got kicked out?”
Kyber gave her a patient look. “There is no leaving the military, either voluntarily or otherwise. It is for life.” Getting to his feet, he straightened. “We need to continue looking for a way down.”
“Mind if I keep asking you questions?”
“I do not mind.” He turned his back on her and resumed examining the walls and floor. 
Kelen gave an exasperated sigh. “We’ve been at this for hours, and we don’t even know what we’re looking for. I mean, yes, we’re searching for a portal or opening, but how will we know if we find one?”
“I think one of us will recognize it.”
“This is an alien culture. Their idea of doorway may not be anything like we expect to see.”
He glanced at her. “Are you sensing anything?”
“Only more frustration.” She ran her hand over a set of symbols carved into the rock. “What I wouldn’t give to be able to read this. This whole place reminds me of a maze. Its layout doesn’t make sense. So, Kyber, what made you decide to go into space duty?”
He cocked his head in her direction. “Say that again?”
“What made you—”
“No. Before that.”
“You mean when I was bitching about this place being a maze?”
His expression brightened. Lifting his face, he called out, “Dayall? Dayall, are you nearby?”
“I hear you, but I have no idea if I’m anywhere close to where you are,” Dayall replied. He sounded near, but muffled.
“Look above you. What do you notice about the walls?”
A pause. “Other than they’re covered with some sort of alien writing?”
“They don’t go all the way to the ceiling,” Kyber told him.
“The ceiling is way the hell up there,” Fullgrath added.
“Perhaps so, but the walls are all the same height,” Kyber informed them. He gave Kelen a warm smile. “What if this temple is a maze? What if it was built that way to deter unwanted visitors? What if we have to thread our way to a specific location to find what we seek?”
A soft Damn could be heard. “Dox, where are you?”
Further away, the little man answered. “Here.”
“Who’s with you?”
“Jules, commander,” the navigator replied.
“Jules, can you boost Dox on top of the wall?”
There was a shuffling noise, then Dox called out. “Here!”
“Dox, what do you see? Do you see the tops of all the walls?” Dayall asked.
“Yes.” Before the commander could question him again, the little man added, “It’s a puzzle.”
“Like a maze? A labyrinth?”
“Yes.”
Kelen silently patted herself on the back. She hadn’t meant her remark to be taken literally. It was funny how serendipity could occur.
“Dox, can you see any of us?”
“I see Doc and Mellori. And three Seneecians. Hello!”
Dayall continued. “Dox, can you see where the maze ends? Where it leads to?”
“Let me check.”
Kelen stood staring upward as she strained her ears to detect which direction Dox was taking. Beside her, Kyber also listened.
“Here!” Dox finally announced, farther away than where he’d started. 
“What do you see, Dox?”
“There is an opening.”
“Is there a doorway?”
“No door. Just a way. Want me to go see inside?”
“No! Wait! Can you direct us toward the doorway? Help us through this maze,” the commander requested.
While Dox guided the commander toward him, Kyber softly commented, “Your frustration was correct.”
She smiled at him. “I was lucky.”
“Perhaps. But I have always believed that females of any species are more capable of making intuitive decisions. Thank you, Kelen.” He reached out and gently clasped her arm. As she had felt when he’d held her hand, his grip was warm, and in no way did she feel repelled by his touch. In fact, for the briefest moment, she wished she could have hugged him in return. As he continued to stare at her, she started to reply to his remark when a voice overhead interrupted.
“Hello!”
Dox’s sudden appearance startled her. Glancing up at him, she softly laughed. “Hello, Dox.”
He pointed in the direction where they had been heading. “Go that way.”
Kyber chuckled and gestured for her to precede him. “Indeed. We shall go that way.”
As she followed Dox’s instructions, Kelen remained acutely aware of the strong figure following her. When all her training and experience warned her she should not be making friends with the enemy, something about the Seneecian made her want to please him. The quixotic jumble of feelings bothered her. If she dwelled on them long enough, she knew it would start to rankle. She had to sort out these conflicting emotions, and soon. Maybe it was due to her womanly intuition, as Kyber suggested, but for some reason she knew she inevitably would have to choose sides. 
It was not something she was prepared for or wanted to do.



Chapter 12
Water
 
 
            Kyber stared at the figure striding away from him. He discovered his hands were clenching and unclenching, as if they wanted to reach out to touch her. To draw her into his arms and hold her close. He put more distance between them.
            The female was beginning to bother him in ways that were pleasant, yet uncomfortably not. While her intelligence and bravery spoke to his military soul, her beauty and compassion whispered to his heart. He knew he shouldn’t feel this way about her but he no longer had any control over his emotions at this point. Too much had happened. Their uncertain future promised more uncertainty to come—most of which wouldn’t be good.
            There was no sense in trying to convince himself they would be rescued. He had resigned himself to the fact that they would never get off this planet. Once they were sucked into the unknown vortex, their future, both Seneecian and Terran, became inevitable.
            “Hey, folks! We found it!” someone called out.
            Kelen threw him a grateful smile and hurried to reach the end. Kyber rushed to catch up.
            As Kelen had suggested, the door leading out of the maze wasn’t a tall structure as people would have expected. It was an angular opening in the wall that could easily have been overlooked as part of the labyrinth. Kelen ducked through. Kyber almost had to get on his hands and knees to enter.
            Once inside, he paused, too astonished to move. Too confounded to comprehend all he was witnessing.
            “Can you believe it?” Fullgrath voiced. “It’s a fucking paradise!”
            They stood at the top of a series of steps leading down into the valley overflowing with a rainbow of color. The light from the pale sun streamed through a series of irregularly-shaped windows, which seemed to magnify the strength of the rays. As a result, bright yellow light filled the cavernous room. It brushed over the plantlike growth, illuminating furry fronds and leaves with spikes, and countless supple trunks bending under the weight of what appeared to be flowers or fruit. It was hard to tell from where they were standing.
            “Now we know where the wooden doors originated,” Sandow remarked.
            “How big do you think this place is?” Jules wondered.
            “This indoor forest? Or everything including this temple?” Fullgrath countered.
            Dayall shook his head. “This one room alone could fit a small city.”
            “Or a hundred warships,” Kelen added with a grin.
            “There’s the water.” Dox pointed down to where a small stream meandered between the cracks in the rock floor. In some places, it was wide enough to where they would have to leap over it to reach the other side.
            Almost as one, they started down the roughly-carved steps. “Don’t drink or eat, or touch anything until I’ve tested it,” Sandow reminded them. 
            “Stay together,” Kyber added. “There could be other living things here besides us.” 
Once they all reached what appeared to be ground level, they spread out, yet continued to stay in everyone’s sight. Down here, the plant growth extended high over their heads, nearly blanketing out the sunlight. There was no wind, and the humidity was high.
Kyber sniffed the air. It was purer than what they’d breathed inside the main hall of the temple. It also held a bundle of aromas that tickled his palate. Something here was edible. But he would trust the Terran physician to perform his scans before sinking his teeth into it.
“This is incredible!” A few meters away, Kelen turned around, her gaze taking it all in. “It’s like a giant greenhouse!”
“More like a giant terrarium,” Sandow countered. Kneeling down, he stuck the end of the probe into the swiftly rushing water and checked his readouts. A big smile spread across his face when he glanced up at those who’d gathered around him. The man’s gaze fell on Kyber. “Normally this scope is meant for me to place into my patient’s mouth, and it would tell me what germs or viruses are present. It’s not intended to be used in this fashion, but I’m glad it does. This water’s fresh. There’s some alkaline and a pinch of sulphur, but on the whole it doesn’t appear to harbor any dangerous residue. Or spores, or fungi that could harm us.”
They spent the next few minutes drinking the slightly warm liquid and refilling their bags. Rather than press his face into the stream, Kyber dipped his hand into the water and lifted it to his lips. The water helped to ease the fire in his throat, but not the clenching in his belly. He knew he could drink enough to fool his stomach into thinking he’d eaten, but it wouldn’t last. He sat back on his heels to find Gaveer motioning upstream. 
“It looks like it’s coming straight out of the rock. I wonder how deep it is.”
Kyber looked again at the stream, noticing for the first time that he couldn’t see the bottom. He debated whether or not to plunge his arm into it to see if he get an estimate, but decided against it. There was no way of knowing what may be lurking beneath the surface. On a strange new world, there was always that possibility.
“On Earth, we call this an artesian spring,” Jules told him. “From an underground well.”
“But artesian springs are normally cold,” Dayall commented. “This stuff is tepid.”
“Hey, guys?” Fullgrath waved for them to join him close to where the temple wall would be overlooking the abyss. All he had to do was point down. “I think we found our waterfall.”
The stream gushed through the narrow channel before pouring out of the room, arching through the air on its descent. Tojun leaned over as far as he could. “There appears to be more of this building below us.” He frowned. “What could be down there? More plant life? Living quarters?”
“Let’s regroup for a second,” Dayall insisted. They joined him on a large slab adjacent to the stream. All except for Sandow, who remained within earshot as he tested various plants for toxicity. Kyber chose a spot close to the water where he could keep an eye on both the steps leading up to the temple and the vegetation. 
“All right.” The commander tried to wipe the perspiration from his forehead, without success. The transparent suit smeared the sweat, rather than remove it.
“Commander, do we need to continue wearing these?” Kelen spoke up. “This place is like a sauna already. And the coolant system in these things doesn’t seem to be working.”
“It’s for your own protection, Lieutenant. Besides, we need them for the translators.”
“We can speak Terranese,” Massapa admitted. 
Kyber saw Kelen shoot a look of surprise at him. He nodded. “In the event we needed to question a prisoner, and had no means of translating at hand.”
“It won’t matter in a couple more days, anyway,” Mellori said. “We’re slowly draining the power packs. It would be smarter to turn them off and save them in the event we need the energy in an emergency.”
Dayall acquiesced, and the Terrans quickly shucked the suits as Dox gathered the small power packs to add to his collection. For the briefest moment, as Kelen sat down again, Kyber saw her glance at one of his hands where it rested on his knee. A flush of warmth spread under his skin at what she might be thinking, and he wondered if it was the same thing he’d been deliberating—how would her smooth skin feel against him?
“Head’s up!” Sandow laughed and tossed cylindrical-shaped objects of a dark blue color at them. “I can’t vouch for its taste, but it’s edible.”
“It looks like blue thumbs, minus the nail,” Fullgrath groused, but bit into his anyway.
“How do you know it’s viable for us?” Tojun inquired.
Sandow paused in his chewing. “Not too bad. Crunchy, but not much of a taste. To answer your question, I’ve done a lot of studying on Seneecian physiology. It’s required by the potentate when entering the space force. Other than a few minor DNA strands, both of us are very similar. So what’s the verdict, gentlemen? Gentle lady?” He winked at Kelen and took another bite.
“Doesn’t taste like chicken,” Dox remarked sourly, earning a laugh from the other Terrans. Kyber made a note to ask Kelen later to explain the joke.
Sandow went back to his examinations, and Dayall continued. “We have water, we have sustenance, but we may not be safe. We have no way of knowing what creatures could be watching us this very minute, or if those eye worms can infiltrate down here.”
“What is this place? Any idea?” Fullgrath glanced around at each of them. “Is this a city? A temple? A garden?”
“Whatever it is, it was abandoned,” Kyber answered.
Kelen frowned slightly. “Abandoned?”
He looked over at the thick brush. “The vegetation. You can see where it was set into the stone. It was laid out. Designed. Planted in a pattern. That’s civilization. But the plants are overgrown. They’ve grown out of their planters, and the bearers haven’t been cultivated in at least one season.”
“How can you tell?” Dayall questioned.
“By the amount of deadfall on the ground. By the number of rotting fruit…or whatever we’re going to call this food.”
“So you think whoever, or whatever built this place, or lived here, may be gone for good?” Mellori probed.
“Gone or dead.”
Dayall cleared his throat. “Jules, how many hours of night did we have?”
“Six hours and six minutes, but that’s an estimate, since we have no idea what time of night we landed. And the fact that it’s freaking difficult to tell when this sun rises and sets, since we don’t have a horizon. I’m judging from the moment we noticed the sky getting brighter. We should know after another full cycle how long the days and nights are here.”
“Which still leaves us guessing about weather, the seasons…” Mellori’s voice trailed off.
“Are we settling here?” Gaveer inquired in Terranese.
“Settling?” Dayall scratched his chin. “Do we have any choice? For now, we’ll make this our base camp. There is no telling how far down this place goes. There could be another garden like this on another level. There could be another stream.” He shook his head in bewilderment. “We have no idea what we’ll find.”
“Lights.”
Dox’s interruption got their attention.
“What lights?” Mellori questioned the young man.
Dox waggled a finger, pointing at the windows. “Those are solar. They make the sun brighter. Stronger. Better for the plants.” He cocked his head. “Listen.”
Everyone stilled. It took Kyber a few seconds to catch on.
“It sounds like a machine. A motor or an engine.”
“A machine?” Kelen got to her feet and scanned the area. “Where? In here? Or on another level?”
“It sounds like it’s coming fr—”
Something moved behind them. Kyber caught a glimpse of it, and threw out an arm to shove Kelen onto the rock. He acted instinctively, launching himself at whatever appeared to be tracking them from the other side of the stream. 
Before anyone else could question his actions, the plant life exploded.





Chapter 13
Escape
 
 
            Kelen felt the hand on her back, shoving her face-forward. Her forehead slammed into her legs, bruising both. She was aware Kyber was the person who’d pushed her. She was barely able to roll on to her stomach and look up at where he’d been sitting, when she saw the dark, winged shape rising above the tops of the tallest plants. It was a mist, quickly coalescing into a solid, multi-headed creature. As it grew larger, each head opened its mouth, until it appeared to bloom like a bush with a dozen golden blossoms.
            It didn’t cry out. The sound it made wasn’t audible, but the vibrations thundered against her eardrums, threatening to burst them. Kelen pressed her palms to her ears to dampen the assault and got unsteadily to her feet. They were vulnerable, out on the open rock. Like a meal being served on a platter, if the creature’s intent was to eat them.
            She was vaguely aware of someone crossing in front of her. A stream of blue-white light struck the creature at the juncture between one of the heads and its neck. Miniature fireworks went off as the beam sliced through, and the dismembered head fell into the plants below. Two more beams followed suite, aiming to remove the heads, rather than try and hit them directly.  
She jerked when a circular flash of red flew past her. Ducking, she ran over to where Fullgrath continued to fire the pulse rifle at the creature’s main body. Her eyes scanned the stream, searching for Kyber, when the thing suddenly evaporated in a cloud of gray-black smoke. Residual wisps dissipated within seconds, along with the throbbing in her head.
            Cautiously, she removed her hands from her ears and stared at where the thing had been. Her heart thudded with relief when Kyber emerged from the bushes to pause at the edge.
            “It’s gone,” he announced. His voice sounded thick. Distant. She shook her head, hoping her hearing would clear up quickly.
            “What about the heads?” Dayall shouted.
            “Gone, like the body.”
            “What was that thing?” Jules asked as they cautiously re-grouped. They no longer stood with their backs to the plants or to the steps leading up to the temple. They stood in a circle, all facing outward as everyone remained on edge and on guard.
            “A better question would be why did it try to attack us?” Sandow countered. “Was it because we’ve encroached on its territory, and it was defending its home? Perhaps its young? Or were we a convenient food source?”
            “If we’re the food source, I’d hate to think what else is slinking around that’s been its meal ticket all this time,” Kelen commented. “I seriously doubt it’s survived all this time on those measly eye worms.”
            Kyber strode up to stop beside her. Knowing he’d had her back made her feel safer, although she’d prefer to have her own pistol. 
            “She’s right,” the Seneecian acknowledged. “There could be more creatures, not counting the eye worms and that smoke thing, and whatever is lying in wait outside the temple. Whatever we encounter here, we have to assume they are all dangerous. We need to find a place of sanctuary. We cannot remain here, out in the open where they can easily spot us and hunt us.”
            “What do you propose? That we go back upstairs?” Jules challenged, then pointed at the vegetation. “Or hide in that stuff?”
            “Go down further,” Dox answered, almost nonchalantly. “Lights are below. Maybe dwellings.”
            Fullgrath gave the little man a doubtful look. “Yeah, and there could be more monsters down there.”
            Kyber stepped forward. “It doesn’t matter if we go up or down. We’re going to encounter things no matter which way we turn. Our safest bet is to find three walls with a ceiling and a door where we can enclose ourselves. Or three walls, and put a guard at the opening. Either way, we know we can’t stay here or return to the temple. I vote for down.”
            Fullgrath’s face darkened. “Let’s say we do it your way. Let’s say we go down, and we find ourselves trapped by more of those smoke monsters. Or by other creatures we’ve yet to run across. What then?”
            Dayall stepped in. “Down below, here, or up top. It doesn’t matter, Fullgrath. Our days are numbered as it is. All we can hope for is to extend that time for as long as we can.” The commander turned to Kyber. “I’m with you. Let’s go down. But, again, we’re left with the question of where’s the entrance?”
            As one, everyone turned to Dox, who was busy juggling his armload of confiscated odds and ends from the ship. Kelen glanced about, and realized that something wasn’t right. Something didn’t add up.
            Add up.
            They were a man short.
            “Hey, guys? Where’s Cooter?”
            Fullgrath whirled around, as did Dayall, but the man they’d left sitting against the wall was no longer there. Sandow scanned the area. 
            “He must have slipped into the plants during the attack.” He held up his biometer. “I can’t get a reading on him…but I do detect another life form.”
            “Is it Seneecian?” Kyber asked. It was then Kelen remembered one of his own had decided to stay topside. Maybe the guy had had a change of heart and followed them, but they hadn’t noticed.
            The physician slowly shook his head. “No, not Seneecian. Commander, I strongly suggest we seek other accommodations, and quickly.”
            “Could it be that smoky thing?” Gaveer questioned.
            Sandow shrugged. “I can’t tell. I was too busy trying to stay out of harm’s way to scan it.”
            Kelen took a couple of pieces of equipment from the little engineer to help ease his burden. “Dox, can you find us another way out?”
            “Just further down. You already know up,” the young man told her.
            “Further down is fine, but we need to hurry.”
            Dox grinned. “Okay. Follow me.” 
            Before anyone could ask him how he knew which way to go, the man took off at a brisk pace in the direction going upstream. Kelen and the others struggled to keep up.
            “Well, you did tell him we needed to hurry,” a voice rumbled.
            Kelen snorted in amusement as Kyber pulled even with her. She noticed how he continued to glance over his shoulder, and resisted the urge to look herself.
            “Is it back there? Watching us? Maybe looking pissed because we managed to get the upper hand this time around?”
            His answer was to place a hand at the small of her back and silently urged her to go faster. When he finally answered, it sent a shot of pure adrenaline through her.
            “I believe a most accurate answer would be that it has invited its friends and family to join it. And, yes, Kelen, they look very pissed.”



Chapter 14
Descent
 
 
            This doorway was smaller and narrower than the one separating the temple from the gardens. It was also pitch black. No light filtered in from the room with the vegetation.
            Dayall shone his tube light over the walls. As above, they were covered with the familiar markings seen in the temple. 
            “That’s a good thing,” Kelen murmured to herself.
            “Why is that?”
            Kyber stayed directly behind her. Every so often, she could feel his hand on her back or shoulder, and she wondered why. It felt good, those gentle brushes across her blouse that she could easily assume were accidental, but she would swear they weren’t. She felt no pressure, but it was enough to remind her of his presence. His large, very masculine presence. His warmth. His…
She shook her head. She couldn’t afford to let her mind wander into places she had no business going. 
            “Can you see in the dark?” She turned her head to whisper at him.
            “No.”
            “Then why do you keep touching me?”
            She sensed him hesitate. In the gloomy semi-darkness cast behind the tube light, he nearly blocked all the other light coming from behind him. After another moment, she saw him motion for her to continue moving forward.
            “You never answered my question,” he softly reminded her.
            “Neither did you.”
            “Whatever you two are discussing up there, stop and pay attention to where we’re going,” Fullgrath grumbled. He had placed himself at the end of the line to protect their rear with the rifle. Kelen took the hint and clammed up, but she noticed Kyber didn’t touch her again. Oddly enough, she regretted the loss.
            Like the temple and the gardens, the floor here was smooth, and tilted noticeably downward. Every few meters she felt a breath of air tickle her face.
            “There seems to be some sort of ventilation down here.”
            “Probably leading from the cliff face,” Mellori surmised. “It smells of water.”
            “It would make sense,” Tojun interjected. “It would be too difficult to draw any sort of ventilation from the surface.”
            “Why’s that?” Jules asked from near the head of the line.
            “Too dry and arid. The dust alone could clog the system. And that doesn’t take into consideration the increasing length of piping they would need to reach this far underground.”
            “Don’t forget those creatures beneath the planet’s surface,” Massapa reminded them.
            A loud clatter forced everyone to freeze in their tracks. Kelen held her breath as her heart raced in her chest. No one dared to speak for fear of attracting the attention of whatever had caused the sound, when an embarrassed voice from in front apologized.
            “Sorry. Dropped it.”
            Someone chuckled, and presently they resumed their trek. 
Glancing overhead, she could make out the top of the passageway. At the way it slanted, meeting the opposite wall at an angle. They passed another air duct, and this time she noticed its cool flow. Pressing her face to the narrow slit, she gave herself a few precious seconds to let it evaporate the sweat coating her skin before moving on.
No one spoke again for the longest time. They continued to descend at a definite angle. Twice she had to blow out her ears to counteract the change in air pressure. Although the tunnel wasn’t steep, after a while her legs began to protest. She was close to exhaustion, and she knew the others were in the same shape. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed a pained look on Kyber’s face. The Seneecian was definitely on his last reserves. He hadn’t had enough rest or time to heal from the blood loss he’d sustained. And after battling those eye worms, then the smoke creature, it was a wonder he could stay upright.
“Okay. I hate to be the stick in the mud, but someone’s gotta ask. How far down do you think we are? How long have we been descending? And when do you think we’ll reach the end of this fricking tunnel?” she finally voiced aloud.
Dayall called a temporary halt to let everyone catch up. “We’ve been at this for over an hour. And I have no idea when we’ll reach the end, or what the end will look like. As for how far below the surface we are, Mellori? You’re the math whiz here. Want to take a stab at it?”
“Don’t quote me, but judging by our rate of descent, and the fact that we’ve been moving at a pretty constant ten to twelve percent grade, I’d say we’re probably a good kilometer and a half below those gardens.”
“Does that satisfactorily answer your questions, Lieutenant?” 
            She heard a mixture of irritation and humor in the commander’s voice. She nodded. “I just need to say one more thing, if I may.” She knew without looking that Kyber was staring at her curiously, and she wished she knew what he was thinking. “I think we’re taking the alternate route,” she remarked. 
            Dayall sighed loudly. “What makes you thi—”
            “She’s right,” Kyber agreed. “This shaft is too narrow, too long, and too steep for normal foot traffic. If one was to use it to go back up top, they would tire long before reaching the gardens.”
            “What are you saying?” Fullgrath chimed in. “You think this place has an elevator?”
            Kyber shook his head. “I don’t know what an elevator is, but I believe there is another route. A route with stairs.” He pointed back the way they’d come. “I think this is an escape route, but it wasn’t intended as a method of reaching the gardens.”
            Another clatter interrupted them. Dayall barked at the engineer. “Dox, you’re making way too much noise.”
            “Lights!” the young man exclaimed.
            The commander aimed his tube light at the engineer, who was examining the wall running perpendicular to the floor. The young man was using his fingers to walk up the carvings in the rock, until he found one particular graphic. Giving everyone a big grin, he proceeded to poke the hieroglyph. When nothing happened, he frowned, until inspiration struck, and he slapped the picture.
            The walls hummed. A definite glow began to emanate from behind the structure. The brightening gradually increased in radiance, until the walls were no longer solid, but instead became semi-transparent. Kelen gasped as the individual symbols took on a series of colors—reds, blues, greens, and yellows, and all variations and shades. Purples, browns, oranges. Most were scattered randomly, or in what seemed to be an indistinct pattern. But here and there two, three, or more symbols were the same hue, forming a row or column of solid color. To Kelen, it was as if someone had embedded the walls with sparkling jewels.
            “Lights!” Dox proudly announced again.
            Kyber leaned closer and lightly grazed the tips of his fingers across the double concentric circle that shone a pale blue. “It makes sense. The symbol for light resembles their sun in shape and color.”
            “What’s the green one?” Jules asked, pointed to a glyph that looked like a backwards check mark.
            “Door,” Dox explained, and began pointing out other motifs. “Food. Water. Way in.”
            “Wait! Way in?” Kelen stared at the little man. “Dox, you can read these markings?”
            Dox paused to shake his head. “Not markings. Instructions.”
            Sandow spoke up. “Instructions? For what?”
            The question seemed to puzzle the little man. 
“Dox, you said there were instructions for a way in?” Kelen reminded him. “In where? Into what?”
            He pointed to a series of four horizontal carvings located at knee level on the wall. The entire set glowed yellow. He traced the carvings with his hand, then pointed in the direction they had been heading. “The hall is there.”
            Before they ask what hall, he disappeared down the tunnel. The rest hurried after him.
            It was only minutes later when they emerged in another open area. But instead of windows letting in the sun’s light, the wall gave off its own radiance, thanks to Dox finding and turning on the illumination. 
            The group got unnaturally quiet. Kelen pushed her way forward to find out why the silence, when she caught sight of what they were staring at. A mixture of fear and sorrow crowded in her chest, and tears blurred her eyes.
            “Oh, dearest God.”
            In the center of the room lay a massive pile of bones. Skeletons. 
The last remnants of the planet’s humanoid inhabitants.



Chapter 15
Remnants
 
 
            As the others fanned themselves around the room, Kelen and Sandow approached the pile of what once were the inhabitants of this world. There was no doubt in their minds, they had found the remains of the last living beings who, for some unknown reason, had gathered in this room to die.
            Kelen stared at the small bodies with their box-shaped skulls. The skeletons were still encased in the remnants of whatever they wore as clothing. “They were humanoid. They had two arms and two legs. They lived in a community.”
            “Any clue as to why they’re there?” Dayall asked.
            “None,” the physician remarked as he scanned the pile. “It appears they either laid on top of each other before succumbing, or the bodies were piled here after their deaths.” Straightening, he glanced at the commander. “If it’s the latter, don’t ask me who piled them up. I’m a doctor, not an archeologist.”
            Kelen continued to circle around the stack. One skeleton caught her attention, and what she saw brought more tears to her eyes. “Oh, sweet Jesus.”
            “What?” someone called from the other side of the room.
            Crouching down, she stared at the slight figure clutching the tiny replicate to its chest. A mother and infant. 
            A figure cast a shadow over her shoulder. She knew who it was without having to look. “She died comforting her baby,” she murmured.
            “Physician, can you tell what killed them?” Massapa inquired from a few meters away.
            “No. But I can tell you they died all around the same time. This wasn’t something that occurred over time. From the condition of the remains, the amount of decay is consistent with each skeleton.”
            “Can you determine how long ago they died?” Kyber inquired from behind her.
            Kelen heard the doctor sigh. From the sound of it, she knew what the man would say.
            “There is no way I can deduce that. I don’t know the cycle this planet makes around the sun. I know nothing about the length of its days and nights. Even less about its seasons and weather patterns. Plus, there could have been insects and other creatures which may have feasted on them. These people could have died years ago, or weeks.” He closed his scanner with a click. “There is one thing, however, I can tell you. These people weren’t in any physical agony when they passed away. In total fear for their lives, yes. But they didn’t suffer.”
            “I don’t get you, Doc,” Fullgrath rumbled.
            “I do.” Kyber placed a hand on Kelen’s shoulder. She felt the slight tug, beckoning her away from the bodies. She obeyed without question, although she couldn’t tear her eyes from the fragile skeleton that would forever clutch the tinier one to its nonexistent chest. The sight of it would haunt her forever.
            “What kind of room is this?” Tojun inquired. “Why would they come here to die?”
            “I would think the more important question would be what were they hiding from?” Jules observed. “What terrified them to the point where they’d all gather here?”
            Kelen paused as an awful thought came to her. “Doc, you said the bodies didn’t show any signs of trauma?”
            “None that I could see. Of course, they could have been struck by a weapon that wouldn’t leave a mark on the bones.”
            “Is it possible they could have starved to death? I mean, enclosed inside this room, what if they weren’t able to get to any food source? Or water? What if all they had was air?”
            “And time,” Kyber added.
            Kelen raised a shaky hand to her cheek. If these people had succumbed to starvation, it would be even more tragic to imagine the mother trying to nurse her child, to feed it when there was nothing left in her to give. That, or she’d died giving comfort to the baby as their life energies slowly ebbed away. Both were tragic and heartbreaking scenarios that turned her stomach thinking of them.
            She glanced over at Kyber, who was staring sadly at the pile of bodies. She started to comment about the tragedy to him, when the lights began to flicker. Everyone froze.
            “Dox, what’s with the lights?” Dayall called out, but the little engineer didn’t reply. Kelen looked over where she’d last seen him, but he was no longer there. It was Mellori who voiced her thought. 
            “Commander, he’s not here.”
            “Where the hell did he go? Dox? Dox!”
            Kelen walked around to where the others were gathered. Together, they scanned the enclosure. Other than the narrow entrance that led from the gardens, there seemed to be no other doorway.
            The lights blinked again. This time, when they remained on, they were noticeably dimmer.
            She peered back at the section of wall where Dox had been examining the glyphs. The jewel tones were barely distinguishable. One symbol in particular caught her eye. Door? Didn’t he say the green backwards check mark meant a door? There was one of those greenish glowing marks where Dox had been standing. Was it possible the engineer had opened a doorway and disappeared without anyone noticing?
            She whirled around to mention it to the others, when the lights dimmed a third time, leaving them in semi-darkness. 
            Then everything went totally black.
            “Don’t nobody move,” Dayall commanded. He fumbled at his belt for the tube light, turning it on. The beam struck the pile of corpses, throwing eerie shadows across the walls.
            She started to walk over to rejoin them, when a warm hand again touched her shoulder.
            “Kelen, freeze.”
            Her heart began thudding in her chest. His voice had been low and terse, sending chills throughout her body. Her eyes remained riveted on the play of the beams as the three tube lights seemed to dance about the room, searching for the missing engineer. Kyber’s hand remained on her arm, giving her an unusual sense of security despite her growing fear.
            “Back up. Slowly.” His murmur was barely audible.
            Carefully, she lifted her foot, placing it behind her without making any undue noise, then then the other foot. She wanted to ask what had alarmed him. She needed to know to make sense of the trepidation attempting to overwhelm her.
            “Hey! Did you see that?” Fullgrath called out.
            “See what?” Mellori questioned.
            A beam riveted on a section of the pile. “There. I thought I saw movement.”
            The other two beams joined it.
            Before anyone could comment again, the mound exploded outward.
            The scream stuck in Kelen’s throat as the eye worms skittered across the floor and raced directly toward the lights. In the next instant, she was thrown against the wall, and Kyber pressed his back against her, shielding her with himself. 
            The rays from the Seneecian pistols were blinding. The circles of heat from Fullgrath’s pulse rifle began to incinerate the creatures, as well as the corpses. The smell of burning flesh quickly filled the room, but it didn’t stop more eye worms from emerging from where they’d either been nesting or hiding.
            Kyber continued to shove her against the wall as he fired at the advancing horde. Being in the dark, the worms weren’t as attracted to them as they were to the light source.
            Kelen watched as the Seneecian took careful aim, making every shot count as she gritted her teeth to keep from crying out. Knowing any sound they made could bring more of the deadly creatures their way.
            Kyber aimed at a large eye worm descending from near the top of the pile, when his weapon clicked. Seconds later, Fullgrath swore.
            “I’m out!”
            Someone yelled. Kelen heard a shrieking sound. She clutched the straps on Kyber’s uniform as he tossed away his weapon and began attacking the horde with his bare hands, tearing into them with his talons. 
            One eye worm leapt onto his chest. Kyber roared, grabbed the creature, and threw it away. Another one scuttled toward her, and she kicked at it. The action made her lose her balance, and she threw out her arms to keep from pitching to the side.
            The fingers of one hand felt the rough carvings. Without thinking, she slapped her palm against it.
            Suddenly they were falling backwards. Kelen tried to brace herself, when her head hit something hard, and she blacked out.



Chapter 16
Isolated
 
 
            Slowly, she gained consciousness, totally disoriented and confused in the total darkness, when the muffled sound of hundreds of little legs scratching at the wall jerked her fully awake. She started to scramble backwards on her hands and feet to get away from the eye worms, when a warm hand clutched her calf.
            “Kelen.”
            She grabbed his arm and tried to pull him along with her, but he was a dead weight. Too heavy for her to move.
            “Kyber, we have to get out of here! Those worms—”
            “Are on the other side of the door.” His voice sounded weak.
            She tried to see him, but the blackness was absolute. However, by the lack of echo, she guessed whatever room they were in wasn’t that large. “What happened?”
            “I think you opened a doorway and we fell inside.”
            “Did any of those things fall in with us?”
            “I don’t…believe so.”
            She strained her ears for the sound of one of them nearby, but there was only the noise coming from the other side of the wall.
            “Kelen, can you see if you can find one of those light symbols?”
            His grip relaxed on her leg. She reached over, feeling for him, when her hand encountered something furred. Hard. His body. She quickly jerked away.
            “I’ll try.”
            “Two concentric circles.”
            “I know. Hold on.”
            She managed to get to her feet, using the wall to help brace herself. Methodically, she felt the carvings, looking for the simple sign for the sun. After a few minutes, she paused, letting out an irritated sigh.
            “There has to be one somewhere,” he muttered.
            “I know. But all I feel are slashes.” She paused as a thought burrowed its way from her subconscious. “Wait a minute.”
            “What?”
            She didn’t answer him. Instead, she got down on her knees and started searching for the swirls. It didn’t take her long. “Ah! Found one!” She slapped the symbol and waited. Slowly, luminescence brightened the walls until she could finally see Kyber lying on his back on the floor in the middle of the small room. He saw her grinning at him, and started to say something when she spotted a movement along his hip.
            “Oh, shit! Hold it!” Reaching over, she grabbed the partial body of the eye worm still attached to his uniform. Jerking it off, she threw it on the floor, stood, and squashed it with her boot. It made a soft popping sound. “Roll over. Let me see if any more of those nasty things are hanging on.”
            He struggled to obey, without success. “I’m having difficulty.”
            “Well, I’m not surprised. Let me look.” 
            Grabbing the waistband of his skirt, she managed to lift him enough to where she could examine his back. “All right. You’re clear.” A quick scan over the rest of him show no further signs of eye worm infestation. Lowering him onto the floor, she settled herself beside him.
            “That was quick thinking on your part, finding that doorway,” he praised her. “I don’t think I could have lasted much longer.”
            “It was sheer luck, believe me. And I don’t think we’re out of the woods yet.”
            “Out of the woods?”
            She smiled at his puzzled expression. “It means we’re not out of danger.”
            He lifted his head toward the wall. “I don’t know why it never occurred to me.”
            “Why what never occurred to you?”
            “The height of the symbols. The glyphs for the lights and the doors. They’re at the level where the original inhabitants would have been able to reach them. Not someone of our stature.”
            She chuckled. “It took me a moment to realize that.” 
            The scratching on the other side of the wall continued. Kelen drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. “Do you think anyone else is still alive?” she whispered.
            He slowly shook his head. “I cannot hope.” Tilting his head, he gave her a small smile. “Although there is a chance Dox may have escaped.”
            “That’s right. He must have gone through a door right before all hell broke loose.”
            They sat in silence, the sound of their breathing the only other noise beside the incessant scratchings. She noticed him glancing around.
            “What is it?”
            “My satchel. I seem to have lost it during the fight outside.”
            “Did it contain anything important?”
            “Other than a few supplies, no.” He sighed loudly and lay still, his eyes staring at the ceiling.
            Kelen let her eyes wander about the room. “I wonder what this room was for.”
            Kyber chuckled, deep and resonant. “I’m starting to wonder if any of the rooms have a specific purpose. We have yet to discover any sort of living chambers. Perhaps they’re on a lower level.”
            “This one’s too small to live in, even for those little people.” She gave a huff of laughter. “Huh. Come to think of it, my cabin on the Manta was about this size. I take it all back.”
            Kyber managed to lift a hand and point to a series of vertical, parallel wavy lines that glowed with a pale white light in the center of the wall near her. “See if anything happens if you strike that carving.”
            Crawling on her hands and knees, Kelen went over to the picture and slapped it. As if by magic, the block with that carving began to extend outward toward her. Kelen stared in shock at the carved bowl seated inside.
            “Oh, sweet…” Dipping her finger into the bowl, she stuck the digit into her mouth. “It’s water. Kyber, it’s water!” Carefully, she lifted the bowl and carried it over to where he lay. The Seneecian drank thirstily before pushing it away.
            “You take the rest,” he insisted.
            “No. You take it all. You need it more than I do. Hopefully, there’s more. How did you know that symbol would mean water?”
            “I didn’t, but in many cultures there are some similarities in pictographs. If the circles meant the sun and light, I took the chance the wavy lines would indicate the presence of water.”
            She made an appreciative face and nodded. “Sounds logical. So how can we be sure this isn’t it?”
            “I don’t understand.”
            She waved at the bowl. “What if that’s all there is? What if, when I push on the symbol again, we don’t get a refill?”
            He gave her a doubtful look, but went ahead and drained the bowl. Kelen took the bowl back to the open block, set it into the groove, and gave the block a little push. The carving obediently slid into its recess. 
            “All right. Let’s see if this works.” She flashed him a hopeful smile and hit the symbol a second time. The block re-opened. And, as she’d half-hoped, the bowl was full. “Bingo!”
            Kyber laughed softly as she took a drink.
            “What do you find funny?” she asked, wiping her mouth on her sleeve.
            “Your Terran expressions. I have no idea what they mean, but I understand them.”
            She replaced the bowl and closed the block as she scanned the other symbols embedded in the wall. “I think I’m beginning to catch on to these.”
            “Explain it to me,” he softly asked. He was close to falling asleep.
            “This is someone’s home. We’re inside someone’s apartment, or cabin. And behind these walls are everything they need to survive. I bet if I did a little more snooping, I’d find the right scribble for food. Maybe even a bed. Or a communications device!”
            “What of the series of symbols that are all the same color?” Kyber wearily asked.
            “I bet those are instructions, or road signs, like this way to such and such chamber. Remember how Dox read that grouping to lead us here?”
            Her eyes fell on a marking at the opposite end of the room, and her heart lurched as she recognized it. Leaning over, she placed a hand on the Seneecian’s leg. “Kyber?”
            “Mmm.”
            “There’s another doorway.”
            “Where?”
            She pointed to the green backwards check mark on the opposite side of the room. He placed his hand over hers. “Do not go through it, Kelen. Not until I’m able to go with you.” It wasn’t a command, but a request.
            “I promise I won’t.” She glanced down to find his deep brown eyes watching her, and she smiled. “I give you my word.”
            Her reassurance was enough to satisfy him, and he nodded. Closing his eyes, he allowed himself to rest and regain his strength.
            Kelen remained sitting there, watching him. Observing him. Taking advantage of this rare moment to study him. If not for the fine covering of short fur enveloping his body, he appeared human. Give or take the claws on his hands and feet. She’d seen his sharp, pointed teeth. She’d witnessed first-hand his strength and bravery. And, without question, his endurance was beyond what any human man could withstand.
            Was that why she wasn’t afraid of the Seneecian? Was that why she’d gravitated to him, as if they’d had magnets tied to each other? This alien was supposed to be her mortal enemy. She’d been indoctrinated into hating his kind for as long as she could remember.
            What changed my mind? Why can’t I find it in myself to distrust him?
            Why do I want to run my fingers through his fur?
            She caught herself yawning, but she didn’t feel tired. She was still too wound up. 
Tearing her gaze away from him, she studied the markings on the wall. Okay, Chambliss. Let’s see what else we can discover about this place.
She pointed to the water mark. “Wavy line.” To the door sign. “Straight line.” To the sun symbol. “Circle, but let’s call that a wavy line since it curves.” Biting her lower lip, she glanced at some of the other glowing glyphs. “Have you noticed, Chambliss, that not all the markings are lit up? Only specific ones? What do you want to bet the lit ones are like the command toggles on the navigation console on the Manta?”
One symbol in particular intrigued her. It was a purple vertical loop. After hesitating for a moment, she hit it. Instead of the block extending outward, a little slot opened up. She peered inside at the object lying inside. Cautious, she reached in and drew it out. It was a dark blue and shaped like a pancake. It even hung limply in her hand like one. She sniffed it, then tentatively ran her tongue over it.
“All right, Chambliss. I know what Dr. Sandow said, but he could be dead for all we know.” She took a deep breath. “Here goes. What have I got to lose?”
She took a bite. The stuff was palatable but virtually tasteless, like the blue thumb fruit. Swallowing, she waited to see if her body would react. After what she felt was sufficient time, and not feeling any aftereffects, she downed the rest of it, as well as part of another.
            “Okay. What’s done is done. What next? Do I feel like doing a bit more exploring?” she murmured softly. One symbol in particular intrigued her. Like the door symbol, it was a straight orange line, but horizontal with two smaller lines running perpendicular below it. Furthermore, it was set in the corner, low to the floor. Unable to resist, she pressed the symbol. A portion of the floor slid away, revealing a small, oval bowl. A slight odor emanated from it, and she leaned over to sniff.
            “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s the toilet!” Good thing, too, since it had been some time since she’d last gone.
Once she was finished, another yawn overtook her, and this time she had to admit her weariness. Coming down off her adrenaline high, she was beginning to crash.
Tucking the partially-eaten blue pancake back into its niche, she crawled over to where Kyber lay unconscious. “Fuck this. I’m going for broke,” she muttered to herself, and spooned up against his side. 
He was warm. The fur on his arm and leg was soft to the touch where she draped her arm over his waist.
She had no recollection of falling asleep.



Chapter 17
Alone
 
 
            The room was dimmer when she awoke. At least it appeared that way.
            The first thing she noticed was that the scratching had ceased. That alone helped to ease her worry somewhat. The second thing she was aware of was the feel of strong arms encircling her.
            Slowly, Kelen turned her head to find a dark green gaze studying her. Lifting her arms, she drew them around his neck and brought him closer, burying her face in his shoulder. It felt like the most natural thing to do. The right thing to do. Holding him. Pressing herself against him as his arms tightened, as if to keep her permanently in his embrace.
            Several minutes passed as his warmth seeped into her bones. It was as if he also passed his strength along to her. And his zest for life, for survival.
            She breathed him in. He had a unique scent that defied description. His short black fur was soft—a complete antithesis to the firm, muscular body it covered. Where she had expected it to be wiry and coarse, it was more of a pelt. Reluctantly, she finally leaned back to stare up into his face and his puzzled expression.
            “What?” she whispered.
            “You were dreaming. Or rather, you were facing demons.”
            “Is it any wonder?” She gave him tired grin. “How do you feel? How’s the wound?”
            “Much better, thank you.”
            They remained locked together. Neither of them made a move to disengage. Things were too perfect to separate.
            Reaching up, she ran her fingers over his broad, flat nose, over his cheek, and down to the corner of his mouth. His lips were thin, she discovered, and hairless. Even his skin was the color of night.
            “That tickles,” he told her softly.
            “Oh. Sorry.” She pulled her hand away, but he caught it and returned it to his face.
            “But if it pleases you, it pleases me,” he murmured.
            Kelen smiled. “You’re just so…different.”
            “Is that good or bad?” He was teasing her. They were comfortable enough with each other to tease? The realization gave her a warm feeling. She brushed the back of her fingers across the side of his head. 
            “It’s good. Where are your ears?”
            “You touched them. Why do yours stick out?”
            “I don’t know. Genetics? And you’re soft. I mean, your hair is soft. I wasn’t implying you were soft, like weak. I meant… Aww, hell. You know what I’m trying to say, don’t you?”
            Kyber chuckled. “I do. May I ask a favor?”
            “Sure. What?”
            “May I explore you?”
            “Umm, okay. It’s only right, to return the favor.”
            She involuntarily flinched when his talons hovered over her eyes. She couldn’t help herself, even though she knew he didn’t intend to hurt her. When they caressed her cheek, she barely felt them. She kept her gaze on his, on the way his eyes roamed across her. The tip of one claw followed the line of an eyebrow, sending a shiver through her.
            It was incredibly erotic, having him caress her in this fashion. Erotic and exciting.
            “I must be honest with you,” he admitted in that low, gravelly range she was finding she loved to hear. He continued before she could ask what about. “I thought your skinned appearance would be off-setting. It’s not.”
            She smiled. “Think of me as one of your kind but with a real close shave.”
            “Trust me, Kelen. You’re nothing like one of my kind.”
            “That better be a compliment,” she teased.
            “It is.”
            He drew an imaginary line around the curve of her cheek to her ear, flicking the lobe. “For years, the sight of Terrans disgusted me. Why do I no longer feel that way? Why does your visage fascinate me?”
            With a start, Kelen realized they were getting into unexplored and potentially dangerous new territory. One that didn’t include their current whereabouts.
            She was beginning to lose herself in this Seneecian, and the idea didn’t frighten her. Regardless of everything she’d been taught, and all the rumors she’d heard, she found herself enthralled by the alien. Captivated and eager to learn more. To experience more.
            But does he?
            “May I ask you a personal question?” Kyber interrupted her thoughts.
            “Go ahead. Shoot.”
            He grinned. The tips of his pointed teeth gleamed in the soft light. “Do you have a partner? A…life mate?”
            “You mean a husband? No. No boyfriend, either.” She gave a slight shrug. “Being in the space corps tends to kill off relationships, if you know what I mean.”
            He bowed his face. “I do know what you mean.”
            “How about you? You are taken?”
            “Taken?”
            “Is there someone on Seneecia who claims you?”
            He hesitated. “No. I have no one but my family.”
            “You have family?” She smiled.
            “My father, my brother, and two sisters,” he admitted. “Do you have a family?”
            “Not anymore. Mom died when I was little. Dad died while I was on my first mission. I never had any brothers or sisters. You’re lucky.”
            A gurgling sound came between them, making her laugh. “I’m hungry. Bet you’re famished, too.”
            She hated having to disengage herself from his arms. From the expression that flashed across his face, so did he.
            “I regret to say I didn’t pocket any of those blue fruits,” he admitted.
            “Not a problem. How do you feel about blue pancakes?”
            She caught the confused look he gave her before she went over to the panel that was still open. Pulling out the partially-eaten pancake, she closed the panel and returned to his side.
            “Here. Try this. See if it agrees with your system.”
            Kyber took the food and noticed the missing piece. He gasped at her with alarm. She held up a hand to stop his protests.
            “I know. I know. Doc said never to try anything until he’d cleared it first. But Doc’s not here, and God knows if he’s still alive. We have to eat if we’re to survive.” She waved at the pancake. “I was doodling around, trying to figure out what some of those symbols meant, and this popped out. It looked like food, so I ate a little bit to see if I’d have any reaction to it. I mean, what other choice did I have? It was try it or starve.” She motioned at herself. “As you can see, I’m still here. No tummy problems or otherwise. Go on. You try it. I can’t vouch for the taste, or whatever. I don’t even know if it’s nutritious. I just know it’s edible.”
            She watched as he bit into the flat object and chewed. “You’re right,” he admitted. “It’s tasteless.” He handed her the remainder, which she denied.
            “You finish it,” she told him. “I’ll see if there might be another one ready by now.”
            Crawling over to the symbol with the loop, she hit the panel. It popped open like before. Pulling out another pancake, she held it up for him to see. “Jackpot! Breakfast!”
            The panel dispensed several more, which they ate, followed by a drink of water from the bowl. All the while, she noticed how he appeared to be studying the walls.
            “Penny for your thoughts.”
            “I don’t suppose one of those lighted symbols hides a weapon we can use?” Kyber smiled lopsidedly.
            Kelen returned the grin and shook her head. “I don’t know. Care for me to give it a shot to find out? Oh, I found out that orange light is their bathroom. Hit it, and part of the floor slides away.” She pointed to the symbol near the surface. “Apparently these people had no qualms about going in front of others.”
            “Thank you. I’ll keep that bit of information in mind.”
            She tilted her head as she watched him survey the rest of the walls. “Kyber?”
            “Hold off for a moment.” He paused to think.
            “I realized last night that the shape of the sign was a clue as to what it meant,” she continued. “Straight lines are objects, like doorways. Curvy lines are sustenance. At least, they have been so far. Or I could be completely wrong, and just happened to be very lucky.”
            Kyber sat up and pointed to a symbol that resembled an inverted U that glimmered a dark gold. “Have you tried that one?”
            “No. Want me to?”
            “It curves. I’m curious. Let me this time.”
            “Be careful.”
            He gave her a hooded look in reply, then went over to the panel to hit it. There was a pause as the golden glow blinked. He stepped aside, out of range in case something happened. When it slid open, it held another bowl. This time, steam rose from the contents. Kyber lifted it out and sniffed it.
            “It’s warm and has no smell, whatever it is.”
            “Is it food?”
            “Looks that way.” He stuck a talon in the yellow goo and put it in his mouth. 
            Kelen laughed at the face he made. “Taste bad?”
            “No taste, like the pancake. I’m beginning to think these people had no taste buds. Here. You take this bowl, and I’ll see if it will serve for two.”
            It did, and they scooped what Kelen started referring to as yellow oatmeal into their mouths. Before too long, they were pleasantly stuffed.
            Licking her fingers, she wiped them on her pants. “What I wouldn’t give for a bath and a clean uniform.”
            “Have you tried any of the other straight-line symbols?”
            She glared at him. “Now you’re teasing me.”
            His eyes went to the one tile behind her that needed no explanation. “We can’t stay here, Kelen. Sooner or later we’re going to have to leave this place and search for the others, if any of them are still alive.”
            “I know.” She stared down at her empty bowl. Sleep tugged at her brain and body, now that her belly was full.
            “Kelen.”
            She lifted her face and waited.
            “Before we go, we need to rest again.” He gestured for her to join him on the floor. She didn’t hesitate to insinuate herself back into his embrace. As she snuggled against his side, she sniffed him again.
            “Do I offend you?” he halfway teased.
            “No. You smell wonderful, and I’m jealous.”
            “If it’s any comfort, you have a non-objectionable odor, as well.”
            “Non-objectionable?” She almost rose up on one elbow, but his hand kept her pinned down.
            “It means I do not mind how you smell, either.”
            “Quit trying to be chivalrous and tell me the truth.”
            His arm tightened around her. “I am being truthful. Now, hush and get some sleep. We will need our strength when we reawaken.
            Kelen kept her retort to herself. He was right. She didn’t have the energy to go exploring. Stifling a yawn, she closed her eyes, unaware of the pressure of his lips on the top of her head.



Chapter 18
Passion
 
 
            He was petting her, bringing her to wakefulness either intentionally or not. It was a light touch, but every caress stirred her juices. 
She knew she shouldn’t be feeling this way. She shouldn’t be aroused by the stroke of his hand on her hip, or the way he nuzzled her collarbone. But she couldn’t help herself.
“Kyber.”
He pulled away, and she immediately regretted it. Staring up at him, she tried to mile. His dark gaze bore into hers before dropping to her mouth.
Diplomacy had never been a strong point with her. Neither had she ever been able to keep her impulsiveness in check. Cursing herself, she touched his mouth with a fingertip. His lips were soft. 
“I’m sorry to awaken you,” he said, breaking the silence.
“It’s all right.”
He continued to stare at her. The look on his face was unreadable. His hand on her hip sent heat straight to her core. The tension grew to the point where she could no longer stand it.
“Kyber, does your kind kiss?”
His head jerked back slightly, breaking her connection with his mouth. “Kiss?”
“Yeah. It’s when you place your lips on another person’s lips. It’s called a kiss.”
“What is the meaning for performing the act?”
“We do it to show affection.”
“Like between sensual partners?” His rough, gravelly voice sent streams of desire through her, turning her insides into jelly. She tried to adjust her legs, but found them trapped beneath his.
“Yeah. Kind of like that.”
“Show me how it happens,” he softly asked.
After a moment’s hesitation, she reached up with one hand and grabbed a strap on his uniform that looped over his shoulder. Tilting her head to the side, she brought him down until his mouth touched hers.
She waited, unsure how to proceed further, when he tentatively pressed his lips more firmly onto hers. Then with greater pressure.
Kelen sighed. Her body was melting, puddling into goo. Her brain spun with confusion, and her heart thudded like an engine in overdrive. Her world had collapsed into this infinitesimal point in time. Lost in the overwhelming sensation, she was unaware when he lifted his mouth.
“Is that how it’s done?” His lips brushed hers as he spoke.
“Yeah.” She couldn’t keep herself from grinning like a fool. “Just like that.”
“That is how Terrans show their affection?”
She gave him a curious look. His tone held the briefest of humor, giving her the impression that he was debating something. Or planning.
“That’s how we do it. How do Seneecians show their affection?”
“This way.”
He dropped his face into the curve of her neck. Kelen shivered as his tongue ran across her exposed skin like fine sandpaper. Wet, hot, and abrasive, but not enough to hurt. Climbing under her ear, he stopped and nipped her earlobe.
“That way.”
A puff of warm air hit the moistness where he’d licked her, and Kelen shivered. “Do that again,” she begged, closing her eyes.
Adjusting himself, he bent lower, placing his tongue in the hollow of her throat. His movements were slow as he dragged his dark pink tongue across her upper chest. She was unaware she’d moaned until he spoke again.
“Are you in pain?”
She opened her eyes. “Huh?” 
“You were making sounds like you were hurting.”
“Oh, no. I’m not in pain. I… It felt good.”
He nodded slowly. “You taste good. Your taste is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”
It was then that she was forced to admit to herself that if Kyber wanted to take this to the next level, she wouldn’t object. Hell, she may even race him to get there. His presence was all-consuming, sucking away her willpower and resistance with every lap of his tongue.
As she closed her eyes again, vague thoughts burst into her brain like fragile bubbles. How did Seneecians mate? For all the similarities they shared, would they be able to have sex?
Her body was amped. She couldn’t deny the growing moistness between her legs. Kyber shifted over a bit more, returning to that spot under her chin. But this time his tongue lapped downward, into the cleft of her breasts before stopping.
Kelen opened her eyes to find him staring at her face. Waiting for her to make the next move. To refuse or accept the next step. There was no mistaking where he wanted this to go. Wordlessly, she let him go and reached down for the ragged hem of her blouse.
“It has no buttons,” she told him in a hushed voice. “I have to pull it over my head to take it off.”
Kyber held out a hand to help her sit up. She kept her gaze on his face as she drew it over her head. The material snagged the sagging bun coming loose behind her head, and her hair tumbled around her shoulders.
His face was expressionless, but his eyes riveted on her pale complexion. On the sight of her bared breasts where her nipples were already taut with expectation. He lifted a lock of her dark brown hair and stared at it. Leaning forward, he sniffed it, then let his fingers weave through the thick tresses. “Your hair is long,” he noted.
“Only on my head.”
“I’ve heard Terrans have hair on other parts of their bodies.”
Her inner muscles clenched. “Yes. Between my legs.”
“May I see?”
May you see?
Her fingers trembled as she undid her pants and slid them off. Kyber observed the fact that the boots were part of the outfit and not separate. Kelen tossed the pants onto her blouse and laid back down on the floor.
There was undeniable emotional heat reflected on his face. His eyes seemed to burn into her as he took in the sight of her nude body. A taloned hand gently raked the tight curls covering her mound. Before she could say anything, he dipped his nose into the nest and breathed deeply. The simple act sent a wave of anticipation through her.
There was no way she could tell if he was as turned on as she was. Or if he was simply excited at this new discovery. Yet, she couldn’t help wishing for something that shouldn’t be. That had no right to occur. Nor could she explain why she wanted this creature to make love to her. It not only went against everything she’d been taught, but it also went against the laws of nature. They’re weren’t even the same species. Many would argue Seneecians weren’t even humanoid.
And yet, at this moment, in this place, it felt natural. It felt good, and it felt right. 
Kyber gave a soft growl. His hand clutched the pubic curls and gave them a little tug. The silent request was clear.
“Yes. Yes, Kyber. I want you to.”
She watched him get to his feet to remove his uniform. During her lessons back at the academy, where she’d learned about the Seneecians, most of what was taught covered their fighting techniques and battle maneuvers. She’d gotten a brief glimpse of a nude male anatomy, but she’d seen very little, if anything, to suggest the creature was even male. Nearly every inch of the body was covered with fur—short, thick, and as she’d just discovered, luxurious to the touch.
He untied the sandals from his feet and shoved them to the side. Next, he undid the waistband of his skirt, which also relaxed the straps crossing over his wide shoulders. The heavy leather-like uniform fell to the floor with an audible thump. 
Kelen stared up at the support strap he wore to protect his genitals. With a flick of one hand, the strap came loose to join the rest of his outfit.
Like human males, he had a testicle sac which hung between his legs. It was difficult to tell if there were one or two, or maybe more. More disconcerting was the tiny bald head barely peering from his body cavity above the sac. She glanced up at him and was about to make a comment when he got down on his knees and pushed her onto the floor.
He lowered his face until their lips met again. Kelen relaxed. Placing her hands on either side of his face, she kissed him, gently moving her lips against his. Building pressure. Building the tension that would culminate in what they were about to do.
He broke away to murmur, “I do not know how your kind pleases a female, but allow me to show you how it is done with ours. If there is something you wish for me to change, do not hesitate to let me know.”
She nodded, waiting.
He lowered his body on top of hers, kneeing apart her legs until she could feel the heavy weight of his sac resting against her inner thighs. Anchoring his hands on either side of her ribcage, he made a little thrusting motion.
Something hot and thick began to burrow into her channel. Kelen gasped as her eyes flew open to find him staring down at her. His hips never moved, but his erection continued to tunnel inside her. Inching forward slightly, then withdrawing a fraction before penetrating deeper.
The sensation was incredible. He was filling her with himself. With a heavy length she would never have believed possible. The muscle that was his penis continued to ease inside her, stretching her, until it finally stopped.
She lifted her knees to give him better access. Kyber smiled at her response.
And then it began, a slow rocking in and out that left her breathless. The rhythm steadily grew faster as the muscle relentlessly plunged within her. Her cream coated his full erection to where there was no pain. Only the persistent ramming that was driving her out of her mind. 
She grabbed his buttocks, squeezing them as she threw back her head. He continued to thrust himself into her, hard and steady. His length was jackhammering inside her, although the rest his body remained unmoving. At the angle where he’d placed himself, with every thrust, his erection ran roughshod over her clit. Her nerve endings sparked like internal engines on a space ship, and Kelen found herself on the verge of soaring.
She barely had the chance to breathe, when she was swept up in the maelstrom of her orgasm. And still Kyber continued to plunge into her without cessation. She cried out, a long wailing sound that seemed to stretch on forever.
Suddenly, he stopped, his thickness jammed up inside her as far as it could go, and she felt it pulse. Vibrating within her inner walls. Strong tremors went through her as it jerked. Kyber opened his mouth to howl as he found his own release, and he lowered his head until it touched the floor.
Kelen breathed heavily as the aftermath rippled through her with gentle waves of receding pleasure. Inevitably, his softened penis withdrew, dragging over her sensitive nerve endings and leaving her to shudder in its wake. Yet his body remained still, caging her beneath his bulk.
She could hear him breathing heavily. Patting his butt cheeks, she locked her heels behind his calves and circled his waist with her arms. Kyber felt her movement and lifted his face to gaze down at her.
“Was that adequate?”
“You couldn’t tell?” she halfway teased.
“I wasn’t sure.”
She reared up to press a kiss on his chest. “It was very adequate. But you missed one very important thing.”
“What was that?”
“My breasts. They’re a very erogenous zone for my kind.”
“I didn’t forget them, Kelen,” he murmured. “I plan to explore them the next time.”
She froze. The next time? 
Fuck it, Kel. You know there will be a next time. And a time after that. And if you’re lucky, a quick follow-up to this time.
Kyber smiled down at her, and she couldn’t help but smile back.
Oh, God, what am I going to do? Heaven help her, but she was falling in love with her mortal enemy.
Fallen, hell. I’m already done for.
Strangely enough, although she knew she should be frightened out of her ever-loving mind for what they’d done, and for what could still happen, she wasn’t. In fact, she was looking forward to whatever he had in mind for their next time.
That is, if they lived long enough.



Chapter 19
Admission
 
 
            Kyber sat in the corner on the other side of the room and watched her sleep. All the while, he cursed himself for his weakness, and for what he’d done.
            There was no excusing what the two of them had experienced. The Guild would not forgive him once they found out. If they found out. Same for his fellow crewmen, if any of them were still alive.
            The Terrans were the enemy. They were heathens. Skinned freaks of creation that didn’t deserve to live, much less be allowed to roam through the galaxies and populate planets like the diseased vermin they were. They were a vicious species. Too quick to judge, and even quicker to kill. They deserved to be wiped out of existence.
            That’s what he’d heard all of his life, until it became a litany repeating over and over in his brain. Terrans were sub-human. They had to be exterminated. 
            He’d believed it, had never doubted it…until he met Kelen. There she was, a Terran female with a heart as big as any Seneecian’s, and showing more bravery than many crewmen he’d served with. A female as equal to any female of his kind. Intelligent. Resourceful.  
            And beautiful. 
            Kelen couldn’t be more enthralling if she was covered in fur. Even if she were, he knew that unique, exquisite quality that captivated him would not exist. Her being a Terran was what made her special. It’s what had drawn him to her as though she were a precious metal, and he’d melded a powerful magnet to his body. 
            Yet, he’d had no right to take her. His actions alone were enough to condemn him. Once convicted and sentenced, the Guild would strip him of his rank, brand him a traitor, and put him out in the wasteland to spend the rest of his life fighting to survive amid what lay beyond the high walls of the city.
            But she had wanted him to. She had asked, and he’d had no choice but to grant her what they both were seeking.
            Sighing heavily, Kyber continued to watch the gentle rise and fall of her breasts as she slept. Years ago, he’d given up any hope of finding a female who would challenge him. Who would soothe his sexual fever the same way she could smooth his rougher edges. How was he to know that the person he’d secretly prayed for wasn’t even of the same species?
            Kelen shifted in her sleep. He watched as she felt the floor for his presence, to find him gone. She opened her eyes to see him sitting away from her.
            “Kyber?”
            “I…couldn’t sleep. I did not wish to disturb you.”
            She sat up and looked around, noticing he’d covered her with her uniform to keep her from getting chilled. She yawned as she ran a hand through her long hair that covered her shoulders like a veil. “That’s the biggest crock of shit I ever heard. What’s bothering you?”
            “Other than our present circumstance?” He forced a smile upon his face.
            She gave him a look of disbelief. “Nice try, but I don’t buy it. Why are you clear on the other side of the room? Was my snoring keeping you awake?”
            “You weren’t snoring.”
            “Then why aren’t you here next to me? Why aren’t you here touching me, so we can make love again?”
            He gave her a curious look. “Make what?”
            “Make love. Screw. Fuck. Whatever the hell your people call what we did earlier. How would you put it?”
            “I took you,” he replied.
            “All right. Then take me again.” She cocked her head. “Or is this what this is all about? Why you’re distancing yourself from me?”
            When he didn’t answer, she crawled to him on her hands and knees, and parked herself in front of him. Reaching out, she touched his chin, lifting his face to make eye contact.
            “Talk to me, Kyber.”
            He shook off her touch. “What we did was wrong.”
            “Don’t I know it.”
            At her admission, he gave her a surprised stare. Kelen shrugged.
            “Don’t you think I haven’t argued with myself about our actions? If we were back in space, we’d be in for a ship load of shit we’d never be able to dig out of,” she admitted. “But you know what? I don’t care. And you know why?”
            “Enlighten me.”
            Her hand returned to his face, to his cheek where her fingertips caressed the corner of his mouth. Her eyes softened. “Because, for some reason I can’t begin to explain, you’ve become the most important thing in my life. Kyber, why is that? What is it about you that calls to me?”
            He took her hand in his. “I have been sitting here, asking myself the same question. Just being with you makes my conduct questionable. But what we did… I could lose my commission. And my life.”
            She met him eye to eye, searching. Trying to read his mind. “Kyber, are you sorry we made love?”
            He groaned. “No. But we can’t allow ourselves another moment of weakness like that.”
            “Do you honestly believe that’s what it was? A moment of weakness?” She frowned. “Kyber, in the short time I’ve come to know you, I’ve never met anyone with your strength of character, Terran or otherwise. You’ve never hesitated to do what you feel you must do, even if it goes against your training. I’ll even wager when you protected me against those eye worms, you broke a few of your own laws. Trust me, I know what weakness is. I’ve had to deal too many times with crew members who refused to break rank to do the right thing. But you, what you did to me, what we shared, that was not weakness. It was compassion. It was caring in its purest form. Regardless of the fact that we’re two different species, deep inside we’re still two people who’ve been through hell, and we’re still caught in the middle of it. You offered solace, and I accepted it. Plain and simple. And, Kyber? I would accept it again. This shit isn’t over. There’s no telling what all we’ll encounter. We could die today for all we know.”
            He turned his head to look at the faintly glowing green door symbol to his left. Kelen looked to see what held his attention.
            “We can’t stay here,” he told her.
            “I know. But I wish we could. I could be happy, staying here with you.”
            When he glanced back at her, she gave him a tremulous smile. Suddenly, it was as if the past few hours of self-incrimination no longer mattered. Drawing her into his arms, he kissed her in that way that made her moan contentedly.
            “I, too, would have no reservations staying here with you,” he admitted, breathing in the warm scent of her hair. “But we need to find out if any of the others survived. We must leave here and see what lies beyond that door.”
            She kissed his cheek before pulling away. “Breakfast first before we do?”
            Kyber nodded. “And fill our pockets with whatever food and water we can carry with us.”
            She lifted a fine eyebrow rose at him. “I wasn’t talking about food, big boy.”
            He started to ask her what she meant, when she ran her blunt nails down the inside of his thigh, stopping to cup his genitals between his legs. Giving him a squeeze, she grinned playfully.
            “Think you got the stamina for another round?”
            He grabbed her and rolled her onto her back to prove he did, and Kelen laughed with delight.



Chapter 20
Falls
 
 
            Kyber watched in silence as she tried to pin her hair back up in a regulation bun behind her neck, but she’d lost too many clips to secure it properly. Growling irritably, she finally opted into tying it into a ponytail using another strip of cloth torn from her blouse.
            “All right. Let’s go.”
Before he opened the second door, Kyber pulled her into his arms and kissed her. He was becoming very adept, although Kelen wouldn’t mind spending several more hours practicing.
            “Was that for good luck?” she whispered as he nuzzled her temple.
            “In a way,” he admitted.
            He released her and slapped the glowing green mark. The panel dropped into the floor.
            “That explains how we fell into this room in the first place,” she remarked. “But how did it close? I didn’t do it.”
            “Neither did—”
            The door sprang upward, sealing them inside. Kelen chuckled. “Guess that answers the question. You open that door and haul ass before it bites you in the butt.”
            The Seneecian hit the symbol again to open the portal. They both hurried through the opening before the panel could close.
            “Lights,” she announced, spotting the little circles on the inner wall. As the soft glow lit up the surrounding rock, they discovered they were in some sort of corridor much like the one they’d used leading from the gardens.
            “Stay behind me,” Kyber gruffly ordered, keeping his hands in front of him.
            Kelen watched in fascination as his talons appeared to elongate, growing at least two more inches beyond his fingertips. She glanced up at his face, when she noticed the short hairs on the back of his neck and down his spine rise in a definite ruff. He was prepared and in full warring mode.
            They advanced at a steady pace. She kept watch behind them as the narrow corridor curved to the left for several meters, then to the right, but all the time gradually descended downward. Something which she remarked about.
            “Don’t these people believe in going up?”
            “We’d be heading up if we were going in the opposite direction,” he stoically answered.
            She gave him a raspberry, making him chuckle.
            They had no idea how long they traversed the tunnel. It was barely a meter in width. She had no problem with the constriction, but Kyber’s arms often brushed against the carved walls. At one point, he grunted in pain as his shoulder slammed into the rock, sending a shockwave down his spine.
            “We have to remember the original inhabitants were a third our size,” she told him. “We’re lucky the ceiling is high enough to enable us to walk upright.”
            Kyber glanced at the rock over their heads. If he stood on tiptoe, he could press his face against it. Giving her a look she couldn’t decipher, he continued on.
The light source only remained bright for a few dozen meters before it dimmed. When it did, Kelen looked for another symbol to hit to keep the way illuminated. At one point they stopped to rest. She drank some water from his flask, but waved away the pancake. 
            “I’m not hungry.”
            “You need to keep up your strength,” he gently admonished.
            Kelen nodded, taking the pancake. But instead of eating it, she stuffed it inside her pants pocket. Kyber didn’t comment any further, and got to his feet.
            “For some time I’ve been hearing a rumbling sound. Can you hear it?” he asked her.
            “Maybe. Like an engine?”
            He paused to concentrate. “Perhaps.”
            “Could it be whatever’s providing light down here? I would love to get a glimpse into the inner workings of this place. Find out how their food is processed.” She stopped in mid-stride. “What if those blue pancakes are made from those blue thumb fruits?”
            Kyber continued down the corridor without answering. She hurried to catch up.
            “Kyber.”
            He halted and held up a hand. “Listen.”
            She strained to hear what had caught his attention. It was a muffled noise. Deep, like an engine running online. Kelen smiled at him. 
            They moved quickly down the corridor toward the sound until they reached another door. Kyber placed his palm against the panel. “I feel vibration coming from the other side.”
            She started to reply, when he slapped the green symbol. The portal dropped open, and a wall of mist and humidity billowed through the doorway, along with the unmistakable roar they’d been hearing.
            Stepping out of the corridor and onto a wide earthen ledge, Kelen stared wide-eyed at the chamber. If she’d been fascinated by the size of the cavern which encased the small forest, this place was overwhelming. It was easily ten times bigger, extending hundreds and hundreds of meters across and downward. Yet, its vastness wasn’t the most incredible thing about it.
            Kelen laughed loudly. “Oh, my God, Kyber! Look at the waterfalls! Look at all the waterfalls!” She had to raise her voice to be heard over the noise created by the tons of water rushing over the lip of rock. There had to be a dozen falls, each one a different size and height from the others. Some were narrow, some fell only a short distance, but all of them drained into an enormous lake-size pool at the bottom.
            Kyber nudged her arm and pointed to something in the distance. “There!” he shouted.
            She strained to see what he was indicating. “What is it?”
            “It looks manmade, like a screen.”
            “A screen?”
            She finally saw it—a wide, pale yellow sheet of some kind that appeared to billow in an imaginary wind. If she were to guess its size, it had to be at least forty or fifty meters high and at least twice that wide. It seemed to be attached to posts erected on opposite sides of the cavern, and water from the pool poured into it, to disappear into what appeared to be another vast chasm.
            Kelen wiped her face with her sleeve. The mist soaked through her clothing, and droplets were starting to dribble down her cheeks and forehead. 
            “Let me guess. You want us to make our way down to whatever that thing is, right?”
            “Do you have any other suggestions?”
            She glanced around the area where they were standing. It appeared to be a ledge carved from the wall of the cavern. Muddy earth coated the rock, making it slippery underfoot. “Kyber?” She motioned to where the door was, or had been. A wall of dirt faced them. “Do you think that was intentional? Hiding the doorway like that?”
            “We can talk about that at a later time. Right now, let’s see if we can’t get down off this platform without breaking our necks or falling into the water.”
            “Oh, great. More down. I’m beginning to wonder if we’ll ever see sunlight again.”
            He flashed her a quick grin, realizing her grousing was meant in jest. 
            By her estimate, it took them longer to get to the lower level of the chamber than it had when they’d left the gardens and ended up where the pile of skeletons lay. Twice they paused to catch their breath. At those times, she caught Kyber running his hands over his body, squeezing out the water which accumulated in his short fur.
            “I bet you take on a few extra pounds of weight when you’re wet,” she commented.
            “I don’t mind it if I’m bathing, but this is different.” He glimpsed inside the leather-like pouch where he’d stored their food. “Fortunately, it’s still dry. The moisture hasn’t affected it.”
            “Yet,” she added.
            He waved for her to follow. “Come. Hopefully we’ll find a drier location.”
            “If we stay here much longer, we won’t need to take a bath or wash our clothes. It’ll already be done for us.”
            He chuckled but didn’t reply.
            They continued climbing down the slick terrain. Twice, the ground around them shifted from underfoot. One started a small mudslide, but they were able to ride out the short-lived avalanche. 
            They finally reached a wider ledge where the edges of the underground lake lapped onto the rocks. Here, the stones appeared more natural, and not carved. Kyber checked the area to get his bearings. “The object is around that bend. It shouldn’t be far now. How are you holding up?”
            She nodded. She felt rung out, and her legs were wobbly from the ordeal. “I’m good. Let’s hope the rest of the way is more level.”
            She was interrupted by a slurping sound, followed by a low rumble. Kyber grabbed her about the waist and dove for the edge of the rock as a huge pile of mud plunged down from overhead and landed on the space where she’d been standing. Kelen gasped at how close she’d been to being engulfed in the sludge.
            “Thanks. That was close.” She looked up at him, smiling, but his attention was diverted upward. Turning around, she glanced over at where he was staring. On the ledge above them, close to where the mudslide had originated, a round face framed in orange-red hair peered down at where they’d fallen.
            She blinked to clear her vision. “Dox? Dox, is it you? Or am I hallucinating?”
            The little man beamed back. “Hello, Kelen. Where you been?”



Chapter 21
Regrouping
 
 
            Dox led them along a narrow trail edging the side of the cliff face. The path was narrower than the corridor, making the way more treacherous for Kyber to navigate. Every so often, Kelen would pause to get a sense of where they were heading, and realized they were aiming for the sail-like artifact.
            Several times she started to ask the little engineer about where he’d gone when he’d left the bone room, but the increasing roar of the waterfalls made conversation futile. She glanced behind her to check on Kyber’s progress. The Seneecian motioned for her to move along. His demeanor had changed with Dox’s appearance. She could almost see the invisible wall he’d thrown up between them, dividing them into two separate and distinct camps. They were no longer a couple. They were amiable enemies joined together for survival’s sake. Kelen sighed and continued onward, but she cradled a little flame of hope within her that what had occurred in that little room had been the real thing. Real caring. The very real possibility of affection that would grow more substantial. Maybe into love.
            Love.

She took a deep breath to steady herself. Was that even possible? Could she become enamored of the Seneecian? Aren’t I already at that point?
            She knew she couldn’t put Kyber in the same box as any man of her species. His traditions, his customs, his entire way of life—even the way he copulated with her was unlike anything she’d experienced. Yet, she couldn’t assume that what they’d shared earlier was a prelude to something more profound.
            Those tender little moments may have meant absolutely nothing more to him than foreplay. Once the sex was over, it was back to the norm. 
Her heart gave a lurch at the thought. As much as she wanted to believe differently, for the moment she had to continue on as if nothing had happened. Maybe there would be another opportunity for them to be alone. Somewhere they could drop those damnable barriers and indulge in more bi-species sex that both fulfilled her and, at the same time, left her craving him. And afterward, if she was lucky, find out exactly where she stood with him.
            They rounded another bend, when Dox stopped. “It’s me! Dox!” he yelled. Seconds later, Fullgrath appeared in front of them, holding the pulse rifle like a club. His jaw dropped when he spotted Kelen.
            “Dear God in heaven! Chambliss! You made it!”
            “Not without Kyber’s help,” she quickly added as the big guy rushed up to swallow her in a bear hug. “What about you? How’d you get away? Did any of the others make it?”
            “Have you seen any of my men?” Kyber inquired.
            Fullgrath glanced at the Seneecian, then back to her. “We all did, miracle of miracles. We all made it out of that worm trap.” He looked at Kyber. “Even the Seneecians.”
            “How?” Kelen asked.
            The man glanced around, and Kelen noticed a figure in the distance waving at them from atop a small ledge. It looked like Mellori. “Come on,” Fullgrath said. “Let’s get you to the campsite where you can dry out those clothes.”
            “Campsite?”
            Dox had gone on ahead. She assumed to tell the others. When they came around one more bend in the cliff, the rest were waiting for their arrival.
            She was gathered into another big hug by Jules, then Mellori. A quick glance over where the Seneecians stood, they greeted Kyber with arm shakes and slaps on the back and shoulder. At no time did Kyber look her way, and disappointment colored the reunion.
            “Come dry out in front of the fire, then tell us what happened to you,” Sandow ordered, guiding her over to where a large fire blazed on one flat expanse of rock. Less than a hundred meters away, the enormous sail-like contraption billowed above their heads.
            Kelen approached the warmth and let the heat penetrate. Even though the mist and temperature were not chilly, her water-sodden uniform seemed to have sapped her strength. She held out her hands toward the flames as the others gathered around. On the opposite side of the fire, Kyber approached to also dry out.
            “Where have you been, Chambliss?” Dayall took a seat on a nearby boulder and scrutinized her appearance. “Were you injured when those eye worms attacked?”
            She shook her head. “No. When those things came at us, I must have hit one of the door symbols, and we fell inside a room. An apartment, we think. What are you using as fuel? The wood around here has to be soaking wet.”
            “Dox found a deposit of caesium. What do you mean, it was an apartment?”
            Kelen looked at Mellori. “Caesium burns when it comes in contact with moisture, but it’s also an isotope, right?”
            The engineer nodded. “Dox is trying to isolate that element, to give us a source of energy.” He pulled his useless pistol from its holster and held it up. “He says he might be able to recharge our weapons.”
            “Chambliss.”
            She glanced back at the commander.
            “Answer the question. Where have you been these past two days?” he ordered.
            His tone rankled. Worse was the look he gave her. To her, it was both condescending and misogynistic. She glared at him.
            “We’ve been surviving, Commander. We ended up in a little room, which we discovered must have been an apartment or habitat for some of those little creatures. The ones we believe used to be the original inhabitants of this world.” Remembering the pancake Kyber had given her, she reached inside her pants pocket and pulled out the remains. “Okay, it’s no longer edible, but we found symbols that gave us water and food. This used to be a blue pancake of sorts. There was also a yellow mush. None of it has any taste, but it saved us from starving.”
            Dayall’s face flushed. “So you went against Sandow’s orders not to taste or eat anything without him testing it first?”
            She whirled around to face the man directly. “Doc wasn’t around! For all we knew, Kyber and I were the last survivors! We needed sustenance and water. Thank God, we found both.”
            The commander addressed Kyber. “Did you put her up to that? Make her taste it before you did?”
            Kelen gasped at Dayall’s implication. “Commander!”
            Kyber waved for her silence, then turned his scowl upon the man. “How long have you been in military command, Dayall? How many years?”
            “Sixteen,” Dayall barked. “And that has nothing to do with my question. I asked—”
            “You indirectly implicated me in making your crew member disregard direct orders. You give me no choice but to answer to those allegations.” Kyber pointed a finger at her. “She found the doorway we fell through. She was not injured in the attack, and awakened first while I was still unconscious. She took it upon herself to explore our surroundings, which is how she found food and water. I was not aware of her experimentation until it was too late.” 
            Reaching for the pouch at his waistband, he untied it and tossed the bag toward the physician, who caught it in midair. “Another one of those blue pancakes is in there. Test it. Tell us if we have anything to worry about, now that Kelen and I have eaten them.”
            Sandow shook his head and threw the bag back to the Seneecian. “My scanner’s out of juice. I can’t test anything.”
            “Oh, great!” Kelen threw up her hands. “What are we supposed to do now, Commander? Starve?”
            “Eat the jellyfish.”
            Everyone turned to see Dox holding up a piece of something as he happily munched away.
            “Jellyfish?” Kelen echoed.
            “See that seine over there?” Jules spoke up, pointing to the sail-like object. “The water from this cavern runs through it. We’ve caught several of those green things. Doc was able to check them before his scanner bit the dust. They’re tasteless once they’re cooked, but at least they’re edible.”
            Someone nudged her arm. She glanced over to find Mellori handing her a grayish substance. Thanking him, she bit into it. The texture reminded her of a firm cheese. However, the taste was anything but.
            “Jellyfish?” she repeated around the mouthful.
            “That’s what we’re calling them,” Sandow acknowledged. 
            “Between your yellow mush, blue pancakes, and our jellyfish, at least we know we won’t starve.” Jules flashed her a grin.
            “Tell them about the other energy source.” Massapa spoke out.
            Kyber frowned. “Other?”
            “I thought Dox was working on that,” Kelen remarked.
            Fullgrath nodded. “He is, but here’s something else that’s interesting. Mellori and I are almost a hundred percent certain that big, mesh-like net hanging over that gorge is where this whole subterranean city gets its energy. From the water pouring through it.”
            “Hydroelectric power!” she gasped.
            “Right. See those towers holding the net?” Mellori pointed to the two poles sitting on opposite shores. “Those are what converts the force of the water into energy…we think.”
            “How long do you think that grid will continue to provide energy to this place?” Kyber wondered aloud.
            Mellori shrugged. “I can’t begin to answer that one. I can’t even tell you how long it’s been running.”
            “I have a question.”
            They turned their attention to the Seneecian named Gaveer.
“Now that we’re all together again, what’s our next plan of action?” He looked to Kyber. 


“We can’t stay here. It’s too damp,” Kyber remarked.


“I agree. We keep going.” Dayall pointed toward a distant shore. “Let’s try to make it to there, then we can reconnoiter.”
“Why can’t we stay here?” Kelen inquired.
“It’s too wet,” Dayall told her.
“I know that. I meant up there. Inside those apartments where it’s dry. And there’s food and water available.”
She didn’t miss the distrustful glance the commander gave Kyber and his men. “It isn’t safe,” he finally replied. 
“Oh, and hiking off into God knows where is?”
Dayall turned on her in a heartbeat. “It isn’t your decision to make, Lieutenant! Your job is to obey orders!”
“And what are you going to do if I disobey those orders, Commander? Put me in stasis? Or tie me up and make me do what you say? If you haven’t figured it out by now, Hod Dayall, the rule book has disintegrated. We’ve been thrown into unknown territory where any little turn of the road could bring our deaths.” Kelen pointed behind them, in the direction where the apartments lay. “Yes, those eye worms are back that way. But there’s also food and water, shelter, and a place to rest. It’s where we have light and warmth, and a toilet! It’s also somewhat directly connected to the surface if, God wills it, someone comes looking for us. If we keep going deeper into the bowels of this place, there’s no telling what we’ll find, or what will find us. I vote we stay here, for as long as we can.”
Dayall’s eyes narrowed. “You vote? When in hell did you decide this had become a democracy, Chambliss? You’re still an officer in the fleet.”
She threw up her arms. “What fleet?”
“Regardless, you’re still under my direct command. Consider this shore leave.”
“Shore leave?” She snorted in disgust. “We’re struggling to survive as it is. We can’t simply obey your every whim anymore, Commander. I’m sorry, but this little expedition has to become a democracy. We all get to pitch in, since all of our lives are at stake. Even the Seneecians.” She glanced around to see if anyone was willing to either join her or come to her defense. It was impossible to tell by their expressions.
Dayall’s, however, was quite clear. Storm clouds gathered in the knitted brows above his eyes. “Now, you listen to me, you insubordinate little bitch. What I say goes, for all of us! There is and never will be a democracy in this group! Got me? As long as you’re part of my crew, you will do as I tell you!” The man was practically spitting in anger.
“Well, then, I quit,” Kelen calmly announced, crossing her arms over her breasts. 
Dayall’s attention shot to Kyber. “You put her up to this, didn’t you, you inhuman sneek.”
Kyber lowered his face as his expression darkened. “I did no such a thing.”
“Commander.” Sandow moved forward, holding out a hand toward the man. Dayall slapped it away and took a menacing step in Kelen’s direction.
She knew she’d disregarded protocol. Worse, she’d refused direct orders. But she stood her ground and waited to discover what Dayall would do next. Sooner or later, the man had to realize that being aboard a war cruiser, and being stranded on a dangerous planet were not the same thing. There had to be a little give and take among them now if they were to survive.
The man put his face in front of hers. The muscles in his jaws clenched and unclenched as the commander fought to control his temper. “I’m only going to say this once, so you’d better pay close attention, Lieutenant Kelen Chambliss. You are the only female in this group of males. That makes you the most important commodity in this community. Therefore, it’s imperative you follow my orders to the letter.”
Commodity? A feeling of terror rose in her throat, threatening to cut off all air to her lungs. Balling her hands into fists, she remained resolute.
“You better not be telling me what I think you’re telling me,” she snapped.
Grinning, Dayall nodded. “You know exactly what I’m saying. In the event it takes years for our people to find us, you’re our only hope of repopulating this planet. To make sure our descendants are around when the rescue ship finally arrives.” He reached over and grabbed her upper arm.
Kelen cried out as she fought the man’s grip, when a huge black shape swooped down between them. A roar of anger rang in her ears as Kyber struck the commander full in the chest. It broke the man’s hold as he flew backwards, landing on his side on the rock almost a dozen meters away. Immediately, Fullgrath and the others moved toward the Seneecian, when Kelen placed herself in front of the alien.
“Stop! Stop right now!” She glared at the others who came to her defense…or to Dayall’s. “Is that what you’ve been discussing before I rejoined you?” she demanded hotly. “How you were going to use me as a brood mare to repopulate this planet? What did you do? Draw straws to see who would have at me first? How dare you!”
“Whoa. Kelen.” Jules shouldered his way between Mellori and Fullgrath as Sandow rushed over to the fallen man. “Swear to God, we had no idea that’s what Dayall was planning. Yes, we discussed you being the only female, but nothing was said about repopulating this planet. I promise. You gotta believe me.”
Fullgrath took another step toward Kyber. Again, Kelen blocked the man’s way. Fullgrath stared at her in shock and surprise.
“He’s only protecting me,” she told the man.
“Why? Why would he protect you…unless he’s claimed you for himself?”
“I claim nothing,” Kyber said in a low growl. “But no one has the right to force another person to do something against their will.”
“Dayall is our commanding officer,” Fullgrath reminded him.
“Does that include ordering her to have sex with all of us?” Jules countered.
“Someone has to lead,” Mellori said. “Someone has to make the decisions.”
“Not for me,” Kelen snapped. “I quit, remember? Besides, why can’t we all make the decisions? We talk out our options, then we agree on what step we take next.” She looked over at where Sandow was helping Dayall to sit up. “And we definitely don’t treat each other with anything less than respect.”
Dox meandered into the center of the area where everyone was facing off. Glancing from one person to the next, he finally settled on Kelen and smiled. “We must go.”
Kelen wiped the angry tears from her eyes. “Go where, Dox?”
He gestured in the same direction Dayall had indicated. “We must leave now.” Turning around, he gathered up his collection of odds and ends and started hurrying down the path. Fullgrath yelled at the departing figure, but the little man never stopped or looked behind him.
            “Come on, Kyber,” Kelen told the Seneecian, and took off after the engineer.
            “Kelen?” It was Jules.
            She did a one-eighty, back-pedaling as she answered him. “Have you ever known Dox not to have a damn good reason for what he does?”
            She saw Kyber rush to join her, followed closely by the others. At the rear of the group, Sandow aided Dayall in getting to his feet. Satisfied, she started to turn around, when the creature rose from the depths of the underground lake and began coming directly at them.




Chapter 22
Bath
 
 
            Stunned by the sight of the huge leviathan towering over them, Kelen’s foot slipped on the rocky ground, and she fell heavily on to her tailbone. Kyber rushed to her defense, taking a stance in front of her and baring his talons. The reptilian-like monster that was all mouth and no head arched its long neck and continued to swim in their direction.
            Massapa and Tojun hurried to join him, placing themselves in front of her. Kyber snarled at the creature, which seemed to hesitate. If a headless creature could appear perplexed, this one did. It was Dox who solved the puzzle.
            “Can’t cross the energy field.”
            Kelen felt a hand on her arm. She was about to jerk away from the grasp, when she realized it was Mellori offering to help her to her feet. 
            “Dox seems to have hit the nail on the head,” Fullgrath agreed. “Damn thing won’t move out of that lake or pass underneath the sail to come after us.”
            “Wonder how long it’ll sit there and wait for us to get back within reach?” Sandow commented.
            “Doesn’t matter,” Dayall gasped. “We’re heading in the opposite direction, away from that thing…like I’d suggested earlier,” he added, glaring at Kelen.
            The trail inevitably led them to another doorway. This one was visible in the side of the cliff face, and made of the same rock-like material as the others. Gaveer found the symbol to open it, and everyone hustled inside.
            Instead of a tunnel, they found themselves facing a honeycomb of rooms. Rows of doors ran along both sides of the passageway, each one spaced several meters apart, for as far as they could see, until the tunnel curved to the right at the other end and disappeared. 
            “Looks like more apartments,” Mellori commented.
            “Or an office building,” Kelen countered. 
            Kyber walked over to stare at one of the panels. “These are different.”
            “Different? How?” Fullgrath asked, walking over to join him. 
            Kyber pointed to the middle of the portal. “The doors we’ve used previously did not have any symbols directly carved into them. These do.”
            “Are any of those symbols lit up?” Kelen asked.
            Dayall snorted. “What difference does it make?”
            Kyber cast the man a hard stare. “It makes a lot of difference. Kelen has a theory—”
            “A theory?” the commander interrupted.
            “A theory that so far has not proven her wrong,” Kyber continued. “She believes the glowing marks are indicators, and a combination together are instructions. She also thinks that the signs may also indicate specific functions. Curved lines are for food and water. Straight lines are not. We tested a few while we were trapped inside that room. That’s how we discovered the blue pancakes and yellow mush.”
            “And their version of a head,” Kelen added.
            Gaveer moved closer. “A head?”
            “A place to relieve one’s self of nonessential body fluids,” Kyber interpreted. He touched the door. “There is one symbol here, and it is not lit.”
            “One symbol? Sounds like a nameplate,” Jules guessed.
            “It’s a bath.”
            They turned to see Dox standing a few meters away. The little engineer pointed to the door he was studying. “It’s a bath,” he repeated, then slapped the symbol. Instead of the door dropping into the floor, it slid to the side with a rasp. Dox stepped inside without hesitation. They hurried to follow him. Jules reached the opening first and stared inside.
            “Wow.”
            Kelen peered into the room. Dox laid his armful of miscellanea on the packed earth and began to remove his pants and boots.  They watched as the young man then stepped downward. Curious, they entered the low-ceilinged chamber to see Dox emerge himself up to his waist in a pool of swirling water. From the humidity inside the room, and the mist rising above the water, they could tell the temperature of the bath was warmer than the ambient temperature.
            Dox looked up at them, a wide grin on his face. “Feels good.” He divested himself of his shirt, throwing them onto his pants. Completely nude, he plunged beneath the surface. After a brief moment, he came up for air and wiped the water from his face. “Feels very good.”
            “All right. I get dibs to be next,” Kelen announced. 
            Sandow knelt at the edge of the pool and dipped his hand into the water. “It’s definitely warmer than what we drank up top.” He smelled his wet fingers. “Some alkaline. Maybe a bit of salt. Dox, don’t drink any of this until I can get a reading on it, but it appears safe enough to bathe in.”
            “Perhaps there are other baths behind the other doors,” Massapa suggested. He turned to leave the group. “I’m going to check to see if that symbol is on another door.”
            “Don’t go too far,” Kyber told him. “Stay within range. If you see something, anything, call out.”
            The Seneecian nodded and left.
            Mellori walked over to where Dox was happily splashing. “Maybe it’s warmer here because we’re closer to the source. As the water goes to the surface, it cools down.”
            The physician nodded. “Very likely. Dox, hold out your arm.”
            The little engineer stuck out a limb for the doctor to examine. 
            “No signs of anything affecting the skin. Dox, do you feel any itchiness? Or burning?”
            “No.” 
            Sandow scratched his head. “Well, I have to admit, the thought of a hot bath, even one without soap, sounds like the perfect medicine.”
            “Kyber.” Massapa returned to the room. “I didn’t see that marking on any of the other doors. But I did discover a large room with pallets.”
            “Pallets? You mean beds?” Fullgrath asked.
            In answer, Massapa gestured for the others to follow him. Other than the doctor and Dox, the rest gathered in the corridor. The room Massapa was talking about was directly across from the bath. Inside, as the Seneecian had said, lay several thick, pillow-like pallets lying along the walls.
            “This will be an excellent place to spend the night,” Kyber noted.
            “Guess the bathing pool is for community use,” Fullgrath remarked.
            “Which means all the rest of you will have to wait in here for your turn,” Kelen announced. “I’m not about to take mine with an audience.”
            Kyber walked over to where Kelen stood. “If you’re going in next, you’ll need someone to guard you. You should not go alone.”
            “He’s right,” Mellori acknowledged. “We can’t assume any place is safe.”
            Kelen glanced at each man and Seneecian standing there, watching her and waiting for her to comment. “You’re right,” she told them, resting her gaze on the physician, who had finally joined them. “That’s why I tap you, Doc, to be my watchdog while I take the plunge.”
            “I’m done.”
            Dox’s admission drew their attention into the open doorway across the corridor where the young man stood naked and dripping at the pool’s edge. Sandow chuckled. “Very good, Dox. Now put your clothes on and join us.”
            “What about the other doors?” Gaveer asked. 
            Kyber sighed loudly. “I don’t see any reason why we can’t do a quick systematic search to see what’s inside while Kelen takes her turn. But we don’t need everyone to get involved. Two or three of us at a time should be sufficient. The rest can remain in this bigger room.”
            “Put me on checkout squad,” Fullgrath announced. Massapa and Tojun quickly added themselves to the roster.
            Kyber nodded, and Fullgrath turned to the Seneecians. 
            “Let’s start at the end of the tunnel where we came through the main door. We can work our way to where it veers off, but stop once we get there. We don’t need to put ourselves in a spot where we can’t call out for help in case we need to, or be unable to get back here.” The Seneecians agreed, and the threesome walked back to where the tunnel entrance was located. 
            Dox gathered up his belongings to transfer them into the next room. The rest followed behind him as Kelen remained in the hallway. At the last second, she caught Kyber’s glance her way before the door closed. The look was unreadable. Pasting a smile on her face, she turned to Sandow. “Okay, Doc. Looks like it’s just you and me.”
            Sandow snorted and gestured at the bath. “After you, Chambliss.”
Once the door closed behind them, Kelen quickly shed her clothes and stepped into the pool. She let out a soft groan as she lowered herself into the warm water. “I think I’ll stay here for the next hour or so,” she told Sandow, who sat on the edge.
            “It would be nice if we could all afford that luxury, but time is limited.”
            “Yeah. I know.”
            She swam around a bit. The pool was irregularly shaped, and the bottom fluctuated in depth. “It looks as though this place wasn’t carved out, but is a natural part of this room.”
            “It could be the pool was enclosed for their convenience,” the physician commented.
            “It’s possible. It feels like there’s sand or something similar beneath my toes.” She dipped her head below the surface, then rubbed her fingers over her scalp in an attempt to wash her hair. When she surfaced, Sandow was watching her with a worried expression on his face.
            “Chambliss? Those two days you were missing?”
            She wiped water droplets from her face. “Yeah? What about it?”
            “What happened?”
            “What do you mean? It’s like I told you. We fell into that little room by lucky accident. Kyber needed a little time to recover from the attack, which is why we waited before leaving it. Besides, we had no idea the rest of you were still alive.”
            The man slowly shook his head. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean, what happened between you and the Seneecian?”
            She paused, her mind racing. How truthful could she be? How much could she tell the man? She still didn’t know how the physician felt about the aliens. Whether he was tolerant of them, or secretly despising them.
            Kelen threw more water on her face, wondering how to answer the man, or simply flat-out lie, when Sandow spoke again.
            “Were you intimate?”
            Damn her, but she couldn’t erase the stunned, guilty look on her face that appeared as soon as he asked. To her surprise, Sandow frowned and sighed.
            “Was it a survivalist reaction? Or something else?”
            “What’s a survivalist reaction?”
            “The two of you were involved in deadly combat against those eye worms, and you survived. People have been known to have extreme emotional ups and downs in situations like this. Perhaps the two of you becoming…intimate…was a psychological response after what you’d endured.”
            She bowed her head. “I think you’re right, Doc. But I…” She shrugged. “I don’t know what I think.”
            Sandow smiled gently. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Kelen, but females do tend to put more of an emotional spin on such circumstances than males do. Is that why you’ve been mooning over the big Seneecian male?”
            Kelen frowned. “I have not been mooning over him.”
            “Maybe mooning isn’t the correct term. But I’ve noticed how you’ve been casting furtive glances at him ever since you rejoined us.” The smile widened. “He’s been doing the same to you.”
            “He has?”
            “He appears to have made it his mission to protect you. On his world, that may be the way Seneecians claim their mates.”
            “Oh, God, Doc. I don’t know what to think. I wanted him as much as he wanted me, and it felt right. It felt like it was meant to be, you know? But now…” She gave him a morose look. “I don’t know if he’s acting the way he is because we can’t let the others know the truth. Or because what happened back there meant nothing to him. Not in the same way it did to me.”
            Getting to his feet, Sandow shoved his hands in his pants pockets. “Don’t worry, Kelen. As a doctor, your secret’s safe with me. Now hurry and finish up so the next lucky guy can have his turn.”
            She gave him her warmest smile. “Thanks, Doc.”
            She dove back under the water for one final lap around the pool’s perimeter. As she came up for air, she pushed back her hair and glanced over at the doorway.
            The door was open, and the physician lay sprawled, face down, on the floor.
            Kelen whirled around to see what had attacked him. The last thing she remembered was screaming as the fist caught her on the side of her head, knocking her unconscious.



Chapter 23
Taken
 
 
            Kyber had wondered how long it would take Dayall to assert his dominance over Kelen. It had been clear to everyone soon after their initial confrontation in the temple that she was the only female in the group. Thus, he had expected Dayall might order her into submission once the man realized their situation. Using the code of the military to assure she would obey his direct command. What Dayall hadn’t planned was for Kelen to flatly disregard his orders and take a stand against him. But when the commander grabbed her to either physically punish her, or force her into doing as she was told, Kyber reacted by jumping into full protective mode. His initial response had been to rend the man into shreds. At the last second, he’d retracted his talons and struck Dayall instead with his fists.
            His actions shocked and surprised him. He had acted as a mated Seneecian would, to protect his life partner. Kyber glanced over at his crew members and their stunned expressions. When Gaveer stared back at him, he’d glowered and threw his attention at the commander. 
            It was becoming more and more difficult to deny his affection for the Terran female. Worse, he was finding himself unable to deny the physical pull she had on him. There was an open, fresh appeal to her. In the way she sexed him. In the way she teased him. No Seneecian female would behave in that manner, or even dared to try. Kelen’s drive, her stamina, kept him going. She also challenged him mentally, and he was discovering he thrived on it.
            He took a spot near the doorway inside the large room filled with pallets. Gaveer claimed the areas close by for himself and the others. Kyber wasn’t surprised that the Terrans chose the opposite side of the chamber to make their camp. The strange little man named Dox decided to place himself and his armload of objects directly between the two species, like a human stopgap. A quick glance around the room revealed a small section left unclaimed on the Terrans’ side. He assumed that was where Kelen would sleep.
            Sleep. 
            At the thought of rest, his body reminded him of his wounds. Although he’d sustained worse during his career, he’d never pushed himself until after he’d completely healed. The piercing in his hip no longer bled, but it pained him every time he took a stride.
            He ran his claws through his fur. Moisture from the falls still clung heavily within the short, thick pelt. Kyber got to his feet and pressed his hands over his body, squeezing out the accumulated water. In a way, he was thankful for the wetness. Between it and his uniform, it prevented the others from detecting any residual scent of Kelen that remained on him.
            “Hey, sneek!” Dayall called from where he’d been made to sit. “You’re getting water all over the floor. Why can’t you do that outside the room? Better yet, why can’t you find yourselves your own room, and save us the trouble of having to smell your wet fur all night?”
            Mellori glanced from the commander to Kyber. He motioned with his head for the Seneecian to meet with him out in the corridor. Once out of Dayall’s earshot, the Terran turned to face him.
            “I don’t know what’s come over him. You have to believe me when I say, in all the time I’ve served with the commander, he’s never acted this way.”
            “It’s possible the man has snapped, given our present circumstances,” Kyber responded.
            “That’s what the rest of us think,” Mellori acknowledged. “But he also sustained a small concussion during the crash landing. That could be a contributing factor, too.”
            The sound of footfalls caught their attention. They waited as Fullgrath and the other Seneecians joined them. “That didn’t take long,” Kyber remarked.
            “Not much to see,” the Terran replied. “They’re all just a bunch of empty rooms. Some large, some small. All singles, as far as we can tell.”
            “You didn’t go inside to inspect them?” Mellori asked.
            “We felt it would be safer to remain in the corridor and just do a brief check this time around,” Tojun told him. 
            “Did you notice another door symbol somewhere in the back of the rooms?” Kyber inquired.
            Fullgrath shook his head. “We didn’t look for it. Why? Is it important?”
            “It may indicate another room, or a back door to someplace else.” He glanced into the larger room. Dayall struggled with the fabric strips binding his arms and wrists. Dox was busy working on something. At the sight of the young man, Kyber pivoted around to stare at the entrance to the bath.
            Massapa noticed his concern. “What’s wrong, Kyber?”
            “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But it seems Kelen is taking a long time at her bath.”
            Fullgrath snorted. “She’s female. They love to take long soaks. Don’t worry. Doc’s with her.”
            “Regardless, I’d feel better checking on her progress. She needs to be reminded there are others waiting their turn.” The excuse served him well. It covered up the fact that he was beginning to worry about her absence. Whether or not Terran females had the tendency to spend exorbitant amounts of time cleaning themselves was irrelevant. It was being separated from her that bothered him. The need to keep her in sight and under his care was becoming pervasive. 
            Stepping over to the doorway, he hesitated. Was it possible to knock on these doors without opening them? If it opened anyway, and he found her to be safe and unharmed, would she accept his reason for invading her privacy?
            He had to face the fact that taking a Terran female as his life partner was going to be challenging. He had no knowledge of the rules for taking one into his heart, as well as into his bed. 
            “Kelen, can you hear me?” he called out, then paused to listen for a response.
            “The door’s probably too thick for her to hear you,” Massapa guessed.
            “That, or she’s making too much noise splashing around,” Fullgrath added. “You’re gonna have to open the door.”
            Kyber grunted in agreement and slapped the symbol. The door slid aside, and he instantly knew something was wrong.
            Fullgrath yelled and ran over to where the physician was lying unmoving on the floor. Once quick sweep of the room told Kyber that Kelen was not here.
            “Who did that to Doc?” Mellori demanded, whirling around to survey the chamber.
            Tojun walked up beside Kyber. “Where’d she go?” he asked as they stared at the empty pool.
            Kyber moved without thinking, striding around the edge of the pool toward the rear of the room. He found the green symbol almost immediately and slapped it. The portal dropped into the floor, revealing a black interior.
            “She went this way,” he called to them. “Someone go get me a light.”
            Several joined him at the second entrance. “That’s not a tunnel,” Fullgrath noted. “It looks like another chamber.”
“It makes no sense,” Gaveer commented. “Why would she leave?”
            “The bigger question is why did she knock out Doc?” Fullgrath gruffly remarked. 
            “I’ve got another one for you,” Tojun called out to them, and held up a piece of clothing. Kelen’s blouse. “Why would she leave bare skinned?”
            Kyber glanced over his shoulder where the Terran was bent over his comrade. “Is he alive?”
            “Yeah. Got a knot on the back of his head the size of small meteor, but he’s breathing okay. When he comes to, he’ll have a bitch of a headache. Hopefully he won’t have any serious aftereffects.” Fullgrath frowned. “Why’d she do it? Why in hell did she attack Doc?”
            “Kyber.”
            He looked over to where Massapa knelt at the edge of the pool. The Seneecian ran his fingertips over the rock, then lifted his hand to his face and sniffed. Cold, stark fear raced through Kyber’s body at the expression on the man’s face. 
            “There’s blood here, Kyber. Terran blood.”
            “Maybe it’s Doc’s,” Mellori wondered.
            Massapa shook his head. “It can’t be. The physician is on the other side of the pool. This is fresh. And warm.” He pointed into the bath. “There are also traces in the water.”
            Dox hurried into the chamber with a tube light. Switching it on, he shone it into the Stygian interior. It disappeared into a black hole.
            “Something’s happened to Kelen, Dox. She’s missing, and the person, or thing responsible could have also attacked the physician,” Kyber told the little man.
            Without answering, Dox vanished into the darkness to search for her.
Kyber looked to Fullgrath. “I’m going in after her.”
            “Not without backup, you’re not,” Fullgrath growled as Kyber plunged into the void to catch up with the engineer. Fullgrath rushed after him a split second before the portal slid upward and closed with a hiss.



Chapter 24
Tracking
 
 
            They found themselves not inside another room or chamber. It was another passageway, but this time the tunnel was wider and more open than those they’d previously traveled. It wove back and forth like the gutted remains of some enormous creature, never going for any considerable length in a straight line. To make things more difficult, the walls and floor were slick with mud and moisture. The atmosphere reeked of decay.
            “What kind of tunnel is this? This isn’t like the other routes we’ve taken,” Fullgrath noted in a hushed voice. 
            “Neither are there any symbols carved in the walls,” Kyber said. “Unless they’re underneath the muck. Dox?”
            The little man paused ahead of them and turned to wait for them to catch up. “Hurry,” he urged.
            “Dox, do you have any idea where we’re going?”
            Dox pointed forward. “That way,” he answered, and took off again.
            The engineer moved quickly, surefooted even on the slime-covered ground. Behind him, Kyber heard Fullgrath grunting to keep pace.
            “Hey. Kyber. Any idea who took her?”
            “No.” He started to tell the man that the fact that an unknown entity had kidnapped Kelen both worried and terrified him, but restrained from making the admission.
            Since Dox had the only light, it was difficult to see whether there were any footprints in the ooze. Stopping, Kyber held out a hand to keep the Terran from stumbling into him.
            “Dox! Hold up!”
            It was nearly impossible to see the little man, but the pinpoint of light ahead of them appeared to halt.
            “Shine that thing down on the floor. I need to see if there are any prints,” Kyber ordered.
            Dox moved back closer to them and played the beam over the ground. Fullgrath came up behind and peered around him.
            “Those look like human tracks,” the Terran whispered in surprise.
            “They are,” Kyber grimly replied. There were two distinct sets of boots. The smaller set matched Dox’s prints. The others were larger. Man-sized. “We’re tracking one of our own.”
            Fullgrath jerked his head up. “One of our own?”
            “It’s difficult to tell if a boot or sandal made that print,” Kyber told him. “Which means the person who took Kelen could either be your rogue man, or mine.”
            “Why don’t we see Kelen’s prints? Think he’s carrying her?”
            “He has to be. It would explain why the prints are set deeper into the mud. Look at our prints. See how the wetness is already filling the tracks? Those deeper tracks are taking longer for the mud to cover up. Keep moving, Dox. We have to hurry before the prints are completely obliterated.”
            Dox bobbed his head once and took off again.
            After another few more minutes, Fullgrath noted something else. “We’re not going in a downward direction.”
            Kyber had realized that earlier. “We seem to be keeping level.”
“And it’s getting warmer,” the Terran added.
Kyber didn’t reply.
After a few more minutes, the light ahead of them quit moving. Dox had come to a halt. When Kyber and Fullgrath caught up to him, they discovered they’d reached an intersection. Kyber stared at the two separate tunnels branching at right angles from the one they were in.
“Well, that’s another first,” Fullgrath said. “What now?”
Kyber turned to the little man. “Which way do the footprints go?”
Dox lifted the tube light so that the others could see the sadness on his face. “There’s no more mud,” he softly said, then aimed the beam at the floor. At some point, the muck had hardened. The tracks had disappeared. The culprit could have taken either branch, and they had no way of knowing which one.
Fullgrath let go with a word Kyber assumed was a derogatory one. “What now?” the man asked.
Kneeling, Kyber ran a hand over the packed earth. He hoped to feel a depression or an unevenness to indicate a boot scuff or heel indentation, but there was nothing. Grimacing, Kyber stared at the two openings.
“There are three of us, and two possibilities.”
“Are you suggesting we split up?”
“Do we have any other options?” Kyber glanced up at the man. “You and Dox take one tunnel. I’ll take the other.”
“And then what? These fucking holes could go on forever.”
Kyber shook his head. “One of them has to end somewhere. If it is your man, or mine, he must already be familiar with the route. That, or he’s been following us this whole time, but staying out of our line of sight so we remained unaware of his presence.”
“I agree with you, Kyber, but how far should we keep going down these corridors? I mean, what if we never catch up with him? How long should we continue to track him before we realize we’ve reached an impasse, and need to stop and backtrack?”
Getting to his feet, Kyber faced the Terran. “I’m going to follow this route until I can go no further. I don’t know how long that’ll take, but somewhere down one of these tunnels, Kelen has been taken by a person who has plans for her.”
“What kind of plans? Or do I already have a vague idea?” Fullgrath shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.” Hefting his rifle over his shoulder, he motioned to Dox. “Pick one, Dox, and let’s hustle.”
Kyber watched as the little man hesitated, uncertainty masking his face. Kyber got the impression that the engineer wasn’t accustomed to being stymied, nor did he like indecision. After throwing the light from one tunnel to the other, Dox finally picked the left one and took off, with Fullgrath right on his heels. 
Within seconds, Kyber was left in total darkness, and the tunnels felt like they were beginning to bear down on him. Closing his eyes, he sent a prayer to his gods for Kelen’s safe return. Or that he would discover who had taken her, and be able to avenge her if she was no longer alive. When he was done, he held out an arm and found the inner wall of the second tunnel. Keeping himself focused on feeling his way through the labyrinth, he began walking.



Chapter 25
Confrontation
 
 
            He had no sense of the passing of time. He could have been walking for an hour, or several hours. All Kyber knew was that he stopped once for a brief rest, a swallow of water, and the chance to relieve himself against the mud-packed wall.  
            His heart thudded loudly, masking the sound of his footsteps. Shaking his head to clear his ears didn’t help. It was as if someone had put a dampener in the tunnels, sucking out all sound. 
            Fear sat on his shoulders. It mocked him. Tried to fill his brain with thoughts of eye worms skittering through the corridors. Or with an unknown creature he had yet to encounter, deadly and invisible in the dark. Only the hard wall kept him centered. Focused.
            Gut instinct told him she’d been brought this way. Wherever this tunnel ended, she was there.
            The corridor remained straight. It didn’t curve, didn’t slope upward or downward, and he didn’t feel another break, which would indicate he’d come to another intersection.
            His stomach clenched with hunger. Without anything to eat, he drank the last of his water and hoped it would fool his body into believing it was food. Exhaustion began taking its toll. Leaning against the wall, Kyber lowered his head and tried to make the dizziness go away. He clenched his fists and willed himself to remain strong. When he found Kelen, he’d need his strength to get her back to the others. Or to fight off whatever, whoever, had taken her. 
Rubbing his eyes, he took a deep breath and stood up. “It’s not much farther,” he muttered. “Not much farther. She’s down here, and I must find her. Not much farther.” He blinked, then rubbed his eyes again. Was it his imagination, or was there the faintest glimmer of light just ahead?
            A dozen more meters, and he knew he wasn’t seeing things. There was a light in the distance. As he drew nearer, he could make out faint shadows dancing on the tunnel’s walls, and realized the glow was coming from a fire. Knowing another chamber opened up at the end of the tunnel, Kyber advanced with caution. Keeping his back to the wall, he moved sideways toward the opening to avoid being detected.
            The vaulted room was large, but not to the scale he’d seen before. Several rows of stone steps circled a smaller pit in the center, and that’s where the fire burned. Kyber scanned the area, and found what he’d been searching for. 
            Kelen sat on the opposite side of the fire, facing in his direction, but unable to see him for the flames. The fact that she was alive sent a rush of energy through him. Smiling with relief, he gave the gods a quick prayer of thanks. 
He remained where he was, partially hidden in the tunnel’s shadows, and watched her. Waiting for her to give him a clue as to who had taken her. She was still nude. Every few seconds she’d hold out her hands to the warmth, then rubbed her arms to ward off the chill. 
“How long are we going to stay here?” she suddenly called out.
A figure rose from where it had been crouching at the far end of the room and slowly walked into the light. Kyber felt anger like heat race through his body. Baring his teeth, he extended his talons and waited for the moment when Isup had his back turned.
“Well?” Kelen taunted. “Are you going to glower at me all night, or are you going to give me an answer.”
“Shut up, skint. Your whiney voice is irritating.”
“Then answer the question and I’ll quit harassing you…for a while.”
The Seneecian circled the fire, stepping down each set of carved stone stairs as he approached her. With the man’s attention on Kelen, Kyber was able to get a better look at the crew member who had distanced himself from the rest. It was apparent Isup had faced his share of troubles. His fur was matted and stiff with dried blood and mud, and he had a noticeable limp. 
Isup paused a short distance away from Kelen. “We’re staying here until I say it’s time we go.”
“Go? Go where? In case you haven’t noticed, you’re in the same predicament I am. We’re both on an inhospitable planet in the middle of freaking nowhere space. So tell me where we’ll go when you say it’s time.”
“I told you to shut up,” Isup growled. “It’s not your place to argue with me.”
Kelen went mum as the Seneecian continued to circumvent the fire until he reached a small pile of rocks. Grabbing a couple, he tossed them into the small pit to feed the flames.
“Well, when you decide it’s time for us to go, will it be some place where there’s food and water? I’m hungry.” She glared at him, challenging his authority.
Isup snarled, baring his teeth. “Do I have to backhand you again to make you cease talking?”
Kelen sniffed and lifted her chin in defiance. Her eyes flitted from Isup to the shadows at the mouth of the tunnel where Kyber was hiding, when her face stiffened. In that brief heartbeat of time, their eyes met.
Jerking her face away, she reached down between her feet and scooped up a handful of dirt. Making sure Isup was watching her, she threw it onto the fire. The Seneecian whirled on her in anger. “What are you doing?”
“If we’re leaving, it’s good policy to put out any live fires,” she snapped, and tossed another handful into the flames. “Or do you want this place to go up in flames?”
“Stop it!” Isup demanded. He turned to advance on her, when Kelen jumped to her feet and began running straight toward the tunnel entrance. The Seneecian roared and charged after her.
She dashed past Kyber, giving him a clear shot at his old crew member. Roaring his challenge, Kyber leaped out into the open and slashed with both hands, catching the man in the arm and chest, and raking his talons through fur and flesh.
Isup screamed at the onslaught and lashed back, catching Kyber on the side of the head. Dazed, Kyber stumbled. He tried to press his advantage, when his foot caught the edge of a loose rock. Off-balanced, he stumbled and almost fell.
The Seneecian charged, bringing his claws down across Kyber’s back. One hand snagged a shoulder strap, slicing through it. Kyber threw up an arm and knocked Isup into the wall.
Isup shuffled backwards, hunched over and talons ready as he faced Kyber. “I always believed it would be you who’d eventually find me,” he growled in Seneecian.
“Speak in Terran, Isup. Inform us both. Why did you attack the Terran physician and kidnap Kelen?”
Behind him, Kelen gasped. “He attacked Doc? Is he—”
“He’s alive,” Kyber quickly told her. She remained far enough down the tunnel to prevent getting in the way, but it wasn’t far enough to suit him. “Kelen, go! Follow the wall. It’s a straight shot back to the bath. Go! Now!”
“Not without you,” she declared.
Isup sneered. “The skint survived? Guess I didn’t hit him hard enough. Doesn’t matter. I won’t make that mistake the next time I run across him.”
“You didn’t answer my question,” Kyber whispered angrily. “Why did you attack? Why did you take Kelen?”
“Questions, questions, questions! All these gakking questions! Isn’t it obvious? They’re skints! They’re the enemy! Our job, our orders, our duty is to eliminate them!” Isup replied with disdain.
“Then why didn’t you kill Kelen if you feel it’s your duty?”
Isup straightened slightly. A vicious grin split his face. “Because I’ve been watching you, Kyber. I’ve been watching all of you. You and the skint…” He grimaced at the thought. “You’ve grown close. Too close to be healthy. I had to end it for your own good. But first, I wanted to find out why she gained your attention. I wanted to see what redeeming qualities she possesses that drew you to her.” He snarled. “I have yet to find anything substantial. She’s hairless. Her voice is irritating. And she refuses to obey the simplest commands!”
Kyber chuckled. “I disagree. Her skin is soft. Her voice is soothing. And she pleases me by being her own independent person, and not a mindless drone.”
Isup bared his fangs. “It doesn’t matter. Once I kill you, destroying her and the other Terrans will be easy.”
“You’ll have to face Gaveer and the others before you do. We need the Terrans to survive. You have to realize that.”
Raising his hands to show his lethal talons, the Seneecian sneered. “I have these to survive, and they have never failed me. The only obstacle in my way is you. With you gone, we can endure. But as long as you insist the Terrans stay alive, they’ll be a chain around our necks, dragging us down, choking us. Leaving us open and vulnerable to attacks by the creatures who live here.”
Isup feinted to the left, ducking and swiping at Kyber’s thigh to knock his legs out from under him. Kyber heard Kelen’s cry of warning as he jumped out of the way. But in doing so, he misjudged the height of the tunnel’s ceiling. His head connected with the rock, leaving him stunned as he stumbled to remain on his feet. 
As he expected, Isup launched himself at him. The Seneecian caught him in the middle, tackling him to the floor where he landed hard on his back. Sitting on his chest, Isup raised a hand to bring it down across Kyber’s throat, when there came a scream of rage. Kelen’s bare heel caught the Seneecian in the side of the head, knocking him away.
“That’s for Doc,” she panted.
Rolling over, Kyber reached out and grabbed Isup’s leg. With his other hand, he sunk his talons into the Seneecian’s calf. Isup yowled, bringing a hand down to slice through Kyber’s wrist. Kyber jerked away a heartbeat before the claws connected.
“Someone’s coming!” Kelen shouted.
Both men hesitated to listen over the sound of their heavy breathing. Faintly, in the distance, someone called out Kyber’s name. He turned to Isup with a dark scowl. “Give it up, Isup. Come back to us. Agree to our conditions, and we’ll forgive you your transgressions.”
“Your conditions? You want to turn me into a skint lover? Is that part of the deal?”
“We have to work together. It’s for our survival.”
Isup angrily shook his head, baring his fangs. “I can’t, and I won’t. The Terrans don’t deserve to live. They’re a drain on the food and water that’s left. When are you going to realize that?” he added almost pleadingly.
“Don’t you think they see us in the same way? That we’re a burden to them? But we need each other’s strengths if we’re to survive on this world. We need to co-exist, even if it’s an uneasy truce. Isup, you’ve served with me for years. You know I never made these types of decisions lightly. Come back to us.”
“Kyber!” The voice came from a distance down the throat of the tunnel. And with it, the glow from a tube light. Kyber glanced over his shoulder at where Kelen stood with her hands crossed over her breasts. She looked back at him, when her eyes widened in shock.
“He’s gone!”
Kyber spun around to discover Isup had left, using their distraction to cover his getaway. Kyber started to re-enter the cavern, but hesitated. “Kelen, do you know where the room leads to? Is there another exit door?”
“There are four more doors, but I have no idea where they go.” Her voice quivered, and she leaned against the wall for support. It was then he saw the dried streak of blood on the side of her face and recognized the signs of shock. 
Reaching out to her, he drew her into his arms for warmth. She buried her face against his chest as she shivered from exposure. Pressing his lips to her hair, he refused to release her when Dox and Fullgrath finally caught up with them. Fullgrath eyed the couple before reaching out to her.
“Thank God you found her! Kelen, are you all right?”
She nodded, turning her face just enough to where she could look at the big man. “I’m okay. A bit hungry and thirsty. And I want my clothes back. But other than that, I’m just peachy.” 
“Who did this?” He looked at her, then to Kyber for an explanation.
“Isup,” Kyber informed him.
“You mean your crewman who ditched us up in the temple?”
Kelen gave a wobbly laugh. “Hey, we had one go rogue, too. Don’t blame Kyber.”
Fullgrath went on the defensive. “I’m not. I’m simply saying—”
“It’s not important,” Kyber interrupted. “We need to return to the rest of the group. They’re waiting for us.”
“Wait.” She placed a hand on his chest as she gazed up at him. “What about Isup? Shouldn’t you be going after him?”
“You’re safe. My mission is complete. We need to return to where the others are camped.”
“You know he’ll try again, don’t you?” she insisted. “He won’t stop until we’re dead.”
Fullgrath huffed. “Let him try. Now that we know we have to keep a lookout for him, as well, we’ll be better prepared next time.”
Kyber stared at the two men. “Why didn’t you follow the tunnel you chose?”
“We tried. There was a cave-in about two hundred meters in, so we turned around and followed you. Hell of a distance, too. I gotta hand it to you, Kyber. I don’t think I’d have the balls to come all this way in pitch dark.”
“It no longer matters. Let’s get back before the others decide to send more looking for us, or choose to leave us behind.”
Fullgrath nodded, and Dox led the way, keeping the beam of his tube light ahead of them. If either of the Terran men had anything to say about the way Kyber kept his arm protectively around Kelen, neither spoke about it. 
It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Kyber planned to tell them all about his feelings for the female when they returned to their campsite.



Chapter 26
Reevaluation
 
 
            Kelen stared at the fire someone had started in the middle of the room where they would camp for the night. On the other side, Kyber sat with his men.
            “Did Isup tell you why he attacked Kelen and the physician?” Gaveer inquired.
            Massapa gave a little growl. “That isn’t difficult to figure out, as much as he hates Terrans.”
            “Then why kidnap the female and not kill her outright as well?” Tojun asked.
            “He didn’t kill the physician,” Gaveer reminded him.
            “No, but he tried,” Fullgrath intervened, and glanced over at where Sandow lay on the pallets. “What do you remember, Doc?”
            “Not much.” Sandow’s voice was weak, but he’d assured them he would fully recover. “Kelen and I were talking. I saw the Seneecian come into the chamber from the back way, but I didn’t think anything of it.” His eyes flitted over to Kyber. “At the time, you all look alike to me. I know better now.” He paused, then continued. “I started to tell him to leave, to give Kelen some privacy, when he rushed me. I think I yelled.” He sighed. “That’s all I recall.”
            “I’d ducked under the water to wash my hair.” Kelen picked up the story. “I didn’t see Isup attack Doc. I came up for air, and that’s when he clipped me.” She touched the wound above her temple with cautious fingers. “When I awoke, we were in that cavern where you found us. He was starting a fire.” She looked to Kyber. “I’d thought about escaping, but I didn’t know which tunnel to use. Besides, my head was spinning, and I was cold. The fire kept me centered. And warm.” A smile crept over her face. “I knew you’d send someone to come find me once you found out what happened.”
            Mellori threw another rock into the fire. “The attack makes sense. What doesn’t add up is why the Seneecian took you with him. He knocked you out. You could have easily drowned in the pool, but he fished you out and carried you off.”
            “He’s right,” Jules agreed. “If he’d left you in the pool, we would have never known he’d been responsible for the attack. We would have written it off as some unknown creature from this world. Kelen, did the Seneecian tell you why he decided to take you with him?”
            “Probably to make a meal of her,” Dayall remarked stonily. “That, or to mate with her.”
            She slowly shook her head and inched closer to the fire. Despite having her clothes back on, she continued to feel chilled. Memory of Kyber’s warm body sent a hard longing through her, and she fought the urge to move nearer to him. Or to look at him. Something told her this was not the time or place to announce the fact that she had feelings for the alien. But it would have to be said sooner or later. If Kyber’s feelings for her were the same as what she felt for him, they couldn’t be kept secret from the group for very long.
            If he feels the same way, she admonished herself.  If.
            She peeled the torn blouse away from her skin. Their clothing was torn. Smelly. In need of cleaning. And eventually, if they remained on this planet for any length of time, replaced.
            “So what now?” Jules asked. 
            “Isup is still out there,” Kyber announced. “He’s promised he will strike again.”
            Fullgrath chuffed. “It’s bad enough we gotta contend with whatever creatures are on this planet, but now we have a renegade Seneecian to deal with.”
            “Don’t forget, one of your own also left,” Tojun commented.
            “He’s right,” Kelen acknowledge. “We each have a deserter to watch out for. Next time, it could be Cooter. That is, if he’s still alive.”
            “Oh, he is,” Fullgrath noted. “You can bet your whistle he is.”
            “All right. Those two are a given,” Jules replied. “But what I want to know is, where do we go from here? What’s next? Do we continue to descend further down into this place? Because, frankly, the idea scares the hell out of me. I don’t like getting farther and farther away from the surface. I don’t know about you guys, but I’d like to see a little sunshine, even if it is from a puny ass ball of a star.”
            “I agree,” Kyber said. “We can’t continue in the direction we’ve been going. We have to decide where we’re going to make base camp, and do so. Once we’re settled, we can set up defenses.”
            Kelen stepped closer. “I agree with him. What’s the point of continually moving? Are we looking for something? Or someone?”
            Jules threw a rock into the fire. “She’s got a point. I think this place is deserted. The people who used to live here are long gone, or dead. With the exception of the bath, there’s nothing in this area worth staying for. I vote we go back to those apartments above the lake. At least there’s food and water. For a while, anyway.”
            Kyber looked to his men. “What say you?”
            Gaveer gave a little one-shoulder shrug. “Having a place to settle would be nice. It’s a sound idea, and good military strategy. Then if the creatures on this world want to accost us again, let them. Let them come seek us out, instead of us stumbling over them. By that time, we’ll have a plan of action set in place.”
            “Same for me,” Tojun added. Massapa nodded his buy-in. 
            Kyber turned to Fullgrath. “Once we’re rested, let’s go back up. We can clear out the skeletons and that nest of eye worms.”
            “What do you plan to do with the remains of the locals?” Sandow spoke up.
            “At least give them a decent burial,” Kelen suggested.
            Mellori scratched the stubble on his face. “I concur. Tomorrow, we ascend up to the next level.”
            Kelen snorted. “With any luck, we’ll find the right symbol that’ll give us some new clothes. I don’t know how much longer I can go on wearing this without taking soap and a good scrubber to it.”
            “It’s this symbol.”
            They glanced over to where Dox sat amid something he was patching together, its intended purpose unclear until he was ready to announce it. As they stared at him, the little man drew something in the air. Two interconnected Xs. 
            “What’s that, Dox?” Jules asked.
            “Clothes.”
            “Oh, my God. All this time!” Kelen flashed the others a huge smile. “All this time, guys! It’s never dawned on us!”
            “What’s never dawned?” Fullgrath wondered.
            “Dox can read the language! Don’t you remember? He can read the symbols! We’ve been so involved in trying to survive, we never paid attention to what he was doing!” She hurried over and crouched down in front of the engineer. “You can tell what the symbols say, can’t you, Dox?”
            He gave her a blank look, as if he didn’t quite understand what she was asking. Kelen knew it wasn’t because he was unclear, but that his mind worked on a linear level. One thing, and only one thing, at a time. If he was engrossed in fixing whatever he held in his lap, the rest of his attention would be sparse and unfocused. It was a wonder he’d been able to pay attention to their discussion in the first place.
            She took his hands in hers to help center him. “The symbols on the walls and on the doors. Can you read them, Dox? Can you interpret what they say or mean?”
            He nodded. “Some.”
            “What can you tell us about this place, Dox?” Kyber moved closer and knelt before the man. “Have you seen anything that would tell us where we are? Is there something you read we need to know about?”
            A puzzled look came over his face. “Nooo.”
            “Nothing at all?” Kelen insisted. “No coordinates? No maps?”
            “It’s a waste of time, asking the isotope a question,” Dayall sneered. “You tell him what to do. You don’t ask him about it.”
Kelen ignored the ex-commander and decided to change tactics. She pointed to the device in his lap. “What are you working on, Dox? What is this?”
“A wave continuum generator.”
She chuckled. “A what? I mean, what is it supposed to do?”
“Call a ship,” the little man said simply.
“Call a ship?” Mellori moved closer. “You mean, through the wormhole? To call a ship to come rescue us?”
“I believe that’s what his intentions are,” Kyber remarked.
“How the hell can that be?” Fullgrath asked. “We don’t even know where we are!”
“Neverwylde.”
“Huh?” the big man half-grunted.
“Neverwylde,” Dox repeated. “They call it Neverwylde.”
“They who, Dox?” Kelen question. “The people who used to live here? Is that the name of this planet?”
Dox nodded. “Neverwylde,” he told them again. That being said, like a machine, he shut himself out of the conversation and went back to constructing his device.




Chapter 27
Admission
 
 
            “I’m hungry! Hey! When do I get something to eat? You got me trussed up like a criminal to where I can’t fend for myself! So when are you going to feed me?” Dayall struggled against his bindings.
            Kyber glanced at the man. As he did, his eyes swept over Kelen where she sat with her back to the wall. She caught his quick pass but said nothing.
            “The man has a point,” he told the others. “I don’t believe we have enough between us to eat properly. Fullgrath?”
            “Yeah?”
            “When you investigated the other rooms, you said you didn’t go inside? You remained in the corridor and looked into the chambers?”
            “Right. We just checked for signs of life. Eye worms. Nasty critters. Why?”
            “You’re thinking we should go back inside and look for food and water symbols, aren’t you?” Kelen asked.
            He nodded. “Yes. If we’re lucky, we’ll find something to get us through the night, before we head back.”
            “And if you don’t?” Dayall challenged.
            “If we don’t, we won’t be in any worse shape than we’re already in. So shut up,” Fullgrath told the man, and got to his feet. “Okay, who wants to go with me?”
            Kyber stood. “I think all of us who are capable should go. It would take less time.”
            Massapa took a stance next to him. “Tojun, Gaveer, and I will go.”
            “Add me in,” Jules insisted.
            “Someone needs to remain here to watch Dayall and make sure nothing further happens to Doc,” Mellori commented. “I’ll stay.”
            Kyber smiled. “Jules, you go with Fullgrath. Massapa, you and Gaveer and Tojun can investigate on your own.”
            “If you think I’m staying behind, you’d better think again,” Kelen reminded him.
            “If you wish, you may accompany me,” Kyber nonchalantly informed her.
            The men hurried out into the corridor. There, Kyber pointed to both ends of the tunnel. “Fullgrath, you and I will start at that end. Gaveer, you and the others begin at the opposite end. Stick to one side and work your way back to here. If you find something, mark the door so we’ll know what it contains if it’s more than you can carry. Remember, you’re looking for wavy lines for water, or curls like these for food.” He scratched the symbols in the dirt-packed floor with a claw. 
            “Awright. Let’s go,” Fullgrath called out, and strode off. The rest split up to start the hunt.
            Kelen quietly followed Kyber as he led her to the first door at the far end, near the entrance leading to the lake. Once inside the first room, he found the light glyph and slapped it on.
            He watched as Kelen walked around the chamber’s interior, looking for the carvings they needed to find, without any luck. As she came around to the doorway where he stood, she paused and looked up at him. Her eyes were soft, her need clearly written on her beautiful bare face.
            He opened his arms, and she melted into his embrace. Holding her tightly, he brushed the top of her head with his cheek.
            “I was so afraid you’d abandoned me,” she murmured.
            “Never.”
            The seconds ticked by. The desire, the need to remain there, holding her, was almost overwhelming. But he knew the longer they remained in the chamber, the more likely someone would come looking for them, expecting an explanation as to why.
            It took willpower to pull away from her. Lifting her chin, Kyber bent down to taste her mouth. To relive those first moments when he’d learned how to kiss her. Kelen touched his cheek as she kissed him back. Raising his lips from hers, he nuzzled the little frown line between her eyes.
            “What are we going to do, Kyber? I want to be with you. I want to stay with you. But…”
            “Listen to me. When we return to where the apartments are, once we clear the area of eye worms and give those souls decent rest, I am going to announce to the rest of them my intentions.”
            Her eyes widened. “What intentions?”
            “That I am claiming you as my own.” He paused, his eyes never leaving her face. “I want to claim you, Kelen. If you will allow me.”
            She smiled at him. The warmth in her gaze was undeniable. “I’ll do more than that. I’ll claim you, too. You know they’ll object. They may even argue and dare to fight us over this.”
            “Let them. We’ve suffered too much to deny ourselves whatever happiness we can find on this world.”
            Kelen sighed. “I feel the same way. For whatever time we have left, I want to spend it with you. I want to make love to you again, and I want to spend my days and nights beside you. Without fear, without retribution.”
            “There will be retribution, Kelen,” he gently admonished her. “Do not try to fool yourself into thinking there won’t be. You and I both have crew members who’ve gone amok, and we must be forever diligent in watching out for them, as well as for those creatures who still inhabit this planet. But know this. I will protect you with my life for as long as we are together.”
            “I know you will. And I will protect you with mine,” she promised in a whisper.
            He chuckled, earning a quirked eyebrow.
            “Did I say something funny?” Kelen asked.
            “No. Not funny. But, in essence, we just exchanged vows, as they are spoken on Seneecia.”
            Kelen grinned. “Now that you mention it, same goes for my kind.”
            He cupped her cheek in his palm, seeking the depths of her soul through her eyes. “Then…we are one?”
            “We are one,” she echoed, affirming.
            They sealed their pledge with a simple kiss. Then, forcing himself to release her, he slapped the door symbol and let Kelen exit the chamber ahead of him before following her into the corridor. 
            Life here would challenge them. Change them. Try to kill them. But the future was no longer dismal. He had Kelen. He had a newfound purpose, and someone he could trust and love to share it with him. Regardless of what they discovered, they would face it together.
            Feeling happier than he had ever been in his life, Kyber boldly stepped into a new day and a new life in this place that sat on the rim of the world.
            A planet called Neverwylde.
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