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Mary listened to the droning sound that came to her through the
wet air and thought of her mother’s soft humming. She wanted her mother to be
there now, to hold her and hum softly to her, to soothe her. She drifted toward
her mother’s round arms and warm smile on the ghostly crest of that ugly sound.


Then the dread came. It crashed over her like a cold, brown wave
and the memories of her mother’s soft touch were washed away. She was in the
big chamber. The big chamber was where the droning sound was. The droning was
the collective sound from others just like her, others not asleep yet not
awake; others unable to move their limbs.


She could turn and lift her head and see and hear and smell. She
could not talk, but she could make a deep sound, a groan, if she tried. When
the pain came, the groan would be its outlet. The groan would be the dull steam
her violated body would vent in its outrage.


She prayed for a miracle. She prayed that when she opened her eyes
she would see big, blue sky and bright light. She pressed her eyes closed and
prayed hard but when she looked, only the chamber’s ceiling filled her vision.
Its black, bubbly surface gave substance to the dread and when the cutting
began, the ceiling’s gloom would stamp its dark print on her soul once more.


Mary turned her head slowly and saw the naked body of a young
woman. Then she breathed the warm scent of perfume. The woman was new and a
splash of luscious scent had been captured with her. The woman looked at Mary,
her face slack with paralysis. Mary could not speak, but if she could have spoken
the result would have been the same. There was nothing to say to this newcomer,
no consolation to be offered. There was no comfort where none could exist.


Then her surgeon witch was there, its long head hovering, twisting
and looking. Its thin, quick hands moved like rats over her body, feeling here
and there with spiderlike squeezes. For the moment, her body was numb to the
creature’s touch and she was thankful for it.


There was a motion under her skin, in her neck, deep in the
muscles. It was a roiling little pressure she’d grown to know quite well. A
grub was moving, and from the feel of it she thought it was moving upwards. As
the larvae fed on her tissues, it caused a single sharp note of pain that grew
in volume second by unmerciful second. She heard the high-pitched hiss of the
witch’s cutter and was relieved that the cutting was starting.


Mary began her retreat from the sound and the growing bite of the
cutter and of the pain of the worm and joined her voice with the others.
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It was an odd little compulsion, this thing of making the coffee
then not drinking it. That was the usual pattern. This time though, he’d actually
poured the steaming brew into his insulated travel cup, stirred in creamer and
sugar, capped it off and before starting out, perched it precariously on the
passenger’s seat. Now stuck fast in the heavy traffic of the 405, he took a
thankful drink of it.


All that
rushing for nothing, he thought. That’s the way it is in Los Angeles. The
traffic paces all. It is the great modulator of effort.


He’d marked time when he left Redondo Beach and by three PM, the
traffic was tightening its strangle-hold on the basin’s major arteries. He
crept through the San Fernando Valley, but when he reached the I-5 and 14
interchange, traffic had loosened up and he began to make time.


Soon he was on Route 12—two lanes of level desert highway,
arrow-straight and empty for miles. He cruised peacefully across those barren
flats, and the sun started toward the horizon in a gentle fall. He entered the
foothills just in time to watch the early-evening sun turn the hillsides to a
rich and warm brown.


Miles later, high in the hills, he stopped at a red clapboard-sided
building called “Dwight’s Grocery.” It was the only store of any kind for
miles. The inventory was basic, often downright spare but it was the only place
to shop, and the proprietor, Darrel Wright, was the kind who wouldn’t bend to
such nonsensical pressures as customer requests for anything other than what he
had stocked for years. So the customers complained, Darrel resisted the
complaints, and balance was perpetually maintained.


“I wish you’d get some kind of shopping carts, Darrel,” Phil said,
depositing an armload of groceries and canned goods on the counter. The counter
was covered with a scratched and yellowed plastic sheet. Under the cover were
the miscellany of country barter—notes, business cards, stuff for sale. A
crooked cardboard sign taped to the cash register read, “Sorry, no more credit,” in thin
red ink.


“Nobody buys enough at one time to need 'em, ‘cept weekenders
like you,” Darrel said. “Don’t have the capital anyways.” He picked up a can of
peaches and turned it over and over looking for the price.


“One-nineteen,” Phil volunteered. “Damn highway robbery, too.”


“You wouldn’t think so if you had to sell it as infrequently as I
do,” Darrel said. “I’ve had that can of peaches for six months at least.”


Phil didn’t doubt it. It would be impossible for anything fresh to
exist here, even canned goods. The floor, the walls, the groceries on the
shelves, every single thing in it had a stillness, an agedness to it.
Put a fresh box of Cheerios on one of these shelves, Phil thought, and it would
be stale before the day was out. It would pick up the staleness by osmosis.


“Got any Cheerios?” Phil asked, grinning.


“Nope. All out of Cheerios,”
Darrel replied, dinking the price into the antique cash register.


Good, Phil thought.


Darrel aged here, too. Phil had
bought candy from this very store and dropped his nickels for it into the same
gnarled hands that now slowly packed the groceries into the paper bag. He’d
spent many blazing hot summers in these foothills. Darrel’s store was the only
source for cooling and energizing soda and candy during those gloriously bright
days. Now nearly eighty, Darrel Wright had spent the greater part of his life
behind this counter, counting change, passing the latest news and deflecting
complaints. Like the items on the shelves, Darrel had taken on that stillness
and the faint odor of the aged. His mind wasn’t as sharp, his vision even less
so and rumor had it that Darrel’s mind was gone now and subject to delusions.
Phil had no direct evidence of that. He’d listened to Darrel’s warnings,
kidding and outright lies for so long he wasn’t sure he, of all people, would
ever be able to tell the difference between one of Darrel’s bona fide delusions
and one of his “stories.”


Darrel was the one who, in his younger days, put the fear of the
woods and the mystery of the
dark
hills into preadolescent boys who’d come for candy. “Don’t you go over to
Fitzsimmon’s—he’s got a damn gorilla
locked up in his barn,” he’d said once.


That particular story had kept two dusty, sticky boys hovering
and snooping around Fitzsimmon’s barn until dusk that day, hoping to find some
clue to give bone to the body of fear and fascination Dwight had conjured up
out of their innocence.


“What do you know since I saw you last?” Phil asked, “and don’t
lie to me.”


“Same old crap. Not much I guess,” Darrel replied. He held up a
can of green beans for Phil to examine. “Is that a six or the letter b?”


“Six,” Phil said through a grin.


“Good. I need the money.”


He dinked the price into the cash register. “We did have some
excitement here on Wednesday, though.”


“What was that?”


“Gloria North had some of her cattle stolen. You know who Gloria
is.”


“She lives up on the ridge in that blue trailer there, don’t she?”
Phil replied with his best local grammar.


“She says somebody stole ten heads of her cattle. Then she calls
the sheriff, Bob Lynch. You know who Bob is.”


“You mean my uncle Bob Lynch? That sheriff?”


“Aw, hell—I forgot all about that,” Darrel said, his old voice
genuinely apologetic. “Well, Bob goes up and can’t find any evidence at all
that they were stoled. No horse tracks, no truck tracks. Nothin’.”


“Huh!” Phil said. “You don’t say.”


“That’s right. What do you make of that?” Darrel
asked, leaning a little forward.


It was the last part that tipped Phil off. One of Darrel’s tales
was on its way like some capricious leprechaun. The leaning forward helped a
little, too. Phil was ready for anything.


“Aw, hell. They’ll come back. I doubt Gloria North keeps a very
tight fence anyways,” Phil baited. “That’s gotta be it, don’t you think? Loose
damn fence?”


Darrel leaned a little closer still. Phil did, too, just an imperceptible
inch or so, just for emphasis.


“Yoo-foes,” Darrel said with clarity. “Yoo-foes took 'em.”


The remark didn’t stand a chance, really. He’d heard lots better,
especially from Darrel. Phil licked his lips and settled his chops. In the
first place, the source of it put it at an immediate disadvantage. And even if
it had come from a complete stranger, and even if Phil had been, say, a
cobbler, with not a wit of knowledge about the realms of the mind, he would
have easily recognized it for what it was.


Phil responded out of reflex to the remark, and without
hesitation. “No shit,” he said evenly, then waited for an upshot, a zinger,
from Darrel that would nail it in.


Instead, Darrel said nothing. He fixed his gaze on Phil, pursed
his lips and nodded his head with the certainty of it. Just when Phil thought
Darrel would let it go with a grin and get back to the groceries, Darrel nodded
again.


Then Phil saw it.


There is no way, Phil knew, to be sure of a lie when spoken.
Short of the right specialized machinery, no device exists with which to
measure it except experience. You listen to the speaker enough and you gain the
experience required. Phil had an abundance of such experience with this
speaker. Darrel had just spoken what he believed was the truth, and Phil could
see it plainly in this old codger’s familiar and wizened eyes. Phil wished he
had not seen it for he knew that Darrel’s mind, in believing its own
fabrication, had crossed a river of no return. The mirthful mind that once
delighted in hoodwinking Phil into any number of wondrous realities now stood
mired in madness. This misguided belief about UFO’s would branch to other
beliefs and those to others, and with each new belief Darrel’s mind would sink
a little farther down. If Darrel was lucky, his descent would stop at some
point before he died, but chances were he would sink completely. The mire would
consume the clear, clever mind and leave a husk unrecognizable in the end.
Years ago, Darrel’s tales and stories had fed Phil’s imagination like the candy
he’d come to buy. Now Darrel was the innocent, believing his own stories and
imaginings.


“UFO’s, huh?” Phil said finally. “Never have seen one.”


“Well you can hear them at night with little difficulty.”


“Aw, shit. Now, don’t you lie to me.” Phil swallowed hard and
brushed invisible dust off the counter with a quick hand. He’d said it as if he
were hearing the story thirty years ago and Darrel was again offering up to
Phil’s young mind some mysterious sweet. Phil could have wept.


Darrel watched from the porch as Phil stuffed the bag of groceries
into the truck. He leaned on the rail with both arms straight out and one leg
bent the way very old men do. Phil wondered how Darrel managed to stay on his
feet at all at his age.


“Watch your cigarette ends,” Darrel said. “It’s dry as tinder.”


“I gave 'em up long ago, Darrel,” Phil replied.


“That’s good. Boy scouts don’t smoke,” Darrel said to the side.


“They do when they join the Marines.” Phil closed the back doors
and got in behind the wheel.


Phil drove down to King Solomon’s Road and turned off into Haight
Canyon. When the truck tires left the pavement and met the dirt road, Phil
sighed with relief.


There are places, physical locations one can bond with forever.
This was Phil’s place. In the 1800’s, the canyon had been the site of one of
the most productive gold mines in Southern California. King Solomon’s mine had
long since given up its last bit of gold but to Phil there were still riches
here. They came in the form of the house-sized rocks, sculpted by wind and
rain, and the primal, twisted forms of the scrub oak that dotted the brown
hills. There was a wealth of bird life here and deer and fox and badger. At
forty-six hundred feet of elevation at High Ridge, Phil’s name for that section
of the canyon, the view through the crystalline air of the stars on a moonless
night was worth all the gold ever taken from under them.


A single, twisting road came into the canyon from Havilah, a
one-horse town built largely from the mine’s gold, what there was of it. The
road wound its way like a snake and stopped twelve miles in at the edge of the
Sequoia National Forest.


He drove along slowly as usual, savoring the drive.


He saw the thin tire tracks of the VW again, just one set, going
up, so the trespassers were still in the canyon. He’d found the VW and the tent
with his 10x binoculars from High Ridge last year about this time, despite the
fact that the trespassers had tried to camouflage both with brush. He thought
about stopping and introducing himself, but thought better of it. He didn’t
mind an occasional camper or two, as long as they left no trash.


He’d purchased his high, rugged acreage fifteen years ago from his
sister Edna. Edna and her husband, Ronny Dogget, had bought his section and
theirs shortly after Phil’s and Edna’s father died. Collectively, they owned
thirty percent of one of the most scenic and isolated areas in the region,
thanks to a sizeable inheritance from their father.


On the way up, he drove right past Edna’s gate, deciding to visit
on the way down Sunday. Ronny was under a lot of job-related stress, and he had
a way of making Phil feel more than a little unwelcome half the time. The night
promised to be perfect, so why chance a blemish? There were many perfect days
and nights in this sheltered canyon, each of them precious to Phil.


He’d purchased the property on a lark, really. When his sister had
first dragged him up to that end of the canyon in 1980 and stood him on the
rough pad Ronny had cut on the top of one of the hilltops, it was dusk on a day
much like today. The sun was setting over Breckenridge to the far west and Phil
felt certain then that he had never seen such a view. Prior to that day, it had
been years since he’d been in the area and maybe some earlier memory of the air
or of the light itself ignited his passion for this land and its sweet scent of
pine and sage. The most appealing thing about High Ridge was the fact that the
nearest dwelling was his sister’s—four miles away. The only structure visible
was the fire tower on Breckenridge and even that you couldn’t see without
binoculars.


“I’ll give you a good deal on it. Then you can retire within ear
shot of me,” Edna had said, laughing. Phil had the money and suddenly had the
desire. While Ronny kicked dirt some yards away, the deal was made.


Phil had the perfect one-and-a-half story log house built on that
very pad the following year. The design was straight out of a catalog, not a
custom job, but the house was flawless to Phil in every respect. He had gone to
great lengths to furnish it with just the right functional furniture. He had
never regretted his purchase of this remote paradise.


He stopped where he saw the VW ‘s tire tracks going down into
Duncan’s Draw and smiled at the way the car’s owner had attempted to hide them
from view by brushing them out with pine branches. He’d swept away the tracks
all right, but left conspicuous brush marks in the soft, dry dirt. Not only
that, but he had managed to simulate the first and only total VW bus
disappearance in the canyon by cutting the tracks like scissors where they
turned off in the middle of the road.


When the groceries were put away and the hummingbird feeders
filled, Phil had but one last chore before he’d drink a beer and smoke a cigar
and watch the sun go down from his porch. He headed directly to the shed and
got his weapon.


He pumped the handle of the garden sprayer several times to be
sure he had good pressure, then pointed the nozzle at the thick trail of ants
on the ground and pulled the trigger. The nozzle spit and sputtered then let
out a solid stream of white insecticide.


“Die . . . ” Phil said as he wet them down. These weren’t your
garden variety sugar ants, these fuckers would crawl up your jeans, bite and
leave a blister. “Die.” 


He walked along the porch rail wetting down the ants with
diazinon. The chemical left its peculiar and unpleasant signature on the air.
He was sure he had killed tens of thousands of ants from the same nest. He only
wished he had a better, more efficient way to kill them. He wondered if one of
those new microwave devices that cooked them in their nests, the ones termite
exterminators used, would work on ants in the ground. Might be worth a try. 


 


*  *  *


 


After the cutting and sealing up, they put you in a soaker. That’s
what Mary called them. She had tried to give everything a name because then she
could keep track better and maybe things wouldn’t be quite so horrible.


She’d worked as a mechanic in a steel mill in Detroit one summer
and it had a place called the soaking pits. They put huge ingots of steel down
in the soaking pits and put a huge thick cover over them and blasted them with
hot gas until they were soaked through with heat and red hot so they could roll
the ingots out into thin sheet steel. This place reminded her of that, only it
was a chamber filled with goo with a two-foot space of air above her head. It
was completely sealed with a black seam across the top and the only light came
from the dim little photosphere dangling like a pear up in one corner. She used
to stretch her toes down and try to touch bottom, but gave that up long ago.
The warm, translucent goo was up to her neck and the only thing that kept her
afloat was the rubbery tube that ran down her throat. Where the tube met her
mouth, fine tendrils ran out from it and encircled her head like roots. The
vine ran up and out through the seam. It was attached like a dozen others to a
huge bag-like organ in the ceiling of the chamber above.


She stared at the color, the dark, brownish black color of the walls
that was her world and wished for light. She wanted bright sun and white light
on her skin.


She could feel a crawler on her right foot, then she felt another
and another. They were rising up out of the bottom of the soaker. Soon her legs
were covered with them. She had never seen one since they never left the goo.
Mary figured they were probably blind. Sometimes they bit.


Her first time in a soaker, after she had settled down from
thrashing with panic as they crawled over her, she gently closed down on one
with her thumb when it crawled out to the tip of a forefinger. She had felt its
resilient little body and judged that its size was about like a bean and she
could feel its strength as it squirmed. She had held it and rolled it in her
fingers and tried to picture what it looked like in her mind when it bit her.
She would have screamed if she could have. She brought up her trembling hand
and looked at the little scoop-like wound on her thumb that dripped blood back
into the goo and realized that the crawlers could eat her alive by the
thousands. That was the last time she ever tried to touch one. She remained
motionless, not even blinking, as the crawlers covered her. She could feel them
working, concentrating on the new incisions. She tried to ignore them as best
she could.


She’d endured this dozens of times and knew she would be out of
the soaker soon. The crawlers would drift away one at a time, the dark seam
would part with a sound like tearing meat and the vine would pull her up. She
would have to hold tight to the slippery vine to keep it from breaking her
neck, but it would drag her out and deposit her on the mushy, sticky floor.


Then the fine tendrils around her head would untangle and the tube
would slip up out of her gullet. She would retch as it did but that would be
the worst for a while. The soaker and the crawlers and the vine would leave her
body miraculously healed and restored, cleaned and polished. Only dozens of new
thin scars would remain as a testament of her ordeal. She would lay and weep
and perhaps sleep, then finally get up and walk through the warm dripping water
in the tube leading out of the chamber. On the way through the tube she would
wipe the thick fluid from her body and hair. She would pick up clothes in the
chamber at the other side. Sometimes she found the clothes she had on
yesterday, sometimes not. Any old shirt, some pants and some shoes that fit
would do here.


When the vine released her she forced herself up on her feet and
into the shower tube. She stood there in the tube’s rain and let the water wash
over her. She wiped goop from her arms and legs and watched it drift in
amorphous clumps along channels toward rat-hole-sized drains at irregular
intervals in the tube’s floor. She couldn’t begin to understand how they had
done that. Oh, the concept was familiar enough and she knew how she would have
accomplished the same thing with regular materials because she had done a lot
of building and plumbing. She stared blankly at the configuration and let the
water rain down on her from the nipples above. Like so much here, these drains
were unfathomable.


She let her mind drift and as always when she was in the rain of
the tube, she remembered her last night on Earth.


She had been watching “Marathon Man” on cable when Jack Delacroix
called her and asked her to come out to his place to fix a leaky joint on his
tractor’s hydraulic pump. “It’s an emergency!” he’d said. The place where the
break was “spurting fluid like a damned cut artery.” He couldn’t lift the
tiller and had to till a path through his beets getting back to the barn.


“Why didn’t you just leave it where it was?” Mary had asked.


She wouldn’t have objected much to a night time service call, but
Jack Delacroix’s place was miles from anywhere, it was nine at night and
raining like crazy. It’d take a half hour to get there, then another hour or so
to fix it so she’d be home by eleven, maybe twelve. She started to beg off, it
was raining like shit, but Jack said he had to get started again in the morning
if the rain let up. Jack was a regular customer and she was booked up through
Wednesday; and since Jack never complained much about paying extra, she said
she’d be there within an hour.


There was nothing in her life she regretted more than that single
commitment she’d made to Jack Delacroix.


She hated Jack Delacroix for his dumb-assed dependency on her.
Over the years she had fixed every piece of the asshole’s equipment, over and
over. She couldn’t understand how he could run a farm and be so asshole stupid
about the stuff he used to operate it.


She left for Jack’s at ten-thirty, deciding to watch the remainder
of her movie before she put her work clothes back on and headed out. So what if
she was late.


She honked her horn when she got close enough to his house for him
to hear it. She half hoped he was asleep. When he didn’t come out right away
she pulled her truck up close to his porch and honked again, real long. Well,
the sonofabitch had been asleep. Dressed in socks and a yellow house robe, he
poked his head out and hollered at her over the pounding rain, “You don’t need
me do you!”


“I’ll find it! Go back to sleep! I’ll leave your bill in the mail
box!” she yelled back.


She’d driven over to the barn and was amazed and disgusted at how
hard it was raining. When she pulled the truck into the barn, there sat the
tractor; its tiller stuck in the dirt. The dumb ass had tilled a path right
into the barn.


She couldn’t depend on the lights Jack had in his barn to see or
find a damn thing. She left the very ass-end of the truck outside so she could
keep the engine running then hit her top lights and flooded the tractor and the
barn with clear, white halogen light. Mary stepped out of the truck: and when
her feet touched the ground, she felt her hair stand straight up. Mary had been
in many Midwestern storms in her lifetime, and she had read and knew a lot
about lightning. She was sure what she felt was the ionized charge of lightning
about to strike the barn.


“Whoa . . . ” she’d said and had jumped back into the truck, pulling
her feet in as fast as she could. Insulated by the big truck’s tires, she
waited for the bolt to hit the lightning rod on the barn, but it never did. She
waited for a full ten minutes, finally dialing in a station on the radio just
to pass the time. She didn’t know how long she should wait, so she waited until
she couldn’t wait any more. Finally, she scooted around and gingerly placed her
left foot on the ground. She stepped out with her hands on her hips and walked
slowly around a little, testing for the energy that had just scared the shit
out of her.


She’d dismissed it as just a fluke of nature, one she’d remember
her whole life she figured, and walked over to the tractor.


Mary Pope was not squeamish or skitterish, or very fearful of
anything for that matter. She’d been a tomboy in her childhood, running harder
than the boys, hitting harder when she had to, and never, ever showing fear. It
was crazy Mary Pope who put the frog in her mouth headfirst; and while its legs
kicked for freedom, chased Tommy Cortner down the street when Tommy made the
tactical error of putting the frog down her shirt. Mary Pope was
capable of anything and the one no one screwed with. On the other hand, she
could be quite friendly and helpful, too. It was Mary, after all, who taught
the boys how to smoke.


Mary was strong and attractive. When the heat of puberty began to
ignite lust in the loins of the boys who once double-dared her, they saw her
shapely legs, lips and developing breasts as objects of adolescent desire.
Mary, unfortunately, was incapable of returning the adoration. Puberty was a
time of discovery, and Mary Pope discovered at that early, sexually innocent
age that the white, wet, feminine bodies, with which she shared the girl’s
shower filled her naughty fantasies and excited her budding libido far more
than those of the stringy boys.


Mary Pope was the best mechanic in Potts County; a legend in
fact, for her ability to fix the things that mattered—and in a rural community
like Trader, Wisconsin—anything mechanical mattered. She had started her
repair business when she was just eighteen, and her native ability around tools
and her friendly disposition soon gained her a reputation for excellent
service. She took night classes and day classes and vendor classes and worked
hard; and before she was twenty-five, she was the most well-liked and admired
mechanic in Trader. The community depended on her abilities, and Mary did her
level best to fill that need.


She hadn’t acquired the skill to fix and repair heavy machinery
without learning early to get in there and make the tool do what you wanted and
never mind about the busted knuckles and grease and dirt. Mary Pope, the
frog-eater, knew how to approach a dirty problem. It was her fearlessness that
allowed her to learn and get better and better.


That was then, when the world as she knew it existed.


There had been a puddle of hydraulic fluid about a yard wide right
under the pump, and she had followed a clear trail of the shiny liquid right up
to the split in the hose. She was sure she had the part; it was a fairly common
length for farm machinery. The seals might be a problem, but she probably had
those, too. She eyeballed the problem for the tools she’d need, and having made
that assessment, she started back to the truck. It was then that she heard the
sound.


What she heard was the deepest, lowest harmonic she had ever
heard. It contained such bass that she didn’t so much hear it as feel it. The
sound literally rattled her teeth and vibrated her bones. At first she thought
it must be thunder rolling in from the distance, but the sound was too even,
too regular and too long to be thunder. She stood there and let it rumble her
until it stopped. The sound, combined with the earlier ion charge, had given
her a genuine case of the heebie-jeebies. She shuddered involuntarily then
shook it off and willed her mind to the task at hand.


She had just tugged the hose free from its coupling and dodged the
stream of escaping hydraulic fluid when the shadow came from behind her and fell
on the tractor. She had been sure it was Jack, so much so that she didn’t
bother to turn around at first. “Go back to bed, Jack,” she’d said to the
coupling, “I’ve got it under control.”


She still didn’t turn around when she asked, “Did you hear that godamned
noise. What was that?”


She’d started to run the o-ring up the flange for a test fit when
she realized that she hadn’t received an answer to a direct question. No one
had ever accused Mary Pope of mumbling, and she was sure she had said it loud
enough and clear enough.


It was standing on its back legs when she turned and was about the
same height as a person. The high, bright lights on the top of her truck were
full in her face, and she couldn’t make out its shape exactly. The only thing
she was sure of was that it wasn’t Jack, and fear hit her like a brick. It was
something about the electrical charge and the rumbling sound, and now this
thing twenty feet away that coalesced to form the bomb of fear that went off in
the primitive part of her brain. The feeling of panic was so strong that she
felt her bladder start to let go a little, a feeling she’d felt only as a child
when her father was about to strap her.


She got the sense of an animal from it, and an alien muskiness
drifted to her to confirm it. When she said the words that reflex demanded,
they came out more as a choked sound than an order.


“Get outta here!” she’d screamed at it.


She’d shielded her eyes from the truck’s lights and stepped
sideways to get a better look at it. As she moved, she could feel it tracking
her. As her viewing angle improved and the details of it gave way to the light,
she tightened the grip on the heavy spanner in her right hand and felt her
mouth going dry.


The creature had been oddly familiar to her, and when she was at a
right angle to it, and enough of its form was showing, the fact of it occurred
to her like a bird tweet over the pounding din of her fear. The thing was a
construction, it was a living thing that had been fabricated somehow, like the
tractor.


Godamned motherfucking
things! Godamned things! she thought, wringing water from her hair.


The need to do something was at the core of all mechanical things. You could
tell what a thing did if you just looked at it. If you could touch it and move
it, even better; but the interconnect of parts was always logical, and
eventually these told you what force went where and what did what. The creature
had not had a Frankenstein’s monster look about it, with its kludgey, sewed on
parts and fat stitches. Quite the contrary. To an untrained observer, the
creature would have looked perfectly organic and natural, if not horrible. To
Mary’s experienced eyes, the key had been visible in the relationships of the
components and a slight lack of smoothness to the transitions one to the next. The relationships
had been sound, but the whole had lacked unity and polish. Unlike some
inherited flaws in an otherwise perfect representative of a dog breed, these
flaws couldn’t be accounted for naturally and had to be the result of a
trade-off or compromise in the mind of the builder. Although she couldn’t put
her finger on it exactly at the time, she had been certain the monster in front
of her possessed some of those kinds of flaws.


Things!


The thought that the thing had been physically modified for a
purpose had pushed her terror even higher. If she was looking at a made thing, who or what was the
maker?


Her instinct had been to get away, to flee. The strength in the
thing’s limbs told her it would be impossible to bolt past it without being
intercepted. As a test, she had feinted toward the door; and her fears were
confirmed when the two-hundred pound creature dropped down into a crouch and
moved almost in synch with her to head her off.


Then the creature had opened a mouth full of sharp teeth, raised
its head and bayed. The sound wasn’t so much a bay but a long grunt. She began
to inch her way toward the door. With each step she took toward freedom, the
creature closed in, forcing her into an empty stall.


She could see every detail and tried to find some weakness in its
anatomy she could exploit if given the chance. All she saw was virulent
strength.


The creature’s gray skin was mottled and wet from the rain. The
head was connected to a long, strong neck and seemed to be much smaller than it
should have been. It didn’t look too bright, something like a sloth. There was
an overall froglike wetness; an amphibian-ness about it that went beyond the water
dripping from its limbs. In a crouch, the creature’s forelimbs or arms balanced
it forward and the stubby fingers remained flat on the ground. Its rear legs
remained tensed, and the small feet constantly searched for good traction in
the soft dirt of the barn’s floor. It seemed to be fighting some instinct to
pounce and tear her to shreds with those teeth in that terrible little head. It
continued to bay, and Mary remembered thinking that she wished to hell Jack
would hear this damned mutant or alien or whatever, get dressed and run to the
barn with his shotgun and shoot it. Just then, the creature snapped its head
toward the barn door and sprinted out it on all fours, raising divots of dirt
and clouds of dust as it went. Mary had never seen anything move as fast that
wasn’t made of steel and rubber. She thought at first Jack had somehow done as
she’d prayed, and the creature had sensed him and fled for its demonic life.
She smiled out of relief that it was gone and took a step or two toward the
open door half-expecting to see Jack Delacroix with his shotgun.


“Frogs,” that
what she called the gray hunters, “frogs.” Mary knew about frogs, she’d put one in her mouth once.


Then there were the goons.


“Goon” wasn’t exactly accurate, but that’s what Mary called them
anyway. They weren’t goons like a thug or hoodlum was a goon, but were huge,
misshapen things, powerful and small-headed like the goons in the old Popeye
cartoons. Grunt, worker, peon, big
bastard, drone—she’d heard them called many things since she’d been taken,
but she liked goon best. It was an ugly name; just ugly enough to dull by insult
some of the horror they created.


There had been two of them that night and one of them carried Jack
Delacroix’s body in a woven sack draped over its massive back like a toy. One
of Jack’s arms had been torn off at the shoulder, and she could see the white
bone. Blood flowed down the goon’s back and leg from the ragged wound. The goon
was almost casually holding the severed arm out to the gray creature that sat
on its haunches gnawing and pulling off pieces of meat from it. The other goon
had its attention fixed on Mary, riveting her with a predatory stare from deep
sockets where its eyes should have been.


Mary had never screamed in earnest in her life that she could
remember but she had screamed then. It was more of a “whoop” than a scream, and
it came out completely with a will of its own. Some governor truncated the
energy-wasting whoop before it was completely done. She raised the spanner and
threw it with the force and accuracy that only the short stop on the Honey
Bee’s Butt Busters softball team could achieve. The closest goon dodged the
wrench with a quick twist of its ugly head, and that’s all she could remember.


Goon-things.
Frog-things. Things, things, things. Ugly damned gray hunter things.


Pushing the memories of that awful night from her mind, she slid
the last of the gunk off her calf and foot and walked out of the tube into the
adjoining chamber. She shook and wiped off what water she could as she looked
over the pile of clothes in the center of the floor. She picked up a big soft
cotton shirt and dried herself off with it, then chose another to put on, a
plain blue work shirt. She skipped right over the dresses and soft blouses. She
couldn’t understand how anyone would even think of putting on a little
sleeveless blouse here, but she had seen that woman Nancy doing just that.


The pants were a little more difficult but she finally found a
pair of denims she thought would fit pretty good and put those on. Socks were a
real problem: socks were underwear, and she refused to put on someone else’s
underwear. She dug around until she found a matching pair of high-top canvas
basketball shoes and put them on—without socks. The shoes were big, but to hell
with it, at least they’d keep her feet off the sticky floor. The pants were
long, so she bent over and rolled them up a time or two. She looked down at the
effect. She liked the look.


There, she thought. Sweet enough to kiss.


When she turned around she saw Tom Moon sitting in the curve of
the wall. He had that shit-eating little smirk on his face and it occurred to
her that he had been there silently watching and smirking all the time she was
getting dressed. Her anger flared up, but she kept a lid on it. There was no
way she would let this wiry little prick get to her. Better to let him think he
was so insignificant that he had exactly no impact on her, even when he watched
her naked.


“Can’t you announce your presence, creep,” she said easily.


She ambled over to within a few feet of him and continued to
button her shirt, hoping the stringy prick would get a last little glimpse of
her tit—just as she covered it up from his nasty gaze.


“When I want to,” he said.


Mary saw a piece of goo on his cheek. On Tom it looked oddly like
an identifying badge or namesake. She grinned at it.


“You’ve got some slime on your face.”


Tom found it with his fingers and wiped it from his face to his
pants leg. She was sure that in his former life, he’d made the habit of wiping
food there in the same way.


“There, you happy now?” he grinned back.


“No, but the slime’s off your face.”


“How come you don’t like me? You don’t like me, do you?” he said,
sneering.


“Not much.”


“I bet if we was back on Earth, you’d like me just fine. I bet I could
make you like me.” A look of lasciviousness crossed his broad, thin mouth.


Something inside her groaned. He was at least thirty years old,
and she was fairly certain he hadn’t been raised on Mars. She considered him
for a second, shaking her head in disbelief. Not only was he thinking about sex
in this place, he was thinking about it with her, Mary Pope, who had felt a
male’s stubble on her mouth—for the first and last time—at age thirteen.


Mary smiled big and innocently and blinked. That was it. He was
plumb stupid. The wiry bastard was all wound up, like springs inside, with hate
and mean desire, and he capped it all off with stupidity. She wished she could
feel sorry for him. She’d seen lots like him drifting through Trader in the
fall and early winter, all wrapped up in ratty clothes and dirty caps with
cigarettes behind their ears. They’d stop in Trader long enough to panhandle
some money, eat and catch a lift westward. The musky fuckers could live for a
week on a couple of Twinkies and some pond water. She’d always known his kind
were capable of survival anywhere, and this particular drifter was absolute
proof of it. For all she knew, this might be the best, warmest place Tom Moon
had slept in for years.


“I doubt it,” she said and headed toward the tube out of the
chamber. “Get those thoughts out of your little head,” she added over her
shoulder, “It ain’t healthy.”


She could feel his close-set eyes on her butt as she walked out. Amazing, she
thought. She hoped he’d die right there where he sat. She stuffed the borrowed
shirt in her pants as she walked and guessed it was feeding time because she
was suddenly hungry.


Maybe
there’ll be cigarettes today, she thought. I’m almost out.


 


*  *  *


 


The night was Phil’s favorite time on the mountain, moonless
nights especially. When there was no moon the stars shone their brightest and
God the number of them. Some ninety miles from any significant light source,
and conveniently shaded from stray light from L.A. by the Tehachapi Mountains
to the south, the undiluted view of the stars from High Ridge was incredible.
Phil was somewhat nearsighted, not to the point where he wore glasses all the
time, mind you, just enough to lose some of the heavenly detail he so enjoyed.
He got a kick out of going outside, looking skyward, slipping on his old horn
rims and seeing the stars and Milky Way pop into sharp focus.


He walked some fifty feet from the cabin and its view-obscuring
trees, to a spot that gave him an unrestricted panorama.


Just as he was about to slip his glasses on, his teeth started to
vibrate in his mouth. It was the damndest sensation. He thought at first it
must have been a rocket or jet engine test from Edwards Air Force Base
southeast of Mojave. The sound was almost omni-directional but as he turned his
head from side to side, he thought he could isolate it coming from somewhere up
the canyon to the north. The sound stopped as abruptly as it started. He waited
for a minute to see if it would start again, and it did. This time the sound
was louder and coming distinctly from the southern end of the canyon. The
southern sound stopped, too, and Phil dismissed it finally as some engine somewhere
or some aberrant event he didn’t understand.


He slipped on his glasses and
stood on the rim of the pad gazing up.


Look at them there stars, he thought.
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Bailey and Jim Hall knew they were trespassing. Haight canyon was
private property, but it was also the most fantastic place to camp. Not only were
there great hiking areas, but two fresh water streams in the canyon, one of
which emptied into a crystalline pool the locals called “Diana’s Bath.” It was
just the place for newlyweds to frolic and enjoy the outdoors. Jim was sure
they could spend the entire weekend there and not run into another person. He’d
done it plenty of times. There was just the single cabin up on the ridge at the
far end, but that was at least three miles away.


He had driven the bus up the canyon road and passed all the dozens
of Nazi “No Trespassing” signs and turned off along a barely visible trail just
wide enough to let him by. He’d stopped about a hundred feet in, then Bailey
and him had run back; and using pine branches off the convenient tree, had
brushed away the tracks to hide their passage. With that bit of “woodsy trickery,”
as Bailey called it, they had disappeared in the canyon. Completely undetected.


Diana’s Bath was just a ways down the draw and the gentle trickle
of the stream that fed it was so restful at night. It was Bailey’s first time
at Jim’s secret grotto getaway, but Jim knew right away that she had taken to
it as quickly as he had. They’d had sex as soon as camp was made, and then made
a bitchin’ meal of barbecued steaks with big potatoes that they wrapped in foil
and baked in the coals. Jim had no idea, until that very moment, that Bailey
was such a damn good cook. He had never felt so good after eating that meal and
later with his woman under his arm walking barefoot in the cool little stream.
He thanked the stars for her.


They made love again just after dark, and full of food and fresh
air and tired from the sex, they curled up like kittens in the double sleeping
bag and went fast asleep.


At about 11:00 p.m., had they been watching, they would have seen
those pans and utensils with iron content, the ones Bailey had left by the
dwindling fire, twitch as the alien craft drifted silently over their camp
site, just fifty feet above the ground.


 


*  *  *


 


Phil watched the stars until his neck got tired of craning up.
He’d folded his arms around himself and wondered whether it was from the
night’s chill or the overwhelming sense of vastness above that he’d done it.


He took off his glasses and turned to go back inside when he heard
the long, low grunt coming from the southern end of the canyon. It was faint,
but he easily heard it. It sounded a lot like one of Westberger’s steers, but
not quite. One of the peculiar advantages of his high, virtually unobstructed
view of the canyon from High Ridge was the fact that sound traveled up to him
on the ridge as if it were traveling over water.


He cocked his head so an ear was pointing south just as he heard
the faint high-pitched feminine squeal from the same spot and the male yelling
and some more screaming, then nothing. He didn’t like that much. He didn’t
care for raucous sounds in his canyon late at night. It sounded like a
squabble, but it could have easily been horseplay. They could chase themselves
around at night somewhere else. He’d talk to them on the way out Sunday if they
were still there.


He started back to the cabin and swore at himself again for
walking around in the dark without a light. This was serious snake country.
Walking around at night was the best way in the world to get bitten. He hoped
that’s not what he just heard down in the canyon.


He went to bed about eleven thirty and lay there naked thinking of
Linda. She’d be there tomorrow before nine, practically careening up the road
to get there. She wasn’t careless or reckless, she was a no-nonsense woman who
knew how to get from here to there and usually did it in a hurry. She was the
one who’d flash her brights on your ass if you didn’t get out of her way on the
freeway and was the first to give you the finger if you challenged her.


Though unmarried, they’d had a long and fairly smooth relationship
and were about as close and caring as two people could be. They maintained the
illusion of independence; yet, their love for each other bound them tightly.
They shared every behavior of the happily married save one—they refused to
cohabitate. Never mind that they spent several nights each week and awoke in
each other’s bed, the idea of living together never took solid shape between
them.


There were many things he liked about Linda. She was his best
friend; and he trusted her completely. Over the years, through some bonding
mechanism he had yet to define, they had developed common speech patterns and
similar ways to express ideas. In short, they sounded like each other, just
like most married people.


Linda Purdy was a computer system QA analyst for AT&T in
Sylmar. “Type A” personalities are invariably good at their jobs, and Linda was
no exception. It was her unerring sense of what was logical that served her
best. Her officially stated position on analysis of any kind was that she
rarely jumped to conclusions or theorized in “advance of the facts” as she
said, because it was folly to do so. “That’s what Holmes would say,” she’d
argue.


Once the facts were known she could extrapolate perfectly to the
extent allowed by them and could put her finger on the problem or unravel a
knotty system anomaly with unparalleled precision.


It was her unfathomable leaps of intuition that perplexed and
amazed her co-workers. If her logical reasoning was her staid servant, intuition
was her spirited muse.


Her job was to ensure that the software that controlled the
switching computers manufactured at the Sylmar facility was as bug-free as
possible. Linda Purdy was the first line of defense against the inevitable
“events” and “undocumented features” that create error in all software
programs approaching a million lines of instructions. Since Linda did not write
the code, hers were the fresh and vigorous eyes and mind that watched, worked
and exercised the software for relative peanuts prior to using it for keeps
when millions of dollars might be on the line. Telecommunication is a complex
realm of acronyms and arcane interactions and to gain the right perspective on
what the software did or ought to do, logical reasoning sometimes just isn’t
enough. Imagination and visualization are tools rarely used by both the right
and left sides of the brain. Phil was fairly sure that Linda’s brain used those
instruments frequently and with genius. He had studied her mind for ten years,
not with the cold detachment of a scientist, but as her warm and admiring
friend and companion.


Phil had once misplaced his car keys and searched for hours
looking for them in every pocket of every piece of clothing he owned. After a
several minutes-long interview with Linda about where he was and what he had
been doing, she told him his keys were in the bathroom on the back of the
toilet. She said it with a calm certainty that contained no doubt about the
keys’ whereabouts. That’s exactly where they were. It wasn’t as if she had seen
him put them down on the back of the toilet, and the facts moved all around
that particular solution without ever being cemented directly to it. She had
caused that very specific event to coalesce out of the miasmic gas of one
person’s behavior—his. Amused by the talent, he was made to wonder what other
truths she had gathered in this way.


Being the healthy male that he was, and with the gentle breeze
gliding cool over his naked body, his mind drifted back to the legs in the Honda
coupe on the freeway on the way up. The Land Cruiser’s height had provided a
good view into it. The woman behind the wheel was dressed in a light sleeveless
cotton shift. All Phil could see, though, were her legs. Her legs were not
long and perfectly shaped in a traditional sense. They were not thin but round
and full with an insinuation of warm, sexual strength. The legs were smooth and
the texture of alabaster—so much so that the sunlight shining in from the far
direction left a bold wet kiss of luminescence on her left knee. He couldn’t
see her face from his vantage, but the woman’s smooth, bare legs made her face
a moot characteristic of her anatomy. The effect of the sheer cloth draped so
carelessly up around her strong thighs was dizzying. He longed to experience,
with those strong limbs as willing partners, if not the act of breeding, at
least the slow, wet and voluptuous behavior which often leads to conception. It
occurred to him suddenly and with delight that the thighs he had lusted for so were
remarkably like his own Linda’s. He smiled with the thoughts of her body and
her mind.


Fatigued by the week’s events, the long drive up and the hour, he
drifted to sleep.


He woke with a jolt when for the second time, the loudest, lowest
bass tone he had ever heard shook the bones in his head and made his teeth
buzz.


*  *  *


Jim Hall knew the sound of a black bear snooping around camp when
he heard it, and he was hearing it now. They’d mess up your camp if you didn’t
shoo them away. He wanted Bailey to see it though, just to scare the shit out
of her—before he chased it the hell out of camp.


He sat up and nudged her gently awake. “Bailey, wake up,” he
whispered, shaking her butt. “Wake up, there’s a bear outside.” He reached
over, picked up the flashlight and turned it on.


Bailey’s eyes were immediately wide open and as big as saucers.


“A bear? Outside?” she whispered back, gasping for air.


“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s a lot more afraid of us than we are of
it.” He started to zip down the tent’s door. Bailey grabbed his arm.


“What exactly are you doing?” she asked incredulously.


“I’m gonna show you the bear. It’s okay, believe me,” he said
smiling. “I’ll say ‘boo’ and he’ll split. Watch.”


“No,” she said firmly. “Don’t.”


They could hear the bear sniffing loudly around the door of the
tent. It was awfully loud sniffing. There were some stray cattle in the canyon,
and if Jim hadn’t known that cows didn’t move at night, he’d have thought it
was a steer outside by the volume of the sniffing.


“Bailey, Jesus, would I let a darned bear drag you off and tear
you to pieces? Besides it’s a little ‘ol black bear not a damn grizzly. Just
relax.” He took hold of the zipper and started to pull it down.


The gray hunter didn’t wait for the zipper to come all the way
down before it shoved its head on its long neck into the tent, right into the
full beam of Jim’s light.


“Jesus . . . what the hell . . . ” Jim stuttered, yanking Bailey
back away from the head. Bailey screeched so loud it hurt Jim’s ear.


It was clearly not a bear. Some automatic mechanism in Jim
insisted on treating the creature as if it were a bear anyway. “Git!” Jim
yelled at it. “Git!”


The head just watched them menacingly.


Jim looked closely at the head. The eyes were human, no doubt
about that. Mean eyes, yes, but it was a person. He started to laugh. I get it.


“It’s a darned mask!” he said and reached out to touch it. “Who
are you?”


The head snapped at the hand with its powerful mouth and bit right
through Jim’s fingers.


“What the hell! Jesus Christ!” he cried, clamping his other hand
over the stubs of his fingers. Bailey screamed again and scooted as far as she
could to the back of the tent.


Without thinking Jim whacked the head with the flashlight, but
the head just snarled then tilted up and grunted loudly. Jim lifted his right
foot up out of the sleeping bag, pulled it back and stomped hard at the head.
The creature took the full force of the kick directly on its flattish face. Jim
hauled back with the foot a second time and stroked down hard. This time the
creature ducked around and clamped onto the side of his foot with its teeth.
Jim yelled with pain. The creature shook like a terrier and pulled off half of
the foot in a big chunk.


“Jesussss Chrrrrist!” he yelled. “Get ooooout!”


He raised the flashlight again to whack at it. This time the
creature lunged in at Jim with its horrible mouth open wide and clamped to his
gut. Jim whacked at the head and thick, strong neck with the flashlight. Bailey
pressed herself into the far corner of the tent and watched as the creature
shook and tore at Jim’s midsection.


“Staaaap!” he said through clenched teeth and swung the light down
as hard as he could time and time again. “Stop! Stop! Stop!”


Bailey had never seen so much blood. When the head shook, the
blood splattered the inside of the tent. She watched in shock as the creature
bit and tore and Jim hit it with the flashlight. She watched until Jim was
dead. She heard odd sounds outside the tent. They sounded something like words
but made no sense to her like the big words on her father’s radio did when she
was a child, just word noises.


When the creature was done it raised its bloody face and looked at
Bailey. She was in shock, and not entirely in possession of her faculties, but
she could have sworn that the head smiled an evil little smile at her. She
heard the distant sound of an odd fog horn and thought how strange it was to
hear it just then. She wondered dimly how it came to be that someone installed
a nice fog horn right here in this peaceful canyon. 


 


*  *  *


 


Phil jumped out of bed and pulled on his pants. This was no jet
engine he was hearing and it was right over the cabin whatever it was. He
pulled on his boots, grabbed his shirt and put it on fast. He snatched up his
large five-cell Maglite off the dresser and headed out of the bedroom. Just as
he was getting to the bedroom door, he dashed back, opened the top dresser
drawer, stuffed the stainless steel, forty-caliber Smith and Wesson auto into
his back pocket and raced out.


Better
safe than sorry, he
thought.


He crashed out the front door and vaulted over the porch rail. He
had the light on and pointed skyward before he hit the ground. The sound coming
from above was deafening.


Set for a narrow beam, his light drew a bright pencil-thin line on
it, illuminating just a small spot. Phil quickly twisted the head of the light
to get a broad flood light on the thing’s underside.


Phil blinked and shook his head. When what your senses tell you in
the now runs contrary to what they have so carefully gathered in the past,
history usually wins. “That thing’s impossible,” he said under his breath.


He was looking at the shining underside of the creature’s carapace
and could make out the huge flat, overlapping plates that armored it. Phil was
no biologist, but he knew enough about natural science to know that he was
looking at something very close to an arthropod. It was more insect-like than
crab-like. It had no visible appendages, as if it were an immature or larval
form rather than a fully developed adult. Its color was dark brown, like a
beetle. Phil gauged its size at about forty feet in length and fifteen wide.
The entire rear section was encased in a framework of dull metal-like
machinery. Near the anterior where the machinery was the heaviest, the creature
had grown into and around it like a tree will grow around offending barbed
wire. The craft was stationary, and Phil panned the light toward the head. The
head lacked detail except for the eyes that looked precisely like the compound
eyes of any bug he had ever seen. The light found an open orifice some three
feet wide in the thorax. As he watched, a brown plate slid over the hole and
the deafening sound stopped. The auditory void seemed to leave his head wrapped
in cotton.


Phil’s hair suddenly stood up as if influenced by static. The
craft banked and moved off without a sound down the westerly side of the hill
just above treetop level as if it were sliding down on ice. The motion had an
element of smooth grace to it. He tracked after it with the light until it was
lost in the darkness of the canyon.


Phil Lynch was not subject to hallucinations. He had never had
one, auditory or visual, either drug-induced or otherwise. He questioned at
that moment whether or not he had just had one. He replayed the entire incident
and carefully viewed the details. No holes existed. Nothing had been lost in
some mental fog since the craft drifted away. There was the creature in his
mental play-back, shiny, insectoid—the machinery woven into it—the sound organ
booming its unearthly throat-singer’s harmonic at a jillion decibels.


There it
was, he thought. I saw it. I heard it. It
was not from Earth. It was alive. It flew because somehow all that grown-over
hardware allowed it to do so, and it made noise. It was all of these things—and it was real.


He pursed his lips in thought but felt the smile starting
somewhere deep in his facial apparatus. He held it down at first, but let the smile
out, finally, and felt its stiffness, its ambivalence, like smiling at a cop
who was writing him a ticket. It was far too important to smile about, this
event, but smiling was the only possible response. He had just seen a thing
that had changed his perception forever about Heaven and Earth.


It was one thing to imagine a biological impossibility, to draw
it, say, or model it. Nothing in Phil’s history supported even the remotest
possibility of the honest-to-god, there-it-is reality of the bizarre animal he
had just seen. So he smiled.


“I’ll be godamned,” he said.


There was something else, too. The creature had left a sense of
alien danger in the air like a residue. He held the light under his arm, took
the pistol out of his pocket, racked the slide and chambered a round. Just to
be fully prepared, he took off the safety and wrapped his forefinger around the
trigger guard.


He stood there for a minute, gun in one hand, light in the other
shaking his head in disbelief. He shined the light over the immediate area and
the cabin, looking for any artifact the craft might have left that could add
real matter to the memory of it.


He was checking out the rocks a hundred feet to the east when he
heard the running sound some distance behind him down the hill. He spun and saw
just a glimpse of the animal as it scrabbled up behind a juniper thicket down
the hillside about fifty yards distant. He wasn’t sure what it was, but the
Marine in Phil didn’t like the motion it made one bit. The movement sent a
series of very telling messages to the part of Phil’s psyche that was trained
to react in the gravest extreme to open threats to his person. In the Corps
they taught you not to die for a cause, but to make the enemy die for his. Like
the skull tattooed on his shoulder, that idea had faded somewhat with age, but
it was still there, etched on his soul, still legible. It was his righteous
duty to preserve his life and expend that of his enemy, if necessary, in the
process. Period. In light of recent events, rational thinking was giving
ground to a much older, highly reactive set of responses.


He began to form a clearer idea about the sounds he’d heard coming
from the campsite below. That wasn’t raucous play he’d heard; they’d been
attacked.


As he watched, the animal left cover and scrabbled up to another
thicket some fifty feet closer. He got a clear enough look at it this time to
see that it was definitely not local fauna. It was big, about two hundred pounds, fast, and
moving with what looked very much like hostile intent.


He wasn’t quite convinced it was an assault, but the thing wasn’t
extending an invitation to tea, either. Phil knew by that unmistakable
maneuvering cover to cover that he was the object, if not the target of its
approach. He did a quick tally of his assets: light, hill, truck, porch, pistol
with ten rounds in the magazine, one in the chamber. He had the advantage. He
narrowed the light’s beam and put it directly on the thicket. As he watched,
another one just like the first scrambled up to the former’s first location.
The intention of these things was now leaning very strongly toward the
unfriendly side. He hadn’t seen anything that resembled a weapon on their naked
bodies, but it was foolish to think there weren’t any.


He needed cover.


He walked quickly backwards until he could move in tight behind
the truck’s open back door, all the time keeping the light and his sights on
the thicket. There was very little between him and them in the way of cover
now; and despite the fact that there were two of them, he felt sure he could
plant all of his bullets in them if they charged. He wished suddenly that he
had an extra magazine with him, but eleven rounds of .40 caliber, high
pressure, jacketed hollow points was enough to stop an elephant. He raised the
light up on his shoulder and aimed at the thicket, placing the light’s beam
right over his sights—and waited for their next move.


His breathing was shallow and quick. Bad. He deepened it and
slowed it down.


This is
crazy, especially if it’s real, he thought.


There was no trace, no facts to see, only his memory to rely on
for the truth. He needed to see the damn things, to capture them in the light.


Come out!


His breathing was getting short again. He breathed deep.


There was no movement from the thicket. This was nuts.


He was holding a thicket at gunpoint that was all. Phil thought
back on everything he had eaten that day, looking for the source of the
botulism he had ingested.


Still nothing. A bat flicked down out of the darkness and through
the light for an instant then out again.


Come out!


The first gray hunter leaped from behind the thicket and with
great strides of its powerful legs, sprinted up the hill toward Phil’s
position. There is no doubt about the meaning of some behaviors—charging, snarling
behavior being one of those that is especially clear. It came out and ran
directly up his sights, and Phil had no trouble at all seeing that the wicked
teeth in that vicious head had him as their goal. It kept its head oddly level
as


it ran,
providing a fairly steady target.


This thing is stupid, he
thought. I’ve got it cold. Hallucination or not, Phil held the sight on the thing’s head,
squeezed the trigger and felt the comforting recoil of the pistol. When the
barrel dropped back down on the target a millisecond later, the creature was
still moving. He shot again and again, timing each shot just right, dead on
each time. The animal crumpled and dropped forward like a sack after the fifth
shot, raising a cloud of dust, not more than twenty feet from him.


Goddamned
things can take a bullet and still move like lightning.


He breathed deep and put his sights on the thicket, waiting for
the second one to attack.


No
weapons. They should have come at the same time, charged in unison, he thought.


The strategy was clear and Phil swallowed hard. He turned the
light on the fallen creature in front of him and chanced a good look at it.


Alien.
Nothing like that on Earth, ever.


The thick, long neck was twisted and the musculature was clearly
visible under the thin skin. Its skin looked wet; and, even though it was dead,
Phil got a sense of overpowering malice and strength from it. He could see the
black dots where he’d hit it. He’d hit its head three times, once directly
between the eyes. Looking at the creature, it occurred to Phil that what he was
seeing just wasn’t capable of building or using the thing he’d seen floating
above the cabin. The feet/hands were the clincher. The fingers were blunt, only
three to an arm/leg, and it had no opposable thumbs.


No thumbs, no grip. No grip, no tools. No tools, no technology.
That was the law. This was an animal in front of him, and it was not capable of
fabricating the flying thing he’d seen.


He turned the light back on the thicket, and no sooner had he done
so that the creature behind it galloped and weaved away down the slope. It was
soon out of range of the light and the pistol, and Phil thought better of
shooting at a retreating threat and wasting sparse ammunition.


The sound was a phoop sound like a child’s pneumatic toy. It came from the rocks to the
west. The projectile was slow, because he remembered having time to turn his
head fully toward the sound before it hit him. It had come within a hair of
striking the truck’s door and whacked him right in the midsection, just under
his sternum. He remembered thinking what a nice shot it was as he turned the
light down on his abdomen to see what kind of hole, exactly, an alien weapon
would make.


Stuck in his chest was a dark burr about the size of a golf ball.
It was covered with sharp, inch-long spines and the body of it, which pulsed
slowly, was iridescent like the sheen on a buffet roast. Its forward inertia
must have created a sizable dent when it hit, because fully half of the spines
were stuck at various depths in his flesh. A warmth radiated immediately
outward with the burr as its center. It spread rapidly through his chest and
out his arms and down his legs. He turned the light on the rocks and saw
nothing that might have launched it. He started to raise the pistol up and
heard the phoop sound again. The second burr struck his gun arm square in his
forearm, and he knew from the angle that the shot must have come from somewhere
in the vicinity of the cabin. There were at least two weapons on him at right
angles to his position.


Excellent
flanking, he thought slowly. I’m
dead.


The warmth of the second burr melted the pistol out of his hand
like wax, and he remembered seeing it fall end over end. He cringed slowly when
his clean, perfect pistol landed muzzle down in the dry dirt. His legs went
next, and he slumped to his knees. He tried to make his hand go out and pick up
the pistol. He managed to get the hand over to it, but couldn’t make his
fingers close on it. By the time his face hit the ground, he couldn’t even
close his eyes.
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He had been rendered nearsighted, and he tried to force his eyes
to focus past his arm, but failed. He could see the burr stuck in his forearm
clearly enough, but beyond that only darkness and some bright areas devoid of form
or meaning. The burr seemed important somehow, then he remembered the sound of
the weapon that delivered it—and it all came back with a gush. The burr had
lost its iridescence. It looked dead.


Fucking
thing will infect me, he thought. I need an antibiotic . . . 


The effort to raise his arm tired him, and he let it drop. He felt
the rubbery surface of the material under him and tried to gauge what it was.
He could feel hardness under the resilient surface and got the impression that
it was rubber padding over something very dense and heavy that held him. He
could see large patches of light in regular rows above but could make out no
detail. He blinked and squinted and opened his eyes wide until he began to gain
some distance vision. Finally, he could make out the distinct parts in the
structures above. The lights were circular, organic, and striated radially like
the spokes on a wheel. They were arranged row-wise and were imbedded in a dark
brown ceiling with an irregular surface. The light was an odd color, not as
cold as florescent, but not quite as warm as tungsten, either. It wasn’t quite,
but somehow the light felt brown.


He tried to move his legs, but the signals to do so didn’t quite
make it down and the most he could do was twitch them a little. He raised his
arm again and with concentration and the help of his left hand, he took hold of
one of the spines on the burr. When he pulled, the spine came right off
effortlessly. He plucked the remaining spines from it like pedals from an evil
flower, leaving a dull brown ball still stuck by the spines that had penetrated
his flesh. He took hold of the burr and pulled. The burr had the stiff,
leathery tough consistency of a dried apple. As he pulled, he brought up a
large tee-pee of skin with it. This stung, but he was determined to remove it.
He pulled harder and steadily until the spines began to slowly come out.


As he pulled the burr loose, he could see that the spines had
transformed into short roots. Blood red, they squirmed in coils like worms and
he could feel the wiry strength and urgency in them as they flailed against his
fingers. Disgusted, he dropped the burr on the floor. Thin trickles of blood
left red trails from the pincushion pattern on his arm.


Evil damned thing, he
thought. He wished he’d had a raging open fire to throw it onto.


He removed the one in his chest the same way, but more painfully,
then tried to sit up. The effort exhausted him, and he put his head back down
and closed his eyes.


Live
capture, he thought dimly. So easy
. . . 


Then, like a relapse of the flu, he suddenly felt his body growing
weak, and without warning he blinked out of consciousness.


He came to after what seemed like only seconds and began to
slowly flex his hands.


They’re
working better, he thought.


He heard a sound to his right, a choking sound, and turned his
head toward it. He saw a human face, an Asian male with a thin black line of a
mustache. He was looking at Phil and was trying to speak. He was straining to
get something out and his face was twisted up like that of a severe stammerer
with a word stuck fast. His desperate eyes were fixed on Phil’s.


There was another sound, too. A high-pitched hiss filled the air.


It might have been the being’s color, perhaps, or the texture of
its skin, or the fact that his vision wasn’t quite one-hundred percent that
prevented him from seeing it at first.


The form was roughly humanoid, but the color was that of poor,
pale wood. Its texture was like that of wet, rough paper, wrinkled and overlaid
like papier mache. Protruding out of the skin at regular intervals were short
dark spines about the size of pencil points. All the spines pointed downward
like a sparse, hideous coat. The thing was smallish, perhaps five feet, and its
limbs were thin and weak, not frail as from starvation, but small by nature.
Its body was curved into a slight “S”-shape, and the head formed out into the
top serif; its hindquarters the lower. The thin legs supported it from the
middle. The overall impression was of a bent root with limbs. The hands, of
which he caught just glimpses in their speedy work, were long-fingered and
deft.


The device in its hand reminded Phil of nothing else but a small
circular saw. The nimble hands were working the device into and over the man’s
body with unfathomable purpose. He could see it clearly and the man’s blood was
sucked upward onto the hissing, spinning blade by its motion and ran off it in
rivulets. He looked at the man’s face and realized that the man wasn’t trying
to speak—he was trying to scream.


From the being’s head hung strands of sparse, dark hair that
contributed to the suggestion that it might be female. Its naked body was
streaked and soiled, and Phil was quite certain he had never seen such an
abomination of form in nature, art or elsewhere. Somewhere far back in the
thing’s evolution was the impetus to burrow or squirm in the foulest regions.
The lack of hard edges and the tapered head suggested none else, Phil was sure
of it. The spines were designed to keep it in those filthy places, to lodge it tight
or prevent its removal.


He looked down at the feet and seeing those long-toed appendages,
with dirty and twisted nails, caused an involuntary grunt of repugnance.


The thing spun around at the noise.


The movement was so rat-like, quick and malicious, that it froze
him instantly.


The eyes were close set and black like beads. Nearly absent was a
nose although the intent of the two small nostrils in its place was apparent
enough. The forehead was low, and the skin of the being’s face had the same,
paper-like texture as its body, but not quite as rough. The mouth was a
horizontal slit, lipless, slightly agape, and visible behind it were upper and
lower rows of small, pointed teeth.


It hunched over Phil’s body and stared him in the face with those
shark-like eyes, cocking its head back and forth and grimacing like a curious
chimp. Phil remained stock still. It studied the arm that had taken the burr,
getting down very near it. The cutting device hissed close to the arm. When the
creature touched Phil’s arm, some reflex jerked the arm back away from the
alien touch. The being moved with the speed of a lizard and dropped the cutting
device, leaving it dripping blood and dangling from its umbilical. It reached
with one hand and leaned down hard on Phil’s neck to hold him down. Phil tried
to struggle and managed to get his arms up under it to push it off. The thing
felt almost soft, the bones elastic and more like cartilage than bones. It was
surprisingly slippery despite the rough appearance of the skin. The spines were
sharp against his hand. The sensation of contact with the pliable bones under
the wet, loose skin set off a dark, grinding impulse to tear it to shreds with
his hands. All he could do was struggle lamely against it and absorb with each
movement more of its tactile repugnance through his hands.


Using its free hand, the being reached down and pulled from a slot
in the table what was unmistakably an injection device. It jabbed the business
end of the thing into Phil’s chest. A familiar warmth spread through him, and
his hands fell away from the creature’s scrawny flanks like rope.
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Mary got to the grocery, as she called it, just in time. If she’d
let Tom Moon keep her any longer she’d have missed chow. She hoped the little prick
would show up late himself, but she knew better than that. That boy wanted his
Twinkies. You didn’t come late and get what was left, because if you got there
late, there wasn’t anything left.


There were about twenty or so other captives there when she got
there, milling around, waiting for the goons to come with food they could eat.
When the door bloomed open, a pair of goons moved in, each carrying two
enormous net sacks filled with food stuff. She guessed each one of those bags
weighed a hundred pounds and they were carrying them like purses.


Mary wondered why the goons were usually in pairs, rarely alone.
Maybe they were husband and wife or something, but damned if you could tell by
looking what the gender of the things were. Maybe they just worked the buddy
system for security. It didn’t matter—just one of them could kill you easily
enough.


The goons spilled the boxes out onto the floor like they were
feeding pigs, then left. Not even a grunt from them. That’s when it started,
just like always. God, she hated this. There was hardly ever any real fighting
over the food, although she had seen the little guys from Taipei or wherever,
punch and drag a woman until she let go of a half pack of rice cakes of all
things. She’d fought back the desire to jump in and help the woman, but didn’t
want any enemies either. She was just going in to help her anyway when the big
Canadian guy roughed up one of the Orientals and asked him how he liked it.


The worst part was that all the food was out on the floor and you
had to reach over and around all the other hands and sometimes two hands came
down on the same bag of chips and if one of you was nice, a hand would drift
over to a box of cookies or something else. It was the embarrassment of having
to reach and make claim to the food that she hated most. There was almost
always enough. They were very careful about making sure the incubators had
enough food.


The only food they ever got was packaged and ready to eat or
canned. There was never any food that needed to be cooked, even if there had
been a way to cook it. Almost everybody had a cardboard box or a noisy plastic
bag or two to put things in. Since the food came only once every two days or
so, you had to stock up while you could. She’d stopped by her hole on the way
and picked up the laundry basket she used for that purpose. It was plastic and
split on two sides but it had just enough capacity and strength for the job.
Tom Moon had tried to con her out of it once and she’d told him she’d rather
suck a goon’s dick than give it up to him. He thought it was funny. She’d meant
it.


The faces in the grocery changed all the time. Sometimes there
were fewer than the time before and she always figured the missing ones had
been killed or used for something other than incubation. She’d seen some of the
other chambers and the unspeakable horror that went with them.


Soon, a new face or two would find its way to the grocery with the
same questions; the same pathetic, pleading questions, sometimes in broken
English, for which no answers were possible.


Fill up.
Just grab some food. I don’t know any more than you do. Just fucking eat.


In fact though, Mary had gathered quite a bit of information since
she’d been taken. But she kept it to herself. She wasn’t really sure why except
that most of what she knew was useless, really, and none of it brought her any
closer to getting home. The exchange of information between humans where the
need and the desire to know was so high could take place with cold efficiency.
But Mary knew it didn’t do a new captive any good to tell them what you knew.
That just sent them farther into shock. The vernacular that she’d taken such
pains to develop was alien to a new captive, too, and she wasn’t entirely
comfortable sharing it with the others somehow. Some of the words were goofy or
weird, even to her, and she kept those definitions to herself. You could learn
a new vernacular through osmosis, but not Mary’s, simply because she never used
it around anyone else. She decided after about a month that she’d just keep
what she’d gathered to herself completely. The long and short of it


was that
Mary’s particular news was just too grisly to tell and there wasn’t a damn
thing to do about it anyway.


It was odd to her how she had learned to turn her back on the
suffering of others like that. She’d never have considered such a thing when
she was alive. She was dead now after all. Nothing could suffer like she had for as long
as she had and still be alive, surely to god.


She didn’t think she could stand another cycle. But she knew what
they did to those who were so sick and used up they couldn’t stand. Those poor
souls were dragged down to another level of Hell. She’d seen all the faces
change in the months she’d been here. She’d outlasted them all except Fred and
of course, Tom Moon.


God, she thought, what a sickening achievement that is.


Mary looked up and saw a new face in the grocery. The woman was
standing in the tube with her hair still dripping wet. It was her first cycle,
Mary knew. You could always tell. She stumbled out of the tube with really
ill-fitting clothes on and no shoes. That was a mistake almost everybody made
the first time; no shoes. Most people would rather go barefoot than put on
someone else’s shoes. The floor in the ship was just tacky enough to drive you
nuts after a few days of walking on it. It pulled on your feet like taffy and
would literally strip the skin off in time.


The woman was still in shock but she hadn’t folded. If you folded
up, they’d feed you to the ship, they might anyway but going into total
shutdown got you a one-way trip down a feed hole.


Total
confusion, Mary thought. She
feels like a bastard calf at a roundup.


Mary studied her a moment more. She would have found her attractive
in another life.


“You’d better get some of this. You have to eat,” Mary said to
her. It was longest bit of genuine advice she’d given anyone in months.


The woman was dazed and had some difficulty locating the voice because
several people were looking at her at the same


time. Mary thought at first that she couldn’t understand English,
but she was trying to find the speaker, all right. When the woman’s gaze fell
on Mary, she waved at her to make contact.


“Come on over,” Mary said.


That brief human contact made the woman start to cry and the look
was so totally pitiful it broke Mary’s heart. It was a good sign, actually. If
she could cry, she could still feel something. The woman just stood there with
her lips quivering. Mary saw a little girl there, just a little frightened
girl. Mary plucked a few more items up into her basket, then added a package of
Ding Dongs just for the woman. Chocolate could work miracles. She hefted the
basket up under her arm and started to walk over to her when Tom Moon came out
of the tube behind her like a tattered brown leaf and touched the new woman.
She shrank from the touch.


You didn’t like to be touched much after an extraction, especially
by a rat like Tom. Mary decided right then that she would adopt this one. Tom
had his beady sights on her; and that was enough. It was probably a mistake.
Nobody lasted, and it was best not to get too attached.


“Leave her alone, and go get yourself some candy or something,”
Mary said to Tom. “Go on. Split. I mean it.”


“You the only one allowed to have friends?” Tom said with a sneer.
“I got some friends, you know. Some you’d like to have as friends I bet.”


“Sure,” Mary said sarcastically.


She took the woman by the arm and pulled her gently away from him.
Come with me. Do you like chocolate, little girl?” Mary thought a little
perverse humor might get rid of the trembling lower lip if she got the joke,
but she didn’t get it and cried even more. “It’s okay. Come on.”


It wasn’t at all okay, and Mary knew it. Mary could see the fine
lines of new scar tissue on the woman’s neck just under the collar of her
shirt. At least she’d had sense enough not to pick a silk blouse.


The tube leading out of the grocery to the holes was dark like all
the tubes. There was just enough light from the few dim light organs along the
ceiling to keep you from stumbling into the rubbery walls.


When they had gone a ways in, the woman stopped cold in the tube
and turned to Mary.


“They cut me open,” she said plainly, unable to keep her lip from
trembling.


“I know,” Mary said.


The woman started shaking her head as if to deny the experience.
She shook her head and shook it. Her eyes rolled up in her head.


“I know,” Mary repeated. “I know.”


She s losing it, Mary thought.
She put her free arm around the trembling woman and held her until she stopped
shaking. Several other captives walked past like zombies with their plastic
bags rattling against their legs. They saw Mary and the woman, all right, but
seemed not to.


They’re
smarter than me, Mary thought. A lot
smarter.


Mary wanted to move along. It wasn’t a good idea to just stand
around in a tube that the goons used for passage, too. The big bastards were
often unpredictable, and anytime a captive got in their way was a good time to
get hurt. Mary’s hole was at the very end of the tube, and they had some
distance to go. Mary wanted to eat and then sleep. Blessed sleep. In her
dreams, there was no pain. She pulled the woman gently along.


The woman had to be guided every step of the way. When they came
to the raised opening to her hole, Mary had to push her up into it. The holes
were where they lived and the only refuge from the horror. The holes weren’t
safe, but they were better than the rest of the ship.


The goons came to the opening to the holes and called them out
with a hissing whistle when they wanted to take them. The whistle noise sounded
to Mary like the way kids who can’t quite whistle whistled. The first time Mary
heard it, it was just a noise they made. After she knew it meant she was going
to be used, it became the prelude to her nightmares, and the silly little sound
itself took on dreadful weight. The whistling would start somewhere down the
tube, and Mary would know they were taking people. Her heart would race until
she thought it would burst when the sound started. Sometimes they’d pass by her
hole and stop at someone else’s and whistle them out, not her. Then sometimes
Gilbert would walk past and cast a sober, priestly look in at her to let her
know that he knew she was all right this time. He did that to everyone,
though, just to puff up his own importance. Sometimes he’d walk along and pare
his nails with the tiny little knife he’d found. Sometimes he would nod to her
in greeting and she was oddly encouraged by that. There wasn’t a lot in the way
of normal human decency in the ship so even the sanctimonious nod of greeting
from a hypocrite was strangely welcome if the timing was right.


On the times when she was passed over, she would hear the whimpering
pleas for it not to be them this time and she would fill with guilt. Sometimes
she would see Gilbert standing there not listening to the begging. Sometimes he
would seem to listen, then he’d tell them it would all be all right, but they
had to go along—or die. Then he’d give them some “God this” and “God that.”


She tried not to come out once when the goon stood there and
whistled to her. When she didn’t move, the goon came in after her. It didn’t
like doing that, and she could tell it was pissed and that she’d made a big
mistake. The goon could barely fit through the opening. It grabbed her by the
ankle with its enormous hand and pulled her out so roughly she thought it was
going to pull her leg off. Gilbert took the opportunity to lecture her in front
of the goons, even though they probably didn’t understand a word of it. He
told her that she was very lucky to be alive and that if she ever did that
again she wouldn’t live long enough to regret it. Useless stuff like that. But
that was the last time she didn’t move when a goon whistled for her.


There were about as many holes as there were people in this
section of the ship. She knew there were more people than just the ones along
this tube because she had seen them being pushed into the small stinging cells.
She had also seen many different faces in the big chamber where they did the
cutting and probing. She had once imagined that the ship was ten or fifteen
miles wide. She didn’t think it was, but had no way of knowing it wasn’t. It
was much bigger than this little section, though, she was sure of that.


Mary had a fairly comfortable hole as holes went. She had put a
little extra effort into the bed, which was the only meaningful accoutrement.
They were allowed access to the blankets and the abundance of sleeping bags in
the dump on a regular basis. It was always warm in the ship, and she couldn’t
stand the idea of sleeping in a sleeping bag because of it. But the idea of
being uncovered while she slept bothered her so she had a nice soft bed made of
several sleeping bags as a mattress and a light blanket over that. She’d seen a
pillow in one of the other holes once and had thought about copping it, but
couldn’t bring herself to, so she’d made do with yet another sleeping bag
rolled up as a pillow. There were other things in the dump, too, most of it
completely useless. Tents, pot and pans, lawn furniture, coolers, kitchen
stuff like silverware, and of course an abundance of can openers. There were
occasionally cigarettes and matches or lighters to stoke them up with, too.
That was a big plus. Sometimes, cigarettes would show up in the grocery, too.
She couldn’t understand why the hell they gave them cigarettes.


The dump was the only source of what human stuff they had. The really
curious thing was that it had all been carefully and strangely filtered by the
goons. The goons job, from what she could see, was number one, to catch them
and, two, to keep them fed and alive. She had once seen a garden hose in the
dump and wondered how they thought a godamned garden hose could help them stay
one wit more alive in this place. One of the few times she’d smiled since she
had been abducted was when she tried to think how she could fashion a weapon to
kill Tom Moon out of that garden hose.


Some of the other captives had dragged piles of the stuff back to
their holes as if just having it around them could somehow save them, or at
least remind them of who and what they were.


Clutter was clutter to Mary, even in this place. She had her bed
and her food basket and her can opener and her utensils, and her little
handmade tools. That was enough.


“What is this place?” the woman asked, looking around the small
chamber. Her voice sounded like an odd recording.


“This is my room.”


Until that moment, Mary had never referred to the hole as “her
room,” but that’s what it was. It was hers. No other humans tread here
uninvited. Nevermind that she’d never invited anyone in. The hole was a
possession as surely as the food basket.


Its dark, curved walls enclosed a space some twelve by twelve
feet. The floor was flatter than the walls, giving it an igloo feeling. The
single dim light organ in the center of the ceiling burned with its odd light
continually. She’d often wished there was some way to turn it on or off, but
that was impossible. The walls were the same dark, rubbery texture as the rest
of the ship. There was a single vent or port, about a foot wide, halfway up
one side that breathed warm, moist air into the chamber half the time and
sucked air out half the time. She had watched the smoke from her cigarettes
drift up and out that vent and be pushed away from it when it exhaled. The fact
that they always had air with enough oxygen in it baffled her, but a lot of
things about the place baffled her.


What little comfort she had, she got from the hole. It was her
womb. She had taken possession of it at the end of her first cycle. Dazed and
terrified beyond reason like this woman, she had crawled up into it when she
saw others, like rodents, doing the same. There was a single thin blanket and
some unopened cans of soup and lots of trash in the hole when she first moved
in. She had pushed all the junk into one spot on the floor, wrapped herself up
in the dirty blanket and, exhausted, slept a little. When she awoke, the empty
cans and wrappers were gone. Room service had cleaned them out of the hole.
Room service was a pair of goons that came through every couple of days and
removed anything that looked like trash. They used a long rake-like tool and
dragged out all the junk they could reach. They weren’t too choosy about what
was or wasn’t trash, but they seemed to know that stuff that was in a neat row
wasn’t trash and everything else was. Mary learned early to keep her


keepable stuff in neat rows.


So the
hole wasn’t completely uncomfortable, and it was, if not a home, her dark
sanctuary. They gave her this brown chamber and kept it clean and ventilated so
she could recover from the trauma they inflicted just so they could traumatize
her all over again.


“Your
room?” the woman asked again.


“Yes. My
room. You can stay here until you move into your own. I’ll try to help you
out—tell you what to do, such as there is.”


The woman
started to cry again. Mary led her to the bed and gently encouraged her to sit
down on it.


“What’s
your name?” Mary asked.


“Bailey.
Bailey Hall, that is. I just got married. I’m married.” Her voice still had
some of the flat monotone pitch about it. In spite of that, Mary didn’t think
she’d ever heard a voice so buttery and rich. There was a slight thickness, a
touch of hoarseness that gave it a sexual dimension, flattened or not. The fact
that she was repeating herself reminded Mary that she was still in shock and
probably would be for some time. Mary dug out the Ding Dongs and opened them.


“Have
one. They’re yumsters,” Mary said.


Bailey
ignored the offering.


Mary
wished she knew a little more about first aid and all that. All she knew to do
was be kind to the poor woman and wait until she came to grips with what was
happening as best she could. You couldn’t ever really get used to where you
were and what was happening to you. There was no way to adjust to it. All you
did was go from hour to hour, waiting to be tortured.


“Bailey Hall,”
Bailey said repeating herself clearly. “My husband was killed recently.”


“I’m
sorry,” Mary said. “Look, you need to eat. If you get too weak, they’ll kill
you—or worse.” Mary realized how poor her timing was right after she said it
and wished she hadn’t. It could have waited, she knew. All she did was lamely
point out the horror in an obviously horrible situation. She wasn’t too sure
Bailey had even heard her, though. She just stared.


To Mary’s
surprise, Bailey took one of the cakes out of the package and scarfed it down
with two big bites. She stuffed her mouth, chewed and swallowed hungrily while
she stared blankly into Mary’s face. Mary detected a glint of steely strength
in her green eyes that she was sure hadn’t been there a moment ago. Mary got the
feeling Bailey was looking right through her.


“More,” Bailey said.


 


*  *  *


 


He was standing. He knew
that because he could tell which way was down, and he could see his feet. He was
leaning against a thick plate of some yellowish translucent material. Its
consistency was swirled and imperfect like melted glass. He could see movement
and light on the other side. He could see his right hand at the end of his
wrist. Like a drunk after a wild bacchanal, he was completely naked and had no
idea how he had gotten there.


I’m whole, he thought sluggishly.


His entire face hurt; and
when he felt it, it hurt more. He could taste blood in his mouth. He swabbed
his tongue around the inside of his mouth and worked up a bolus of spit and
spit a long bloody string of saliva down between his feet.


Fucking
sonsofbitches, he thought. Wonder
what they found out.


He found a small
grape-like thing stuck in his leg just above the knee. Its surface was wrinkled
and shrunken. It was attached and dangled by a little thin thread, and he
snatched it off his leg and tossed it like a bug.


He wanted his brain to
work, to think clearly. He breathed as deeply as he could. He exhaled and then
forced himself to do that exactly nine more times. After the tenth, he
discovered that his brain was, in fact, working better. He repeated the in-out
ten more times. He’d never had a mantra and understood it had to be given to
you, or some such crap, so he made up his own.


Fucking,
in. Sonsofbitches, out. Fucking, in. Sonsofbitches, out.


The
enclosure was about the size of a large shower. With his mind clearing, he
moved and stretched and flexed his back. For the first time, he was feeling
normal and strong. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so
body-confident. He was ready to kick the shit out of something, anything. He
could see the shapes moving around on the other side of the plate and the
quick, darting movement of the bastards who’d done this to him made his blood
boil.


“Fuck
you!” he bellowed at them. He wanted to kick the plate but knew he’d just
fracture his foot.


I won’t
give the bastards the satisfaction, he thought.


“Fuck
you! Hey! Fuck you!” He worked up another bolus of red spit and let it fly at
the plate. Smack!


“Fuck
you!”


The
shapes ignored him. His mind cleared more. Then the thought hit him like a
rock.


I’ve been
drugged. That ampoule in my leg. It delivered an adrenal or something like it.
I’m wired.


The effect
of the drug was growing stronger fast and rage built up in him like white-hot
magma. He wanted to gnash his teeth and tear something living to pieces with
them. He stood in the middle of the chamber and bellowed as the rage consumed
his reason like a storm.


He heard
a sound like a buzzing insect, and the sound stirred memories of nasty, biting,
nagging, hateful, fucking bugs and insects like the ones that time in that
fucking nest that stung him like demons and he wanted to shred the godamned
thing with his teeth.


When the
wasp flew out of the hole in the wall of the chamber, its buzz filled his head
like insufferable music. He saw it in his peripheral vision as a dark flash and
spun on it in a fury of flailing, slapping and grabbing hands. The wasp was as
big as a cigar butt though Phil could see through his white rage that it wasn’t
really a wasp, but an alien, evil insect thing. It hovered just out of his
reach as he jumped and swiped at it.


The wasp
dashed down at him so fast even his rage- heightened reflexes couldn’t stop or
deflect it. He felt it hit his chest like a rock then saw it fly back up to its
position and hover there. He was so focused on the wasp’s destruction that he
didn’t see the drop of blood forming over the pin-hole-sized wound the strike
left in his chest. A second later, he felt the fiery sting in the place where
it hit him, then the wasp flashed down and struck him again in the neck this
time. He batted wildly at it with both hands again and again as the wasp
attacked. He missed and missed; and, with each strike, he grew more inflamed
and frustrated until he wept like a child with rage.


He began fumbling, making
uncontrollable movements that caused him to stumble and bang into the walls as
he struck at the attacking wasp. Then, suddenly, he collapsed into a naked,
twitching heap on the chamber’s floor.


The wasp hovered and
waited until it could detect none of the big, fast, swishing movements. When it
was sure no big movement remained, it approached slowly and hovered just a few
inches over Phil’s body.


His rage was now
completely sealed, capped off in his paralyzed body. Seething with useless
fury, he watched the wasp land on his leg. From there, it began to scurry in
all directions over his body as if searching, hunting something. Devoid of all
tactile sensation, he watched it as if he were seeing it crawl over someone
else.


The wasp had won the
battle. He was the loser and was at the mercy of this alien insect. It could do
with him as it pleased, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. He
expected it to start eating him any moment. The raging child in him bawled in
anger.


The wasp crawled to a spot
on his gut just below his navel and stopped there. It arched its abdomen high
and swung the tip of it until it was pointed straight down just a centimeter or
so from his skin. He watched helplessly as the female wasp’s needle-like
ovipositor made contact with his skin and pierced effortlessly. Deeper it sank
until its two-inch length was completely imbedded.


Eggs, he thought with
horror. The damn thing is laying its
eggs in my body.


In his
mind, he screamed.


Phil’s
heart beat faster, as reality, like that sickening needle, sank in.


Over the
next hour Phil watched helplessly as the wasp pierced him a hundred times or more
and deposited her eggs in him. In his arms, his legs, his groin, his chest, his
abdomen, the wasp planted egg after egg. It worked quickly and efficiently,
fearless in the unhuman knowledge that its victim was completely and totally
its own to use.


In spite of the paralysis,
he sometimes felt the slow, stiff pressure of the needle as it pierced him.


 


*  *  *


 


When Bailey whimpered,
Mary spooned closer to her and smelled the warm musk of her hair. There was no sexual
urge, no lust, just the comfort of one human body to another, and the contact
soothed them like a balm. Mary touched Bailey’s hair and pulled it gently back
from her ear. She saw a thin scar running straight in a lateral line from the
back of her ear to the base of her neck. That was unusual. They usually didn’t
have to cut quite that high. The scars were always so straight and so perfect
that they sometimes looked drawn on.


God,
they’re good at what they do, she thought.


Mary noticed then, for the
first time, that Bailey wasn’t just attractive, but truly beautiful. In spite
of the condition of her coarse dark hair and the scars, she was a genuinely
lovely, young woman. She was in her early twenties, Mary guessed, and her face
possessed the strong, straight line of jaw that accompanies nearly all
beautiful faces; and her mouth, though not sensual in the extreme, was supple
and her lips full and generous. Mary rose up on one elbow with the sole purpose
of getting a more favorable view of Bailey’s beauty. It contrasted sharply with
the dismal surroundings and it refreshed her. She gently stroked Bailey’s hair.


Mary’s
libido had evaporated long ago. The stress and shock of captivity had boiled it
away. It wasn’t possible to endure the bizarre and alien torment of this place
and think of, much less do, anything other than stay alive. With all of her
resources spent on base subsistence, sex was a luxury her body just couldn’t
afford. No more now than a dim memory, the tint of sexual attraction added no
color to Mary’s vision of Bailey.


Oh, well,
she
thought. You might have made my little
heart thump at one time.


Bailey
whimpered and her eyes fluttered. Mary knew that when she opened them she’d
puzzle over her surroundings or just draw a mental blank for awhile as her mind
denied the reality of where she was. Mary did that herself, even now.


You poor
thing, Mary thought. You’ll
wake up on board an alien starship in the arms of a woman, and it won’t be a
nightmare at all.


Bailey
opened her eyes and stared out at the brown wall. Mary could see the confusion
and panic grow in those bright eyes.


“No . . .
” Bailey said. Her voice was so soft Mary could barely hear it. Mary found
Bailey’s hand and held it.


“I know,”
she said.


“I’m
asleep, right?”


Mary
didn’t respond. The answer was too cruel. She knew by her silence, though, that
the brutal answer had been given nonetheless.


Bailey
started to pucker and her lower lip began to tremble. Mary pulled her closer;
and, when she did, she felt the walls she’d carefully built to protect and
shield herself from this world’s ugliness and pain crumble in the relentless
dull and alien light, and she cried for the first time since she’d been taken.


She sat up and rocked
Bailey gently and hummed to her and the tears streamed down.


 


*  *  *


 


Phil lay
limp on the floor of the chamber and watched the wasp perched on the wall
grooming itself. His drug-induced rage had diminished, but the feeling of
abject hatred he had for the insect and this place was alive and well. The wasp
scurried in a few meaningless circles, then crawled through the two- inch
diameter hole in the wall. The hole pinched and sealed shut, closing the wasp
back into the nest or jar or the hell it came from. Phil was relieved that it
was apparently finished with his body and gone, but he felt cheated of never
again having the remotest of chance to slowly smash it flat or burn it alive.


He
couldn’t see the heavy, irregular plate when it opened, but he heard it slide
and felt the warm, fresher air on his face around his eyes.


The hands
and arms that reached in and jerked him out of the cell were massive and
powerful. Phil was lifted up and turned around and over like a toy, and the
world on the other side of the cell’s plate flashed by as if he were on a carnival
ride. He saw a flash of human bodies by the dozens lying limp and saw alien
hardware hanging by attachments that stretched up toward lights. The face of
one of the root-like creatures flashed by. He got a glimpse of several more of
them working next to limp human bodies as he was hefted up.


Phil’s
body weight hovered around one hundred and ninety pounds, but he’d been hauled
out and lifted up and over the creature’s shoulders like he was a rag doll.
Draped over the immense back of the behemoth, he could see the backs of the
massive legs and the bare feet with their thick fleshy pads. He wasn’t carried
far. When the creature flopped him down on the flat-topped structure, Phil got
a glimpse of the row of ten or more cells along the dark wall.


He got a
full look at the creature that had carried him there. Its head reminded him of
those fancy goldfish with the globular structures covering their heads, except
in this case, the head wasn’t fish-like, but humanoid. The thing was massive,
easily four hundred pounds. The musculature was distorted and overdeveloped,
but not like the clean cut and appealing form of a body builder. It was just
enormous and huge without detailing. The eyes were fixed and blank in the folds
of its face and there was a dull, staring coldness about them like he’d seen in
the eyes of many psychotics. The mouth was barely visible and buried in the
globular folds surrounding it.


The huge
hands straightened his arms and legs onto the table roughly. Then, as it turned
to go, it patted him on the chest in mock comfort with one of those enormous
hams. When it did, Phil saw the tattoo of the unicorn on the giant forearm,
stretched and distorted by the underlying bone and muscle, and realized that he
was looking not at an alien creature, but a human made alien by having been
given some incredible growth hormone that exploded its bone structure and
musculature. He managed to turn his head slightly and saw another one just like
it at the wall removing a limp body from one of the cells. He watched it swing
the body up over its shoulders like a sack and then lumber over to one of the
tables and flop in down.


With
effort, he turned his head back and saw the alien devices hanging from the attachments
above like grotesque and menacing fruit. The devices had little relation to
anything from any science he was familiar with. Many of them were dull metallic
in construction, but some of the more formidable ones seemed to be biotic,
alive, or nearly so. He thought he could see what looked like a rapidly pulsing
vein in one of the more bizarre mechanisms. One dripped a clear fluid from the
tip of a thin and sinister appendage.


The alien
was at his side in a blink, touching his body, his face, probing his mouth with
its quick fingers. It reached up and took hold of the device with the dripping
appendage then worked the thin, wiry probe up his left nostril, and he could
feel it, feel it,
moving though his sinuses. He was sure the probe was moving under its own
power, squirming in his head. He tasted a bitter taste in the back of his
throat.


With the
strength of his will . . . he forced the horror down deep. He sealed it there
with his tightly closed eyes, then sank into the relative haven of shock.


Sleep was
Mary’s benefactor. She dreamed about her muttly dog, Puck. In the dream Puck
was humping the jeans-clad leg of her friend June while the two of them, with
their heads tilted back like debutantes, laughed at the irony of it.


“This dog
has a very, very misplaced sex drive,” June said clearly in the dream.


“Oh, I know,” Mary replied perfectly.


The
hissing whistle sound sneaked around Mary’s barrier of sleep like an unwelcome
guest and poked her meanly awake. She snapped to full consciousness, heart
racing.


The
whistling was down the tube to the left and when she heard the whimpering pleas
of Fred Jones, she knew he was one of the ones this time. Sweet Fred. A
man-child without a trace of guile. He had been the one who had oriented her to
this horrific world. When her mind had sunk deep into the bog of denial, Fred
had gently led her to the truth.


“Not me!”
She heard him say. That was not like Fred at all. “Not me! I just went! No! No!
I won’t!”


Big
mistake, Mary thought. Don’t
get mad. Just go. He should know better.


When she
heard Fred’s scream she knew that a big bastard had grabbed him. It wasn’t fun
being grabbed by a big bastard.


The noise
woke Bailey. “What’s that?” she asked.


“Guy down
the way won’t cooperate. Big mistake.” There was no rule against it, and Mary
wanted to know what was going on so she got up, moved to the opening and looked
out.


Fred was
screaming and choking at the same time. The goon had him around the neck with
one hand and was shaking him like a doll. It was shaking him and whistling that
childish whistle at him, too, trying to make its point all too plainly. Fred
finally stopped choking and screaming as if he was a strange toy someone just
turned off. The goon shook him a moment more then let him go and he crumpled on
the floor of the tube. The goon watched him for a second, then kicked him a
little with its huge bare foot. The intention was obviously to rouse him, but
the massive foot’s inertia actually moved him two feet across the floor as if
he’d been shoved by the leg of an elephant.


Gilbert
glided out of his hole and around the two big bastards and squatted down next
to Fred. His Bible, as usual was in his hand. He put his free hand on Fred’s
shoulder and Mary couldn’t hear what he said, but she could imagine it. First
“God this” and “God that.” Then he’d tell Fred he had “to go or he’d die.”
They’d put him down a feed hole and that would be that—if he was lucky. “There
were even worse things, Fred,” he’d say. There wouldn’t be a lot of sympathy in
the thin voice, just reason—the kind of rock-cold reason that gives the
listener only the most impossible of choices. After that, then some more “God
this” and “God that” and Fred would get up and go. He might call it “tough
love.”


Gilbert
was tight with Tom Moon. They shared a hole. Birds of a feather flock together,
Mary’s mother had taught her.


Distrust
one, distrust them all.


It wasn’t
like Fred had a real choice in the matter, anyway. They’d do with him as they
wanted. It was common knowledge that for some reason, once a captive gave up,
he was useless to them and nothing more than meat for the ship. If Fred got up
off the floor now, his choice was made.


Slowly,
Fred got up on one knee. Gilbert helped him the rest of the way up. There was
very little loose dirt in the ship, but in a show of sudden resolve, Fred
brushed dirt from the legs of his pants and the front of his plaid shirt and
smiled at Gilbert. He held the smile and turned it to Mary. When she saw that
smile, she thought it was the most insane smile she had ever seen. He was
smiling like a mindless, spineless sap who’d just bought a used car he didn’t
want from a smooth salesman he wanted to please. His ministry done, his holy
job finished, Gilbert nodded knowingly to the big bastards that Fred was,
“Okay now boys.” The goons ignored him completely and pushed Fred roughly down
the tube.


Part of
Mary would rather have seen Fred kick and punch and be killed by the big
bastards than to have witnessed the total, sycophantic surrender she was
seeing. She started to turn away in disgust, then her anger turned her back
like an irresistible force.


“Why
don’t you just kill him!” she yelled down the tube.


Gilbert
turned slowly and looked at her like she was an annoying child. Then he held
his hand up like a priest to silence her. Speechless heads appeared in the
openings to the holes along the tube, drawn to the ruckus.


“Fuck
it!” she said. “Just kill us all!”


After
venting, she cooled off a bit and thought it best to hold her tongue. She’d
made her point, at some risk to herself, and there was no sense in pushing it
further. She might have pushed too far already. She pulled back into the hole.


Bailey
had drawn up into a fetal position under the blanket. Mary sat down at her
feet, drew her own legs up and stewed.


“Fucking
place. Fucking things. God, let me out of here.”


“Is this
Hell?” Bailey asked her.


Mary
thought about it then smiled wryly. “At least in hell you’d know why you were
there,” she said. “In this place nobody knows shit.”


“What do
they want?”


“Ha,” she
blurted. “Nobody knows what they want. They just want to use our bodies. That’s
all anybody knows.”


The first
big bastard looked into the hole and glared at them. All of the goons’ looks
were dirty looks, so Mary couldn’t tell if she was getting one now as a direct
result of what just happened or not. She could sense the tension in Bailey from
the sight of the thing’s big ugly head. It didn’t whistle, confirming what she
knew already that it wasn’t them they’d be taking. When it moved away from the
hole, Mary gave it the finger, careful not to let the good see it.


Gilbert’s
head appeared in the opening next, and he crooked a finger at Mary to come
over. He’d never stoop to actually entering her domain, Mary was sure of it.
She had some words for this sonofabitch.


“You
shouldn’t do that,” he said.


“Don’t
wag your finger at me.”


Gilbert
seemed to think about it, but gave away nothing of what he was thinking. He had
the very annoying habit of tagging key words or phrases with an interrogative
so that everything he said sounded like he was apologizing for it.


“You
shouldn’t . . . yell? . . . at them.”


“Why not?
Am I gonna get my brains sucked out if I do? What a laugh! Besides, it’s just a
matter of time before I’m dead and you’re dead, so to hell with it. If I go off
once in a while, I’m sure you’ll understand.”


“You
might . . . survive? . . . if you don’t do anything to cause trouble? . . . for
me or the others?”


“What do
you mean ‘cause trouble’? Are you nuts? You are
aren’t you? Don’t you realize where you are? What in the fuck
could I do to endanger you more than you are already? You’re stupid.”


“You
shouldn’t be so rude.” He pushed his big, aviator- style glasses up on his nose
and wiped the corners of his mouth with his thumb and middle finger. “That’s
not right. And I wish you wouldn’t use the ‘F’ word.”


You sanctimonious prick! She thought. “How dare you—
that’s it. Listen to me, you shit. I’ve been using the ‘fuck’ word since I
could speak. I don’t think I’ll stop now just to spare your pious ears.”


Mary was
livid. She felt her cheeks growing hot. That’s the way it was with the
religious. The priorities were all too often distorted and artificial.


Gilbert
just looked away and thought.


Mary
suddenly wondered if he had any real empathy for anyone. Something about his
voice was too
damn sincere. Apologizing for everything he said was his way of oh-so-gently
getting you to swallow every lame little phrase that came out of his mouth. He
was wiser, more holy than thou, it had to be so.


“Got any
more . . . ideas? You know, any single thing that might be . . . useful? . . .
to us?” she asked, mocking him with her own interrogatives. She paused, waited.
“Well? Do you? If not, get the fuck away from my door.”


Gilbert
didn’t leave, he just looked away and Mary knew that the thin relationship
they’d had, had just taken a turn for the worse. He was thinking how much he
hated her, and Mary could feel it like infra-red. She could feel his mind
racing, rationalizing his point of view in broad sweeps when a thoughtful
person would have simply walked away. His hatred for her had nothing whatsoever
to do with this incident, either. He wouldn’t look her in the eyes, and Mary
was sure of it. So ultra-cautious. A perfect liar. He hated her. He couldn’t
have said it with words and said it better, but he didn’t have the guts to say
it out loud. She did.


“You
know, I bet I could beat your bony ass to a pulp,” she said evenly.


She was
positioned in the opening like a cat and could leap out at him at chest level
and easily knock him down. Then she’d clamp her hands around his neck and crush
it, just like the big bastard almost did to Fred. She draped one strong arm
over her knee and tensed it and stared and let that soak in, too.


The
statement was intended to shock him and mess with his mind. Running with the
rowdy boys of Trader had honed the ability to insult, to bluff or to fight well
at an early age and she was pleased with the result of this little interaction.


How do
you like that, you prick. A woman just challenged your twisted ass to a fight.


He
couldn’t leave just yet, because if he did so too quick it would show that he
was intimidated by her. His mouth was open just a little and he swallowed out
of fear but managed to keep his mouth open to try to hide it. Mary could see
his big, damn Adam’s apple work in a single big pump. He harrumphed just barely
loud enough that she could hear it, then turned and walked away.


That’s right, you run, she thought. “‘And ‘F’ you,” she
said to his back.


She moved
back over to Bailey and tightened the blanket around her shoulders.


“Who is
that?” Bailey asked.


“The enemy. Another one,”
Mary replied.


 


*  *  *


 


He could feel nothing.


There was no way he could tell
how long he lay there, unmoving, under that brown light.


Bones and tissue conduct
vibration as effortlessly as a tight string between two tin cans. After an
eternity of lying there in the soundlessness of the cell, he began to hear the
barely audible sound of the wasp’s grubs eating him alive. It started as a
rhythmic scratching noise down deep, and as the hours passed and the worms
grew, the sound got slightly louder. He could visualize the hundred or so sets
of mandibles working as they snipped through fat and strands of muscle tissue
like tiny scissors. The sound was now his personal and grisly white noise. It
had bleached his thoughts of all rationality for hour upon hour.


They moved as they fed,
and he knew they were leaving a trail of by-products in their foul channels to
be dispersed and absorbed by his tissues. The growing infection from invading
bacteria would be enormous. He knew also that he was bleeding from a thousand
severed capillaries and small veins. Since he was still alive, he questioned
whether the grubs’ instincts warned them off the larger, critical arteries,
nerves and organs. Protein was what they sought, and they could find an
abundance of it by staying in muscle tissue alone.


Clever
little sonsofbitches, he thought. Keep the food alive and fresh longer by not killing it too fast.


He didn’t feel sick, but
he knew he had to be slowly dying. It was just a matter of time until the
toxins from the inevitable infection would overcome him. He was captive now to
their gruesome purpose, but he would escape them eventually. The surgical
grazing of the grubs, despite its terrible purpose, could not prevent his
certain escape from it by dying.


For the millionth time, he
closed his eyes and shut out the sickly brown light of the cell.


Of all
the bizarre ways to die one could imagine, he thought darkly, I’ve topped them all.


A moment later, he felt an
itch on the end of his nose. That itch sent him into a new panic as surely as
if he’d been set aflame by it.


I can
feel.


There was
a sharp pain down deep in the back of his arm like the pinch of tweezers.
Another followed in his chest a quick breath later, and then another and
another in his legs, and then abdomen. He lifted his right arm just an inch or
two out of reflex to the pain and realized clearly that his motor ability, and
with it the perception of pain, was quickly returning.


Before he could retreat
into deep shock, before he got anywhere near those hallowed gates, he felt the
collective mincing bites of a hundred cutting mandibles as they tore his
tissues and he watched his body, as if from afar, writhing in the pain of it.
He saw a pale gas-like smoke filling the chamber from a small vent next to the
light. He felt himself being jerked down almost violently into painless
unconsciousness. Deep blackness was his world, and he was sure must now be dead
and was thankful for it.


 


*  *  *


 


He
floated in black oblivion. Somewhere in the nothing, an impossibly small sphere
of substance grew to an impossibly large sphere of substance and back again,
time and time and time again with an ethereal rhythm.


He rose
out of death slowly like a bubble through tar and was greeted by the low,
groaning sound of human pain and despair. He was surprised he could turn his
head and lift it, and he did both. The first thing he saw was the inch-wide
viney tube stuck square in his chest just under his sternum. It was held in
place with root-like appendages radiating out where it pierced him, as if it were
growing out of him. It ran upwards into the light, and he lost it in a jungle
of other tubes and instruments above. Beyond the cluster of equipment above
was a dark ceiling that seemed to want to swallow him with its blackness. The
brown light was somewhat brighter here and he could see naked human bodies
lying all around him on the tops of smooth, black, table-like structures. Each
one attended by an alien being.


The human
bodies were cut and splayed open like biology class
frogs.


The groans
were the groans of the humans as the alien beings cut with their hissing
instruments and probed into the bodies of the humans with their strange tools.


He
watched as the alien working next to him probed into the man’s body and pulled
out a squirming two-inch long grub. The alien held up the squirming larva and
examined it.  The alien then carried the
larva to a gallon-sized container and dropped it with a slick little plop. The walls of the container were
translucent, and Phil could see that it was at least half full with wiggling
grubs.


They’re
harvesting the goddamn things, he thought dimly. Are they food?


While his
shocked and dulled brain replayed the question, an alien appeared at his side
and began to feel his body with its hard, thin fingers, testing him like he was
a ripe melon. It reached below and pulled up an empty alien container like the
one on the opposite table. Phil was a smart man, even when in shock and
drugged. It came as no surprise to him when the alien tugged a small cutting device
down on its umbilical from above and started to cut him open. He didn’t feel
the pain until the cutter hissed deep into his abdomen.


The hours
passed and Phil watched as the being cut and probed and pulled out of his body
grub after grub. He vacillated between outrage and horror and when he wanted to
scream from the pain and wail at the being to stop,
the most his voice could produce was a flat monotone groan. This infuriated him
as much as the cutting and he tried desperately to modulate the sound, mold it
into some shape, if just an approximation of words that would impart a clearer
imperative. The more he tried, the more he realized that the sound, though
devoid of the shapes of words, conveyed his anguished meaning quite clearly and
required no further sculpting whatsoever.


He
watched the blood flow freely from the wounds and thought at first that he
would surely bleed to death. His dwindling blood supply, however, was replaced
with the deep purple fluid flowing into his aorta from the vine-like tube stuck
in his chest. He soon saw none of his own blood flow from the clean incisions,
but only the bright alien substitute.


They want
to keep me alive, he thought bitterly.


A thin
veil of shock still clung to his senses and helped insulate him from the horror.
After a few hours, Phil became, if not emotionally accustomed to the horror, at
least acquainted with the process of it. The pain fluctuated wildly from low to
high, from sharp to dull, and during periods when it was tolerable enough not
to scramble his perceptions, he tried to learn what he could about the grisly
procedure being performed on him. If he was going to endure, he had to learn
something, anything, even if the facts were as palatable as carrion.


The more
exotic tools were attached to structures above, which either supplied power or
delivered some other material through the umbilicals connected to them. The
being used nearly all of them at one time or another and the speed with which
it reached and grabbed the probes, cutters and separators, sometimes without
looking, suggested even to Phil’s torpid mind that this species had reached
some unfathomable pinnacle in the use of this family of instruments. The tools,
especially the knives and cutters, fit the being’s hand in such a way as to almost
become an extension of it. So enabled, the tools in these alien hands were
capable of the most precise cutting and separation of tissues. Phil wondered
how many eons would have to pass before the form of any hand device on earth
would become so bonded to the user.


The
surgeon’s hands in themselves were tools, incredibly deft and nimble and the
being closed the larger incisions with such quickness and perfection that Phil
would have been impressed except the open incisions it closed were in his body. One of the
devices delivered what was unmistakably a surgical glue which accomplished the
adhesion normally reserved for stitches. There were several types of this thick
substance in various shades which were applied, Phil thought, to different
kinds of tissues. The surgeon would work the alien applicator along a raw seam
with one hand and close it up as it went, without aid of clamps, with the
other. It did this almost gently it seemed, but Phil knew there was no hint of
sympathy whatsoever in the bedside manner of this practitioner and that the
light touch was designed not to reduce the patient’s suffering but only to
ensure a quick, neat closure.


It worked
quickly and often had as many as four or five large incisions open at one time
as if the pursuit of the wiggling grubs buried in his tissues had an excited
heat about it that made secondary the closure of the now fruitless and
abandoned incisions.


There
seemed little concern for the possibility of infection, since the surgeon
worked without benefit of gloves or body covering of any kind. Phil questioned
whether the blood substitute might contain some very powerful antibiotic to
destroy any invading bacteria. The hypothesis seemed to make sense and the air
was suffused with a slightly bitter scent, he believed from the blood
substitute that imparted a metallic taste on the back of his tongue not unlike
that of penicillin.


Once it
had found a grub and extracted it, it flushed the entire vile channel with
copious amounts of what looked like clear water. It would then follow with
another device which had a rough, spinning ball on it not unlike a large
version of a dentist’s drill that Phil guessed scoured and knurled the tissues
lining the grub’s channels, thus freshening them for the closure to follow. It
was this scouring device that caused the most pain.


The being
never once looked at Phil’s face with those beadlike eyes. Phil was nothing
more than a thing to it, just a place that housed the grubs it sought. It never
rested. It was as devoid of emotion as a shark, and it worked with a tireless
persistence of hand and eye that was nothing short of miraculous. It never
stretched so much as a finger or yawned or scratched and was so focused on the
task at hand that it seemed at times to Phil to be more machine than living
organism.


After an
eternity of open wounds, the being closed the last of them and flushed Phil and
the entire area surrounding him with water. Then it pulled down each of the
tools from above and carefully flushed them off as well.


Phil lay
there unattended for what seemed like days. He looked over at the man on the
table next to him at one point and they exchanged the emotionless looks of the
recently damned. Phil tried his last time to utter the word “why” to the man.
What came out of his tortured throat wasn’t a sound with any specific human
meaning, but the same hoarse, animal noise he’d made for the last ten or twelve
hours. Then, exhausted by the ordeal and this last effort to speak, he blinked
out of awareness as if by a switch.


When he
came to again he was adrift vertically in a bath of thick, warm fluid. Another
of the viney tubes ran into his mouth and down his throat this time and he felt
an odd fullness in his gut as if he’d just eaten. He could feel the soothing warmth
of the fluid against his skin and could move his arms and legs. He waved his
arms slowly through the fluid as if he as was treading water and tried to
stretch down and outward to touch bottom or the side walls but found no hold.


He
reached slowly up and felt the thick vine rammed down his throat and the thin,
wire-like roots radiating out from it and around his head. The roots were quite
snug but not dangerously so. He took hold of one of them with his fingers and
lifted it up away from his cheek. When he released it, he felt it slowly go
back into place and adhere there. He bit down on the thick vine to test its
composition and felt its rubbery resilience under his teeth. His neck was
tilted back, and he realized then that the vine was keeping him afloat in the
fluid and if for some reason it let go, he would probably drown in it. He let
the vine alone after that.


He’d lost
completely the sense of time and wondered how many hours or days had passed
since the wasp first stung him. He hurt all over. He suspected he’d been given
some kind of analgesic at some point because his violated body hadn’t signaled
the brain to shut down. The overwhelming pain, which would persist long after
the actual trauma, must have been masked by something.


He felt a
crawling tickle on the top of his right foot and brushed it off quickly with
his left. It came right back the way a mosquito will pursue warm skin, then to
his renewed horror, he felt another tickle then another. He began to panic as
visions of waterborne parasites and other crawling evils filled his head, and
he brushed them off his arms and legs as quickly as the resistance of the
thick fluid would allow. As his panic rose, their number grew and blended into
an indistinguishable crawling mass that covered his entire body. Fatigued and
with no further will to resist, he closed his eyes and surrendered to the
appetites of this teeming, alien horde.


He was
surprised when later, contrary to what he expected, the crawling swarm had not
pieced him or burrowed under his skin by the thousands or eaten him alive, but
began to drift away in great numbers.


The seam
above his head parted with a ripping sound and he realized for the first time
that the fluid-filled cell he was in was a living structure. Hidden muscle had
pulled the seam open as surely as it had held it closed.


When the vine began to
lift him up, he grabbed it firmly and held on tight with both hands to keep it
from breaking his neck. It pulled him up and out of the warm fluid and
deposited him onto the resilient floor of the chamber. No sooner had he touched
down than the tendrils around his head let go and the vine slid up out of his
throat. This caused him to gag then vomit out a great spurt of translucent
brown fluid. A reflex to avoid the odious stuff spent his very last token of
strength as he rolled slowly away from it.


 


*  *  *


 


“Have
some corn,” Mary said. “It’s from my home state,” she added with a smile.


Bailey
took the open can from her and shook a big mouthful into her open maw. No
sooner had she downed that one, that she followed it with another. Bailey
didn’t talk much, and Mary figured she was still too dazed and confused to be
thinking clear enough to form a complete sentence anyway. She was eating well
enough, that was for sure. She’d just packed away half a pack of oatmeal
cookies and a can of peas. Now the corn. Mary began to wonder if they’d have
enough to last till the next feeding. If she had to borrow some from her
neighbors, nobody’d mind.


Bailey
finished the corn and left a kernel of it on her chin. Mary reached over and
brushed it off. Bailey followed up with a brush of her own hand just to be
sure.


“Thanks.”


“You’re welcome. Want something else? We’ve got plenty.”


“No.
Thank you.” 


Bailey stared
at the wall for a moment and Mary could see her brow knit just a little and she
knew Bailey was formulating those questions. She knew what the first one would
be.


“Where
are we?” Bailey asked.


Mary
wished she’d had a dime for every time she’d heard it. She had the answer to
that one, though, and knew from experience it was better to just show her than
to tell her. Nothing took the place of the show
in show and tell.


“Come
on.”


She got
up and led Bailey out of the hole and down the tube to another hole some twenty
yards toward the grocery. The opening was higher up on the wall, and she had to
lift herself up a little to get inside. Once in, she held a hand down to
Bailey and hefted her up. She was surprised by the strength she felt in
Bailey’s hands and arms as she clamored in.


The
chamber was smaller than Mary’s and was nearly round inside, so the floor was
difficult to stand on straight. It was filled with clear light, and Bailey
wasted no time in finding the source of it. She looked down through a thick
irregular plate on the floor, seemingly feet thick, at the floating globe of
Earth. The image was so big, she couldn’t see all of it from her vantage point.


“Oh my
heavens,” she whispered in awe.


“Yeah.
Well, that’s where we’re not.”


“So this
is some kind of space ship or something.”


That’s
it, Mary thought. Simple.
Yet far from it.


“How long
has it been here, or how long have you been here?”


“The
first question is longer than six months, and the second is about six months,
I think. Me and Gilbert, he’s the Bible banger you met earlier, and another guy
named Tom Moon and my friend Fred have been in this tube the longest. Everybody
else is either dead or in another part of the ship doing other duty.”


“What do
you mean, other duty?” Bailey asked with a sideways look.


“Skip it.
I’ll tell you later. Too much too soon and you’ll just freak out on me.”


There,
she’d said it.


It was
true and she’d told Bailey just what would happen if she knew the ship’s other
horrors. There was a premium on sanity in the ship. If you could keep from
going mad, you stood a much better chance of surviving longer. Gilbert had his
Bible, Tom Moon had his mind of tough, dumb leather, and Mary—well, she had her
own inner fortitude. It did no good to dwell on what happened in the other
parts of the ship. She and others had seen things that just weren’t possible or
imaginable, yet were horribly both. Sink too low, don’t get up when you’re
called and you’d wind up there in those other parts of the ship yourself.


“I’m
freaked out now,” Bailey said.


“Nothing
to be ashamed of. We all are.”


“Who are
they anyway?”


That was
the one. That was the question that burned deepest. If we had that one, Mary thought, we might have something. We wouldn’t have much, but we’d have
something.


A name
was more than just a name. If you attached a name to a thing, you knew the
thing. In order for the name to make sense, and to be more than just a sound,
you had to know something about the thing to begin with. They knew practically
nothing about the beings in control and had assigned a purely visual moniker, a
broad, unfortunately meaningless description.


“We call
them witches.”


“Witches?
Not Betazoid somethings.”


“No.
Witches. If you can think of a better name, let us know.”


“I don’t want
to think about them at all.”


“Good
policy.”


Mary
watched the slight smile grow on Bailey’s face as her gaze drifted inexorably
back to the floating globe of Earth. She’d seen that look before. She’d even
possessed it for a moment herself the first time Fred had brought her to this
chamber. Why they were allowed to view their home planet was just another
mystery.


Then she
watched the smile pale. Mary knew the feeling. It was like being shown a
picture of your all time most favorite place in the world for the last time.


“Come
on,” she said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


Tom
Moon’s hole was just up ahead and Mary felt uneasy walking past it. She moved
involuntarily in behind Bailey to get a foot or so away from it as she passed. Mary
had no magical leanings, but she got an unmistakable sense of bad juju coming from that
hole. It was so strong, she could almost see it pouring out like some mist. If
she discovered somehow that Gilbert cornholed Moon in there while he read the Bible
to him, she wouldn’t have been surprised.


Sure
enough, just as they passed by, she caught just a glimpse of Tom as he popped,
ferret-like, out of the opening. Mary thought how annoying it was that the
sonofabitch always came up on her from behind somehow, never to her front. As
soon as she heard his little feet hit the floor, she turned to face him.


“What?”
she asked testily. “What’s up?”


Mary knew
Tom was thick and dim, but she didn’t think he was so dumb that he couldn’t
detect the extreme intolerance his presence puffed out of others.


He cocked
his head and pursed his lips for a full two seconds before he spoke.


She
waited patiently.


“What are
you so antsy-pantsy about, anyways?” he asked.


“I’ve got
gas. What’s it to you?” She watched that shitty little smirk cross his face and
she wanted to slap him as if he’d just shown her a mouthful of food.


“Who’s
your friend?” His glance bounced off Bailey’s breasts and landed like a turd on
Mary. Bailey looked at Mary for direction, for some clue what to do. Mary figured
she’d let her decide on her own. She was a big girl.


“Bailey
Hall,” Bailey said finally.


“Any
relation to George?” the ferret smiled.


“Who?”
Bailey was confused again. She looked at Mary and knitted her brow.


“You
know, George Hall—the President.”


Mary
rolled her eyes and let Tom see it. Bailey tried to smile open-mouthed and
brushed a strand of hair off her face.


Poor
Bailey, Mary thought. Not much
in the sense-of-humor department right now.


“George
Hall, the President?” Mary chuckled. “Jeezus keee..ryst . . . ”


Tom’s
eyes dropped to the floor. “You think I’m stupid. You as much as just said so.”
He glared at Mary. Tom’s left hand went into a fist.


Bailey
saw it. “Oh, jeez . . . ” she said and turned away from the blooming
confrontation. She knew where this could go. She’d seen it happen before. Too
much pride and a few wrong words could cause a fight real easy.


Mary
watched Bailey amble away.


Hell with
it, she thought. This is
ridiculous. No sense getting this dumb asshole’s panties in a knot over
nothing.


She
reached out and put her hand on Tom’s shoulder like they were true buds. The
feel of wire and gristle under his clothes and his musky scent made her
slightly ill.


“Tom, I
don’t think you’re stupid,” Mary said. This immediately softened Tom up. “It’s
just that you caught me at a bad time—if you know what I mean.”


She just
patted his shoulder a time or two and walked away.


For dinner, Mary opened
cans of vegetable soup and they had that and bread as the main course. They
drank the soup cold out of the can, and Bailey dipped her bread in it. Mary had
a tube of Pringle’s potato chips she’d been saving for a while and she popped
that open, too. They ate silently and while they ate Bailey would sometimes
drift off right in the middle of chewing and stay gone for as much as a
minute. She’d just stare with her mouth full of food, then come back into focus
and start up chewing again.


Mary understood perfectly.


Worse than the obvious
horror of being abducted by aliens was the fact that it was completely, utterly
unexpected and unanticipated. It wasn’t unexpected in the same way you would
not expect to get hit by a car, or not expect to fall down and break something,
but so far removed from the realm of possibilities as to be singularly
impossible.


Sometimes it helped to
talk it out. “How in the world could you ever imagine that you would ever wind
up here in this place with these creatures controlling your life?” Mary said.
“No matter how low you might sink, how sick you might get, how desperate you
might become, you could always say that at least you hadn’t been grabbed by
brain-sucking aliens. How could you be?”


The answer was that you
couldn’t be—ever.


The more you thought about
it, the more ridiculous it became. Then you drifted back into focus, and there
it was—even far worse than you remembered it because it was real—wet, slimy,
dark—and real.


You’re
eating white bread and cold soup out of the can in a living alien prison. Wake
the fuck up.


Bailey’s head dropped and
she shook it to shake the reality out of it—to throw it up and kill it. She
started to groan in a low monotone. Mary watched her fall slowly over and curl
up into a tight shape and pull the blanket over her head. If it hadn’t been so
damned horrible and pathetic, it might have been cute.


I know,
sweetheart. I know.


 


*  *  *


 


There was
only one way out of the chamber, a tunnel about twenty feet long leading to
another chamber beyond.


Navigation
is easy, Phil thought. You just
go where there aren’t any walls.


He walked
toward the tunnel and with each step he felt the sticky, resilient floor tug at
his feet. He watched the clear liquid dripping from the nipples covering the
roof of the tunnel for a moment, then stuck his hand out cautiously into the
rain to make sure it was really water and not acid.


He
stepped slowly into the tunnel, letting the lukewarm water rain down on him
then began to wipe the thick fluid off his body. He felt somewhat refreshed
after sleeping some on the floor. His body felt polished and clean under the
thick fluid. He looked at the razor-straight, clean, thin scars on his chest,
abdomen and limbs and wondered how the skills to produce such scars could ever
become part of a species’ behavioral repertoire. The scars were completely
healed and his first thought was that he had been unconscious for days, perhaps
weeks after the procedure.


He closed
his eyes and remembered the nightmare he’d just had and how he’d lain there on
the table and how the bloody, white grubs had looked when pinched tight in the
alien tongs.


It was a
nightmare of course, a hideous, horrible nightmare. He smiled at how finely
detailed the nightmare was.


When he
opened his eyes, the dark walls of the tunnel flushed the dream-feel from his
mind and slapped him to clear awareness. The palpable shock of those vivid
memories were like a blow from a heavy pipe that caused him to stagger until he
caught his balance against the black walls.


He let
the water rain on him as if it could thin those evil memories or leach them out
altogether.


Slowly,
surely, he regained his composure and wiped what was left of the fluid from his
face and legs and watched it float away.


He stood
at the pile of clothes in the center of the chamber and considered it. What
was the point? Clothing wasn’t just body covering to shield one from the
elements, he knew. Clothing provided comfort and confidence, and furnished
some measure of well-being to the wearer. It was almost always better and more
comfortable than being completely naked, even if the ambient temperature was
over seventy.


He picked
through the clothes; and after a minute or two, found his own shirt and jeans.
Encouraged by that, he dug around some more and found one, then the other, of
his pull-on boots.


“Nobody
much cares whose clothes you put on,” the weak voice behind him said.


He turned
around sharply and saw a man walking out of the wet tunnel behind him. The eyes
in his head had that sunken hollow look that starvation victims have, although
he looked well-fed enough. His body was a roadmap of scars, and Phil had a
difficulty discerning just where the man had any more than a square inch of
un-scarred skin on his body. He couldn’t imagine going through what he’d just
gone through more than once, yet this person had obviously gone through it many
times.


“How long
have you been here?” Phil asked. He tried to put enough compassion in his
voice, but he really wanted answers and sounded impatient.


“Months.
Maybe. Feels like months,” the man said.


Phil
detected a hint of an accent in his voice, perhaps British or Australian. The
man moved stiffly to the pile of clothes and looked down at it.


Phil had
seen the look and heard the voice before. It had that detached, flattened
effect of a schizophrenic. The man was a walking dead—any meaningful, human
emotion had been bled out of him.


“Where,
or what, is this place we’re in?” Phil asked.


“Ship.
Alien ship in orbit.”


“How many
humans on board.”


“Don’t
know. Don’t care,” he said and started sifting through the clothes.


“What’s
your name?”


“Fred
something. Don’t matter.”


“Where
are the other people?”


“Down the
tube that way,” he said pointing. “In the holes, waitin’ to die.” He grinned
stupidly and chillingly at Phil.


This is
hopeless, Phil thought. The poor
son of a bitch is gone, beyond pain, beyond shock and beyond reason.


“Can you
take me to them? I need to talk to them.”


Fred just
looked blankly back at Phil. It was the blankest, deadest look he’d ever seen
in a person who was still breathing.


“Don’t
want to. Just walk that way,” he said and pointed again. “I’m going take a nap
here on these clothes.” With that, he sat down gently on the pile of shirts and
slacks and sweatshirts and blouses, and fell slowly over.


A moment
later he closed his eyes.


Phil
watched him for a minute more and knew he was looking at a man whose reference
to a nap on a pile of clothes was probably his last pathetic utterance. He had
completely lost the will to live.


He
thought about trying to get the man on his feet, but thought better of it since
he wouldn’t have had a clue about what he should do with him or tell him if he
had.
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Buddy
Davis pulled his 1976 Cadillac El Dorado off Interstate 75 at RR 312 in
northern Tennessee just as the sun was going down. He had to piss and he didn’t
want to wait until the next damn gas station. Besides, he had that other
business to take care of, and he knew just the place for that. He looked over
at Gail and she was asleep with a half drunk beer stuck between her legs. He
reached over and snatched the beer from between her thighs and that woke her
up.


“Hey . . . that’s mine,” she said, rising out of her stupor.


“Not anymore,” he said and swilled it down with one long pull.
Gail looked at his big ‘ol arm while he
chugged down the beer and liked what she saw. At least she liked it now when he
wasn’t using it to propel his big ‘ol fist at her head. His tattoos made him
look dangerous, at least that’s what her girlfriend Peggy said.


Peggy
would like to get her hands on them tattoos and everything else, Gail thought.


He flung
the bottle out the window and floored the Cadillac down the gray two-lane. A
cloud of dark smoke trailed after it.


He
charged up to a dirt road cut-off about a mile down, no more than two tire
tracks going off into the woods, braked hard, and turned onto it.


“Where we
goin’?” Gail asked. She straightened herself in the seat and looked around. She
spread her legs wide and stretched up onto the dash. The Cadillac rolled its
length over the up-and-down road like a snake.


“We
shouldn’t be in here, Buddy. We don’t know whose property this is,” she said.


“Shut up.
I know what I’m a doin’.”


Buddy
looked over at her tits in the thin, stretchy top she had on, and nasty
inspiration struck him like a wet tongue.


“Get me
another beer.”


“Ohh . .
. ho..ho . . . yer gettin’ drunk,” Gail said with a drunken smile.


“I ain’t
drunk.”


He kept
driving until he thought he was in far enough and stopped the car. He jumped
out, took a staggering step or two away and started to relieve himself.


“When I
turn around, I want you nekked,” he said over his shoulder.


She
smashed a mosquito that landed on her bare arm with a quick slap, then looked
behind at the hole in the convertible top where the back window should have
been. The side windows were gone, too. The only thing that remained of them
were some little square pieces of glass she hadn’t gotten up off the floor.


“Honey,
there’s skeeters in these woods . . .”


“Hell
with the skeeters. Do what I said do.”


Gail knew
that tone of voice. It was his mean voice, not his real hateful voice; but she
knew what she’d be in for if she didn’t do what Buddy wanted. He’d get his way
one way or another. She wasn’t exactly all hot to do it at the moment, but it
might be okay. She reached behind the seat and pulled two more beers up out of
the bag, twisted off the caps then pulled off her top. A skeeter buzzed her ear
before she took her first drink and she slapped at it.


She
didn’t enjoy the sex because the skeeters bit her ass and the backs of her arms
while Buddy pumped her. He wanted it too bad to mind the skeeters but they were
driving her nuts.


“Buddy .
. . Buddy, honey these damned things are eating me alive.”


“Shut up
. . .”


Gail
slapped and slapped at the skeeters on her legs and butt and when one landed on
Buddy’s neck, she slapped that one, too.


“God damn
you!” he said. He jumped up and slapped her so hard and so fast she saw stars
and yelped like a puppy. “Don’t you ever hit at me!”


“But it
was a . . . was a skeeter Buddy . . . ” she whimpered, trying to cover up for
the next blow.


“Shut
up!” he yelled and slapped hard at the hands covering her face. The attack
stopped as quickly as it started.


“Aw shit!
Git dressed!” he yelled so loud it hurt.


He
climbed off her and standing outside the car, pulled up his pants, hissing and
puffing like an adder.


“Git me
another damn beer,” he said.


He pulled
the flattened remainder of a pack of Camels out of his pants pocket and lit one
up. He spit the first puff of smoke out his mouth with a speck of tobacco and
when a skeeter landed on his neck, he slapped it hard.


After she
got her clothes back on, Gail curled up tight against the passenger’s door and
sulked, smacking an occasional skeeter. She wished she had one of those little
portable phones so she could call her mama. She’d asked Buddy to buy her one in
the mall in Lexington, but he said they needed one of those like another
asshole.


It was
dark now, but she could see Buddy pacing slowly up and back and caught the
smell of his cigarette from time to time. She couldn’t see him do it, but she
knew he was running his free fingers through his black hair with his cigarette
hand. She heard the little grunt when he threw it and then the sound of the
empty beer bottle flying through the brush and hitting something with a hollow ponk.


“Want
another beer, honey?” she asked, and reached into the bag behind the seat.


“Git me
another beer,” he said.


“We gonna
spent the night here, honey?”


“Shut
up.”


Gail let him
take a few more swigs and a few more puffs.


“Well,
are we?” she asked again as nice as she could.


She was
used to Buddy not answering her right away and she wasn’t surprised when he
unzipped his fly and started to pee instead of answering right then. He got
back in the car and handed the beer to her.


“Hol’
‘iss. We gotta git further in off the road.”


He pumped
the gas pedal once’d and turned the key. The engine turned over several times
but didn’t start. He closed his eyes and Gail knew he was building up steam. He
turned the key again. Gail could hear the starter as it wound down.


“God damn
piece of god damned shit,” he said to the windshield. “I oughta blow you to
pieces.” He reached under the seat and got out the gun then he got out of the
car and slammed the door so hard the door handle popped right off it.


“Get out
of the god damn car, Gail!” he hollered.


Before
she could get out of the car, she heard the clicking sound of the big pistol as
he checked to make sure it was loaded. She hurried around the car and up behind
him with quick little mincing steps and hunkered there. It wasn’t a good idea
to be between the car and the gun when Buddy was shooting the car.


“God damn
piece of god damn dog turd,” he said lifting the gun and cocking the hammer.


Gail
pressed her palms hard against her ears to block the blast of the huge pistol.
When it went off she felt the concussion pop her in the face even where she
was. Buddy shot the doors this time and when the bullets hit, pieces of body
patching dropped off the holes that were already there. He was careful never
to shoot the windshield or the engine compartment because he didn’t want to
cause himself any problems that he’d have to spend money on. It didn’t matter
much if he shot the doors or the trunk—they were already filled with
thumb-sized bullet holes.


Buddy’d
been in jail on and off his whole life and Gail knew it was because of his
temper mostly. He’d robbed a liquor store or two in his day and he shot that
boy in the gas station once, but it was his temper that landed him in jail.
When he lost his temper, he’d do stupid, reckless things like this or punch
somebody over nothin’. Buddy was kinda big and when he hit somebody with his
fist, he’d hurt ‘em bad.


Buddy
shot all six shots into the door and the front seat then ran up and kicked the
door once just for good measure. Gail never could understand why Buddy would
want to murder his own car so much. He’d got it from his mother when she passed
on and it was in good shape then. He’d just neglected it and tried to kill it
once in a while ever since he got it. The only thing she’d ever seen him do to
it to improve its appearance was slap some body putty on the bullet holes with
a flat stick. It used to be such a pretty car.


Buddy
shook the empty bullet shells out of the gun then pitched the gun into the
trunk. “Git in, Gail.”


When he turned the key
this time, the car started right up.[bookmark: bookmark10].


“You’d better start you
sonofabitch,” Buddy said to it.


“Guess
you showed it a thing or two,” Gail said.


“Shut up,
Gail.”


He put
the car in gear and when he pressed down on the gas pedal, it lurched forward a
foot or two then stalled.


“Well
I’ll be a god damned son . . . of . . . a . . . bitch!”


Buddy
turned the key again and the car cranked a time or two then started, saving much
time and anger.


“Man o
man,” Buddy said. “I hate this fuckin’ car . . .”


When she
heard the smack, she thought at first that Buddy had smacked a mosquito, but
Buddy said “Ohh . . .” like he’d just stubbed his toe or bumped his funny bone
hard.


He reached
up and felt the sharp spines of the burr and a shock of horror went through
him. He turned on the interior lights real fast then turned his face to Gail
and reached up and turned the mirror so he could see at the same time.


“What is
this on me, Gail.” His voice had a scared, shaky sound to it.


When Gail saw it, her brow
knitted tight and her face scrunched up as if she’d just seen a toad with three
heads.


“I don’t know what it is,
Buddy!” she said, “What the hell is it, Buddy!”


“That’s what I said, goddamm
it! Pull it off me!”


He looked in the mirror
and tried to take hold of the sharp spines. As he tugged gently with his thumb
and forefinger, he suddenly slumped forward onto the steering wheel like a
corpse. She’d studied for a while to be a nurse’s aide until Buddy’d told her
it was a waste of both of their time. She’d stayed with it long enough to learn
how to take a pulse, though; and she reached over and checked his now. It was
strong and fast and she couldn’t quite figure why a big man like Buddy’d faint
like that.


When she saw the big
monster lumber into the car’s headlights, she thought at first it was a man in
some kind of monster suit. When she realized it was a real monster, all she
could think about was getting away from it. She screamed and jumped out of the
car and ran about two steps when she felt the sharp sting on her back; a step
later, she felt another. She made it maybe fifty feet down the road, then,
unable to move her legs another step, fell on her face.


She hoped if when the cops came they wouldn’t find the body of the
old woman Buddy’d robbed and killed.  Her
body was still in the trunk. They’d put him in jail for sure for that.


 


*  *  *


 


It was
deathly quiet in the tunnel. The twenty or so holes along its length gave him
the feeling he was inside a flute.


“Hello!”
he said.


No voice
came back to him. The rubbery walls sucked up his sound like thick felt. He
heard the faint, dampened sound of a cough coming from one of the closer
holes, and moved near it. He cocked his head to hear better, but heard nothing
more. He leaned against the sides of the opening and peered in.


The man
inside was about thirty years old and so black in complexion it was hard to see
him against the background of the walls at first. He was lying on his side on a
pile of blankets, unmoving. He stared blankly out at Phil with the same dead,
lifeless eyes of Fred “something” in the other chamber.


“How long
have you been here?” Phil asked.


The man
just stared at him.


“Do you speak
English?”


The man
only stared then finally replied, “No. No English.” His voice was soft,
musical and so low in volume, Phil barely heard it. The accent was African.


Phil
moved down the tunnel and picked another hole at random. The woman inside had the
same lifeless, used up look as the other abductees he’d seen. She was asleep
and Phil thought better of waking her up.


He
continued down and stopped at the tunnel’s dead end. The wall at the tunnel’s
end had an irregular seam down the center of it running top to bottom and the
composition was different than the rest of the tunnel, much lighter in color
and striated vertically. There were two raised, circular patches about the
size of dinner plates on either side of it. Phil reached out and touched one
and although he couldn’t be certain, he thought the wall moved or twitched. He
tried to replicate the effect by touching the spot again but couldn’t.


“It’s a
door,” the strong woman’s voice behind him said, “and there’s no way humans can
open it.”


Phil turned
around and saw Mary Pope squatting in the opening of her chamber. Unlike the
others he’d seen so far, she had a measure of strength and defiance left in her
face and her steady eyes told Phil she meant what she said.


“I guess
you’ve tried,” Phil responded easily. He turned back around and took another
look at the mechanism.


Mary
studied the newcomer before answering. He stood there with his hands on his
hips like the pneumatic systems instructor she’d had for a class once and liked
a lot—all full of confidence and brains but not condescending. His hair was wet
so she knew he’d come out of the soakers. He’d been though the hell of
incubation and extraction, but wasn’t disoriented and seemed in control of his
faculties, which was a real surprise in a first-timer. The fact that he was in
control of his senses enough to try to get out was especially encouraging.


“Some,
but not much. We think it’s safer here than on the other side.”


“That
could be a reasonable assumption. How many others are there?”


Reasonable,
Mary
thought. Now there’s a word I haven’t
heard recently.


She dug
out a pack of cigarettes from her shirt pocket and shook one out and offered it
to Phil. Phil looked at it and thought about it. He hadn’t smoked in years. He
took it and lit it up. The first puff made him reel.


“There’s
about twenty incubators in this tube alone,” she said. “There’s more in
different pockets of the ship. We’ve seen them when they move us. No one knows
how many for sure. The ship is full of tubes and holes.” She pointed with her
cigarette at one of the raised plate-sized patches on the wall. 


“Incubators?
Those are people, I take it?”


“Yeah,”
she said. “That’s what I call them.”


“By the
way, that’s an opener,” she said, pointing to the button. “Every seam has a set
of them like that.”


“One
closes—one opens?”


“Right.”


“So . . .
one’s a ‘closer’?” Phil said one-eyed.


“Yeah,”
Mary grinned at the childish logic.


Mary felt
herself wanting to tell Phil everything she knew, to spill it all. This wasn’t
Tom Moon or Gilbert or the gook brothers, but someone who spoke English and had
some sense.


“How do
those big bastards open these seams?”


“Goons.
They just put their big ass palms on them.”


“I made
it twitch when I touched it.”


“You
did?”


“Yeah. I’m
sure of it. I bet it works by detecting some electrical potential. Just the
right level or enough voltage or amperage or both, some shit like that. How
much do you weigh?”


Mary
thought about it. “When I was first taken I was about one-sixty—I’m maybe
one-fifty now—I don’t know.”


“Go get
somebody else, another person, anyone who can walk.”


Mary went
in and came back shortly with Bailey, still looking shocked and confused. Mary
helped her down to the tube’s floor.


“What’s
on the other side of this seam?” Phil asked.


Mary
thought about it before she answered. She had a quick vision of the people in
the milk bottles and of the place she called Dr. Mengele’s Party where the only
things recognizable were the human body parts.


“I don’t
have words for everything they do,” she said.


Phil
reached up and put his palm on the left opener. “Take her hand. Hold it—and
keep your fingers crossed.”


Mary put
Bailey’s hand in hers. Without knowing at all why, except that she’d been told
to do it, Bailey crossed her fingers.


Phil
reached out to Mary with his right hand. “I’m Phil Lynch,” he said.


Mary took
Phil’s hand and shook it firmly. The seam parted with a slight, wet, tearing
sound revealing three tubes going in different directions on the other side.


“I’ll be
damned,” she said.


“Maybe
not yet,” Phil said then reached over and put his hand on the other button.


The seam
squeezed closed.


 


*  *  *


 


When
Buddy woke up he thought he was in hell. It had to be hell because he could see
the demons right there in front of him. Buddy Davis’ view of the world had
never been sullied by any real empathy whatsoever for another living thing
because like all sociopaths, he wasn’t capable of feeling the pain and suffering
of others—only his own.


He was
getting a full dose of undiluted, Buddy-only pain now. He hurt all over and
knew it was because the demons had beat him with
hickory sticks while he was unconscious.


He felt a
buzzing chatter against his skull that rattled his teeth and knew that the
demons were trying to cut into his head, maybe to eat his brains.


It was
when he tried to open his mouth to holler for mercy that he discovered that
his head was encased in some rubbery shit that kept him from opening his mouth
all the way. When he lifted his hand to try to feel what it was that covered
his face, he saw that his hand and arm were about four times the size they
should have been, swollen like the feet and hands of some giant side-show
freak. He turned his hand around and tightened it into a fist and thought about
how he could beat the shit out of these god damned Hell demons with a fist the
size of that honker. He could pound them into mush with a hammer like that.


You just
wait ‘til I get up offa this table.


The vision
of his now giant fist squashing their heads flat was the last violent thought
Buddy Davis would ever have as a human. As the alien probes, as thin as hair,
entered his brain and delivered the fluids to just the right places, few
thoughts of any consequence to the former Buddy Davis lived. The fluid
contained chemicals that dissolved synaptic connections by the billions upon
billions. Buddy perceived the erasure as a cacophony of images, sounds and
scents that flashed and exploded in a storm. Then, suddenly, gone were the
memories of his drunken father, his bedraggled and abused dog Copper, the taste
of fried chicken, the first girlfriend he ever clobbered, the look on the face
of the first person he ever killed with a knife, the memory of his first blow
job, and the feel of his cock in his hand.


The
probes flushed away all that Buddy Davis was and left only a tiny kernel of
cognition. It was a deep memory of dark waters and warmth and Buddy floated
securely in it. Then the probes pulled slowly out of Buddy’s brain and were
replaced by others, slightly larger, that squirmed and sought with wiry, alien
persistence and dug down deep into the folds of his brain to release their
chemistry from microscopic polyps that oozed it like oil. The material these living
probes delivered clung to the synapses and rebuilt them into diffuse memories
alien and impoverished, of wetness and the smell of acid mold, of still,
shallow seas teeming with life, of life so dark and crawling it overcame the
last red coal of human memory like worm-filled mud.


New
memories coalesced from nothing. Suddenly it knew when and how and where to
move the frail ones, when to kill them, when to pull them apart. It knew where
to put the waste parts and when to put them down the holes. It knew how to operate
the many tools to feed and find and fly. It could do all this as easily as a
spider could weave a complex web or a bee dance out the location of nectar to
its sisters.


It could do all this and
more without thinking, because strictly speaking, it could no longer think at
all.


 


*  *  *


 


 “I’m a heavy equipment repairman,” Mary was
saying, “or at least I used to be. What about you?”


“I teach
social studies.”


“Are you
intelligent?” Bailey asked. It would have been a fairly dumb question if it hadn’t
been so innocent. She’d asked it just like she was asking his name.


“Very,”
Phil said with a smile.


Mary
thought how nice it was to see a smile and was filled with respect for the
person who could produce it so easily in these circumstances.


They sat on
Mary’s bed and ate at random from the cans and boxes and noisy plastic
packages. The feel of it wasn’t too far removed from the thousands of
conversations she’d had with friends who’d talk, knosh and talk some more.


“How many
cycles does it normally take before you wind up like the African down the
tube?” Phil wanted to know.


“It
varies quite a bit. I’ve seen them fold and give up after the first one. When
that happens the goons drag you off and that’s it.”


Mary
could feel Bailey’s rapt attention on her face like the glow of a wood stove.
She wasn’t crazy about having Bailey hear all this right now, but she seemed to
be taking it well. She watched her take another big bite of Sara Lee
cheesecake.


“Where do
they take you? What happens?” Bailey asked through her food.


Mary
studied her face. Okay, we all
have to grow up sometime, she thought. She took a deep breath
before she spoke.


“These
beings, the witches, use flesh like we use building materials. They craft it
like we work iron or steel. This ship is an example. It’s alive—for the most
part. But that’s just the beginning.”


Bailey
swallowed fast so she could ask it. “This room is alive?”


“Yes,”
Mary said. “The whole ship or station or whatever you want to call it, the whole
superstructure is alive. And it has to eat.”


“What
does it eat?” Bailey asked, her eyes wide. Mary fixed her with a strong, but
measured look.


“Well, it
doesn’t eat cookies. There are orifices spread throughout the ship that must be
feed holes. They’re four or five feet wide. I’ve seen the body parts piled up
around them and seen the goons pushing the parts down—human and animal. I’ve
seen them dump whole bodies down them, too. All the waste goes down the holes.
If you can’t get up, if you’re too weak, you’re waste—and down the hole you
go—usually.


“So they
use us until we can’t get up?” Phil asked.


“That’s
it exactly. For some reason, being weakened and debilitated doesn’t get it if
you’re an incubator, so off you go.” She paused for a second. “But you don’t
always end up in a feed hole.”


“Where
then?” asked Phil.


She
looked at Bailey who had stopped chewing and was waiting anxiously for the
answer.


Okay. You
asked . . . 


“This
incubation stuff is just part of the picture,” she began. “I said they use flesh
as a building material—it’s their wood, iron, steel, brick, whatever. Imagine
that you’re a builder of chairs or beds or pliers or hammers, whatever. You’d
need a lab for building the prototype of what you wanted to build and a lab for
testing it. But even before you got the first one of the thing you were
building built, you’d have to have a lab to do the materials testing and
analysis. What are you going to make it out of and how? Well, that’s where some
of us wind up—in those testing labs, or as building material.” She looked over
at Bailey with as much sympathy as she could muster.


Phil let
the thought sink in. He remembered the thing he shot the night he was taken and
how alien it was. Not alien so much as bizarre and unnatural.


“They use
parts,” she went on. “Systems, structures, units -living components—and can
modify the shit out of them and then recombine them any way they want.


“Just
think, what’s a better tool than a human hand? It can do more and manipulate
more things than any other device on Earth. Well, what if you could take its
basic structure and enhance it for a special purpose, say just to crush soda
cans end to end—the hard way.” She picked up an empty Coke can and
demonstrated. “It would have to be bigger, first of all, and have a much wider
grip, so you’d have to force it to grow bigger—I don’t know how you do that
little trick, but you do it. It would have a reinforced palm to withstand the
force of repeated closures against metal and stronger fingers too. In fact, it
wouldn’t even need fingers, so why not fuse them together into another
palm-like structure and reinforce that.” She used her hand as a model. “The
muscle in the forearm might not be big enough so you make it massive like
Popeye’s ‘cuz there’s a lot of cans to crush in the world. Fuck the rest of the
arm . . .” She held her own arm out and made like she cut it off at the elbow.
.”..be- cause you want to attach it to a better handle anyway. Make the handle
out of some other material, say a goat leg that moves the hand part out and
back real nice and gives you something to hold onto ‘cuz it’s thin and strong.
Now insert a controller to move the hand out and back and another one to open
and close the hand. The wires, or nerves you can get from either the man or the
goat—if you have the tools and the knowhow. The controller could be a real
switch or one of those opener switches. Power it all up with a little glucose
and oxygen and you’ve taken a human hand and enhanced just one function of it
to do a specific job. You’ve taken advantage of what evolution has done already
and saved your precious wood, iron, copper, flint, whatever—if you had any to
begin with—for other things that flesh can’t do.


“Forget
the fact that it’s impossible to do to any of that— they can do it anyway. I
don’t know how they do it exactly, but I know they do it. They can do it so
well that you’d look at this new can-crusher thing and think it was a can-crushoid crushoid- ius
or whatever—a real animal. They don’t just attach and sew the parts together,
they get them to grow together somehow, without the rejection, the
infection—any of that. They can manipulate flesh and bone and tendons and
nerves better than we can control wire and aluminum and wood and steel.”


Phil
didn’t doubt it. He’d seen many examples of it already, but hadn’t known
exactly what he was seeing. He wondered how long it had taken them to unravel
the human race and other species on Earth in order to break out and categorize
the components and materials. How many had died in those labs before the
inventory was known? How many more would die? Worse than that, how many were
still alive, or partially alive?


“Christ,”
Phil said.


“Yeah,”
Mary replied. “Strange, huh?”


“What are
the wasps for?” Phil asked. “I think they’re food, maybe they’re some kind of
delicacy, or the grubs must contain a drug they’re addicted to—something like
that. They’re making a hell of an investment in them whatever they’re for.”


“I think
they must be used for some part of the combining, the building process,” Mary
said. “Maybe the grubs contain a chemical that allows them to fuse the
components together or modify them—I don’t know. But you’re right about the
investment. Most of what goes on in the ship is related to those grubs.
There’s no telling how many they’ve harvested so far.” Bailey had listened
intensely to the whole exchange; and, even in this brown light, Mary could see
she had turned the color of early spring grass.


“They
make animals?” Bailey asked. “They made those big gray bear things?”


Mary
nodded her head. “Several different species went into those things—even
human—I’m sure of it.”


“What do
they want with us?” Bailey asked. She’d finished eating and had drawn her
knees up under her chin and wrapped her arms tight around them. It was a
curious reaction, Phil thought, how we make ourselves tighter and smaller when
we feel threatened.


“I’ve
given that a lot of thought,” Mary said. “I have no idea.”


“Not
enough information yet,” Phil said to Bailey.


“I like to
at least know why I’m being killed,” Bailey said into her knees. “What’s the
point? I think it’s important to know.”


Bailey,
in her guileless way, had posed a key question. They were doomed to die,
horribly in all likelihood. It probably made more sense to figure out a
painless way to commit suicide about now or how to euthanize the others.


Phil and
Mary exchanged looks. No, it wasn’t important— it was the only thing that
mattered.


Why am I
being killed?


The void
that question left was like a lens that magnified the horror.


“Then we have to find
out,” Phil said. “Besides, there’s no telling what we’ll find along the way.”


 “The goons come through every twelve hours or
so,” Mary was saying, “and take from one to, say, four of us at a time. They
use the seam at the front end of the tube, always.”


Gilbert sat and listened
placidly, not letting his thoughts show. He let his gentle gaze drift to Phil.


Another
pagan, Gilbert thought. That’s
what he is and no amount of talking can change that. He’s just looking for a
way to save his own skin, like all pagans do. Desperate men do desperate
things. They only think of themselves.


Gilbert
had seen many such men. They always had the easy answers but the big answers
eluded them. It was the same for all godless men.


They
can’t fool me, or God, he thought.


He was handsome, too. Most handsome men were
godless. If you were handsome, women were more likely to be attracted to you
and you would carry that burden of temptation around like a magnet pulling in
slut after slut without remorse. Sluts sucked the penises of handsome men. They
used red lipstick to cover the sores such filthy practices caused. He’d once
seen a garish slut in the mall in Toledo wearing all black with tight black
pants and loud makeup. Her black blouse was open, and he could see her white
skin. She had long black fingernails, too, and he saw the suck-sore on the
middle of her lower lip under the red lipstick. He followed her around the mall
from a safe distance, just to see if his theory was true. Sure enough, she met
up with a handsome, godless young man dressed in jeans and a black leather
jacket outside the Baskin Robbins, and they went off together. He watched her
slip her hand in the back pocket of his jeans to caress his bottom. They went
off together, he was sure, to suck the young godless man’s cock.


 


*  *  *


 


 


“So
they’ve never used the one we opened?” Phil asked.


“I’ve
never seen them use it.”


“How do
they know who to take?” Phil wanted to know.


The Canadian
spoke up. “They just seem to know,” he said. “They rotate us. It’s fairly
regular, but not exact.”


They had
assembled everyone who could speak English—and who still had the strength to
speak it, in Mary’s chamber. That was six out of twenty in the tube. Two
wouldn’t come at all, the Italian who said he wanted to be left alone, and the
cranky woman with the French accent who just stared at her when Mary told her
they were going to meet as a group. “A group of what?” she’d asked. Mary just
walked away from her.


That left
Tom Moon, Gilbert, Mary, Bailey, Phil and the Canadian, Ned Butler. It took
Mary no time at all to figure out that Phil had stolen Gilbert’s fire and
assumed a real leadership role. The ironic thing was that Gilbert had no fire
to begin with and you couldn’t steal what didn’t exist. They’d voted on it. Bailey
had voted for Phil because Mary had voted for him and Tom voted for him just
because.


Phil had
suggested that they share what they had with the group. Somewhere in the bits
and pieces, a pattern, a map existed. That map could lead anywhere, maybe home,
if they were lucky.


When Phil
asked for a volunteer, Bailey stepped up to be the scribe. They had several
coil-bound notebooks Ned had taken from the dump intending to keep a diary, but
never had. Bailey wasn’t very good at it, she’d said, but she would give it a
try. At first they didn’t have a pen or pencil, and Tom had looked over at
Gilbert who always carried one for making notes in the margins of his Bible.


He looked
right at the Bic pen in Gilbert’s shirt pocket and Gilbert stared back at him
and dared him to say anything. After Mary dug one up out of the bottom of her
laundry basket, Tom saw Gilbert angle the pen sideways down into his shirt
pocket to hide it. Tom thought it was funny and grinned like a school boy.


“We can
do some reconnoitering,” Phil said. “We now know how to open the seam at the
far end of the tunnel. I’ll volunteer for that. Who else wants to go?”


“Me,” Ned
said. “I’ll go with you.”


“Who
else?”


Gilbert
cleared his throat just a little before he spoke. The sound made Mary’s hackles
rise like a fight reflex. “Why does anybody else have to go? Isn’t two enough?”


“It seems
to take . . .” Phil started, but Mary cut him off.


“I’ll go.
Hell with it,” she said.


“How many
watches do we have?” Phil asked. “Hands up if you have one.”


“I’ve got
one,” Mary said and dug it out of the bottom of the laundry basket. She started
to put it on.


“I got
about thirty watches,” Tom Moon said with a smile of pride.


Mary
listened and shook her head in disbelief. Poor guy has a Jones for watches, she thought. Probably never had one until he got abducted by aliens.


Phil
nodded his head kindly at him. “Great. Can we borrow five of your watches,
Tom? The digital kind if you have them.”


“The kind
with numbers on them,” Mary added.


“I know
what kind. You want me to get ‘em now?”


“That
would be great.”


When Tom
got back, Phil took the assortment of cheap, multi-function watches and handed
them to Ned.


“Can you
synchronize these?”


“I think so.
I’ve owned about a dozen of the cheap bastards.”


A paltry
substitute for real communication, the synchronized time piece was the thread
that would co-ordinate effort and provide a timeline for every event worth
noting.


“Keep
track of the time. Every time something happens, note the time. Don’t lose your
watches.”


Ned was
busy with the first watch, trying to set it.


“What’s
the date?” he asked. “I’ve got three dates here.” They all thought about it and
looked at each other with raised eyebrows. Nobody was sure what the date was at
all.


“I
doesn’t matter,” Phil said. “June the fifteenth. Use that. That’ll work.”


Mary
looked at hers. “It’s the seventeenth.”


“And the
time?” Ned asked.


“Make it
twelve noon,” Mary said looking at her watch again.


Two days
lost, Phil thought. Two days
stolen.


“That’ll
work, too,” he said.
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Linda sat on the porch steps and
watched the large brown ants marching just past the scuffed toes of her boots. They
moved over, under and around each other in both directions, following some
invisible scent left by their brethren before them. Most of the ones coming
from the left had seed pods in their mandibles. It took no genius, she knew, to
see that if you followed the trail in that direction, you’d find a cache of
seeds.


It just
made sense.


She wiped
a last tear from her swollen, sleepless, eyes then stuck a finger straight down
into the dirt in the trail. One of the ants bumped it with its antennae, then
sensing some hostile intent in the finger, latched onto it with its jaws.
Linda mooshed it into the hard dirt before its jaws could close tight enough to
hurt.


The ant
trail reminded her of what had happened and she resented it. She took a wide,
long swipe at the ant trail with her booted foot back and forth, raising dust.


She’d
just been all over the house, looking for anything new for the tenth time. Edna
and Ronny had come up for a while Saturday and walked in and around the site
and the truck with their arms folded shaking their heads thinking how impossible
it all was that Phil Lynch had been kidnapped. Ronny said that was just about
the most unlikely thing in the world and


Edna had
finally broke down and cried and Ronny had to take her back down to their
place.


Phil’s
uncle Bob and two deputies had looked the place over real good and it was the
pistol and spent cartridges lying in the dirt that convinced them there had
probably been foul play of some kind. There was no body or blood, but Bob had
called in a technician from Lake Isabella to print the premises and the truck
anyway. After all, it was the Sheriff’s nephew who was missing.


The only
prints they found were Phil’s and Linda’s. The verdict wasn’t in on the hair
and cloth fibers the technician had vacuumed up, but Linda already knew they
were just hers and Phil’s.


She was
bone tired. She’d taken one of Phil’s combat shotguns out of the safe
yesterday afternoon, loaded it with double X buckshot and carried it with her
all the rest of that day. She’d sat up all night with it on her lap and hadn’t
slept a wink. She’d been so vigilant during the night that the strain of
listening had stiffened her neck. Maybe she should have gone home yesterday,
but she couldn’t resist the thought that Phil would come back somehow, some
way.


She’d
come out of the house only when the sun was up high and after a good look
around out each of the cabin’s windows. She’d finally put the shotgun down
when she was too tired to carry it any longer. It was leaning against the porch
rail exactly one arm’s length to her right at the moment.


She got
up, hefted the shotgun and walked back over to the truck and looked at the big
foot prints in the dirt. There were two sets of the big prints and a bunch of
smaller three-toed prints all around. About twenty feet out from the truck she
could see the spot where the something
had fallen. The dirt was scratched and scattered in several directions as
though someone had dropped an armload of firewood there. A line of the
three-toed prints led to the spot coming from down the hill and more of the big
prints could be seen all around it. Bob had found a scrap of what looked like
pale tissue on the spot about the size of a postage stamp which he’d bagged up
and given to the technician. The technician said it looked like leather to
him.


There was
a patch of dark liquid in the spot about a foot wide. The technician was sure
it wasn’t blood but had scooped out a couple of lab-knives full of the moist,
sandy soil and bagged that up for later analysis, too.


That was
all of the physical evidence at the cabin. After examining the entire area,
they followed the tracks out and found more of both types of prints down the
hillside in front of the cabin and some big prints behind a cluster of granite
to the east. They followed the tracks back to where both types merged then
followed them all to a place about a quarter mile away. There, in a dry wash,
they found a large impression about forty feet long and twenty across and could
see where sage and grass and small juniper bushes had been mashed flat. That’s
where the tracks ended.


The tech
had photographed everything. Linda took her own pictures.


Bob and
the deputies had little to say about how curious the evidence was. She
couldn’t tell if they were naturally intolerant of the opinions of amateurs or
just stupid. “There’s no blood,” one had said, “That’s a fact.” The technician
said the tracks were odd, but he’d seen lots of odd things in his day. Linda
didn’t doubt that at all. When he smiled at her she could see green stains on
his teeth at the gum line.


Something
out of the ordinary had happened to Phil, that was sure, the Sheriff had said,
but they didn’t know that he was dead or even injured. They’d have to wait
forty-eight hours to see if he showed up before they escalated it, even if the
missing person was the Sheriff’s
nephew. Linda listened to Bob and knew from his tone that he was totally at a
loss. If he had any theories about what had happened that might be considered
out of the ordinary, he wasn’t letting on. No telling what people might think,
his being the sheriff and all that.


Linda had
already started to formulate her own theory while they were there. She
confirmed it later that day.


After
Bob, the deputies, and the tech had left late Saturday afternoon, Linda had
drawn up a pattern of the tracks with arrows going in the right directions.
That little map told the whole story, just like the ant trail.


It was
all as plain as day to Linda Purdy. When she’d first figured it out, she nearly
choked on the horror of it.


She
pulled the crumpled paper out of her jacket pocket, flapped it open with one
hand and looked at it for the hundredth time. She could see clearly how the
aliens had approached the cabin from where they landed their UFO in the
wash—and flew away; where the two kinds of aliens had split up; where the one
had been shot by Phil as it approached his position behind the truck; and where
they’d picked up Phil after they’d zapped him with a ray gun or something. She
could see clearly where they picked up the alien Phil shot on their way out and
the direction they’d marched back to the UFO in the wash and flew off.


She knew
she’d have as much chance as a snowball in Hell of convincing a single other
soul of what happened. The tech had samples of alien blood and a patch of alien
skin in those baggies, but they’d wind up in the trash before the week was out.
The depression in the wash was a UFO print. It would be gone and forgotten and
the mashed plants grown back up by spring.


She
folded up the map but before she could get it back in her pocket, she started
to cry again.


She
closed the cabin and the truck but left both intentionally unlocked, just in
case they brought him back from wherever they’d taken him. Then she got in her
Jeep and headed down to Edna’s. She’d told Buddy she’d stop in before she left
for Redondo Beach and have a bite to eat. She didn’t feel very hungry, but it
didn’t matter. She took the shotgun with her.


She
started to cry again after she closed the gate at the foot of the hill. About
halfway down, she noticed she was thirsty and wondered if you could cry
yourself thirsty. Stopping for food and drink at Edna’s, suddenly seemed like a
necessary, if not a very pleasant, idea.


Edna had
set out a nice plate of barbecued turkey and sandwich makings. Linda slapped
together a plain sandwich like she was dazed; and when she took the first bite,
was surprised by how hungry she was. Somewhere between the following hurried
bites of sandwich and a long pull of iced lemonade, she realized she hadn’t
eaten or drunk a thing since Saturday morning at daybreak.


While
they ate, Ronny kept talking about how crazy it was that someone would try to
kidnap Phil, his being such a tough customer and all. The talk just confused and
frightened Edna and she cried again. Linda kept her mouth shut and full of
turkey.


She left
Ronny and Edna without saying much since there wasn’t much to say anyway. The
only news any of them wanted was that Phil had been found and in good health.
Everything else was trite, without meaning. They all promised to call the
minute any of them got word. It sounded stupid to have to say it.


Driving
down the 14, Linda let the bitter thought leak out that it wasn’t just
possible, but highly probable, that she would never see Phil again. She had no
idea what the chances of him showing up, except that they were slim to none.
She knew nothing at all useful about alien abductions and all that crap, but
she had never doubted that it could happen. She knew in her heart that when it
really did happen, despite the alleged first-hand reports, the persons who were
abducted did not return.


It just made sense.


*  *  *


 


The only
plan they had was to go as far as they could, see and record as much as they could
and not get caught. It was elegant in its simplicity.


The tube
had three seams. One they called “the front seam”, one they called “the rear”.
One they called “the middle,” although it was actually only about a third of
the way up from the front and at the end of its own ten-foot long tube. It was
this one that the goons used almost exclusively. The front seam led to the
grocery and to another short tube that led to the dump. The seam opening to the
dump was nearly always closed—that is, until they’d found out how to work the
openers, and they’d already found several good reasons to make unscheduled
trips to it. There was another seam that opened to the tubes beyond the dump,
but that one, like most of the others, was off limits for now because it was used
too frequently. Beyond the grocery were the soakers. There were two seams
opening into the soaker chamber, one at each side of the thirty-foot-wide room.
These were always closed.


That left
the rear seam as the only likely port for exploration.


The idea
was that the tubes beyond the back seam were not in active use for some reason.
No one could remember a goon ever using the rear seam. Ned thought that the
entire section was separate from the rest of the ship and maybe devoid of any
accoutrements or features, just dead space like a bilge or empty hold. Why else
would they not use it? Maybe it was under construction or some unfathomable
alien repair. Whatever the reason, those tubes were the least traveled, as far
as they could tell, and therefore the safest to explore.


They’d
tested it earlier and discovered that the seam would open and close when just
Phil and Ned put their hands on an opener at the same time, their combined mass
providing just enough impedance, or aura or voltage, or whatever, to actuate
it. They saw this as a big plus, since it meant the reconnoitering team could
be smaller and hopefully less detectable. When Phil touched the opener this
time, the pulse of repugnance that shot through his hand from the organ’s odd,
rippled tissue made him want to jerk his hand away.


Based on
what they knew about how they were being rotated, Mary guessed that she would
probably be in the next group to be impregnated, and it wouldn’t do for her to
come up missing so she’d stay behind on this first excursion. No one knew when
the goons would show up in the tube for sure since spot visits for no known
reason weren’t unheard of. They might detect the absence of Phil and Ned as
well, but that seemed somewhat less likely unless they were looking for them
specifically. There was just no way to know. Phil and Ned would proceed without her. It had been Phil’s call.


They’d
gathered up about a day’s worth of food and drink, a notebook, and a small
flashlight from Tom Moon and put it all in a blue nylon day pack volunteered by
Ned.


Mary
stuffed another can of something into the pack on Ned’s back and zipped it
closed. She patted it and smiled at them. “Tally ho,” she said flatly.


With
that, Phil and Ned stepped through the open seam and closed it from the outside.


They
stood at the juncture of the three tubes for a moment and considered which one
to take. Phil picked the one on the right and walked into it. The tube was
about ten feet in diameter, and the floor was slightly flatter than the walls,
giving the feeling that it was collapsing somehow. Phil couldn’t shake the
feeling that he was walking into an empty arterial structure or vein. He looked
closely at the floor and sides of the tube, looking for any sign of recent
passage. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he didn’t doubt that some
clue, some artifact of a goon’s passage through the tube might yet exist in
it.


He found
nothing.


They
moved like cats at first, padding silently close to the walls and peering
cautiously around the bends of the tube. Their confidence grew by the minute
and it occurred to them, almost simultaneously, that it made little sense to
skulk.


The tube
bent to the right in a long sweep and Phil sensed that it had made a complete
ninety-degree turn before straightening out again.


They
passed three or four junctures with tubes going off in all directions,
including a smaller vertical shaft, so deep it gave Phil a flush of vertigo to
look down it.


Each step
Phil took reminded him of just how large the ship really was. They weren’t
going in a straight line, but even the possibility that they were walking in
circles left an undeniable feeling of enormity of the alien vessel. The idea
of a thing being alive and being that big stretched Phil’s imagination. He
searched his memory for a reference to any natural advantage to such a physical
mass and found little to support it. Whalers, he knew, loved the big whales
because they had more blubber, but there was little advantage to the whale for
its size. Enormous size in the Earth’s oceans was the result of plentiful
food, an evolutionary perfect and efficient way to collect and consume it, and
dense water to buoy up the mass on all sides. Large size wasn’t a guarantee
against predation, either. Smaller killer whales in a pack could pursue and
kill even the largest of Earth’s behemoths. Big size didn’t always carry an
economy of scale— unless you were the whaler.


The tubes
were generally the same size, color and shape and the dim light from the light
organs lining them further homogenized their appearance. Phil dug a notebook
out of the backpack and started to sketch as they went along, noting the
distances in steps between major junctures and the angles of adjoining tubes.
His rough map-making would get them back to the seam easily enough if he didn’t
miss any major landmarks. “This place is a maze,” Ned said, his voice low.


“If you got lost in here, you’d
starve to death,” Phil replied. Looking ahead, Ned suddenly grimaced. “What do
you suppose that would be?” he said, pointing to a spot on the tube’s floor.


A scatter
of human debris lay in the tube just at a point where it leveled out from a
long incline from ahead. Most of the crap was empty cans and balled up
packaging. One of the objects was approximately spherical and as they moved
closer  and the tube’s dim, brown light
revealed more detail, Phil recognized it.


“It’s a
head,” he said with a frown. “It looks human.”


It was
clearly organic, but so distorted, it could have been almost anything made of
meat and bone. He kneeled down to get a closer look and touched it lightly with
the tip of his pen. The sickly scent of spoiled meat reached him as his got
closer. “Look at the mouth structure. Those are human teeth.”


“If you
say so,” Ned replied. “But where did it come from?” Phil looked down the tube
in both directions, then pointed in the direction they were already headed.
“The tube is on an upward slant starting from this point. My guess is it rolled
down from somewhere up that way.”


They
looked at each other and past each other, trying to decide whether or not to
proceed. The head felt like some kind of warning, like a totem, left by some
primitive tribe to turn away intruders.


“Christ,
this place is somethin’,” Ned said running his hand over his head. “Who’d have
ever thought that . . .” His voice trailed off, and his gaze dropped to the
head at his feet.


“Yeah, I
know. Let’s go take a look,” Phil said.


They
headed up the incline of the tube.


About
fifty yards up, Phil noticed a movement against the wall of the tube. He
stopped and held up his hand to Ned to do the same. Ten yards up and on the
left was a hole. It was small, perhaps four feet in diameter, and the source of
the movement.


“What is
it?” Ned whispered.


Phil put
his finger to his lips. Phil knew what it was already. He’d seen enough in his
peripheral vision to know that the movement was a very human-like head, this
one ducking quickly back into the hole.


Whoever, or whatever it was must have seen us, Phil
thought. So why the cat and mouse?


Phil
approached the hole cautiously, keeping close to the wall. 


“Hello!”
Phil called.


No reply.


“Hello!”


Phil
motioned with his hand for Ned to turn around, unzipped the flap of the
backpack and dug out the flashlight. He checked the beam then turned it toward
the hole. The thin beam drew a yellow spot on the wall, and Phil brought it
slowly around. When the light found the thing in the back, the shock of it
nearly knocked Phil down.


“Ah god .
. .” Phil said.


There was
no fear in the thing’s eyes, only a forlorn emptiness like the eyes in a cheap
painting. They were the eyes of a lunatic, and Phil could tell it had no reason
or desire to make contact with them. It had obviously started out as a human,
but with the exception of the head and arms, had little in common with Homo
sapiens. It stood hunkered and stooped like a wounded dog, as far from the
opening as it could get. The chamber was strewn with cans, debris and waste.


“What is
it?” Ned asked.


Phil
thought about it with a scowl of disgust. “A lab animal. An escaped lab
animal,” he said. He was sure the description was accurate.


Ned moved
up and looked in.


“Christ,”
he said.


The thing
just stared blankly at the light.


“Leave it
alone. There’s nothing we can do for it. Let’s go.”


Phil
turned off the light and left the thing to the meager comfort of the chamber’s
darkness.


How did it get there, Phil wondered. Had it leaped up
at the right moment and run through an open seam on those powerful alien legs, human
arms waving. Had it sneaked away unseen? Had it been set loose for some
unfathomable reason? Where was it getting food? Was someone or something
feeding it like a pet? Was it snatching body parts to feed on them like a
hyena?


God, get
me out of here.


Phil was
suddenly filled with such an overwhelming hatred for the things that could
create that thing, transmute living
flesh. He heard in his mind the combined anguish of the millions of living
victims sacrificed to build this science, and the voices rose like a chorus of
the damned. Phil was helpless to do anything about it and the anger and hate
turned in and crushed him. The strength of will and steady confidence Phil
Lynch had spent a lifetime building crumbled away like old bricks. He stumbled
up against the tough, rubbery wall of the alien tube and vomited.


“You
okay?” Ned asked, resting his hand on Phil’s back. “No,” Phil said, spitting
bile. “I’m not. I’m not okay. Are you?” he added hatefully. “Are you okay?”


Ned
patted him almost imperceptibly with his fingers. “No. I guess I’m not,” he
said.


Phil spat
up again and rested there with his hands on his knees. The smell of vomit
filled the air and he longed to move away from it, but couldn’t just then. He
felt Ned’s big warm hand on his back and envied the Canadian’s seeming
insensitivity to the horror of it all. Ned didn’t seem especially fearful or
concerned, though any human would in these circumstances. It has to be
something in his background, Phil thought. Something makes him either the bravest
or the dumbest man I’ve ever known. Phil took a deep breath or two, wiped his
mouth and straightened up.


“What
line of work were you in, Ned—before all this?” 


“Sales.
Car parts.”


“Where’d
you grow up?”


“Hog farm
up in Montreal.”


Bingo.


Phil led
the way again. “Let’s go. I’ll be all right.”


As they
moved down the tube, Phil felt the temperature drop suddenly, like walking into
a meat cooler. A moment later it was cool enough to see their breath and Phil
breathed out a noisy cloud of fog at Ned.


“What do
you think?” Phil asked.


“Got me
there,” Ned replied. “Looks like we’re at the end of this tube if that counts
for anything.”


The tube
ended in a seam just twenty feet or so ahead. They’d passed several seams along
the way and had tacitly agreed not to try to open them. They were covering
good ground without the added complication of opening a seam into a nest of
goons, or something worse. The seam ahead, though, invited them to test it. It
was the terminating seam in this long tube.


“Well?”
Phil asked.


“It’s cold here. What if it opens
into space?” Ned replied. Phil thought about it. “Not likely. Possible, I
suppose, but not likely. It doesn’t matter anyway.”


With that
and a stiff smile, Ned stepped up and put one hand on the opener. When Phil
added his, the seam parted with the sound of tearing meat.


Sticky
threads of viscous material stretched across the opening like an amorphous
spider web, suggesting that the seam hadn’t been opened in a while. On the
other side were shelf-like racks lined with neat rows of jug-sized objects that
shone like gray pearls. There were seven tiers or shelves going from floor to
ceiling. Each shelf was six objects deep. Phil guessed that the chamber was
about one hundred feet long and the racks lined each side of the chamber like
mirror images. The objects were placed in the racks with such precision, Phil
imaged they may have been placed there by a machine, or by the alien equivalent
of a monk with an unerring, or even compulsive sense of neatness.
Another seam could be seen at the far end of the chamber.


“How many
of what-ever-they-are is there, do you think?” Ned asked.


Out of
his own bag of stray compulsions, Phil had pulled out the one that caused him
to count neat rows of things and was already putting it to good use.


“Eight,
maybe nine thousand.”


“What are
they, do you think?”


“No
idea.” As Phil looked he noticed that the rack on the left was not quite full.
The top three shelves would need sixty or so more objects to be a twin of the
right-side rack.


“No idea at all,” he said.


 


*  *  *


 


The thing
that was Gail Hollister felt no remorse, only the deep itch of desire. The
desire created grinding anger. She stood in the living room of the house and
pulled the limbs off the frail one because she knew it was dead and the cool
ones should have the meat. The tearing soothed her. Before she’d killed it,
she’d smelled it and knew it was sick and unfit for capture, so she’d killed it
by crushing its head between her hands. She did this because she had no choice
but to do it and it soothed her. Some of the hot desire died as the sick prey’s
fluid ran down her arms.


She threw
the limbs out the open front door of the house and they landed with a spray of
gravel on the driveway just a few feet from the hunters. They moved up and bent
their long necks to the meat and tore at it and fed.


Her
partner had a good, healthy one trapped on the roof of the house but the
opening to the roof was too small for her partner to fit through. She’d feed
the cool ones then go outside and shoot the prey off the roof. Perhaps the fall
from the roof wouldn’t kill it.


When she
got outside, she turned her bulk around and looked up at the roof and could see
the prey crouched on the very top of the house. It was making loud sounds—prey
sounds—trying to attract the attention of other prey, but there were no others
in the area, only the ones in the house. They had already captured one and had
it in the net. Capturing this one on the roof would be good—provided they
didn’t kill it. If they did, they’d have to wait until the next hunt, and
suffer the pain of desire, before they’d get another chance. The thought of going
without food angered her. She unslung the burr weapon, brought it to bear on
the flank of the prey, and fired.


The prey
flinched when the burr struck and she watched it slip down the steep roof until
it dragged itself to a stop. She moved up close to where she knew the prey
would roll off the roof when the burr numbed it and waited there. She heard the
prey tumble and roll down. When she saw the limbs flop off the roof not
directly where she was, her lightning reflexes bolted her over and under it in
plenty of time for her to catch it. The prey had not crashed to the ground and
died. This was good.


She
carried the prey under her arm over to the porch and stuffed it in the net with
the other one. She batted the head of one of the cool ones with a huge hand
when it sniffed at the back of the prey. She walked into the house and was
joined by her partner when it lumbered down the stairs. Together they walked
through the house and gathered up prey-stuff to take back to the ship. She
gathered up bedding and other stuff and put it into another net bag. Going
through the prey’s house and gathering up things and putting them into the bag
gave her an odd twitch of pleasure. She picked up a small figure of an animal
from on a low platform and turned it over and over and round and round and
could not remember why she should do this. Confused by her own actions, she put
the figure in the bag. The thought came to her then that she still didn’t know
how much it was, but probably had enough money to buy it.


A moment
later she forgot what money was.


There was
a box on the wall with a clear cover that contained long weapons, and she knew
that these were never to be taken back. She moved around the room picking up
one object after another and turning them over and around until she saw a small
object in the seat part of a sitting-thing. It had some special appeal to the
creature that had been Gail Hollister, and she picked it up and turned it this
way and that. Using the very tips of her huge fingers, she pulled it open and
saw a group of raised symbols she could push with the very, very tip of her
smallest finger. When she pushed them they made a single long and pleasant
sound. She seemed to know that the itsy dark knob on the end of the object
would pull out into a stick if she pulled at it with her finger nails. She
knew she could push it back in with her fingertip and if she did it gently, it
would not break or bend. This object gave her pleasure and she closed it up and
put it in the net bag with the other prey-stuff.


A moment
later she forgot that the object ever existed.


They left
the remote house carrying the food and the stunned prey in the net sacks. She
looked down at the remainder of the limbs on the gravel drive and decided to
leave them there. It was not a clear thing whether or not she should do so, but
the limbs were old and thin with little meat left. Her partner had more
experience in hunting prey than she and he too walked past the limbs with not
so much as a look. She would not be punished for leaving the meat behind.


The craft
had spotted some large animals in an enclosure over the hill earlier and she
decided that they would gather some before they flew back to the ship—just to
be sure.


As they
walked through the brush, a mosquito, attracted by her mass of just-right
warmth, landed on the thing that had been Gail Hollister and bit. She
remembered how much she hated mosquitoes and slapped it perfectly flat with a
huge hand.


 


 


*  *  *


 


Linda had
slept for twelve hours again.


She’d
awakened to Phil’s scent on the pillow and drew it in with a long, slow inhale.
She’d been in his house for three days now, wanting to surround herself with his
things, his clothes, his papers and bills—and his scent. She hadn’t cried in a
while but thought she could at almost any time. Yesterday, she’d cleaned his
house top to bottom, unstacked the dishwasher, vacuumed the floor and scrubbed
out the shower. She’d done this as a way to touch all the things that were his,
to touch and arrange his shirts and his jeans. She’d washed the clothes and
stacked his underwear neatly in the dresser. She’d changed the bed clothes but
left the weird old paisley pillow case—the one Phil refused to throw away—on
his pillow. It had his scent on it.


Her team
leader, Joe Smith had called last night and done his best to do his duty and
asked her what the hell was going on. She’d been vague on purpose, telling Joe
only that Phil was missing and that no one knew what had happened to him. She’d
used the phrase “I don’t know” at least a hundred times in the conversation.
That was the only blatant lie she’d allowed herself. She was sure she’d left
Joe with more questions than he called with, but she couldn’t help that. At the
end of the conversation he’d stiffly asked her when she thought she’d be back
to work.


“I don’t
know,” she’d said.


That time
it wasn’t a lie.


After
Joe’s call, she thought about going to work the next day, but finally decided
against it. Her work ethic chafed her constantly.


I
wouldn’t be worth a shit anyway in this state of mind, she thought. I’ve got to get over this. I’ve got to put it behind me.


She’d
been thinking about how to do that all day and had come up with a couple of
options. It was one of those decisions that didn’t have a favorable side
because it was dull and murky and gray no matter which way you went. It had to
be done, though, and with the water from the shower head pounding her neck, she
made her decision. She’d find one of those geek-laden UFO groups and tell her
story. She was sure that if nothing else, she could vent her story there and be
believed.


She
couldn’t carry the weight of what had happened alone. It weighed her down
mentally and was draining her physically, too. The long sleep, the loss of
appetite and the general malaise were all symptoms of traumatic loss. She knew
that. But it was the sheer freakishness of the abduction itself that pressed
down on Linda Purdy’s psyche the hardest. It was bizarre, inexplicable and
unfair. The fact that these aliens came from who knew how many light years
distant and landed right on top of her Phil was just unbearable in it
awfulness. The catharsis of telling her story, of getting it out without ridicule,
might do her a world of good. She was sure Lynch would have agreed with her.


She’d
booted Phil’s computer, went out on the web and found a local group that had
regular meetings by open invitation. There was little fanfare and no dues or
fees. Perfect. She just wanted to spill her guts. She was prepared to relate
the facts, calmly and objectively and when she was through, she’d leave. Doing
that would cleanse her and revitalize her. What she didn’t want to do was get
caught up in some cluster of oddballs who used UFOs as a pretense or front for
a social club or as a source of income for somebody. This one claimed to be
small and met locally—another plus—in Hawthorne on Wednesday nights. She’d
gotten lucky. She didn’t think she could have found a more convenient group for
her purposes.


It was
Wednesday and she figured the sooner she got this over with the better. She’d
go tonight.


She went
back to bed about noon and slept until three. When she woke up the second time,
she had a little appetite and made herself some frozen waffles. She couldn’t
finish them. They had no taste.


The
address was a really nice two-story hacienda off Crenshaw. That surprised her.
She hadn’t known what to expect, but in the back of her mind she’d envisioned
one of those two story, flat-sided apartments with concrete and wrought-iron
stairs and a big name in raised script on the side. The appearance of the entry
way suggested a good deal of money on the other side of the door. The driveway
and the street in front of the house were jammed with parked cars. She wasn’t
crazy about the implied size of the gathering, but she could live with that.
There would probably be booze of some kind and if she felt her resolve fade she
wasn’t above giving it a lift with a shot of something with alcohol in it. She
parked the Jeep a few houses down, gathered up her notes, photos and drawings
and walked back. She walked fast and with a purpose. She’d get this thing
behind her real quick.


The
portico was beautifully finished with Mexican pavers and turquoise and red wall
tiles. The big double door gleamed with a thousand coats of varnish. The pots
that held the plants on either side of the door weren’t the big cheap, plain
ones available at WalMart but the big expensive, ornate ones available at the
better nurseries in town.


The woman
who answered the door seemed normal enough. She greeted Linda with an even
smile and extended a well-manicured hand.


“I’m June
Williams,” she said smiling.


Linda
took the hand and felt the strong grip and hardy handshake, but she wasn’t too
crazy about the way the woman seemed to pull Linda in through the door before
letting go.


“Linda
Purdy. Hi.”


“I’m glad
you came. We like seeing new faces.”


“Thank
you. I’m looking forward to it.”


June led
Linda through the hardwood hallway and into a large sunken living area
overlooking the pool. The pool was bordered by an immaculate floral garden that
blossomed with flowers. The decor in the living area was homey, but rich and
extremely tasteful. Linda knew something about good taste and how much it could
cost. In order to put herself through school, she’d worked for her aunt
Margaret, an interior decorator with some notable clients. This woman
obviously had an ample supply of both good taste and money. The largest sectional
sofa Linda had ever seen wrapped around a huge sandstone coffee table. It
occurred to her that the sectional was in fact two identical sectional sets
pieced together to achieve the enormous size. 


Good idea, Linda thought. 


She
counted six or seven guests dispersed evenly around the table. There were
coffee cups and tall iced drinks on the table.


“Everyone,
this is Linda Purdy,” June said with a big grin. “Linda Purdy, our group of
weirdoes.” Linda lifted her hand into a “how” and mouthed a smiling, silent
“hello.” First names came at her so fast, she couldn’t have remembered them if
she’d tried.


“There’s
nothing wrong with associating with geeks, June,” one of the male names said.
“Didn’t your mother tell you that?”


“Just the
opposite,” June replied. That brought some chuckles. Linda smiled painfully and
headed for the sofa.


“We’re
very informal here, Linda. Help yourself to the kitchen. There’s soda and wine
and some beer, I think, in the refrigerator and a fresh pot of coffee.”


“Thank
you. Maybe later,” Linda said a little stiffly. She hoped she hadn’t seemed
abrupt with June, but she had a lot on her mind and wanted to get started.


“Notes,
huh? Looks like you’ve brought some interesting stuff,” the man named Jim said,
leaning over to take a look.


Linda
thought the remark somewhat intrusive and gathered her stuff up into a neat
pile. She could feel him admiring her face. She’d felt that sensation from
strange men her whole life. He would come on to her before the night was out,
she was fairly sure. Her right eye was showing, and there was nothing she could
do to prevent it. She could almost hear the words forming in his head.


“That’s
the most interesting eye I’ve ever seen . . .” he said.


“Heterochromia. Just my right, see,”
she said, straining for politeness and turning so he could see both. “See,” she
said, letting him get a good look. “It’s a familial trait I’m told. It shows
up in the women in my family every few generations, they say.” 


“That’s amazing . . . ”


Oh, please.


Her right
eye was exactly half dark brown and half pale, translucent blue. The blue
portion formed an electric, moon-shaped crescent that framed the brown part.
It gave her a decidedly witchy look, she knew, especially in the right light.
It was downright disconcerting if you weren’t prepared for it.


“I
suppose it is. I’m used to it. But thank you.”


She
fumbled with her stuff a little more, hoping he’d get off the subject of her
freak’s eye. He seemed to get the point and said nothing more about it, but she
could still feel him poking at it with his own eyes, feeling at it like some
antique-shop curio.


“You seem
to be well-prepared for something tonight,” he said, finally putting the
curiosity down.


“You
could say that,” Linda said, trying to be polite. “I have a story to tell.”


There, she thought, that wasn’t so hard. See?


She’d
said it just a little loud, loud enough to carry over the background chatter,
and she searched the faces of the others to see if she’d gotten anyone’s
attention. She had, all of them. “It’s a pretty good one,” she added with a
stiff grin.


“I love a
good story,” a handsome man named George Greenbaum said. “I say we let Linda
tell it.”


“Hear,
hear,” someone said.


“Works
for me,” added another.


“Story!
Story!” someone else said kindly.


Linda
shuffled her stuff around and looked around the room and smiled like a statue.
The faces were open, eager, smart and attentive. More than anything, they were
concerned and willing to listen.


“Okay,
here goes then . . .” she said.


She
looked down at her notes and photos and didn’t see them at all. She tried to
get it all into some order anyhow, pulling the photos out of the folder and
laying them out in neat rows. Before she got the fifth one down, she stopped
and stared at its nothingness. She was aware that the photo was shaking in her
unsteady hand but couldn’t make it stop. She dropped the photo and watched it
float out of her hand like a leaf. She started to cry.


She cried
so hard and so loudly that she had to bury her face in her hands to hide the
sound and the tears from the eyes and ears of the kind onlookers. She cried
from the hurt and she cried from the injustice and she cried from the anger and
she cried from the loss of it all. She cried so wetly that she could feel the
tears pooling against her palms and running into her scrunched up mouth and
down the inside of her wrists. Try as she might, she couldn’t say it, so she
spoke the word goddamnit
clearly in her mind, over and over while she cried.


June was
there and put her arm around her and helped her up without saying a word. The
others sat stock still and watched with worried brows or pursed lips as June
led her away. Bent and crying, she let June lead her down the hallway and into
the bedroom. June sat her gently down on the bed and Linda sat there and cried
until she couldn’t cry any more.


After the
cry she got slowly up and found the bathroom. She wiped her face with tissue
because she didn’t want to leave mascara on June’ towels. While she was
straightening up, she could hear conversation coming from the living area so
she knew the group had managed somehow without its sobbing new member.


Christ, I
feel idiotic, she thought. Cool as
a cucumber, that’s me.


When she
walked out of the bathroom and down the hall, the conversation stopped before
she could even see the living area and she knew it was because they could hear
her coming down the noisy hardwood hall.


“Sorry
about that,” she said taking her place on the sofa again. “I guess I’m still a
little shook up.”


“It’s
okay,” someone said.


“You
bet,” said another.


She
fiddled with her drawings and photos. She realized that the group was giving
her the right-of-way with their silence, waiting for her to begin her tale again.


Linda
took a deep breath.


“My . . .
my friend . . . my good friend . . . was abducted by aliens last Saturday night
from a hilltop cabin in Kern County.” She coughed and let that sink in and just
to be on the safe side, she studied a few of the faces for what she considered
to be the normal, but to her the unacceptable reaction of mirth to what she’d
said.


For the
amount of disbelief she received, she could have said “I drive a Jeep,” or “I
like toast.” Nobody twitched.


Linda
continued for the next two hours, presenting the evidence in great detail. They
asked questions about every aspect of Phil, the terrain, the weather, the
cabin, the guns. Linda responded to each one with an iron certainty.


“There
were no other tire tracks at all?” Jim asked.


“None at
that end of the canyon. Just Phil’s. I followed them all the way up and the
last mile of the road had only one clear set. It rained lightly Thursday night,
just enough to smooth out the road. There were some other tracks down below,
and nothing but Phil’s up at our end of the canyon.”


“And
there is no other way into the canyon—by car or truck that is?” A thin woman
named Vivian asked.


“None. No
way.”


“Could he
have been target shooting . . . or . . . I don’t know . . . something else?” the
youngest participant, Dean Something, asked. “There’s never been anything in
the literature about a real physical confrontation like that. Never.”


Two or
three people groaned.


“No. He
wouldn’t be target shooting there,” George volunteered. “She already said he’s
got a range up on the ridge behind the cabin. Right?”


“Right,”
Linda replied. “And Phil would never leave his spent brass on the ground like
that. Never.”


“Can we get the blood and tissue
sample for analysis?” George wanted to know. “You said his uncle has them.”
Linda thought about that one. Did she really want to pur-


sue this
thing further? Wasn’t that exactly opposite of what she’d set out to do here?
Phil was gone. She couldn’t bring him back. She looked at George steadily
before she answered. He matched her gaze as if he knew what she was thinking.
“Maybe. I could try,” she said finally.


“I think
we should,” he went on. “The blood and the skin scrap may be the only tissue
samples of an alien intelligence ever recovered. We want them if we can get
them. We’ll have them analyzed at USC. I’ve got some good contacts there.” 


“What
about the imprint in the gully?” a studious-looking Beth asked.” Can we go out
and do some analysis on that?”


“Don’t
take this wrong, Beth,” George replied. “But for what? It’s just a big smashed
down area made by something. We may know what we think caused it, and it makes
real good collaborative evidence, but it’s not like you can compare it to a
database of other UFO tracks and determine who made the UFO. No. Flying saucer
prints just don’t cut it. They’re not very meaningful or valuable as evidence.
They can be caused by other physical actions or created artificially. Look at
crop circles, for instance. What we need are those tissue samples. We can make
history with those.”


The
experience had exhausted her, but in the end, she’d painted a picture of such
convincing clarity that even the most steely and objective had been
hard-pressed to find any flaws in the story.


Linda Purdy had done what
she did best. She’d drawn from the facts and derived by logic alone the
inescapable and awful truth of what had happened to Phil Lynch.


*  *  *


 


It was
taking some effort to remove the cap on the object, but Phil was convinced it
would be worth the effort. The contents of these things were important.


Lines of
alien writing was scribed diagonally on the surfaces of them like an ornate
design. These were treasured items, and he wanted to find out what kind of
things this horrible race treasured.


The
egg-shaped object was smooth and slippery and he had it down between his knees
to hold it firm. He was fairly sure the cap was screwed on or would have to
turn to be removed, and he was trying his best to turn it with both hands. The
cap was an integral part of the jar with nothing to grab.


“Christ,”
Phil said trying to turn it. “It’s on tight.” He tried again but couldn’t
persuade it. “You try it. Your hands are bigger than mine. I’ll hold it down.”


Phil held
the jar firmly with his hands. Ned went down on his knees and wrapped his hands
around the cap and turned it with a grunt. When he did, the cap turned slightly
and they heard a quick fitz
like the sound of escaping gas.


“Hey,
look,” Ned said with a note of worry. “We don’t know what’s in here. What if
it’s poison gas or something? I don’t know if this is such a good idea.”


“So we
die by poison gas, so what?” Phil shrugged to make his point.


Ned
thought about it. “Yeah, forget it. Why not.” The logic was obvious.


He turned
the cap completely around with a grunt and he could feel that it was now
completely loose and would come right off. “Okay,” he said.


“Go
ahead, open it up.”


Ned
slowly lifted the cap off and together they leaned over and looked into the
jar.


“Want a
cookie?” Phil said with a grin.


“Well,
I’ll be damned. It is food. Gotta be food.”


Ned
reached in and gently pulled out one of the thumb sized objects and held it up.
“They must eat these things. I’ve seen these as a kid, not this big—but I’ve
seen ‘em. They’re uh . . . what do ‘ya call ‘em?”


Phil
plucked one out and held it up. It was dark brown and translucent. The shape of
the undeveloped larva under the hard covering could just barely be seen.


“These
are insect pupae.”


“Yeah.
That’s it. Pup..a whatever.”


“Sonofabitch,”
Phil said. “They’re harvesting these fucking things like peanuts. Then they
preserve them in these containers to take back home. That’s why the room is so
cold. That was probably some inert gas like nitrogen we heard escaping from
this thing. They pack them in gas for added freshness.”


Ned held
one up between his thumb and forefinger and shook his head.


“They
must really be nuts about these things.”


“Some
cultures on Earth have delicacies that cost a fortune,” Phil said. “My guess
is these things are worth a mint to them.” He put one in his shirt pocket and
buttoned down the flap. “We’ll take one back. Close it up. Let’s get the hell
out of here.”


Ned put the lid back on,
and they carefully sat the jar back exactly in the same place and lined it up
perfectly with the others. Phil studied the object’s surface. It was covered
with smudges and finger prints. Using his shirt cuff, he wiped and polished
off the smudges as best he could, bobbing his head around the jar to catch any
remaining smudges in the light. “Heck with it. Let’s go,” Ned said. “They’ll
never notice.”


 


*  *  *


 


Mary took
another drag on her smoke, looked over at Gilbert and wondered how a man like
him had lived as long as he had. Why hadn’t someone killed him by now? Tom Moon
was bad enough, but if she had to make a choice between Tom Moon and Gilbert as
to which one to club to death first, Gilbert Keefer would win hands down. It
was as if God or nature or whatever had compiled just the right thin arms,
sagging face and lying eyes as a model of just the look to ignite feelings of
repulsion in the onlooker. Over that disgusting physical foundation, He
overlaid the thin, transparent veneer of religious hypocrisy, then smoothed it
all down with a soft voice that twisted the truth and pulled it into shapes
only he
could use. Here was a man with no honor, no loyalty, no character and no real
substance. Each time the man spoke, his forked tongue tore a thread from the
fabric of truth, somehow. She’d have used the word serpent to describe the evil
sonofabitch, but she refused to degrade the reputation of a far more noble
creature by drawing such an unfair comparison to Gilbert Keefer.


He was
standing in the tube talking to Tom Moon, and Mary was sure he was aware that
she was watching him. He was just paranoid enough to know precisely the
location of everyone in his vicinity—and whether or not they might be able to
hear what he was saying. He’d turn this radar on and keep it on just in case he
might give something of himself away by accident.


He’s so
goddamned guarded. He’s hiding something. He’s dirty in ways I can’t even
imagine. He’s carrying shit in his pockets. I’d bet on it.


While he
talked, he held one hand daintily to his chest like a woman.


He’s a closet
faggot, too. I’ll betcha money he checks his nails with his palm down.


That
thought turned a corner of her mouth up into a satisfying little smirk.


When
Gilbert turned and walked away, Mary could just tell by the way he walked that
he’d planted some nasty little seed in Tom’s feeble mind. Tom Moon stood there
for a second, then came over to Mary; and under her fixed and hostile gaze,
offered up as friendly a smile as he could muster. Mary raised her eyebrows at
him just once in greeting.


“Thanks
for the watches, there Tom,” she said. It was about the third time she’d
thanked him. It was just something to say to him that she knew he’d understand.


“Yeah,
okay,” Tom said. “Say, Gilbert don’t think it’s a good idea to go exploring
around like they’re doing. He says it don’t look good and it’d probably get us
in a lot of trouble if they get caught.”


“So
what,” she said. “Who gives a damn what he thinks?” Tom’s voice went into slow
speed. “Well, he just said for me to tell you that, that’s all.”


“What? He
can’t tell me himself? You do whatever he says? You his slave?”


“I do
what I please.”


“I bet.”


“I do.”


Fine.


“He
didn’t tell me anything I didn’t know already, anyways.”


“So you
think we should just sit on our asses. I find it funny that you and the Holy Roller
there would wait until Phil and Ned were out before you started your little
campaign of sabotage.”


“It ain’t
sabatatch.”


“Why
don’t the two of you just piss off? Go bone yourselves in the ass if you can
figure out how.” She blew smoke in his face to add to the insult. “You do know how to fuck I take it?”


Tom
thought about it, and his weak mind worked over the possible answers with the
force of a windmill in dead air. Quick retorts never blossomed freely from the
thick husk of his mind. Unable to think of a snappy comeback, Tom shook his
head slow as if he was disgusted, or hurt. “I don’t really care what they do,
really. I’m just telling you what Gilbert said. I’m the one who gave the
watches, anyways. I don’t know why you’re all mad at me.”


Poor sonofabitch
is stuck right in the middle. It’s Gilbert I’m pissed at and I’m lashing out at
this idiot. He’s just the messenger. He doesn’t have a clue. If Gilbert told
the musky fucker to jump off a cliff he’d do it.


“Skip
it,” she said.


“I want
those watches back, too. Later, that is.”


“Sure. No
problem.”


Mary turned around and
hoped that by jumping up into her hole, Tom would get the point and go away. It
worked. She heard him mutter something as he walked away. She smiled and
laughed a silent laugh. She hadn’t laughed or smiled in a long time.


 


*  *  *


 


Tom
wondered why there were people in the world who didn’t have good manners. He’d
lived out on the street since he was sixteen or so, and no matter how bad
things got, he’d always found a way to muster up a smile and a hello. His daddy always said that was
the best way to be liked. He wasn’t as good at being liked as his daddy had
been and he knew he’d pulled some crap a time or two but you couldn’t never say
he was mean to
anybody. Not like that bitch, that’s for sure.


I’ve known worst people than myself, he thought.


Tom
crawled up into his hole and flopped down on his bedroll. Gilbert was sitting
directly under the light, reading his Bible. He had his skinny legs crossed
like a yogi.


“What did
she say?” Gilbert asked, not looking up.


Tom
didn’t want to talk about it but figured he might as well. Gilbert wouldn’t
like it if he didn’t tell him what she said.


“She said
for us to go fuck ourselves,” he said.


Gilbert
just stretched his lips into a thin line for a second.


“That’s
the kind of dirty talk I’d expect from a person like that.”


“Yeah, I
‘spose so.”


“Have you
ever seen the dirt that collects in a sewer? The kind that you can smell and
makes you want to vomit?”


“I guess
so.”


I think
he means the shit, Tom thought.


“When
people like that speak like she did, I smell that smell, did you know that?”


“Nope.”


“That’s
how much I dislike dirty words.”


“Smells
bad, huh?”


“What
else did she say?”


[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]“She
thinks we’re trying to sabatatch the whole thing.” Gilbert
thought about it. “Have you ever seen those pictures of the people in the
concentration camps?” he asked. “Yeah, I think so.”


“Well
those people had a right to complain but never did. Did you see what happened
to them because they never complained? Is that what you want to see happen to
us?” 


“Nope.”


“Then we
should complain if we don’t like the direction they’re taking us. I know how to
deal with people like that.” 


“How?”


“Have you
ever seen those pictures on the wall of the Savior with the crown of thorns?”


“Yeah.”


“I know
what that crown of thorns means, and what we have to do to keep from wearing a
crown of thorns ourselves.” Tom listened and thought what he was hearing made
pretty good sense—mostly, but he wasn’t completely sure. Gilbert was confusing
sometimes.


Tom
rolled over and drew himself in tight. When he thought about how mean Mary had
been to him, it hurt. The more he thought about it, the more it hurt. She was
just like his aunt Mercy, always yelling at him even when he tried to do
something nice like cleaning his shoes real good. He wished she liked him. He
mulled these things over until the thoughts were just empty pictures floating
in the thin, bright fog of Mary’s anger. He mouthed silent words of angst,
tailings of past dialogues between himself, his aunt Mercy, Mary and himself
and he silently mouthed the word “galumpnuckler.
”


That’s
what he called himself sometimes.


He’d
called himself that since he was seven or eight years old, every time someone
reminded him of what a dummy he was. His daddy had been fond of calling him not
just a dummy but a damn dummy.
Tom would just smile at him when he called him that and wonder why his daddy
wasn’t nicer to him like he said he ought to be to other people. He’d gone to
bed one night after being called a damn
dummy a lot by his daddy and thought the word up then. He’d giggled himself
silly over it at the time because it sounded so funny to say.


He’d
laughed so much over the funny word that he cried.


The word
stuck in his mind like a tough weed growing up through concrete.


Galumpnuckler,
that’s what I am. I’m a damned galumpnuckler.


He felt
his face start to twist up into a real hard laugh. He had to hold it in because
he didn’t want Gilbert to know he was laughing. He had to bite his thumb, he
wanted to laugh out loud so bad.


The thoughts about Mary
and his daddy and Mercy left him finally and he got up and went out into the
tube. He wasn’t very tired or hungry, but he didn’t want to stay in the hole
with Gilbert any more. He strolled down in the direction of the grocery, and
just as he passed the short tube to the dump, the seam at the end opened. It
was his lucky day. He could take a look at all the new stuff first and take his
pick of the best of it.


He poked his head into the
opening and looked around before going in, just in case there was a big bastard
in it. It didn’t pay to get around one of them for any reason at any time. The
coast was clear and he walked in, looking at all the old stuff nobody wanted.
At first he didn’t think there was any new stuff at all. But then he saw some
blankets and a table lamp that wasn’t there before. He smiled at the table
lamp.


Big damn
dummies, he thought. What the hell can I do
with a table lamp?


He picked up one of the
better looking blankets. It was one of those ones that had all the sewing in
it. He couldn’t remember what they were called. Apgans,
he thought. That’s it, it’s a
apgan.


When he picked up the
quilt, the cell phone rolled out of it and banged against his foot.


Grinning broadly at his
good fortune, he picked up the phone and with his eyes darting left and right
for possible spies, stuffed it into the deep front pocket of his pants.


Got me a
damn cellulerc phone, he thought. This galumpnucklers got a cellulerc phone. Better’n a damn ‘ol
watch any day.
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It had been George’s idea to go, so he’d offered to drive. Linda
offered no objections. They talked about many things on the way up to
Kernville; and despite her initial fears, Linda found George Greenbaum a
likable, amusing and intelligent man.


She’d
talked to Sheriff Bob Lynch, calling him at home late Wednesday night and asked
him for the samples of blood and tissue as George had suggested. Bob had
resisted at first, but Linda knew Bob’s weak spot and punched it lightly with a
smile, promising him a barbecued steak if he’d hand them over. The sheriff said
she could “borrow” the evidence, but Linda had to promise that any tests
Greenbaum would order on them would not completely consume or destroy them, and
she had to return what was left. Bob warned Linda that he hoped to God he
wouldn’t have to come looking for the samples later. Linda assured him it would
be okay. She mentally crossed her fingers and hoped Greenbaum wouldn’t lose the
samples, either. Bob Lynch had a bit of the proverbial country sheriff’s nasty
streak.


The last
condition was that Greenbaum would provide documentation to the Sheriff’s
department on the results of the tests. Linda and Greenbaum consulted about it
briefly, and Greenbaum agreed. In fact, Greenbaum wanted as clean and solid an
audit trail on the samples as possible. That made the deal balance just right.


Bob Lynch
didn’t say anything to Linda, but having the analytical resources of USC aimed
at that sandy goop and little skin flap suddenly seemed like a good idea to
him, especially in light of last night’s events. He’d never seen anything that
brutal in thirty-five years of law enforcement. He was sure that the
dismembered limbs they’d found out at the Gandonian’s were related to Phil’s
disappearance. One of the many things he didn’t know was whether or not he
wanted to go where all this was taking him.


Linda had
terminated their conversation with a renewed promise to the sheriff of a
barbecued steak, and Bob Lynch had promised to eat it.


“You
know,” Greenbaum was saying, “Our little bridge group hears a lot of stories
about abductions and UFO sightings and any number of other strange crap and
bullshit. Yours is the first in a long time that held water under scrutiny. If
you’d been a bullshitter, we’d have seen it in about a minute.”


Linda
took that as a compliment. “Thank you,” she said. “I just wanted to get it off
my chest.”


“It took
a lot of courage to tell it.”


Linda noticed George’s
glance at her legs. It was a fairly discreet glance. She’d been checked out
with less tact plenty of times. It flattered her just a tad. No more. “I
suppose, but it’s not like I had a choice,” she replied.


 


*  *  *


 


Bob Lynch
wasn’t there when they arrived. The samples had been transferred to lab dishes
with the lids taped down. A little white label stuck to the top of each noted
the time, location and the investigating office in charge. There was just a
blank line where the case number would go.


“There’s
no case,” the tech had said. “There’s been no crime yet.”


Linda
wasn’t so sure about that but held her tongue. None
that’ll ever be prosecuted, she thought.


George
took the samples from the technician, an intense and sallow toxic smoker named
John Ross, and had a good look at them. He asked Ross if he could put the skin
flap under a scope, and the tech guided him to a stereo microscope on a lab
bench. George peeled the tape off one side of the dish, lifted the lid off,
then put the sample down on the stage. He adjusted focus like he’d used the
scope all his life. He turned the sample around.


“What do
you make of it?” he asked Ross, not looking up from the oculars.


The tech
crossed his dry arms and leaned on the bench. He started to speak, then stopped
himself. George raised his head and looked at him hard, waiting for the aborted
answer. Ross cleared his throat and tried again.


“If it
wasn’t as thick as boot leather,” he said evenly in a southern accent, “I’d say
it was toad skin, or something very much like
toad skin.”


“Did you
compare the interstitial or venous fluid to the stuff that pooled on the
ground?


“Just by
smell.”


“And?”


“It’s the
same shit. It came from the same animal.”


“How much
fluid was there—guess.”


“A
gallon. Maybe more.”


“Pretty
big toad, huh?”


“You
didn’t hear it from me,” Ross said and held his hands up like he’d just had a
gun pointed at him. “I freelance. I get paid by the job. They just lend me this
lab. You do the analysis; and if it turns out to be
toad skin, I’ll testify that I collected the samples where I said, when I
said—and that I turned them over to you on this date—that’s all.”


“You got
it,” George said flatly.


“That’s
as far as I’ll go at this time,” Ross said almost angrily, “now I’m tellin’
ya.”


He knows! Linda thought. She lowered her head and
shook it. It was amazing, she thought, how prudent, sane people—the best
witnesses—fled from the appearance of unorthodoxy— how they ran like demons
from the unseemly, the questionable, the bizarre. The motives were understandable.
If it ever got around that John Ross claimed to have found the goop from a five
hundred pound toad on a hilltop in Haight Canyon, he’d be lucky ever to get
another job as anything, let alone as a criminologist. But the fact that John
Ross suspected what she already knew made her feel less alone and she smiled
briefly at him.


“I understand,” George
said to him. “I’m on your side.”


 


*  *  *


 


She was
curled against the door and was sucking at her lower lip; she did that when she
needed to think but couldn’t. All she wanted was Phil back safe and sound. It
was all she could think about now.


They’d
planned to go up to High Ridge, too. George wanted to take his own pictures
and take a first-hand look. When they got on King Solomon’s road the feeling of
well-being she usually soaked up from just being in the canyon gave way like a
wisp to a growing wind of fear and dread that threatened to overwhelm her
before they got to the gate.


“Do you
have a gun?” she asked.


“Sorry. I
gave them up.”


Linda was
way on edge, and the remark angered her.


“Really?”
she asked a little snootily.


George
got out of the car to open the gate and when the door to the car shut, she had
an overwhelming impulse to lock the door and leave him to the space monsters.
It was an irrational response, she knew, but she was feeling a little
irrational.


She
pulled the zippered nylon case holding her Colt Python out of her purse,
unzipped it, took the slick pistol out and rested it on her lap. Its cool
weight on her thigh comforted her. That’s
better, she thought.


George
got back in and looked over at the revolver. “Do you think that’s necessary?”


Linda saw
the glimmer of unease in him. “You bet. ‘Zit make you nervous?” she asked.


“Do you
know how to use it?”


Phil had
taught her how to shoot early on in their relationship. Some couples have
golf. Some have bowling. Linda and Phil had shooting. They shot skeet and trap.
They shot pistol. They’d even tried their hand at black powder. Linda was
about to let the remark slide, when her pride got the best of her. “Why would I
have a gun if I didn’t know how to use it?”


She
didn’t want to get into it with him; he was obviously a gun-o-phobe. “There’s
nothing wrong with guns,” she added. It was a trite and shallow remark, and she
regretted saying it.


“I
suppose,” George said.


“They
prevent more crime than they cause. In fact they don’t cause crime at all.
People do that.” She just couldn’t stop herself.


“It’s
okay. I really don’t have a very big problem with guns,” he said as if reading
her thoughts.


“I’m an
expert pistol shooter and I have the medals to prove it, I’ll have you know.”


“That’s
great.”


“Okay,”
she said testily.


“Okay,”
he said calmly.


Linda
stuck the loaded revolver in the back pocket of her jeans as she walked up to
the cabin porch, just like Phil used to. She hoped George saw just how cavalier
she was with it. Only a pro would do such a reckless thing.


George
got all the pictures he wanted both in and around the cabin, and they hiked
down to the wash. He got some pictures of the depression the UFO made, too. It
was a long, hot hike back up and Linda was glad she had some instant lemonade
to make when they got back to the cabin. There was no power yet; Phil had
planned to install a solar-powered system but never got to it, but the
refrigerator was gas-operated so there was always cold and ice.


The air
in the canyon was so hot and still and empty to her. This was the time of day
when nothing in the canyon moved, and even birds refused to fly. Too hot to
work. She and Phil had spent many lazy hours in the shade of the porch during
afternoons like this when the warm wind cooled the sweat on their necks and
arms and covered them with the sweet scent of sage, earth and pine. It was the
time of day when the bright, silent air gently emptied their hearts and minds
of all pain and worry and breathed back to them the refreshing innocence of
nature itself in the warm exhale of the wind. She let the gentle wind and the
blinding air empty her now and felt it carry away her grief as surely as a
healing touch, and she filled her lungs anew with the earthen richness of the
canyon’s warm breeze.


Phil is
gone, she thought. I must
get on with my life.


George
was fine-toothing the hillsides with binoculars when he saw something and
called her over, disturbing her peace.


He handed
the binoculars to her and pointed down the canyon. “Just this side of the
rocks,” he said, “on the other side of the stream.”


Linda
took the binoculars and looked. The heat made shimmery waves of the air, but
she could see in the round, flattened field of view the blue tent and VW bus
partially covered with brush. The camp was still, as still as the air. They
could be napping in the tent. It was a good time of day for that.


“That’s a
kid who sneaks in and camps a couple of weekends a month in the summer. I
recognize the vehicle. We never minded much.”


“Does he
stay during the week?”


Linda
shook her head thoughtfully. “No, he never does.”


“Then
we’d better take a look.”


Linda handed the
binoculars back to George. Then she instinctively touched the grip of her
pistol with her hand.


 


*  *  *


 


 “Where’s Mary?” Phil asked, knowing the
answer.


“They
took her at . . .” Bailey checked her watch. “.. .Four p.m. exactly.”


Phil
allowed himself to contemplate the horrific process she was going through for a
brief, gut-twisting moment. The fact that the entire operation was a means to
get—to grow, some strange, alien delicacy made the atrocious exercise even more
hideous.


Twelve
hours of hell, he thought. I hope
she makes it.


“Who
else?” he asked, taking a deep breath.


“Tom
Moon,” she said matter-of-factly. “And one of the Chinese guys.” She plucked up
another Oreo cookie out of the plastic tray and stuffed her mouth with it.


Phil saw
the intense, steady look in Bailey’s eyes and recognized it right away. Combat
survivors had that look. The eyes said “I’m alive, and I plan to stay that
way.” It took the duress of this bizarre situation to bring that strength of
spirit to the surface—if one possessed it to begin with.


“Good
work,” Phil said.


He took
the pupae out of his shirt pocket and popped it around in his hand. “What’d ‘ya
think we oughta do with this?” he asked of Ned.


“What is
it?” Bailey asked, twisting up her face at it.


“We think
it’s a wasp larva,” Phil answered. “We found millions of them in a chamber at
the end of the tube.”


“Cool.
Maybe we could smash them and make them stop this shit,” she said.


“I doubt
it,” Ned said. “They’d just kill us and start over. Or not kill us and start
over. We think they’re food for the aliens.” 


“No
shit?” she said with childlike fascination.


Their
excursion hadn’t been a resounding success, but the ancient remnants of the
hunter-warrior in the two men was much pleased with the female’s interest in the
spoils of the hunt, meager as they were.


Phil
intoned the whole expedition. When he was done he tossed the hard pupa over to
Bailey who caught it in her open hands with a look of disgust. She handled it
gingerly and rubbed a finger over its smooth, shiny brown surface. “Can I have
it?” she asked.


“Sure,”
Phil said. “It’s dead. But keep it out of sight of the big bastards. They might
wonder where you got it.”


Ned
chuckled.


Bailey
put the pupa under the corner of her sleeping bag.


Then,
after the men had moved away from the opening, she lifted the corner back up
and took a long look at the horrible little doohickey again. The longer she
looked at it, though, the more interesting its appearance became. She took
another glance at the vacated opening to be sure they were gone, then picked it
back up and held it closer to the light. It was translucent like the coating on
a candy apple and was slightly streamlined being tapered at one end. Under the
translucent coating, she could make out the larval form of a wasp, and the
shell followed its form exactly, smoothly, as if it had been dipped in thick
syrup. The larva’s legs could be seen bunched up neatly under it. If she looked
closely she could see the form of the wasp’s abdomen. The whole thing reminded
her, somehow, of those seeds in glass that people wore around their necks; the
little tear-shaped glass things with the seeds in them.


Mustard
seeds, she thought.


That gave
her an idea.


It was a
quite primitive idea and grew out of the tribal brain owned by all women.
Bailey didn’t see it like that. But she knew a unique piece of jewelry when she
saw it.


Mary had
a stash of tools—or things that looked like tools—against one wall, all neatly
lined up so the big bastards wouldn’t scoop them out as garbage. She scooted
over to them and found one, a little sharp thing that looked like a flattened
nail with a black tape handle on it. It looked like it might do the job.


She
worked the pointed end of the little awl through the very tip of the tapered
end of the pupa, blowing away the shavings of the casing as they worked out
along the blade. It made a fairly neat hole. Her sleeping bag was sewn together
with clear nylon thread, and big lengths of it had worked loose of the seams.
She found a loop of it and pulled it until she had about 2 feet of it. Using
her teeth, she bit the thread off. Holding the pupa up so she could see, she
threaded the length of nylon through the hole and tied off the ends.


Done.


She
looped the arrangement over her head and let the pupae fall down on her chest.
She drew her chin in and up and looked down at the charm with the satisfied
frown only that particular maneuver can create, and smiled in spite of it. She
turned it so it hung just right. She lifted the charm daintily and dropped it
into her shirt so no one could see it, then dragged her hand over it a time or
two to smooth her shirt. She’d have to be careful like Phil said and ditch it
before she got taken, but she thought her new good-luck charm was pretty neat. 


It would
protect her, she was sure of it.


Who knows, she thought, maybe this one was grown in my flesh,
harvested from my own body. It’s mine. Nobody in
the whole world had one like it—that’s for sure.


 


She lay
down, flapped the thin blanket around herself and tried to sleep. Her thoughts
returned to Earth, and she thought about Jim and how much she missed him.


She
thought also about how that thing had killed him with such meanness. She could
see Jim hitting its tough head time and again with the flashlight and hear the thunk sound the blows
made. Just before he died, Jim had dropped the light and tried to push the
thing away from his belly with his hands. His hands had left thick smears of
his own blood on the thing’s head and long neck. She wished she had it to do
over again. She wouldn’t freeze up like she had. Not now. She’d have picked up
the heavy flashlight and brought it down with both hands on the fucker’s head
and smashed it stupid. She’d have kept smashing it until the ugly head was
bashed flat.


The image
of that conflict repeated itself again and again and she clenched her teeth
with each blow. It focused her anger but it also produced just the slightest
odd feeling of pleasure and she indulged it like a sexual fantasy.


When she
tired of smashing the thing’s head to pieces and clenching and unclenching her
teeth, she slept.
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Felix Bronkowitz considered himself quite fearless, but he feared
the interrogations by the alpha alien to the very bone. The simple reason was
that the alpha alien wasn’t human and Felix never quite knew how to take it.
The sense of the familiar, that quality of being accustomed to another with the
passing of time, eluded him even after hours and hours of questions and
answers. Felix was still painfully aware that he was carrying on conversations
with an alien from some far corner of the heavens who could do unimaginably
bizarre and horrible things to him. In short, the alpha operated under a
completely different set of rules and that persistent, ominous fact was never
taken for granted by Felix.


They’d
yanked him out of the little hole they’d stuffed him into and brought him
before the alpha alien within hours of his capture. He was still in shock,
dripping blood from his nose and ears and completely disoriented, not so much
so that he wasn’t shocked further when he heard the alien speak—and not because
the ugly thing was making the approximations of English words, but because he
had addressed Felix by what sounded very much like his first name.


In a
voice that sounded like it was talking with a throat lined with straw, the
alpha told Felix that it needed information. If Felix would provide it, there
would be much to gain. If not, he would suffer.


Then came
the questions, the answers to which the alpha just
had to have known already. It was a test, that first meeting—it
had all the earmarks of a test. Felix Bronkowitz did very well on tests.


It was a
simple arrangement on the face of it. But the situation was soon complicated
by the fact that the alpha was in fact a sponge, an information sink-hole.
Felix, “the sponge” Bronkowitz knew all about that. No matter how much Felix
had to say, the alien had more questions. In their first interview, Felix had
asked the alpha why he didn’t just tune into the radio or TV for information,
and the alpha had grilled Felix for the next three days about how radio and TV
worked and the nature of programming. As incredible as it seemed to Felix, the
aliens had developed their technology with neither radio nor television. When
Felix asked the alpha how he had learned English, the alpha told him it had
been taught to him by a human.


Felix
thought then, and still believed, that the alpha had no sense of humor whatsoever.
If Felix had taken the opportunity to crack a joke, he might have spent the
next day or two explaining the nature of humor.


The
interviews started out as interesting dialogues, but they were getting old—and
scary.


I’ve had
enough, Felix thought today. Enough.


Photographic
memories are a myth. They don’t exist. Good memories do exist, and Felix had
one of the best. Combined with that able memory was a prodigious appetite for
the written word in any form. As a child, Felix wasn’t content to read just the
back of the cereal boxes at breakfast, but the entire paper before going to
school. Given a choice between watching TV and reading a good book, young Felix
consistently took the road less traveled.


The more
you learn the more you can
learn. It’s an upward cycle and it carried Felix easily through Harvard and
then Stanford. He breezed through, swept along and upward by the spiraling wind
of his own desire for words and knowledge.


Felix
knew he was smart, a smartass
some would say. To Felix’s way of thinking, once you knew as much as he did
about as much as he did, you saw ignorance at every turn. It glared at him,
nagged him, and he watched it like a cat as it sneaked around life’s corners
like a rodent. He watched in frustration as people glossed over it, hid it,
camouflaged it and denied it. He hated it and he called people on it when he
saw it, which was often. He always had done so and always would do so.


As a
maker of friends, he was doomed from the start.


Felix
Bronkowitz was lucky to have had any friends at all but, if pressed, he could
produce one, his fiancée Joan and a few other close calls. His family, of
course, was his family.


Felix
disliked most people and the feeling was reflected back, as such feelings are,
as if by a mirror. This very human phenomenon was the millstone around the
neck of Felix Bronkowitz, an otherwise exceptional student of philosophy.


Conversation
is a two-way street and over the months, the alien had surrendered much about
itself and its species.


But a few
questions every third meeting or so just didn’t cut it, at least for Felix. In
the face of a one-of-a-kind opportunity for new perspectives and knowledge,
Felix had a list of questions numbering in the hundreds he would never get to
ask. A few of them burned in his brain. In spite of that, he’d been able to
piece together some very interesting things about his captors. The most
interesting to Felix was the fact that the aliens could not lie. It wasn’t as
if they didn’t have the skill to lie, they just didn’t understand how an
untruth could be spoken. It would be the same as saying up was down. It was an
impossibility of logic. That didn’t mean they weren’t prudent or couldn’t hold
their tongues. But they operated on the idea that one could not hold a truth and speak
it as something else. It was woven into their culture, science and alien
morality as thoroughly and firmly as threads in fine cloth. The way Felix saw
it, that particular world view was the cornerstone of their oral history and
the foundation on which their science and technology had evolved. It was the
singular reason they had such an incredible technology to begin with. No
distortions.


When he
got to the alpha’s chamber, the alpha was standing eating from a large dull
metallic cup. It was older, Felix guessed, by a factor of fifty than its peers.
It was uglier, as well, if that were possible. Its bone structure was quite
expanded, gaunt and angular, compared to the others. It moved slower and was
more deliberate, as the aged are. One of the questions Felix had been able to
ask was the alpha’s age. The alpha said he was over five hundred Earth years
old. It was fitting, somehow, that this hideous creature was old. Most invading
alpha aliens were, after all.


Felix had
asked about their diet once and confirmed what he knew already: they were
exclusively carnivorous. They had evolved not so much from parasitic stock but
from flesh-boring predators that used their own bodies as weapons against the
ancient and enormous relatives of the very ship that carried them. Felix knew
how dangerous a little grass seed called a “fox tail” could be for dogs and
other creatures unfortunate enough to have one work its tip under their skin.
The one-way spines on it kept it moving, sometimes throughout the animal’s
body, causing massive physical damage, infection and trauma. This alien race
still possessed the evolutionary remnants of similar spines that operated in
precisely the same way for the same purpose. He could imagine the smaller,
harder, more pointed
ancestors of this creature attacking en
masse, squirming into the body of some hapless behemoth through any
available orifice. He had wondered what higher ethic or system of morals could
evolve out of behavior with such a ghastly foundation. He decided that the
answer was right around him. Silly
question.


Today the
ugly fucker was lifting limp strips of red flesh out of the bowl with his thin
fingers, as if the flesh were soggy, crimson French fries. Looking at that
grisly repast, Felix decided then and there that he would never waste a
question that sought to expose the exact nature of the meat they ate. He just
didn’t want to know.


“Good
day,” Felix said on entering.


“Good
day,” the alpha replied with its rasp of a voice.


“May I
ask a question today?” Felix asked, wasting no time.


“Today
was the day you tell me of the weather.”


The use
of the word “was” encouraged Felix. “I refuse until you allow my question,” he
said, standing squarely. He didn’t know if such body language had any meaning
at all to the alien but it was worth a shot. He smiled.


“If you do not tell me of
the weather, you will suffer greatly.”


“Then I will suffer.”


“You are foolish.”


“Perhaps,” Felix said
staring into the alien’s little black eyes. He’d taken the gamble and rolled
the dice. All that was left was to see how they landed.


The alpha lifted another
strip of meat up out of the bowl and sucked it into its spiny mouth.


“You are foolish,” it
repeated.


The stare from the alien chilled
Felix, and he was again reminded that this was not a human, but an alien being
swept here from some unfathomable corner of the galaxy. Weakened by the force
of those shark-like eyes, Felix was inches from rescinding his request and
hoping he could somehow avoid the consequences of his action when the alpha
spoke.


“Ask,” it said.


Felix slumped from the
sudden release of tension. He had posed this particular question before in many
forms and watched the alien deftly avoid it in all its incarnations. The alpha
would find an outright lie an abomination, but it was quite skilled at not
answering a question it thought imprudent. Felix had the bastard nearly
checkmated now by its own alien glitch
and its desire for the climate information. This question had
burned in him since he’d been captured. The question occupied his nightmares
and he would have his answer.


“Why are you here?” Felix
almost demanded.


The alien sucked down
another piece of meat.


“To keep the chosen planet
habitable,” it said.


Felix stared then laughed
briefly and it came out like the bark of a small and helpless mammal.


Of
course. It’s perfect, just perfect. You’ve come to fill the pit we’ve reserved
for you. It’s a deep, dark hole with your name written on the hatch in
apocalyptic script. We’ve been waiting for you. Every culture, in every age,
has waited for thee.


His fears
were confirmed: a pogrom beyond imagination was in the making on board this
alien vessel. Within the walls of this strange craft, the utter destruction of
Homo sapiens was being planned, worked, implemented, and executed.


It
sounded so silly in his head that he barked again—a kind of chuckle, brief and
deep.


As he
stared into those dark, impenetrable eyes, fear dimmed his vision at the
corners, leaving only a fuzzy tunnel with the alien’s hideous head at the end.
Before he could stop it, his bladder released a teaspoon of urine into his
borrowed pants.


Felix
stared and thought of what to do next and found few options. Marshaling some
strength of will sired by late-night stories of his family’s resistance and
silence in Nazi Germany, Felix spoke the oath in his mind:


This
creature will get no more information from me. Silence is the only option and I
will turn to stone before I speak more.


Feigning
nonchalance, Felix opened his mouth to go through the motions of asking a
logical follow-up, then asked himself why he should even bother. He’d heard all
he needed to know. To make the planet habitable for this alien race, the
dominant species on it would be neither subjugated nor ruled, but eliminated
utterly. There could be no co-habitation with such an abominable species as
this one. The puzzle was complete.


“Talk of
the weather now,” the alpha continued.


Felix
felt his mouth go dry as if it were packed with warm sand.


“I will
talk of the weather only when I understand more about you,” he said with a
flourish of false bravado. The sentence took all his air; and when he breathed
in, he heard an audible tremble.


Felix had
never seen the alien smile and had assumed it was impossible for it to do so.
But as he watched the being’s face, he could have sworn he saw just a hint of
one. The alpha put the bowl down on the pedestal and walked up to within inches
of Felix’s face. For the second time, Felix felt his will melting under the alien’s repulsive gaze.


The alpha
reached out and lifted Felix’s right hand by the wrist. The unpleasant, cool
touch put friction on Felix’s muscles and joints, making him resist the alien’s
pull involuntarily. Holding it like a palm reader, the alien held a forefinger
of its free hand up in front of Felix’s eyes. Felix watched as the very tip of
the finger peeled back like a sheath to reveal another substructure, striated
orange and yellow, underneath. The structure was tipped with a needle-like stinger.
Felix felt the alien’s strong grip tighten on his wrist just as it turned the
finger around and jabbed the stinger down into the center of Felix’s palm.


The pain
radiated out from the point of entry like scalding water, and his mouth shaped
a scream before he had time to draw a breath. When he finally gulped air and
screamed, the scream came out high-pitched like a child’s and the heat of the
pain dropped him to his knees. He would have fallen over had the alien not
supported him by his hand. He felt the fire flow down through his veins, like
lava; and he would have spun into unconsciousness if it hadn’t mercifully
slowed, then stopped just short of his shoulder.


As
quickly as it started, the searing pain retreated and cooled to nothing.


When he
finally wobbled back up to his feet, the alien was still holding the stinger
over Felix’s hand. Felix could barely see or hear, but he knew enough to clench
his fist as tightly as he could in defense from that evil bristle.


“You will
tell me of the seasons now,” the alpha said. The words drifted in on the fog of
shock one hissing syllable at a time and after they settled, Felix assembled
them into words, and prepared his answer. Before he did, he prayed for the
first time in his adult life.


“I will .
. . tell you . . . of the seasons,” he said finally and firmly. “When . . .
you . . . kiss . . . my . . . ass.”


The alpha
released the hand. Still clenched, it came to rest at Felix’s side.


The hand
was still clenched when the goon carried his convulsing body, covered with
small puncture wounds, out of the chamber eight hours later.


Now used up as source of
information, he was taken directly to an inoculation chamber and stung
again—this time for a quite different reason. Over the months, Felix had
watched in disgust as the aliens harvested these awful grubs. Now under the
alien tools, he watched through the red haze of pain as the surgeon, one he had
once watched from a safe distance, now removed larvae from his tissues. As he
looked over at the translucent jug holding the bloody larvae, he asked how
many would die from his own
obscene spawn and the pain of that thought resonated deep in his soul.


 


*  *  *


 


From the
soakers, Felix crawled on his hands and knees through the dripping water and
lay on the pile of clothes in the adjoining chamber, unable to move, for what
seemed like days. From there, he made his way to the tube and crawled like a
wounded animal up into one of the holes that lined it, then collapsed.


When he
awoke again, he saw the bespectacled man sitting cross-legged reading a  Bible. He was so peaceful sitting there,
reading, turning the gossamer thin pages of the holy book so silently and
slowly that Felix was reminded of his Uncle Sol. Not a religious man himself, Felix
was nonetheless comforted by the thought that he would die in the presence of
one.


It had
been months since he’d spoken to a human and the weight of it had built up like
water behind a dam. Over the next few hours, Felix Bronkowitz talked and talked
and related to the man, as if by confession, everything he had learned from the
alpha about the alien’s culture, their thinking, the ship, its power source—and
finally, the reason the aliens had come to earth in the first place. The man
listened, and except for a few comforting words and platitudes, spoke little.


Felix
told the man what he knew about the predatory wasps and how they could not be
deployed without advance information about the weather. The weather, he
explained, was the key to the whole invasion, and the wasps could only function
and proliferate in a very narrow temperature band. Release them at the wrong
time in the wrong hemisphere and the advancing cold would stall or halt the
pandemic completely. The plague had to be released along a global ribbon, and
had to be optimized by the weather conditions in the months following
deployment, the latitude of the release points had to be perfect.


Getting
the weather information wasn’t so easy because they had no direct taps into
Earth’s data. There were only two ways left to get it.


One was
to wait for the weather and plot it yourself and they probably had the
technology to do that—but not the time. It would take at least a full year,
probably two, for sufficient accuracy—and Felix guessed that they had to set
down on the planet before then.


The
second was to get it from a native who knew it. Felix fit the bill perfectly.


“With the
information I have,” Felix grinned, “I could have traded an entire continent.
You’re looking at the man who saved Homo sapiens from extinction.”


Those
were the last words Felix Bronkowitz ever said because Gilbert Keefer, not
knowing exactly how to go about it, put his hands over Felix’s nose and mouth,
first one way, then another, and clamped tight until Felix stopped struggling.
Gilbert thought at the time how weak Felix was. He had expected him to put up
more of fight.


When
Felix was dead, Gilbert lowered his head and thanked God for the miracle He had
delivered to him. He reached over and plucked the gold star of David off
Felix’s neck and placed it in the open pages of his Bible. It would make an
appropriate bookmark and be an eternal remembrance of this time and place in
God’s history. Someday, Gilbert
thought, I’ll have a shrine built for that. All I have to do, right now, is
find this alpha creature. I know a lot about the weather.


Gilbert
Keefer, an alumnus of Ohio State University, was a degreed and—until his
abduction—a practicing meteorologist working for the National Weather Service
in Akron, Ohio.


He dumped Felix’s body out
in the floor of the tube then dragged it back to the clothes pile near the
soakers. It was a common place to die and none would be the wiser.


 


*  *  *


 


Mary
crawled up through the opening in slow motion. Her limbs were stiff, and she
felt old and beaten. It was a common aftermath of having your body utterly
exploited. The sound, the din of groaning voices, persisted this time. It was
like a macabre song stuck in her head; and try as she might, she couldn’t shake
it. When she saw Bailey curled up and sleeping in the nest, a note of brief joy
drifted like a white wisp up out of the bedlam, then died as the dark groans
overtook it from below.


The dead
man lying on the clothes had been particularly depressing. He’d been so
handsome and there had been a sensitivity behind his dark eyes that shone
through even in death. He obviously couldn’t take the shock of capture and
being processed. She’d seen it before.


She
wanted to lie down next to Bailey and forget what she’d been through. She
wanted something to somehow make it vanish, disappear completely from her
memory. If she could have anything, it would be that single, simple thing.


She lay
down and felt herself draw slowly up into a knot. It was an automatic response
and unstoppable once it started. Her knees came up and her arms wrapped around
them and tightened. With the strength of her will, she forced out the sounds of
pain and the wrenching, twisting feel of grubs deep in her loins. She erased
the alien’s hideous countenance and thin, nimble fingers. She obliterated the
biotic tools and their clever, cruel shapes. Slowly, surely, she erased the
chamber’s black ceiling from her mind in broad sweeps.


Before
she drifted into the sanctuary of sleep, she felt Bailey’s comforting hand
rest easily on her shoulder. She sensed a hesitation; but a moment later, she
felt the warmth of Bailey’s legs against her own as Bailey drew up around her,
returning the solace Mary had given Bailey after her first cycle.


She slept and dreamt of nothing at all.


 


*  *  *


 


The
virulent sound of wasp wings crashed through the walls of sleep and set off
alarms of panic in Mary and Bailey. They jerked awake, squealing and rolling
under the power of the now all-too-familiar sound.


“Where is it!” Bailey screamed, slapping at her
hair.


The sound
in the chamber was nearly omnidirectional and Mary tried to locate it by sight,
looking frantically everywhere at once.


“There!”
she yelled, finding it and pointing it out.


They
moved as far from it as possible, to a point against the curved wall of the
chamber. Looking for a weapon, Mary darted back up to the nest, grabbed one of
her athletic shoes and scooted back.


“What
happens if it stings us? Stings us now. Here” Bailey asked.


Mary’s
mind filled with the thoughts of being stung and impregnated by the wasp
without benefit of the alien’s surgical skill to remove its progeny. All she
could manage was, “Quiet!”


It would
have to sting and paralyze them both before it could get on with the business
of laying eggs in them. But the goddamned things were so fast and they seemed
to know exactly what you were going to do next and dodged your every move. Mary
knew it was possible for it to get them both. She raised the shoe up to the
ready and waited and tried to think of what to do. Their only chance was to get
the others down here and hope that one of them could kill it before it stung
everybody in the tube. There was strength in numbers. Maybe they could
overwhelm its uncanny dodging with enough hands and shoes aimed at it.


The wasp
sniffed the air with its antennae and almost all the scent was the same. But it
detected a few molecules of just-right scent and turned and swooped back and
forth to gain its direction.


Mary had
seen many wasps in that pre-attack mode. “Scream!”
she yelled. “Scream your head off!”


Before
they could get the screams out, the wasp had taken a dozen samples of the air
around it and locked onto the right scent as surely as a fighter pilot could
lock onto a target with radar. It changed the angle of those buzzing wings and
flashed out the chamber’s opening.


Bailey
turned her scream into a breathy, “It’s gone!”


Mary just
let her breath out with a long sigh.


Bailey
pulled the husk of the pupa’s casing out by the nylon cord and looked at it.


“Oh, my
god . . .” she said.


“What the
hell is that?!”


“Phil
gave it to me . . . he said it was dead!”


The wasp
dove into the strong stream of just-right scent in the tube and veered one way
and felt the scent weaken. It turned then and flashed along in another
direction. Swooping back and forth in wide sweeps to stay on track, it waited
for the weakening in the scent that would signal a change in direction. The
signal came as it flew past the opening of the chamber of Pui Tamguma and his brother
James. The wasp veered and turned back and feeling the strongest scent closest
to the chamber opening, it darted through it.


Once
inside, the wasp stopped and hovered in a uniform cloud of prey-scent. Sight
now pointed out the target.


It had found
its prey in still air, from chamber to chamber, in about six seconds.


“What
now?” Bailey asked.


“We have
to warn the others.”


Mary
moved cautiously to the chamber opening and looked right, left, up and down.
She stepped into the tube, shoe raised and ready. She looked down the tube and
saw nothing, heard nothing.


“I think
it’s gone into one of the holes,” she said.


All we
can do, she thought, is to
wait for the scream.


Pui
Tamguma was sitting and praying for the safe return of his brother from the torture
chambers of the aliens when he heard the wasp fly in. He saw it instantly and
tried to uncross his legs to get away. The wasp dashed down and struck him in
the neck before he could move his head and Pui felt the familiar numbness from
the sting spread to his voice, silencing it. He tried to get up and the wasp
hit him again in the chest and it felt like he’d been hit with a rock. He tried
to make it to the opening, but fell face-first just a step or two from where he
started. The last thing he felt was the wasp crawling up the back of his bare
leg before that, too, lost all feeling.


“Phil!”
Mary called. Phil was out of his chamber before Mary got there and met her in
the tube.


“There’s
a wasp loose in the tube! It’s in one of the holes!”


Phil
quickly put two and two together.


 “The pupa?”


“It must
have hatched out,” Mary said.


“Christ!”
he said.


“It flew
out of our hole and that’s when I lost it. It’s in here somewhere.”


Phil
looked around and thought. “Everybody out!” he bellowed. “Get out! There’s a
wasp in the tube! Everybody out!”


He had to
get them out of the chambers and into one area, one cluster. Isolated, any of
them were targets. He moved rapidly, yelling at the top of his lungs. People
scrabbled out like panicky rodents, looking everywhere. Some covered their
heads and bodies with their bedclothes for protection. Ned bunched them all up
in the middle of the tube.


“Is that
everyone?” Phil called out to Ned.


Ned
looked back over the covered heads at Phil and threw up his arms.


“I think
so!”


“Check
the holes at your end!” he shouted, then turned to Mary. “You check this end.”


Ned
walked down the tube peering cautiously into the chambers like a cop looking in
parked cars. The third one he came to was Pui Tamguma’s. He was lying face down
with his head turned toward the opening. The open eyes and blank stare told the
whole story. As he watched, Ned could see a small shape moving along Pui’s
back, under his blue and white striped t-shirt.


“It’s in
here!” he called.


Phil
worked his way through the knot of people. They’d grouped together out of
instinct and were some distance from Pui’s chamber, but they began to creep
even further from it, like sheep drifting away from a herding dog.


“It’s in
there all right. I saw it under his shirt,” Ned said to Phil.


Phil
moved up close and looked in. The wasp, its abdomen pointed straight down, was
visible on Pui’s neck.


“That’s
it for him,” Phil said.


“While
its got its stinger in him, I think I could get in there and kill it,” Ned
said.


Phil
considered it. The wasp was preoccupied, distracted in fact, but there was no
way to tell for sure. It might have them in its sights right now.


“I’ll do
it,” Phil said. “I need something to whack it with.”


When Mary
came up, Phil reached over and took the shoe out of her hand. Mary looked
puzzled.


“You’re
going in there? Are you nuts?”


“We have
to kill it.”


“Why
don’t we just seal off the opening with a sheet— keep it contained.”


“To hell
with that. I don’t want to worry about the goddamned thing getting out somehow.
Besides, they might find it. We can’t risk that.”


Mary
thought about it.


“So?” she
asked.


“We don’t
want them to know we know how to move around. They might tighten security, or
just kill us,” Ned added.


There was
no telling what they might use them for if they thought they were a threat or a
danger. Phil was right.


“Go kill it,” she said. “But what are we going to do about Pui?”


“I’m not
sure yet. We’ll have to figure that out later,” Phil said and moved up closer to
the hole. “Why don’t you two step back? Give yourselves some distance.”


Mary and
Ned moved away. Phil moved cautiously to the opening and put one foot up into
the hole. The wasp was off Pui’s neck and was now on the back of his leg, its
butt pointed down. Phil moved slowly to within striking distance and raised the
shoe. In a blink, the wasp drew its ovipositor out of Pui’s leg and launched
itself into the air. It flew up into Phil’s face and began to swoop back and
forth just inches away. Phil froze and could feel the breeze from its buzzing
wings against his skin. The angles weren’t right. It was too close to him to
get any force with a downward hit without changing position first. No way.


Without
warning, the wasp dashed back to Pui’s bare leg, turned in a quick circle,
raised its ovipositor and sunk it deep. Phil didn’t bother to question why the
wasp didn’t attack him. He brought the running shoe down on it with such
ferocity that its juice splashed out in all directions as if he’d hit an
overripe plum. There was no telling what he’d driven into Pui’s body down
through the hollow needle of the wasp’s ovipositor, but that particular
injection was the least of Pui’s problems. The whack had been so fierce it left
a clear print of the shoe’s tread pattern on the leg.


“Did you
get it?” Ned asked from the opening.


Phil
looked at the remains of the wasp stuck to the bottom of the shoe. “Yeah. I got
it.”


Phil
stepped out of the hole and handed the shoe back to Mary. Mary held the shoe up
close to her face and examined the remains, then picked at its parts with the
nail of her index finger. “I’ve never seen a dead one,” she said. “These must
be the eggs. They must be self-fertilizing. The damn things are probably born
pregnant.”


Phil and
Ned leaned over and looked. Mary had substituted her index finger for the
precision of her little finger and had pointed its nail at a gooey mass of what
looked like pinhead-sized yellow eggs down in the shoe’s tread.


“It’s an
alien species,” Phil said. “Anything’s possible— just look around you.”


As if on
cue, Gilbert walked up, Bible in hand.


He pushed
his glasses up on his nose then wiped the corners of his mouth with his thumb
and middle finger. He looked at Mary who ignored him.


“Did you
bring it in?” he asked Phil as he indicated the mashed insect on the shoe with
a nod. “That wasp?”


“That’s
right.”


“And
there are more of them somewhere?”


“Right.
Millions,” Phil said.


“Are they
yours to steal?”


The
question rankled and Phil felt his anger rise up like an old and vicious dog.
It wasn’t the way he said it, but the fact that he said it at all that angered.


Phil
grabbed the dog’s collar and held on tight.


It was a
completely twisted kind of question. Phil searched for any value in it and
found not a farthing. It was devoid of meaning. He felt the dog pull hard. It
was a pointless question, filled with lame morality. The more Phil thought
about it, the less firm his grip on the dog’s collar became. A deep growl resonated
noiselessly in the air.


Mary
sensed it. She looked at Phil and raised her eyebrows. This should be interesting,
she thought.


“What
kind of a pointless fucking question is that?” Phil asked back firmly.


Gilbert
swallowed with his mouth open and smelled shit. He acted like he had something
more to say but wouldn’t just then. 


For some
reason she could scarcely understand, Gilbert was as transparent to Mary as
glass; she knew that look on his face. He’d wait and say something behind
Phil’s back to somebody, probably his crony, Tom Moon.


“Thanks for
your input,” Phil said squarely to Gilbert. “Why don’t you go back and join the
others now?” He put both hands on his hips and tilted his chin up once in the
direction of the dissolving group.


Gilbert
swallowed again, hard, with his mouth open.


The dismissal
was perfect, delivered with precision perfect, and unbending. It gave Mary
more satisfaction than seeing Phil’s fist smash Gilbert’s nose.


Gilbert
stood there stupidly, for a beat, and Mary could hear his mind twisting at high
speed. He turned and walked back with that loping walk Mary hated so much. His
very walk, like his speech, his face, and his hands and how he used
them—everything about him—was sanctimonious and affected.


She
looked at Phil, and Phil winked back. That made her smile.


Phil took
a step or two toward the remaining knot of captives standing in the tube.


“It’s
okay!” he yelled to make himself heard. “It’s dead!” He stepped over to Pui’s
chamber and looked in. Pui lay there like a mannequin, his eyes frozen,
unblinking, fully conscious but unfeeling—for the moment.


“What
now?” Ned asked soberly, looking over Phil’s shoulder at Pui. “The man’s got a
major problem as I see it.”


“You’ve
got that right.” Phil could see the little worms in his mind, hatching out of
their eggs and moving, feeding, growing as fast as bamboo shoots. Without the
bizarre medical intervention of the aliens, Pui was doomed to be eaten alive
from the inside out.


“We
should kill him before he gets his feeling back,” Mary said flatly.


Phil
looked at her, then at Ned. It was the only humane option. The problem was that
someone would have to actually put the cord or wound-up shirt or belt around
Pui’s neck and choke off his air until he died. It was one thing to say it and
quite another to do it.


“What do
you mean we?”
Phil said and regretted it in the same breath.


Mary
realized her comment had been poorly phrased. It wouldn’t be her who killed Pui
if it came to it.


“Sorry,”
she said.


Phil
touched her arm. “It’s okay. Me, too.”


He looked
back at Pui, but tried not to see the blank, staring eyes. Behind them, he
knew, Pui was thinking of the worms that would hatch into his flesh—that and
nothing else.


“Leave him where he is for
now,” Phil said. “I have to think about it.” The “it” was how he was going to
kill him. He’d already decided he’d have to do it. He just didn’t want to do it
right then.


 


*  *  *


 


Gilbert walked up to Tom
Moon but did not look at him. He swallowed with his mouth open and waited for a
question. Phil’s comment had been dirty, and it was very rude how he said what
he said. Gilbert wasn’t angry about it because Gilbert didn’t allow himself to
get angry.


“Was it that one he
brought back like Bailey said?” Tom asked.


Gilbert just changed his
face and knew Tom could read the ever-so-subtle affirmative written in the line
of his mouth.


But Tom couldn’t.


“Was it?” Tom repeated.


Gilbert tried again and
raised his mouth into just-the- very-start of a smile, still not looking at
Tom. He could feel Tom’s eyes moving over his face like Braille-trained fingers
trying to read the message there.


Tom waited for an answer
and finally shook his head.


“Well, hell, I guess you
know,” Tom said. Everybody
in this place is crazy, he thought. He walked away from Gilbert shaking his head.


Gilbert just stood there, staring, his mouth agape. From
time to time he swallowed, mouth open.


It is
important for people to know how to read these facial words, Gilbert thought. Phil is an evil man. Evil men do evil things. Soon there will be
no evil men to say evil words.


His neck and cheeks felt flushed and hot. 


*  *  *


 


Pui
Tamguma blinked and knew he was going to die. He knew the wasp’s larvae were
hatching and in minutes they would begin to feed: first one, then a few, then
many. They were small now, but as they fed they would grow. As they did, so
would the pain.


He rose
slowly up on one elbow and felt the first one move deep in his leg, just a
twitch, in response. He had been cycled twelve times and knew the horror well.
The torture chambers of the aliens were nothing compared to what would come. He
got to his feet and stood there sweating in fear. He wanted to move but knew if
he did, he might stimulate them somehow to start feeding sooner. His breath
came in short bursts like a panting canine and soon the sweat was dripping
from his chin and off the tip of his nose. He began to feel them moving,
squirming in his tissues and he began to scream. He screamed not out of pain,
for it was not yet there.


Pui
Tamguma screamed out of fear for the pain to come.


Phil was
lying there waiting for it and he knew immediately what the sound meant.
Numbly, he got up and slipped on his shirt and shoes. He reached down and felt
for the belt around his waist. He ran his numb hands over it just to make sure
it was there and felt the cheap brass buckle. He’d picked it up in the clothes
pile outside the soakers. That was odd for him because he rarely wore a belt at
all. At the time, it just seemed the thing to do. He thought about how it did its
job—this inanimate thing—so well and without thought or conscience. He
wondered if it might not feel something now, somehow.


No, he thought. The belt can feel nothing. The belt will do just fine.


Mary and
Bailey lay not sleeping. Bailey pushed her fingers gently into Mary’s back and
said, “He’s awake.”


They
would not let Phil do this alone. Together they got up and walked toward Pui’s
chamber and his screams filled the hollow tube like a solid thing they could feel
on their arms and legs. Mary shuddered and folded her arms tight. Phil was a
few feet ahead and she watched him strip off his belt as he walked. She heard
it slap against the belt loops as it came out, and she felt a chill of fear.


When Phil
entered his chamber Pui stopped screaming and stood there panting and sweating.
Phil locked eyes with Pui for a second, then he gently placed his hand on Pui’s
shoulder. 


“I’m
sorry,” Phil whispered to him. “This was my fault. What I’m about to do is as
right as I can make this goddamned situation, and I hope like hell that you can
forgive me.”


Then Phil
moved behind him and placed the noose around Pui’s neck and cinched it down
tight and held it. Pui closed his eyes and looked relieved. Phil just stared up
at an angle with his mouth set tight and held the noose against Pui’s neck with
his left hand and pulled hard with his right. Pui’s hands came up to the strap
around his neck but didn’t try to pull it loose. They just rested against it.
When Pui went limp, Phil continued to hold him up by the noose. Mary could see
the veins bulge in his arms and wrists.


He’s so
strong, Mary thought. So very
strong.


Then she
wept.


He
lowered Pui to the chamber floor very gently and Mary could see that Phil’s
eyes were wet. She noticed that his hands were shaking a little when he took
the noose off.


They
carried Pui’s body back to the soakers and left it there in a far corner, but
in a spot where the first goon that went out the exit seam would see it easily.
Phil said it should look like Pui had died there, far from the other captives.


“Sick and
dying animals often did the same,” he said.
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They’d called Sheriff Bob Lynch from Edna’s and told him about the
blood they’d found in the tent and the footprints all around. Lucky for them
Edna and Ronny were out when they made the call. Linda was sure it would have
sent Edna into a state of shock again. But the blood and the footprints had
little impact on Linda. To her, Phil was dead already, and if he’d been buried
and someone told her his grave had been robbed, it might have had the same
impact as this revelation. She thought it was tragic and strange and freakish
that Phil had been killed by aliens from outer space but the fact remained that
Phil was dead; and that was that. Somebody else’s spilled blood, which just
substantiated the facts, was trivial at this point.


They’d
tried not to disturb the crime scene, but George was so intensely curious, it
was impossible not to have some impact on it. He’d poked around inside the tent
and under the sleeping bags looking for anything that might shed some light on
what happened. She watched him back up and step right on one of the three-toed
prints in his zeal and she grimaced as his footprint obliterated the alien one.
He wasn’t satisfied until he had looked at every inch of the scene, and Linda
considered it a miracle that only one footprint had been lost as a result of
his brow-knitted probing and lifting and poking.


Bob Lynch
told them over the phone not to touch anything, which Linda denied they’d done
several times, and then he sent them home—he’d take care of it, he said.


The ride down was much
quieter than the ride up. Linda managed a few brief naps against the window
using George’s wadded-up jacket as a pillow. He’d offered it and she’d taken it
acting timid, but accepted it gladly. The collar had a different but not
unpleasant scent of an undefined cologne deep in it. She wondered what the name
of the cologne would be that a man like George Greenbaum would wear and
chuckled to herself over a few names she thought up. Later, in a half-sleep,
she turned the make-shift pillow around so she couldn’t smell it.


It was early evening when
they pulled into the drive of Phil’s house. The sweet smell of ocean was thick
in the air at that time of day. Its warm scent was a sharp contrast to the
crisp, earthen scent of High Ridge.


“I’ll run these samples
right to the lab in the morning,” George said. “I’ll let you know what they
find out as soon as possible.”


“Okay,” Linda said. “Well,
thanks for driving.”


“It’s pretty long that
drive.”


“You get used to it.”


“Yeah. I guess so.”


“Well . . .”


“Deep subject . . .”


“Ha, ha.”


“I guess I’d better hit
the road.”


“Yeah. Thanks again for
driving.”


“Don’t mention it.”


Linda got out of the car
and hitched her heavy purse up onto her shoulder. She was aware that the car’s
engine had not started by the time she got to the front door. When she finally
heard the engine start, she was sorry she hadn’t asked George if he might want
some coffee or something before he left. She turned around and waved at the car
as it backed out of the drive, but she wasn’t sure George saw her.


She walked straight to the
bedroom and flopped on the bed. All
things begin and end here, she thought. Right here in this bed.


She’d
fallen in love with Phil in this bed, mourned his passing in it and now she’d
resigned herself—come to grips with Phil’s death—right on this bed. She rubbed
her face with her hands and groaned defiantly.


Hunger
hit her like a wave she hadn’t seen.


A
hamburger, she thought. Nice
summer night. A big-assed barbecued hamburger is what I want—with lettuce,
tomato—and onion—a thick slice of white onion on it.


She got
up and before she got to the kitchen, she’d done an inventory for the
components of this amazing burger and was very pleased with the results.


When the
doorbell rang, she thought it was her neighbor, Hugh, come to borrow the lawn
mower.


She was
quite shocked when she opened the door and saw George Greenbaum standing there
with a broad smile and two big bags from Burger King.


Linda
looked at the bags. “Those burgers got onions on ‘em?” she asked.


“You bet,” he said.


 


*  *  *


 


Tom had a
special hiding place for his good stuff. The floor of his hole had a depression
in it about two feet long, and a foot wide. Not big, but it did the job. He
kept one of his sleeping bags over it and slept on the other one. It wasn’t the
most secure place, but it kept spying eyes off his stuff. You couldn’t trust
anybody nowadays. Gilbert knew about the hidey-hole but stayed out of it. At
least Tom had never caught him snooping in it. He didn’t think Gilbert would
steal from him, but you never knew.


Thieves
are everywhere and you never know who’s one of ‘em.


The worst
time was in Missouri one summer when a partner stole his backpack and
everything in it after he’d set Tom up by sending him on a wild goose chase
saying he’d just seen about two hundred pounds of canned goods in a dumpster behind
Slater Brothers grocery. He even had about fifteen cans of peaches in a box to
prove it.


“Go get
yourself some,” the sonofabitch had said. “Hell, I’ll watch your things.”


The
dumpster had about two hundred pounds of garbage in it, but no canned goods.
When Tom got back the pack and his partner were gone. The pack had all his
extra clothes—including a pair of good boots he was saving for winter—and all
his trading things in it: a clock, two or three knives, a bunch of rings, shoe
laces in the pack, some watches—always a favorite—and a whole carton of
cigarettes he bought from a fat guy in Kansas for five dollars. He could do
without most of it, but the worst part was the money he had stashed down in one
of the pockets. He’d had better than eighty dollars in there. He could live for
a long time on eighty dollars.


He’d had
to start over from square one and the first couple of weeks were hard. He’d had
to get himself arrested for vagrancy after two or three days just to eat and
he hated to do that. They only keep you in jail for forty-eight hours for vagrancy,
and there was a good chance you’d get hurt in jail. He panhandled himself back
up and found a good place to camp in a bunch of trees off the freeway downtown
that nobody else was in. There was plenty of cardboard around in the alleys,
and he made a tent out of it that kept him dry enough. He stayed there and
worked that area for the rest of the summer. It was a damn good thing it was
summer time. It’d taken him a full year or more to get all that stuff together
in one place and he swore he’d catch the sonofabitch someday and get even, but
he knew the chances of that were zero. It was a big country. 


He futzed
around with the watches in the hidey-hole, picking each one up in turn and
holding it. He polished the face of his favorite with his shirt tail—one of
them ones with about a hundred controls on it. He opened the solar calculator
and pressed at the soft keys with his thumb a few times.


He didn’t
think it worked, but it was nice anyways. The key ring was a nice something,
too. It had a leather thing and said “porch” on it. He didn’t know what he’d
ever do with the keys, but the Mexican guy he’d got it from said he could have
the car and laughed when he handed the keys to Tom. Tom knew he’d never find
the car. He wasn’t stupid. It was the key ring he wanted. The guy died later.


He saved
the phone for last. He opened it up gently and touched the keys then placed the
phone up to his ear and said “Hello.” He laughed silently and looked over his
shoulder to make sure nobody was in the chamber. “Hello,” he said again. That
cracked him up and he laughed again without making a sound. He pressed the
little button called “PWR” and a second later the phone startled him with a
chime and some letters showed up on the screen. One of the big words said
“Ready.” A little line of something started to move back and forth like steps
then disappeared.


He turned
the power off, folded it back up and put it in the hole. He didn’t want it to make
any other noises and draw spies. He covered the stuff up with the sleeping bag
and was smoothing it out when Gilbert’s voice surprised him.


“Do you
have something new in there?” Gilbert asked, coming in.


“Sure do
and keep out of it,” Tom said. “It’s mine.” He kept smoothing the sleeping bag
over the pit, even if Gilbert did know where it was.


“That
sounds like a threat,” Gilbert said and swallowed with his mouth open.


“Yeah,
that’s right—I’m threaten’n you,” Tom said with his stolen pack still fresh on
his mind. “Stay away from my stuff if you know what’s good for you. I told you
before.”


“Secrets
are evil things.”


“Too
goddamned bad.”


The word
“goddamn” filled the air around Gilbert’s nose with the smell of sewage.


“You
shouldn’t use those words.”


“That’s
too goddamned bad, too. If you don’t like it you can leave.
Stay away from my damned stuff.”


Gilbert
just turned his head away and waited for Tom to say that he was sorry for using
dirty words. He didn’t. That’s when Gilbert knew that Tom was evil, too. He had
secrets and was trying to protect, them and he used dirty words. He opened his
Bible and looked at the pages. He could feel Tom looking at him and kept his
face blank. Tom would never be able to tell that he was planning to see just
what he had in that hiding place. He wiped the corners of his mouth with his
thumb and middle finger then fanned the air slowly with his hand to clear the
bad smell.


Tom laid
down and turned his back to Gilbert. Let
him read his Bible, he thought. Crazy
damn dummy.


Inspired
ideas were virtual strangers to Tom Moon, but he’d had a few close
approximations. In Pittsburgh one cold, fall season, he’d thought it would be a
good idea to put electric heaters in park benches so people could warm up their
asses on a chilly day. In L.A., during a pounding winter storm one year, he
wondered if he could keep his feet dry by wrapping them in plastic bags. It
worked for a while.


One
hundred miles up, in the belly of an alien starship, he wondered if the
cellular phone he had stashed under his sleeping bag would work from there.


Maybe we
could call the cops, he thought. Phil or Mary would know.


He pulled
back the sleeping bag and slipped the phone into the loose front pocket of his
pants, all the time keeping it hidden from Gilbert. Gilbert seemed so involved
with his Bible, Tom didn’t think he’d even look up, but he did when Tom walked
by.


Got it
hid in my pocket, you dummy, Tom thought.


Phil
lived two or three holes down and, Tom could have covered the distance in a few
seconds if it wasn’t for the two big bastards standing in front of Phil’s
chamber.


He saw
Mary standing a few yards down the tube with her arms crossed, watching.


He moved
up against the wall and tried to look as passive and non-threatening as
possible. That was always a good policy when a big bastard was in the tube.


Phil had
heard the whistling sound and knew they’d come for him. His heart pounded in
his chest when he heard it as if someone had turned the speed up on it with a
dial. He stepped out of the hole and looked up at the face of the goon. The
head seemed to grow out of the massive trunk like a grotesque tumor. The face
was so hideously swollen it wouldn’t have been recognizable as human if it
wasn’t for the eyes at the bottom of the fleshy eye sockets. He felt
overwhelmed by the thing’s physical mass. He turned in the direction of the
exit seam, but couldn’t quite get his feet to move. The goon nudged him down
the tube with the back of its hand, and it felt like he’d been bumped by a car.
The urge to flee, to run full speed from the big bastard nearly overcame him,
but there was nowhere to run. The fight or flight reflex swung like a pendulum,
and he had the impulse to turn on the bastard and throw his fist into its mushy
face. He would have done it if he hadn’t been sure it would kill him right then
and there.


He
resigned himself to the coming ordeal and bumped along as the big bastard
nudged him. Let him push me,
he thought. I’ll not give in
utterly.


“It
ends!” Mary yelled at him. “It always ends!”


Phil turned
around and licked his dry lips and nodded. The goon nudged him again and nearly
knocked him down.


Tom
watched as the goons marched Phil toward the exit seam. When they’d left, and
the seam had closed, Tom looked over at Mary and raised his hand in a “hello.”


Aw, Jeez,
she
thought. Go away.


She
turned and walked casually back toward her hole. She was almost there when she
felt Tom’s presence close to her back, his usual approach angle. Just a step or
two from the opening, she felt his tough, dry knuckles tap her arm.


“Wanna
see sumpun’?” he asked.


Mary
turned around with one eyebrow raised. If
you flash me I’ll cut it off, she thought.


“What?”
she said.


He produced the phone from
his pocket and handed it to her in fast motion, then crossed his arms and waited
with a self-satisfied smile on his face, like a kid who’d found a dollar.


“That’s a cellular phone,”
he said.


Mary held the phone for a
moment then opened it. “Cellular phone. Where did you . . . uh . . . where did
you get this?”


“Dump.”


She took a closer look at
the phone. Her mind began to race. “Are the . . . uh . . . the whatchamacallits
. . . the batteries charged.”


“Yeah.” He pointed to the
power button with his finger close to it. “You push that one right there . . .”
Mary pushed his hand away. “. . . and you’ll see it’s got a battery.”


“I can work it,” she said.
It was an old model and nothing fancy. It had a retractable antenna. She
pulled out the antenna and pressed the power button. The phone chimed a note.
She read the “Ready” message and grinned, but lost it when she watched the
signal strength indicator jump up just one notch then go to zero. No signal.


She turned the power off
immediately to conserve it.


Her mind went into high
gear. No obstructions. Just what?  . . .
a hundred miles of space then ten miles or so of air.


“How high are we? Never
mind. I want this. I’m claiming it. We might be able to make it work.”


Tom had been pleased Mary
was so interested in his toy, but he frowned when she said that. He hadn’t
planned on giving it up forever.


“Can I have it back
later?”


“Oh, sure . . .” she said
absently.


What the
hell was it, she thought, trying to remember from one of her electronics classes. Radio signals. Signal strength. Aperture. What was it about
aperture? The bigger the aperture the better the reception that was it.
Reception aperture was relative— no fixed. I can’t remember. A three watt radio signal was always
three watts of total energy. A sphere of energy—that was it. The radio signal
went out like a sphere of infinite dimension like an expanding balloon. The
bigger the reception aperture, the antenna, and the farther you could be from
the source and still get an acceptable signal. That’s why satellite dishes
worked—they had big apertures. The bigger the balloon, the thinner its skin.
The same for a radio signal. You just spread the three watts thinner the
farther the receptor was from the transmission. But the signal didn’t have to
expand in all directions like a balloon. That’s the key. The transmission could
be focused, directed, so less of the signal energy was wasted behind you or to
the sides. Focus the signal and you didn’t have to increase the aperture on the
other end. Focus the signal and you could send it longer distances.


“Go find
me some aluminum foil,” she said.


“Tin
foil?”


“Yeah.
Tin foil, I mean. I’ve seen some in the dump. In fact Ned has some. He used to
make those . . . um . . . origami like crap with it. Go see if he has some
left.”


That was
it, she thought. I can
focus the signal and send it down to the cellular system and simultaneously
increase the reception aperture for the signal coming from the ground with an
aluminum foil dish with this wire antenna in the center or attached somehow.
The distance should be nothing, especially through space and a little air. If
this thing we’re in is transparent to radio like I think it is, we can call the
fucking Pentagon.


“Well,
go!” she said. “He’s got a whole damned roll of it!”


Tom
marched off in the direction of Ned’s chamber. He had no idea why she wanted
tin foil, but he was glad to do it.


“Hey,
wait a minute,” she said.


Tom
turned around in mid-step. She looked at the dumb bastard standing there,
waiting like a stray dog. “Thanks,” she said. “This is important.”


She wasn’t
sure it could save their lives, but the idea of being able to touch the Earth,
to talk to it, filled her with a flush of hope. They might actually be able to
call down and tell someone what was happening here—if they could get anybody to
believe it. And all because of Tom. He’d given the phone over with a smile.


“I mean
it,” she said.


“I don’t
mind so much,” Tom said.


Under his musk-scented exterior, he’s a child, Mary
thought. 


She
looked at his silly grin; and in spite of herself, her heart went out to him in
a gush of sympathy.


“Hey,”
she said, and before she knew it, she’d stepped up and wrapped her arms around
him in a big hug. What she felt wasn’t the street-hardened drifter she thought
she’d feel, but a skinny kid in need of a bath.


He still had
the smile on his face when he walked briskly past Gilbert on his way to Ned’s.
Gilbert stood there with his mouth drawn tight. When Tom walked by and smiled
close to his face, Gilbert held his hand up like a mild priest to halt him.


“What are
you going to do with that?” Gilbert asked, nodding in Mary’s direction.


Tom was
on a mission with no time to talk, but he couldn’t resist telling it. “Mary
thinks we can call Earth with that, that’s what.”


Living on
the streets, on life’s outer fringes, had honed some of Tom’s perceptions to a
sharp edge, and one was the ability to sense whether or not another man was
capable of causing you physical harm. Gilbert had spent his life avoiding rough
stuff with the diligence most men avoid stepping in shit. When Gilbert
violently grabbed his arm to stop him, Tom almost laughed out loud.


“Let go,
buster,” Tom said. “I mean it.”


“What do
you mean call Earth?”


Tom shook
loose with a quick snap of his sinewy arm and Gilbert’s hand, getting no
further direction from him, hung delicately in the air like a mannequin’s.


“I said
she thinks she can call Earth with the damned phone, you egghead.”


“That’s
not a good idea.” Gilbert swallowed with his mouth open so hard he showed his
teeth.


“Why’s
at?” Tom asked.


Gilbert
just stared.


“You
crazy damn dummy,” Tom said and turned away from him.


“I said
no!” Gilbert said.


“Nobody
much gives a poop what you think now, do they?” Tom said and turned his back on
him a second time.


The
little knife had a blade on it no longer than a little girl’s finger, but being
quite ignorant about what could kill and what would merely infuriate, he
stabbed Tom Moon in the back of the neck with the sharp little blade with a
fast little downward stab. Tom spun so fast he tore the knife from Gilbert’s
pansy-like grip leaving it stuck in his wiry neck. When Tom reached up and
gently touched the handle, he knew instantly it was the little sissy’s knife
Gilbert carried.


Tom had
been stabbed and cut before—three times to be exact and all three times the
knives had been big enough to kill. Those attacks had toughened him to the idea
of cuts and knives long before he’d ever been subjected to the ordeal the
aliens had put him through. By comparison to all that, the little knife stuck
in his neck was almost funny except it stung a bit. He took hold of the plastic
handle and tugged it out. He felt the blood follow in a little warm stream down
under his shirt. He held the knife up under Gilbert’s nose with two fingers.


“I’d ‘a
cut your ears off with this here knife, you sonofa- bitch.”


Gilbert’s
rage had flashed then vanished when the blade struck and he could only stare at
the ghost and wonder why Tom wasn’t dead. He’s
dead, but his evil holds him up like a frame, he thought
sluggishly.


Tom set
his mouth so tight, his whole face scrunched up and he inched the knife closer
to Gilbert’s nose.


“You
think I ain’t been cut enough already. You think I can’t take a cuttin’ from
you, too. Looky here.” He tore open his shirt so Gilbert could see the map of
scars across his wiry torso. He pointed to a big wide one among the hair-like
scars on his abdomen. “See ‘at ‘un?” He turned around, lifted his shirt and his
fingers found the shiny, raised evidence of another attack above his right
kidney. “See ‘at ‘un?” The rounded tips of his nail-chewed fingers worked the
scar briefly. He pulled up his left sleeve and showed Gilbert the long, ragged
scar on his forearm and he rubbed along it with his dry, nubby forefinger.
“Nother’n, too.” He turned around, bent his head and felt at the new little
hole he knew was in his neck. “I know it’s there somewhere. Is ‘at it? Aw,
shit, you can’t even see yours,” he said with a snort.


He wiped
the round, bloody tips of his fingers on his shirt front then craned his neck out
at Gilbert. “If I ever even get the feelin’ you’re gonna do somethin’ like ‘at
agin, I’ll kill you like a inseck.” He pitched the little knife down at
Gilbert’s feet. “Don’t cut yourself with that,” he said.


Standing
just forty or so feet away, Mary had seen the whole exchange and wondered with
all her might why Gilbert would do such a thing. What puzzled her even more was
why Tom had left Gilbert standing there with his Bible, alive.


 


*  *  *


 


Linda
Purdy awoke in a muddy pool of remorse.


Maybe I dreamt it, she thought. Maybe I really didn’t do it.


She was
facing the window and felt the morning’s cool air and dull light on her face
like gray paste. She heard the deep cooing of a pigeon, and even that was too
loud. The room was spinning exactly, precisely, like a merry-go-round, and she
could feel the centrifugal force pulling her off the bed.


Oh, God.
No. I did it. How could I? Oh, God.


She
pulled the bedclothes tighter and turned just enough to see George Greenbaum’s
head. What she saw was an empty pillow.


Thank
God, he’s gone.


She slid
her hand slowly and cautiously over into that side of the bed just to be sure
she wasn’t mistaken.


The
memories were vague. She remembered laughter and Southern Comfort and her bare legs
up in the air. She remembered George’s face somewhere between them.


Fucking
Southern Comfort. Fucking on Southern Comfort. Oh, God.


The
thought of its taste made the room reel and spin even more.


Never was
there a liquor so sweet at midnight and so vile at dawn. His idea, she thought. All his fault. I hope he’s as sick as I am.


She
brought one leg out from the under the bedclothes and felt the air caress it
like a wet rag. She drew it back in and curled up against the onslaught of
spinning room, beach air and cooing pigeon.


I can’t
do it, she thought. I want
to die now.


She
closed her eyes and felt the lids slap violently together. By not moving, she
could stabilize the room somewhat. She lay there for another hour like that.


When she
finally managed to get up, the room’s cold air brushed over her skin like stiff
branches. Stumbling to the bathroom, she had to hold her arms out to maintain
balance. Breathing loudly through her nose, she propped herself up on the sink
and ventured a look in the mirror. She expected to see the female counterpart
of Dorian Gray’s portrait, but all she saw was an ashen and disheveled version
of Linda Purdy. It puzzled her that she was in her bra and panties. The thought
that some men, especially George Greenbaum, might like it that way rose up in
her like a gag reflex. Visions of him groping her, fucking her, in her bra and
panties, pushed her, right back down into that muddy puddle like a bully.


Oh, God.


She sat
in the middle of the tub and let the warm water pound on her until it ran cold.
The shower seemed to refresh her a little. At least the room stopped spinning.


She was
thirsty. She was so
thirsty.


On the
way to the kitchen she looked at the sofa and had to blink to make sure she was
seeing it. There was George Greenbaum, sleeping in his clothes on the sofa.


He’s fully dressed, even his shoes, thank god! She
thought and the sound of a cooing pigeon filled the air with music.


Linda
Purdy could handle a hangover. Years of partying at the beach had provided the
test bed for the development of the concoction she about to make: Phase One—a
big breakfast with lots of tomato juice, forced down; Phase Two—six or seven
aspirin.


She was
just finishing Phase One, when George Greenbaum appeared in the dining room
arch trying to smile. Linda looked up from her eggs and did the same.


“Hi,” she
said. “How are you feeling?”


“Great.
Thank you. And you?”


“Perfect.
Perfect. Would you like some breakfast or a noose to hang yourself with?”


“Neither.
I think I’ll be off. Thank you.”


“You’re
welcome.”


“Quite an
evening, what I can remember of it.”


“Quite.”


“See you
soon.”


“Ta. Are you sure you wouldn’t
like some aspirin?” 


“Morphine if you have it.”


“Sorry, I
used the last of it.”


George
grinned. “I’ll call you in a day or two. Bye.”


“Bye.”
She wanted to hear it from him—just to be sure. “George?” she asked.


Greenbaum
waited.


“Did we
have sex last night?”


He
pretended to think about it.


“I don’t
think I could drink enough to black out that particular memory. No, we did
not. I did undress you though. I didn’t think you’d want to wake up in your
clothes. That’s very unladylike. You seemed to think it was very funny as I
remember.”


Linda
smiled. So he’d been a perfect gentleman, almost. In spite of herself, a petulant
feminine troll deep inside wanted to slap him for not making love to her when
he clearly had the chance.


“Thank
you,” she said instead.


“Any
time.”


She
crawled back into bed with her robe still on and pulled up the bedclothes until
they covered her nose and mouth. She closed her eyes and breathed her own
breath and with her stomach full of nourishment and her brain re-hydrated and
her veins flowing with pain killer, she started Phase Three.


Wait.


It was
just short of noon. She expected to convalesce there until dusk at least.


When the
bedside phone rang, the chirping ringer sounded like an injured animal to her.


If she
could have stood the annoying sound for three more rings, she would have just let
the machine pick up the call. She couldn’t though, and she reached over, picked
up the phone and croaked “hello” into it.


 


*  *  *


 


When the
seam above his head ripped open and the vine pulled him up out of the goop,
Phil was way ahead of it. He clamped onto it high up with both hands long
before the upward tug started, avoiding the sudden yank on his neck and spine
he took the first time. When the vine released the tendrils around his head and
pulled out of his gullet, he closed his eyes hard and let himself gag as loud
as he possibly could. It felt better that way.


Wiping
his mouth, he looked in the corner for the body of Pui Tamguma and wasn’t
surprised when he didn’t see it. He wondered if the larvae would eat their way
out of a dead body and hoped they’d put him down a hole before that little phenomenon
got tested.


He was
tired, but he wasn’t sick or exhausted or even especially hungry. He thought
about the technology that could use his flesh then rejuvenate it. They used it
as if it were a thing, a nest, a reusable host—fucking
food. Then they healed what was left, and renewed it.


I’m a
field, a garden, a planter for their strange crop. In between plantings they
condition the soil, fertilize it. Christ. They’ll use us right up.


He leaned
against the rubbery wall of the water tube and tried not to remember the last
twelve hour’s pain.


He
couldn’t do it.


He
slammed his fist into the wall of the tube. It sounded just like he’d punched
a side of beef. It looked like the wall actually shrank from the blow a little
and encouraged that he might be having some effect on the thing, he punched it
again and again in his rage.


He
stopped suddenly, breathing hard from the effort.


The
ship’s a slave, too.


This
animal might be hundreds, thousands of years old. And it might live for a
thousand more years in a state of perpetual bondage to these fuckers. When I’m
used up as an incubator, they’ll attach what S left of my flesh to some
other organic thing or organism. Maybe they’ll keep my brain alive, too. Who
knows how long I’ll live like that. Maybe they can keep me alive forever, just
cement me to something and keep me alive forever. Maybe we can’t die here at
all. Maybe there is no goddamned escape here, not even death. Maybe Pui Tamguma
has been revived like a zombie. I bet they can do that.


Panic
swelled in him. He breathed deeply and evenly, trying to regain his composure.
After the tenth breath or so, he was close to being in control again. It didn’t
do to have too much imagination. He looked at the fine, new scars on his legs
and realized that the reality of the situation was bad enough.


Why me?


The
question had no answer.


Nobody’s
keeping score. Except me.


He put on
a shirt and jeans that fit his frame, trying not to think about the fact that someone
else had worn them, maybe for the last time. He found a pair of heavy work
boots with high tops that were about his size. Boots could be a weapon; not elegant,
but a weapon just the same. These had hard toes, probably steel, and thick
soles. He liked the way they felt.


He
climbed in his chamber and lay down on the mat of blankets the former occupant
had left. He’d made no attempt to personalize this dungeon for himself, not
even in the smallest way. There were only the blankets and some plastic bags
for carrying food from the grocery, and that was about it. He looked up at the
dark brown ceiling and the dark brown walls and that dull light pressed in on
him as if it had weight. He longed for the light and the air of High Ridge so
much it hurt.


Linda
might be there now, he thought. It’s hers, that high, bright place. I’ve left her heaven.


The
sudden urge to see Earth was like an electric prod to his back. He shot up and
out the hole and sprinted to the view chamber. His eyes were glued to the
floating globe before he was all the way in.


He let
the image fill his eyes and heart and never had he felt such longing. He wanted
to shoot down to it like a meteor, to fly at supersonic speed and spread his
atoms over that blue and brown sphere on joyful impact with it. He’d never
known it until now, this very moment, his home, his planet, his planet. He raised his
arms out wide to it and let the clean blue light of it splash on him like cool
water.


God, my
place, my home it is that beckons me with this light.


He soared over the Earth’s
richness and saw it for the first time.


He saw its forests and plains and
rivers and mountains and he could smell the earthen banks of sweet rivers and
fields of poppies and wheat that flowed and rolled in waves and hissed gently.


He walked on a mountain trail
covered with wet clean, clear ice and snow and felt it crunch under his boots
and the sun bounced off that white sheet and blinded him with its brightness.


An ocean wave pushed him into the
sandy ocean bottom and rolled him and tumbled him and ground his knees and
hands into it as the water boiled around him and filled his head with its sound
and his mouth with the primal taste of salt water.


He ran down a rocky hillside and
dug his boots deep into the soft earth in a long slide near the bottom. He spat
dust then turned and ran back up to do it again. On the way up he felt the
sun-heated, immutable mass of granite under his young hands as he pushed off
the boulders in his climb.


He stood there
with his arms stretched out and let the memories come and savored each in turn
until he could stand no more. Then, his arms fell to his sides like heavy, dead
wood, and he slumped against the curved wall of the chamber. The images dimmed
slowly and left his mind as blank as slate.


 


*  *  *


 


Mary had
seen him walk in from the soakers, but decided to let him rest before she told
him of her discovery. When she peeked into Phil’s chamber some time later and
found him gone, her next stop was the view chamber. The Earth could pull, even
from this distance, and she’d succumbed to the healing force of its gravity
herself many times after being used.


Phil was squatting like an
aborigine when she entered the chamber, his arms resting straight out over his
knees. She thought about leaving him to his meditation for a while but decided
the news about the phone was too important. She walked over and squatted down
next to him.


“You okay?” she asked.


Phil raised his head slowly
and opened his eyes then rubbed them with his palms. “Sure. Peachy.”


Mary wasted no time. “Tom
Moon found a cellular phone in the dump with a big battery, fully charged. I
made an antenna, a dish, about this big out of tin foil.” She framed a space
in the air with both arms open wide then grinned uncontrollably. “When I put .
. .” She had to put her hands over her mouth for a second to smother her
hysteria. “When I connected the dish to the antenna and pointed it at Earth . .
.” 


“What happened?”


“It worked. I got a good
signal.


“I beg your pardon.”


“The damned thing works!”


“What do you mean works?”


“I mean we can phone home,
ET!”


“Bullshit.”


“Get up wise ass, I’ll
show you.”


She grabbed his wrist with
a smile and pulled him to his feet. She glanced down at the Earth. “We’re over
California right now. Perfect timing.”


The
antenna she’d fashioned didn’t look like it had been made from aluminum foil by
hand. From a few feet away, and with a little imagination and forgiveness, it
looked like it could have been factory-made. It was about the size and shape of
an umbrella, and it took Phil a moment to realize that it was an umbrella, lined
perfectly and smoothly with foil. The handle had been removed and a piece of
thin, stiff wire about a foot long substituted for it. Running out of the other
side was a piece of wire that terminated with a sleeve made of foil. This piece
she carefully slipped over the phone’s own little antenna attaching it to the
dish. The dish itself was perfectly uniform around the edges and very smooth on
the inside.


“Cool,
huh?” she said.


Phil just
stared.


“Now
watch this. Come ‘ere.” Phil stepped up closer. Bailey was lying with her face
to the wall. Mary toed her gently in the rump. “We’re gonna test the phone
again. C’mon.”


“It’s
cool. I’ve seen it,” Bailey said and yawned.


Mary
eyeballed where she thought the Earth was relative to their position, then
holding the antenna with one hand, she pointed the yard-wide dish down at it
and turned the phone on with the other. The phone chimed a note, “Ready”
displayed on the little screen, and the signal strength indicator jumped up to
the halfway mark.


“See
that?” she said, handing the phone to Phil and pointing at the indicator. “I
told ‘ya.”


“Yeah, I
see it.”


“See?”


“Yeah, I
see it.”


She
turned the phone off with a forefinger and grinned. “Gotta save the batteries,”
she said and started to giggle. “I dialed the operator and said . . . I says ‘Hello from outer space . . . I’ve been
captured by aliens.’ The operator says ‘That
happened to me once, too.’ What a riot, huh?”


“Corny,”
Bailey said, barely audible, not turning around.


“Right.
Lemme see,” he said and took it from her. He held the phone up to his ear to
test it and sure enough, the aluminum foil sleeve slipped off the phone’s antenna.


“Damn.
You can kinda hold it like this,” she said and moved it around.


It
slipped off again.


“I can
fix that. Don’t force it. Give it back.”


Knitting
her brow, she put the dish down and considered how to modify the fitting.


“Who should
we call first?” she asked.


Phil was
already thinking about it and had an answer. “Linda,” he said.


“Who’s
Linda?”


“Linda
Purdy. My friend.”


“Oh.
Okay. That’s good. Whatever. I just thought you might want to call the Pentagon
or maybe the cops. I don’t know. Silly me.”


“No, no.
Linda is the one to call. She’s exactly the one to call. Once we give her the
complete picture she’ll run with it. We’ve only got what, a couple of hours of talk
time. We have to make sure that at least one person gets the whole picture on
tape right from the get-go. And we have to hold some battery power in reserve
in case she needs more, or if we have to talk to someone else. We have to
maximize it.”


Mary thought
about it.


“Okay.
But what about the Pentagon. When do we call them?”


Phil
gently pushed the antenna down into the phone.


“Look. It
could take all the power we have just to find out who in the hell to talk to in
the Pentagon. And think about it Mary, they would never, and I mean never ever believe a
word of it anyway.”


Of
course. Of course. I got way ahead of myself, she thought with
sadness. It was just wishful thinking.


“We’re
dead. Even with the phone we’re dead, aren’t we?”


Phil
considered the unsavory alternatives for a flash, then Mary herself finished
the thought for him.


“If we’re
lucky that is,” she said.


“Rescue
isn’t just unlikely. It’s not possible,” he said in his most professional
voice.


Mary
drummed her fingers on the rim of the dish and thought about it.


“Everybody’s
gotta die of something,” she said and sat down to work on the dish. “I’ll have
this thing workable in a few minutes if you want to stick around.”


“Sure.
Where’s the notebook?”


Bailey
pulled it out from under the covers, held it up and wagged it slowly without
turning around. Phil took it from her and thumbed through it looking for an
empty page. He wanted to make notes about what he wanted to say. He didn’t want
to leave anything out.


The first
couple of pages had neat notes with the date and times of various events in a
straight column on the left. Most of it was a record of who was taken and when
they returned. The last had an entry that read: “Phil
returned from being incumbated. Seems okay. Picked silly clothes. ”


Above that
was: “6/22/06 7:06 AM—Gilbert stabs Tom with knife in his neck.”


“What’s
this?” he asked Mary.


“What?”


“This Tom
and the knife thing?”


“Can you
believe it,” Mary said. “ I watched the whole thing. I’d just given Tom a hug,
if you can believe that,
for handing over the phone. Gilbert just stabbed him in the neck when Tom had
his back turned to him. I was surprised Tom didn’t kill him.”


“I take
it he didn’t die. How’s he doing?”


“From
what I could see, it wasn’t much of a wound. I took a look at it a few minutes
later and it had stopped bleeding. It’s not serious I don’t think. He went into
his hole. Gilbert’s in there with him. Go figure. I haven’t seen them since.”


No
telling what sparked that weird-assed event, he thought. There was a clinical
description for Gilbert’s condition: he was nuts. That particular diagnosis
didn’t help very much, however. Phil knew that Gilbert was so twisted in his
thinking he never would shake off his unique and distorted world view. The
first thing that came to mind about the attack on Tom was that it was a simple,
vanilla-flavored homosexual rage ignited by Mary’s hug. It was hard to believe
that Tom Moon could be the object of anyone’s desire, but you never knew.


He took
the pen out of the spiral binding and started making notes; dates, times,
number of captives, the ship, the procedures, the larvae, the goons. He drew a
little circle as a bullet next to each item. He intended to cover each one
during the call, and as he did, he’d check it off.


He
stopped.


Christ, he thought. She’ll be shocked as hell to hear my voice. Too shocked to
listen. That’s the first problem. She must think I’m dead or kidnapped.
Probably murdered. How am I going to break it to her that I’ve been abducted?
How do you lead into that? It will sound exactly like I think it will. She’ll
think some freakish psychosis has caused me to run away. As soon as I say I’ve
been abducted by aliens, her mind will high-step for cover and it’ll take me a
half hour or longer just to get her to come back, if I ever do. It would be a
perfectly normal reaction. Just like in the movies. Cognitive dissonance at its
best—or worst.


Above the
first bullet he added another and wrote “I am not psychotic. I am not on drugs.
I am in control.” It sounded lame, especially the last, but the flat truth
right up front, before he got underway with the bizarre and unlikely details
might smooth the rough road he’d have to traverse. He read the words silently
to himself several times to practice them—and perhaps just to convince himself
that they were true.


“There,”
Mary said, holding up the phone and dish arrangement. “Try that.”


Phil took
it and held it up to his head. The foil fitting had been modified so that it
fit more tightly.


“Ready?”
she asked.


“Yeah.
I’m ready.” He sat down and crossed his legs and put the open notebook in front
of him. Mary pointed the antenna down at Earth.


He
thought about dialing the number at Linda’s house, but a hunch told him to dial
the number at his instead. He entered the area code then the number, pressed
the “Send” button and put the receiver gently to his head.


Bailey twisted around and
sat up to listen.


 


*  *  *


 


“It’s
Phil. Just relax.”


There was
a sound like a squeak at the other end, and he could imagine the look on her face.
He grinned broadly then cut it short. No
fawning over each other.


“What do
I do?” Linda asked in an odd monotone.


“Listen
for now. Plenty of time for questions.”


“God. I’m
listening. Talk to me,” she said.


“Get the
tape recorder and the phone attachment out of my desk drawer. Figure out how to
use it and attach it to the phone. I’ll call you back in five minutes.”


“Bye,”
she said instantly and hung up the phone.


She was
at the desk rummaging through the drawers before she realized she could feel
no pain. On her way back to the bedroom she heard little whining or groaning
noise and it took her a quick step or two more to realize they were coming from
her.


She
licked the suction cup on the microphone and stuck it to the receiver end of
the phone. Nearly dry, it fell right off. She licked it again and pressed it
hard until it stuck, then plugged the jack into the little tape recorder. When
she checked and rewound the tape, she saw her hands begin to tremble. She
steadied them on her knees, then checked the record function. That done, she
put the tape recorder down neatly next to the phone, stood up and screamed a
loud whoop!


The
emotion came like a swift river’s flow and her thoughts and questions swam in
great numbers up through it. She sat on the edge of the bed with her back
straight and her hands folded neatly on her lap and watched as from a distance
as the thoughts and questions flowed past. From time to time, one or the other
would make her smile.


The phone
didn’t get to ring once fully before she snatched it up off the hook.


“I’m
here,” she said pushing the record button on the tape recorder at the same
time.


“I’ll
give you the overview of what’s happened first. That’ll answer a lot of your
questions then it’ll be your turn. This is a cell phone. We only have a few
hours talk time. Deal?”


“Can I do
one small one first?”


“Go.”


“Are you
hurt, injured?”


“No. Shut
up now, okay?


“Okay,”
she said and felt relief rush over her.


Phil
looked down at his notes and considered the first bulleted item. He drew a
breath.


“I’m not
crazy. I am not on drugs or . . .” That was as far as he could get.


Linda’s
eyes welled up as if someone had turned her tear ducts on. Following the spirit
of Phil’s instructions, but not the letter of it, she allowed herself to
silently mouth the words “I know . . .” through her tears.


“Listen
carefully,” he said. “I’m in control of my senses for the most part,” he began,
then drew another breath. “I was attacked last Friday night by aliens and
abducted.” He wanted to laugh.


I was right. I’m always right, she
thought with irony. 


“I know.
I figured it out,” she said, breaking the law.


Of course she did, Phil thought. 


That was
a relief. He could cut right to the chase and let it all out now. 


“Good
job,” he said.


“Go.
Talk,” she said, lips trembling.


He spoke
clearly and quickly. “We have no idea where they’re from. It doesn’t matter.
They capture live specimens, mostly human. They have a number of
paralytics—drugs—one is delivered with a weapon used by hunt teams. It fires a
spiny burr about the size of a walnut. No distance, but very accurate. Their
technology is biologically . . . based. They’re organic engineers, Linda.
Their building materials and most of their tools are organically based.


“The ship
is huge, aircraft-carrier sized or bigger. The ship itself is an
animal—mostly—that we believe is still alive. We’re in low orbit, but they keep
the sun directly behind us at all times. Even with specialized equipment, you’d
have a hard time spotting it with the sun as a backdrop.”


Smart, Linda thought.


Phil
checked off a couple of items.


“It’s a
factory ship, Linda. They’re producing what we think is food. We play a part in
it.”


That
sounded benign enough. The way Phil said it made it sound as if they were
baking cupcakes and using humans to mix the batter. A bizarre image of Phil in
a baker’s hat came to mind. His smiling face covered in flour, he waved at the
Earth through the window of a white, egg-shaped spaceship. She brushed the
silly image away impatiently. 


Don’t be stupid. Wait for the facts, she
thought.


Some
things he couldn’t tell her. He told her about the farming process and some of
the details, but he spared her the unbearable part about the labs and the hunch
he had about the idea that nothing ever died here if the aliens chose not to
kill it.


As Phil
continued, Linda re-built the story in her mind piece by piece and there was no
cake batter or smiling faces in that dark and horrific image. When he was finished,
the picture was incomplete, still just a sketch she had to fill in with details
and color.


“How many
canisters of larva-things?” she asked.


“Eight or
nine thousand that we know of, maybe more.” 


“Are they
dead? The things inside?”


“I
thought they were.”


Phil
described the incident with Pui Tamguma.


“How many
humans on board?”


“Twenty
in this tube. There may be more.”


“The
wasp-thing didn’t attack you or the women. It went right for the oriental . . .
or . . . Asian or whatever?”


Phil hadn’t
exactly thought of it like that. Who knows why an alien wasp would do anything?


“Yeah. I
guess that’s right.”


She was
overloading. Linda’s skin crawled starting on her arms then down her back and
legs. She swallowed.


Linda
questioned, and Phil answered. Finally, she ran out of questions.


There was
so much that had gone unsaid between them; and now it seemed to her that the
chance to say anything that mattered to them had been lost completely,
overpowered, drowned by what she’d just learned. It was all so horrible. It was
so terribly unlikely, and horrible.


Phil felt
it too. The list of notes was a defense mechanism—a defense against the
inevitable. The list in front of him with its checked off items was a dead and
a meaningless thing.


Linda
started to cry.


This is
just Phil’s voice. He’s still dead and can never return. Soon even this link to
the netherworld will fade and be lost forever.


“I’ve
loved you so much,” she said.


“I love
you, too, Linda.”


Phil said
it quietly and would have preferred some privacy about then. Mary and Bailey’s
feminine sensibilities saw it and were kind. Bailey turned around and Mary
slowly ambled over to the opening and leaned out.


“I’ll
miss you,” Linda could barely say.


“I know.”


“What
should I tell your friends—and Edna?”


“Don’t
tell them anything. It’ll just spin all out of control worse than ever if you
do.”


“Okay.”


“Take
care of High Ridge. Don’t let the sage grow up through the porch. Keep the ants
down or they’ll be in the house. The damned things’ll take over if you let
them.”


“I will.”


In the
pause that followed Phil could feel Linda’s deep, trembling cry through the
miles of space and the thick, tight hide of the alien starship as if she was
there in his arms. He
stared at the page of notes in front of him unable to
say anything more. Finally, Linda asked the question as if it were a plea. “Who
says good-bye first? Who, Phil?”


Phil sat
and stared then held his heart still and made his mouth say the words and the
words came out thick and wooden.


“We’re
not ready for that yet,” he said. “We’ve got a few good calls left on these
batteries.”


In spite
of her tears, some part of Linda’s mind had been working, processing without
her knowledge. When the product of that computation was finally derived, the
background processor passed it up to the foreground, and it took immediate
precedence.


She
sniffed and wiped her nose with her wrist.


“They’re
a weapon, Phil. They’re gonna release those things on Earth to kill all the
people—just the people.”
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He shook his head in a lame attempt to deny it. It was as if some
racial fear of conquest had manifested,
created this alien race and its weird,
destructive technology. The match up was just too bizarre—and too perfect. Here
was the amalgam of all the hideous demons of our imagination thrust into
reality: the ship, the goons, the larvae, and the surgery. But these things
came from a place more solid than mere fearful imagination—they were distilled
out of the universe of real, rational possibilities. They’d grown up out of the
soil of nature’s relentless and towering plan; the plan that balances all, the
plan that weighs and shifts power and prunes and plants and grows and kills in
grotesque numbers by drought, by disease, by war—and now this.


Phil
handed the phone back to Mary and stood up then took a deep breath and walked
over to the opening.


“What?”
Mary asked. “What is it?”


Godamn, he thought. Food. I thought they were food. How stupid. Of course they’re not
food. We’re the fucking food.


He felt a
knot tighten deep in his gut as the glue of logic cemented the pieces in place
one at a time, perfectly.


Phil had
once read an article by a scientist who predicted that the first real contact
with an advanced race from some distant corner of the universe would probably
be our last. Conquest and malevolence, he’d said, was simply more natural and
far more common than the desire to develop trading partners. Why trade for what
you could easily take for free? If an alien race had the capability to get
here, chances were very good they had the capability to destroy us. The fact
was, he went on, that on finding us, they’d probably find a good number of
reasons to want
to destroy us—not the least of which was the bounty of the planet. It was an
old motif. But it was grounded in many examples right here on our own planet:
Cortez and the Incas and the Indian wars of the West being just two very small
ones.


Imagine
that the space between inhabitable planets, he’d said, is suddenly easily
traversed and thus meaningless. What remains are the interplanetary equivalents
of countries populated by very, very unlike civilizations. What may have saved
us so far, is the idea that the speed of light is absolute, making the
possibility of interplanetary travel within those vast, insulating distances a
thankful impossibility. Needless to say, such ideas run counter to much of the
popular thinking of the last thirty years which portrayed alien races as either
covert or overt benefactors to homo sapiens. The bottom line, he’d said, was
that nature wasn’t cruel; it just wasn’t kind. Even Pollyanna could see it in
her own garden if she looked between the leaves.


Well, Phil thought. Here it is. What
elegance in the method. What perfection! Breed strains of predatory wasps that
prey on hosts within a narrow genetic bandwidth. That’s why the loose wasp in
the tube ignored Mary, Bailey and me. One strain for the Asians, one for the
Blacks, one for the Anglos, one for the Latinos. Set a million free in just the
right places and within days you’d have billions.


The death
of millions of people within the first few days would put such a strain on the
infrastructure that, in a week, there would be no way to deliver food, water or
essential services to the remaining population—let alone muster a countermeasure
against the plague. There would be no way to burn or bury the bodies fast
enough and the larvae would hatch out by the billions. Phil could just imagine
the trucks and other large vehicles jamming the freeways of Los Angeles and
elsewhere, and the wasps removing forever the possibility of clearing them
away. Such a swift strike would dull the sword of any defense and make it
useless. “Run and hide!” would be the battle cry. The wasps would spread to
outlying areas in search of more hosts, and in time would occupy each niche now
occupied by man. In less than a season, those few lucky enough to survive would
be driven underground living on what they could scavenge until, they, too, were
attacked and succumbed to the wasp’s predation or were killed by secondary
plagues of disease or other pestilence. It would just be a matter of time.


It was
likely that the wasps were bred—tuned genetically—so that there would be no crossover to
other host species. And then the best part, oh, the best part of it all, was
that the voracious little wasps would exterminate themselves as the food source
dwindled. Having done their job, and unable to adapt to other chow, they would
go the way of the carrier pigeon, and the dodo and Tyrannosaurus Rex, leaving
the earth squeaky-clean of both humans and themselves as well.


Poor
Linda, he thought. Unlike
the blessedly ignorant masses, she’ll have to carry the fear around with her
in the coming weeks or months, perhaps make some plans for escape—to somewhere—maybe
to High Ridge to slow, if not stop, the inevitable.


Once he had it in his mind
how to tell them, he turned around and told Bailey to fetch Ned. When he had
all three assembled, he began. When he was finished, they all sat down. It
wouldn’t have been fair to say they actually prayed, but nobody said a word for
an hour or more.


*  *  *


 


Bailey
looked at Tom’s wound for the first time and made a face. “That doesn’t look so
good,” she said. “It’s all infected-like.”


“Yeah, I
know,” Tom said weakly. “I guess he got me better than I figured.”


Gilbert
had moved out of the chamber and into the one used by Pui Tamguma and had been
keeping a low profile since the attack on Tom. Mary figured that was just fine.
She hopped up into the hole with a wet t-shirt in each hand and sat down next
to Tom’s head. She folded one of the shirts into a compress and put it against
his sweaty brow. Tom looked up at her with the wide-eyed innocence of the very
ill. She took the other shirt, formed it into swabbing cloth and gently wiped
his face and neck with it. She hated Gilbert for what he’d done and herself
for mistreating this poor man.


She
looked at Tom, and her heart poured out to him.


He was
barely thirty years old, she guessed, but his face was cross-hatched with
wrinkles, burned in deep, by what to him, was the inescapable and relentless
sun. Through that thick, tough skin she could see a child underneath, a child
not too bright and always a little behind—a child a little afraid.


He’s
burning up, she thought. The
infection is right in his neck. He’ll be dead soon.


Not that
it really mattered much now. The way things were shaping up, they’d all be dead
soon and so would all the rest of the people everywhere. All the fathers,
mothers, aunts, uncles and children of the world would soon be dead. What did
the death of one more really mean against that backdrop?


“How are
you feeling?” she asked.


“Not so
good,” he said and closed his eyes.


There was
little left to say. Bailey looked at Mary and skewed her mouth sideways.


After
Mary had done what she could, she stood up and waved Bailey out of the chamber
with her. Phil and Ned were standing outside in the tube. Mary thought that in
spite of the alien environment, it all seemed just then a lot like being in a
hospital. The feeling was the same.


“How’s he
doing?” Phil asked.


“Piss
poor. He’s dying.”


Ned shook
his head, and Mary sighed. After all he’d
been through, she thought. To be killed by a pen knife in the hand of a fop
like Gilbert was almost laughable.


“Well,
there’s not a whole bunch we can do for him,” Phil said rubbing his eyes. Mary
saw him look in the direction of Gilbert’s hole; and for a moment, his face
turned so hard and stony, she could barely recognize him.


A heavy
pall fell over them. Then Ned clapped his hands quietly and shooed it away.
“Bailey and me thought we’d do some reconnoitering,” he said.


“Yeah,
can I go this time?” Bailey added.


Phil saw
the fire in her eyes. “Sure.”


“Really?”


“Sure.
Why not?”


In fact
Ned and Bailey were the only logical choices. Both of them had been recently
cycled and were unlikely to be taken again soon. Besides, it didn’t matter.


“Oh,
good. I’ll get the backpack thing,” Bailey said.


A few
minutes later she had the backpack full of foodstuff and was ready to go.


“Pen?
Notepad? Maps?” Ned asked her.


“Got it
all right here,” she said seriously, tapping the side pocket.


“Let’s
hit it, then.”


“Try to
get into some of those side tubes,” Phil said. “And if you get as far as the
end, try to bring back a couple more pupae. I want to take a close look at
them.”


“You’re
gonna bring another one of those things back in here?” Mary asked like a
concerned wife.


“Yeah,
there might be something there.”


Mary made
a face. They walked with Bailey and Ned to the rear seam and wished them luck.


On the
way back, they saw Gilbert step down out of his hole, Bible in hand. He just
stood there and waited for God only knew what from Mary and Phil. Seeing him
standing there waiting for them to say something made her want to wring his
neck. Some itsy-bitsy part of him was daring them, daring her, to say
something.


“Tom’s
dying!” she yelled at him. “You killed him, you cocksucker!”


“Hey,
c’mon,” Phil warned, tapping her arm. “Be nice.”


“Oh,
bullshit. He’s warped. He deserves it.”


“Maybe.”


“Uh-uh.
No maybe.
That one deserves it”


“I want
to talk to him. I’ll see you later,” Phil said and headed over in Gilbert’s
direction.


“That’ll
be damned enlightening,” she said and hopped back up into Tom’s chamber. “I’ll
stay with Tom—he’s better company.”


In a far
place in Phil’s psyche, an old dog got to its feet and shook its coat. Dust
flew.


Gilbert
just stared ahead with his hands holding his Bible in front and when Phil was
the right distance from him, he turned with a friendly expression.


“Hey,
hey, amigo,” Gilbert said slowly.


Phil
hadn’t been called “amigo” since he was a kid and the attempt by Gilbert to
endear himself to him made the dog in him growl. The deep sound resonated in
the tube.


“You
stabbed Tom Moon, why?” Phil said evenly.


“I’m very
sorry about—that? Tom said something that made me very—angry?”


Gilbert
swallowed with his mouth open. “If I could take it—back?, I would do that, but
I can’t—do that?, and I don’t know what else to do—about that?”


“I see.
What did he say to you?”


Gilbert
harrumphed just barely and stared. When the moment was right, he shook his
head. He knew his silence and hesitation would make the moment so much more
weighty and meaningful. Phil would think Tom had said something very horrible,
so horrible that Gilbert couldn’t even say it but could only shake his
head—just enough.


“Well,
what did he say that was so terrible?”


“I . . .
I’m not even sure I can—repeat that? Even if I could, I’m not sure I would—want
to?”


Phil was
getting nowhere fast. He wasn’t in the mood to listen to the evasiveness of
this liar. And there were times, Marine Sergeant Phil Lynch knew, when the
cool voice of reason just wasn’t the answer.


The growl
got deeper and the dog’s scarred lips pulled back over well-used teeth.


“Sure,”
he said. “Now tell me what it was or I’ll bust your ugly head.”


Gilbert’s
loose jaw came open and he swallowed. “I don’t think I have to tell you
anything,” he said, swallowing again. “You have no jurisdict..nun over me.”


Phil set
his jaw and nodded his head a few times. Then, its teeth bared, the dog
attacked with a snarl.


He took
hold of Gilbert’s thin, flaccid arm with his strong right hand and squeezed
down hard until Gilbert winced. He had to squeeze much harder than he thought
he’d have to and knew he was leaving one hell of a bruise on his scrawny arm.
He found a reserve of a few more foot-pounds somewhere and clamped even harder.


Phil’s voice
came up ten or twenty decibels and he stepped up to within inches of Gilbert’s
face.


“Let me
tell you something, shit bird, if you so much as look cross-eyed at anybody
else in this tube, I’ll have your ass. Are you paying attention?” he asked,
shaking the arm hard. The arm felt loose-jointed and useless. “So help me God,
I’ll strip you naked, break your bones fuck your ass and choke
you to death with my dick. Is that
plain enough?”


Phil let
go of the arm and grabbed a fistful of the loose meat on Gilbert’s face and
pulled. That brought an immediate gasp and Gilbert dropped his Bible and his
hands came up and wrapped around Phil’s thick forearm. Phil pulled his face
close and locked Gilbert’s eyes with his.


“You
think about that before you fuck up again. It’s hard enough staying alive in
this nightmare without worrying about shit like you hurting somebody.”


Phil let
go of the side of his face then palmed it and shoved Gilbert’s head hard into
the wall. Gilbert’s glasses came off and he stumbled and fell down trying to
catch them. 


“Christ,
boy,” Phil said, watching him stumble. “You’re like a damned rag doll. You
oughta get some exercise.”


Punishment,
Phil
thought as he walked away. Works
every time with lab animals and humans.


He looked down at his strong
right hand and flexed it. He was surprised he hadn’t pulled Gilber’t face right
off with it. He hadn’t felt that much righteous violent emotion in
years. His civilized personality had let go of the leash and let the old dog
loose, and had Gilbert put up even the smallest fight, Phil was sure he would
have spent the next few minutes killing him with his fists, knees, elbows and
teeth. It would not have been pretty, but it would have been appropriate.  He glanced back at Gilbert and Phil thought
he looked nothing more than pitiful; sorrowful and embarrassed by it all. That
little spark of remorse in Phil was drowned a second later when the dog lifted
its leg and pissed on it.


Fuck ‘im, Phil thought. Next time I will kill him.


 


*  *  *


 


Gilbert
got to his feet and stood there hunched over and worked his glasses back onto
his head then picked up his Bible and straightened the pages.


His mouth
had fallen open again and stayed in that slack position as he stepped back up
into his chamber. He stood there in the center of it, holding his Bible. Then
he wiped the corners of his mouth with his thumb and middle finger.


Gilbert
remembered being shoved down like that once before when he was just a child. He
couldn’t remember the names of the children who did it, but the faces were
clear. He remembered that they had called him a liar when
they did it.


Gilbert’s
cheeks felt hot as if he’d just stepped out of a steam bath.


We’ll see
who fucks who in the ass, he thought.


 


*  *  *


 


“Tom’s
dead,” Mary said.


Phil lowered
his head for a second. “Poor bastard,” he said.


“Yeah,”
she said and wiped a tear on the back of her hand. “He just went to sleep. He’s
got no pulse, no respiration—nothing.”


“Well,
that’s the way to go, if you’re gonna go,” Phil said. “He’s better off.”


Mary
nodded her head in agreement. “I guess we should carry him down by the
soakers.”


“Sure.”


As they
laid him down in the far corner, once again Phil thought about how efficient
the aliens were with their resources. And he hoped to hell the law of “dead
once, dead forever” held true within the confines of this vessel. He couldn’t
shake the thought that it just might not be true.


 


*  *  *


 


“How
about this one,” Bailey said to Ned. “It’s got light in it, and it looks big
enough to crawl through. Even you could make it.”


She
hadn’t meant it as an insult but as such statements in regard to another’s
girth are concerned, it got taken as a small one. Bailey saw it and realized
right away what she’d said.


“I didn’t
mean that like it sounded, Ned. Sorry.”


Ned just
winked at her.


“After
you,” he said, with his palm open toward the side tube. Bailey hitched the pack
up tighter and started in. The tube was about four feet in diameter and led off
in a slightly upwards direction. Bailey was reminded of the big pieces of sewer
pipe she used to play in along the highway next to her house as a kid. That had
been fun. This was fun, too. She turned around with a big grin.


“C’mon.
This is great.”


Ned
wasn’t so sure. He climbed in and crawled along after her, wishing to hell this
were happening to someone else. It had become his favorite fantasy over the
last few weeks to think that. Sometimes he could almost make it seem true.


The
passage zigzagged and changed direction with no reason he could discern. At
several points the upward angle was so steep they nearly had to climb to make
progress. Ned couldn’t tell if it was getting warmer, or if he was just working
up some heat from the crawling, but he began to sweat. The dimming light could
have been his imagination, too; but he swore the light organs along the top of
the narrow tube were getting weaker, or perhaps smaller.


“This
thing’s going on forever,” he said, wiping his brow on his arm. “Let’s take a
rest and break out some lunch.”


Bailey
worked her way back to Ned’s position and slipped the pack off. She’d brought
an unopened loaf of bread, some grape jelly and a half-full jar of peanut
butter—but nothing to
spread either with.


“Sorry .
. .” she said on discovering the fact.


She
managed to spread the peanut butter with her fingers after asking Ned if it
would be okay. They both passed on the same procedure for the jelly; somehow
that was going too far.


After
eating, they went on for five or ten more minutes.


“Bailey,
stop,” he finally said.


He watched
Bailey stick her head and shoulders into a smaller side tunnel. A moment later
he watched as her feet disappeared in it.


“Be
careful,” he tried to yell.


He closed
his eyes for what seemed like just a second and when he re-opened them, Bailey
had her head and shoulders out of the hole and was looking at him, grinning.


“Hey,
guess what?” she said.


“What?”


“We found
the bus depot.”


“What bus
depot?”


“Better
come and see.”


She
backed up into the tube and disappeared. With a grunt, Ned got into position
and crawled forward, regretting each dog-like step.


The side
tunnel was even smaller than the one they were in, and Ned felt a flush of
claustrophobia come over him like a heavy, musty blanket. He could see Bailey
up ahead lying on her stomach. The tunnel ended and seemed to open into a wider,
better lighted area. As he got closer, Bailey turned around and waved for him
to get down lower. Wishing his wish that it were happening to someone else, Ned
crawled the remaining fifteen feet to Bailey’s position on his stomach and
elbows.


“Stay
down!” she hissed and put her hand on his head and ducked down herself.


“What is
it?” he whispered back.


Bailey
grinned. “You’ll see. Be quiet. Wait.”


She
lifted her head finally then pulled Ned’s up by the hair. “Okay, look.”


The
shuttle port was enormous, at least one hundred yards across and forty feet
high. Like a blow on the head, that single view drove home the enormity of the
vessel. The area was divided into two sections by a wall composed of the same
thick, translucent material used in the wall chambers in the labs. The
shuttle-craft could be seen on the air-lock side of the divider, resting like
huge scarabs in a neat circle around an immense star-shaped seam in the floor.
Two goons stood near a section of the wall on the staging area. The wall there
was covered with what were obviously controlling mechanisms. As Bailey and Ned
watched, one of them began to touch the controls.


“Watch
this,” Bailey said. “I’ve learned a lot while you were asleep.”


Ned
looked puzzled. “How long was I asleep?”


“Couple
of hours. Okay, watch.”


Couple of
hours? Christ.


Two seams
on either end of the divider squeezed closed. There was a sound of rushing air
as a ring of vents around the upper section of the airlock opened wide. When
the air inside the lock was evacuated, the star-shaped seam began to open.
Bright white light filled the airlock from below and spilled through the
divider’s window, whitewashing the brown interior and illuminating the entire
facility. From their vantage high in the wall of the staging area, they could
see down through the divider and view the crescent shape of the earth beyond.
As they watched, a shuttle drifted up through the opening, turned slowly and
set down gently in an open space between two others, completing the neat ring
around the seam. No sooner had it set down that the one to its right lifted off
the floor, drifted over and dropped out of the port. Once it was out, the seam
squeezed closed, and the sound of rushing air once again filled the facility. Bailey
grinned over at Ned. “Cool, huh?”


“Those
are the shuttles they use on their runs back and forth to Earth, eh.” Ned
asked.


“No duh.”
Bailey laughed quietly.


“They
look like bugs.”


“Cool,
huh?”


“Well,
are they?”


“Yes! Yes!”
she said patting his head. “And all we have to do is sneak onto one and catch a
lift back to Earth.”


Ned
wasn’t a genius, but he knew that performing that little trick would be next to
impossible. Between them and the unlikely bus on the other side of the window
were two hundred feet of alien space, weird biological controls they didn’t
know how to use—not to mention that the bus itself was, quite literally, a
giant bug. Getting on board one of those things and getting a lift home would
be like some fairy tale from a children’s book. “Uh, I don’t think that would
be possible,” he said. “Besides we can’t even get back to where we started, let
alone get down into one of those damned things.”


Bailey looked at Ned like he was
a child who’d dropped his ice cream cone. “Poor baby . . . look, what other
chance do we have? I’m gonna get out of here.”


“Not
right now, you’re not.”


“No, of
course, not now!”


“Oh . . .
”


“Look, we
have to get back to the tube. We have to tell Mary and Phil and them, and then,
we have to plan how to do it. It’ll be like a prison break or something. We’ll
have to plan every little detail. Everybody’ll have a special job to do. We can
use these watches like Phil said and like synchronize the whole operation.
It’ll be cool! We can do it!”


Ned shook
his head. “I don’t know . . . ”


“What
other choice do we have?”


“I don’t
know what difference it would make.”


“What?”


“What
difference does it make? We’d just be jumping from the frying pan into the fire
as I see it.”


Bailey
looked at Ned like he was nuts. “Ned . . . you’re a Canadian. Do you have any
idea how much firepower the U.S. of A. has at its disposal?”


“A lot,
eh?”


“You bet.
Our military can dust this whole invasion before you can say kweebeck.”


“Keebeck,”
Ned corrected.


“Whatever.”


“That
still leaves the little problem of convincing your almighty military that the
invasion even exists.”


Bailey
looked out at the shuttle port.


“You’ve
got no imagination, Ned,” she finally said.


“And
you’ve got enough for both of us, eh?”


“Maybe. But
I’ll tell you one thing, I’m gonna get out of here if it kills me. I don’t want
to die in this nasty place.”


Ned
thought about it. He rubbed his arm. It was an evil place. No one wanted to die
here. “That’s probably a good enough reason to try, eh?” he said, finally
conceding.


“Oh, Ned,
we can do it. I just know it.”


“Sure,”
he said and winked at her.


Bailey got all excited. “Look,
I’ve got a plan for us.” 


“Uh-oh.”


“We stay
right here and make notes about every little thing that happens down there. That’s
the key to getting out of here. If we can figure out how that control panel
works we stand a good chance.” She’d said it with such certainty that Ned
almost believed it.


“I wish I
had some binoculars,” Bailey added.


Ned
reached over and started to open the backpack and Bailey, puzzled, twisted to
accommodate him. With a grin like Santa Claus, he unzipped a side pocket and
pulled out a pair of compact binoculars.


“No shit!” she said a little too
loud then whispered it again. “They were in the pack when I found it. Never
thought I’d have a use for them.”


Bailey
put them to her eyes and adjusted focus.


“Have a
ball,” he said. “I’m taking a nap.”


“Get me
out the notepad, first,” she said, keeping the binoculars trained on the scene
below. “Nobody’s smarter’n us.”


He pulled
out the note pad, handed it over to her, then scooted back down the tube a
short distance and stretched out. He looked at the black and ugly surface of
the narrow little tube in the alien spaceship and tried yet again, to imagine
all this was happening to someone else.


 


*  *  *


 


 “There’s someone here who wants to ask you a
few questions, Phil,” Linda said into the speaker phone. “His name is George
Greenbaum.” She saw the look of restrained excitement on George’s face as he
leaned closer to the device. This was the ultimate for George. He would be
speaking to an honest-to-God alien abductee—not after the fact but while it was
happening.


The
egg-timer had been George’s idea, and Phil agreed immediately when Linda told
him about it. It was set for ten minutes. At the end of that time, they would
hang up and not communicate again until the need to relate critical news arose
or the time for the next scheduled call was reached in another twenty- four
hours. The next call, and each call thereafter, would have a maximum length of
five minutes. That would continue until Phil’s batteries were used up.


In
addition to the speaker phone, they’d also added a larger, professional tape
recorder that was turned on and running.


“I guess you’ve
had better weeks, Phil,” George started. 


“You
bet.”


“The ship
is alive, but how alive?”


“I can’t
say for sure, but my gut tells me not very. There’s little activity visible. No
gross motor functions we can see.” 


“An
automaton, some dim
slave?”


“Slave.
Probably some cognition—at least, a controlling mechanism of some kind. The
smaller ships seem more ‘alert’.” 


“Any
sense of the overall structure, physiology, architecture?” 


“I don’t
have the right visibility. Mostly tubes and tunnel structures from our point of
view. Some big chambers. We’ve seen no mechanical or electronic mechanisms,
other than some components of the tools they use in surgery. Nothing but biotic
controls around here.”


“Any feel
for the size of the ship?”


“Huge. At
least a hundred yards in two dimensions. Maybe more.”


“The
goons you said are human.”


“Were
human.”


“Were.
Who gets to be one? How do they choose them?” 


“Unknown.”


“Have you
tried to communicate with them?”


“Negative.”


“Why
not?”


“One:
they don’t seem human enough. You can’t imagine one until you’ve seen it. They
come pre-programmed. Two: they’re dangerous as hell.”


“Try it.”


“Why?”


“Do they
still walk upright?”


“Yes.”


“Then
there might be some humanity left.”


“I’ll
consider it.”


“The
aliens . . . describe them.”


“Witches.”


“Literally?
Like cartoon witches?”


“No. Just
disgusting. Very unclean.”


“They’re
females?”


“Unknown.
They just look like it.”


“Height?
Weight?”


“Five and
a half feet. Maybe a hundred pounds. Skinny. Hideous. Two hands, feet. Long fingers.
Agile. Skin moist, cool, texture of soft paper. Short downward spines cover the
entire body. Almost reptilian.  Nekked.”


“Naked?”


“Nekked.
There’s a difference.”


Linda and
George both had the urge to smile. 


“Okay.  Nekked.”


“The
language, is it spoken?”


“Assumed,
but unknown.”


“You’ve
never heard them speak?”


“Never.”


“The
pupae. Can you get to them easily?”


“Yes. At
least the ones we know about.”


George
turned his eyes toward Linda.


“Can you
destroy them?” he asked.


There was a pause at the other
end.


“Why?”


George smiled ruefully.
“Please . . .”


“I don’t know,” Phil said.
“The containers are tough, and there are thousands of them.”


“Think it over.”


“It could be difficult.
Besides, my hunch is that they’d just start over.”


“Any ideas?”


“If I had a detonator I’d
set off a bomb, if I had a bomb,”
Phil said.


George smiled. “If I think
of anything that might help, I’ll . . . uh . . . I’ll let you know,” he said.
He knew it sounded silly before it was out, but it had an inertia all its own.
It was, after all, what people said to be helpful.


“Thanks. You do that,”
Phil said.


A little embarrassed,
George drew his mouth into a line for a second. “We’ll talk again tomorrow,” he
said.


“You bet . . . Linda?”


“I’m here.”


“Take us off the speaker.”


George took the hint and
left the room. Linda picked up the receiver just the same. “Hi,” she said.


“My will is in the gun
safe.”


“I know where.”


“There’ll be a snag
getting payment from the insurance companies. They’ll want a body and a death
certificate, but won’t have either. They’ll pay in seven years, at least a
partial if you stay on top of them.”


The egg timer went off
with a ding and intruded on the moment like the unthinking, unfeeling mechanoid
it was. “That’s it for now, then,” Phil said.


“I love you, Phil.”


Phil paused. He didn’t
mean to, it just happened. “I love you, Linda, more than anything,” he said.


She hung up and reached
slowly over and turned off the tape recorder.


All I
have is his voice, captured now on tape; that and some photographs are all I’ll
ever have again.


By the time she got to the
living room, her eyes were wet with tears. She sat down, plucked a tissue out
of the box on the coffee table and dabbed her eyes with it. God, she was tired
of crying. George sat cross-legged, his head propped sideways on his hand. He
reminded Linda of every long-haired college eccentric she’d ever seen.


“Now what?” she asked with
resignation.


George lifted his head up
and took a deep breath and held it. Linda wished that when he spoke he would
have the answer and would speak it gently and with confidence like a trusted
friend; and one who knew the answer.


“Nothing very inspired at
this point,” he said evenly.


It wasn’t a surprise, but
it stung anyway.


“Yeah . . .” Linda said.
“Me, neither.”


They sat looking in
opposite directions with nothing to say. Linda knew that if you didn’t have a
fixed and clear direction, any direction would do. She blew her nose, got up
and went outside.


Linda walked out into the
center of the little front lawn; and shielding her eyes with her hand, tried to
look up at the sun. The star obliterated her vision, washed it away with light.


Phil is
up there. He’s right there in that bright light and I can’t see him.


She tried and tried, bringing
her sun-blinded eyes back to the white hole time and again, and time and again
the light rebuffed her without pity, slapping her away with its fierce energy.


“That’s not a good idea.
It’s not a good way to do it,” George said, standing next to her. He glanced up
at the sun and squinted painfully as if to test the forgone conclusion.


“Clever sons of bitches.
The energy from the sun makes one hell of a defensive cover. And if the ship is
organic or mostly organic, it probably wouldn’t show up very well on radar, if
at all.”


Linda only half heard him.
“Phil is up there,” she said.


 


*  *  *


 


She made
sandwiches later while George talked to his buddies at the USC labs. They’d
been promised the results of the tests on the fluid and tissue scrap that afternoon.
When Linda looked over at George, he was sitting on the edge of the sofa, furiously
taking notes with the phone clamped between shoulder and cheek.


He came
into the dining room with a stack of loose notes. He was so pre-occupied,
reading and thinking, he nearly missed the chair when he sat down.


“Well?”


“It’s
interesting,” he said absently, fingering his notes.


The
absent-minded tone of voice and the word interesting made her anger flare.


“It would
be interesting
if it was on TV, George! It’s damned horrible is what it is. Why don’t you just
say it’s horrible?”


George
looked down over the rim of his glasses, adding to the eccentric professor
look.


“Okay . .
. it’s horrible,” he said.


Linda
could have slapped him. She tossed her fork down on the plate with a clank and got up from
the table. When she made it as far as the sink, she stopped and leaned against
it.


“Linda,
I’m sorry. It’s been tough, I know,” he said.


George
waited patiently. Linda stared out the window for a full minute before she
turned around and sat back down.


“Sorry,”
she said into her plate.


“It is horrible and I don’t have any
answers,” he said. “I feel like a dodo bird waiting for the club to fall. I’m
afraid and confused, too.”


Head down,
Linda chewed her tasteless food. She was ashamed of the outburst. It wasn’t his
fault he was a dweeb.


“You said
it was interesting,” she said finally, still staring at her plate. “What did
they find out?”


Her voice
was so low that he could barely hear it. He cleared his throat and began slowly
shifting his notes around, not really looking for anything. “Well . . . the DNA
was very interesting. It’s mostly human. That’s not comforting, but it fits. If
the aliens are as adept at biological manipulation as Phil says . . . I don’t
know . . . I have no idea how they’d do that . . .” His voice trailed off and
he shuffled aimlessly through his notes some more.


“The DNA
in the tissue sample,” he continued, “does have an amphibian-like profile, just
like the guy in Kernville suggested. I’m sure he’ll be glad to hear that.”


Linda
looked up and grinned at the thought. It was probably the last thing that
chicken-shit wanted to hear.


“I doubt
that,” she said.


“Right .
. . the fluid looks much like blood with very few red blood cells. Massive
amounts of what look like white cells and protein plasmids that could be
anything. It doesn’t have the physical characteristics of any blood they’d ever
seen . . . how did he put it . . .” he shuffled papers for the exact words and
found them. “‘It’s a composite of blood-like elements’, is how he put it.
Overall, both the tissue and the blood confused the hell out them. I guess you
might expect that, too. They wanted to know if asking them to analyze the
samples was a test of some kind. They asked me if I made the blood stuff in the
kitchen. I think they were serious about that.”


Linda
smiled and the smile chased away the last of her funk. “Right. We made in the
blender—a little frog juice, a piece of meat, a cup of water,” she laughed.


“Right. I
almost wish we had. The good news is that the DNA in the tissue sample is
clearly both human and amphibian. And you can’t fake that like you might mix up
a fake solution. We have the physical sample, its color, texture and the chemical
DNA locked in the cells that are locked in the sample. Jeff thought it was
quite interesting.” When he said interesting,
he smiled a little.


“So now
what?”


“We get
pictures of the ship through a telescope. If we can find it, and photograph
it—and I mean good, really good photos—and with the taped phone calls and
physical evidence— blood stuff, tissues, the lab report . . .”


He
stopped himself in mid-sentence as if he’d just remembered
something more important he had to do. “. . . and we get shut down anyway,” he
said. “It sounds just like a damned hoax.”


He dropped his notes in a
pile on the table.


“All the goddamned hoaxes
make everything a hoax!” he fumed.


Linda leaned back in her
chair and cocked her head at George. She swallowed a mouthful of food then clamped
her hands with her legs and leaned forward with the most intense look George
Greenbaum had ever seen. Her spooky, multicolored eye blazed at him. Her voice
was perfectly modulated and the effect sent a brief chill up his spine.


“It’s not a hoax,” she
said. “I know it and you know it. And as long as we know it, there’s hope.”


George shuffled his papers
around without purpose. She was right, but she was also naive. It was her very
fire, her enthusiasm that would work against them. He shook his head quickly
and his confidence flew off like water from a dog’s coat. Here it was, finally,
in perfect form—but when you drew it out on paper, really looked at it hard, it
had all the best attributes of a real wing-dinger—a lollapalooza of a hoax.


It was so simple to him
now, so clear. The cries of wolf had
damned them all; the real wolf could never, ever
be believed.


He wondered if some
strange, unknown dynamic—one that applies only to intergalactic conquest—had
worked its rare and nefarious purpose to set humankind up for an attack just
like this. Maybe that’s the way it worked with murder on the interplanetary
scale. The ones who got conquered by another race somehow fool themselves into
thinking it can’t happen. Unbeknownst to the victims, decades of dreams, tales,
imaginings, stories, movies and lies all worked to some horrible advantage
for the aggressor. It can’t happen because somehow imagining every possible way
it could
happen makes it not possible. All that imagination, and playing it out, and
testing it, and nay-saying and scoffing makes the lame-minded victims perfectly
numb to the possibility and, thus, easier, perfectly stupid prey. Maybe they picked us for destruction
just because we wouldn’t believe it, even when it was happening, he thought.
How ironic. We’ve waddled along and quacked or gobbled or whatever it is dodos
do and thought everything was just fine. We’re so thick and pea-brained stupid
we don’t even know a club when we see it.


He shook
his head again and saw himself as if he was watching from across the table. He
just shook his head and shook it. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d
wanted to. It was instinctual. He’d seen albatrosses in the Philippines shake
their heads just like that, with the same back and forth, monotonous frequency.
The albatross was related to the dodo. That was the first thing you learned
when you arrived.


“You’ve
lost it,” Linda said. “You’ve really lost it.” She looked at him even harder
and got up from the table. “How dare you . . .”


He
stretched his mouth back over clenched teeth and the competent, eccentric
professor look gave way to one of total angst and weakness.


“There’s
nothing we can do,” he said to her back as she stomped off. “Not a goddamned
thing. We’re doomed. It was meant to be.”


“You’re
full of shit,” she said over her shoulder. What she thought, but did not say
was that George Greenbaum was a coward.


It just made sense.


 


*  *  *


 


 


Tom Moon
drifted toward the bright, clean light like a moth on a gentle breeze. When he
reached it, it vanished and revealed the alien world of the ship like some
sticky brown residue. When he saw where he was, he wanted to turn and fly back
to the safety of the dark nothingness on those petal-soft wings.


In his
mind, he whined the word help
over and over and over.


He was
restrained but could see a good part of the laboratory by moving his eyes. He
couldn’t see his body but knew he was stretched and clamped and attached to the
inside of the strange cage just like the others. He looked over at the blank,
mindless face of the man in the cage next to him then turned his eyes away. The
horror of the place was there in that face, gathered up and reflected back.
When he closed his eyes to block it out, the ghostlike image was still there.


He could
feel the cruel presence of the cage all around him, like a living thing with
its talons, claws and tendrils piercing, pulling and tearing his body. When he
tried to move his legs, the talons dug deeper. There was pain where the claws
and tendrils held him, but not too much. He thought they must have given him a
big shot of something.


The
witches moved around him quickly and Tom Moon spun in his own fear like a
wounded animal.


There
were monsters and parts of monsters everywhere and the groaning and whining
sounds were louder and worse than the sound in the place where the aliens cut
out the worms. He wished he could block his ears.


He felt a
movement in his gut, a quick little squiggle, like a piece of wire being
twirled. It was followed by a feeling of fullness, like he’d just eaten two or
three cans of something. The cage shifted and he was suddenly looking down at
the filthy floor of the chamber through the weird parts of the cage-thing. He
felt a tickle in his throat, and he gagged, and retched up a potful of dark
liquid. He felt a buzzing chatter at the back of his head then saw stars and
bright shapes that moved back and forth like colored sheets in the wind and
filled him with unexplained terror. He cried out like a child and the sound
was new and foreign in its intensity, even for Tom Moon.


He faded
in and out of the dark universe of the chamber as if that ugly place was turned
on and off by the hand of some wizard. When he was aware enough to sense it, he
felt his skin being removed and another time he watched as his arms, held in
place by the strange grabbers of the cage, were cut off like unwanted branches
on a tree. Once, when he could still see, he saw a monster’s leg extending out
where his own arm used to be. It had three toes on it that looked like they’d
been carved out of potatoes with the skin left on. He wondered how they would
move, and like magic, they did.


He knew
then that the powerful leg was his own. He made it flex and felt the massive
strength in it as the muscles tightened like steel coils against the
restraints.


Now I
really am a galumpnuckler.


He would
have smiled but the apparatus that was his face could no longer shape a smile.
He felt another buzz and a familiar hiss at the back of his head, and the
universe exploded with black stars. He fell into that darkness as surely as if
he’d fallen from a high ledge. He fell and fell.


Except for his eyes, his
spinal column, most of his nervous system, and a few organs especially suited
for this particular design, Tom Moon was gone.


 


*  *  *


 


God will
give me the strength, Gilbert thought. God has brought me to this place for His purpose. These demons
shall be his allies and be bonded to me, the broker of His plan. I will say the
words and they will be heard. His will be done. The pain is nothing. Only the
words are important.


He
strained against the silence in his voice, pushing it aside slowly like a heavy
stone door. His lips squirmed and contorted with the effort.


His will
be done.


“Wea . .
. ther,” he croaked.


The witch
stopped cutting and looked at Gilbert’s head as if it was a troublesome piece
of equipment. It reached over and felt the head with its steely fingers and
turned it and probed at the voice box. This clearly should not be happening.


“I . . .
know . . . weather,” Gilbert barely said.


The witch
spoke out into the chamber and the sound came out like leaves shaken down a
wooden chute. Soon there were two others at its side poking and probing at
Gilbert’s head and throat, trying to find the source of the malfunction.


Once
Gilbert had made the alternate connection between brain and voice-box, he found
it somewhat easier to speak. Splayed open like a laboratory frog and with the
spiny fingers of aliens crawling over and probing his head and neck he said, “I
should speak to . . . the alpha.” The witches couldn’t understand English any
better than Gilbert could understand their odd language, but the speech sounds
came through loud and clear.


“I should
speak to the alpha,” he repeated mechanically.


The
witches conferred among themselves, and then the two newcomers left the first
with the job yet to complete, and the malfunctioning head making human noises.


“I have .
. . information . . . for the alpha,” Gilbert said.


The witch
put down the cutter with a show of alien impatience, picked up a syringe-like
device, clamped Gilbert’s wiggling lips together with thumb and forefinger and
glued them shut with one quick motion. That done, it went back to work, moving
somewhat faster as if all this bother had put it behind schedule.


Gilbert’s
rubbery lips struggled against the thick, elastic glue, still trying to form
words behind the closure.


His will
be done.


When the
last worm had been removed from Gilbert’s body, the witch glued the last
incision closed and hissed for a lab goon to carry the object away. The witch
halted the goon before it left by issuing another quick hiss, then it squirted
the seam holding Gilbert’s mouth shut with a thick, brown softening agent from
another syringe and rubbed it briefly with a spiny forefinger. By the time the
goon got to the chamber’s opening, Gilbert’s struggling lips had worked free of
the glue.


“I should
speak with the alpha,” he continued as if his speech had never been halted by
alien glue. “I have information for the alpha person.”


He still
couldn’t move his head well enough to aim his speech directly at the goon’s
face and so had to be content to let the words go at the goon’s huge breast.


The goon
ambled down the tunnel toward the alpha’s chamber while Gilbert prayed to the
glory of God and repeated his intonations like a limp doll whose pull-cord was
stuck.


“I should
speak to the alpha,” he said. “I have information about . . . the weather.”


 


*  *  *


 


Bailey was
beaming. She was studying Phil’s every reaction to the drawings and loving it.
She’d worked hard on them and now there might be a real use for them.


“These
are great,” he said. Mary craned her neck over his shoulder to get a look, too.


The
drawings were highly detailed. She’d identified each weird protuberance and
alien structure with arrows that terminated with neat block letters. She’d
given the devices names much like Mary would—it had become a common syndrome
where nothing in the environment had a true earthly analog.


Phil
turned a page and the neat table of the times of arrivals and departures might
have looked typewritten from a distance of a few feet.


“Amazing.
What’s the time frame? Overall?”


“We
stayed about twelve hours,” Bailey said leaning and reaching in to point to the
time column. “These are when they left, these times are when they arrived.
There’s exactly sixty-six minutes between each of these departure times. Count
‘em.”


“I
believe you,” Phil said. “Excellent.”


“Bailey
did it all. All’s I did was sleep,” Ned said with a plump chuckle.


“These
are just great.” He turned another page. On the next was an overall rendering
of the shuttle-bay from their perspective high in the chamber wall. The shuttle-bugs as Bailey called them could
be seen in a ring around the star-shaped seam on the far side of the divider.
Everything was neatly labeled. The perspective was torqued a little, but the
objects were tightly drawn. She’d even included a little scale with hash marks
at the bottom that tried to show the size of the chamber and the relative
distances between the things in it.


“How do
we know which one to get on?” Phil asked, winking at her. They hadn’t
discussed Bailey’s plan to stow away on one of the shuttles yet at all, but the
question filled in all the blanks.


Bailey,
all excited, poked Ned in the ribs and laughed. “See! I told ‘ya dough-boy!”
she giggled. “I told ‘ya it was a good idea!”


She
beamed broader and swung around so she could share the same view as Phil.


“They
always . . . always . . . take the one directly opposite the one that just came
back and one place clockwise,” she said pointing. “Turn the page—go, go.” Phil
did. The next page showed a direct overhead view of the ring of shuttle bugs
surrounding the star-like seam in the floor. Each of the shuttles occupied the
space at each point of the star. Each one had a perfect block lettered number
on it—one through six.


“Look,”
she said. “When this one comes back,” she traced with a finger across the star
and then moved around one place clockwise. “This one leaves next.” She held up
her wrist with the watch on it. “With this cheap watch and a piece of paper, I
can tell you which one will be leaving a month from now—to the minute.”


Clearly
impressed, Mary raised her eyebrows. “I’m amazed.”


“Yeah,”
Ned said. “Ain’t it somethin’?”


Bailey
beamed at them.


“How do
we get down from the . . .” Phil started.


“I know!
I know! Turn the page, turn the page!” Bailey wiggled.


The next
page showed a sketch of the wall of the shuttle port and the tunnel opening
high up on it. A human figure had been drawn repelling down from the opening on
what looked like a long rope. The block letters calling out the rope read GARDEN HOSE FROM DUMP. The other end of
the hose was shown anchored somewhere on the floor of the tunnel, but Phil
noticed that no details of how that would be accomplished were provided.


“We’ll
have to find a way to attach the hose somehow,” Bailey said, reading his mind.
“I don’t know how yet.”


“So how do
we get past the big bastards operating the place?”


“Easy,”
Bailey said. “They leave the place unattended between departures and arrivals.
All we have to do is time our escape right, and we can walk right through the
doors of the air lock. It takes about fifteen or twenty minutes to get a
shuttle thingy unloaded. Once that’s done, the operator goon guys and the pilot
bastards all leave the place by this door.” She thumbed back to the overall
view and pointed out a larger, but otherwise normal-looking seam at the back of
the facility, “Right there.” 


“Perfect,”
Phil said.


Mary’s
eyes were as big as saucers. Both she and Ned both had that stunned look as if
they were watching the news of an enormous natural disaster. Ned, it seemed,
hadn’t quite believed it until now.


Mary’s
head started to nod as the possibilities sank in.


“We can
do this. We can do it. We have to reconnoiter one of the shuttles and find out
where we can hide in it. How do we get inside them?”


Bailey
thumbed quickly forward a page or two. Phil was amazed at the amount of
information she’d compiled in a twelve-hour period. The notebook and its
drawings were a testament to the power of a desperate and focused mind. She
stopped at a detail of a side section of one of the shuttles. There, next to a
lateral seam were two openers.


“That’s
it?” Phil asked. “Just openers?”


“When you
push that . . .” she pointed. This whole section opens up like one of those .
. . um . . . what’d ‘ya call those big planes?”


Phil had
no idea which one she meant. “Transport planes?” he pretended to guess. It
didn’t matter at this point.


“Yeah,
yeah. One of those. The whole butt part raises up and a ramp comes out of its
guts. All this metal stuff just folds out of the way. It’s real cool.”


“I’ll volunteer
to go and check it out,” Mary said. “I think I could climb down that hose easy
enough.”


Phil
nodded at her in agreement. “Let me get this straight. There’s at least a half
hour period when the entire place is unoccupied?”


“More
like forty minutes,” Bailey said smiling.


Phil
turned the pages back to the first drawing of the control panel.


“And we
know which ones of these opens the seams to the air lock?”


Bailey
pointed them out. “This one opens; this one closes.” Unable to contain
herself, she covered her mouth with her hands to keep from squealing out of
joy.


“I’ll be
damned,” Phil said. He closed the book up and flapped it gently, thoughtfully,
against his thigh.


“Okay,
Mary,” he said to her.


“Okay,
what?” Mary asked.


“We’re
gonna check out the inside of one of the shuttles. The next time the dump
opens, we grab that fucking garden hose.”


“You
bet.”


“You’ll
have to go back with us, Ned. We’ll need you to anchor the hose while we climb
down it. Do you think you can do it.”


“If I can
wedge myself in, I think so,” Ned replied.


The ugly
sound of a goon’s hissing whistle caused them to break up and move toward their
holes in slow motion. A few minutes later, as he sat studying the drawing under
the single dim light of the chamber, Phil watched as Bailey ambled past just
ahead of a big bastard.


She
turned toward him, smiled a big defiant smile and gave him a thumbs up.
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Seseidi squatted in the quiet depression of the two short hills and
waited until the bird-god stopped its shrill sound. Care had to be taken: if
the spider was frightened, he would refuse to come out and be captured. It was
a good spot for spiders, with good, soft soil and plenty of food crawling by.
He had found hundreds of spiders here over the years and his first son, little
Pudabi, who squatted quietly next to him now, would continue to hunt spiders
here long after Seseidi’s spirit joined the trees.


He placed
the long, thin twig just inside the three-inch-wide hole and tapped it against
the smooth side of the tunnel, like one would tap the ash from a cigarette. He
tapped quickly and randomly to simulate the scrabbling legs of a beetle. If the
spider was home, Seseidi would call him out with his tapping. No sooner had he
begun that the woolly legs of the spider appeared just where the light reached
them and Seseidi moved the stiff, thin twig back a little and tapped some more.
To trick the spider, the spider must never get close enough to smell or touch
the twig, for he would know it was not a beetle then and not be lured up by the
tapping for hours or even days if he were too frightened. But Seseidi had
captured many spiders this way and this one followed the tapping twig up out of
the hole and along the ground while Seseidi kept it just out reach. It was a
big one, with plenty of good eggs inside the round belly. Little Pudabi
squatted motionless, swallowing his saliva, watching the fat, hairy spider as
it crawled along after the vibrating twig.


With the
spider now more than a foot from its hole, Seseidi reached down slowly with his
outstretched thumb and pinned the spider firmly to the ground with it. He held
the spider so firmly that it could barely move the last joints of its legs.


Seseidi’s
hands were well practiced at the next step and one by one he lifted the
spider’s legs up and worked them under his thumb until he had them all bent
back and pinned. Then, using a two-foot-long piece of thin fiber he had
prepared earlier, he wove it around the spider’s legs until they were tied
tight making the woolly, leggy spider into a tight little bundle with its black
fangs clearly visible. That done, he mounted the spider on a stiff stick about
a foot long, by sliding it along its back and under the juncture where its legs
came together. He handed the spider-on-a-stick to young Pudabi whose white
teeth shone with a grin at the prize so received. The little fire had burned
down to coals just right for roasting a fat, eggy spider.


“Big
spider,” Pudabi said in his native tongue, tempting the spider’s fangs with a
cautious finger.


“A big
one,” his father said. “Go cook him. I’ll get another one.”


The gray
hunter burst from the brush just ten feet from Seseidi and stood on all fours
spread wide, turning its head from boy to man and back, defying them to move.
The shock at seeing such a demon startled Pudabi, who dropped the spider with
a trembling start as if he’d stepped on an electric eel. Seseidi froze
motionless, and knew he was looking at a real tree spirit; it had to be—what
else could look so fearsome? He didn’t know if tree spirits could be killed,
but Seseidi was a survivor of many battles and knew how to use spear, and bow
and arrow, and he would not let even a tree spirit kill him without a good
fight. His needle-sharp spear was propped against a large leaf just a few feet
away. He flashed his eyes toward it then back again just to be sure of its
exact location. He could hear little Pudabi whimpering behind him, but could
not turn fully to look, keeping his eyes instead on the ugly face of the tree
spirit.


When the
tree spirit raised its head and called up to heaven with a loud roar, Seseidi
shifted over, grabbed his spear, pulled it back with both hands and lunged at
the monster’s chest. Before the poisoned tip reached its skin, the monster
swooped down with its head in a flashing arc and clamped onto the spear with
its teeth. Twisting slowly, it rose up on its hind legs and wrenched the spear
from Seseidi’s grasp like a toy. It snapped its head to the side and tossed the
spear so violently that the spinning weapon whirred several times, like the
wings of a bird, before disappearing into the brush.


The tree
spirit loomed over Seseidi like a huge panther, daring him to move; and once
again it called out to heaven. The sound was so deep, Seseidi could feel it in
his chest.


“Run!” he
said to Pudabi. “Run!”


As if the
words were magic, the stunned boy came back to life and ran into the brush. The
gray hunter gave only a glance as the boy ran. Such prey lacked substance and
was of little concern when it had the larger one.


What will he do with me? Seseidi thought. Eat me, or carry me off? Perhaps he’ll
just beat me. He wondered what sin he had committed to bring the
wrath of a tree spirit down on him.


“I have
cared for your forest and have not been wasteful,” Seseidi prayed to the gray
hunter. “I have killed no forbidden spirits and have eaten only the allowed
ones. Must I die?”


The gray
hunter listened to the squeaky noises the prey made, then bellowed again. It
extended its neck and sniffed loudly at Seseidi’s leg and let the warm scent of
prey fill its head with thoughts of blood and tearing flesh. It hoped the prey
would attack again so those images might become manifest.


The burr
came in from the thick brush with a phoop
and a hiss and struck Seseidi in the side. A moment later he slumped, as if
dead.


With the
prey safely removed, the gray hunter, curious by nature, found the spider and
sniffed it to make sure it was food. It took the spider into its mouth, then
shook its head to fling off just the stick the spider was mounted on. It lifted
its head, chewed down once and swallowed. The lack of blood in the morsel was
disappointing.


It lifted
its head and breathed the faint scent of new prey on the still air. The gray
hunter took a few steps, and moving its head back and forth in a wide sweep,
was able to tell the exact direction of the source of it.


With more
hunting to do, the creature loped off into the brush toward the prey. It barely
made a sound and slipped around the brush and vines like a snake. The dark and
wet warmth of the jungle thrilled it, and in some deep recess of its mind, it
felt at home.


 


*  *  *


 


Gilbert sat
with his thin, white legs spread because he was too weak to cross them. Sitting
there on the stool-like protuberance, naked, was most unpleasant. He looked
down at his bent and dark yellow nails and slowly wiggled his toes. Gilbert
Keefer had no interest whatsoever in the appearance of his feet. They could
have been shaped like duck’s feet and would not have changed his expression
from the brief, solitary tightening of his mouth on viewing them. He looked at
his sagging belly and the fine scars that crisscrossed it and thought of them
as suddenly noble, even holy. He imagined a full-sized sculpture of himself,
which would have laced on its naked torso the facsimile pattern of these
virtuous scars.


Yes, he thought, if God thinks it not too vain, perhaps.


He was in
the alpha’s chamber. It had to be. There were demon things all about: strange
objects and containers hung from the ceiling and littered the floor. There were
several other stools in the chamber and a single long ledge, which ran around
most of it, was covered with even stranger objects. Without his glasses, he
found it difficult to see clearly, but if he squinted, he could make out that
several of the objects were alive. They twisted and squirmed like upright eels,
but were attached to bases that looked like they themselves might have eyes.
He couldn’t tell. He drew his mouth into a brief line and had absolutely no
further interest in such things.


He
propped his thin arms on his pale, soft knees and waited. He wondered if he
would get to go into the soakers and have his new wounds cleansed and healed
there. He hoped so because the wounds were beginning to sting as the anesthetic
wore off.


He drew
his mouth into a thin line, then wiped the corners of his mouth with his thumb
and middle finger.


The pain
is nothing, he thought. The pain is nothing.


The seam
at the far end of the chamber bloomed open and the alpha came through it
flanked by two other aliens. They came right to Gilbert and began to examine
him carefully, touching his arms and scrutinizing his new incisions. Gilbert
just stared forward and let them know with his face that he did not fear being
touched so. They lifted his arms up over his head and exposed his white ribs.
To this also, he stared.


I must
let them know I am not afraid, he thought. God’s will be done. I shall fear not.


Even the
alpha’s rustling voice failed to influence the blank stare.


“You said
your word weather,” the alpha rasped.
“What do you know of the weather?”


Without
making eye contact with the alien, Gilbert Keefer said what he had rehearsed
for days in his mind.


“My God
has given me all knowledge about the Earth’s weather.”


The alpha
studied the blank face. “Tell me of the weather,” it said.


The next
line had been rehearsed, too. So much so that Gilbert could have said it
backwards. He stared, refusing to look at the demon’s face.


“My God
will make a pact with you, and I will be the agent of His will.”


The
aliens rasped and rustled at each other for a moment, leaving Gilbert propped
on his scrawny knees, staring like a sphinx.


“What is
this pact?” the alpha asked, turning toward Gilbert.


“The true
believers must be spared your wrath as foretold.”


The
aliens rustled.


“It is
not possible,” the alpha said with a note of alien impatience. It held up its index
finger. The sheath peeled back revealing the stinger. “How would we know these
believers as you say?”


“My God
shall call them with my voice as His trumpet.”


“You will
choose?”


“As the
agent of my God, I will choose.”


“How many
of these types will you choose?”


“One
thousand.”


“And this
one thousand you and your god will keep?”


“Yes.
They will be the seed of a rebirth and a testament to the glory of my God
forever and always.”


The
aliens moved away and rustled and rasped at each other for some minutes.
Gilbert saw this as a good sign and thanked God for his good fortune. He looked
over at the writhing ornaments on the ledge and almost smiled.


The alpha
moved back, leaving the others standing apart. When he did, Gilbert rotated his
head back to the forward position, in perfect timing with the alien’s arrival.


“How much
space is needed for you and this one thousand?” it rasped.


“One
continent only,” the sphinx said.


“Which
continent?”


The next line
was also rehearsed. It was, to be sure, the most important one. Without looking
at the alien demon, Gilbert Keefer spoke the words his God had placed in his
care and his voice was as smooth as warm grease.


“The one
thousand shall inhabit the place called North America within the borders of
latitude 10 degrees South to 60 degrees north and longitude 130 degrees West to
50 degrees East. This shall be holy land and sacrosanct. It shall be the home
of the living God. As the agent of my God, I shall have all dominion over it,
and its resources, and all that lives therein.”


Having
said it, he allowed himself just the slightest hint of a smile. It was so
small, he was sure it didn’t show.


 


*  *  *


 


Cut me you fucker, Bailey thought. See if I care. Someday
I’ll get you—you and you’re fucking sisters, too.


She
watched the spinning light of the cutter’s blade contact the flesh of her leg
and part it cleanly. The pain rushed over her like flame.


Fuck you! She cried in her mind. Fuck you!


For ten
hours she endured. She watched her body disassembled and reassembled by the
spider-like hands of an alien being she could scarcely comprehend, and she
raged silently at it to die, to burn alive and die.


Later, as
she drifted in the soaker, her mind cooled and stilled enough to regain some
focus. She floated and let the little crawlers chew at the wasted tissue and
glue around the incisions. She had nothing against the crawlers except that
they were part of the ship. That was enough.


She
imagined dropping each one into boiling water like little lobsters and wondered
if they’d scream. She decided they would and indulged and embellished the
fantasy by scooping the little screamers out of the steaming pot with a strainer
and eating them until she was full. What she didn’t cook and eat, she casually
mashed flat one at a time on the heavy wooden cutting board with the round part
of a large kitchen spoon. She would stop from time to time and scoop the mush
off the table then plop it down the whirring garbage disposal.


Ha ha.


She saved
the best for the witch that cut her open and probed her flesh.


In this
fantasy, the witch could not die permanently, but was reborn after each hideous
death, with the memory of the last torment as a prelude to the next. Sometimes
she would kill it slowly and painfully and deliberately, using tools from her
dad’s toolbox; sometimes quickly and violently with clubs and iron pipes.
Sometimes, just for sport, she would chase it from a jeep driven by a smiling
Mary and whack at its ugly head and back with a baseball bat. Her favorite was
putting an imagined strong and specialized bio-engineered hand up its ass and
turning it literally inside out.


Yum.


I will
escape. I will escape and live. My hatred will allow it. My hatred will sustain
me.


The seam
finally opened and the vine extracted her from the pale fluid. It dropped her
wet and slippery body onto the rubbery floor of the chamber. She struggled up
onto her hands and knees then craned her neck out as the black tendrils wrapping
her face and head fluttered away. When the thick vine slid out of her gullet
she twisted her neck and undulated her head to rid herself of it.


She
collapsed there, and splayed naked, she slept.


When she
awoke, she was looking at the enormous foot of a big bastard just inches from
her face. She flinched away from it and sat up, drawing herself into a wet
knot. The goon was an especially nasty one. Its huge arms were covered with
tattoos stretched tight like evil drawings on a balloon.


She
didn’t see him at first because he was mostly hidden by the big bastard. He was
staring off into space, not looking at her. He still didn’t look at her when he
spoke.


“That
could be the last time you have to go through that,” Gilbert Keefer said.


The big
bastard stared at Bailey’s naked form through the deep pits that housed its
eyes. Like a rusty key, her shape fit into an old slot in some recess of its
brain and, turning there, released a hot draft of anger.


 


*  *  *


 


The hose
was one of those reinforced green ones, all coiled up with the cardboard
packaging still wired to it. Fifty feet in length. Kink-less. Guaranteed.


Ned
slipped the hose over his arm and joined his hand to


Phil’s on
the opener. Phil looked over his shoulder and saw two or three faces staring
blankly at him from the holes lining the tube. He recognized them, but had
never spoken to any of them. They didn’t speak English, anyway. He had a pang
of conscience about not including anyone else in the escape plans, but it was just
as well. They couldn’t save them all. They’d be lucky to save themselves.


They had
Bailey’s highly detailed map to guide them. The route would take them to the
far side of the section where Ned and Bailey found the shuttle-bay.


Ned went
into the tunnel first, saying he’d check it out since he knew what to look for.
He was sweating profusely from the long crawl. On his hands and knees and
rolling the coiled hose ahead, he started in, grunting just a little with each
roll of the hose. Phil hoped to hell he wouldn’t roll it off into the shuttle-bay.
When he was about halfway to the end, they heard the rush of air that signaled
the opening of the vents. A moment later, they could see the far chamber walls
flooded with light reflected from the Earth below—just as Bailey had described
it. The light brought into sharp relief the irregular surface and left
upward-streaking shadows.


They
crammed themselves together in the end of the tunnel and watched and waited.
The arriving shuttle opened up like a bizarre shell, just like Bailey’s report.
The opening pointed roughly in their direction, and Phil trained the binoculars
on it to try to see into the interior. Suddenly, a patch of color flashed past
his field of view. It was so close-up he had to put the binoculars down to get
the thing into perspective. Mary and Ned saw it, too.


“Oh,
God,” Mary said.


It was a
young woman, perhaps twenty, dressed in a bright red sleeveless top and neon green
shorts. She was in running shoes, and had a sweat band around her head.
Apparently the drug didn’t take or have much effect because she was wide awake
and in full control of her motor functions.


Phil
could imagine it. One minute she was enjoying her youth and vigor and the
beauty of nature—then whap.
Now here she was, surrounded by giant bugs and creatures that looked more like
tumors than people. She sprinted to the bottom of the ramp and continued full
speed until she was stopped by the large window separating the air lock from
the rest of the chamber. She ran along it, looking for any way out, any escape.
She didn’t get far. One of the big bastards, moving at a surprising speed,
overtook her with a giant hand on her shoulder like a parent catching a running
child. It spun her around and raised a huge hand, continuing the strange
impression of child and abusive parent. The woman shook her head then covered
it with her arms.


The blow
came with such ferocity Phil could almost feel the shock of it from where he
was. It knocked her sideways and sent her to the ground as if she’d been hit
with a tree limb. She didn’t move. Nothing could have lived through such a
blow.


“Jesus .
. .” Mary said.


“Bastards,”
Ned added.


The goon
picked her up like a limp doll and threw her over its shoulder.


They
watched as the big bastards carried six more human captives out of the shuttle
in net bags. Then the four of them; two from the shuttle and the two bay
operators, dragged a complete, paralyzed steer down the ramp. Over the next
fifteen minutes, they hauled three more steers down and out of the shuttle-bay.
The gruesome process wasn’t neat, automated or mechanically assisted in any
way, but it was brutishly effective. The unwieldy cargo was off-loaded solely
by the muscle and strength of the chemically modified stevedores. They were
perfectly suited to the task. If you needed intelligence, enormous strength,
yet, some digital dexterity for finer manipulations, and good sight and
hearing—then the flesh, bone, and brain of Homo sapiens made perfect stock to
start with. Beef up the strength, prune and modify the brain and you’d be
there. Perfect slaves.


“They’ve
done this before,” he said in a whisper to Mary. “They know exactly what
they’re doing. They’re entire technology is designed to exploit—destroy. It’s
their reason for being.”


“They
have no remorse,” she replied. “None. Our pain and suffering means nothing to
them.”


Dead
serious, shaking his head, Ned whispered in, “That’s the scary part, they really
are one-sided in their thinking.”


At that,
Phil wanted to smile and exchanged looks with Mary.


“I guess
I didn’t say that exactly right,” Ned said, seeing the exchange.


Below,
the last goon walked out of the shuttle-bay, and the large seam squeezed closed.


They tied
the hose around Ned’s midsection and knotted it. After discussing the hose and
trying two or three ways to hold it, Ned settled on lying on his back with his
legs pressing firmly against the ceiling of the little tunnel. Thus wedged, he
could hold it easily. Phil would go first, being heaviest, while Ned and Mary
held the hose.


He didn’t
have the gear to rappel, and so went down hand over hand. Wrapping the hose
over one foot and under the other, he used his feet as a break. He’d explained
to Mary how to break like that, and even demonstrated it, but when she actually
got out into space she couldn’t quite get the hose folded into the required
loop around her feet. Cussing and grunting, she slid fast down the hose with it
clamped tightly between her legs.


“Whatever
works,” Phil said as he caught her.


Ned
pulled the hose back up and out of sight, then peeked out and waved. Phil waved
back.


“Don’t
fall asleep—you’re our only way out of here,” Phil said.


“Not a
chance,” Ned replied.


Phil
pulled the notebook out of the back of his pants, and together they
double-timed it over to the control panel.


The
control panel covered a section of wall about six feet square. It was one thing
to see it drawn on a page and another to see in the flesh. Nothing was moving
on it, but it looked like it was about to start squirming all the same. Looking
at it, Phil wondered again what would have launched this alien science. Lack of
metallic or other inanimate resources might do it, but there was more to it
than that. Here was living material changed from one purpose to another as
easily as human science would change sheet metal into a fender. He wondered
too, if there was consciousness anywhere in that wicked-looking alien panel and
prayed that there wasn’t. Not for the first time since his arrival, he felt
sickened by this monstrous technology.


Save it
for another time, he thought.


He held
the drawing out so Mary could see, too.


The panel
was dominated by a structure in the center of it that looked like a cluster of thick,
smooth twisted roots. About the size of a basketball, the tangle formed a nest
for an iridescent blood-red ball in the center. There were other attachments or
structures, some of which looked like gigantic trilobites glued to the surface.
The impression Mary got was that they’d scooped up a patch of pond bottom,
enlarged it and stuck it to the wall.


“Bailey
says that one opens the doors—the other one closes them,” Phil said pointing
to two regular-looking openers.


Mary consulted
the drawing. “That’s right.” She reached out and pointed to the tangle of
roots. “This root ball is the one that opens the hatch to space. Better stay
away from it for now.” 


“Right.”


Mary grew
thoughtful. “I wonder if there’s any logic built in.”


“Logic?
Like what?”


“Well,
what if it’s possible to open the equalizing vents while the space-hatch is
open.”


Phil
thought about it. “Let’s not test it.”


“Good
idea.”


“Let’s
try the doors.”


“You or
me?”


“Go.”


She
reached out and put her hand on the opener. Both of their heads turned toward
the seams in the wall in anticipation. Nothing happened.


“Shit,”
Phil said. He reached up and added his hand to hers. Their heads turned again
toward the seams.


Nothing.


“Shit!”
Phil blurted again.


“Okay,
hold it,” Mary said. “Let me see the drawing.”


Mary
studied it for a minute, looking from the drawing to biotic panel and back
several times.


“It
should open,” she said.


“It
doesn’t,” Phil said.


“Not
now,” she said. “The damned thing won’t open until something else happens.”


“What?”


Mary
studied the drawing then walked over to the huge window and looked in, scanning
the interior of the air lock. She looked at the drawing again, then stood with
her fists on her hips.


“Time’s
short,” Phil said quietly. He looked over his shoulder as if he expected a
visitor.


“I know
that,” she said.


She
pitched the notebook to Phil and walked back over to the window. She leaned
against it and looked up at the equalizing vents that ringed the inside of it.


“It’s logical,”
she said finally. “Perfectly logical.”


“What
is?”


“Bailey
sees the same thing over and over and thinks everything works just the way the
goons want it. To her, the goons are in control of the whole operation. The truth
is, the panel controls what the goons can and cannot do and when they can do
it.”


“I’m
listening.”


“Forget
that this thing has veins and nerves in it, it’s a control panel. It controls a
critical ship’s function—allowing the shuttles ingress and egress. You can’t
just open the damned hatches in any order. That’s nuts.”


“Okay . .
. ”


“We can’t
open the seams until we cycle the air once then open and then close the space
hole. Then the seams will open. If I was the panel, that’s the way I’d do it.
Besides it fits.”


“You mean
we have to make the whole damned thing work once before the wall seams will
open?”


“Everything
follows in sequence. I’d bet on it.”


Phil
mulled it over. For starters, those vents were damn loud. She was probably
right; and if she were it was clear that there was more to this than just
pressing some biotic buttons. There were probably indicators, too, living
gauges built into the panel—gauges they couldn’t read. It could be alarmed, and
there was no telling when or where they might go off. It was theoretically
simple enough, bottom line was that they were about to open a hatch into cold
space with a control panel they could barely fathom. There was more than a
little room for error.


“I don’t
like it,” he said.


“I don’t
either, but I don’t think there’s an option if we want to get inside.”


They
stood there looking at the panel and Phil flapped the notebook against his leg
as he pondered it.


“Can you
work it?” Phil asked Mary. “You’re fairly mechanically inclined I’ve heard.”


Mary
raised an eyebrow and reached out for the notebook. Phil handed it to her then
stepped wisely out of the way. Mary considered the panel. Phil could imagine
her studying a truck’s engine with the same intensity.


It looks
like a tide pool, she thought. But it’s
a machine all the same. I can work this thing.


She
reached out and put her hand on the trilobite thing that the drawing said
opened the vents. It was an orange-sized structure, roundish with the texture
of rubber, and although it looked like it might be soft, it was hard to the
touch. The contact with it was immediately rewarded with the sound of a great
rush of air coming from the air lock. She looked over her shoulder at Phil and
ventured a very brief grin.


“Step
one,” she mouthed.


“How do
you know when all the air is evacuated?” Phil yelled over the sound. The sound
was loud. Phil looked pensively toward the exit feeling sure the sound would
attract attention.


“I’ll
assume that when the sound stops, the air is gone,” she yelled back with a
grin.


Phil walked
over to the huge window and looked up at it. From his vantage on the floor, he
could watch as it bowed in like a giant rubber balloon from the enormous vacuum
on the other side. As ominous as it looked, he had an odd feeling of certainty
about the wall’s strength.


Flexibility
and strength, he thought, is normal and natural to the animate.


The sound
died down and Mary echoed the last of it with a deep sigh of relief. Time for
the tough part. She looked briefly at Phil for support.


She
extended her hand toward the evil root ball thing. As she got close to it, the
bright red center changed from red to yellow like a chromatosphere on a squid.
Mary paused and wondered if that was a go-ahead signal or a warning. There was
only one way to find out. She put her hand down slowly on the center and
pressed. It felt like stiff meringue on a week-old pie. She felt a clear pulse
of energy, like a low-voltage shock through her arm. The sensation increased as
she held her hand there, but the hatch stayed closed. She began to get a feeling
of heat deep in the arm.


“What’s
happening?” Phil asked.


“I’m
getting current through my arm, but it’s not exactly a shock. It’s getting
stronger.”


“The
door’s not opening.”


“I know
that!”


The hot feeling
in the arm continued to increase and was getting painful.


“Ow . . .
this hurts . . .”


“Let go,”
he said.


“No. It’s
. . . it’s trying to work. I’m afraid of what’ll happen if I stop . . . in
mid-cycle.”


“I don’t
like this. Let go.”


“Just a
minute more. It’s okay. Ouch . . .”


Suddenly,
the roots sprang out as if they’d been held down by springs. Before she could
respond, they wrapped around her hand and forearm, binding it tight to the
panel with a neat swirl. She felt a sharp piercing sensation in her palm, and
she clenched her teeth against the wiry probe she felt going up into her arm.


“Jesus!”
she cried out, grimacing. “It’s got me. It’s putting something up my arm.” She
tried to make light of it by brightening for an instant, but the pained little
smile vanished like smoke. She tried to pull her hand loose. It might as well
have been welded there for the impact she had.


“Christ,
Phil, it’s really got me . . .”


Phil
could see the growing panic on her face. She started to tug frantically.


“Phil
it’s got me.”


Phil
reached out toward the tentacles to try to pull them loose.


“No! It might grab you, too!” She blocked his reach
with her other hand, slapping at his arms. She jerked her head over her shoulder
in the direction of the space-hatch.


“Open,
goddamned it!” she screamed.


Just
then, Mary sighed and slumped like a balloon losing its air. A second later the
light from the opening space-hatch flooded the chamber like cool, bright water.
Holding Mary up like a rag, Phil squinted against the light.


When the
space-hatch was fully open, Mary recovered and got her legs back.


“What’s
it doing?” Phil asked.


“Not it Phil—me. I did it. I opened
the hatch. It took all of my . . . my . . . energy to do it. You’re not going
to believe this, but I can feel everything in this shuttle bay.”


The panel
still had her hand bound tight to it.


“What do
you mean, feel?”


“I mean I
can feel the whole damned thing. I can even feel your feet on the floor. But
it’s not the floor, exactly.”


“What is
it then?”


“It’s
me!” she giggled.


“That’s
not exactly funny, as Ned would say.”


“I know,”
she giggled some more. “But I’ll be damned if I can’t feel your feet.”


“Can you
open the doors?”


“Not right
now. It would be like scratching the back of my hand with the same hand . . . I
. . . my . . . my . . . I couldn’t.”


“How are
we going to get you loose?”


“That’s
easy—I can release at any time.”


“What’s
next?”


“I . . .
I’m confused about that.”


“Can you
close the hatch, cycle it like you said?”


“Yes, but
it seems wrong. The shuttles are confused, too. The next one is very confused.”


“What
next one?”


“The one
to fly down next. I can feel them.” She shook her head in disbelief. “This is
incredible”


“Are you
in contact with those things?”


Mary
smiled strangely. “You bet. I am those things.”


Phil
stepped back from the panel and considered what was happening. He looked over
at the shuttles. The five enormous creatures, part machine, part insect, sat
there like nightmare images, illuminated by the light from the sixty-foot wide
hole in the air-lock. Mary was directly tied into them, bonded to them by a
physical connection. He noticed that in the empty spot left by the shuttle now
on duty, that the floor there was covered by dozens of the same star-shaped
structures that had Mary’s arm. That was it. The root balls were conductors or
connectors from one nervous system to another.


“Can you
control the shuttles?”


Mary held
out her free arm and waved it around like a snake. “Just like this,” she said.
It was an odd little display, and somewhat out of touch. Phil studied her face
and the idiotic smile that was growing there. 


We might
not be equipped mentally or physically for this alien connection, he thought.


“Mary let
go,” he said firmly.


“The a .
. . a . . . shuttles are afraid. Especially the next one.” 


“You said
that. I don’t care about the next
one. Close the hatch, equalize the air, and then let go. Then they won’t be
afraid.” She seemed to gain some of her senses.


“Phil,
it’s all right—really. I’m okay. I can’t tell you how strange this is, but it’s
okay. We can do this.”


Phil
thought about it. “Are you sure?”


“Yes . .
. ”


Phil
wasn’t. The glazed expression was still there. He’d dealt with many persons who
on drugs or otherwise out of control had their brief, lucid moments.


“Mary,
close the space hole,” he said.


She was
losing touch, drifting; he could sense it. The panel was absorbing her
consciousness, and the line separating the ship’s mind from her’s was beginning
to blur.


She
grimaced, and it took Phil a moment to realize that the weird ape-like
expression was a grin of pleasure, a feral, lascivious grin.


Christ, he thought. This is too much.


Mary
closed the hatch and as she did, the light from Earth shrank to a pinpoint then
vanished. She reached over with her free hand and pressed the device to
equalize pressure. The sound of rushing air filled the airlock.


“Can you
open the seams now, Mary?”


“No. But
you can . . .”


Phil
reached out cautiously and put his hand down on the opener.


“It’s
okay . . .” she said with a dreamy look.


The seams
separating the air-lock from the staging area bloomed open.


“Mary,
let loose. Let go of the panel.”


To his
abrupt surprise, the thick roots unfurled, then balled up around the center.
Mary got a brief pained expression as the probe slipped out of her arm. She
stepped back from the panel and rubbed the point of entry with her thumb. Her
thumb came away pink with blood.


“Are you
all right?”


“Yeah.”


“Are you
sure?”


“Yeah,
I’m all right.”


“Do you
know where you are?” He didn’t want to ask it, but there was no telling what
kind of residual after-effect such a union might have. He wanted to be sure.


“Better
than you do,” she said evenly, then smiled.


He would
have preferred a less clever answer, but at least she didn’t hesitate in giving
it. He stepped up and rubbed her arms. The smile of friendship he got in return
put him at ease.


The sheer
size and mass of the shuttle overwhelmed them. In color and texture, it was
exactly as one would expect of an insect: beetle-brown like the rest of the
ship and as shiny as a lacquered table. The legs were stunted, almost
rudimentary, and fit smoothly along the creature’s sides. The head part was
smallish in comparison to the rest of it, giving it a swollen look and
contributing to the impression of a larval or immature form of whatever it was.
The mechanical parts woven into it were perfectly fitted when viewed up close.


“This is
it,” Mary said pointing to the patch on the creature’s side. “This is the
opener.” It was a raised patch of tissue, and an obvious add-on like all the
ship’s openers.


They
exchanged looks and Mary reached out to put her hand on it. Phil stopped her.


“You said
one of these things was frightened,” he said. “What happens if we scare it more
by opening it?”


Mary
scratched her chin. “They can’t do anything except what they’re told. Pressing
the opener tells them to open. They can’t resist even if they wanted to.”


“Then
they’re not dangerous?”


“I didn’t
say that. They just can’t resist a command. We could get hurt if we get
careless.”


Phil
studied her face, looking for some remnant of a panel-induced psychosis.
Seeing nothing but a sane and confident Mary, he put his hand down on the patch
of tissue with a show of resolve.


There was
a sound like a grunt deep inside the creature, and they both took an
involuntary step backward. The creature seemed to arch against the dull metal
frame, and then half of the abdomen split and rose up toward the top of the air-lock.
From the cavernous interior, a plate of thick chitinous material slid out
silently to form a ramp. From somewhere inside they heard the sound of hissing
gas. The creature had acted precisely like a machine.


They
moved down to the end of the ramp, and Phil started up into the interior. It
was like walking into a cave without knowing for sure if the opening might
close you in.


There
were dirt and leaves and litter all over the floor, and Phil wondered why there
had been no housekeeping here like there was in the tubes.


The
interior had a more fabricated look than he’d expected. Although the walls and
ceiling were clearly organic in form, there were storage cabinets or lockers
along the walls that looked built-in. They didn’t have the straight, square
look of the human variety, and Phil had the impression that the designer,
whoever or whatever it was, had drawn the plans for them by hand. The floor was
the first real, solid floor he’d walked on since his abduction, but it met the
walls in an irregular, waving line. The entire chamber had a hand-drawn look
about it.


The cargo
bay was dominated by a large pit about fifteen feet wide. A woven net, used to
cover it, lay in the bottom. The sight of it gave Phil the flash of a memory—of
being trapped down in just such a place, and he swallowed hard. He thought he
could smell animal musk coming off the floor, but couldn’t be sure it wasn’t an
olfactory element to the memory itself. When he looked at Mary, he could tell by
her knitted brow that she was having a similar reaction to it.


There
were two large, strangely shaped gray formations on either side of the pit.
Phil walked over and looked down at the nearest one.


It took
him a moment to realize that he was looking down at the humped back and long
neck of one of the gray creatures that had attacked him the night of his
abduction. His heart jumped to his throat, and he signaled urgently to Mary,
pointing it out with a silent, jabbing finger. He backed away from it and moved
over to her position.


It was so
well-fitted to the floor that he’d wouldn’t have recognized it for what it was
if he hadn’t seen one before. It was sunken down into the floor as if it had
melted into it. He realized that the depressions they were in must have served
as their traveling stations. Mary stood looking at it calmly like it was an odd
rock stuck in the floor.


“They’re
asleep,” she said.


“How do
you know?” Phil whispered back.


“I could
feel them when I was . . . connected, but I didn’t know what they were
exactly.”


“We’d
better get out before they wake up.”


“They
won’t wake up. They can’t.”


To prove
her point, she walked over and toed one with her shoe a couple of times. “See?”


Phil
walked over and cautiously nudged one with a toe, too. The bumpy skin was loose
under his foot, but the loose skin couldn’t hide the thick muscles under it. He
imagined what they would look like scrabbling up out of those odd seats in a
rage and hoped he wouldn’t get a chance to see it.


He walked
over to one of the lockers and put his hand through what looked like some kind
of alien handle and tried to turn it. It was well fitted and firmly locked.
When he twisted his hand in any direction, he could detect no play in it at
all. The handle had an antiqued and burnished look as if it had been opened and
closed for hundreds of years. It occurred to him that perhaps it had. It was
clear that the aliens gave no thought to the straight lines, hard right angles
and precise measurements that make repeatable, mass production possible. Each
mechanical element here had a one of a kind quality to it. He tried some
others with the same result.


“We won’t
be hiding in these,” he said. “They’re locked.” 


“Let’s
look up front,” Mary said.


The cargo
area narrowed as they walked toward the head, finally narrowing to a walkway
approximately five feet wide— just wide enough for a big bastard to pass
through. The channel opened abruptly into another chamber a fraction of the
size of the cargo compartment. There were two clusters of root balls on each
side of the cockpit and Mary knew exactly what it meant.


“Looks
like a spot for pilot and co-pilot,” she said. “I’ll bet you money.”


“Sure
looks like it.”


The
entire wall was inclined forward at such an angle that in order to contact the
root balls, the pilot would have to lean over and nearly fall down on them.
There were five of them on each side. As if wrapped in thick rope, the
pilot—completely enveloped—would be bound to the shuttle. One root ball on each
side was conspicuous by its location: the pilot’s forehead would rest directly
on the red center, and the roots, like a bizarre turban, would wrap the pilots
head.


They had
the same thought at the same time, but Mary was the first to voice it.


“Phil, we
can fly this thing back home,” she said.


He
thought about it; turned it around and considered the possibilities. Then his
mind locked on the problem as if he’d found a lost puzzle piece.


“There’s
one little issue,” he said. “Who stays behind to open the space hole?”
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The sun, Greenbaum explained, was such a bright backlight that it
wouldn’t be possible to get any details of the craft and filter the sun’s
blinding brightness at the same time. They’d have to use filters that would
reduce the sun’s brightness to a manageable level. But the contrast would be so
high between foreground and background that what they’d see at first—if they
saw anything at all—was a shape, a speck, in silhouette against the sun’s
flaming nuclear backdrop.


The first
step was to find it. He was counting on the fact that it measured maybe
five-hundred yards in at least one dimension based on Phil’s description and
was in an orbit no greater than one hundred miles in altitude. Given those two
parameters and a little luck, they could find the speck. “That’ll be the hard
part,” he’d said.


Once
they’d spotted it, and assuming the speck was fairly stationary, they’d
increase the magnification and let the camera do the rest. They wouldn’t see
any details until the film was processed. He was fairly sure no one had ever
attempted such a thing; but with enough care, it just might be possible.


The sun
was as straight up as it would get in June at 33 degrees of latitude. Greenbaum
fit the dark eyepiece on the scope, sat in the chair and cranked the big scope
around at the sun. He adjusted the viewing angle and tweaked the focus. After
two hours of searching, he raised his head away from the ocular.


“Huh!
I’ll be damned,” he said. “It’s huge.”


“What
is?” Linda queried, knowing the answer.


It was
one of the stiffest smiles she’d ever seen. She would have expected some
genuine enthusiasm from him. What she saw reminded her of a frightened child
smiling through fear.


“We’ve
found it, by God,” Greenbaum said.


Linda
looked like she’d just heard the phony zinger from a snake-oil salesman.


“Let me
see,” she said in a stony voice.


Greenbaum
guided her into the chair, and she scooted up to the eyepiece.


Greenbaum
would be right about something like this. He’d know what he was looking at.


She framed
the eyepiece with her hand, and her heart began to race.


The sun
was a perfectly round, flat disk in the viewer with perfectly crisp edges. The
dark eyepiece reduced its godlike brightness to a cool, comfortable shade of
gray. In spite of Greenbaum’s description of what they’d see, she still
expected to see some fantastic and glorious image of a sleek alien starship,
but there was nothing of the sort to be seen. But there was a tiny eye-shaped
speck up near the edge.


“It that
it? The little swirl up there?”


“That’s a
sun spot. Look right in the center.”


Linda
did, and it took a moment to find the tiny round mote in the exact center of
the eye of God.


“That
little round dot?”


“That’s
it,” he said.


Linda
studied the dot for a moment longer, hoping that by staring at it some detail
would emerge. None did. It was inconceivable that Phil was stuffed into that
little dot. She wished she could reach up, and by magic, pull him out of it.
She felt herself shudder.


“It’s
awfully small . . .” she said thickly.


“It’s all
relative.”


“Now
what?” she asked.


“We’ll .
. . increase the magnification about fifty times and get some pictures,”
Greenbaum said with another stiff smile.


He’s
afraid, she thought. I can almost
smell it. The actual sight of the ship, the seeing of it, has pierced him like
cold steel.


Her mouth
was suddenly dry, like it had filled with cotton. She felt herself go faint,
and she leaned over with her head down trying to regain her balance. The evil
dot against the sun was like an afterimage she couldn’t clear from her mind’s
eye. She blinked several times and still saw it. It floated in her space, against her sun, perched like
some vulture, waiting. It wasn’t just Greenbaum’s fear she’d smelled—it was her
own.


“Where
did it come from?” she asked with a weak voice.


Greenbaum
shook his head with his mouth open, not looking at her.


“Well,
it’s not from Mars!” Greenbaum said stupidly.


Shut up.


She
glanced over at Greenbaum expecting her gaze to bounce off him, but it stuck
fast, held there by the fear she saw behind the mask of his face.


“We have to talk,” he
said. 


 


*  *  *


 


“Bailey
and Gilbert are both gone,” Mary said. “It’s been over twenty hours. There’s a
new guy in Gilbert’s hole—a little Indian of the South American variety.” Her
voice was flat. There was no panic in it, just resignation. Being gone so
long could only mean one of two things: either they were dead—or they were
alive and worse than dead.


She stood
with her arms folded, chin up, keeping her grief down with the force of her
will alone. When Phil put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in, she
broke down like a child and wept.


They’d
all become attached to brave, innocent Bailey. The injustice and horror of it
was almost too much for Phil as well.


“Goddamn
it . . .” Ned said softly and turned away. “This place is eating us alive.” He
walked away shaking his head.


“There’s
nothing we can do for her,” Phil said to Mary. “Nothing.”


He held her
until her sobs shrank to sniffs, and the sniffs died to a cough or two. She
wiped her eyes and face on the sleeve of her floppy shirt, then walked away
toward her chamber. On the way, she dug a cigarette out of her pocket and lit
it.  


They’d
worked out most of the details for the time being except the major one: someone
stayed behind. That individual would sacrifice himself or herself for the
others. They thought about trying to somehow trick the control panel or maybe
operate it from remote, but those were just empty suggestions. There were no
real options. Someone would have to stay.


Phil
reached into his pocket and pulled out the little folded envelope. He opened it
and took out the five straws he’d fashioned out of the copper wire from the
lamp cord in the dump. Since Bailey and Gilbert were gone, he tossed two of the
long ones away.


Nobody
said anything when they decided to do it, but they’d all hoped it would be
Gilbert who drew the short straw, and Phil had briefly considered rigging the
draw to ensure it.


Now, it
was just the three of them.


Phil
decided it would be best to do the draw just a few hours before they attempted
their escape. There would be less time for the loser to think.


He placed
the remaining straws back in the envelope and put it in his pocket. He checked
his watch. It was almost time to call Linda and Greenbaum.


When he
got to Mary’s chamber, Mary already had the phone ready to go. Phil was amazed
by her resilience and kissed her gently on the forehead for it. There was still
some strength and determination left that hadn’t been carved away.


Linda
answered the phone on the first ring.


Phil told
them about the plan to escape, but left off the part about one of them staying
behind. When he was finished, he thought he heard Linda say, “Oh, God” under
her breath but wasn’t sure.


 


*  *  *


 


Greenbaum
ambled through the kitchen and out into the living room as if he didn’t quite
know where to sit. Linda watched him, and waited patiently.


“What’s
going on,” he asked.


He
finally picked a spot on the sofa and squatted down into it. Linda followed
him and sat down across from him, hands folded. When she looked at Greenbaum’s
face, it was ashen as if he’d just climbed ten flights of stairs. He brushed
his hair out of his face and tried to smile. The effort was too much for him.


Her own
heart was still pounding. “What the hell is wrong?” she asked. “You look like
you’re having a heart attack.” She felt a little like that herself. She leaned
in toward him.


“Are
you?”


It was
possible. He wasn’t in the best physical shape. A part of her hoped it was only that.


“No. I’m
fine. I mean, I’m not dying just yet.”


“Then
what? What’s wrong?”


Greenbaum
just looked at her with that pained expression on his face. The look alone was
starting to annoy her.


“Well,
what? Speak,” she said.


Greenbaum
took a deep breath, then did just that, using only a fraction of the air in his
lungs.


“Do you
know what that thing is against the sun?” He let the remaining waste air sigh
out.


“Of
course I do.”


“Are you
sure?”


“What are
you saying?” she snapped.


This was
ridiculous. They were acting like children. Nothing productive could come of
this.


“Look,
you said you wanted to talk, so talk,” she said, clearly annoyed with him.


“We’ll
never be able to convince anyone with any influence,” he said, “that the
attack is real in time to prevent the deployment of the alien weapon.”


“You’re
like a leaf in the goddamned wind, did you know that?”


“You
don’t understand enough yet.”


“I
understand just plenty.”


“Look at
what’s happening with your eyes wide open. The facts are just too fantastic. The attack is
damned apocalyptic.
We’ll sound like Chicken Little—or assholes because that’s what humans as a
species, and as individuals, are conditioned to hear. Even the reality of the
ship, the hardest evidence of all, won’t set off alarms fast enough to save us.
Do you get what I’m saying?”


“You
won’t even try, will you?”


“Linda,
there’s no way we can make them believe us! Don’t you get it? Have you been
asleep for the last week?”


She crossed
her arms and fell back into the sofa.


“I refuse
to believe what you are saying.”


“There is
no policy, no charter, and no rules of engagement to protect us from this thing.”


“You’re
weak.”


He sucked
in another breath and let the words out one at a time putting stress on just
the right ones and talked with his hands.


“I . . .”
she started but couldn’t finish. She looked at her hands, her human hands, and
folded one over the other as if to protect it.


“What do
you feel when you look up at the stars at night?” he asked.


“I don’t
know. I can’t remember,” she said flatly. She wished her leg would stop
bouncing.


“Do you
know what I feel?”


“What?”


“Wonder,”
he said. “Wonder and horror.”


“Oh, shut
up.”


“The universe
has horror in it beyond our imagination.” 


“No shit
there, Sherlock,” she said. It was silly.


She sat
there hating him for the truth. The truth didn’t help them. The truth was cold
and stupid—and she hated him.


“There’s
a glimmer of hope in all this. We have to maximize what resources we have—put
our effort where it can do the most good.”


“What?”


“Phil.”


“What
about him?”


“He’s a
soldier, isn’t he?”


“Was.
So?”


 


*  *  *


 


Greenbaum
leaned over towards the phone and Linda leaned away to give him space. She felt
as if she was being torn in half.


“Even if
you escape, you’ll die,” Greenbaum said into the speaker. “You’ll die, me,
Linda, the whole planet will die. Forget about escape. It wouldn’t mean
anything anyway.”


Linda’s
anger flared. He didn’t have to put it like that. 


“Even if
you capture a shuttle,” he continued, “you could fly the damned thing down and
land it on the Pentagon and not get any action on it for weeks. It would be
taken as an elaborate and highly detailed hoax, then it would be taken under advisement. The very fact of its
existence would suggest, first,
not the reality of an attack, but the lengths some people will go to create a
hoax. It would be so fantastic it would have
to be a hoax, don’t you see that?”


“What
exactly do you want me to do about it Greenbaum?” Phil snapped back.


“Find a
way to sabotage the ship.”


“Is that
all?”


“We have
pictures, Phil,” Linda offered hopefully. “Maybe those could help.”


“Maybe I
could ask them to just pack up and go home!” Phil yelled back. “That makes as
much sense!”


“You’ve
got to find a way!” Greenbaum barked.


“There is
no way!”


“Well you’ve got to find
it!”


“Stop! Stop it!” Linda
yelled at them.


She gave Greenbaum a look that
could have cut. He was blowing it. In a matter of seconds, it had all flown out
of control. This was not what they’d agreed to. Greenbaum’s panic had
flummoxed the whole thing.


It all sounded so logical
just an hour before. Horrible, but logical.


Linda wanted to vomit. She
was way over her head.


She’d thought out what to
say and how to say it, rehearsing it in her mind. She’d forgotten almost all
of it. It was all a cloud now.


“Greenbaum’s right,” she
said. “You have to try to kill the . . . the ship.”


She wanted to run, to hide
in the nearest hole in the ground and never come back out.


“Even if you . . . you die
trying, Phil, you have to try.” That was the hardest part. She wanted to tell
him that the fate of the world as they knew it lay in his hands, but she
couldn’t muster the nerve to say the words.


“You have to stop it,
Phil,” she simply said.


The silence on the other
end of the phone was thick enough to cut.


“Look,” Greenbaum said,
leaning in at the speaker phone. “If you can move around freely, and if you
think you can fly one of those damned things home, then you know enough to find
a way to kill or disable the ship before they release their weapon. From what
you’ve said, that could be at any time now, right?”


That wasn’t as agreed,
either, and Linda held in check the raging impulse to backhand Greenbaum with
her fist. She closed her eyes.


Release
their weapon, Phil thought. That was
it. The wasps were simply a biological weapon. That put it all in perspective.
That was the right view. The aliens were there to kill and conquer—no less
than Cortez, Pol Pot or Ghingis Khan—it was that simple. The mode was
different, but the motivation was precisely the same.


“You have
to find a way, Phil,” Linda said, trying to sound kind.


To Phil,
her voice sounded hollow as if it were coming up out of a deep, cold well.


“Phil?”
Linda’s voice said.


On some
cosmic plane, maybe it all made sense after all. At the core of all life was
the struggle of species against species for the available resources. It was simple.
The struggle spanned the interplanetary regions of space. Why shouldn’t it?


“Phil?”


Only the
strong survive.


“Phil,
are you there?”


Survival
of the fittest.


“Phil!”
she pleaded.


Nobody’s
keeping score.


“I’m
here,” he finally said.


“Thank
God.”


“For what,
Linda?” he said calmly.


Phil
broke the connection just before the timer chimed. He’d hung up on them and it
chilled Linda to the bone.


When she
looked over at Greenbaum, he reminded her of Billy Hoffer, the bratty kid she
grew up with who always had to have his way—no matter what. She wanted to kill
him.


“You
stupid son of a bitch,” she said. The remark was aimed at herself, too. She had
it coming.


“Do you
think he’ll do it?” he asked, trying to ignore the insult.


She
looked at him and shook her head.


“It’s not
like we asked him to change a tire, now is it?”


“No. It
isn’t.”


“If it’s
possible,” she said. “He’ll try—and when he calls tomorrow—if he calls—we’d
better he ready to help him any way we can.”


“I’ll get
the photos to the lab,” he said.


“You do that.”


 


*  *  *


 


“So this
is your chamber? They gave it to you?” Bailey asked, sauntering around with her
hands on her hips. Her smile was as sweet as honey. The chamber was larger and
cleaner than the holes in the tube. There was actually a ledge going around it
that you could sit on. Bailey tried it out.


“Yes. It
can be yours, too.”


“Roommates?”
she asked sweetly.


Gilbert
drew his mouth into an invisible smile and harumphed just below an audible
level.


Against one
wall, there were plastic crates filled with foodstuff, and Bailey poked around
in them. She pulled out a package of Ding Dongs with a big grin.


“Can I
have these?”


The
sphinx nodded.


“Yeah?”


She
opened the package and took a big bite. Her face lit up, and she made a big,
toothy, chocolaty smile at the sphinx.


“Yum,”
she said. “So are you friends with them now—the aliens I mean?”


“Something
like that.”


“Can I be
their friend, too?”


“Perhaps.”


Bailey
exhaled her best smile. “Really?”


“I said perhaps.”


“Can you
put in a word for me?”


The
sphinx found that funny and almost smiled.


“Come
here,” he said.


Bailey
lit up shyly and came over and kneeled down in front of him. She took another
bite of Ding Dong.


“Um . . .
these are good. Want some?”


The
sphinx shook its head just enough. Bailey kneeled there and chewed, waiting for
him to say something, smiling cutely at him from time to time.


“You are
the first of the thousand,” Gilbert said, not looking at her. “Do you know
what that means?”


“Nope.”


“It means
God has given you over to me for safekeeping.” 


“Oh,
boy,” she said past the food.


“Yes. You
are the first and shall be the mother to many. Glory to God.”


 “I’m sorry?”


“That’s
right,” he said, reaching out to touch her hair. “The mother to many.”


Bailey
felt his hand caress her hair.


“Who’ll
be the daddy to these manys?” she asked chewing.


The
sphinx just stared, then let the slightest tremble of a smile cross his face,
like he was telling a secret.


“I hope
it’s not those gosh-danged aliens,” she said with a sideways grin.


It didn’t
matter that she didn’t hear me, he thought. There was time for that later.


“Do you
know how—evil—the world is?” the sphinx said.


“Pretty
bad, huh?”


“There
are liars in the world who would say anything.”


“I know
what you mean. I’ve known a couple of those. They’ll say anything to get in
your pants. All they wanna do is fuck you in the ass.”


She
stuffed the last of the cake in her mouth.


The
sphinx gathered up a fistful of Bailey’s hair and twisted it.


“Ow!”


“I don’t like
dirty words.”


“I’m
sorry,” she said wincing. “I didn’t know bad words would hurt the ears of the
God our lord.”


He
relaxed his grip. Bailey looked hurt for a second more, then brightened.


“Tell me
more about the thousand . . . whatevers.”


The
sphinx thought about how to tell her he would soon be the lord and master of
what was left of humanity. He wanted to tell her straight out but didn’t want
her to panic. He was sure he’d heard of women fainting or running screaming
from men of enormous power. He was certain this one had never met an agent of
God.


He
wondered briefly how she would take the news that billions of humans would soon
die horribly, but that didn’t matter.


“God has
sent these demons to do His will,” he began. “They shall unleash a horror on
the Earth to cleanse it. Great numbers of people will die.”


“Like how
many?”


“Most of
them.”


“Wow.
That’s a lot of people. Why do they want to kill so many people?”


“It is
the will of God that they do it.”


“When
will it happen?”


“A week. Perhaps
just somewhat longer.”


“And you
and me won’t die? We’ll be like . . . saved?”


“Yes. You
will be part of the thousand. You will be saved to serve God and his agent.”


“How come
me?”


“I can’t
tell you just now.”


“Who is this God’s agent?”


The
sphinx stared at her and let the answer well up from deep in his soul. When the
words were of sufficient volume, he let them out in a long, warm gush.


“I am the
agent of God and the master of the one thousand.” 


Bailey
smiled her brightest smile at him.


“Hey, are
you gonna be the daddy of all the babies then?” she asked sweetly.


The
sphinx nodded and swallowed. “Not all. But the children of the new Earth must
be clean and wholesome,” it said. “They must not be liars, or keepers of
secrets.”


Bailey
smiled up at him adoringly like he was the very image of God Himself.


Gilbert
Keefer looked down at the moist, oval face of Bailey Hall, so close to his
loins that he could feel the heat of her lovely head against them. He could see
her chest and her cleavage beneath her shirt and the fine, straight scars of
his queen’s ordeal. The power of his Lord God stirred in him like a beast in
rut.


Bailey just smiled up at him with an open and innocent smile. I’d abort it with a coat hanger before I gave birth to your nasty
mother-fucking baby, she thought.


“Can I
have another pack of Ding Dongs?” she asked nicely.
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We’ve had a change in plan,” Phil said. He read the confusion in
their faces and wanted to apologize. What else could you do? 


“What kind of change?” Ned wanted to know.


Mary squinted one eye at him.
“Spit it out, Phil,” she said.


 “We have to find some way to stop the aliens
before they dump the wasp larvae on the Earth. If we don’t—and we manage to
escape, we’ll die anyway.”


He hated
to parrot George Greenbaum, but he couldn’t find a better way to put it. It
pissed him off.


“How the
hell are we supposed to do that?” Ned asked with a scowl.


“It doesn’t matter,” he said and
let it sink in.


“What’s that mean?” Mary asked.


Phil felt
his ability to communicate slip and stumble down a gravel covered slope. His
keen analytic skills flew out of his hands as he fought for balance.


“For us
it’s different. If we escape, we’ll live to see . . . let me put it this way .
. . if we run, we won’t escape death for long.”


“But it
would give us,” Mary implored, “two of us at least—the chance to be with our
friends and families.”


“Mary,
listen to me. You’d be with your family all right, but you’d be carrying a
secret of such horror, you’d wish you were dead.”


“I’m
doing that
now.”


“Then
you’re getting the point,” he continued. “While your family was smiling at you,
you’d be dying inside. You won’t be able to tell them what’s wrong because it
would be useless. First, they’d never believe you. Second, if they did, or
pretended to, what would you do? Hide in a hole? Would you have them hide in a
hole while you all waited for alien wasps to eat you alive? It’s preposterous,
isn’t it? It’s preposterous that it’s happening, but it is.”


Mary
groaned a deep moan and buried her head in her arms.


“What are we supposed to
do?” she asked without coming[bookmark: bookmark19] up.


“That
doesn’t matter, either,” he said and chuckled strangely. He felt himself land
flat on his back and start to slide.


No one
said anything for several seconds. When Mary finally spoke, her muffled voice
was barely audible.


“I don’t
get it,” she said.


“It
doesn’t matter what we do,” Phil repeated. “We just have to do something,
anything to try to stop it. That’s the right thing, the correct thing to do.”


“The moral thing?” Ned asked.
“The noble
thing?”


Phil just
nodded his head.


Mary
looked up and her eyes were teary. She tried to smile a little through the
tears.


“There’s
nothing to do anyway . . .” she said. “Nothing to do but die . . . ”


“You’re
getting the point,” Phil said. “We’ve got nothing to lose, do we? We’ll give up
our lives if we have to.”


“Why
not?” Mary said into her arms. “Why the hell not?”


The odds
of success were so slim it made no sense to even discuss it. There was always a
chance—there always was—but if they dwelt on the odds, they’d freeze up.


Mary was
showing symptoms of another hysterical laughing jag; and this time, Ned joined
right in early. There was a demonic note to the sticky laughter.


“Maybe I
could screw up the timing of the air lock,” she laughed. “Maybe we could
evacuate all the air.”


“Maybe we
could make it sick?” Ned suggested.


“Yeah,
cough on it, Ned.”


“Sneeze
on it.”


“Piss on
it.”


“Shit on
it.”


“Fuck
it.”


“Make it
die.”


Phil took
the little envelope with the wire straws out of his pocket and started to
crumple it up. Then he smoothed it slowly and put it back.


 


*  *  *


 


Ned moved
stuff with his foot, kicking it around idly. There were plenty of blankets,
books, pots, cups and other mostly useless crap. Some of it, however, was quite
remarkable: a small Buddha covered with flaking gold leaf, shards of broken
clay pottery of Asian origin, and primitive wooden bowls and vessels from the
third world’s remote areas.


“What are
we looking for?” Ned said finally, using his foot to lift a folded aluminum
lawn chair.


“I’m not
sure,” Phil said. “A weapon of some kind—I don’t know.”


“They’re
not stupid,” Mary said. “You won’t find as much as a butter knife in here.”


She picked
up the chair Ned was so disinterested in. “But maybe we could make something,”
she said.


She
turned the chair around, checking it for potential lethality, then gave up and
tossed it back down on the heap. Then something caught her eye—the corner of a
small woven object. She squatted down and freed it from the tangle. It was a
small basket, about eight inches wide and woven fairly tightly like a giant
piece of shredded wheat cereal. It was sewn shut across the top with just a few
loops of the same smooth, reed-like material as the basket. A longer strand of
softer, fibrous material was attached to two corners and acted as a shoulder
strap. It was well-worn and used. The material was frayed at the squarish
corners.


“Nice
purse,” Ned commented with a wry grin.


She shook
it gently. When she stopped, she felt a slight movement, a quiet bump from
inside it.


“There’s
something alive in this,” she said jiggling it again.


“What?
Check it out,” Phil said, still rummaging.


Mary
unthreaded the fiber holding it shut and slowly parted the seam. Holding the
basket open, she looked as if she’d opened up a bagful of diamonds. “Oooo . . .
they’re darling . . .” she said.


“What is
it?” Phil said, coming over.


“The
cutest little frogs . . .” she said holding it open for the two men to see.


There in
the bottom of the basket, lying partially on one another, were two small,
bright red and black frogs, each no longer than a couple of inches.


“See . .
. aww . . . looook . . .” she said.


Phil
wondered for not the first time in his life how time and tide and the winds of
fortune blew to no known rhythm. Life’s oscillations had no metered movements
or regular heartbeat, only random ups and downs and an irregular pulse.


“Hallo-fucking-loo-ya
. . .” he said, putting his hand on the basket possessively.


She
started to reach her hand in to touch one with her finger.


“Don’t
touch them!” Phil barked, grabbing her hand.


“Why not?
Believe me, I’ve touched frogs before . . .”


“Not like
these. They’d probably kill you. They’re poison dart frogs—South American
variety.”


 


*  *  *


 


Linda’s
hand was over her mouth and nose like she was trying to keep out noxious fumes.
She wasn’t even aware she was doing it.


“Where
does something like that come from?” she asked through her fingers.


“Hell
must exist in some corner of the universe,” Greenbaum said. “I’d say it came
from there.”


The
photos didn’t have great quality. They had the grainy look of enlargements, but
enough detail survived. The edges of the object were flared and fuzzy from the
enormous backlight of the sun, so much so that all detail there was lost. There
was virtually no background whatsoever—just washed out nothing- ness—and the
halo around the edges added to the impression of a ghastly specter floating in
a white null. On the 8 x 10 print, the image of the ship was about the size of
a clenched fist.


“What are
those things?” she asked, pointing to the appendages sticking out of it.


“Vestigial
remnants of legs I’d say.”


“What?”


“Its
former . . . legs.”


“Christ. Is
it a reptile, mammal, fish, what?”


“I don’t
think any of those apply to it.”


Linda
clamped her hand tighter and stared wide-eyed at the photos. She spread them
out with her other hand by pecking at the edges with a finger. Some were
lighter or darker but were all basically the same.


“How big
is it?”


Greenbaum
frowned in thought. “I’ve done the calculations and within a hundred feet or
so, it’s seven-hundred yards across.”


“Jesus .
. .”


The ship
wasn’t quite round, but nearly so. They were looking almost straight up at the
creature’s underside. It reminded Linda of the dead and gas-swollen bodies of
bovines she’d seen in pictures of drought and war. The eight little legs stuck
straight out from the enormous distended gut, the tips lost in the sun’s brightness.
The surface was striated laterally in thick rolls. The most disturbing part was
the head, clearly visible and hanging down out of the swollen body like a
freakish parasitic appendage. It was small, minuscule compared to the rest of
the body.


“It that
the head?” she asked without pointing at it.


“I’d say
so.


The
detail was good enough to reveal a twisted, anguished expression like the stiff
faces of the battle field dead. There was a difference, though, that turned
Linda’s stomach: this thing wasn’t dead.


“How do
you do that?” she asked into her palm. “How do you make something like that?”


Greenbaum
shook his head. “Unknown. I suppose if you screw with a thing’s DNA enough, and
feed it enough, you could get that.”


“What’s
all that crap at the rear end?”


The
anterior portion was covered with what looked like barnacles, or bumps and
scales as if it had a strange disease.


“It looks
like hardware. If you look closely, it has a mechanized appearance. I’d say
it’s part of the propulsion system. It may not be metal.”


Looking
at the raised, rash-like anterior made Linda want to scratch her bottom.


“I’m
sick,” she said.


She
turned to the sink, filled a glass with tap water and took a long pull on it.


“It’s not
what I would have expected,” Greenbaum said. “But it makes sense in a way. We
have technology that uses stuff, material, to make and shape things. But if you
remove those materials, take them out of the evolutionary equation so to speak,
and . . . and advance the technology in the right direction, it doesn’t take
much imagination to visualize the result.”


“What do
you mean?” Linda asked.


“We use,
consume, shape and change materials to accommodate real or imagined
requirements. This alien species does the same, only it takes advantage of the
ability of DNA to grow and shape an organism into usable forms. We do the same
thing with dogs, live-stock, crops—but we’re infants compared to these things.”


“I don’t
see the advantage.”


“There
are some.”


“I don’t
think so,” she said, burying her face in her glass.


“DNA is
self-replicating—self-fabricating so to speak. Once you have the basic pattern
down, all you have to do is feed the organism and it’ll shape and manufacture
itself into whatever pattern is locked in its DNA. It’ll even reproduce
itself—breed and make more of itself. You no longer need a manufacturing infrastructure.
All you do is grow things into whatever you need—tables, chairs, clothes,
lamps, houses—hulls of space ships.”


“You’re
crazy,” she said, sticking her head back in the glass.


Greenbaum
knew she was denying the possibilities because of the implicit horror. They’d
both heard Phil’s reports from inside the vessel. These invaders didn’t grow
better corn or smarter dogs. They forced, bent and cut the living material into
required forms. They didn’t just work on the benign level of cellular
modification, they molded the fully developed, living, feeling material as
well.


“I
suppose I am,” he said.


“Look,
screw all that,” she said. “How does it help Phil?” She moved back up to the
table, and her hand found her mouth again as if she’d stepped into a cloud of
noxious gas.


“I’m not
sure. It’s larger than we thought. It’s more hideous than we thought. I’m don’t
know how either of those helps.”


Linda
looked at the photos and something started to click in that part of her mind
that did the pattern recognition. She pushed the cups and the condiments aside
and laid the photos out in two rows of five.


“Are
these the frame numbers?” she asked pointing to the time and date stamp in the
corner of one.


“Yes.”


She
shifted them around, organizing them left to right by the frame numbers until
she had the complete sequence.


It took
her a couple of tries to do it, it was hard to move her eyes from one frame to
the next and keep her focus on the hideous head of the creature. By the third
try, she was playing back a jerky but viewable little movie in her head. As she
played it back, she could see the subtle difference in the head of the creature
from beginning to end. It seemed to twist and turn just slightly as if trying
to extricate itself from it’s own body. What she saw was an alien beast in a
torment so profound it wrenched her guts.


The ship
was an unwilling victim bent to the will of its exploiters.


“The ship’s
not just alive, Greenbaum. It’s aware—as aware as me or you.”


 


*  *  *


 


Mary
thought it was a dream and the image of Bailey drifting by the opening was a
mere component of it. When she raised up on her elbow, blinked and saw the big
bastard following Bailey’s ghost, she wasn’t so sure. She got up and looked
out the opening.


“Oh . . .
my . . . God . . .” she said.


There,
standing in front of Phil’s hole were Gilbert and Bailey, flanked by the
biggest, meanest big bastard she’d ever seen. As if that combination itself
wasn’t shocking enough, Gilbert and Bailey were dressed in the ugliest,
thrift-store clothing Mary had ever laid eyes on. Gilbert had on a light brown,
plaid sport coat with dark blue polyester slacks. His wide, blue tie lay over a
light blue checked shirt with a big, high collar. The sport coat was at least a
size too big on his thin frame. He was holding his Bible against his dick with
both hands. Bailey had on a mid-length cotton print dress with ruffled sleeves
and a button-down collar. Her shoes were brown lace-ups with thick medium
heals. Her hair was pulled back and done up in a not- too-neat little bun. She
couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like she was wearing a strange hat or
tiara.


She
looked at her watch and confirmed her suspicions. She’d seen thousands of
similarly dressed couples throughout the small towns of rural America on this
day. From time to time in her younger life, Mary had been there herself.


She
didn’t know how or where, but it was Sunday and Gilbert and Bailey were going
to church.


The big
bastard hissed.


Phil
heard it and shot upright with a pounding heart. When he looked out the opening
and saw Gilbert standing there, the sense of malice folded over on itself.


He came
cautiously to the opening and slowly sat in it, keeping his eye on the big
bastard. This one was especially malevolent. Its arms were covered with
tattoos, stretched and distended. It fixated on Phil with its pit-like eyes.


“What is
this, Gilbert? What’s going on?”


“I wanted
to come by and say hello,” Gilbert said. “You know, just a friendly hello.”


Phil
doubted it. He looked at Bailey, and she grinned broadly, strangely, as if she
was on some drug.


“Hi,
Phil,” she said.


“Hello,
Bailey.” He kept looking at her head because he couldn’t figure it out, but he
finally did —the thing on her head was a little crown of thorns. A new bell of
alarm went off in Phil’s brain.


Something
had happened that was completely unforeseen. Gilbert had achieved some weird
change of status and Phil had no clue how. The thought occurred to him that
Gilbert had somehow converted the aliens to Christianity. He entertained the
thought just until he realized that Gilbert Keefer lacked the military or
economic force to achieve such a conversion on a pagan society.


“New
hat?” he said to Bailey.


“Yeah . .
.” she said pressing it gently in place with a hand. “It’s different, huh?
Gilbert’s idea. Isn’t it cool?”


“I’m not
nuts about it,” Phil said.


Gilbert’s
hold on Bailey was especially confusing and distressing. It made no sense.


“What you
think doesn’t matter,” Gilbert said.


I should
have killed him while I had the chance, Phil thought. 


“Why’s that?” he asked.


“You and
those like you will never have an opinion of any consequence whatsoever again. That’s
why.”


“I don’t
follow you, exactly.”


Gilbert
handed his Bible to Bailey, and stepped close enough to Phil so that when he
bent down, his mouth was close


to Phil’s ear.


Phil knew
he was in for an earful of little secrets from this lunatic. They liked that,
the mouth-to-the-ear stuff. Nothing
better than a captive little ear to beat up with their psychopathic noises.


“Would
you believe me if I told you something?” Gilbert whispered.


A wash of
bad breath fell out of Gilbert’s mouth and onto Phil’s face. He resisted the
impulse to clamp his hand on Gilbert’s scrawny neck and crush it closed before
it coughed up any more shit. “I might,” he said.


Gilbert
swallowed before he spoke. “You are evil. What you think is evil. You are an
abomination.”


“Come on,
Gilbert, tell me what you really
think,” Phil scoffed.


“You are
evil.”


Phil was
surprised Gilbert could say it with such conviction. Most things he said were
shallow and bereft of passion.


“Why do
you think I’m evil?”


Gilbert swallowed
again. “You said you wanted to . . . put your penis . . . somewhere. Isn’t that
evil?”


“You mean
fuck your ass? Is that what you mean? Oh, for God’s sake!”


Phil
admitted to himself that fucking Gilbert Keefer in the butt wouldn’t be fun but
he stopped short at the adjective evil.
Obscene, certainly, but not evil. Things evil were devoid of justice.


“I take
it back, then,” Phil offered casually.


“You are
evil and those like you are evil.”


“You said
that.”


“You make
a mockery of . . .” Gilbert swallowed “ . . . righteousness and those who
follow it.”


“Righteousness?”
Phil asked.


“That’s
right, righteousness.”


“I see
you’ve come up in the world,” Phil said. “How come?”


Gilbert
was finished with the close-to-the-ear stuff and stood up. “The lord has looked
favorably on me.” He threw a glance at Bailey. “And this one.”


Gilbert’s
bad breath fell out of his mouth like a warm, heavy vapor. Phil winced as if
he’d been struck.


Bailey
grinned again. “I’m the first of the manys and the mother of the thousand,” she
said, absently adjusting her hat.


“Huh?”
Phil said.


She
looked like such a ditz to Phil that he knit his brow in amazement. All that
was missing was a mouthful of snapping gum to complete the picture.


Gilbert
gave her a dark look.


“I said .
. .” she started.


Gilbert
cut her off. “Be quiet.”


“You
doing her thinking, Gilbert?”


“Do you
know the road to salvation?” Gilbert came back quickly. Phil found the
ham-handed diversion amusing.


“What do
you mean by salvation?” Phil baited.


Phil knew
the conversation was inches away from the pretzel logic such men relied on for
mental sustenance. There was no way to reason with an irrational mind. A
rational mind needs, seeks confirmation like the returned kiss from a lover.
The irrational mind masturbates constantly and needs no such affirmation. But
that’s just what a purveyor of bullshit wants — meaningless communication;
meaningless like an empty fuck.


“Look, I
don’t want to play this game,” Phil said. “It’s childish.”


“The
Lord’s plan is not a game.” The sphinx said.


“No, I
guess not.”


There was
no reasoning with him; perhaps a low insult would drive him away. It was worth
a shot. “Go away,” Phil said. “Your breath stinks.”


Bailey
puffed a brief laugh that brought another dark look.


Gilbert raised
his hand and brought it down on Phil’s face. Phil saw it coming and stiffened
his head and neck for the blow, but he refused to block it. It jarred him and
stung, but he managed to keep his eyes glued right to Gilbert’s. He was pretty
sure he didn’t even blink.


“That didn’t hurt,” Phil
said in a mocking tone. It was childish, but seemed just the thing to say. Phil
almost laughed. It was funny to him.


There was a peal of sudden
laughter and all eyes turned toward it. Mary was standing just outside her hole
in the middle of the tube. When she waved enthusiastically at Bailey, Bailey
waved back and smiled.


“What are you doing?” Mary yelled down
and started toward them.


Bailey opened her mouth to
answer. Gilbert grabbed her arm. “You are not to speak to these people,” he
said. “They are an abomination.” He spun back on Phil. “Do you know I could
have you killed?”


“Is that right? But you
couldn’t do it yourself. Me, on the other hand, I could kill you without
batting an eye. Scram.”


Bailey drew her mouth into
an exaggerated O of alarm.


“Both of you, you make me
sick,” Phil said. “If your buddy Bruce, there, is gonna’ kill me, turn him
loose. I don’t give a shit.”


“How many friends and
relatives do you have on Earth?” the sphinx asked.


“Why?”


“I wonder how high and
mighty you’ll feel when you see them eaten alive by the wrath of God.”


“The wrath of God?”


“That’s right. God’s . . .
worms.” When he said worms the word
came out just slightly sibilant.


He knows,
Phil
thought. The jackass knows.


“What are you talking
about?”


They’d shared little or
nothing with Gilbert about the mode of the attack, so Bailey must have told
him. She’d told him, and together they’d formed some kind of doomsday club and
donned the clothes and crown of thorns as some kind of weird-assed reaction to
Earth’s destruction.


“I mean that within days
an attack will begin on the Earth that will destroy all evil.”


“Now that’s original,” Mary
laughed.


“All
evil, huh?” Phil said, staring at Bailey. “How do you know that?”


“And you can’t
wait for it to happen,” Mary said to Gilbert.


“Because
God has planned it so,” Gilbert said, ignoring her.


“But not
us,” Bailey piped in. “We’re the thousand.”


“The
thousand what?”
Phil said.


“Whores, that’s
what . . .” Mary said with a steely look at Bailey.


“The
thousand that will be left,” Gilbert said, cutting her off. “Your seed and the
seed of all evil will be purged from God’s kingdom.”


“But not
us, right my king?” Bailey piped in.


It was
funny. Sick but funny. Phil wanted to walk away from these deluded fuckers. It
was written that a thousand would survive the apocalypse. All you had to do was
believe you were
one to be
one. Well, here were two of them.


Phil
couldn’t resist. “So what makes you so sure you’re the saved ones?”


“I have a
guarantee,” Gilbert said, almost smiling.


“A
guarantee?”


“That’s
right.”


“The word
of God, right? It’s written right there in the good book, is it?” Phil said,
pointing at it.


“No.”


“No? Well
then how do you know?”


“I
believe.”


“Okay.............  ”


“I
believe our captors are honorable.”


“What the
hell . . . ?” Mary said.


“Pardon?”
Phil said.


“I said,
our captors are . . .” swallow, “. . . honorable people.” 


“Oh. They
told you you’d be spared,” Phil said nodding his head. “Why would they do that?
And by the way, they’re not people—they’re monsters.”


“I’ve
made it all possible. It’s God’s will.”


“What?”


“As the .
. .” Gilbert swallowed with his mouth open,” . . . agent of God, I’ve made it
possible,” Gilbert said.


A flush
of concern rose up in Phil’s guts, but he pushed it back down with a cautious
finger.


“How did
you do that might I ask?” Mary wanted to know. 


Bailey
couldn’t be stopped. “Oh, please king, let me tell it. Please let me . . .
please!”


“King?
What the fuck is this king
shit?” Mary asked. Gilbert closed his eyes slowly then turned his back on
Phil, then took a step away and lowered his head. The phony drama was almost
more than Phil could stomach.


Bailey
stepped up very close to Phil and put her hands together under her chin. Phil
stood up. When he did, he heard a deep grunt from the big bastard like a
warning.


Bailey’s
voice was even and modulated, not the excited voice he’d expected. She had a
weird, frozen smile on her face that didn’t change.


She
cleared her throat before she began.


“Okay,
here’s the deal. Gilbert—my king that is—told the aliens what the weather
patterns are like so that when they dump the bugs, they’ll be in just the right
locations so they don’t freeze to death. That’s the only way to make the attack
totally successful. If they didn’t do that, the attack would kill millions of
people, but it wouldn’t exterminate us completely and that’s what they want.
Get it?”


Phil was
listening intently. He knew Bailey enough to know she was telling the truth, and
he felt a tightening in his guts. He looked at the big, stupid coat on Gilbert
and knew from his posture he was holding the Bible with both hands in front of
him. He looked like he might be in prayer, but Phil knew he was listening
closely.


“They had
to know what the weather patterns were before they’d even do it,” she
continued, smiling. “The wasps are their only weapon. If they don’t get enough
on the ground in the right places, they believe they could get attacked from
the Earth. Secrecy and the timing of the release is everything. And they don’t
have that much time. See?”


Phil
heard her words through a fog of hatred.


“How does
Gilbert know the weather patterns?”


“He’s a .
. . a . . . whatchamacallit . . . what are you again my king?” she asked over
her shoulder.


“A prick.
A traitor,” Mary jabbed in, shaking her head in disbelief.


“A
meteorologist,” Gilbert said, not looking up.


“Right. A
meteorologist,” Bailey said with a sudden strained look on her face.


Phil
looked into her eyes and saw the truth there, and the sinking feeling seemed to
pull him right to the floor.


The big
bastard grunted again. It was obvious now that the thing was Gilbert’s
bodyguard. They wouldn’t do that for him unless he had some special value.


“Nuts,
huh?” Bailey said crazily.


“You
sorry bitch . . .” Mary said to her.


Bailey
flashed a strained smiled.


Phil’s
mind raced.


It was
nuts, all right. Skinny, sick-minded Gilbert Keefer could have foiled the whole
invasion by doing absolutely nothing.


Phil was
certain he was looking at a first in the history of mankind. Never before had a
single entity traded so little for the death of so many. It was quite a deal;
Gilbert would have his own little colony of whatevers
and his seed—his fucked-up seed—would persist in the universe to the exclusion
of all others. He’d have his pick, Phil was sure, of whatever human resources
he was able to preserve from the holocaust. Phil wondered what the human race
would be like in a thousand years with Gilbert Keefer’s genes as the primary
stock.


Phil
wanted to jump up and wring Gilbert’s neck before he was able to spread his
fucked-up seed. If he could have done it before the big bastard killed him, he
would have done just that.


“You
fucked up sonofabitch,” Phil said slowly.


Gilbert
turned around with a self-satisfied look. He’d let Bailey tell it—the whole
battle plan—without censoring it.


Phil’s
mind raced on. He’d wanted her to tell it—then to stand there knowing they
couldn’t do a damn thing about it.


Bailey—sweet
not-so-innocent Bailey. What a disappointment.


When he
looked closer at the crown of thorns he wanted to slap it off her head—not for
some show of resentment about her change of allegiance—but because the “thorns”
were waving and squirming like worms. The crown was alive, another
fabrication.


“I want
that . . . thing . . . you have,” Gilbert said.


“What
thing?” Phil asked. “My dick?”


“That
thing you can call Earth with.”


“He knows
it’s a godamned phone,” Mary said to Bailey. “Why the hell didn’t he just say
it?”


“You do
mean the phone
thing?” Phil asked.


“Yes,
that.”


It hadn’t
done them much good so far, but he hated to give it up just the same. The phone
was the connection that linked them to the rest of their species.


“Go get
the phone,” Phil said to Mary.


Mary
looked at him as if he were nuts.


“Screw
that,” Mary said.


“Go on,”
Phil said. “Go get it.”


Reluctantly,
she went to get it. No one spoke until Mary returned with it.


“I
wouldn’t go traipsing around, either,” Gilbert said. “It could go very badly
for you if you get caught. It’s best if you stay here and take your medicine.
It really is.”


“Sure,”
Phil said. “Whatever you say.”


Mary
started to hand the phone to Phil. Phil pointed absently to Gilbert as the recipient
of it, not he. Gilbert, not to be out-done by nonchalance, pointed in turn to
Bailey. Mary handed the phone to her.


“The
lengths some whores will go to save their asses,” Mary said.


Bailey
smiled. Phil was sure he heard popping gum.
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The basket was the one his cousin used. He recognized the pattern
in the reeds. As soon as Seseidi saw the hoppers in the bottom of it, he knew
what the white man wanted to do. The white man looked friendly and didn’t smell
too bad. This was a warrior, Seseidi was sure. He looked strong, and his teeth
were good. The white man wanted to make war with the spirits.


The
hoppers were still fresh. He could tell by the bright color of their skin and
because they were still happy and active. Much poison could be taken from the
backs of such happy, active hoppers, but Seseidi knew the hopper’s poison
would not hurt the spirits. He shook his head.


“What’s
he saying?” Mary asked.


“He’s
saying no,” Phil said bluntly.


“You
haven’t asked him anything yet.”


“I think
I did.”


Mary
tried her hand at pantomime and made like a blow- gun with her hands and puffed
through them. She followed through with an arc of her finger forward a couple
of times to indicate the flight of a dart. She made a ffft sound each time.


Seseidi
shook his head.


“Ask him,
Why not,” Mary said.


“How am I
supposed to do that?”


Phil knew
how dangerous the poison from a poison dart frog was. Gram for gram, it had no
equivalent in the natural world. In fact, just a part of a gram—say, as much as
an aspirin— if you could get that much together in one place, would kill
thousands of people. He also knew it was a neuroblocker and that if you got it
in your system, even by absorption through the skin, it could easily kill you
in minutes by stopping your heart. The Indians coated the tips of their arrows,
and darts with it, and it was stable enough to last for years. It went on as a
liquid, he thought, and was allowed to dry. It was a remarkable little compound,
perfect for dispatching prey as large as a tapir with a single dart. There were
several varieties of South American poison dart frogs. Each was remarkable by
its bright color.


Phil knew
a lot about them.


Just
about the only thing Phil didn’t know about South American poison dart frogs
was which part of the frog the poison came from. He seemed to remember that it
was taken from a gland, but wasn’t sure. He was equally unsure that it came
from the frog’s tongue or from its urine.


The
little Indian seemed to hold all the cards.


“Ask him
to show you how to do it,” Mary added, as if Phil just hadn’t asked the
question yet.


Phil
looked askance at her.


“What the
hell do you think I’m doing?” he said.


He took
the Bic pen out of his pocket, removed the cap and dabbed it at the frogs, then
pretended to spear the air—and Mary—with long jabs of the pen.


“Poison.
Poison,” Mary said plainly. “Make poison arrows.”


Seseidi
shook his head.


“You
cannot kill the spirits with the hopper’s sweat,” Seseidi said in his native tongue.
“It will not hurt them, and you will insult the hopper.”


“He’s
talking,” Mary said.


Phil
sighed. “No shit.”


“What did
he say?”


“He said
for you to shut up.”


“Fine.”


Phil
looked directly at Seseidi and smiled openly. Sitting with his legs crossed and
his arms folded, Seseidi smiled back. Imploringly, Phil extended the basket and
the pen to him.


Seseidi
considered it.


Phil
jiggled the basket and smiled. A frog hopped inside it.


Seseidi
stared at him.


“Threaten
him,” Mary suggested.


“Be quiet,” Phil seethed under
his breath.


Phil
tried again. When he reached out and tapped Seseidi’s arm, Seseidi felt the
power and forcefulness in the touch as if it could pierce him. The white man
was smiling, but his hands were not.


Seseidi
considered it, then reached out and took the basket from Phil’s hand.


“Yes!”
Mary barked.


“He
hasn’t done anything yet.”


Seseidi
shook his head quickly, nervously. He swung around and sat on his knees, then
shook a frog out of the basket. It landed on its back, flipped over and sat
there like a red jewel against the dark rubbery floor. Phil had the urge to
move away from it.


“This is
not good,” the Indian said. “This is not good. You are crazy. The spirits are
strong.”


“What’s
he saying?”


“I’d say
from his tone that he’s grumbling about it.”


“Make
poison. Make poison arrows,” she said.


“Let him work, Goddamn it!” Phil implored.


Seseidi
looked at the tip of his index finger and made a big point of examining it
carefully. He held it out to Phil for him to look at, too, tapping it with his
other finger.


“If you
have a cut on your finger, the hopper’s sweat can kill you,” he said solemnly.


“What’s
he saying?”


“I’m not
sure. Will you please shut up?”


Seseidi
reached out and pinned the frog’s foot to the floor with the index finger. The
frog tried to hop away, then stopped


in a stretched-out position.


“He’s
touching it. Won’t it kill him?”


“I said shut up
. . .”


Seseidi
reached out and took the pen from Phil, and still holding the frog captive by
its foot, he wiped the side of the tip of the pen across the frogs back a few
times, twirling it as he did.


He handed
the pen carefully back to Phil.


“This
will now kill you, but it will not kill spirits,” he said.


“What’d
he say?”


“I think
he said to be careful with this.”


Phil
handed the pen to Mary. She held it daintily with her fingertips. “That’s it?”
she asked.


“That’s
it,” Phil said. “It’s in the frog’s skin.”


Seseidi
put the open basket up close to the frog and tapped its butt with a finger. The
frog made a single hop right back in.


“Thank
you,” Phil said and bowed his head to the little Indian. Seseidi had no idea
he’d come within inches of dying at the white man’s hands.


Seseidi
wiped his finger on his nylon shorts to clean it. He wiped and wiped to stress
the point.


Phil put
the cap back on the pen and slipped it in his pocket. It wasn’t a firearm, or
even a knife, but he got the sense of being armed as if he’d strapped on a
pistol.


“Now
what?”


“Now we
test it.”


“On
what?”


“I’ll see if I can find
something,” he said. “Get the frogs. Let’s go.”


 


*  *  *


 


Bailey
thought it was a small animal crawling on her at first. She was on the very
brink of flailing around to get it out of there when she realized it was
Gilbert’s bony hand groping around under her shirt.


She’d
been groped before, but never more poorly. She’d been groped by drunks and
groped by kids. She’d been groped by her uncle and groped by the cable man.
She’d been groped by her teacher and groped by the butcher. She’d even been
groped by her sister, once. But this, this stiff-fingered, limp-wristed,
pawing, all wrapped up in the stench of the nasty bastard’s breath was more
than she could stomach. She went into her grope-defense mode. “Cut it out,” she
said firmly.


She was
lying on the ledge that circled the chamber, and Gilbert was sitting next to
her. He was so close; she could feel his butt against her thighs. She drew them
back from the moist warmth of his nasty bottom.


Gilbert
was breathing deeply through his mouth and he swallowed and removed his hand
from under her shirt as if his hand were an object and not really his hand.


“It’s not
that I don’t like you,” she said kindly. “But I’m not feeling very sexy right
now. I’m sure you understand.”


Gilbert
didn’t understand. He looked at her and wondered how many cocks she’d
sucked—how many suck-sores she’d had. He felt a pang of something, a yearning
that twisted in the pit of his stomach. He put his hand on her full thigh and
kneaded it. He liked the way it felt and he decided that if she asked him to
stop this time, he would refuse. It was God’s will that she was there with him.


“Stop,”
she said and pushed his hand off. She knew that the longer he groped her, the
harder he’d be to cool down. “Please,” she added.


Gilbert
looked at her mouth and wanted to crawl in it, to experience its wet, sweet
warmth all around him. He leaned over and tried to put his loose lips over
hers. As he did, his hand rested on her strong ass, and he squeezed.


It was
the hand on her ass that did it. It felt like a giant spider had stuck to it.


“Get off me, goddam
it!” she yelled, then bumped him off the ledge with her thigh. Gilbert
lost his balance and fell on his butt, then continued down onto his back with
his feet in the air and a strained look on his face.


With a
growl of disgust, she scrambled away from the spot and the bad breath that hung
in the air. She got up and brushed her butt off where he’d touched it in case
he’d left something nasty on it. When she looked down at him, he still had the
stupid, bug-eyed look on his face as he tried to lift himself up by the ledge.


He didn’t
need it, but she reached down and helped him to his feet anyway. She could feel
the little string of muscle in his arm under the mushy covering. When he stood
up, she took his temperature by flashing a look at his crotch. She didn’t want
to, but she saw the bulge of his nasty little boner making a little tent in his
pants. She groaned inwardly.


“Sorry,
my king,” she tried to say warmly. “I’m just not in the mood, I guess.”


He didn’t
seem very discouraged by the embarrassing fall, and that worried her. He should
have been apologizing for his behavior about then, but instead, he put his arms
around her real fast as if she were trying to get away. She could feel the hard
little stick of his pecker against her belly. That, combined with a new blast
of his breath, set her off completely. She pushed and wrenched herself free and
tried to slap his face. He ducked away, and the blow glanced off his forehead
and loosened his glasses. He kept ducking in slow motion long after the blow
was gone and wound up turned ninety degrees away from her. When his face came
back up and stopped moving, she slapped him again right across the mouth. The
blow was so strong, she felt her palm strike his teeth.


The slap
knocked his glasses the rest of the way off his head and he just stood there
and stared at her.


When he
grinned at her, his teeth were red with blood. It was a lascivious grin, and
she got the feeling that he’d enjoyed the slap.


Whoops.


“I guess
you didn’t hear me,” she said. “I’m not in the mood.”


“You
mean, not in the mood for me,” he said thickly.


She was
relieved to hear his voice. If he’d talk, she might be able to reason with him.
“That’s not what I said.”


“But
that’s what you meant.”


Bailey
smiled back. “Look, it’s not you,” she lied. “I don’t enjoy sex very much is
all? And this is a bad time for me. It’s not like we were in a nice romantic
hotel room with wine and . . . and music, is it?”


The
sphinx smiled a red smile.


“You’re
used to handsome men, aren’t you?”


“No.
That’s not it . . .” she lied again.


“Men who
excite you physically?”


“No!” she said. Of course you asshole!


“No?”


“Look.
You’re no . . . Greek god, okay? But that doesn’t mean I couldn’t learn to like
you.”


“The
Greeks were evil and sinful.”


“Whatever.
It’s just that you have to take it slow with a girl like me, that’s all.”


“You find
those statues, those marble statues of naked men and women exciting don’t you?”


“Not
very,” she said matter-of-factly, crossing her arms. She flashed a look at his
crotch; the little boner was gone.


Gilbert stared at her with
his bloody mouth partially open, then swallowed without closing it. He did it
that way to try to hide the fact that he was swallowing in the first place. In
order to do it, he had to stretch his lips back over his teeth just slightly
and grimace a little like a chimp. The effect was utterly disgusting to her.
It was the ugliest human gesture she’d ever seen. “We’ll see,” he said.


 


*  *  *


 


The hiss
down the tube was the signal he’d been waiting for. Phil didn’t know for sure
he was up next, but the timing seemed about right. The plan was a simple one.
He would resist the hiss from the big bastard and make it come into the hole to
get him. It would be out of view of its partner just long enough to grab Phil’s
ankle and drag him out. He would have only a few seconds to plunge the pen into
the big bastard’s chest. He wanted to get the poison as close to the heart as
possible, if not right in it. He’d have to jab it in and pull it out—he didn’t
want to leave a poison tipped pen stuck in its chest for the aliens to find.


If it
worked, and the bastard died as quickly as Phil hoped it would, they’d have an
effective weapon. The pen would leave a small hole with very little blood. It
would be hard to spot against the folds and convolutions of the big bastard’s
chest. It would take them hours to figure out what killed it, if they ever did.


If it
didn’t work, Phil would probably get the shit kicked out of him and carried off
to the labs. In its rage, the big bastard might literally pull him to pieces on
the spot. On balance he had little to lose.


Phil
lifted the corner of his bed roll, picked up the pen and removed the cap. He’d
fashioned a thick handle for it out of aluminum foil to better his grip on it.
He moved as far away from the opening as he could get and stretched out on his
stomach with his feet pointed toward the opening. He tucked the pen up under
his chest and waited.


When the
hiss came at the opening, Phil stiffened. The next hiss was louder, more
demanding, and Phil tightened his grip on the weapon. “Fuck off,” he said.


The very
air went out of the tube. Then the light level dropped as the thing’s massive
bulk filled the opening. Phil heard the slight huffing sound as the creature
climbed in after him.


When the
hand came down on his ankle, it felt as if a piece of hydraulic machinery had
grabbed it. The yank that followed was like his leg was attached to a pickup
truck, and he felt himself propelled backwards toward the opening.


Phil
twisted completely around like an alligator and wrenched his booted foot free
of the big bastard’s grip and scrambled to his feet. Caught completely off
guard, the creature made a quick, awkward swipe with a massive hand to regain
the foot. Half way into the hole and down on its knees, the creature lunged
out again at Phil’s legs and missed. Phil kicked the creature’s face with a
resounding thump.
Stunned, the creature hesitated. Phil kicked again and connected. The big
bastard stopped cold, and Phil thought he’d kicked it unconscious. A shock of
pain went up through Phil’s leg from the force of the impact.


He hadn’t
planned on being able to disable it with a blow, but this was working just
fine. Phil switched legs and kicked its head again as hard as he could. The
massive head went up with a snap from the impact and Phil knew he’d hurt it.
The big bastard just stayed there on its hands and knees, stunned like a
heavyweight fighter. The last thing Phil wanted was for it to fall flat. If it
did, he’d never get the pen into its chest. He gambled and kicked it again.


Phil went
down on one knee in front of the big bastard and put his hand on its back. He
reached under it, stretching around the thing’s massive girth and positioned
the pen just under where he thought the sternum must be. Then he brought the
pen back and keeping the target in his mind’s eye, brought it up as hard as he
could and into the creature’s chest. He felt the hardened tip go deep and
strike bone and knew he’d hit the right spot. He cranked the pen around to get
as much poison as possible into the wound, then yanked downward to remove it.


When he
yanked, the packed foil around the pen slipped off in his hand, and the big
bastard took that very moment to fall straight down flat.


“Christ!”
Phil cursed and jumped back, almost getting pinned by the arm.


The
creature lay there for a moment then started to rise up. It shook its meaty
head and stumbled to its feet. Then it looked down at its chest and seeing the
pen, reached up and daintily plucked it out with two huge fingers. It pitched
the pen aside, and Phil knew he was about to die.


Then the
big bastard just collapsed as if its bone structure had evaporated. The thump from the heavy
fall shook the floor.


Phil
shook his fists in victory, retrieved the pen and replaced the cap over the
bloody tip. He moved as far away from the big bastard as he could and slumped
against the wall.


“Gotcha,”
he said weakly.


When the
big bastard’s partner came to the hole a few minutes later, it looked at the
fallen one then at Phil and grunted like an old man. It reached into the hole
and shook the other’s foot a few times and when it got no response, grabbed it
by both feet and tugged it unceremoniously out of the hole as if it was
something to clean up.


It seemed
to take no interest in the cause of its partner’s demise and started right for
the exit seam with it, dragging it by one foot.


Phil
looked out the opening and watched it go. When he looked over at Mary, she gave
him a single thumbs up and a big grin.


“You did it!” she said.


Farther down the tube,
Seseidi watched the huge spirit dragging the dead one and saw the pleased looks
on the faces of the white warrior and his woman


To have killed such a spirit, he thought, the white warrior must be very great.


 


*  *  *


 


Now that
they had a weapon that was worth a damn, they could take an offensive posture.


For the
first time since his abduction, Phil felt a spark of real hope. The enemy’s
over-confidence had given them the freedom of movement within their camp. That
was a tactical error on their part. Now fate—and some unfathomable evolutionary
forces—had become confederates. Some more luck could fan that spark into a
flame of victory.


Damn, he
felt good.


“How’s
this?” Ned asked, holding up a small wooden chair.


“Perfect,”
Phil answered. “Break it into pieces. Try to get some slivers under six inches
long.”


The only
thing close to a blowgun shape in the dump was the hollow folding legs of two
cheap aluminum chairs. He couldn’t cut the legs or straighten them so a bona
fide blowgun seemed out of the question. But the problem remained: he needed a
delivery system that would give them some stand-off distance,
if only a few feet.


If he couldn’t fashion his second choice—a bow and arrow
weapon—they’d be left with spears and hand-thrown darts. That would be okay,
but accuracy would suffer a bit, and the stand-off distance would be
compromised he was sure. What they needed in any case were points—sharp points
to drive the chemical weapon into the enemy’s flesh.


Ned raised the chair up over his head and crashed it against the
rubbery floor. The chair bounced off intact.


“Must be oak,” he said, putting it down on the floor. He then
proceeded to stomp the legs off the chair. Turning it several times to get the
right angles, he stomped it completely to pieces then finished it off by
twisting and breaking off what was left. The little chair didn’t stand a
chance.


“I’ve got some chunks here, but not a lot of slivers,” he said
picking through the chair’s remains.


“We need sharp points, Ned,” Phil snapped.


“Right,” he said sheepishly.


Ned picked a likely looking piece about the right size and using
his can opener, worked and pried a large, ragged splinter off the edge. He held
it up so Phil could see it.


“How’s ‘is?” he asked, very pleased with himself. It was an
irregular wooden needle about three inches long. It was thick, but tapered to a
sharp point.


“Great. Make as many as you can.”


Phil was looking for anything long and rod like that had some
flexibility—something that would make a suitable bow. Nothing popped out at him
from the pile. He dug down into it, determined to move the whole mess in his
quest, tossing the stuff behind him and to each side. There was little in the
way of the required shape. Nothing, that is, until he put his hand on the
perfect alternative—a thick, black, rubber bungee cord about twelve inches
long. He held it up and tested its elasticity.


Perfect.


With this as the propulsive force, any rigid arc to string it
across would suffice. He looked around and settled again on the aluminum chair.
He stripped off the sun-rotted nylon straps that acted as the back, then
muscled the back away from the seat where it attached. What he had left was a
three-sided tubular bow, the ends of which had a convenient hole for the metal
hooks of the bungee cord.


He mounted the bungee by its hooks through each hole in the arms
of the bow, pulled it back as far as he dared and let it go. The device
responded with a deep thrump. It wasn’t real snappy or fast, but Phil was sure it would launch
an arrow of the right weight at least a hundred feet, maybe farther, with some
degree of accuracy.


Arrows.


“Skip that for now,” he said. “Look for something we can make
arrows out of. Anything straight, thin, round, light.”


They both started digging and throwing stuff helter-skelter, looking
for material that might work.


Ned thought it was a grate of some kind at first, but when he
cleared the crap away from it, he realized it was one of those little carts, or
service things, that go in the corner that people put drinks and glasses on. He
took hold of it and wrestled it up out of the pile. He carried it over into a
clear spot and put it down.


The cart was about three feet wide by three tall and about two
feet deep. It had three shelves and there were wheels attached to the legs.
The shelves were made out of dowels that were the length of the shelves and
about three-eighths of and inch in diameter. The dowels were close together and
ran through holes in several support members running across each shelf. In
short, the entire cart was made up almost entirely of three-foot-long,
three-eighth inch, perfectly round, straight arrows.


“I’ll be damned,” Phil said.


“Pretty good, huh?”


“You bet. Let’s take it apart.”


A few minutes later, they had a pile of perhaps a hundred
featherless arrows. They were a little thicker and heavier than Phil would have
liked, but their size presented a secondary benefit: they could also be thrown
like spears.


They didn’t have a way to sharpen the tips. The only knife they’d
ever seen was the little pen-knife Gilbert had stabbed Tom Moon with so they
still had to use the oak slivers as arrow heads. Phil liked that idea because
he was sure the tips would get good penetration on flesh. In addition, the tips
were modular, and could be attached to anything, could even be used as booby
traps.


All that was missing was a way to fletch the arrows. They tested a
couple against the wall, and Phil was pleased with the somewhat slow but true
flight he got out of them. They decided fletching wouldn’t be an absolute
requirement at short range.


Once Ned got the hang of it, he was able to rip off splinters that
were fairly uniform in size and shape. A couple of hours later, they’d
fashioned about thirty arrows with wicked arrowheads wired to them. Most had at
least two splinters attached. Some had three tips wired into a sinister looking
tri-tip that Phil called those Bastard
Busters. Ned thought that was funny. Bastard
Busters . . . he repeated through a smile.


Next, Phil tore off the leg off a pair of jeans and knotted the
end. Then he looped a belt through one of the remaining loops to make a quiver.
He put the arrows in it and slung it over his shoulder.


With the makeshift bow, arrows and quiver, he was equipped with
the goofiest weaponry he’d ever seen. He’d done better as a kid with the stuff
in the garage. The only thing that kept him from laughing at the rig was the
knowledge that the poison that would go onto the tips of these improvised
arrows was as deadly as hell.


They spent the next several hours making more arrows and wound up
with a large plastic baggie with dozens of more splinters as extras. Once that
was done, they took it all back to Ned’s chamber to begin what Phil knew would
be the dicey and arduous process of coating the slivers with poison from the
backs of the frogs.


It took some practice, and Phil was sure that the first few had a
highly variable amount of poison on them. He didn’t want to injure the frogs by
rubbing the rough splinters over their skin too hard, but he wanted to make
sure he made good contact. He finally decided that a moderate amount of
pressure was necessary, and it didn’t seem to bother them too much. With the
particularly rough slivers, though, he dabbed them against the frog rather
than swiped it. He worried about those and put them in a separate pile and had
Ned mark them heavily with bands of ink down at the base. He used one frog for
about half the slivers then switched frogs. When he was just about finished, he
noticed that there was no feeling in the finger he was using to hold the frogs
down with. He was glad when he finished the last one. He wasn’t at all sure how
much poison could be safely absorbed through the finger tip with no ill
effects.


 


*  *  *


 


The impregnation and extraction process seemed to affect Mary
worst of all. As far as Phil could tell, she’d played host the most times. When
she stumbled into the tube, he helped her to her chamber and fed her. She lay
down on the bed, and he covered her with a light sheet. Her shirt was
unbuttoned, and Phil saw the near solid mass of fine, straight scars over her
torso. He could tell the new ones because they were the pale, reddish ones. She
twitched and mumbled for a while then slept soundly and Phil managed to get a
few winks in himself. He was glad this would be the last time for her. He
wasn’t sure she could take it again.


Much to his surprise, she woke up fully alert and renewed.


“Gimme a smoke,” she said.


Phil shook one out of his pack and lit it for her, then drew back
a blanket and showed her the weapons.


“Nice. Your kid make those?”


“Funny.”


Mary sniffed, then took a deep drag on the cigarette.


“What’s the plan?” she asked.


That was a problem.


 


*  *  *


 


The new chamber Bailey shared with Gilbert was big and had several
sub-chambers and other accoutrements: 
its own dripper, something like a small grotto, a small storage area,
and the raised ledge all around the biggest chamber. It also had its own view
port, an irregular window about the size of a garbage can lid in the floor of
one of the sub-chambers. 


Bailey wanted to live. She wanted to be on the Earth again, to
walk on it and feel it under her feet—to smell it. This time she could see
California. There was some cloud cover and the angle wasn’t too good, but she
could make out what she thought was a smooth and shiny little patch that should
have been Lake Isabella. From there she looked south and found what she thought
was the minute area that might have been Haight Canyon and wondered if her husband’s
body was still down there. They’d been careful about not being seen when they
went there to camp, so it was possible it was still there, rotting in the heat
of the tent.


Her anger boiled up again and she breathed deep to cool it.


The chamber had its own seam; and when she heard it open she
turned toward it, prepared to smile her best welcome home smile.


It took her five full seconds to realize she was looking at
Gilbert Keefer. She could tell because his Gilbert Keefer face was stuck on the
front of the thing’s head like a too-small mask.


She’d always known that the world was full of strange fruit, but
she hadn’t realized until that moment just how strange some of that fruit could
be.


He must have given them a picture from a book in the dump as a
model—like you’d carry a picture from a magazine to the hair stylist to copy a
hair style.


It was not a good cut.


The color was right, and she guessed he’d forgotten to tell them
not to make him marble white because he was. The legs were too big, not
muscular big, just big—and the calves were disproportionately small. The chest
was broad and flat with big round plates where the pectoral muscles should have
been. The arms were short, and she swore that one was far shorter than the
other.


She’d seen pictures of Greek and Roman statues in those heavily
muscled, relaxed poses. She’d studied art some and had taken a class on
sculpture. She remembered about the relaxed S-shape that was a big deal with the sculptors at some point in
time.


It was that stance that did it; that was the tip off. Gilbert had
had himself modified into a bizarre facsimile of a Greek statue. His intention
was undoubtedly to get the spirit of the look, not the letter of it.


He was standing there as if to be admired with a look of pride
just barely evident. His head was cast to the side at an angle to help the
overall look along, but Bailey saw him glance at her to measure her reaction.


Bailey’s mouth dropped open. The thing that chilled her most was
that he’d had it done not to instill revulsion, but to reduce it. He’d failed
horribly.


Standing there like a ghastly work of art, he waited for her to
speak. While he waited, he swallowed with his mouth open. Bailey saw that
horrible gesture and screamed at the top of her lungs.


When he moved toward her, she could see that the right arm was in
fact three or four inches longer than the left. His pelvis had also been
modified, because he walked strangely, as if his customized physiology was
trying to maintain that S-shape
during locomotion. It produced the most hideous gait Bailey could imagine,
something between a limp and a rolling twist that heightened the freakish look.
Watching him move, she realized that the engineers had mistakenly converted
the perspective; they’d interpreted the stance and the arm length literally
from a two-dimensional picture. He still had his too-big aviator, tinted
glasses on.


She raised her hands to her face and screamed into them again.


He moved to within touching distance and reached out and took hold
of her wrists. His hands were the same narrow, long-fingered hands he’d had
before, now attached to thicker wrists and forearms. The death-colored hands
pulled hers down away from her face. When she realized that he had to twist his
torso so that the shorter arm could reach her, her terror turned to cackling,
hysterical laughter.


“Don’t
you know . . . one of your goddamned arms . . . is too short,” she laughed.
“They fucked up . . . your arms . . . 


“Stop
laughing,” the little face in the head said. “Stop laughing or I’ll kill you.”


“Go
ahead, you fucker,” she said laughing. “I don’t give a shit.” She tried to
wrench her arms free, but couldn’t. “You fucking freak. You fucking . . .
fucking . . . freak . . .”


She
stopped struggling then lifted her head and laughed loudly. The statue grabbed
her hair and shook her head back and forth violently. The laugher changed to
screams of pain, and she reached up and grabbed hold of his arms. The statue’s
flesh was cooler than it should have been and was not quite substantial—as if
he was wearing a water-filled covering—like some strange “statue suit” for
Halloween night.


He held
her up by her hair and drew his face closer to hers. The aliens hadn’t remedied
his rancid breath, and she closed her eyes and held her own breath against it.


“Isn’t
this what you . . . wanted?” he asked smoothly.


Bailey
kept her eyes and mouth clamped shut, blocking out the hideous vision and its
scent.


“Open
your eyes.”


He shook
her head and issued a silent, open-mouthed protest. He continued to shake, and
knowing it was useless to resist, she finally gave up and opened her eyes.
Insulting him further wouldn’t help any, either. She looked into the sagging
eyes in that white mask and made herself smile.


“I like
it,” she said as if she really did.


Gilbert
turned his head slowly away and stared placidly into space as if he’d just had
his tummy rubbed. He wanted to believe it, to hear the words. Bailey was amazed
and sickened.


All I
have to do, she thought, is say the words. It’s always the same.


“I do, I like it—really,” she added sweetly.


He let go of her wrists and put one wiry hand up her blouse. It
found her left breast, clamped there and squeezed. The sensation made her whirl
with nausea.


They’d made him stronger by far, and she could sense it in his
grip. There would be no slapping him away like a fly this time. 


“Take off your . . . clothes,” he said thickly.


The thought of standing naked and awash in the freak’s lust was
almost too much for her.


“I’m really not in the mood, my king,” she said hopefully.


He took up another gather of her hair and pulled it tight. He
would have his way this time. He looked at her full mouth and was overcome with
the lustful desire to suck it. He pulled her head close and kissed her.


It felt like having her face pushed into something rotten. His
mouth was wet with spit and splayed open like the thick petals of a stinking
flower.


When he tried to probe her mouth with his tongue, she could easily
have mistaken it for a thin, weak worm.


The tongue bumped into her clenched teeth time and again, trying
to get inside her mouth and she resolved not to let the nasty thing in at all
costs. He could fuck her, paw her, rub his hands over her tits and lick and
fuck her ass, but he would have to break her jaw to get his nasty tongue in her
mouth. That went for his dick, too. No way.


She let him fumble with her clothes until he got them off. She
kept her eyes open but didn’t see much as he panted and groped her and lay his
cool, freak’s body on hers. She’d been raped before as a teen and knew he’d be
finished soon. He’d pump her and paw her and roll her around and pump her some
more until he came and then his lust would shut off as if from a faucet.


What was
it to get raped, anyway? She thought. I’ve been through worse things. Go ahead and fuck me, you
bastard. You just wait.


Gilbert Keefer penetrated her with a nearly inaudible grunt and
joined the ethereal ranks of fantasy victims that Bailey Hall cut, burned,
shot, beat and hanged in endless variety.


Just wait.


 


*  *  *


 


He’d had her, rolled her around, pumped her and slobbered on her,
all the while squeezing her with his spider hands and then, he’d fallen asleep.
During the entire ordeal, she’d taken her mind and her senses and fled to her
fantasy world, leaving her vacated body behind for his horrid pleasure.


Her mind and her body re-united like gentle sisters. When they
merged completely, and she was whole again, she could feel the statue’s warm,
musky breath on her neck and her mind knew the disgust of it.


She inched away from him and got up from the broad flat ledge that
was the bed. She turned and looked down at the freakish thing that had just
fucked her and felt her mouth pinch up in disgust. The too-small face was still
slack-jawed, and in sleep, hung askew as if the loose jaw had come unhinged
completely. Mouth open wide, the thing’s eyes twitched and it mouth-breathed
through some unfathomable dream, she was sure, of unspeakable and nasty things.


She was tempted to find something to kill him with; to bring to
vivid fruition just one of those sweet fantasies she’d conjured while he fucked
her. But she knew if she did, she’d be right back where she started from or
worse. No, she would bend and adapt; she would accept even the unacceptable for
now.


She brought her finger to within a millimeter of one of his closed
eyes and stiffened it like a dagger. Holding the finger in check, she played
through the fantasy in her mind and felt the finger go into his eye socket. The
warm fluid squirted and caressed her finger as she twisted it, formed it into a
hook and pulled the eye from his head. “Just wait,” she whispered.


She stepped into the dripper and let the lukewarm water rain down
on her. She wiped her arms, face and legs with the water and felt the stuff
he’d left on her come away like dirt and run down the drains. She indulged
another of her vengeful, but somewhat less brutal fantasies while she squatted
and relieved herself. “Sonofabitch . . .” she muttered. She put the ugly thoughts
of him aside and forced herself to think about what to do.


She wished she knew more about science, or biology or
physio-whatever.


Gilbert had been given the run of the ship and could go wherever
he wanted, even without the big bastard tailing along. There were seams Gilbert
called security seams at key junctures, but they didn’t stop Gilbert. As long as
Gilbert was with her, she could go, too. He’d showed her some parts of the ship
as if he was giving her a tour of his workplace. He was very bright about such
things, she discovered, and he wasted no time in letting her know just how
bright he really was.


Lo and behold, they’d run right into the shuttle bay on one such
excursion. He’d told her all about that, too. She had a good silent laugh over
that.


It was the thing Gilbert called the nerve bundle that was really interesting. It was located in the
widest tube she’d ever seen.


“That’s its spinal column,”
he’d said.


“What’s spinal column?”


“The ship’s . . . spinal column.”


It was like a giant tangle of roots about three feet in diameter
that ran along the floor of the tube then sank into it about fifty feet down
from where they’d been. She couldn’t tell where it went from there. When they
were there looking at it, she’d reached down and touched it, feeling the energy
course along it, and Gilbert had a fit, yanking her hand off it like she was a
kid reaching for a hot pan.


“How do you know that’s what it is?” she’d asked.


Gilbert just smiled, just barely smiled. He was so in love with
his secrets.


She knew when she saw it that it would be possible to cripple or
kill the entire ship if she could damage that thing good enough. That convinced
her. That ugly mass of alien rope, if damaged, would stop it all; would stop
the pain; would stop the killing. She’d thought about sneaking down and hacking
it in two, but she had no tools. They were careful not to allow anything big
and sharp in the ship.


She made notes about everything. Her blue notebook was her
constant companion.


She’d drawn the routes to each area from memory and was pretty
sure she’d gotten them right. That took a lot of doing—some of the maps made a
real jumble on the paper. From where she was, she could get to any part of the
ship she knew about. She was fairly sure she could get back to the tube where
Mary, Phil and Ned were, but she couldn’t go alone—not yet. If she got caught,
she’d be fucked for good.


Phil would know what to do to the nerve bundle if she could just
tell him where it was and how to get to it. The problem was that Phil was in
another part of the ship and getting to him wouldn’t be easy. She’d have to
plan it out. First, she’d have to get Gilbert to pull some strings so she could
wander around on her own.


There was still the problem of opening the seams between here and
there since she didn’t have enough physical mass to work the security openers
alone. Some openers were easier to work, like the one that controlled the seam
for their chamber. It only took one person to open, and Gilbert could open any
seam, even the ones to the labs with a single touch. She didn’t understand just
how, but they must have given him some special access privilege.


She’d studied and studied her maps and thought she’d figured out
an alternate route; one that would take her to the shuttle bay without having
to open a single security seam. If she could get there and scale the wall to
the little access tube, she could make her way to the back seam of Phil’s
tube—all without being seen—maybe. Once she got there, it might be possible to
make enough noise for someone to hear her and let her in. The walls were thick
but not that thick and Mary’s cell was right there at the seam. It was a long
shot—but worth it.


The problem was the high wall in the shuttle bay. It was a simple
physical obstruction, nothing fancy. It might as well have been Mount Everest.


Think,
damn you . . . how can I do it? How? Find a way, Bailey. Find a way.


The answer came to her in the form of a bizarre image from the
dark reaches of her fantasy mind. She smiled at first because it was so funny
and weird, then she stared and focused and turned its strange form and weighed
it and made her decision.


Fuck it,
I’ll do it. I’ll fucking do it.


She’d do it for her dead husband Jim and for her sister and for
her father and for all the other people she didn’t want to see die. She’d do it
because she hated this ship and Gilbert and the alien things that hurt her so
much it burned her very soul.


Having made up her mind, she grinned. Then she lifted her head and
let the water fall on her face. It felt just like a rainstorm in the dripper.
The dark brown ceiling was covered with little black nipples that dripped the
water. It was the strangest thing, but kinda cool, too. She wished she’d
thought of it.


 


*  *  *


 


Using the few arrows they had left without tips, they practiced
throwing and shooting them at paper targets. Ned was pretty good. At the end of
the practice, he could hit a sheet of notebook paper fifteen feet away half the
time. And Mary, a bigger surprise, hurled the darts with a savageness and
accuracy that amazed them.


You just
never knew who could do what, Phil thought.


Phil found it hard to hit the targets with the bow. The range was
certainly better than throwing by hand, but his accuracy wasn’t too hot. It
felt like just what it was to shoot, and he accepted its obvious shortcomings.
He’d have to live with them.


If Phil had had his way, he would have spent the next week
improving the weapons, practicing, and learning to work as a team. He didn’t
think they had a week.


Later, when the hiss came at the opening, they looked at each
other and asked, “who’s next?” without saying a word. Phil glanced over at the
blanket that covered the weapons.


“Well, it ain’t Mary, she just got back,” Ned said. “How the fuck
do they know whose next, anyway? Fuck, it’s gotta be me. Right? Right? It’s my
turn.”


“I’m beginning to think it’s completely up to the discretion of
the goons,” Phil said.


“Ain’t that a bitch,” Ned said. “And I haven’t sucked up to a
single one of them.”


He got up and went to the opening and hopped down. He was right.
It was his turn. The big prick pushed him down the tube like he was a sixty
pound kid instead of a two hundred and fifty pound man.


Phil leaned against the opening and watched them stop at another
chamber down the tube. A small Asian woman climbed slowly down out of it and
folded her arms nervously. Her hair was long and stringy. She was thin and
pale—a perfect waif.


Fucking
bastards, Phil thought. Just
go, lady.


The goon nudged her, and Phil saw her face scrunch up into a cry.
She just stood there crying silently with her arms folded like a frustrated
child.   Phil wanted to go down and hold
her for a moment, to tell her it would be all right—even if it were a lie. The
goon shoved her again. Reluctantly, she turned and walked toward the forward
seam. She put her head down, and Phil could tell that she was still crying.


Phil looked at the huge, retreating shape of the goon and felt his
heart pound with the desire to reduce it to a bloody heap. He tried to calm
himself by clenching and unclenching his fists.


Losing Ned put their plans—what there was of them— back at least
twelve hours, maybe more.


“Now what?” Mary asked. She hadn’t meant to challenge him with it,
but Phil was like a spring that was being wound tighter and tighter by the
minute, and she didn’t want to wind him up any more if she could help it. She
watched him working his fists: open, close, open, and close.


 


*  *  *


 


The physical modification, as horrible as it was, had made Gilbert
very sexually active. That could work to Bailey’s advantage, as she saw it.


She wanted him in the right frame of mind when she did her
witchcraft.


She’d once had a boyfriend, an attractive older man, whom she’d
liked very much and who was very verbal during sex. He’d taught her that saying
it and doing it were two sides of the same coin; and if you understood that,
you could add some exotic spice to the act of lovemaking. Sometimes, much more
than just spice.


Her early attempts at verbal lovemaking weren’t very inspired.
She was only seventeen at the time, and it hadn’t been easy for her to get into
it at first. But under his artful tutelage, expletives like, “Fuck me! Lick
me! Oh, fuck me!” were stretched and molded like warm taffy into long,
lascivious commentary, hissed or whispered thickly into her lover’s ear.


Most men she’d known since, including her husband Jim, were stiff,
silent lovers, barely issuing a grunt, let alone dripping the sexually
lubricating poetry she was capable of.


Jim had found her gift fascinating and amusing but had a
puritanical streak she’d never quite broken down, so she hadn’t had much
face-to-face practice since she’d been with that older man. Still, she hoped she
wouldn’t be too distracted by Gilbert’s physical presence. She would have to
have all of her senses present so there would be no escaping the tactile horror
of the mushy, fabricated body or avoiding the concentrated disgust his groping
sired. After thinking it through, she decided she could stoke it to the
required sexual temperature under the circumstances in spite of having him
right there physically.


She waited until he was on top of her before she began.


It started simply enough, just a verbal mirroring of the physical
act itself. From there she slowly embellished, tuned and polished it until his
physical pawing and pumping began to take on shadings of the erotic surreal in
his mind. The claws sank deep in his libido, pulling him by the nipples, down
the tunnel of her choosing. She alternately jerked then caressed him along,
laughing through wet, full lips at his fawning desire, making the words wetter
with each throaty chuckle delivered slowly or by some dirty secret gushed
quickly into his mouth or ear.


At the end of the steaming tunnel lay the voluptuous demon of her
fantasy—the exact manifestation of her purpose and the chosen form of her
fantastic succubus. Lying there wet and oiled smooth in the sexual slick of her
illusion, it turned its corpulent form toward them, rolling, sprawling
sensually, squirming hungrily to feed and suckle. Her claws sank deeper. She
pulled him to it teasingly, sensually and with her mouth open wide and her
tongue wagging naughtily, she fed him to the demon’s wet desire with a final
lick of her long, pointed tongue.


“Yesssss . . . .yessssss . . . .” he said and came and slumped as
if the very life had been sucked out of him.


He had, of course, no way of knowing that Bailey Hall, for the
last four years, or slightly more, had made a good living by providing phone
sex to a very appreciative and growing clientele. It had been Jim’s idea to
start the business.


Later, pretending to sketch idly, she produced a carefully
detailed drawing in three views of the phantasm she’d conjured and put it
playfully under Gilbert’s nose. His mouth drew into a line for just a second,
and he looked at it for a long time. When she looked at his thin dick, it was
standing straight up.


And so her plan was laid. She would become the phantasm. The
aliens would change her into it because twisted Gilbert wanted it so. The
madness of it made her giggle, and she leaned over and, with the insane smile
yet on her pursed lips, air-kissed Gilbert’s slack face from a foot away.


 


*  *  *


 


Ned wasn’t well. He was sallow and pale and sweating profusely,
all bad signs.


The grubs created short channels that filled with blood,
interstitial fluid and their own waste—a perfect medium for bacteria. The
bacteria, in turn, would create metabolites and other toxins that could poison
within hours. The aliens were careful to clean those channels and seal them
well, apparently aware of the potential of infection from such fetid pockets.
Phil had assumed that the fluid the aliens pumped into them during surgery
contained some short-term antibiotic to counteract the potential of infection. Short term, because they were still susceptible
to infection between surgeries. Proof of that had been provided by the death of
Tom Moon.


Ned had every sign of having an infection from a not-so-clean
channel; perhaps his surgeon had become careless. Phil conveyed his fears to
Mary. She had a slightly different diagnosis.


“What is it then?” Phil asked.


“They’ve left a worm inside him.”


“How do you know?”


“I’ve seen it before.”


“Does he know it’s there?”


“Probably. If he doesn’t, he will. The goddamn thing’ll be trying
to bore out soon.”


“Fuck.”


“Yep.”


They were losing time, and his band of rebels had been struck a blow
before they ever started. With Ned sick, or dead, they wouldn’t have enough soldiers to launch an attack.


They’d have to wait and hope Ned recovered. If he didn’t, they’d
have lost before they began.


“We have to do something for him,” Phil said.


“What? What are we supposed to do?”


“You’ve got some little tools don’t you? Little probes and awls
and such?”


“They’re not tools. I made them out of goddamn coat hangers.
They’re doodles—little nothings. I know what you need.”


Mary pounded back to the hole. Phil stepped over and looked in at
Ned. He was lying on his side, facing away from the opening. Completely
motionless, he could already have died.


“How are you feeling, buddy?” Phil said in the slightly loud voice
reserved for the sick.


Ned turned his head and eyes toward Phil, but couldn’t quite make
contact.


“Not so good,” he said. “I’m really sick.”


He paused and let his head come back to rest on his arm. “Is it
what I think it is?”


There was no sense trying to hide the truth. Like Mary said, he’d
know soon enough. Phil climbed up into the hole and knelt down beside him.
“Mary thinks it’s a worm,” he said gently. “But we don’t know for sure.”


Ned coughed and pulled up his shirt exposing his huge side. Moving
slowly, his fingers felt a slightly inflamed area over a recent scar. His voice
was low and measured.


“That’s it right there. That’s where it is. When I feel it, I can
feel the sonofabitch move. He’s not very deep. You gonna dig it out?”


“Are you up to it?”


“I don’t know, I guess so. What the hell’s one more, eh?” 


“We don’t have the right tools. It’ll be even rougher than what
you’re used to.”


Ned thought about it and tried to smile. “If you can handle it, I
can handle it,” he said.


Mary called Phil out of the chamber with a quiet summons. She
dropped the four little tools into
his hand then held up what Phil thought at first was a small piece of paper.


“I found this in a shaving kit in the dump a long time ago,” she
said. “There was only one. I was saving it for myself, you know, to do this
very thing if I had to—or something.”


It was a double-edged razor blade, wrapped in translucent paper.
Phil hadn’t seen one like it in years. He had a sudden vision of the dop kit it
must have come from, an old, worn, fold-open type, with a cracked plastic
liner, the property of an old and frugal gentleman. Darrel Dwight probably had
one like it. He lifted the edge of the wrapper and was greeted with a glint of
light off an edge of infinite sharpness.


“And there’s this,” she said and held up a little plastic sewing
kit with lengths of thread of various colors, as well as several needles. “You
can sew him up with some of this.”


“Go down to the clothes dump and get something clean to use for
bandages,” he said.


“Clean?”


“Do your best.”


*  *  *


 


 


A thin breech opened in the dark fortress of her madness, and the
light of clarity shined briefly through. The light fell on her twisted thoughts
and unraveled them like pale fingers on knotted rope.


Oh, God
help me. I don’t want this, Bailey’s mind said.


Her voice failed to respond.


She thought she was lying down, but didn’t know for sure. There
were weird and frightening surgical tools all around; most she’d never seen
before. Some were hanging on what looked like cords and some seemed to float in
the air. She’d never been in this chamber before. Not even her vivid
imagination could have conjured its dark and alien horror.


She was aware of being stretched out, spread-eagle. There was a
line of sharp pain running down her arms and on the inside of her legs. Her
palms stung as if scalded.


Don’t.
Please don’t.


There was motion all around and the familiar flash of thin alien
fingers here and there. They brought the odd machinery to her body, and it
hissed or hummed or stung her like fire, then vanished to be replaced by
another dreadful thing to sting or pinch or burn, again and again.


She felt a buzzing at the base of her skull, and her teeth
chattered from the vibrations. She knew they were entering her head and doing
something to her brain, maybe through just a little hole.


Stop.
Stop. Stop.


Finally, they were done and a goon lifted her and carried her to a
tank against one wall and unceremoniously dropped her in it. Still paralyzed,
she sank down into the pale fluid, totally submerged until a goon’s thick hand
lifted her head up out of it. The goon grasped a vine hanging over the tank;
and when it did, the end of the vine came alive in a tangle of flailing tentacles.
When it brought the tentacles in contact with her head, they wrapped around it.
Wrapped tight, they held her up and kept her from drowning in the thick fluid.
She felt the familiar crawling sensation right away. The things covered her
arms and legs in a thick squirming mass.


As she lay there, the pain slowly subsided from her limbs like the
heat of a summer day and left the just-right temperature of dusk. From time to
time, an alien would come and examine her body with what she took to be a view
scope submerged in the fluid.


She drifted and slept.


The goon returned, and, gripping the vine just right, caused it to
release the tentacles enveloping her head. She watched them flail wildly as the
goon moved the vine out of the way.


The goon lifted her roughly out of the tank and put her down on
her feet. There was a dripper in one wall, and the goon poked her toward it.
She moved dreamily to it and was glad to step in it and feel the familiar
sensation of clean water on her skin.


When she passed her hand over the back of her forearm to wipe it,
an action she’d performed perhaps ten thousand or more times, the hand stuck to
the arm as if glued there. The sensation startled her, and she made it let go
with a flash of her will, an act that surprised her further. She turned her
hand over to look and, there, attached to her palm, as if it had always been
there, was a soft and smooth, cup-like sucker, almost as broad as the hand
itself. The memory of the reason she was in the lab in the first place made her
bark a quick laugh.


She turned her arms over and saw the neat row of
silver-dollar-sized suckers along the inside of each arm. She looked down at
her torso and saw the random cluster of suckers on her belly starting just
under her breasts. Another straight row ran along the front of each thigh.
Turning her thighs outward one at a time, she confirmed the alien’s compliance
with the last aspect of the design specification: dual rows of brownish suckers on the inside of each leg, running from
her crotch to the back of each strong calf in a graceful sweep.


She lifted her arms up slowly and wide like a marionette and
laughed hysterically. The water from the black nipples above rained down and
ran over her in quick, shifting rivulets like headless snakes.


“Come one, come all! See Bailey Hall! The amazing fucking sucker
woman!”


 


*  *  *


 


The thin edge of the razor sliced through Ned’s skin like butter.
As he drew the blade through, Phil felt his patient tense and vibrate as if
shocked. The incision filled with blood instantly. “Blot,” he said.


Mary reached over and blotted the blood from the wound. Before it
filled again, Phil ran the blade along it, deepening and lengthening it.


“Again.”


The third cut traversed the worm’s channel at a slight angle,
releasing a flow of dark liquid. The next cut split the channel open
longitudinally a few inches, and Phil got a glimpse of the white, rolled body
of the larva squirming in the channel.


“There it is. Blot.”


He picked up the sharpest of Mary’s little wire tools and held it
at the ready while Mary cleaned the incision one more time. As soon as she was
finished, he carefully impaled the worm with the wire and pried it out of the
channel. The worm squirmed around on the end of the wire in big arches, its mandibles
and short, sharp legs working madly. Phil crushed it under his foot. Its
squirting juices made a slight squeak sound that roiled Mary’s stomach.


They’d gathered a couple of gallons of water in pots and cups and
began to clean the wound by flushing it out. Once they’d gotten it as clean as
possible, Phil sutured the incision as best he could, then they rinsed the area
with the remaining water. Mary fashioned a pad and bandage out of the cleanest
cotton she’d been able to find.


Ned was left with a four-inch-long wound with ragged stitching, a
clumsy complement to the perfectly neat and straight scars from the aliens’
surgery.


Ned hadn’t made a sound through the whole operation.


“That’s about all we can do, my friend,” Phil said patting his
arm.


Mary wiped his face and neck with a clean, damp cloth.


“It feels better. Still hurts like hell, though.”


“Try to get some rest. Don’t move around too much. Mary or me will
bring you something to eat later.”


Standing in the tube, and out of earshot of Ned, Mary asked the
question.


“Do you think he’ll make it?”


Phil thought about it.


“Without an antibiotic, I’m not sure. There was a lot of infection
in there. You can’t get rid of it with water alone. We may have just slowed it
down.”


“Too bad we can’t go to the aliens for medical assistance,” she
said.


Phil shook his head. It was the ironic truth that if the aliens
had found Ned in his present condition, they wouldn’t bother to heal him;
they’d cut him up and use him for something else—use his parts.


“No
Hippocratic oath,” Phil said wryly. “That’s their goddamned problem.”


“Ours, too, it seems,” Mary added.


 


*  *  *


 


The suckers were easy to operate once she got the hang of it. It
was like wiggling her toes one at a time or forming her hand into a Vulcan
greeting; once you did it a time or two, it was cake. She could tighten them or
release them one at a time or in unison, and they were quite powerful if she
willed them to be. She could make them exude a thick, clear fluid in copious
amounts, which made them even more efficient, just by thinking about it. Doing
that left her with a profound thirst.


Gilbert was especially fond of what she was capable of doing with
her new anatomy, and she used them to quite literally, suck the next commitment
from him.


It hadn’t been easy, though. He was reluctant to let her wander
about unescorted because he was afraid she would get lost. At least that’s what
he told her at first. He was unaware, of course, that she had an unerring sense
of direction, even in the guts of an alien bio-vessel. In order to get her way
at last, she’d complained relentlessly of being “cooped-up.” She’d been
“cooped-up” long enough and didn’t want to be “cooped-up” any more. He’d
finally agreed and said he would arrange it with the alpha. He did on their
next meeting, but there were rules.


She could use the main tunnel only. The labs or the smaller tubes
leading to the rear section were out of bounds. “There are limits to my
influence,” he’d said. If she got caught somewhere she shouldn’t be, there
would be little he could do to protect her. “They don’t have the same respect
for life that we have,” he’d added solemnly.


Knowingly, Bailey nodded her head.


Over the next twelve hours, she wandered out and back three times,
staying out a little longer each time just to get him used to the idea. She was
amazed at how few of anything there was in the ship. It seemed largely empty.
The goons she did see on the last excursion, much to her surprise, walked right
by her as if she were invisible. She’d flattened herself against the tunnel
wall to let them pass and felt their enormity overwhelm her as they lumbered
by. She may as well have been the wall itself for the attention they paid to
her. The fact that they now ignored her pushed her confidence up and over the
required level to set her plan in motion.


The next time she went out, she’d take her usual complement of
notebook and maps, her watch, and down in the bottom of the little canvas bag
she carried—the cellular phone. Gilbert called it his “trophy” and treated it
like it really was one. He thought he’d stashed it away in secret, but she’d
seen him put it in one of the clothes boxes against the wall. All she had to do
was get it into the bag without his seeing it. She waited until he was napping
and did just that.


She didn’t want to set off any alarms in his head by finding her
gone when he awoke, so she waited until he was awake before she prepared to
leave. While she waited, she drank water until she thought she’d burst.


“Where are you going this time?” he asked groggily.


“For a walk. I want to walk.”


“I thought you did that.”


She sighed heavily to act perturbed. “You don’t just do it once,” she
grumped.


Gilbert sat up on the ledge and twisted until his torqued pelvis
aimed him at her. Not looking at her, he lifted his hand up to signal good-bye.
She started for the seam.


She had to pass within inches of him to get to the opener. Just as
she passed by, he reached out and grabbed hold of the canvas bag by the straps.


He held the bag for an eternity and then started to pull her down
to him by the straps. She watched the heavy weight of the phone come in contact
with the rubbery ledge then move toward his pale leg. If it touched him, he
might feel it.


He turned his little face toward her and pursed his lips. She
strained away from the dead flower of his mouth then relented and kissed him a
hard closed-mouth kiss. He let go then, and she came away with a broad smile on
her lovely face as if she’d just kissed a lover she was crazy about.


“See you later, my king.”


She pulled the bag smoothly away, watching the spidery hand trail
after it until it dropped completely off, landing with a limp plop on the
ledge.


She didn’t realize she was shaking until she closed the seam
behind her. She calmed herself and headed out.


Bailey knew something about the ship Gilbert didn’t. She knew
there was some symmetry to the pattern of tunnels and tubes that ran through
it. They weren’t random, although they seemed to on paper. The nerve bundle
added to the sense of order she’d discovered; it ran directly down that large
central tube, directly down the center of the ship, just like a spinal column,
although it sometimes ran down into the floor of the tube to God-knew-where.


The central tube ran the length of the vessel from where Gilbert
had shown it to her to the shuttle bay in what she now thought was the ass-end of the ship.


The tubes formed a series of interconnecting loops going out and
away from the central tube that carried the nerve bundle. Along the loops were
the chambers and holes that comprised the labs and other larger pockets,
including the chamber she shared with Gilbert. Each of the large loops off the
central tube branched out into smaller tubes and chambers. The tube housing
Phil was one of the smaller tubes away from the central one, on the far side of
it. As long as you knew which row, or ring of loops you were in, you could tell
about how far you were from the nerve bundle. The wider the tube, the closer it
was to the central nerve bundle. In short, as long as she traveled from smaller
to larger tubes, you’d eventually find the central tube.


It wasn’t quite as easy as it sounded, since there were seams all
over the place, and there didn’t appear to be any rhyme or reason to how those were
placed, except that the larger the tube, the fewer the seams. She’d yet to see
a seam in tubes the size of the one she was in. She was guessing that there
were no seams between Gilbert’s chamber and the shuttle bay as long as she
didn’t go too far out from the central tunnel. She was also guessing that if
she bounced from loop to loop, never changing tunnel sizes, she could travel
the entire length of the central tunnel without actually traveling in it. 


The shuttle bay was at the far end of the central tunnel. When she
reached the shuttle bay she could traverse the midline of the ship and go over
to Phil’s side. The fact that Phil’s tube was much higher than the shuttle bay was a mystery, but the ship was full of those.
The small access tubes over the shuttle bay eventually looped back to Phil’s
tube.  She could travel that part with
her eyes closed. She checked her watch. Perfect.


The only problem was that most of the areas she had to pass
through, including the shuttle bay, were off limits—and she’d never actually
traveled in those loops before—no one had.


“Fuck it,” she said, trotting along. “Fuck it. Fuck everything in
it—just fuck it.”


 


*  *  *


 


Ned woke up with a long, low groan and twisted his bulk around slowly.


“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Phil said.


“Is that what it is?” Ned replied painfully.


“Something like it,” Mary added. “Would you like to eat?” 


“Sure.”


He sat up and ate some canned vegetables and most of a can of beef
barley soup. He still looked pale and felt clammy, and Phil saw that his
appetite was lackluster. He only ate a bite or two of one of the chocolate-chip
cookies Mary offered him. Ned normally would have eaten the whole bag of
chocolate-chip cookies.


“How are you feeling?” Phil asked.


“Better. Lots better,” he said and tried to smile.


Mary and Phil exchanged looks. It was apparent he wasn’t doing
well at all. Mary reached over and placed her hand on his forehead.


“A little warm,” she said to Phil as if Ned were asleep. “Not too
bad.”


“I guess I’ll live for a while yet, eh?”


“You bet,” Phil said.


“Yep,” Mary said.


They munched for a while longer, chewing slowly and in silence, as
if Ned’s lack of appetite had infected them all.


Looking at Mary and Ned sitting in the dim little alien cell,
eating out of cans and bags, suddenly took on an unreal quality for Phil. He
watched them eat and move and mindlessly read the words on the packaging and
stare and chew some more. He could hear each crackle of plastic and clink of
spoon against tin as if the sounds were coming from inside his skull. Behind
Mary’s head was the round arch of the cell’s opening and beyond that, the dark
wall of the alien tube they found themselves in. No nightmare he’d ever had was
more bizarre than the images and sounds that now entered his eyes and ears. He
realized then that he was merely seeing their situation for the first time as
it really was.


He got up and went out into the tube and looked down it. A human head
popped out of one of the cells like a mechanical thing, rotated toward at him,
then disappeared in a blink.


He could hear voices, small, chattering human voices drifting out
of one of the holes, and the sound grated on him. It was the sound of small animals,
trapped and without hope.
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Following her plan, she’d taken five loops now, and hadn’t run
into any opposition. She was well into the areas that were off limits, but she
didn’t care. She was on edge, twitchy. She felt as if the walls themselves were
somehow aware of her trespass. At the last juncture she’d past, her feet went
cold when she glimpsed her own shadow cast in an unexpected place.


She checked her watch.


She had no way of knowing exactly how many loops she had to
traverse before she came to the last one. If she were right, that one would
terminate at the central tube just in front of the opening to the shuttle bay.


She’d passed many openings that were clamped shut with seams, and
she wondered briefly what was behind them; but she left to her active
imagination alone the gruesome discoveries those chambers promised. The chamber
coming up ahead, however, gave her no choice but to view the contents
firsthand. The large seam was bloomed open. The sound of alien machinery buzzed
and hissed out of the chamber like angry, biting flies.


The tube she was in measured close to twelve feet in diameter. The
opening to the chamber was easily ten feet wide itself; the largest she’d seen.
She looked around for another option and found nothing. If she was going to
make it to the shuttle bay she had to go right past it. She moved slowly up to
the edge of the opening and peeked inside.


She’d never actually seen it before, so it took her a moment to
match it up to the description Mary gave of it. She felt the actual sight of
it, the reality of it, bounce off her belief system like a flat stone off
water then slowly, inexorably sink in. She felt herself blanch and she leaned
on the wall for balance.


There was living material, bits and pieces and chunks and strips
of living things all over the lab. Some of it hung in odd racks, neatly, like
samples. The flattish table structures were covered with it; and as she scanned
the objects on the closest one, she could make out a human head sectioned open
in neat symmetrical layers like a classroom model.


They keep
it alive. It’s all alive.


She watched an unattended strip of flesh on the table curl up
suddenly at the ends as if it had just been put in a hot frying pan. As she
watched, the realization slowly sank in that all the bits and pieces and chunks
of flesh were moving, squirming, vibrating or twitching. She looked more
closely at the disembodied head and prayed that it couldn’t be so. Her prayers
were squashed flat when she watched the slack lips twitch and the one remaining
eye in that ruined head blink slowly.


She’d heard once as a kid that if you cut off someone’s head, they
could still see for exactly twenty seconds. The memory of that formerly fascinating
fact made her sick.


One entire wall of the chamber was covered with large containers
that grew out of the wall like gigantic pods. Through translucent, milky glass,
she could see shapes of living things floating in them, some obviously human
and some obviously something else entirely. The slow movement of limbs inside
the pods suggested that whatever was in them was still alive. As she looked at
one, a human face drifted out of the white fog and seemed to look out
forlornly, then sank away and disappeared like an apparition. Another contained
just pieces of what was formerly a complete organism, the parts drifting and
undulating like strange fish. Against another wall were strange alien
containers that looked like organic bird cages. Inside them were the sick fruit
of the aliens’ gruesome labor; things not quite done, things made of a little
of this and a little of that. Some looked oddly like the thing that had killed
Jim, but not quite. Some looked as if they’d been thrown together with no plan,
with limbs clawing the air at odd, useless angles. In one cage, the thing
inside it, something about the size of a bat, flopped wildly against the floor
and bars like some bizarre wind up toy. It moved with such frenetic intensity
that she couldn’t begin to tell what it was. She sensed that the movement
wasn’t entirely voluntary.


This was the laboratory Mary had talked about; the place where
they tried this or that. It was the place where they tested and tried to do new
things.


She saw three aliens in the lab, but no goons. The aliens, as
always, were very intent on the tasks at hand. That didn’t mean they were
blind. What it did mean was that if she timed her dash just right, she might be
able to get past the opening without being seen.


She had to act fast. The longer she was in the tube, the greater
the chance of being caught. She knew they wouldn’t just ignore her if they
caught her in this section of the ship. In all likelihood, they’d carry her
right into the hellish lab in front of her. She peeked around the corner again
and found two of the aliens where she’d first seen them near the back of the
chamber. They had their backs to her, standing close together working on some
unfathomable task.


The other one, though close and facing her way, was bent over a
squirming piece of flesh, poking at it with probes in one hand; and, in the
other, irradiating it with strange light. Its head was covered with alien gear
and what looked like goggles that protruded out at least a foot from its head.


There was no better time than now.


She checked her watch and prayed a silent prayer. Then, after
taking a few more deep breaths, she held her breath and just walked normally
across the opening to the other side. When she was across, she had to clamp her
hand over her mouth to keep from screaming out the tension. She felt her knees
go momentarily weak as if the bones had softened in them.


She forced strength back into her legs and trotted off.


She went about two hundred feet more in a long loop that
terminated precisely where she’d predicted the last loop would—right at the
juncture of the central tube and the opening to the shuttle bay. She could see
through the opening to the large vertical plate separating the staging area
from the air lock and knew the area was empty.


She checked her watch again.


She’d known the shuttle bay would be empty even before she’d set
out for it. Using her watch and pen and paper, she’d calculated exactly when
the shuttle bay would be abandoned based on her last recorded time of a
shuttle arrival, which she clearly remembered from her surveillance. She was
there squarely in the window when no activity would take place. She had time to
spare—and for the moment, sanctuary.


She trotted across the staging area to a point directly under the
small access tube. She removed the canvas bag from her shoulder, then her
shirt, then her pants, and stuffed them both into the bag. She looped the bag’s
strap around her neck and swung it out of the way.


Then Bailey opened her palms, spread her legs some and made her
suckers exude the thick fluid that would help her achieve the required
adhesion. When she did that, it felt something like working up a mouthful of
spit from dozens of mouths.


She placed her palms high against the wall, as she pressed her
belly against it. She willed her new anatomical enhancements to stick fast;
then by carefully reversing the adhesion from belly to hands and back again,
she began to climb the smooth, vertical wall.


She climbed by inches, and it took her a few minutes to work out
the perfect rhythm, but once she had it down, she was soon making good time. It
was hard work, and the amount of fluid she had to exude was far more than she’d
anticipated.


That, combined with the loss of water from sweating, quickly took
its toll.  By the time she was
three-quarters of the way up, she was dying of thirst. She’d thought about
bringing a bottle of water with her and now wished to hell she had. 


By the time she reached the access tube, her hand suckers were
nearly dry.


She climbed over the edge then flopped down into the tube, panting
and sweating. She lay there and rested until she thought she could move again.


Recovered from the exertion, but still overheated, she left her
clothes in the bag and scooted down the tube naked. She was soon dripping sweat
as if she’d been rained on.


Thirsty.


If she didn’t get to some water soon, she was sure she would go
mad.


Her main concern now was making herself heard when she reached the
seam. Yelling and screaming through it to the other side was an untested idea;
and if she were wrong about it, the entire trip would be for naught. Worse than
that, the dripper at the far end of Phil’s tube was the only water she knew of
in this end of the ship. If she couldn’t get to that water, she didn’t think
she’d be able to walk, let alone slime her way back down the vertical wall of
the shuttle bay. 


Somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d known it was going to be
a one-way trip.  She just hadn’t admitted
it to herself.


The seam was just up ahead. She hoped she’d have enough strength
to pierce its tissues with her voice.


She saw the thing at the same time it saw her. It was the legs
that shocked her most. They stuck out from its round body at almost right
angles and put it in a stance like a Sumo wrestler. The human arms protruded
out of its chest from the same point like strange, thick antennae. Its flesh
was mottled gray and pink; the color of one of those gray things and the color
of sunburned skin. The combination on that round body gave it the impression of
being a grotesque globe with legs. Its head was human, or mostly so, and she
could make out an expression of dim loathing in it that chilled her.


It was easily three hundred pounds, and it was right in her way.
There was no way around it.


She approached it cautiously and tried to be non-threatening. She
didn’t know if it would attack. It looked sick to her and filled with malice,
but it was, or had been, human.


“Hi,” she said and smiled. “I’ll just be getting past you here,
okay?”


She started to inch past it, keeping her distance, trying not to
touch it. She wished she had a weapon.


The creature’s mouth twisted around and the tongue worked. Sounds
came out that were nothing close to words and more like the mindless babble of
the insane.


“That’s nice,” she smiled and continued to move past it. That
close, she could see surgical scars crisscrossing the thing’s bald and soiled
head. A chill of fear went through her.


The creature reached one long arm over the other and grabbed
Bailey’s wrist with one swift, fluid motion. The grip was very tight, the touch
dry and cool. The sense of danger went off the scale.


“Let go, please,” she said, not looking right at it.


The thing cocked its head back and forth and grimaced, the loose lips
coming back over long, stained teeth like a horse’s. More of the unintelligible
babble poured forth, mixed with a deathly sick stench. She couldn’t make sense
of the sounds, but the sense of lunacy came through loud and clear.


The creature brought Bailey’s arm up to its face, turned its head
to get a good angle and tried to bite a chunk out of it.


Bailey’s reflex was so sudden and powerful that nothing could have
held the arm. She would have pulled it right off had the thing’s grip not
broken.


She ran for her life, feeling naked and vulnerable and wishing
she’d kept her clothes on if only as a thin veil against the thing’s onslaught.
She moved her legs as fast as she could. The loss of water and the exertion of
the climb had taken its toll, and she felt herself slowing with each step.
Utter, draining fatigue rolled over her seconds later.


There was no place to go, no looking glass to pass through, or
rabbit hole to hide in—no asylum—and she cried and screamed from the injustice
of it.


A desperate plan came to her like a burst of odd-colored light.
She stopped in her tracks, stiffened and wailed and raged her anger and
frustration at the only fucked up choice left and waited for the monster to catch her. It
wouldn’t work unless she let it catch her. Goddamn
it!


The thing was surprised by the fact that the prey-food had stopped
moving. It reached out and clamped a hand on her neck and yanked her around. To
rend and tear and feed was its only desire. It reached out with its other hand
and didn’t so much touch her breasts as test them for strength and resilience.


It felt to Bailey as if her breasts were being massaged by a
machine and each deep, rolling probe of the monster’s fingers hurt her. As the
thing squeezed and mashed and pulled at her flesh, Bailey concentrated, blocked
out the horror, and worked up what fluid she had left in her hand suckers.


The thing put both hands on her waist and squeezed. It felt like
being in a vise and she groaned from the pain.


The monster lifted her off the floor in those strange arms as if
she were a child. Then it opened its grisly, horse’s mouth and began to lower
her down onto it. Bailey had a fleeting vision of being held up like a thing while
the monster snapped at her flailing limbs, her blood flowing out of the gaping
wounds and running over its maniacal face as it ate her alive, one bite at a
time.


Bailey looked into the thing’s lunatic eyes, and the rage in her
exploded.


“You
sonofabitch!”


She brought up both hands and jammed them down tight on the
creature’s eye sockets. On the smooth, red skin, the fit was perfect. She
tightened that strange grip then pulled with all her might. Before the thing
could respond, she jammed down hard again and took another grip and pulled with
a deep grunt. The creature slammed her down and knocked her hands loose with a
blow to her forearms. Her hands came away with a smack. Then,
the monster roared, the roars turning to whimpers. 


As Bailey stumbled away from it, she saw a thin line of blood
running from each eye socket. When the thing swept the area in front of it with
its antenna arms, she knew she’d damaged its eyes, maybe blinded it completely.


She turned and ran. She left it there stumbling against the walls.
She heard a sound over her shoulder. She hoped it was the thing’s tortured
groaning and mustered enough strength to smile a crooked smile of delight.
“Nasty bastard . . .” she uttered weakly.


She walked and shuffled a few hundred yards farther then
collapsed.


She tried to get up. She rested for a while then began to crawl
slowly down the tube, one agonizing inch at a time. The seam was at least
another hundred yards away, and she knew she’d never make it. Even if she did,
she’d die there. The idea of getting someone’s attention by yelling at the top
of her lungs was now a remote and implausible notion. The entire plan had been
doomed from the start.


She stopped after just a few yards and rested her head on the
not-cool, not-hot surface of the tube. She didn’t know if she would die soon or
not-so-soon, but she knew she would die. She turned her hand over and looked at
the bizarre patch of tissue the aliens had given her. It looked so strange but
felt so oddly natural. She smiled at it and made it contract once just so she
could see it one last time.


Then Bailey Hall closed her eyes and dreamt of bright, cold
streams of water.


 


*  *  *


 


Water has little real taste, but it has sensation. The greater the
thirst, the stronger the sensation. The sensation of water on Bailey’s mouth,
tongue and throat was so extreme, it felt like the very celebration of life
itself. She gobbled it, sucked at it and drank it in great mouthfuls. Her
dehydrated tissues sang in a chorus of relief.


She heard distant voices as if through a pipe. She drank.


“Slow down. Slow down,” Ned’s voice said.


“Fuck that,” she heard Phil say. “Let her drink.”


“So she was just playing along with Gilbert?” Mary’s distant
voice asked.


“That’s a good bet,” Phil said. “I doubt she was really part of
his bullshit at all. There’s no telling what she’s learned from him.”


She swallowed water until her body told her to stop with a sharp
cramp in her abdomen. She put her head back and drifted on the cool lake the
water had formed for her. Then she was aware of being moved and of firm,
caring, human hands on her arms and legs. She felt a familiar and gentle
feminine touch on her brow. She opened her eyes and could see only a blur, but
she knew the shape in front of her eyes was Mary.


“More water . . .” she pleaded.


The edge of a plastic bottle was the hard prelude to the gush of
wetness that covered her mouth and tongue once more. She gobbled and swallowed
until the lake was full again.


“What the fuck are those things?” Mary’s faraway voice asked.


“I think those are how she climbed up the wall of the shuttle
bay,” Phil said.


“Oh, my God,” Mary said.


“There’s no other way up to this section of the ship.”


Mary reached out and touched one of Bailey’s suckers like it was
an insect. Her voice drifted over the water to her.


“I don’t wanna know,” Mary said. “Don’t take me there.”


A corner of Bailey’s mouth curled up and smiled.


 


*  *  *


 


When Gilbert was a boy of ten, he’d been made to sit in the first pew
after services and wait patiently while his mother and father met with the
Reverend. Sometimes he’d have to wait for an hour, sometimes for two hours
while they talked. On the times when the door to the manse was open to the
church, he could hear his father’s voice drift out in long monotones.


He would sit and rub his fingers over the smooth, stamped texture
of the Bible’s cover and stare out the high square window in the painted cinder
block wall and try to think of how the clouds were made. His father would come
out finally and stand in front of him and ask the question he always asked.


“Are you praying, Gilbert?”


“Yes,” he’d say.


“Did you ask God to guide your thoughts?”


“Yes.”


Later, with the smell of corn and ham and bread on the table and
his hunger gnawing at him, he was made to wait patiently while his father
washed up. When his father finally came to the table, his thin face and hands
would be polished red from the scrubbing he’d given them and the smell of soap
would mix with the smell of the food.


“Are you praying, Gilbert?”


“Yes.”


“Will you say grace? Gilbert, please.”


His mother would fold her hands and bow her head, and Gilbert
would look at the sharp white part in her black, pulled-tight hair and say
grace.


They would eat then and Gilbert’s father would drone on about this
or that while Gilbert watched the clouds out the v-shaped space in the lacy
curtains behind his mother’s head.


He’d finish his minuscule portions early but could not leave the
table until his father and mother were finished. His father would eat slowly
and sometimes, between bites, he’d lean over closer to his mother’s lowered
head to make his point better by jabbing the tines of the fork in her
direction. Gilbert would sit with his hands folded and think about what shapes
he’d make the clouds in if he could make them.


Finally released from the waiting, he’d go outside to look at the
clouds from the front porch.


Sometimes he’d watch summer storm clouds gathering, and the
thunder and lightning in them filled Gilbert with awe and pleasure.


He was watching clouds and waiting now. He’d never seen the clouds
from this vantage, but his thoughts about them were as they’d always been.
Clouds were power. They carried the weather and God’s weather controlled man’s
work. It planned his days and his nights. It made the crops to grow and the
rivers flow. Now God’s weather would carry the pestilence and God’s Judgment
would come to pass.


He had
made it so.


He turned from the wall port and side-stepped over to the ledge
and sat down. He looked down at his big legs and his narrow feet with their
twisted toes and thought nothing of them whatsoever.


He knew Bailey had been gone too long, but there was nothing to do
for it at the moment. It would be impossible to find her and she had been
warned not to go into the restricted areas. If she did, there would be nothing
to do. There would be plenty more where she came from, and now he knew that his
covenant with the aliens would allow him to have any of them modified for any
pleasure he wanted. Bailey wasn’t the only one with interesting thoughts about
pleasure. He had some ideas of his own. There was no end to the combinations he
could achieve with the aliens’ help. He thought about the clouds and how they
combined and bled together and reformed into more and more interesting shapes.


He laid his stone-white body down and dreamt images of freakish
pleasure that ran over and under his loins like warm mud.


The thought came to him to look at the trophy he’d taken from Phil
Lynch; to hold it in his hand and touch it. He’d thought about destroying it,
but like the gold star he’d taken from the Jew, he believed it made a fine
artifact and a relic of the events in the ship. He could see it encased in
clear plastic in the museum erected in his behalf. He wasn’t quite sure what
the little plaque next to it would say yet.


He walked over to the box, picked it up, put it on the ledge and
started to remove the clothes. When he lifted the shiny green slip that he’d
carefully folded and placed over it and found the phone gone, his mouth drew
into a straight, hard line.


Then he lifted his head and closed his eyes in a great show of
disappointment. He looked again and carefully lifted out the remaining pair of
pants and underwear, hoping that the phone had shifted under them as he moved
the box. He lifted the green slip again just to be sure. Then, holding the
smoothly draped slip with two dainty fingers, he stared down into the empty bottom
of the box and swallowed hard with his teeth apart and his mouth slightly open.


 


*  *  *


 


The shuttle bay seemed a likely place to start, so they’d made it
their destination with the goal to find some weakness in it, something they
could sabotage or destroy.


Ned had argued that they should go back to the larvae cache, crack
open the canisters and destroy every last one of the pupae in them. Phil
thought it over again and held it open as an additional option.


It was Ned who’d spotted Bailey lying unconscious in the tube.
They’d moved her into one of the shallow cells that lined it. Mary had wanted
to carry her back to her hole so she could care for her properly, but Phil
suggested that Bailey was now a bona fide desperado—best to keep her hidden.


Mary had managed to get Mary’s clothes back on her, working them
over the odd attachments on her arms and legs while trying not to touch them.
Then she helped her to sit up and lean against the wall. 


“How are you feeling?” she asked. 


“Better,” Bailey replied. “I needed water.”


“You sure did. You drank all we had.”


“Sorry.”


Mary gave her a compassionate smile. “Anytime,” she said, then
reached over and took Bailey’s face in her hands. She was so glad to see her.
She had worried about her so much. She resisted her lips and kissed her
forehead instead. She could feel Bailey’s big smile through her hands.


Phil sat down close enough to Bailey to touch her. They smiled
into each other’s face. Bailey was like a lost child found. Phil held up the
notebook. “Give me every detail,” he said.


Bailey started and talked for over an hour. She’d taken notes on
everything she saw, just like Phil had told her to. The drawings were up to the
high standards they’d come to expect and she used them as memory joggers,
recalling information she hadn’t yet written down.


Phil was very interested in the fact that the ship was mostly
empty; but it was the central nervous system that interested Phil the most,
just like she knew it would.


“How big in diameter is it?”


“Maybe three feet.”


“What’s it made of? Does it have a sheath, a covering?”


“It feels rubbery. Like thick, soft wire all woven together.” 


“Can we cut it?”


“That I don’t know,” she said. “It looks strong and tough.”


Phil drummed his fingers on his knee. “That’s our target,” he
said.


“I knew it!” Bailey said. “I knew we could kill it!”


“That might be stretching it, but the idea’s got potential.” Ned
was standing and leaning heavily against the wall with one arm. He was the
color of paste and still sweating profusely. His mouth drooped down in a
perpetual open frown. He nodded his head just slightly in response to Phil’s
comment.


Phil studied him for a moment. The poor guy was sliding downhill
fast. He hoped he could hold out.


The nerve bundle was the logical target all right, considering
their chemical weaponry. If they could administer the poison at the right
point, they might be able to disable the entire ship.


“It’s like this,” Phil said. “The central nervous system carries
instructions to and from all sections of the body. The signals are processed by
the brain. If the spinal column is severed all activity below that point ceases
and all sensation, all autonomic functions fail. That’s why neck injuries are
so debilitating—they cut ties to the brain at the worst possible point—just below
the brain stem, short-circuiting nearly all bodily functions below it. An
injury to the spine at the lower back does far less damage for the same
reason—fewer systems below the point of damage to be effected.”


“So we want to get to a point close to the brain?” Mary asked.


“That’s right,” Phil answered. “The problem is, we have no idea
where the brain is in this animal. It could be right under our feet, or the
thing might have smaller, multiple brains that act like fail-safe backup
systems for one another. It might not even have a brain as we think of it.”


Bailey looked at Phil and blinked. The tip of a finger found its
way into her mouth and she gnawed at it a little. “I don’t know where the head
is,” she said. She obviously saw it as a personal failing.


“It’s okay,” Phil said. “We’ll just have to find it.”


They had to know where to strike. Without that information, the
most they could do was piss it off, not disable it.


“We’re going back to the barracks,” Phil said.


“Why?” Mary wanted to know.


“We need the antenna for the phone.”


 


*  *  *


 


Gilbert stood in the center of the chamber and thought about what
to do. Recent events were stuck to his mind like leaves in tar. It was clear
she had planned to get back to that Phil Lynch from the beginning. She was a
liar and a fraud. He had told her too much. She was a liar. She had manipulated
him.


He swallowed and took inventory of the real damage done.


If she’d made it back to Phil’s tube, they’d have the phone
already. She had some detailed information about the ship now, not all, but
some.


He cursed himself for being careless, but it wasn’t his fault. She
was the one who had lied, not him. She was the turncoat. He hadn’t done
anything at all. If there was any blame to be laid, it had to be laid on her.


He tried to imagine them calling someone and telling them about
the “invasion” and almost smiled at what a ridiculous idea that was. It was,
after all, God’s secret. No one would ever believe them.


All the
same, you never knew.


He decided to tell the alpha about the phone. That was the best
idea. It was her fault; he hadn’t done anything wrong. The alpha would
understand and do a complete sweep of the ship, then he’d have the phone again
and the rest of them would be turned into something—something ugly—something
ugly and painful.


 


*  *  *


 


Linda’s
words rang in his ears. “We have pictures, Phil,” she’d said.


“What
time is it?” Phil asked.


“Almost
noon,” Mary volunteered.


“Close
enough,” he said and started to dial.


If it were
true, she might be able to tell him which end of the thing was heads and which
was tails, provided those definitions worked on the godamned thing.


The phone
rang twice and Linda picked up the phone.


“It’s
me,” Phil said.


“Phil,
I’m sorry . . .” Linda said. “I thought . . . ”


“Linda,
forget it. You said you have pictures. What kind of pictures?”


“Pretty
good ones. They look fakey as shit, but they’re not bad quality-wise.”


“What
does the damned thing look like from the outside?” There was a brief pause while
she collected her thoughts. “It’s . . . uh . . . like a football . . . uh.”


“Go get
the pictures.”


“Hold on.
They’re right here.”


She
pulled the pictures out of a folder and scattered them over the table.


“It’s
roundish and bloated,” she said, more confident this time. “It has eight things
sticking out that Greenbaum calls rudimentary
legs. There’s a bunch of machinery and shit on one end of it that covers
the whole end of it.”


“Okay. Is
it amorphous or bi-symmetrical? Does it have a right and left side? Does it
have a head, a clearly defined head?” 


“Yes it
does.”


“Which?”


“Uh, both. It’s the same on both sides and it has a head—a small
head. I mean it looks small.”


“Okay, listen. There’s a huge port they use for the shuttles. Try to
find it and tell me where it is.”


“Is it a hole?”


“Not now, it would look star-shaped.”


“I get it.”


“Anything look like that?”


Linda studied the pictures up close, squinting at them.


“I don’t see anything that looks like that.”


Phil got confused.


“The shuttle bay is huge,” he said. “It’s got to be there.” 


“Oh, maybe that’s it . . .”


“Where?”


“It’s a little thing toward the butt end.”


“How big is it—the thing you’re looking at?”


“Well, I can’t say for sure, not without measuring. I don’t know.”


He thought for a second. “How big is the ship overall? Guess.”


“Greenbaum says it’s almost seven hundred yards across,” she said.


Phil let it sink in. That’s why the goddamned
thing seemed empty. It was immense.


“Okay, now—how far is the head from that opening?” 


“The head sticks out of the other end, not straight out but down
at an angle.”


“How far from the opening?”


“Exactly?”


“As close as possible.”


“Hold on.”


Using a pencil as a scale, she measured the distance from the opening
to the head and compared it to the overall dimension. “Five hundred yards,
give or take,” she said.


“Okay . . . what’s that in feet? . . . that’s . . .” Phil did the
math and provided his own answer. “ . . . Fifteen hundred feet, right?” 


“Pretty close.”


“Okay. Thanks. Stay by the phone. Bye.”


“Phil . . . ?”


“See you later.”


He broke the connection and handed the phone to Bailey who stuffed
it back into her bag.


He briefed the others.


The ship was bi-symmetrical with a single head. Of all the possible
configurations it could have possessed, it had the one most in common with
known life forms. Since it had just one head, it was likely that it possessed
just one nervous system. Phil was even more convinced that the nerve bundle was
its weak point. Now that he knew how far the head was from the shuttle opening,
there was just one parameter yet to establish, the direction of the head from
their present position. There was no way to tell. He turned the pages of
Bailey’s notebook until he found her sketch of the layout of the tubes. She’d
rightly drawn the central tube down the middle of the ship; that was its
lateral line. Where the tube terminated, the shuttle bay started. Looking at
the sketch, Phil could see the symmetry in the pattern of the tubes laid out on
both sides of the central tube.


“Which way is the head?” he asked of no one in particular.


It was Mary who piped up. “It’s . . . that way,” she said pointing
along the central tube with a finger.


“How’s that?”


“Well, if the head is fifteen hundred feet from the shuttle hole,
and if the shuttle hole is nearer the ass-end
as your friend says—at least closer to one end—then the only distance that can
be more than half of the thing’s length is in the direction away from the
propulsion machinery along a line through the shuttle bay.”


“Fine. But how do we know where the propulsion crap is?”


“Simple. Bailey traveled at least seven hundred feet to get here,
right?”


“Okay.”


“You can count the loops and see that . . .”


“I said okay.”


“A quarter mile is half the thing’s length. Since she traveled
half of its length and did not encounter the end of it and came to the shuttle
bay at the end of her travel, she must have departed from a point at least, at
least, one quarter of a mile, half the thing’s length, away from the shuttle
bay.”


“So?”


“So the only place the head can be—assuming your buddy is right
about the size—is about seven hundred feet from the shuttle bay along the
central tube in the direction Bailey came. I’d say she was within a hundred
feet of it when she left Gilbert’s chamber.”


Phil thought it over.


“Get it?” she asked.


“I think so . . . ”


“Think of it this way, whichever departure point allowed her to
travel a total distance equal or greater than half the thing’s length, must
provide the starting point for the direction of travel.”


“Huh . . . ?”


“She couldn’t have come from any other direction than the one she
came from and still have traveled half the thing’s length.” 


“So what!”


“So—she couldn’t have come from the other way because she would
have come from outside the ship!”


“Goddammit, Mary . . . ”


“Clear your mind. Clear your mind. Look, there’s only so much
ship, right? I mean, it’s not infinite in size.”


“Right.”


Mary
sighed and lowered her head. This was hopeless. “The head, Phil,” she said
slowly. “Is that way,” she pointed again, “because I say so . . . period.”


“Fine.”


“If we didn’t know the thing’s size, we couldn’t have deduced
where the head was.”


“Thank you.”


“Thank your friend, Linda.”


 


*  *  *


 


Gilbert
hadn’t expected having to explain the concept of cellular telephone to the
alien, but he was. The fact that this alien race had no radio flew in the face
of the Earthly version of technology’s evolution. They had obviously grown
their own complete and peculiar branches of technology’s tree, not just climbed
up and out the arms of an imagined and universal oak. The inability to fathom
radio signals made the entire idea of communicating over long distances a
notion of such fantastic and magical proportions to the alien that Gilbert was
hard pressed to find believable examples, so he’d stopped and was now trying to
explain the actual process in straightforward terms.


“I have
heard of this,” the alpha rasped. “I do not know how it can be done.”


Gilbert
swallowed hard. The conversation had an edge of danger about it. As a defense,
Gilbert’s voice had taken on that intermittent interrogative quality as if the
odd punctuation somehow added weight or clarity to his words.


“The waves
are . . . modulated? in such a way that information can be . . . carried? . .
. on them? Information such as . . . speech? Can be . . . carried on them?”


“On what
do the waves travel?”


The alien
had hit the nail on the head. If radio was in fact wave form energy, something
had to carry the waves. There was no evidence of any such ether or spatial water, thus the actual mode of
wave travel through space was unknown.


“It is .
. . not known?  . . . how the waves . . .
travel?  . . . but they do?”


“I do not
understand.”


“Have you
seen or heard our . . . devices?  . . .
that transform?  . . . the waves into . .
. sound?”


“There
have been reports of devices which create speech and images, but there is no
evidence of the waves that carry it.”


Of
course, Gilbert thought. Seeing
or hearing the result of television or radio would give no hint of the
underlying radio waves that carried the signals.


“May I lead the . . . search? 
. . . for the telephone device?”


The alien raised its head and began to produce, from some unknown
part of its anatomy a kind of rapid and high-pitched staccato whistle. Another
sound, something like a squeal underneath, added an odd harmonic to the sound.


The chamber was suddenly filled with a dozen or more aliens that
joined in with their own whistling until the chamber was filled with a
cacophony of high-pitched squealing and whistling. The din made Gilbert want to
wince from its volume and almost smile at it. There was a sense of malice in
the sound that fascinated him. He stood there very still and let them know that
even this sound did not make him afraid.


He swallowed with his mouth open.


They continued to converse for some time, then one by one they
drifted out of the chamber and the sound trailed out with the last.


“Now you see how communication can be carried as waves on the
air,” the alien said. “It has been discussed. The device will be found.”


“And the ones who have it?”


“They will suffer the punishment of . . .” The sound that followed
was a low rustling growl but with that same squealing undertone.


“It that . . . thing?  . . .
you said, a punishment for transgressions?”


“They will be made to suffer until our moons align as one.”


“Is that . . . a long time?” he asked and swallowed.


“Our moons can never align as one.”


Gilbert wanted to smile.
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He pulled the blankets back off the weapons and put his
arrow-filled quiver over his shoulder. He’d made up three such pants-leg
quivers. He’d kept the lion’s share of the arrows for himself and given the
others an even dozen each. Their entire war machine was composed of the arrows,
the bow, a plastic bag with maybe twenty additional poison tips in it, a
flashlight, the backpack filled with some food and water and, of course, the
frogs in the woven basket. Ned had added a weapon of his own—one of the wooden
legs of the little chair made a short, but acceptable, club that he’d stuffed
in the front of his pants.


It was just like Phil said it would be. He’d said they’d come for
Bailey and the phone and kill them all, or worse.


The stress had made Mary’s voice as stiff as wood. “Here they
come,” Mary whispered over her shoulder.


“How many?” Phil asked.


“Two big bastards. They’ve got a gray hunter with them. That must
be Gilbert behind them. Christ, you should see this. It’s worse than Bailey
described it.”


She paused and watched some more.


“Uh, oh. The hunter’s sticking its nose in every chamber.”


“Get ready,” Phil said.


“Try to recover your darts if you can,” he said to Mary, handing
her a quiver. “They’re all we’ve got.”


Staggering themselves in two teams, they’d abandoned their former
chambers and taken up positions farther up the tube. They were anticipating
that any shakedown would start with the holes Phil and Ned had occupied, much
farther down. When, and if, the searchers passed them, the element of surprise
would be theirs—they’d have them flanked. The hunter-thing changed all that by
checking for them in every hole and leaving nothing to chance.


“They’re at the Mexican’s hole. He’s coming out,” Mary said.


Phil looked up the tube and over at Ned who was watching closely
from the cover of the chamber’s opening. They made eye contact, and Ned gave
Phil a thumb’s up. Phil signaled back to Ned with an open palm for him to stay
put.


Mary watched for a minute more.


“They’re roughing him up,” she said and slipped back inside.


“Here’s the plan,” Phil said. “Better to take the offensive. We’ll
get them to chase us up the tube.”


Phil nocked an arrow in his bow.


“Let’s move,” he said and stepped down into the tube. “Show no
mercy.”


“What mercy?” Mary asked, her heart in her throat.


They stood there in the middle of the tube with their makeshift
weaponry at the ready. The hunter saw them first and reared up on its hind
legs, with its neck fully extended, and sniffed loudly. The goons stopped cold.
Standing side by side, their combined girth nearly filled the tube. 


Phil could make out Gilbert’s ridiculous form standing a safe distance
behind the wall of flesh formed by the goons.


Fucking coward, Phil thought.


Mary looked down at the knot of freaks just fifty feet away; and
as the memories of the pain and injustice of her abduction heated her blood,
the icy fear in her breast began to melt and her rage drove her to unthinking
blindness.


Without warning, she yelled like a banshee and ran a few steps up
and threw her dart like a javelin at the cluster of freaks in the tube in the
alien ship. The dart flew fast in a perfect arch, nearly grazing the tube’s
ceiling. It struck the smaller of the goons in the neck, driving its wicked tip
deep into its flesh. The goon staggered and slapped the shaft away. It felt at
the point of impact with its fingers and making a sound like a bull breathing,
it removed the dart’s tip and looked at it, collapsing to the floor just as the
other goon and hunter charged.


Mary turned and ran, reaching for another dart. Phil waited a
second or two longer, took aim and let his arrow go with a thrump. His shot
went low and the arrow stuck in the goon’s leg just above the knee. He turned
and ran as fast as he could.


It wasn’t fast enough.


The goon caught him by the denim quiver and spun him around. The
quiver came off in the creature’s huge hand, spraying arrows onto the floor.
Phil twisted loose and fell. When he hit the ground, the hunter leaped over him
like a hound jumping a fence. One of its rear feet clipped Phil’s temple and a
bright pattern of stars exploded in his head.


Its leg weakened by the dart’s poison, the goon stumbled and fell
against the wall.


As Mary streaked past Ned’s position, she got a glimpse of him
crouching in the opening. The dead end of the tube with its closed seam loomed
ahead like a trap.


When it got close enough, the hunter raised up and brought both
front feet down into Mary’s back, shoving her forward onto the tube’s floor.
She tumbled and when she turned around the hunter was straddling her in a
wide-footed stance, its neck extended out like a hyena’s.


Mary looked up into the face of the hunter and knew she was going
to die. Fixing her gaze on that flat and vicious face, a faraway note of
recognition called out to her like a distant greeting.


“Tom . . . ?” she said.


The hunter twisted its face into a feral smile and pulled its lips
back over its short, sharp teeth. Suddenly, the hunter snapped its head to the
rear, once, twice and Mary was aware of some activity behind it.


Phil managed to get his feet, spun and ran as hard as he could
toward the soakers. Sluggish, but not disabled, the goon plodded after him. He
could hear the sound of the thing’s feet pounding on the floor of the tube
behind him. The image of the running girl in the shuttle bay
flashed in his mind. She must have heard the same sound before the big bastard snatched
her around and clobbered her to death.


As he approached the dripper he was running straight at the
lop-sided and retreating form of Gilbert. Bug-eyed, Gilbert looked over his
shoulder then dashed through the seam. The seam closed almost instantly.


Mary knew it was Tom Moon—or at least a vestige of Tom Moon who
loomed over her. She realized too, that like a dog gone mad, the thing had no
choice. It was about to tear her to shreds.


“Tom . . .” she said. “It’s Mary.”


The hunter cocked its head and snarled.


Phil sprinted past the clothes dump and into the dripper. After
that, there would only be the soakers then a thirty foot wall straight up. The
goon’s splashing feet were right behind him.


He was almost to the end when he heard a massive thump and splash
as the goon fell. He stumbled on the slight rise that marked the entrance to
the dripper and tumbled hard.


“Tom . . . please . . .” Mary pleaded.


The creature blinked its Tom Moon eyes slowly. Then, like a tree
being felled, it pitched gently over against the wall of the tube and remained
quite still. Inside the alien skin and muscles and skull, the last trace of
Tom Moon fluttered awkwardly toward a bright light and the soft sound of a
woman’s voice.


Mary clamored away from it and saw the darts, one in its side,
dangling by the wire wrapped around its buried tip, the other two hanging limp
in its rump. Ned and Bailey had killed it. She reached out and as gently as she
could, she closed Tom’s eyes in that alien head.


“It could have killed me, but it didn’t,” she said to Bailey. “It
was Tom. It was Tom Moon.”


Phil saw the goon lying face down, half in, half out of the
dripper, its arms stretched out straight. He breathed a sigh of relief, and was
amazed, yet again, at just how potent, if not fast-acting, the frog’s poison
was.


Mary and Ned appeared at the other end of the dripper. Mary’s
voice echoed through it.


“Are you okay!” she yelled.


“Yeah!”


They double-timed back and Phil paused to study the first goon
lying in a massive heap in the middle of the tube. The neat little stab in its
neck was plainly visible. It didn’t come as a surprise that there was a
relationship between the location and amount of poison delivered and the length
of time the fuckers would live after getting jabbed. Mary had stuck the goon
with a single dart to the neck and it had died quickly; Phil’s had received one
in the leg, and the goon had had nearly enough time left to kill him.


He scanned the area looking for the tip; and when he didn’t find
it, it dawned on him:


“That mother fucker,” he said, unfurling the goon’s big dead hand
just to be sure it wasn’t there after all.


“Who?” Mary wanted to know.


“Gilbert! He picked up the goddamned tip from the dart and ran out
with it. He’ll give the fucking thing to the aliens.”


“Bad news?” Bailey asked.


“You bet. The aliens’ll have the poison on the dart analyzed in
no time. It’s right up their alley, all that chemical weapons shit.”


“Do you think they can find an antidote?” Ned asked.


“Maybe. Probably. Shit! It won’t matter! They’re gonna swarm all
over us as soon as they can since they think we’ve got a real weapon. We’ve got
to move right now. Right now! Move! Get your asses moving!”


They gathered up the spilled darts and the rest of their war
machine and headed for the back seam.


 


*  *  *


 


The French woman and the Indian had moved down into the tube and
were standing there when the group approached. Phil could see the zombie-like
look on the woman’s face; it was a very common expression after any time at all
in the ship. She was in her late forties, perhaps fifty. She was staring at the
dead hunter and muttering under her breath. When Phil put his hand on her
shoulder, she shrank away from it like it had caused pain and sat down sloppily
against the tube wall.


“She’s a goner,” Mary said.


“That’s a fact,” Phil replied. Her condition was what happened as
a result of being captured and tortured by aliens. That was the simple
diagnosis.


“We can’t help her,” he added.


The Indian touched Phil’s arm with his fingers as lightly as a butterfly
and started to yammer at Phil in his native tongue.


“What’s he saying?” Mary asked Phil, as if he just wasn’t speaking
loud enough to be understood.


“Goddamn it, Mary, how should I know?” Phil asked.


He turned his head to the Indian, listened to the noises that came
at him and scowled.


Seseidi touched the bow then the arrows and the frog-basket then
his own breast, all the time yammering at Phil. He did that over and over,
waiting for Phil to catch on.


“I think he wants to join up,” Ned said.


Phil thought it over. He wasn’t sure he wanted a soldier on the
squad who couldn’t understand a word of English.


“Do you understand English?” Phil asked loudly.


“Englese. No. No, Englese.” Seseidi said.


“Well, he understood that,” Phil said and stepped around the
little Indian. “Let’s go.”


Seseidi stepped in front of Phil and rested his hand on Phil’s
chest, yammered and touched the bow then the quiver. Phil made a half-hearted
attempt to step around him again.


“I think he wants the bow and arrows,” Mary said.


“He wants too much. Mine! Mine!” Phil said, tapping his chest. His
patience was getting thin. He didn’t want to throttle the little Indian, but was
prepared to do just that if this didn’t end right now.


Seseidi put his hands together like a prayer and yammered some
more.


“Aw, Christ!” Phil said.


Reluctantly, he handed the bow to the Indian. Seseidi reached up
gently and yammered softly and plucked an arrow out of the quiver. It took him
a second to fit the end of the arrow properly against the flat bungee cord, but
he did, then drew the bow back and let the arrow fly at the opener on the rear
seam now some thirty feet away. The arrow stuck nearly in the center of the
organ with a solid smack. Though the arrow had hit almost dead center, Seseidi
shook the bow as if punishing it and his yammering took on the unmistakable
tone of a complaint.


Phil, Mary and Ned exchanged looks as if they’d just seen a toad
with wings. When he glanced back at the seam, it had parted open and was
twitching as if electric current was going through it.


“Okay, so he can shoot, but how would he know what to shoot at?
How would I tell him?”


“You could just point,” Mary said. “Anyway, he can figure out what
to shoot. I don’t think he’s stupid.”


“Yeah, but can he follow orders?” Phil asked.


“No, but he can shoot those arrows like a sonofabitch,” Ned added
and coughed.


Phil thought about it a second more, then stripped off the quiver,
kept some darts for himself and handed the quiver and the frog basket over to
the little Indian. Seseidi smiled a big white-toothed grin and put the quiver
over his shoulder.


“What is your name?” Phil asked.


Seseidi yammered something, and Phil scowled at him.


“Fuck it,” Phil said. “Let’s go.”


 


*  *  *


 


It wasn’t his fault; he hadn’t done anything. Still, they might
think he had blundered the search for the phone, if only because he didn’t yet have the phone.


Nor did he know if the traitors were still alive, but it was safe
to assume they were.


When he opened his hand to look at the little sliver, he noticed
that his hand was numb as if it had fallen asleep. It was an odd sensation and
he guessed right that they had treated it with some chemical; something
obtained from the ship. He would have to tell the alpha about it and show it to
him, but the thought of doing that made him swallow hard. The aliens would be
very, very upset at this. This development, combined with the problem with
Bailey and the phone might cause them to review their relationship to Gilbert
as well.


He pumped
a great open-mouthed swallow that made a sound not unlike a brief, wet fart.


He waddled along the central tube
toward the alpha’s chamber trying to think how he could explain it all without
being blamed. It’s not good to be blamed
for things.


 


*  *  *


 


“How are we doing on time?” Phil asked Bailey.


She took a look at her watch and thought a minute.


“By the time we get to the access tube, we’ll have about ten
minutes to get everybody down and through the other side before the next
shuttle arrives.”


“That’s cutting it close.”


They couldn’t get the rear seam closed after the Indian had put
the arrow in the opener, but it didn’t matter, their captors would know which
way they’d gone in any case. There were only two possible destinations from
that rear seam; one was the shuttle bay and the other was the larvae cache in
what Phil now knew was the stern of the ship.


The plan was to retrace Bailey’s tracks. On the way to the shuttle
bay, he’d worked out just how to get everyone down the wall. They’d lower Ned,
the heaviest, first, then Phil, then Mary, then Bailey, alone, would hold for
the Indian. Bailey could climb down herself last. She’d bottled a full gallon
of water to replenish herself afterwards.


The hardest part would be getting Ned down. He was at least two
hundred and fifty pounds, maybe more, and Phil worried about the strength of
the hose.


“How ‘ya doing?” Phil asked him.


“I’ve been better,” Ned replied. His face was the color of a gray
sky. Phil was amazed that the big man was still on his feet.


“Ready?”


“I guess so.”


The others braced themselves as Ned got down on his knees
backwards then slipped awkwardly over the edge with a look of wide-eyed fear on
his face. Phil could tell that the activity was putting a strain on his wound.


They let out the hose through their hands, letting it slide a
little at a time until they felt the strain evaporate as Ned’s feet reached the
floor.


“I’m down!” he called out.


Phil moved to the front and got ready. The others took hold of the
hose and braced themselves. As the others took up the slack, Phil backed over
the edge and started down.


Bailey and the little Indian then held the hose for Mary who, true
to form, sent herself down the hose a little too fast, cursing and fighting the
whole way.


The Indian weighed no more than a hundred pounds so Bailey was
sure she could hold him. She braced herself with her feet against the roof of
the tube with the hose wrapped around her waist. She signaled to the Indian to
start down.


Before he could get himself in position, the bellow of the goon
filled the chamber below them.


“We’ve got company!” she heard Phil yell up to her.


“Shit!” Bailey said. She pulled the Indian away from the opening
and looked down.


The goon must have entered through the large opening to the
shuttle bay and was standing just a few feet from it, cutting off their escape
completely. It moved laterally and closed the distance, tightening them to the
wall. Bailey didn’t see it at first, but when the goon lifted it to take aim,
she gasped.


Phil saw it, too, and his heart pounded as the muzzle of the burr
weapon rose in their direction.


There was a sound from above like a dull twang from a loose guitar
string. Phil saw the arrow streak in at the goon; and when it struck, the goon
jerked as if stung and the burr weapon discharged with a phoop. Phil
caught a glimpse of the burr as it flashed at them and he heard it whack into
the rubbery wall of the chamber a few feet above their heads.


The dart couldn’t have been better placed and Phil marveled at
the shooting skill of the little Indian. It was at least a seventy-five foot
shot. Nailed dead center, the goon attempted to take aim again, but discharged
the weapon into the floor in front of itself. Then it fell forward crushing
into the weapon with a crunch.


When the Indian stuck his head out of the opening above, Phil gave
him a big thumbs up.


Phil ran up to the goon with hopes of gaining its weapon as his
own. To his disappointment, the goon had shattered the weapon as if it had been
run over with a truck. The magazine holding a row of perhaps a dozen burrs was
broken open, leaking dull liquid.


He turned and signaled for the Indian to start down. When he hit
the floor, Phil patted him on the back.


“Thank you!” he said. “Thank you!”


Seseidi was glad to have killed the giant spirit, but it was the
white warrior after all who had lured it to its death. Seseidi was happy but a
little embarrassed at the attention.


“Send down the stuff!” Phil yelled up to Bailey.


Bailey yanked the slack hose back up in big grabs, sending it
flailing behind in loops. She tied the quivers, darts, bow, pack and the other
supplies into a neat bundle with the end of the hose then lowered the entire
war machine to the floor.


When they’d untied it, she yanked the hose up one last time,
stripped, threw her clothes down and started to slime her way down the sheer
wall of the alien chamber.


“Look at that shit . . .” Mary said with a smile, watching Bailey
inch down the wall like a snail. “What the fuck . . . ?”


When she reached the bottom, Bailey picked up her clothes and
started to put them on. Phil and Ned turned away, but Mary and the Indian
looked on unabashed. The Indian was wide-eyed and yammered to himself under his
breath. Bailey went right for the big bottle of water and swilled it down like
she’d never had water.


“That’s amazing,” Mary said.


“I know,” Bailey said, catching her breath. “Quite a little trick,
huh?”


Mary just shook her head.


“Let’s move!” Phil said. “Bailey, you know the way. Get moving!”


The white
witch is a snail spirit, Seseidi thought. Surely it must be so.


As they were double timing it out of the shuttle bay, Mary paused
to look at the shuttles clustered like gigantic, gleaming insects. When she
glanced at the control panel, she could feel the probe up her arm and an odd
sense of longing filled her. Escape from this grotesque place lay in the direction
of those living vessels. She had to remind herself that escape now would be a
fool’s journey. Trotting after the others she said it out loud to herself.


*  *  *


 


Gilbert had been careful to point out that the goons had been
careless, not he, and that he had nothing to do with the cause of the error. On
hearing the story, the alpha had summoned the others from their adjoining
chambers at once.


The aliens were agitated and whistled and squealed with such vigor
it was all Gilbert could do to keep from almost smiling at first, but the
sound took on an ominous note that sobered him, and he swallowed and stared
instead.


The alpha held the dart tip in front of Gilbert’s face. Gilbert
pushed his glasses up on his nose cautiously.


“What is the nature of this device?” it asked.


“I do not know,” Gilbert replied and swallowed.


The alien continued to hold the sliver up, not moving.


“Answer or suffer,” the alien rasped.


Gilbert decided not to show fear and swallowed with his mouth
open.


“I do not know,” he said evenly. “I believe it may contain poison
as I said.”


“How could this poison be produced?” the alien asked menacingly.


“I do not know.”


The aliens in the room began to whistle and squeal again. The
sound cut through him like a cold knife.


“How is the poison produced? From what part?”


“I don’t . . . know.”


“How much do they have? Answer or suffer.”


Gilbert swallowed and ventured a brief glimpse into the alien’s
face and fear lurched in him suddenly like a heavy black toad. He was in danger
so profound that he could not swallow, though he wished to. That look, those
alien eyes were the devil’s own. He had just seen into the face of an
unfathomable being with the power of life without the reprieve of death and the
pain of hell itself at his command. Gilbert felt weak and wanted to sit down
but he stayed on his feet and tried not to fall. He felt himself rock forward
and back and wished he could make it stop. His new anatomy didn’t help any. He
clutched his Bible tightly.


“I haven’t done anything,” he managed to say dryly. “I am
innocent.” His voice trailed off. “I am innocent of this.”


Gilbert started to pray. Solemnly, calmly he formed the words in
his mind as his heart raced and his mind reeled with what could happen next. He
prayed that the unfairness would be lifted from him and those who had killed
the goons would feel its weight instead. He longed for them to suffer and not
he. He prayed to transfer the debt to the others, to let them pay, not he.


The alien unsheathed its sting and propped its hand like a spider
over Gilbert’s face, the sting posed right between Gilbert’s eyes.


Gilbert continued to pray as the thorn-like sting jabbed down
once. The sudden pain blinded him like a camera’s flash, and the prayer was
flushed from his mind by his high-pitched scream.


He went to his knees trembling as the heat radiated out over his
face and shoulders like hot tar. He fell to his side and shook. The pain cooled
an eternity later, leaving him in shock


and
disconnected.


“What is the nature of the poison?” the alien rasped. “From what
part is it produced?”


Gilbert heard the question and was dimly aware of whistling and
squealing in the distance like an odd sound from a radio turned down too low.


“I . . . don’t know . . .” he said weakly and started to pray once
more, his lips moving slightly. He prayed that Bailey and Lynch and the queer
woman would suffer in his place, not he.


The alien opened Gilbert’s mouth with one thin-fingered hand and
jabbed its sting into the center of his tongue with the other.


The pain rushed through his head and down his throat like a fierce
wind.


*  *  *


 


No one had mentioned it. They wouldn’t have known how to express
it anyway.


Their lives were expendable. Their flesh and blood were tools; just
a means to an end.


They were moving as fast as they could in light of Ned’s
condition. He stopped frequently and leaned against the wall. With each stop,
he seemed to lose strength. This one was the worst yet.


“Hey, Phil,” Ned croaked. “I’m done. You go on without me. I’m
done. I can’t help you.”


Mary put her hand to his head and felt the heat from it as if he’d
just come out of the hot sun. She looked over at Phil and shook her head. That
was that. A good friend was dying; but, more important, they’d have one less
soldier to fight the war. There was a deep depression in the wall of the tube a
few feet behind them and Phil and Mary walked him back to it and helped him
into it and down on the floor.


“You wait here,” Phil said. “Take a rest.” He placed his hand on
Ned’s shoulder and gripped it. “Take a rest,” he repeated.


Ned just looked up at them and said nothing because there was
nothing to say. There were no words of wisdom or poignant parting shots. Mary
patted his big chest then leaned in and kissed his hot brow.


“So long,” she said.


“So long,” Ned replied weakly.


They sat there quietly for a moment more, then Mary and Phil moved
away. They knew he wouldn’t be getting up. When Phil glanced over at Mary, he
saw that her eyes were filled with tears.


Phil fought back tears himself.


“Go!” he said to them. “Get moving!”


*  *  *


 


Gilbert had no idea how many times he had been stung. It felt like
an infinite number.


The alien’s voice echoed in his head. Time and again he’d been asked
where the poison came from. He had been truthful and answered that he did not
know. Time and again, he answered the same—and time and again, he’d been
stung.


He was lying on the floor as the pain from the last sting was
ebbing slowly from his groin. He was aware that the whistling and squealing
had stopped and that the aliens were gone.


Perhaps
they’d had enough, he thought.


He reached over and picked up his glasses and put them on his swollen
head. The chamber came into sharp focus. He sat up and turned and saw the teeth
of the alpha, and the massive legs of a goon. It was then that he noticed that
he wasn’t in the alpha’s chamber at all. This chamber was smaller, darker.
There was a sound like a sticky hiss coming from all around and a deeper sound
like a groan under it. It was too dark to see the source of it.


They are
finished torturing me, he thought. My pain is over.


He was too exhausted to get up, and he leaned back on his arms and
waited for the goon to help him. It was the least it could do for him after
what he’d been through.


He stared straight ahead and waited to be lifted up.


The goon did just that and jerked him to his feet then carried
him a few feet backwards and sat him down on a strange pedestal. Instantly,
vine-like tentacles sprang from the trunk of the seat and wrapped tight around
his legs, wrists and hips, holding him fast.


Gilbert swallowed.


The alpha stepped up closer to him. In its frail arms was what
looked like a large dark vase. Its surface was veiny and iridescent.


“In the shallow seas of my home world lives an organism with no
life of its own,” the  alpha began. “It takes from
others the life it needs and returns only pain. We call the organism . . .” the
sound that followed drained Gilbert’s blood. He’d heard it once before. “. . .
it requires little nourishment and can live on an organism with your mass for
many hundreds of your years. We reserve the use of this parasite for those who
are not truthful. We believe you have not been truthful about many things.”


“I haven’t done anything . . .” Gilbert said through dry cotton.
“I haven’t done anything.”


“Where are the others?”


“I’ve done only as you wanted me to,” he choked.


“What is the source of the poison?” the alpha rasped.


“I . . . don’t know . . . ”


The alien whistled once, and the pedestal next to Gilbert was
bathed in light from above.


The man was sitting on the same kind of pedestal, his legs and waist
bound tight by the pedestal’s vines. Perched on the top of the man’s head was
an amorphous mass about the size and shape of a cantaloupe. Dozens of
pencil-thin tentacles ran out of it and down into the man’s nose, ears, mouth
and eyes. Where the tentacles made contact, there was a raised and molded seal
as if the tentacle and the man’s flesh were one. The thing on his head pulsed
slowly; and as Gilbert watched, the tentacles slid out and in as if probing him
continuously. The man was frozen into a posture of extreme pain; the fingers of
his hands splayed open and stiff. The man’s skin was sallow and thin, sickly
translucent as if he’d been in that state for a long, long time. His spine was
bent over in an exaggerated stoop and his head tilted back in a pose of
grotesque bearing.


Gilbert felt his bladder release uncontrollably. Urine pattered
out onto the floor.


The alpha stepped up to the man and pointed to one of the
tentacles with a thin finger.


“The probes sustain the host,” it said. “They sustain and take
nourishment.”


It turned to Gilbert. “How much poison do they have?” it asked.


Gilbert prayed that his answer would be heard, and he would be set
free. “I do not know where the poison came from or how much they were able to
produce. That is the truth.”


The alien reached into the jar and lifted the parasite out. Its
tentacles hung limp from the round body like the strings of a wet mop. Fluid
dripped from the ends back into the jar with a hollow tinkle. Gilbert smelled a
sweet thick scent like the ocean shore at low tide.


“It is inert until the probes touch living material, then it
becomes quite active as you shall see. Answer or suffer.”


Gilbert pleaded. “I have answered you truthfully. Do as you wish,”
he added thickly. “I have no other answer.”


The alien brought the organism closer to Gilbert’s face. Gilbert
thought he saw several of the dark, wet tendrils raise up in his direction as
if pulled by static. If he didn’t answer, the alien would attach the parasite.
That was certain. He had already surrendered all there was about the Earth’s
major weather patterns. He had little to bargain with now.


He decided to do what he did best.


“The poison was produced from an . . . the base was derived from
nicotine, a component of the cigarettes you provide. The tobacco was heated to
extract the . . . nicotine. The nicotine was further heated to . . . to
separate and . . . concentrate the alkaloid.”


“How?”


“It was heated in cans and . . . condensed out, on the inside of a
short . . . tube . . .”


“How much was made?”


“The entire supply of tobacco yielded . . . less than a gram of
useable poison. Only enough to coat . . . two or three tips as you saw.”


“There is no more?”


“There is no more,” Gilbert said and prayed.


The alien raised the parasite up over Gilbert Keefer’s head.
Gilbert moaned and shook so violently to get away from it that his glasses flew
off his modified head. The tendrils touched cool, wet and still on his forehead
then sprang to life and writhed and crawled on his face and head seeking greedy
entrance. He screamed and flailed and the vines holding him tightened further.
The first tendril, squirming stiffly, went up his right nostril into his sinus
and down the back of his throat. The others crawled into his ears and crashed
with the sound of dynamite through his eardrums. He thrashed and clamped his
thin lips tight but the sharp, stiff tips of the tendrils found the corners of
his mouth and worked in.


The pain that would not end began. His body stiffened.


When the alpha returned to its chamber, it summoned the others and
told them that the danger was no danger at all. A few captives may have escaped
and would be recaptured soon.


The strange one was no longer of
use and was being made to suffer. The weather information was filled with
untruth.


*  *  *


 


“That’s the lab up ahead,” Bailey said quietly, pointing to the
large opening. “It’s so gross.”


“Get ready,” Phil said and plucked an arrow out of Seseidi’s
quiver. Seseidi took the hint and withdrew another and mounted it in the bow.


Phil approached slowly and peeked around the edge of the opening.
When he looked back at them his face was a mask of fear and hatred. He signaled
Seseidi up with a wagging finger then guided him up to the edge of the opening
by the shoulders as if showing a kid a display at the zoo.


Phil thought about just walking past the opening and continuing
on. Something told him that just
wouldn’t be right.


“Kill them,” he said calmly and made like shooting the bow at
them.


Seseidi took aim and let the first arrow fly.


At the sound of the bow, the closest alien looked up with a snap
of its head and the arrow struck it in the face. It squealed and grabbed the
sagging shaft and held it there as if holding it up neutralized it. The second
alien looked up and froze when it saw Phil and the Indian standing in the
opening. Seseidi readied another arrow and took aim.


Too easy,
Phil
thought. Much too easy.


Phil stopped the Indian with an open hand and stomped—his rage
boiling with each step—into the chamber.


The first alien was still squealing and holding the arrow by the
shaft. In its other hand was a hissing cutter which the alien lifted in Phil’s
direction. Phil grabbed the thin wrist and nearly crushed it with the force of
his grip. The cutter dropped to the table. Phil picked it up, and still holding
the alien by its arm, proceeded to cut the alien’s hand off with a quick zip.
The spidery hand plopped to the floor.


“Doesn’t work so good on a subject who’s . . . not paralyzed, does
it?”


The alien animal just stood there, and Phil grabbed it by the
snout and, running the cutter under its head, nearly decapitated it. It
collapsed on the floor, and Phil tossed the cutter down on it. He was a little
pissed that it died so quickly and relatively painlessly.


There was still one more to try his secret weapon on.


The second alien was much more determined in its bid for escape
and, like a frightened animal, tried to run away from the monster stalking it.
Its sudden, shifting movements set off some primal predatory response in Phil,
making him focus on it and increasing his rage. Squealing, it dashed around the
table and tried to figure a way out of the lab, but the little Indian held it
at bay by shaking the bow at it. Dodging and feinting, Phil worked it into a
space between two pods and watched as it tried to press itself into the very
wall in its attempt to get away. Terrified, its hands worked at the space
behind the pod, trying to get into the impossible space. It hissed and bared
its teeth and squealed. Its sparse coat of spines stood straight up.


This was
the conquering race, Phil thought with disgust. A vicious, squirming little monster right out of a science
fiction novel. Goddamn it!


He almost reached in and dragged it out, but the revulsion of
touching it was too much. Besides, he could use his weapon on it right where it
was just fine. He raised his booted foot as high as he could and stomped the
alien under its arm once, hard, turning the squeal into a high-pitched heef! once
again, and it fell to the floor mewing pitiably. He began to kick it with hard,
carefully placed kicks to the head and mid-section until the sound stopped.
Then he kicked its head several times more for good measure.


“Fucking piece of shit!” he hissed through clenched teeth and
kicked it again. “Die!”


Mary and Bailey watched over the Indian’s shoulder.


“Jesus . . .” Mary said.


“Cool,” Bailey added.


Seseidi watched and was much impressed with the fierceness of the
white warrior. It was good, very good how he killed the ugly little spirit. He
must get boots like that someday, too.


“Where the fuck are the incubation cells from here!” Phil yelled
at Bailey.


Bailey thought about it and pointed.


“They should be right over there on the other side of the . . . uh
. . . central thing . . . a few loops up. I think. Oh, can we . . . please?”


Phil knew what was on her mind: the same thing that was on his.
His blood was boiling and that was all that mattered in the universe.


“There’s been a change in plans,” he barked. “Move!”


“Yes!” Bailey exclaimed.


Mary started to say something.


“Move!”


Bailey sprinted off in the lead.
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Revenge burned and only the blood of those who had ignited it
could snuff it. The big chamber where the extractions took place was divided
into three areas: the impregnation cells where the captives were exposed to the
wasps; a row of horizontal chambers against another wall where the captives
were contained while the eggs hatched and grew to full size; and the open
center area with surgical tables where the larvae were extracted. The chamber
was large, about forty feet across with a twenty-foot, hemispherical ceiling.
Two tubes emptied into the chamber.


There was a convenient bend in the tube just before it opened into
the big chamber. As they approached, the air filled with the strained,
plaintive groaning of the captives on the aliens’ tables. The sound was as
tangible and oppressive as a wet blanket.


Holding the others back and sticking tight to the wall, Phil moved
up to peek around the corner.


There were four witches working over the splayed-open bodies of
captives, and two big bastards in the chamber assisted the witches. One of the
goons was carrying a young woman with blond hair from the impregnation cells to
the incubation cells. Her bare legs were bruised and one of them was smeared
with what Phil took as the remains of a wasp. She must have been quick, or
lucky; Phil had never heard of a captive smashing a wasp in the cells.


He pulled back slowly.


“Two bastards. Four witch-bitches,” he whispered. “Nothing leaves
alive.”


“I can’t wait . . .” Bailey said.


Phil thought it out. “Look, the little brown dude can probably
shoot the big pricks from here. As soon as he darts the second one, we charge
in and take up positions in front of the far entrance to block the witches’
escape. The last thing we want is one of those fuckers getting out. Got it?”


Mary and Bailey nodded.


“Good,” he said.


He pulled Seseidi a little aside, then imitated a goon with his
arms out wide and with his cheeks puffed. Then, he made like he was shooting
the bow and the goon was taking the arrow in the gut.


Seseidi nodded, flashed a smile and pulled out three arrows from
the quiver. He knocked one and holding the others against the front section of the
bow, moved up into position. Shirtless, he was almost perfectly camouflaged
against the brown wall.


Wasting no time, he drew the arrow back and took aim on the most
distant goon’s back. He let the arrow go. The deep thrump sound
from the bow was swallowed up by the groans coming from the chamber. No sooner
had he shot than his quick hands were making another arrow ready to fly.


The arrow struck the goon in the upper center of the back. The
goon snapped around to confront the source of the offending pain. When it did,
the arrow came away from its tip and flew to the floor. It bounced soundlessly
on the rubbery surface.


Seseidi took aim on the second goon.


When the Indian released the arrow, Phil, Mary and Bailey rushed
by him almost before it was clear of the bow. The arrow struck the second goon
in the shoulder just as the first one dropped dead. The aliens hadn’t seen or
heard a thing until that moment, so intent were they on their jobs, but they
saw the sprinting shapes of Phil and Mary. Sensing danger, they hissed at them
as they streaked past. Phil was almost to the far tube when one of the aliens,
smelling the trap, ran toward the opening to get out. Phil sprinted up behind
it a few steps and was intercepted by the second goon and knocked face down to
the floor.


When he turned, the big bastard was standing over him with the
arrow hanging out of its shoulder like a stiff, paralytic arm. Phil could see
the bands of ink he’d drawn on the shaft to indicate a possible weak dosage.
The creature reached down and picked Phil up by the shirt as if he were stuffed
with straw. Just as his feet left the ground, Seseidi’s third arrow flew past
Phil’s head and stuck in the goon’s neck. The creature dropped Phil; and by the
time its enormous hand found the tiny shaft, it fell over backwards, hitting
the floor with a heavy thump.


When Phil looked down the far tunnel, Mary was standing with her
foot in the middle of the back of the alien that had tried to get away, pinning
it securely to the floor. Bailey was holding a dart to the thing’s neck with
both hands.


“Kill it!” Phil yelled.


Bailey jammed the dart down hard with an animal grunt and the
alien screeched like an oversized kitten.


“Yummy,” Bailey said with a psychotic twang, backing away from it.


The alien started to mew in a long, rasping monotone. Mary
continued to hold it down and its thin arms flailed uselessly. Phil had been
right about their fighting ability:  they
didn’t have any.


Phil tramped over to Mary’s position. He could see its contorted
face, and its disgusting, lipless howl filled him with a lust to smash its
skull. “Make it shut up!” he snarled.


Mary stomped down hard on its back a few times, but all she did
was modulate the howling mew up and down a scale.


Phil brought his foot up and came down in a fury on the side of
the thing’s long, pointed head. He felt bone click and break under his boot. It
was one of the most satisfying sensations he’d ever felt. The hideous mewing
stopped abruptly.


Phil stomped its head again and again, crushing it down until dark
fluid ran out the thing’s nose and mouth.


He looked over at Bailey who, with the Indian, now had the other
tube blocked squarely. Dart at the ready, she threatened the aliens, hooting
and jabbing at them. The aliens formed up into a squirming knot in the center
of the chamber.


Phil walked over to within arm’s reach and put a dart’s tip into
the hissing parted lips of the closest alien.


“Bastards,” he hissed back.


He looked over at the woman on the closest table. Her torso was
opened in several huge incisions, the flesh neatly stretched back and pinned by
dark alien clamps. She was watching Phil and through the sickly veil of shock
and pain, he could detect just the slightest smile on her face. She looked kindly
and generous, and her eyes were wise and the deepest green in color. Phil was
certain she was someone’s good and loving mother.


That was it.


“You mother fuckers!” he said
and jammed the shaft of the dart hard up into the alien’s pallet. The alien
choked and stumbled backward. When it started to mew, the sound caused Phil to
snap.  He grabbed it by the throat. The
other aliens shrank back like fearful rats. Phil breathed deep and luxuriously
through his clenched teeth and squeezed the thin neck until his fingers nearly
touched. He could feel its spines pierce his skin.


In a most bizarre gesture, one of the other aliens reached out and
gently patted Phil’s arm to try to make him let go, as if there had been some
horrible, correctable misunderstanding. The action filled him with such hatred
that he felt he would explode. He grabbed that one by the neck, too, and choked
off its air like a living clamp. The sensation of their loose, spiny skin under
his hands inspired him to crush even harder. Their stiff little fingers clawed
at the thick, straining muscles in his forearms. Holding them by their necks,
he stood there, squeezing them until his arms trembled with the strain. He
grinned a clenched, feral grin and squeezed and squeezed until they hung limp.


Bailey moved up behind the last one, drew her club from her belt
and brought it down on its head with such ferocity that its dark blood
splattered Phil’s face. When the alien fell to the floor, she continued to bash
it until large sections of bloody white cartilage showed through on its face
and head.


She reached down and wrapped her arms around the alien’s short
legs and with a deep growl, lifted it up. Using her strong legs and back as a
counterweight, she proceeded to swing it again and again against the hard edge
of the nearest table. She continued to pulverize it until she could no longer
lift it.


They would have continued to strangle and homogenize the monsters
forever if Mary hadn’t intervened.


“Stop,” she said. “They’re dead. Bailey. Phil. Stop.”


Now kneeling among the dead aliens and still choking them, Phil
finally let go and got up. He shook the cramps out his hands and smiled
sheepishly, crazily at Mary.


Seseidi had watched the whole thing from the safety of the farthest
wall and thought only of how fierce the white warrior was to do this thing to
the enemy, and he smiled. He had never seen such fierceness in a woman,
however. This confused him. He smiled anyway.


Bailey gave hers one last kick. “Now I don’t give a shit what
happens to me.”


“Well, there’s more to do,” Phil said shaking the circulation back
into his hands. He picked up his darts and considered them. “These things work
great!” He shook them in victory in Seseidi’s direction.


“Phil, we can’t just leave these people like this,” Mary said.


Phil looked over at the woman on the table and saw the look of
thanks on her face. She must have seen the entire bloody bacchanal.


He pulled Bailey around and dug the plastic bag full of poisoned
slivers out of the pocket of her quiver and gingerly took one out. He thought
about it, then reached over and laid it gently into a deep incision on the
woman’s abdomen. Then he reached down and touched the woman’s head and brought
his face close to hers.


“It won’t hurt,” he whispered then held the bag out to Mary and
Ned.


“Do the others.”


“I . . . uh . . .” Mary started.


“Just do
it, goddamn it!” Phil snapped.


There were four people on the
tables. A moment later, they were dead.


He considered opening the impregnation and incubation cells and
killing the captives in them but decided against it. If they were successful,
and Phil had his way, the entire ship and everything in it would be dead soon
enough. Besides, the impregnation cells had wasps in them, and he had no idea
how to remove them.


“Let’s go,” Phil said. “Where’s the spinal cord from here?”


“It’s . . .” Bailey began but didn’t finish.


An all too familiar phoop sound filled the chamber. It was followed by a quick smack that
made her jump, and Bailey looked at her arm. The burr had pinned her denim
shirt to her flesh right at her bicep. She barked a crazy laugh and looked at
Phil with a broad, silly smile. “Uh oh,” she said like it was a joke then
collapsed like soft clay.


Phil looked at the far entrance. Standing in it were three goons,
all armed with burr shooters. He roared a deep roar of rage and turned; but
before he’d taken a step, they fired, and he felt the solid smack of the burr
in the center of his back. The burr’s heat covered his back and neck instantly,
turning his bones to putty. The black, rubbery floor came at his face in slow
motion.


Mary was in mid-stride when the burr hit her in the left buttock.
She continued for a few more steps before the paralyzing warmth drew the
strength from her legs and sent her sprawling on the floor.


Her mind formed not a word, but a sound, like a wound-up thing
running down.


 


 


*  *  *


 


Phil willed his muscles to move, to twitch; to work his will, but
they totally refused.


He forced his eyes to focus.


He was upside down and could see his own arms dangling down and
the floor of the tube beyond his limp hands. The motion stopped and his arms
came to rest against the backside of the big bastard carrying him.


His mind was as numb as his body.


The words came through the damp cotton of his mind like thick
drops and splattered, wasted on the dark rubbery floor.


I’ve lost
it all. Linda . . . 


He heard the tearing sound of a seam opening.


He could see past the tattooed arm of the goon into an enormous
chamber. The chamber walls were covered with growths of some kind like long
moles. Oblong, with one end tapered and a thicker end by which they attached to
the wall, the growths were oddly familiar to him. Randomly spaced, they hung
like loathsome fruit by the thousands and seemed to squirm and writhe, twisting
and straining at the point of attachment.


The goon shifted and gave him an auspiciously better view of one
of the growths just inside the chamber opening, and he could make out better
details, especially the papery surface texture. He could also see hundreds of
raised cup-sized scars on the chamber wall. As he watched, one of the growths
separated from the wall, waved its thick end back and forth like a caterpillar
and re-attached itself. He got a glimpse of a circular row of teeth and of
all-too-familiar little arms sticking out of it.


A brood
chamber, he thought.


He was looking at the aliens’ offspring, stuck like leeches to the
living wall of the chamber, suckling the wall itself like parasites. It made
sense to him then why the ship seemed so hollow and empty: most of its
occupants were foot-long larvae.


He would have smiled if he had been able.


Of
course, he thought dimly. Why
waste the ship’s physical resources on adults when you could transport the
seeds for a fraction of the cost?


He’d assumed that the aliens had overcome the barrier of
faster-than-light travel and had reduced the impossible distances they would
have had to come by generating equally impossible speeds. It seemed plausible
now that they might have only been able to create speeds a mere fraction of
light speed, but had overcome the second parameter of travel time, by traveling
for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years.


The goon started to move again, and the view of the brood chamber
slipped out of his field of vision. A moment later he was aware of being
dropped roughly to the floor, but experienced only the sensation of a sudden
jolting movement as if he were a video camera suddenly dropped.


The chamber was dark and the air was suffused with sound, a sound
like a hiss coming through syrup. Somewhere there was a deep moan, persistent
and pitiful; and, though he couldn’t tell for sure, he thought finally that it
was the voices of many joined as one—the very harmony of damnation.


He lay on the floor, eyes open and staring, looking into Mary’s
barely visible face, similarly frozen, staring back at him in the dim light.
Behind the frozen mask was fear so profound he felt his gut twist in spite of
the paralysis.


The burr’s drug wore off slowly; and as it did, he was able first
to move his toes, then his hands and feet. Finally, he could move his neck and
head, and hours later it seemed, he could sit up. He could see Mary’s face
twitch and her hand trying to move, but she was recovering more slowly than he.
He inched his way over to her and forced his hand to close around the burr
stuck in her backside. The brittle spines flaked off in his hands. He worked it
out in circles and lifted steadily until the short roots pulled free. He could
barely see the twisting roots, but he could feel them knocking and flailing
against his fingers. He flung it into the darkness and heard it splat against a
distant wall. His torpid brain wandered senselessly to Mary’s algebra lesson
about distances, and he gauged the minimum width of the chamber from the
imagined distance the burr flew before it struck.


Meaningless, he
thought.


He rubbed her hands and arms, trying to work feeling and function
back into them. She came around slowly. He rubbed her back and legs until she shifted
her limbs in big, awkward, unfocused movements and tried like a colt to rise to
her feet.


Their first attempts at speech were more like grunts than words.
They grunted at each other not to try to talk and rubbed each other’s hands and
arms in the dim light until they were nearly normal. When she was able to work
her hands well enough, she pulled the burr out of Phil’s back.


“Where’s . . . Bailey?” she asked, like a drunk trying to sound
sober. “She . . . was . . . burred . . . firsht.”


“Bailey!” Phil called.


“Heeeer . . . .” came the weak reply. “I’m heeer . . . ”


They both scrambled off into the darkness toward the voice on
hands and knees until Mary bumped right into her just fifteen or so feet away.
Mary lifted Bailey’s head and rested it on her lap. She could make out the burr
in her arm. She worked it out and pitched it aside.


“Where . . . are . . . we?” Bailey asked.


Mary didn’t know where they were, but this wasn’t good. They had
killed several witches. There was no telling what kind of retribution this
alien species had in mind.


“I’d say . . . it’s some kind of brig or jail,” Phil said.


“No . . . lack of such facilities here,” Mary said, her tongue now
working better. “Where’s the Indian?”


“I think we lost him,” Phil said.


“What’s . . . that sound?” Bailey asked.


They’d listened to it for hours, but they stopped stock still and
listened a moment more to the moaning sound and the barely audible slickering
sound that filled the dark air.


“I’m scared . . .” Bailey said.


“I know, we all are,” Mary replied, gently patting her cheek.


“No. I mean I’m really scared,” she said, her voice tight.


“It’s okay,” Phil said. “It’s okay.”


“It’s not
okay!”


“Easy . . .” Mary tightened her hug on Bailey’s head.


“Phil.
Kill me, ” Bailey said evenly. “Please kill me. ”


“Hey . . . ”


“Kill me
goddamn it! I’ve seen you do it!  Kill
me!”


“Stop it!” Mary
screamed.


She started to plead again, and Mary placed her hand over her
mouth. Bailey screamed into the hand, wide eyed, for a long time. Her muffled scream
was lost to the darkness.


Phil wondered if killing her wasn’t the thing, the humane thing,
to do. He could kill them both and be done with it. The last thing he could do
as a human being would be to save these two from the unknown terror in this
chamber. It would be quick. With a mind of its own, his hand reached for his
belt and felt for the buckle. He got up on his knees and started to loosen it.


The seam tore open behind them and light poured in. Phil turned
and there in the seam was the silhouette of a single witch, somewhat larger
than he’d yet seen, aged, bent like an old tree root. Behind it were two goons.
The one in the rear was carrying what looked like large dark jars.


Phil snapped back around at the sound of Mary’s ear- piercing
scream.


There, just a few feet away was Gilbert, his arms out straight as
if pleading for help, his entire head and open mouth stuffed with tendrils from
the thing perched on his head. The lower part of his white body was wrapped
tight with grasping tendrils. The ones from the thing on his head slid in and
out of his mouth and ears, slowly, wetly. From the points of entry at his ears,
stains of dried blood ran down the length of his torso like thin snakes. The
light penetrated deeper into the chamber, and Phil could make out a dozen other
similar apparitions, some reduced to mere skeletons, some of them alien but not
like their captors. All were stiff like catatonics.


“Jesus . . .” Phil said.


It was as if she had put her foot down in a bear trap. Bailey let
out a deep howl of utter dread, a guttural bawl from some deep place unknown
even to herself.


“What are they?” Mary asked cautiously.


“Usssss .
. . ”Bailey said.
“Uhnnnnn”


Bailey was on her feet in a flash and sprinting toward the door.
When she got as far as the witch, she scrunched up her arms to make herself
narrower and somehow fit through the space: a child’s maneuver. The alien
waddled awkwardly aside. The lead goon gave no ground and stopped her with an
outstretched arm. Phil could see in the light from the tube that it was the
heavily tattooed goon Gilbert had used as insurance when he came to claim the
phone. Bailey struggled against the massive arm in her panic, pumping her legs
against the goon’s enormous strength. The goon let her struggle for a second then
tossed her back into the chamber like a doll. She sprawled on the floor and
covered her head with her arms, trying to make them swallow her up. She wailed
in fear like an animal.


“Leave us alone, you bastards!” Mary yelled at the top of her
lungs. “Just leave us alone!”


Phil wished that for just ten seconds he could have his .40
caliber Smith with a full magazine, in his hand. He wanted it so bad he could
feel the weapon’s phantom weight. He could drop them all in just that
ten-second time span.


Bailey balled up and continued to whimper. Mary scooted over and
laid her body over Bailey’s as a cover.


“You have caused pain,” the alien croaked.


It was the first time Phil had ever heard one speak English; and,
in spite of the rasping undertone, the syllables were quite clear. The comment
was ludicrous, and Phil laughed out loud at it.


“Good one!” he said. “That’s good. We’ve caused you pain. What a joke!”


Mary joined in, it was difficult to tell whether she was laughing
or crying.


“You’ve tortured thousands of us, killed us! You plan to kill
every last one of us—and we’ve caused you pain! What a joke!”


Bailey continued to whimper and squirm.


“You are not important,” the alien said. “The planet has many. You
are one.”


The alien stepped aside and the goons came in. When the shadow of
the big one fell on Bailey, she let out a high pitched whine and drew up
tighter. Mary stared up defiantly and wide eyed at it like a bitch defending
her pup.


“In the shallow seas of my home world lives an organism with no
life of its own,” the alien recounted once again. “It takes from others the
life it needs and returns only pain. We call the organism . . .” the sound of
dry leaves followed” . . . it requires little nourishment and can live on an
organism with your mass for many thousands of your years. We reserve the use of
this parasite for those that offend us, as you have done.”


The sobbing and whining had stopped, leaving only the low moaning
sound of those already damned.


The big goon reached down and pulled Mary up by the arm.


“Let go of me!” she screamed at it and kicked and whacked at it
with her fists. “Let the fuck go! Leave me the fuck alone!”


When Phil moved up to grab the goon, he was greeted with a sharp
sting to his side, just under his ribs that sent him to the floor.  His face twisted in a silent scream. He
turned and saw the long extended index finger of the alien, and its pointed tip
through the red light of scalding pain.


The goon lifted the kicking and screaming Mary and carried her in
a bear hug to an unoccupied pedestal. It sat her down on it and the tendrils
sprang to life, cementing her to it as if they’d grown around her.


The smaller goon moved into the chamber, the containers nested in
its huge arms glistened like evil fruit. Through the translucent walls, Mary
could see sloshing fluid and ominous shapes afloat in it.


“Stop,
please, stop!” Mary wailed. “Please
stop!”


The sounds from the captive gushed into the mind of the smaller goon
and memories of fists and pain and the taste of blood on loosened teeth sprang
from some forgotten corner of her psyche like weeds. When the larger goon
turned, the smaller one saw the pattern of tattoos on its arms and the word
“Buddy” tried to form in a small lump of brain tissue that was still human.


“Stop.
Please. Stop. Oh, God stop,” Mary pleaded.


The sound of Bailey’s whimpering rained on the goon’s memories and
fed them, gave them form and life. As the rage built, the goon felt the
strength in its arms and legs as if for the first time.


The witch removed the top from one of the containers and reaching
in, pulled the spherical mass out, its wet tendrils hanging limp. It moved the
parasite toward Mary’s head. Mary leaned back from it as far as physically
possible.


“Ohhhhh
God . . .  ”


The big goon clamped its hand around the back of Mary’s neck to
hold her still.


The smaller goon felt it as if the captive’s neck was its own.


It dropped the containers and they smashed open with a crash,
sending water and the remaining organisms sliding across the floor. It reached
out and slapped the parasite out of the witch’s hand, sending it flying across
the chamber.


The alpha alien was surprised and puzzled. It turned on the goon
with its finger-sting bared.


The goon snatched the entire bony hand with its own and bent it
backwards like so much straw. The alien screamed in a long mew-like scream.
Phil, getting his strength back, kicked out in a sweep at the witch’s thin
legs, and tumbled it to the floor.


The big goon lashed out with his enormous fist and hit the
smaller’s head, snapping it backwards. The smaller struck with a closed fist
nearly as hammer-like, stunning the larger. The two of them stood there
flailing at each other’s heads with their huge fists, roaring with each blow.


Phil was on the alien in a heart-beat, pinning the ruined hand to
the floor with his knee and sending his own fist into the thing’s midsection
several times. He felt brittle ribs under the loose skin with each punch.


“Kill it, Phil!” Mary said. “Kick it to death!”


Phil started to do just that, sending his booted foot into the
alien’s head and neck in rapid succession.


The big goon grabbed the smaller around the head and wrestled it
to the floor. Holding it down with its superior weight, it punched its
adversary repeatedly in the face with the sound of a sledgehammer against a
side of beef. It soon had the smaller subdued, sitting astride it, bringing its
hands down on its head with massive hammer blows, clearly trying to crush the
smaller’s head.


Phil moved to Mary’s position and started to pull at the
restraining tendrils with both hands. “Bailey! Help me!” he yelled.


Bailey had drawn up into a catatonic knot against one wall, but
seeing Phil fighting to free Mary shocked her out of it. She scrabbled over and
forced her hands under the tendrils, tugging at them with all her strength. The
pencil-thin ropes were tough and would scarcely come loose, let alone break
free.


Phil had a handful almost worked loose when the big goon’s fist
hit his face like a club, sending him over backwards.


Bailey screeched and scooted away from the big bastard before it
could hit her, too.


Phil raised up in a stupor and looked over at the smaller goon. It
was lying flat on its back, motionless. Their brief ally had been beaten
senseless by the larger. Phil tried to get up but felt his legs and arms give
way like putty.


The goon reached down and picked up one of the parasites by the
spherical body and lifted it, tendrils dangling, toward Mary’s head.


“No . .
.”


There was a sound like a loose guitar string being thrummed and
the goon stiffened. When he turned toward the open seam, Phil’s eyes focused
and saw Seseidi’s arrow stuck squarely in the thing’s back. Phil heard the
sound again, and the goon flinched for the second time, then dropped the
parasite with a splat, like the sound of a wet mop. When it turned back, its huge hands
were wrapped around the shaft of the arrow stuck in its neck just under its
chin.


The big bastard wobbled and fell like a massive tree, face down on
the witch. The crushing thump echoed through the chamber.


Phil looked at Seseidi, who was standing in the seam, smiled his
big white-toothed grin. He yammered something at Phil and waved at them to get out.


Phil didn’t understand a word, but he agreed about the getting out
part.


The smaller goon rose slowly up and as quick as a fly, Seseidi
readied another arrow and took aim at it, squatting partially on his haunches
at the ready.


“Wait!” Phil said, holding his hand up inches from the arrow’s
tip. Seseidi relaxed the tension on the bowstring but watched the goon with a
wary eye.


The goon crawled slowly over on its hands and knees to the
pedestal holding Mary and started to pull the tendrils off with its powerful
hands. The tough material came away like so much string breaking, popping and
snapping, the ends fluttering and writhing like headless snakes, sending thick
liquid in all directions. When she was able, Mary stood and tugged her leg free
of the last one herself with a deep grunt.


Exhausted now, the goon slumped to the floor and rolled on its
side. When Mary looked closer, she could see dark blood running from its ear
and sinus openings, evidence of deeper, and probably fatal, hemorrhage
inflicted by the brutal hammering.


Mary couldn’t explain it, but she knew it was so as surely as she
knew anything at all: this is a
female. And she had saved them all—for
the moment at least.


Mary gently touched the goon’s shoulder. She couldn’t see the
goon’s eyes, but she knew they were there. There was a sound, a single deep
sound that modulated up then down into the approximation of words. Mary
couldn’t make the words out, but she didn’t have to. She rested her hand on the
huge distorted face.


“Thank you, sister,” she said gently.


Seseidi yammered at them. Motioning them to go. He grabbed Bailey
by the arm and helped her to her feet.


“Bailey, move!” Phil barked, putting a fire under her. Bailey
started out of the chamber, darting after the retreating brown form of the Indian.


They ran down the tube, one after the other as fast as they could
go. Seseidi seemed to know exactly where he was going, zipping around corners
just within their sight.


“Where the hell is he taking us!” Phil yelled up.


“I don’t know,” Bailey yelled back. “I’m lost!”


They continued on, running from tube to tube, and Phil was finding
it hard to believe that the Indian could possibly have known where he was.


After minutes had passed, Phil was breathing heavily. “Stop!” he
yelled. “Stop goddamn it!”


Seseidi did, and they ran up on him, nearly stacking up one on the
next. When Phil got to his position, Seseidi was pointing excitedly forward.


Phil looked.


The Indian had led them to the central tube. There was the ship’s
spinal column running the length of it, fused to the floor. Looking down at it,
they could see that it ran the entire length of the ship. It terminated just a
few feet from their position where it ran down into the floor and disappeared.


“How did he know?” Mary asked puzzled.


“Good question,” Phil replied. “Some instinct maybe.”


“I know this spot,” Bailey said and pointed. “Gilbert’s chamber is
right up that tube to the right.”


Mary cast her gaze back down the tube in the opposite direction
where she knew the shuttles, and escape from this dark pit, lay.


Phil walked up to the nerve bundle and rested his hands on it.
There was energy coursing through it—tangible, tactile energy of some kind.


“This must be the point where it goes down to the head,” he said. 


“This is the point . . . where we kill it,” Bailey said, and
plucked an arrow out of Seseidi’s quiver. She hauled back to plunge it in.


“Hang on! Stop!” Phil said. “Not so fast.”


Phil did a quick count of the arrows in the Indian’s quiver then looked
at the woven basket still strung around the Indian’s neck. He wondered if there
was enough poison in the arrows to do the job. The frogs in the basket
represented a poison reserve if they needed it. He looked closer at the
enormous cable-like structure and tried to find some weakness, some point of
entry. He felt around with his hands on the rubbery surface of the individual
strands, each about as thick as his wrist. The entire bundle seemed to be made
up of identical strands. All were tightly wound, grown around each other like
vines.


 He had no clue.


“One arrow into each strand until we’re out of arrows,” he said
soberly. “If that doesn’t do it, we lose.”


Mary and Bailey nodded their heads. So did Seseidi—just to join
in.


Phil took out four arrows, leaving four more in the quiver. He
handed one arrow to each of them as if they were sacred relics, and they
received them in kind. When Bailey kissed hers with her eyes squished tight,
Seseidi did the same.


Phil vaulted over the bundle to work the far side. He chose a
strand near the top, placed the wired-on tip against it lightly, then raised
the shaft up to get a good angle on the plunge. He gripped the shaft with both
hands. Mary crossed her fingers and held them up for him to see.


He jabbed down hard and buried the tip.


They waited for something to happen.


Nothing did.


“Do yours,” Phil said to Mary.


Mary picked a strand, put the tip on it and plunged down. When the
tip was buried, she rocked the shaft to make even better contact. The point where
the tip went in leaked liquid. That was a good sign since it meant the fluid
would likely dissolve the dried poison off the tip.


They waited.


Nothing.


“Go,” he said to Bailey.


Bailey picked one down next to the floor, squatted and jabbed hers
in. Then she kicked the bundle for good measure. “Die!” she said.


Phil nodded to Seseidi who yammered and plunged at a convenient
strand. He pumped on the shaft with both arms until the very shaft of the
arrow followed the tip deep into the slit it made.


They waited.


They looked at each other and waited. Mary crossed the fingers of
both hands, closed her eyes tight and pressed them to her temples.


Bailey kicked it again. “Die, I said!”


Phil gestured with his hand for more arrows, and Seseidi gave one
more each to Phil and Bailey. When Phil wagged his hand for him to hand over
the other two, Seseidi shook his head.


Probably
a good idea, Phil thought. Keep some in reserve.


Bailey and Phil picked strands at random and plunged them in.
Bailey grunted like a ninja when she did hers.


With the arrows sticking out of the bundle like matador’s picks,
they waited. Mary continued to press her crossed fingers to her head, her eyes
pinched tight, wishing hard.


They waited, and Bailey started to cry like a frustrated baby. She
kicked it again. “Die! you . . . you . . . die! You just die!”


Seseidi yammered softly and sat down with his legs crossed.


Well, Phil thought solemnly. It wasn’t like they ever really had a chance. This is an alien animal
modified for space travel after all. The idea of using a few milligrams of
frog poison to defeat it is pretty lame.


He licked and sucked his lips and weighed the only option.


His eyes drifted from Mary who hadn’t moved, to Bailey, then to
the remaining arrows in the quiver. Just two left.


Then to the woven basket.


His hand felt for his belt buckle.


He could strangle the Indian then use the remaining two arrows on
the women. After that he’d physically destroy the brains of all three so they
couldn’t possibly be reanimated. He wouldn’t like doing it. Doing himself
wouldn’t be a problem; he’d just put one of the frogs in his mouth, chomp down
a few times and swallow. That would do better than any manufactured drug and
all that poison would probably prevent any future recall of his own
consciousness as well.


He hoped the Indian would go peacefully, he looked like a tough
little monkey.


When Mary opened her eyes, she saw Phil standing on the other side
of the bundle with a frozen look. She read his mind; and when she saw his hand
on his belt, she forced herself to smile, then closed her eyes and nodded her
head slowly. Somewhere, she heard Bailey’s soft crying, and she reached out as
if blind and drew Bailey close to her, holding her head against her own.


A soft movement of air went over them like a sigh and brushed
against Mary’s face like a caress as it passed. Her eyes popped open.


“What was that?”


“The wind,” Phil said lifting his head to sense it.


“I’ve been here for months. There is no wind. Something’s
happening.”


The next gust of air was stronger and was accompanied by a distant
sound like a roar coming from the forward section of the ship.


“Now that was promising,” Phil said. He reached over and wiggled
one of the arrows, jabbing it in a little more with his palm on the end.


The nail of Bailey’s forefinger found her mouth, and she grinned
against it. “Die,” she said under her breath.


There was a low-pitched sound that started low and distant, then
grew louder and louder like an approaching freight train. The air began to move
steadily past them as the sound grew, just rippling hair and shirts at first.


The sudden blast of air from the rear of the ship hit them like
something solid and tore violently at them. Mary tightened her grip on Bailey
and forced her to the floor. They all grabbed at the strands on the bundle.


Bailey
was ecstatic. “We did it!” she yelled over the sound. “We did it! We killed it! We fucked it!”


Phil wasn’t so sure, but the sudden evacuation of air could only mean
that the ship’s hull had been breached in some way, but maybe not from any
action of theirs. For all they knew, this could be a normal, scheduled event
they just hadn’t seen before.  His guts,
however, told him Bailey was right, and he grinned like a kid.


Mary clawed her way up and leaned over the bundle, clutching it
tight to keep herself oriented. “Phil! We’ve done it!” she yelled. “We could
still get away! We could still get out!”


Phil was crouching against the wind, his hair mashed flat by the
almost solid wall of air. He looked down the tube to the end where it
terminated as just a speck of light in the distance. The shuttle bay was there.
He felt his shirt pocket and discovered that he still had the envelope with
the copper wire straws in it.


Mary was right. With any luck, they’d done their absolute worst.
It was the perfect hit. They’d caused some unknown, massive seam to open
unexpectedly. The ship hadn’t exploded or all the tubes hadn’t convulsed and
clamped shut on the occupants. There was nothing more to do—nothing to do but
get out alive.


“Go!” he
yelled.


They pressed against the wind, and moved bent forward toward the
shuttle bay.


They’d only gone about a hundred yards when something stung Phil’s
forehead. He nearly panicked when it hit but he reached up and felt only a
stinging welt, not an alien burr. He was looking down as much as possible,
trying to keep his eyes out of the searing wind. He saw just a couple at first,
then dozens whizzing by his feet and smacking into his shoes and shins. Soon
the objects were flying by like hail going sideways, smacking his thighs, face
and the top of his lowered head. He heard Mary and Bailey crying out in
high-pitched peels as the objects smacked into them. Bare-chested, Seseidi was
taking the worst of it. Phil wasn’t sure what the objects were until he saw the
first oval canister roll past at about forty miles per hour, then he laughed
out loud and didn’t give a shit if the damn things killed him.


The flying objects were wasp larvae.


The escaping air must have ripped through the storerooms, carrying
canisters with it, breaking them open. The group tumbled and raced for an
unseen exit somewhere forward.


Phil stopped, turned around in the wind, held his arms out and let
the pupae pelt him.


“It’s the
larve!” he bellowed. “Fuck ‘em! Fuck ‘em all!”


Mary and Bailey whooped with joy and swished at the flying pupae
with their hands. Bailey jumped up and down in the maelstrom, barely keeping
her balance in the wind. “We
fucked it up good! Really good!” she
yelled.


The side tubes seemed to be the source of the escaping air, not
the main tube itself. Each time they passed an opening, the pressure from it
forced them into the nerve bundle. Phil looked ahead and could see the source
of the brown hail. It was streaming in from the side tubes, sliding neatly
like blowing sand along the cove of the openings. As the objects came into the
main tube, the wind tumbled them, raised them up and made them airborne. The
stream was getting heavier by the second. The first canisters—and ragged shards
of canisters—rolled into the tube, tumbled, then became missiles, bouncing and blonging down the
tube at them. Like the pupae, just a few at first then ten, then a hundred from
each side. Most were staying just a few feet off the floor, but not all. The
first one flew past him at head level. He looked around to find some sheltering
depression, but the walls of this section of the tube were smooth.


“Get off the floor!” Mary yelled. “Hurry! Cover your head!”


He jumped up on the bundle and lying facing forward, covered his
head with his arms. The others took his lead and did the same. Mary looked and
saw the canisters and pieces flying and tumbling toward them like a cloud of
metal footballs. She buried her face in her arms and felt every muscle in her
body tighten.


Phil could hear the canisters whooshing past in
fast succession, clanging hollow off each other. Then one whacked his hand
sending a pulse of pain up his arm and making him groan. The next one glanced
off his elbow with a sound of an empty bottle hitting wood. He tried to make
himself a smaller target by tightening the grip on his head. At least he was
protecting the others from the brunt of the onslaught.


The pupae were flying past now by the millions, mixed in with the
canisters, peppering his hands and arms, hissing by like hard snow. He wondered
how many of them had been grown on his flesh. They were hateful things, painful
in birth, painful in life and, now, even painful in death. He hoped that the
inert little fuckers had enough awareness in them to feel the pain when the
vacuum of space split their asses right open.


A canister or piece of one plonked off his
head in the space between his hands causing a flash of light in his head. He
grimaced.


The maelstrom finally slowed to just an occasional whirr and whoosh of a
canister and a smack now and then from a flying pupae. Phil raised his head
into the wind and saw that the air ahead was relatively free of the flying
missiles. He looked at his hands and arms and winced at the welts and deep
contusions on them. He felt at the lump on his head and his fingertips came
away red with blood. Bailey was at his feet, still hunkered down and the Indian
was nursing a nasty cut on his arm. Mary was looking back at him, squinting
against the wind, her hair streaking straight back. Everyone was still intact.


“It’s clear enough!” he yelled over the wind. “Move!”


They dismounted the nerve bundle and trotted off, leaning into
the wind with each thrust of their legs, the wind pulling at their clothes.


It took a good ten minutes to cover the distance from where they
started to the shuttle bay. The wind seemed to get weaker as they approached
the end of the ship, and Phil wondered if it was because they were farther
from the opening or because the air was getting thinner. They were exhausted
and thankful that the air near the shuttle bay was moving more like a breeze
than a hurricane.


They were no more than one hundred feet from the opening when
Seseidi, now far in the lead, stopped, then crouched and crabbed his way back
to them. When he reached the others, he pushed them back into a depression in
the wall of the tube, yammering urgently.


Phil leaned out around the edge of the tube wall and was able to
see the movements of at least two goons in the shuttle bay. They were carrying
enormous net bags full of alien stuff toward the shuttles in the air lock.
Beyond them, he could see the rat-like movements of dozens of aliens,
clamoring, scurrying.


He’d expected as much.


“What’s are they doing?” Bailey whispered.


“Abandoning ship. They’re taking what they can and loading it into
the shuttles.”


“Cool,” Bailey said.


The aliens must have taken a completely different, perhaps an
emergency route to the shuttles, which explained why they hadn’t run into any
of them on the way. The longer he watched, the clearer it became that there was
a sense of quick order or almost drill-like quality to the movements he could
see. There was even a feeling of neatness about the net bags, as if they’d been
pre-packed. One of the big bastards was carrying a net sack filled with the
shiny gray canisters. There was no telling what else they’d loaded.


They watched the scurrying forms of the aliens and felt joy, a joy
they could scarcely contain. The fine and noble feeling of revenge filled their
cups to overflowing.


“Good riddance,” Bailey said.


“Good riddance, cocksuckers,” Mary added. “I hope you crash and
burn.”


“Adios, bastards,” Phil said.


Yammering softly in his own tongue, Seseidi told the evil spirits
that they could never rest as long as there were warriors like these to chase
them.


“Now what?” Mary asked.


“Keep your fingers crossed,” Phil replied. “Let’s hope they leave
us a shuttle, too.”


Phil thought about the wire straws in his pocket. One of their
party would soon be attached to the control panel and wouldn’t be needing a
lift home.


They waited until there was no more visible activity then Seseidi
volunteered himself and crawled up on his belly to get a better look.


He snaked his way up to the large opening and peeked in. From
there he could see the entire facility. He scanned it from left to right, then
craned his neck around—and just to be sure, took a look at the high ceiling,
too. He didn’t trust these spirits at all.


He saw nothing; the monsters were gone. Behind the big glass wall,
he could see two of the huge dragons the spirits flew in. He stood up and waved
the others forward.


On the way to the opening, Phil suddenly found himself short of
breath.


“It’s hard to breathe,” Mary said.


“Me, too,” Bailey said, but she spun like a ballerina with her
arms open wide in the big empty chamber. “They’re gone. The nasty bastards are
gone.” She closed her eyes and spun blissfully for a moment.


Phil reached in his pocket and lifted out the little folded paper
envelope. In spite of its nondescript, papery nothingness, it felt like
something evil to him.


Mary eyed the envelope cautiously as if it might fly out of his
hand and bite her.


Bailey saw Mary’s concerned look.


“What’s that?” she asked.


Mary explained the problem of the control panel to her and how
they’d proposed to solve it. Bailey’s joyful look faded completely.


“Oh,” she said near the end of it. The nail of her forefinger went
in her mouth.


It didn’t occur to Phil until he’d unfolded the paper that the
problem of operating the airlock must have confronted the aliens as well. The
airlock could only be operated from the panel—and it couldn’t operate itself.


“There’s a goon left on board—probably close by,” he said
matter-of-factly.


He looked around as if the goon was right behind him and sure
enough, there it was in the opening.


Bailey saw it at the same time and let out a yip.


Phil’s heart went into high gear before he realized the little
goon in the opening was in fact Ned.


“Looks like you made a mess out of this outfit, eh?” Ned called
out weakly. He took a step or two toward them and fell down like a heavy sack.


When they got over to him, Mary saw the red and discolored
bandage covering his wound. The sickly sweet smell of it told the rest of the
story.


“Christ, Ned . . .” she said.


“Pretty tough customer, eh?” he said.


“I’ll say you are,” Bailey said, trying to act cheerful.


Mary lifted his head up onto her knee. His face was the color of
straw.


“I thought I might . . . you know . . . help you guys out,” he
said.


An autonomic response, the selfish one that keeps the human
organism alive, passed between Phil and Mary as they exchanged looks.


Ned could operate the control panel.


Mary’s equally human conscience warmed the cold response with
compassion.


“The most you’re going to do is rest here until we get the airlock
working. Then you’re going home with us.”


“No way lady,” Ned replied. His voice was stronger than she’d
expected. “I’ve got maybe an hour before I’m dead. The rest of you have a
chance. You can make it. I can’t. You know that, Mary. I’ll be dead before we
get down.”


“Ned . . .”


“It’s not open to discussion,” he said. “You guys help me to my
feet and attach me to the control thing. Let’s go.” He started to get up.


Phil put his hand on his chest and their eyes locked.


“It’s okay, eh. It’s okay. This is my choice. Not yours.”


Phil studied his face a moment longer. He wanted to be sure, as
sure as he could be, that Ned was in control of his senses. If he’d thought it
was the poison in his system talking, he wouldn’t have let the man get up.


“I know what I’m doing, Phil.”


Mary’s conscience wasn’t going to give ground quite so easily.
“No,” she said flatly. “He’ll stay right here until we can carry him on board.
He’s sick. He’s disqualified for the duty. He’s on R and R, or something. No.”


Suddenly, Ned grabbed Phil around the neck and pulled him down close.
With his mouth close to Phil’s ear, he whispered something the others couldn’t
hear. It took a minute, then he let go and sagged back down.


Phil turned to Mary. “Help him up,” he said. “He’s got a job to
do.”


Phil walked away a few steps then wagged his finger at Mary.


“No. Leave him where he is—and don’t wag your finger at me,” she
said getting up and coming over. They moved a little further out of earshot.


“What did he say to you?” Mary asked up close, challenging Phil.
“Some macho crap only the boys understand? Was that it?”


“No. He just said his dying wish would be to help his friends.”


“He’s sick!”


“Look,” Phil said impatiently, “We’re running out of time. He
draws a straw then, just like the rest of us.”


Mary thought it over. Along with her conscience, her sense of
survival was alive and well.


“Okay. Fine. He draws a straw.”


Working quickly, Phil pulled out the envelope and unfolded it. He
picked up one of the shorter straws with his nails and cut it not quite in two
by working it back and forth, then did it again. Now he had five wires. He
arranged them in his hand and walked over. Before he could stop her, Mary
reached right out and plucked one of the straws, a long one, out of his
fingers. She looked at Phil and tried to read whether she’d just drawn the
short straw.


Phil just glared at her. Then he bent down and let Ned draw. Ned
hesitated, then drew one out, a very short one.


Phil slowly unfurled his fingers, revealing nothing but longer
wires.


Bailey just turned away. Mary blinked once or twice and tossed her
wire down.


“Help me up now, goddamn it,” Ned said, struggling to get up.
“We’ve wasted enough time.”


Working in unison, they pulled the big man up on his feet and
helped him over to the control panel. The effort in the thin air exhausted all
of them.


“What do I do?” Ned asked.


Talking fast, Mary explained it. Ned listened and nodded as she
went over how the system had to be cycled before the seams could be activated.


“Ready?” she asked.


Ned nodded silently then reached out and placed his hand on the
structure that opened the vents inside the airlock. There was a sudden sound of
rushing air.


“Cool,” Bailey said.


When the air inside the lock had been evacuated, Ned reached up
and placed his big hand on the mud-red ball in the center of the tangle of
roots. His face pained further.


“It’ll sting a little before it grabs you,” she said, just as the
roots wrapped his arm.


He really grimaced, his mouth forming into a silent oh


“There’s the probe . . .” he managed to say.


“That’s the worst of it,” she said. “Can you open the space hole?”


Ned looked over at the shuttles and a bright star-shaped pattern
of light formed on the ceiling as the space hole opened wide.


When Phil looked back over at Ned, he was smiling.


“I don’t feel so dead anymore,” he said.


“Okay, close the hole,” Mary said.


“You bet.”


The hole slowly closed, pinching off the bright, clean light from
the planet below.


“Open the seams, Ned,” she said firmly. She could sense that Ned
was in that euphoric state caused by union with the mechanism.


The seams on both sides of the enormous, translucent plate bloomed
open, and Mary felt an odd mix of elation and sadness. There were two remaining
shuttles, each brown and gleaming. One of them would carry them home. But Ned
was now undeniably the odd man out. He’d be glued to the control panel while
they were on their way home. She looked at Phil with an imploring look. Phil
saw the look, but there were some things you just couldn’t change. When Ned had
pulled Phil close, he had told him to put the short straw on his left so he
could deliberately pick it.


“Get moving!” Phil barked at her.


Bailey started for the shuttles with a war-whoop, running with
her legs extra-high. Seseidi sprinted after her. Mary touched Ned’s arm, then
with a last look into his eyes, turned and ran toward the airlock.


Phil reached out and took Ned’s free left hand with both of his
and shook it firmly. “Adios,” he said.


Phil turned and ran for the air lock.


“So long,” Ned said after him.


The two perfectly formed depressions on either side of the hold
were empty. Bailey and the Indian jumped down into the containment pit, and
Bailey stretched the netting over the top and hooked it into place. She was
moving so fast, Phil wondered if he was watching her in fast-motion.


“We don’t wanna fall out, do we? Okay, I’m ready!” she yapped.
“Ready to go!” She grabbed the Indian and gave him a quick hug. Seseidi just
smiled. “He’s ready! Hit it!” Bailey said.


The odd, organic wall with its two groups of biotic connectors
looked bizarre but not exactly menacing, especially for Mary who knew what to
expect when she made contact with the connectors.


“Are you sure this will work?” Phil asked.


“No, I’m not,” she replied “Let’s just say it probably will.”
She left him standing there on one leg and started to take her clothes off.


“What are you doing?”


“Getting naked. The goons are naked when they attach, so we should
be, too. Besides, I don’t know what effect clothes might have on the
connection. They might even prevent it.” The idea of letting those peculiar
organisms wrap him up with their tentacles and put their wire-like probes in
his body and into his head was bad enough on its surface. The idea of doing so
stark naked was almost unendurable. He watched blankly from a distance as Mary
kicked off her pants.


“C’mon soldier,” she said, now totally nude. “You can handle it.”


“Christ . . .” he said and started to unbutton his shirt.


“I’m not sure how to do this,” Mary said, standing in front of her
section. “I guess we just do it.” She saw something. “Oh! Those are foot
holes—of course.”


She squatted down and looked into the depressions where their feet
would go. In spite of her nakedness, she looked as if she were examining a
piece of broken machinery.


Mary considered the wall for a moment longer, her arms crossed
over her breasts.


“Maybe I should click my heels three times,” she said. She waited
just a moment more. “Well, here goes.”


Mary stepped into the foot holes and slowly leaned into the panel
until her naked body was posed just inches away from the tangled forms of the
connectors. The fit wouldn’t be perfect, since the layout was designed for a
larger physique, but all of the connectors would contact her flesh nonetheless.
She looked over at Phil and lowered herself down on the organisms. When her
body was in contact, she craned her neck out as far as possible and pressed
her forehead against the root ball placed there for that singular purpose.


Mary’s body stiffened and Phil thought he heard a muffled moan—one not
entirely painful. Suddenly, the formless, tangled mass of tendrils came to life
like a thousand snakes and swaddled themselves around her arms, her back, her
legs and head in neat flowing patterns like the grain in wood.


Then nothing.


He didn’t know what to expect, but hadn’t expected nothing. He
assumed she was still alive, and hopped over closer to see if she was breathing
and to his relief, he could see her scarred back swelling out against the tendrils
in an easy rhythm.


 “Okay, fuck it . . .” Phil
said with resignation.


He leaned forward, stretched out and flopped down on the mass of
tendrils, his forehead bumping squarely into the red ball of the head
connector. The mass of tendrils felt just like he thought they would; like
cool, soft rope. A moment later he felt the snake-like tendrils flail at him
and slide over him then encase him, bonding him tight to the living wall of the
vessel.


There was warmth approaching heat in his arms and legs and his body
bristled against it. There was sharp pain in a dozen places and the stiff feel
of penetrating wire in his arms, abdomen and feet. The last probe pierced his
forehead causing a tight knot of momentary pain between his eyes. He clenched
his teeth. He could hear the probe sliding though bone.


The airlock bloomed into sharp relief before his eyes. The image
was so bright and crisp he could make out the smallest imperfections on its
walls—all of its walls. He’d expected the creature’s compound eyes to render a
multi-faceted image. Instead, his field of view took in the entire air lock as
one image with no edges, no dividing line left to right. He could even see Ned
behind the separator, welded to the control panel. Without trying, he could
make out the details in Ned’s bandage and the wet seepage that permeated it. It
was as if he was watching the entire scene on a panoramic screen and by
shifting awareness from place to place within it, his eye within eyes could see
any detail if he so willed. When he shifted awareness to Ned’s face, Ned was
looking at him with a grin, not at the shuttle.


His body didn’t feel forty feet long and fifteen feet high.  If anything it felt somewhat smaller than
before, tighter and neater, well defined and contained.


There was a voice in his head, perfect in fidelity, clear and cool
like spring water.


“Boo,” Mary said. The laughter that followed swept around him like
cool silk in a summer breeze.


“Well, how about this?” she said. “We’re no longer human,
Phil—we’re a godamned bug!”


She had that same giddiness he’d seen when she was bonded to the
control panel. There was a euphoric of some kind at work, perhaps a chemical.
He was feeling the silliness himself; a growing and carefree—and inappropriate
joyfulness. He sensed a danger in it, a losing of one’s self to it that was
unsettling, and he fought to keep it under control.


There was a brief sound of the fine probe chattering slowly
through bone again and he suddenly felt Mary’s entire body, as if he had
somehow covered her like warm rubber. He could feel her breasts and thighs and
the muscles in her face in sharp relief like he was running his entire body
over some raised map. He swirled himself over her effortlessly, smoothly like a
form-fitting mist going from head to foot.


“Wow. Yumsters . . .” she said and caressed his mind with
laughter. “I like it.”


He was her skin and the lover of it at the same time.


“Ooooooo ” she said.


Something was wrong, he was being pulled in by something, losing
himself to something. The sensation of being something, someone other than one’s self
was centered, like a seed, deep in his libido and was sprouting out of control.
He felt Mary’s mouth and tongue on his body, not as a sexual kiss, but as a
devouring force. Beneath the ringing, excited laughter was a frantic need to
possess, to have him, to be him. He felt her body wrap around his like a moist cloak and suck
at his loins with savage recklessness. His newly gained crisp edges dissolved
under her wet mouth.


“Stop . . .” he said.


Her voice, which a moment before rang with innocence, now growled
at his resistance. He felt his body opening like a melon under the force of her
primal contact.


She squirmed into him like an eel at the base of his spine,
insinuating herself around his organs and flowing up and up and out into his
limbs and breast with open-mouthed abandon.


“Get out . . .” he breathed. “Mary get out . . . ”


“Don’t you like it?” she hissed and stiffened and flexed and pushed
deeper. It was as if she’d squeezed his very libido between her wet lips and
he dripped with the pleasure of it.


She forced herself deeper, twisting and turning, and he felt her
slick, swollen veins pulsing inside him. He wanted to moan but could only
breathe in with a slow, endless gasp of pure and lascivious delight.


He had to gain control. He had to somehow loosen her grip. If he
didn’t, he was sure they would remain so bonded until they died from the
pleasure of it. 


“You’re killing us . . . ”


There was a growl deep from her breast. and she twisted, sending a
pulse of pleasure through him and down his abdomen.


“Mary, you’re killing us . . . ”


He tried to will the connector to release his head, but Mary was
too much in control. It had been her who sent the probe deeper into his brain,
down into the primal mid-brain, enabling this lewd bonding in the first place.


A peel of guttural laughter was the prelude to the thrust that
followed. It hurt.


That’s
enough.


“Stop!”


By focusing on it, he could still make contact with his physical
body. He willed the unattended connector holding his left arm to release,
stretched out his hand, groped around and found the back of her neck under the
mass of tendrils surrounding her head.


He squeezed.


A gasp of pain rang in his head.


“Owwwwww ”


“Then get out. You’ll kill us.”


He felt her squirm in his groin. He willed the pleasure to cease
and transmuted it into his grandmother’s dry, sexless touch.


He squeezed again, harder.


“You’re hurting me!” she said.


“Then get out, goddamn it!” he yelled. “Get the fuck out or I’ll
crush your neck!”


There was a whimper and a sniffle like the sound of a disappointed
little girl—a schizophrenic little girl.


“It feels so good. ”


“Yes it
does. But you have to stop now. We have to go home. You have to make us go
home. Do you understand?” 


“Yes . .
. ”


“Then get out.”


There was a sound of probe against bone and the sensation of Mary being in his body
ceased.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


“Yeah,” she said. “I’m all right. Are you?”


“Listen to me. This thing, these connectors, are dangerous. More
dangerous than any drug.”


“I know.”


“You’re the pilot, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Then . .
. be that. Let’s go. Signal Ned to open the hole.” 


There was
the sound of rushing air that faded to nothing, and he was aware of the vacuum
around him as a slight outward swelling and tightening of his hard skin.


When the port opened, the bright light flooding the chamber
turned it from dull brown to crystalline blue.


“I’m gonna let go of the ship now,” Mary said. “Are you ready?”


He took the fact that she was concerned with his well-being as a
good sign.


“Ready when you are,” he said.


There as a sudden lightness, a quickening that flowed through his body, reducing its mass to nothing
at all, and they drifted up from the connectors in the airlock as easily as a
skate off the ocean floor.


“We’re airborne . . .” he said with surprise.


“Weeeee ” she said.


They glided over the open hole and there was a sudden gain in
weight that pulled them down through it.


The earth loomed under them in razor-sharp relief. He thought he
could make out individual roads and structures on the globe below. Before he
tossed off that notion as ridiculous, he realized that he really could make
them out.


Adrift a thousand yards below the ship, he could finally make it
out in all of its hideous splendor. The ship looked more like a corpse than a
living thing; its surface mottled light and dark like a diseased leg. Swollen
bands ran its length in grotesque regularity. He could see the appendages Linda
had mentioned sticking out at right angles from the bloated form; shrunken and
useless extremities. There was a sense of great and infirm age about it.


Phil could see in it the horror of a sentient being captive to
the alien’s will. The head hung down from the anterior end of the ship on a
long neck like a sick giraffe. The mouth was splayed open and the edges of it
were torn and frayed. A silent cloud of debris spewed out of it and was
floating like dust around the end of the ship.


The frog’s poison had caused the mouth to peel open, probably
short-circuiting some alien-installed inhibitor to prevent just that. The
breech in the ship had occurred when the animal opened its mouth to roar its
pain and hate.


It was screaming still, the head twisting and writhing, fanning
the debris back and forth in a thin spray as the creature vomited into the
void. Soon it would surely die, and become a freeze-dried husk adrift in space,
better off by far than it was.


With his new eyes, Phil could see that much of the stuff adrift
around the ship was pupae. He could clearly make out the bodies of at least a
dozen witches in the flotsam as well. As he watched, a single, finger-long
capsule drifted straight at them, its casing split open down the middle,
revealing the immature wasp within. A thin string of fluid trailed behind it.
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Linda locked and bolted the cabin door then propped the heavy oak
chair up under the doorknob. She’d closed and latched the windows and drawn all
the curtains but left just a sliver of space on each to see through if she had
to. She’d been in the cabin for three days now, coming out to amble around and
look and hope and cry only when the sun was high and the comforting calls of
quail or the random squawking of a scrub jay told her that the area was
intruder free. She was constantly armed with pistol and shotgun, never leaving
the pistol unholstered, or the shotgun further than an arm’s length away. At
night she slept with the shotgun lying along her right leg. So barricaded and
armed, she would wait until she was sure there was nothing more to wait for.


She’d tried to estimate the odds in Phil’s favor and then given up
immediately. The senseless algorithms she’d conjured made her sigh and shake
her head at the futility of trying to guess the odds of such an outlandish
thing. Besides, she knew what the odds were without benefit of mathematics. The
odds were slim to none.


Nonetheless, she would not give up hope. And as long as there was
a mere sliver of it left, she would persist in her vigilance. She would not
give up her watch until that something in her heart clicked off in response to the utter hopelessness of
Phil’s return. Be it a month, or a year or several years longer she would keep
watch. As long as her heart held out hope, the sentinel in her would persevere.


She put the shotgun down lengthwise on the bed, stripped off her
boots and lay down on the bed next to it. This was the bed they had spent many
blissful country mornings in, listening to the faint call of the chaparral’s
song birds in the morning’s slant light or savoring the soft hiss and moan of
the evening breeze through the pine tree just outside.


Getting to sleep was difficult and had been for some time. When
she tried, her thoughts invariably went to Phil; and when they did, a pain
would come to her midsection and she would sometimes yield to it and twist
tight into a knot, her arms wrapped around her knees. But tonight she resisted
and lay, eyes open, feeling the pain of a grief without benefit of closure and
prayed for it to end. Her hand rested on her womb as it had a hundred times in
the last few days. At least
I have you, she thought. At least I have you.


Finally, hours later, she dozed off.


 


*  *  *


 


The deep bass note reverberated through the bones in her head and,
at first, she was certain she was dreaming it. When she bent up out of bed,
strained awake and still aware of the sound, the sense of danger was palpable.
She drew the shotgun closer to her and slipped on her boots. By the time she
got to the front door and peeked through the slit in the curtains, the only
sound she heard was the pounding of her heart in her ears.


Linda moved quietly from window to window, looking out and skyward
for the source of the sound. Seeing nothing out the back or side windows, she
returned to the front door and looked again. The full moon illuminated the
rolling landscape with its gray and ghost-like cast. She strained to see farther
down the road leading to the cabin. Shapes of boulders and clumps of juniper
and sage lined the road as it bent down around the hill. As she watched, heart
racing, a gray and shadowy little shape near the end of the road seemed to
shift and move. She felt her mouth fill with cotton.


As the shape continued to morph, she could make out the
unmistakable movement of what appeared to be legs, but the shape seemed to
shift larger to smaller and she couldn’t make sense out of the shape. Suddenly,
all the talk from Phil about the way the aliens mixed and matched parts and
combined them into new physiologies came into sharp relief in her mind. She was
sure that she was seeing precisely one of those abominations. She jammed the
muzzle of the shotgun against the glass, put her shoulder against the stock,
leaned in and pushed out the pane. The glass broke with a crunch, and the
shards fell out onto the wood porch with a crash. Her thumb found the safety on
the shotgun and clicked it off.


She could see the shape moving with its multiple legs straight at
the cabin. A moment later, she was able to make out that the shape wasn’t a
single entity but simply a cluster of people walking, and she felt a surge of
relief.  She unlatched the door, moved
the chair out of the way and then grabbed the flashlight from the table next to
the door. She went outside, shotgun at the ready, clicked the powerful light on
and pointed it down the road.


The cluster of people gazed back into the light. There were four
of them, but the only one Linda Purdy saw was Phil. She cried out his name.


 


*  *  *


 


Phil was leaning against the shower wall with his arms straight
out letting the water beat down on his neck and back, his eyes closed as if
sleeping in the steaming spray. Linda could see the incredible network of fine
scars on his body. Not one square inch seemed devoid of thin, straight and red
scars. Some were bright red, others paler; some short, some longer. She reached
into the shower and lightly touched his shoulder as if to soothe the pain she
was sure had once enraged that spot. Startled at the touch, he opened his eyes.



“How long have I been gone?” he asked, his eyes drifting closed
again.


“Twenty one days,” she said drying a tear. “But who counted?”


 


*  *  *


 


Dressed in some of Linda’s spare clothing, Mary and Bailey
spooned together on the large sofa, their eyes open and distant. The Indian
was dressed in a pair of Phil’s shorts, three sizes too large, and sat on the
rug with the same distant expression. Phil walked out of the bedroom and sat
down heavily in the Morris chair. Linda sat at his feet and wrapped her arms
around his legs. No one made a sound for many minutes. Finally, Bailey began to
whimper; and when the whimpering changed to crying, Mary held her closer and gently
whispered to her and stroked her hair. When Linda looked at Phil, he was
covering his eyes with one hand. She was sure no therapy existed for their particular
malady.


 


*  *  *


 


The next morning while the others slept, Linda, still armed and
vigilant, found Bailey sitting in the warm sun on the porch, sipping coffee
from a large white mug, her knees drawn up tight. Linda sat down next to her
with own cup, took a sip and looked over at Bailey with a kind smile. Linda had
seen the strange physical modifications on Bailey’s arms, legs and hands the
night before. She could see a large sucker on the palm of one hand and wondered
if such a thing might be able to be removed surgically. The idea that such a
thing could have been attached the same way was unfathomable to her.


“Good morning,” Linda said.


“We killed the ship, you know,” Bailey said flatly. “We killed
it.”


“I know,” Linda said. “Phil explained it all last night.”


“I’m glad we killed it,” Bailey said. “But some of them escaped.
I wish we had killed them all. I would have killed them all if I could have. I
would have murdered them all with a hammer, or burned them alive.”


“Yes.”


“Do you think they’ll come back?” Bailey asked Linda. She’d asked it
like a child would ask the nearest random adult about anything at all.


“I don’t know for sure,” Linda said. “But if I had to guess I’d
say no.”


“That’s good,” Bailey said. “I hope they don’t ever come back.”


“Who knows,” Linda said. “Now that we have one of their craft,
maybe we can figure it out, and the next time, we’ll invade their planet,” she
paused then added, “If not us, maybe our children, or our children’s children.”



She rested her hand on her womb again. When Phil was feeling
better and she was sure he was recovering, she’d tell him she was pregnant
with his child. It was something they both wanted.


“I hope when we get there we kill them all,” Bailey said. “We
should kill them all like ants.”


“Yes.”


Linda took another drink of coffee and watched a large black and
yellow wasp swoop back and forth like a pendulum inches from her feet, intent
on the scent trail of something edible in or around the porch. She hated
yellow jackets. They were always looking for a bit of meat and were often bold
enough to land right on your plate to try to take it. She kicked at it with a
booted foot. “Shoo,” she said to it.


Bailey had seen it, too. Linda could see the fear in Bailey’s
eyes. 


“Those won’t bother you,” Linda told her. “They’re a native
species.”


 


~*~
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Edge Effects


 


 


Forty days from Earth is the newly discovered planet, Verde’s Revenge—a
jungle planet green, thriving and fertile. With a wealth of natural resources,
it is the chosen location for a new off-world colony. Earth’s enormous
colonizing machinery is beginning preparations for the coming human invasion.
By law, the planet’s flora and fauna must be inventoried for biological
hazards before the colonization can begin. A glitch has put the surveys behind
schedule—and contractors are already down on the planet’s surface. Biologist
Rachel Sanders thinks she’s drawn a lucky card when hired to perform the
biological surveys on Verde’s rich ecosystems. She’ll soon discover new and
diverse species—and along the way reveal a growing threat more perilous than
she could ever have imagined.
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author of the Dominant Species Series comes a collection of frightening and
captivating short stories. Each story will take you to some new and chilling place.
There are alien parasites, murderous children, and people who get nothing more
than they deserve in ways only David Coy can dream up. Turn a Dark Phrase
reminds us that the most horrifying things live in the darkest corners of the
human mind.
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“Fire.”


The charge went off with a dull thud that sent its pulse through Howard’s
feet. He didn’t quite know how, but he could always tell when the shot was a
good one. It was getting near dusk, and the bugs were fierce. He brushed a
particularly nasty one away from his face netting so he could see. He leaned
over the display and watched as the picture came back.


“What are you getting?” Carla asked over his shoulder.


“Not much. Marginal. Maybe enough.”


“Hit the jackpot again, huh?”


“I wouldn’t say that. Some bauxite, lead, even copper ore, I
think. Look at this.”


They watched the display as the shot’s resonance echoed through
the subterranean layers and returned data to the sensors.


“Is that it?” Carla asked, pointing to a spike on the screen.


“Right. The copper.”


“Shit,” she said.


Howard flashed her a look. “Fire two and five. I want a good
harmonic.”


Carla worked the detonator, and a moment later two more charges
thudded through the ground in quick succession.


“There it is. It’s copper ore all right. One thin vein, about a
hundred and forty meters thick. Low concentration but probably worth the
effort.”


“So long little planet,” she said without a hint of humor. “Maybe.
Mining ain’t a pretty sight when it happens.” 


“Nope.”


They studied the display a moment longer. Carla absently brushed a
big ugly crawler from the screen.


“That’s a hell of an admission from two geologists,” Howard said
finally.


Carla sucked a big breath through her nose and turned away, taking
in a sweeping look at the jungle just meters outside the little clearing. “Did
you ever see such plant and animal life, Howard? Look at this foliage! Christ,
it would take a thousand years to catalog the plant life alone!”


Howard acted as if he were barely hearing her.


“There’s a bunch of it,” he said absently.


“How long did it take to get like this? A billion years? Ten billion?”


“I don’t know.”


“Okay, five billion. I bet it took five billion years at least.
Look at the ferns. They’re beautiful.”


“Yep.”


“And the blooms! Look at those blooms! I bet you couldn’t grow
those anywhere else in the universe.”


“Could be,” he said distractedly.


“They should . . . they should turn this planet into a park, never
to be dist . . . disturbed.”


“Not a chance.”


“They ought to just leave it alone.”


“Not likely.”


“It’s too beautiful, too . . . fertile . . . ”


She filled her lungs through her nose. “Smell!” she said,
breathing in. “It’s like a greenhouse filled with orchids! Oh, smell that!”


She was completely taken with the planet’s organic splendor. It
had taken him hours to get her out of the jungle and focused on the business at
hand.


The jungle was remarkable.


It was like the pictures he’d seen of the fabled Amazon basin, but
thicker and higher, and it covered every square meter of the planet that wasn’t
water. They’d flown for hours over the endless rolling sea of dark green,
marveling at its uniformity and richness. They saw no mountains to speak of,
just rolling, green terrain broken only by the irregular band of a shallow sea
that wrapped the globe, or an occasional outcropping forced up from below. Patches
of thick, low clouds drifted at treetop level and supplied a constant source of
fresh rainwater. They watched lightning flash in continual bursts and felt the
boom of thunder through the shuttle’s skin as they passed the storms. The
planet was primordial. It boiled with unparalleled biological richness and
vitality.


The red sun shone its light and heat into that wet greenhouse,
and the result was wild and wondrous growth. They’d been on the planet for less
than twenty-four hours and had seen hundreds of alien insects and plants just
in their immediate vicinity.


“What happens to all this!” Carla exclaimed, her arms out wide.


It was Howard’s turn to suck air. “I don’t know. I don’t know,” he
said, frustrated with her idle, romantic talk.


“You know as well as I do what’ll happen here,” she said.


“I don’t know. This one’s pretty far. There’s not that much payload here,
either. It’ll be costly to develop, more so than Fuji. But what do I know?”


“But the payoff will be enormous, right? You as much as said so.
You said copper. The distance and the cost is nothing compared to the copper.”


What I said was that there’s not that much. I don’t know . . .”


“Yes, you do.” 


Howard stuck his head back in the display pretending to study the
data. “It’s not up to us.”


“Howard, how much do they reduce your debt by doing this kind of
work?”


“A little more than you. What’s your point?”


“You get paydowns even if you don’t find the gold, right?” 


“What are you driving at?”


“I’m saying they don’t reduce our debt enough to do this kind of
work.”


“I don’t get it.”


“I’m saying we could save it, Howard. All we have to do is send up
bogus data from one of those dead balls we surveyed earlier this year, modified
a little—you know—just to make it look real. I can do that.”


“Send in bogus data?”


“Yes! They’ll go away; they’ll leave it alone! And we’ll still get
our reductions. What does it matter to Richthaus? Nobody would give a shit.
They can find another planet to rape, not this one.”


“They might put us in jail for that.”


“So what?”


“So what? I don’t want to go to jail—that’s so what. Forget it.”


Carla stared at him for a moment, then turned around and ambled
over to the shuttle, opened the hatch and went inside. “Crazy . . .” Howard
said watching her.


She’d always been a little on the fringe of things; somewhat
disconnected from the mainstream. Some would say a little out of focus. That
trait might have been what attracted him to her in the first place.


They’d met when she was working for her certification. Howard was
her teacher at the time. To receive certification as Grade I Geology was
difficult and demanding; not for the faint of heart or weak of will, and Carla
barely made it. Her head was never quite with the program. She was just as
interested in music as she was in geology—something Howard could never quite
fathom. A-Grade at the time, Howard annotated her file and recommended that she
spend another two years as an apprentice to him as a condition of certification.
Since they were sleeping together by then anyway, it worked out just fine. She
eventually caught on and received her grade. They were married a year after
that.


When he took the contract with Richthaus-Alvarez Mining and
Exploration, he negotiated for a personal assistant. Carla was the logical and
emotional choice. If he were going to travel, he insisted, he wanted his wife
along. They’d been off-world for nearly a decade now. The paydown was good
there was plenty of good work, and he spent every day with the woman he loved.


Working together and living together sometimes work out perfectly.


The shuttle made a less than desirable permanent home, but that
didn’t matter to them. It was mobile in the extreme, and that had its obvious
advantages. With their paydowns going as fast as they were, they’d have a good
retirement in another twenty years, no sweat, and a nice new permanent shelter
would be waiting at the end.


 


 


* * *


 


 


It rained that night in a steady downpour. Lightning flashed in
close intervals, and the thunder, like a giant soft hammer, rumbled against the
shuttle’s stiff hull. The sound of the rain was a distant and gentle hiss.


Howard woke up at the height of the storm. He turned in his bunk,
and noticed that Carla wasn’t in hers. He assumed she was in the toilet and
tried for a few more minutes to get back to sleep; but the thunder wouldn’t let
him. When he rolled again and saw that she still hadn’t returned, he got up to
see where she was.


He couldn’t imagine that she was outside, but the shuttle was
small, and it took him less than a minute to determine that she wasn’t inside.


He went to the side port and looked out, pressing his nose tight
against the thick window.


Illuminated by the staccato brilliance of the lightning, her head
turned up to the sky, her mouth wide open, Carla was standing naked in the
rain, with her arms outstretched. 
Howard thought at first he was dreaming. He was aware of the wild streak
in her, but this was unusual even for her.


There were biological dangers, seen and unseen, on any unexplored
planet—especially for the first ones in. It was bad enough during the daylight
hours when most of the life forms were visible. The cloak of night shrouded
them in greater mystery. It was unthinkable to be outside—naked—on a night
like this on a planet as biologically ripe as this one.


She’s
nuts.


The pouring rain seemed to have kept the insects down at least. It
was pitch dark between flashes, and her ghostly image vanished completely in
the blackness between them as if it had blinked out of existence entirely.


“Christ. What’s she doing . . . ? ”


It was strange. But Carla was strange. Howard watched silently,
until, finally, he smiled a painful little smile. If she wanted to commune with
the primal spirit of this green planet by standing naked in its pouring rain at
night, so be it.


As he watched her run her hands back over her face and hair, the
image transformed from macabre to strangely beautiful. He could almost feel
the peppering rain that splashed off her smooth skin, and the cool rivulets
running down her belly and legs. The tangled pattern of the foliage made a
vivid and baroque background for her pale form.


She turned in a circle, arms outstretched, and spun with abandon
in a brazenly naked pirouette. She was a part of the landscape like some slick,
wet creature of the jungle itself, awash in the nourishing rain, celebrating
its coming.


He was tempted to strip naked and join her.


He smiled.


She must have sensed him watching her because she looked right at
him and waved. She turned around and gyrated her hips at him suggestively.


“You’re nuts!” he said into the window. “You’re crazy!”


Beautiful
and crazy.


But as he watched the unearthly image twirl and spin, he couldn’t
quite get the hair on the back of his neck to go down completely.


There was another flash, then a long darkness. The next flash saw
her standing stock-still, arms beckoning him, fingers waving, her eyes staring,
and the image went from beautiful to bizarre again.


“Come
to me, Howard. Come .
. . come,” her lips said.


“No thanks . . .” he said stiffly and tried to smile at the spooky
humor.


Carla was suddenly jerked out of view like a ragdoll, so violently
her body folded backwards as it flew toward the foliage.


The sound came out of Howard like a grunt, “Hey, goddammit!”


He watched for a few seconds more, frozen, his heart pounding.


The silent image of her flying backwards, vanishing into the
foliage, burned in his head like an afterimage. One second she was there, a
statue of perfect proportions, standing in the driving rain—then nothing.


He dashed on some clothes, grabbed a light and jammed his hand
down on the hatch lock. While the door was swinging down, he took a rifle from
the rack and clicked off the safety. He snatched a locator from the rack and
put it in his pocket, and then, pushed the switch that turned on the shuttle’s
beacon.


“Carla!” he yelled running down the ramp. “Carla!” 


 


 


* * *


 


 


He ran to the spot, shining the floodlight in all directions. He put
the light on the spot of jungle that had swallowed her. The bright, white light
turned the wall of foliage a pasty green.


Nothing.


Water ran in streams off the thick leaves and disappeared into the
foliage below. No sign. No blood. Just the pounding rain and the booming
thunder.


“Carla!”


Something
got her. Something big. It’s still in there.


He stared into the foliage, trying to see something, anything. He
turned the rifle’s muzzle toward the jungle at the ready. He wanted to shoot,
to kill the jungle itself, but was afraid of further endangering Carla—if she
were alive. He crabbed sideways, back and forth, trying to see into the thick
tangle of vines and leaves.


“Carla!”


He started in.
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