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Chapter 1

 


The shriek of the radiation alarms was
deafening. The lights were very dim and flickering to almost total
darkness, leaving the passage-way difficult to negotiate. There was
a smell of fear in the air that the Challeka Traders of Elgebar
V--or the 'Bugs' as they were better known--gave off as they were
scurrying for escape pods on the lower levels. The other occupants
of the Bugs' mother ship were left to fend for themselves as they
were not allowed unescorted access to the lower levels. Ron Calvin,
Tik Michi and 'Gus' Gusissi Ugde Ghaolh inched their way from the
cargo bay which held the ancient space ship to the store room.
Unlike the 'Bugs' which could see close to the infrared wave
length, these three needed light to see. Tik could see better in
the dark than the other two, so she was leading. Tik was walking on
all four legs with her tail held in the 'fighting mode' and she was
urging them to move as fast as possible. They had a limited time to
reach the store room and return to the ancient space ship the
'Galactic Antiquarian' --or Auntie as they had started calling her
-- to make their escape from the mother ship.

The trio had almost reached the turn by the
disposal when a Bug scurried by them. Suddenly it paused and
whirled around. The Bug was about four feet high and covered from
head to toe in a loose-fitting gray hooded robe. The face shield in
the hood was almost clear in the dim light but it was still not
possible to see its face. The emblems embroidered in the trim
around the hood indicated this was one of the low level
supervisors. The Bug started to question where the trio was headed.
Tik rushed by and the Bug whirled to see what she was doing. Gus
stepped past Ron and smashed the Bug's hood with his giant right
fist. It drove the hood, along with the Bug's head in it, down to
shoulder level. Ron knew the Bug was dead so he stepped up to it
and quickly stripped the robe off. He checked for a communicator,
stingerray or other useful items as he watched the Bug ricochet off
the walls of the corridor. The Bug was dead, but like earthly
cockroaches, its body would continue to move for several hours. The
trio could see the Bug walking on two legs but using its lower
abdomen to balance while the other four limbs were waving in a
completely random motion.

Tik hissed at the other two, "Come on! We've
got to get a move on. We have a very small window of time to launch
without fear of detection."

Ron replied as he stuffed items in his tool
pouch, "We're coming. I just want to see if there's anything useful
in here. The stuff one Bug had in its' robe saved all of our lives.
Did you forget?"

"I didn't forget. You two are just so slow,"
Tik snapped impatiently.

"Come on," Ron said sharply. "We have to
catch that Bug and hide its body. We don't need to stir the other
Bugs up right now."

Tik ran up and tripped it. The Bug fell to
the floor on its back and its limbs continued to move in random
movements. Gus handed the sack of tools to Ron and grabbed the Bug.
He dragged it back to the recycling disposal. He quickly picked it
up and shoved it in and then returned to his companions.

Gus quietly said, "If we use the lights now,
we can make much better time. If we see any Bugs, we'll just have
to turn them off. Right now, we need speed more than stealth."

Ron and Tik agreed, so they switched on their
hand illuminators and started toward the store room at a trot. They
arrived at the room without any further interference. Tik took the
comm unit that allowed her to talk to Auntie's computer. She had
used a wireless connection to hook that computer into the mother
ship's main control computer. She gave a set of commands and Auntie
unlocked the store room door. The trio rushed in and checked to see
if anyone or anything was still in the huge room. Tik spoke into
the comm unit again and two robots arrived, pushing two grav-carts.
Tik checked with the computer to see if the food list and other
equipment had been loaded into the carts. While the computer
double-checked the list, Tik had it program the robots to take
orders directly from the trio.

Ron spotted a locked storage area and asked
Tik, "Have Auntie check what's stored in here." He saw some items
that looked very similar to everything on Auntie.

Tik replied, "Auntie says it is storage for
items believed to belong to the Ancient Galactic Ghost. Some of the
things have no classification."

"Have Auntie open this. Use the ID of the Bug
we just killed," Ron said as he directed one of the grav-carts to
the storage area door.

"Is this really necessary? We don't have much
time and we still need to get some things from the cargo bay," Gus
interjected in his deep guttural voice.

"I don't know. I just have a feeling that
there might be something in here that will be the difference in our
survival. Tik and I can ride the grav-carts while you trot behind.
That should speed things up considerably."

The door opened and Ron stepped in. He waved
for Tik to come in and look also. They saw several objects that
were obviously from the same makers who had made Auntie. They
grabbed those and put them on the grav-cart. They quickly looked
over the rest and grabbed some things here and some there. The
grav-cart was piled high by the time they were through so they
found a net to throw over everything to keep it on. Ron and Tik
stepped out of the storage area and shut the door. They ran to the
other grav-cart and climbed aboard. Tik ordered the two robots to
push the carts out into the passage-way. Once in the passage-way,
she ordered them to the cargo bay at full speed. Gus had to trot at
a very fast pace to keep up.

When they were a short distance from the
cargo bay, Tik slowed the robots down and they proceeded
cautiously. The trio opened the door to the cargo bay and peeked
inside. So far so good, nothing was moving inside.

Ron tensely said, "Tik, get this stuff on
board. Just keep the robots on there to save time. Get everything
stowed for take-off. Gus, go get as many of those rockets as you
can. Just stow them in our cargo bay for now. I'll have a robot get
one of those empty energy canisters and roll it down the
passage-way. It will spread enough radio-active material to keep
the Bugs or anyone else out of here for several hours. I'll grab
our space suits and get them on board too. Tik, how long do we
have?"

Tik looked at a dial on the comm unit and
said, "We have exactly seventeen minutes until we need to be ready
to launch."

"Go. Gus, use a robot to help you if you need
to. Leave it on Auntie when you're done," Ron said as he rushed for
the robot and the empty energy canister.

Tik hurried the robots and grav-carts up the
ramp into the space ship. She directed them to take everything
forward in the cargo bay. She used nets to secure everything in
place and locked the robots down. She quickly moved to the flight
deck to monitor the computer. She started the count-down for the
mother ship to use a grav-booster to shove Auntie out into space.
She double checked all the settings to make sure they would have
enough speed, but not so much that the g-forces would crush
everybody inside. Tik checked the cameras in the passage-way and
saw that some Bugs on the under side of the mother ship were on a
transport. She checked the mother ship computer and saw they had
programmed the transport sled to head for their cargo bay and it
would be there in less than ten minutes. She used ESP to broadcast
this to the other two and received confirmation.

Gus had picked up two of the twelve-foot long
rockets and was almost to Auntie when he felt the message in his
head. The robot behind him could only carry one of the rockets. The
rockets were about a foot in diameter and had a very thin shell on
the out side. There were triangular fins on the base of the rocket
and smaller steering fins about two-thirds of the way to the top.
There was 1-inch diameter nodes evenly spaced around the
circumference of the rocket just behind the nose. There were
matching nodes just forward of the tail fins. The sides looked like
there was a door that would open outward, but no hinges were
visible. There was a round six-inch circle in the middle that
looked like it could be a port or covered fixture to fill or empty
the rockets. Ron had an idea what the rockets were supposed to be
used for, but he had not shared that information yet. To save time,
Gus set the rockets just inside the ramp. He would take them all
down to the hold just before take-off. Gus rushed back to grab two
more rockets as the robot stayed right on his heels and grabbed one
more. They rushed back to the ship to set them down as they tried
for three more. As Gus set his two rockets down, Tik used the
computer to up-grade the radiation alarm and shut down most of the
ventilation as the lights in the passage-ways went completely dark.
There would be no more time for rockets.

Ron programmed the robot to grab the empty
energy canister and once it was in the passage-way, it would shut
off the energy field keeping the radiation contained. He set the
robot to race up and down the passage-way twice with the canister
over its head. That would spread the radiation to the max and would
slow down any interference until someone was in proper protective
gear. He set the robot to head to the main computer room where the
control computer was located after the second pass and to move
around in there as much as possible until someone shut it down. He
needed a little more diversion to buy them some more time.

He hurried to the rack and grabbed Tik's and
his space suits. It was a big load, but he didn't have much time.
He wanted to just throw them into the space ship, but he couldn't
afford any damage. They might need those suits in just a short
time. He laid them gingerly on the deck and rushed back to get Gus'
suit and his protective gear. He tried to lift it, but it was huge
and heavy. He beckoned for a robot and had it lift the suits. The
robot carried the suits into the space ship and gently laid them on
the deck. Ron guided it to the main door from the passage-way and
had it stop right against the door. Since the door opened inward,
the robot was an effective door stop. Ron ordered the robot into
shut down mode. It would take at least twenty minutes to get it
started again and there was nothing left in the cargo bay to move
it. He went to a smaller robot and parked it against the smaller
personnel door and powered it down also. He then sprinted back to
the space ship. He saw that Gus was about finished with the rockets
and could take care of the space suits, so he dashed to the flight
deck.

As he walked in, he asked, "Tik, what's
happening now? Are the Bugs still on the way here? How long before
they get here?"

Tik curled her lip in a Mis'stear grin as she
replied, "The other creatures that weren't allowed in the lower
decks where the escape pods are located, changed their minds. When
the alarms went to stage two and the ventilation shut off, they
started to swarm toward the lower level. The Bugs turned around and
headed for their escape pods. As soon as Gus signals, we can start
the count down to shove off out of here."

Ron reached for the ship's comm mic and said,
"Gus, is the ramp clear so we can seal it up? You need to find a
seat for take-off." He released the talk switch and turned to Tik.
"You'd better get settled and belted in. I need you at that
computer, not splattered on the rear wall."

"You just take care of yourself, big boy. You
have to pilot this thing; and for now, all you can use is
compressed air. Gus just said it's alright to close the ramp. I'll
take care of that. You get settled in the pilot's seat," Tik said
in almost a purr.

Ron strapped himself in and started turning
on the power to the console. Lights started coming on and he took a
deep breath as he said a quick prayer. Ron knew they would need
more than just luck to come out of this alive, but all three of
them wanted off the Bugs' mother ship. More than that, they wanted
a chance to go back to their home planets. Tik tensely reported the
ramp was sealed and the thirty second count down was started.
Everyone tensed as they waited. Tik sent one last command to the
mother ship control computer.

Suddenly, they were slammed deep into their
seats. Auntie shot out of the mother ship like a cannon ball fired
from a cannon. Within seconds after they cleared, the mother ship
picked up speed and jumped into hyper-space. Auntie's engines fired
at the same time and only burned for a short time until she had the
speed necessary to reach their destination. Auntie continued on its
course with minor adjustments from Ron for the next several
minutes. They were headed for a blue super-giant star that appeared
to be close to becoming a super nova. Auntie only had a few stars
in this category in her computer data banks. Ron had no idea how
long ago these stars had been plotted, but they had seen
information about this one on the mother ship computer.

Right now the star was just a faint dot in
their view screen. They had to cruise along on the push they had
received from the mother ship and the short burst from
Antiquarian's engines for the next three days. The compressed air
corrections left no trace and would change the direction enough to
make it virtually impossible to trace their direction when they did
fire up the motors again. The computer had calculated 5 days as the
optimum, but the trio didn't think they could wait that long and
had decided on 3 days. The Bugs would have to do everything just
right and have a ton of luck to pick up their trail after only 3
days. All power sources that would emit a neutrino trail were shut
off or turned to the bare minimum and even the robots in the hold
were powered down.

The waiting was the hardest and the minutes
seemed to stretch on like hours. The trio didn't know how long it
would take the Bugs to clear the radiation from the passage-way, or
how long it would take for them to get into the cargo bay. How long
would it be before they discovered the missing items from the store
room?

Tik had changed access codes to the computer
and had changed the back door access that allowed a computer
technician to gain control again. Ron was pacing the deck and
asked, "How long do you think it will take the Bugs to get back
into the computer?"

"Listen, deary, I've told you at least 20
times that I don't know. I'm not sure how good their computer techs
are. I know it would take me at least a day to get in and maybe as
much as two days. It would only take about a half a day to set new
access codes but it will take another two days to retrieve the data
for the hyper space jump. Once they have the trajectory they just
traveled, it will take two days to turn the mother ship around so
they can jump back to here. If they are off just a few decimal
places, they can wind up hundreds of thousands of miles from the
spot we exited the ship. That's at least five and a half days and
it could be two or three times that if the Bugs are pressuring the
computer tech," Tik lectured impatiently.

"You did say that to access the back door
you'd need to get in the computer room didn't you?" Ron asked.

"There may be other ways I don't know about
but that is the fastest way. Why do you ask?" Tik asked.

"Oh, I sent the robot to the computer room
with that energy canister after it made two passes up and down the
passage-way," Ron answered with a grin. "I thought it might buy us
a little more time."

"You're bad. Where in the world did an idea
like that come from? I don't know how much it will slow them down
but it will greatly increase the odds for a mistake. The Bugs won't
go anywhere near there until it is clean but they'll force some
poor computer tech to go ahead and work in there. The computer
techs will be worried about radiation poison and won't be totally
concentrating on what they are doing. They probably won't have the
best techs in there either, so with pressure from the Bugs, I can
almost guarantee a mistake," Tik replied with a grin that could be
mistaken for a snarl if you didn't watch the angle of her ears.

"The Bugs are getting a taste of Earth-style
guerrilla warfare. If they were smart, they would just keep going
the way we sent them but I suspect they will want this ship and
those other artifacts back," Ron smirked.

Gus came into the cockpit just then and said,
"Speaking of artifacts, what are we going to do with those rockets?
They seem to be empty and I don't know what they use for fuel. We
don't have any fusion fuel to spare. Your idea of taking a little
bit here and there worked fine. The Bugs never suspected anything
but even after two years we didn't wind up with very much."

"I know we don't have very much. See that
blue star there? That's our filling station to refuel and those
rockets are our gas cans," Ron stated.

Tik asked, "What are filling stations and gas
cans?"

"I forget that you don't have an Earth
background," Ron chuckled. "On Earth, the energy companies would
deliver our fuel to the filling stations. We could refuel our
vehicles there or we could put the fuel in gas cans. We had smaller
mechanized tools that needed this fuel and it was more practical to
use the cans than haul the tools to the filling station."

"I see," said Gus. "Are you sure there is an
inhabited planet in that solar system that can supply us with fuel
for Auntie? What have the rockets got to do with our getting
fuel?"

"I have no idea if there're any planets at
all. If there were a planet, how would you pay for fuel? We have a
few things we secreted on board but I have no idea how much they
want for fuel or how much those things would be worth. The blue
star is our destination and I think those rockets will fly to the
sun to bring us back fuel," Ron said.

"I hope you're right. The Bugs fired 3 or 4
of those rockets at different stars and the rockets never came
back. They were really ticked at loosing them. The rockets were
worth a lot of money as artifacts of the Alcantara. This space ship
was one of theirs. The Bugs found it in the Burbidge Chain Galaxy
in the middle of nowhere. There was no clue how long it had been
there, where it came from or what happened to the crew. I think
some of these rockets came off of this ship," Tik chimed in.

Gus put in his two cents worth, "Our fuel is
limited and if this doesn't work we may not have enough to get out
of the solar system. Our water, food and air are limited also. We
scavenged what we could but it won't last indefinitely. I need some
sand and Tik will need her UV light or we will be back in the same
shape that you found us when you were first captured. Do you
remember the troubles we had? By the way, how did the Bugs capture
you and how did you get the translator unit and the healer
unit?"

Ron thought back to that hot July day over
two years ago. He started his story, "I was on Earth working in a
circuit breaker box. These boxes feed electrical power to the
different circuits where electrical appliances are plugged in. I
had to work on it with the power on and just as I was ready to
stick my screw driver inside there was a big sonic boom with a
flash of light. I jumped and stabbed the screw driver right into
the main incoming power line. I was being electrocuted when the
power suddenly went off. I felt a tingle and felt so numb I
couldn't move. I never did lose consciousness and I was aware of
being grabbed by several Bugs. I had a tool pouch on and they left
it on me. When they loaded me onto the planetary space ship that
the Bugs use to fly back and forth to the mother ship, I had enough
use of my arms and legs to push against the door jamb just as they
lifted me in. I fell right on top of one of our little robed
friends. When I landed on top of it, I smashed down with my elbow.
I didn't drive its head as far down inside its shoulders as Gus did
today but it snapped its neck. It was wearing a robe like they
usually do but it had a cape on also. I rolled off the Bug and had
just enough movement to grab the cape and roll it under my body. I
don't know why I grabbed the cape but it had pockets in it which
contained the translator and healer units. All of us are glad now
that I did grab the cape. The Bugs didn't even notice that I had
the cape. Hmm….I wonder if bright sunlight affects their eye sight?
The Bugs didn't miss a beat; they just finished loading me into the
planetary ship and brought me to the mother ship. The Bug with the
snapped neck followed the rest and it was hours before the stupid
thing finally realized it was dead. They are just like some filthy
vermin we have on Earth. You can cut off their head and it takes
hours for the body to die.

When we got to the mother ship, they threw me
into one of the little rooms and left. The tingle I felt was a stun
gun and its effect lasted for another couple of hours. I figured
out later that because I was grounded in the breaker box, a lot of
the stun bled off in the electrical grid. The Bugs estimated I
would be out for about eight hours so I had time to examine both
units and hide them in my boots before they came back to get me. I
folded the cape and stuck it in my tool pouch. I had no idea what
the healer was but I figured out what the translator was. As long
as the unit was touching my bare skin I could figure out what the
writing over the door switch said. When the Bugs came back I
understood what they were talking about. I didn't let on that I
knew what they were saying; I just tried to see if any of them
understood English. I don't think they do; but other Bugs had
translators, so they could communicate with me. They took me to the
room/cell that you two were in. Tik wasn't a pretty sight and I had
no idea about you. I knew you were big and maybe dangerous but I
didn't realize how sick you were. How did they get you Gus? How
long had you been in there before I got there?"

Gus thought for a minute before he replied,
"I was there over a year before you arrived. I lived on the planet
Prokne in Coddington's Nebula. Prokne is a desert planet where
gravity pull is greater than what is set on Auntie. I was in a
group riding and packing our kamaals to Wuxi City. The kamaals are
our six legged beast of burden. They can pack several hundred
pounds and go for long distances with very little water or food.
They are much more practical in the desert than mechanical
vehicles. The sand clogs machinery and motors very quickly.

We had goods we hoped to trade for tools and
energy cells. My people, the Sand Ghosts, are nomadic and live on
the edge of the desert near the mountains but the Jiangau build and
live in the few large cities on my planet. There are a few small
villages that are trade centers for my people but you have to go to
the Jiangau in the cities for the good trades. The Jiangau
manufacture the energy cells and tools that we need. We provide the
raw materials and other items they need to survive in the cities.
With such a small population, this arrangement has worked well for
us for centuries.

We were three days from Wuxi City when the
Bugs flew over us. They flew so low that the kamaals spooked and
ran away. My kamaal threw off its pack and me and then followed the
others. We had never seen space ships before and I wasn't sure what
had just happened. I picked up the pack and started to track my
group. I didn't dare leave the pack because the wind could come up
at any time and would bury it so I could never find it. The Bugs
needed someone strong enough to lift large objects and move them
around. When they saw me pick up the pack, they stunned me. I
didn't remember anything until I woke up in a cell on the mother
ship. They kept me moving large objects without the proper
nourishment until I was so sick I could hardly move myself. That's
when you came in. Tik, where and how did they get you?"

Tik told her story, "I'm from the galaxy
Melpomene and the planet Vesta IV. My people, the Mis'stears, all
seem to have a knack for electronics. We can make about any kind
work and computers are my specialty. I don't care who makes them or
what different types they use; I can fix them and program them. I
don't know how to describe it but I can almost feel what needs to
be done. I was working at the space port at Anbang when the Bugs
landed with one of their planetary space ships. They asked about a
computer technician and the space port directed them to the company
I worked for. My company sent me out to work on their computers. I
worked several days and had most of their problems cleared up. The
last day I went to the space ship thinking I would be finished that
day. Just before I was finished, they took off and headed to the
mother ship. They grabbed me about six months before you, Ron.
Someone on that mother ship owes me a lot of back wages and it
sounds like they will owe both of you also."

"Well, this space ship is a down payment on
what they owe. I, for one, want to make sure they leave Earth and
other planets alone. They need to be taught that they can't kidnap
a being every time they have a job they can't do," Ron stated
emphatically.

Gus growled, "I agree. How do we teach them
to stay off our planets?"

"I don't know. We'll find a way. Right now,
we just need to make sure we get away and get fuel for this ship,"
Ron replied. "We need to get those rockets ready to use, and Tik,
you need to check those computers and comm units we patched into
the console where the Bugs ripped out the old ones. They seem to be
working right now but we need to make sure that all of the
computers are talking to one another and everything is secured in
place. We'll need those comm units later but, for now, we have to
keep complete radio silence. Once you're sure everything is all
right maybe you could run checks on the ship's computer memory
banks and see if you can find anything the Bugs missed. Gus, we can
explore more of the ship with the same thing in mind. There are
still some areas we couldn't get into and I don't think the Bugs
had any better luck."

Ron and Gus walked to the hold of the space
ship and started setting up the rockets. Ron checked the computer
and found out what settings they needed and made the necessary
adjustments. Gus helped move the rockets when needed and explored
more of the space ship. Finally, Ron had everything adjusted to his
satisfaction. All they needed to do was fuel up the rockets and
load them into the external tubes on the space ship. He joined Gus
in exploring areas they couldn't get to while they were on the
mother ship.

Tik double-checked all of her installment and
redid some of the temporary connections. She agreed with Ron about
not wanting something coming loose during a crisis. She made sure
the computers themselves were securely fastened into the console.
Then she ran diagnostic checks to make sure all the computers were
working together. One computer had some quirks she didn't like so
she tweaked some of the programming and it worked a lot better.
Next she started checking the data bank in the original space ship
computer. There were parts of it that had been encrypted and she
was certain the Bugs hadn't seen any of those files. She tried
several different ways to get into the files but she was not having
much luck. After several hours of straining, she had to move away
from the computer. She decided to see if she could find Ron and
Gus. The space ship was set to warn them if anything approached or
if there was any other anomaly so they didn't really need anyone to
stay in the flight cockpit.

Tik found Ron and Gus working on a locked
door in the level just above the hold. They had Gus' and Ron's
computers and had been trying for over an hour to get the door
unlocked. Tik looked closely and couldn't see any progress on the
computer. They decided to put the computers away for now and to go
get something to eat and then get some rest. The last two or three
days had been very intense and nerve-wracking and they were all
feeling it. As they headed to the dining area, Ron said they needed
to tell their story and have the ship's computer record it in case
they ever had a chance to use it against the Bugs.

 



Chapter 2

 


Each one of the trio fixed the nourishment
their body needed. After they had finished eating they cleaned up
the galley and sat down. Tik called to the computer and told it to
record their story.

Since Gus had been captured first, he started
the tale. Gus woke up feeling confused. The surface he was lying on
didn't feel like the desert he had been on. He opened his eyes and
looked around at the 10 foot by 12 foot room. The ceiling looked to
be about nine feet tall and had a diffused light coming from the
center section. The walls were bare, smooth and a pale tan color.
He sat up from the large bunk he was lying on and bumped his head
on the bunk above him. He smoothed the kilt he was wearing and
checked the crossed straps that went over his shoulders. The straps
were attached to the belt holding his kilt and his personal pouch.
The straps had small pockets that held his personal tools. Besides
the personal pouch, he had a knife and a hammer/ax hanging from the
belt. All his tools and weapons seemed to be intact and everything
was still in his personal pouch. Once he had checked his personal
belongings, he looked across the room and saw another stack of
bunks. The bunks all had three drawers underneath and when Gus
opened the drawers under his bunk, they were empty. He checked the
other drawers and they were empty also. The rest of the room was
bare except for a door and a small depression in the floor against
the wall opposite the door. Gus tried to move the bunks and found
they were fastened to the floor. He went to the door to try it but
it was locked. Gus grabbed the handle and strained for all he was
worth. The door didn't budge. Next he went to the bunks and tried
to move them again. He looked closely but couldn't see any thing
attaching them to the floor. He paced the room for several minutes
but could see no way out or any way to communicate with those
outside the door. He went back to the door and pressed his ear to
it. He listened intently but could not hear anything. Finally he
returned to the bunk and sat down.

The light never varied so Gus had no idea how
long he sat there. Suddenly the door swung open and a small
creature stepped in. The creature was in a dark gray robe with a
hood. The hood was up and there appeared to be a face shield
covering the entire opening of the hood. The creature was about
four feet tall and the robe went clear to the floor so Gus couldn't
see what its feet looked like. The robe had two sleeves on each
side of the body and the sleeves were long enough that no hands
showed.

Gus stared for a few seconds and then roared
loudly, "Who are you? Where am I at?"

The creature stood and stared impassively.
The creature saw a Sandghost from the planet Prokne. The Sandghost
stood over seven feet tall with very broad shoulders and long thick
arms. It had a large barrel-shaped torso. The hands on the ends of
the arms were enormous with four fingers and a thumb on each hand.
The head was almost a cube with almost square corners like a block
of stone that an artist had just started carving. It had the eyes,
nose and mouth but it hadn’t been rounded like a human head yet. It
was very massive, in proportion with the rest of the body. Each leg
was bigger around than the creature in the robe. The Sandghost's
skin looked like someone had made a giant statue out of sand and
then had given it life. The creature didn't know it but Gus weighed
over 400 pounds. The creature slowly took all of this in and didn't
make a sound.

This infuriated Gus even more and he roared
even louder, "Listen, you pile of kamaal waste, I'll split you in
two." Gus started to take a step toward the creature.

The creature moved the lower limb on the
right side and reached into a fold of the robe. The limb moved
quicker than Gus' eye could follow as it pulled a small slender rod
with some sort of grip. The creature held the grip in something
like a hand with two fingers and a thumb. The fingers looked like
they had small suction cups on the ends.

He had barely completed the step when he saw
a bluish light on the end of the rod. He dropped to his knees as he
felt an excruciatingly intense pain. The pain was so bad he could
hardly breathe and he definitely couldn't move. After what seemed
an eternity, the pain stopped and he gasped for breath. He was so
weak all he could do was kneel there, trying to get air into his
body.

"I am Nansha of the Challeka Traders of
Elgebar V. Our supreme commander is Zibo ao Te and you are her
prisoner. If you do as I say, we may, at our discretion, offer you
a chance to purchase your freedom. If you threaten us again, the
pain will be worse next time. We have work for you to do to earn
your keep. You will follow me now to see where you will work," the
small creature said in a quiet voice in Gus' language.

The creature turned and stepped from the
room, where it mounted a small disk that sat on the floor. Gus
dragged himself to his feet and followed. It was all he could do to
put one foot in front of the other but shortly he felt himself
returning to normal. The disk rose about six inches off the floor
and moved down a large passage-way. Gus followed as best he could
until his limbs started moving normally again. As he started moving
better, the creature moved the disk faster down the passage-way.
Gus thought about attacking the creature again but the memory of
the pain was too fresh. He decided to bide his time and would get
this creature the first chance he got. Sandghosts were known for
their long memory.

The creature led Gus down the passage-way to
an elevator and they dropped several levels. When the elevator
opened, they moved into another passage-way. There were more of the
robed Challekans and several other aliens moving in both
directions. The creature led Gus to a doorway that swung open as
they moved up to it. When they stepped through, Gus saw a huge room
with several of the flying machines that had spooked his kamaal.
Gus saw that some of these machines had a ramp down in the back and
different species of beings were loading and unloading boxes, bags
and equipment. Nansha directed Gus to one of the flying machines
where another robed creature was directing the unloading process.
Nansha waved toward Gus and then chirped, clicked and rustled to
the other robed figure.

The robed Challekan came over to Gus and
said, "My name is Sabah. You can start carrying those sacks to the
grav-sled over there. I'll be over on that platform observing so
don't try anything."

Gus debated in his mind about smashing this
creature or doing as it said and looking for a better chance to
escape. He decided to comply for now and bide his time. He really
didn't want to be zapped with that ray again. He slowly walked up
the ramp and grabbed a bag. He carried it to the grav-sled and
threw it down. He turned and slowly walked back into the flying
machine and repeated the process. When all of the sacks were
unloaded, Sabah took Gus to a grav-sled and told him to start
loading the boxes in another flying machine. He showed him where to
store the boxes and told him to make sure that the stacks were
tight and neat. Gus got all of the boxes in the flying machine and
then Sabah showed him how to put a net over them and secure them.
Another grav-sled arrived and Sabah told Gus to start loading these
items next to the boxes he had just secured. Gus noticed that Sabah
was supervising about 20 other large alien creatures. Gus didn't
see any other Sandghosts but some of the other creatures were as
big as he was; however, they didn't seem to think on their own.
They acted more like the robots Gus saw occasionally.

Gus didn't know how long he continued to work
because there was no way to tell time. There were no clocks and the
lights never varied. Finally, Sabah collected all of the creatures
in his control and they started walking single file back to the
elevator that Gus had come down earlier. Sabah indicated that Gus
should fall in at the tail of the line while the robed Challekan
brought up the rear on its' disk. The line entered the elevator and
Sabah touched the elevator controls to make it move upward. When it
came to a stop, the line moved down the passageway to a large hall
where the other creatures picked up trays that contained food. When
it came Gus' turn, he found a tray with food that he recognized but
of such poor quality that ordinarily he wouldn't have eaten it. Now
he knew that he had to have nourishment to keep up his strength.
Gus looked around and saw several hundred assorted creatures eating
in the hall. He noticed that there was very little conversation
between the different species. If there were two of a kind sitting
together, they might be talking but there was no conversation
between different species.

As soon as the group was through eating,
Sabah indicated that Gus should fall back in at the rear of the
line. The line left the dining hall and headed down the
passage-way. They walked for a little way and Sabah indicated that
Gus and three other creatures should enter a room to the side. Gus
saw a room just like the one he had awakened in. The other
creatures headed to the bunks and lay down. As soon as Gus was in
the door, it shut behind him. He turned and tried to open it but
found it was locked. Gus paced for awhile but the hard day of work
and getting zapped was taking its toll. He approached the open bunk
and laid down. One of the creatures got up and walked over to the
depression in the floor. Gus saw that the depression was the
equivalent of a bathroom. The creature touched a spot on the wall
and a water nozzle came out. The creature drank from it and
returned to its bunk. Shortly the lights dimmed and Gus drifted off
to sleep.

A bell chimed and the lights brightened. Gus
awoke with a start and looked quickly around. The other creatures
were getting out of their bunks and shuffling toward the door. Gus
lay there for a little longer and suddenly the door opened. The
other creatures shuffled out and in just a few seconds, Sabah
stepped into the door.

"When the bell chimes, you are to line up to
go to work. We don't have time to waste and this will be your only
warning," Sabah said.

Gus jumped lightly down from the bunk and
quickly strode through the door. The line of creatures wasn't far
so he hurriedly caught up. They went to the same dining hall as
last night and had the same quality of food. Gus ate but he didn't
like it. The creatures finished eating, shuffled to the elevator
and then proceeded back to the hangar for the planetary flyers.
Sabah set everyone to loading and unloading just as they had
yesterday. At the end of the day Sabah took everyone back to the
dining hall and then to their cell. This was the routine for the
next month.

One day Gus stepped in the back of the flying
machine to start unloading and he spotted what he guessed were
fresh fruits and vegetables. He was a little surprised because he
had seen nothing like this during the previous month. Some of the
items looked similar to the fruits and vegetables on his planet.
They smelled delicious and he couldn't help himself. He carried a
load out and put it on the grav-sled. On his next trip in, he
snitched a small fruit and ate it. It was wonderful! Gus continued
to snitch small fruits and vegetables until he knew he had to quit
before he made himself sick. He snitched a few more and hid them in
his pouch on his belt. Gus made sure no one saw him. He needed
these for himself. There were four other creatures from his line
that were helping. One of them finally had a light come into its
eyes as it recognized a vegetable similar to ones on its' home
planet. It stopped working and started eating the vegetables. The
other creatures didn't even pay any attention so Gus just kept
carrying. Sabah noticed the creature wasn't working and came into
the flying machine to check on it. He screamed and pulled his
stingerray and aimed it at the poor hapless creature eating the
vegetables. When the blue ray hit the creature, it screamed in
agony and dropped to the floor like it was dead. Gus would have
helped the poor creature except he saw that Sabah was still
agitated and waving the stingerray. He guessed he would be next if
he stepped over there and later he found out that he was right.
Sabah waved at two of the other creatures and had them drag the
disabled one out of the flying machine. They dragged it over close
to the wall and left it there. All of the other creatures kept
working so Gus did the same but he kept an eye out for Sabah.

A short time later another Challekan glided
up on its disk and started talking to Sabah. They were gesturing at
the creature lying on the floor in a heap. The laborers had almost
1/2 of the machine unloaded and just as Gus was ready to grab
another load, a huge octopod creature leaped from the middle of the
pile of fruits and vegetables. The spider-like creature seemed to
be covered in long fine hair all over its body and legs. The head
had large fangs that had a yellowish liquid ready to drip from
them. The creature was over three feet across and moved with
incredible speed. The Challekan talking to Sabah had its back to
the space ship and didn't have a clue of its impending doom. The
octopod creature zipped down the ramp and leaped almost 15 feet
right on the back of the robed Challekan. It knocked the Challekan
to the deck and rammed those fangs into its shoulder. The Challekan
let out an anguished shriek that could be heard all over the
hangar. Sabah's disk immediately jumped 15 feet into the air. The
octopod creature jumped at Sabah but missed by just a fraction of
an inch. The hairy creature leaped to the wall and started rapidly
climbing right up it. Sabah pulled his stingerray and fired at the
hairy creature but the creature was moving too fast and he missed.
The creature went clear to the ceiling and ran upside down across
the ceiling. All of the other Challekans had flown their disks
midway between the floor and ceiling. There was a cluster of about
10 Challekans in the middle of the hangar and the octopod creature
sprinted in their direction. It shot a silky looking strand to the
ceiling beyond the cluster and then swung down like Tarzan swinging
through the jungle. Several in the cluster pulled stingerrays and
fired at the octopod creature. Some hit it but they didn't even
seem to phase it. Other shots missed and were ricocheting around
the hangar making creatures of all sizes duck for cover. Gus stayed
under cover in the planetary flyer as he continued to watch. The
octopod creature swung past the cluster and then swung back on the
other side. As it went by the cluster of Challekans, it shot out
another silky strand. The strand made a loop and went over the
entire cluster. On the return swing, the creature shot another
strand that looped the cluster of Challekans again. The octopod
creature seemed to tighten the loops and jerked all the Challekans
off their disks. The strands were sticky and held the Bugs in place
twenty five feet off the hangar deck. The creature proceeded to add
more loops quickly and then climbed down to the cluster to start
biting with its fangs. The Challekans were shrieking in terror and
struggling to no avail as the creature bit them all. Alarms started
sounding and some armored Challekans armed with blasters flew
through the big doors on their disks. They formed a box under the
creature and fired the blasters. They hit the creature and Gus
could hear the sizzle as the blasters did their damage. Shortly he
could smell the burnt flesh and the creature slowly relaxed its
grip on the strand and fell to the floor dead. The Challekans
blasted it again for good measure and then flew to the back of the
flying machine Gus was standing in. They lined up so they could
blast anything that came out of the back. Sabah brought the whole
line over and ordered everyone to rush with the unloading. The
guards stood there at the ready until the last item was unloaded.
Once all of the creatures in Gus' line were out, two of the guards
went in and searched the flying machine. Sabah ordered Gus and one
of the other creatures to drag the octopod creature to the disposal
and throw it in. Gus saw that the first Challekan that had been
bitten was dead and he figured the ones hanging from the ceiling
were also. Sabah and the other Challekans lined everyone up and
marched them out of the hangar. They put them back in their cells
early that day. The next day when they arrived at the hangar, the
bodies of the dead Challekans were gone.

Gus settled back into the monotonous routine
again. Whenever he unloaded fresh fruits and vegetables he snitched
all he could eat and then loaded his pouch. As long as the Bugs
didn't see him and he kept moving, they didn't even seem to
notice.

Gus had been captive about seven months when
he started to notice that he didn't have the stamina he normally
did. This worried him but he didn't know what it was. He did notice
that when he carried some sacks and boxes that were dusty, he felt
better the next day. He tried to get all of the dusty things he
could but it just wasn't enough. His strength started to wane in
the ninth month and he had trouble just putting one foot in front
of the other. Eventually, he was too sick and weak to even get out
of his bunk. Sabah came in and blasted him with the stingerray but
he was too sick to even care. The next day two of his bunk mates
hauled him to a waiting grav-sled. The sled took him to another
part of the mother ship and a robot unloaded him into a bunk in a
new cell. A Challekan came in and used a healer unit to check him
out. The Bug left and came back shortly with a device that he put
next to Gus' arm. There was a poof and Gus felt a sting in his arm.
Later that day he felt a little better and the next day a Bug
returned and gave him another shot in the arm. After three days of
treatment, Gus almost felt like he would live. The next morning a
Bug came and ordered Gus to follow. They wound through the mother
ship and ascended several levels until finally they arrived at the
repair hangar.

The repair hangar was a huge room containing
damaged planetary flyers, robots and other space ships the Bugs had
traded for, bought or found in space. They repaired what they could
and if they didn't need it, they sold or traded it. The space ships
and robots that were too damaged were salvaged. Each part that
could be useful in another repair or trade was stored in an
adjacent room. That room was a giant storage area with shelving
covering the entire floor and reaching to the ceiling. Each
shelving unit had a special code embedded so a robot could be
directed quickly to a specific location. Each part was carefully
tagged with a precise description, entered into the computer by a
special technician and then stored in a designated spot. This
system made it very easy to fill orders or to find parts needed to
keep the planetary flyers in service. One of the most important
parts of the salvage was to drain all of the usable energy material
out of the damaged space ship or robot. This material was measured
by the computer technician and then added to the mother ship stock
pile until it was needed. Gus was assigned the task of emptying the
energy material and putting it in the mother ship stock pile. The
Bug directed Gus to a rack containing protective gear. The Bug told
Gus to find a suit that fit and get into it. There was a
communication device in the helmet and the Bug would teach Gus what
to do.

The Bug took Gus through the entire procedure
step by step until Gus was comfortable doing it by himself. He
suspected the job was fairly dangerous because he needed protective
gear and the Bugs stayed well away when he was draining the energy
material, taking it to the computer technician to measure and then
dumping it in the stock pile. Gus was glad the job wasn't so tough
physically because he still wasn't back to normal. Whenever he was
caught up draining the energy material, he helped clean some of the
older space junk the Bugs had found. There was always a film of
dust on the older pieces and Gus gladly cleaned it off. Every time
he cleaned this dust, he felt better for a few days. Gus settled
back into a routine of working and watching for a chance to escape…
until the day the short, furry computer tech named Tik showed
up.

The creature was a small strawberry-blonde
furry creature that usually walked on four legs. She stood about
12" at the shoulder when on all four legs but was about 30" tall
when she stood on two legs. She mostly walked on the two back legs
when she was working on the computers or some other technical work.
She had a fluffy tail covered with long feathery hair that was
about 1/3 the length of her body. Her fingers curled and she walked
on the middle joint of her front paws when on all four. She was
armed with very sharp, retractable claws on all four paws -- much
like a cat. Her front paws had 3 fingers and an opposable thumb
which allowed her to pick up items and use a keyboard. She carried
her head high so Gus knew that she was very proud and had an
attitude. When she walked on all fours and her tail was straight
up, it had a small curl on the end. When her tail was like that,
she was in the fighting mode and you had better look out. She had a
small canine-shaped head complete with the sharp canine teeth and
her ears expressed a lot of the emotions she felt. If they were
standing up and cupped a little, it was a sign of curiosity or
interest. When her ears were flat against her head, she was in no
mood to mess with anybody and she might throw something or even
bite.

 


Tik took up the story from this point. When
she felt the planetary ship taking off, she rushed to the door. It
was locked and there was no other way out of the computer room. She
went to the computer and tried to get into the memory to see if she
could open the door. She found out that she was locked out of the
computer and she couldn't check anything. She tried the comm unit
but there was no response. She gathered up all her tools and put
them in the tool bag. She figured a bill and sent it to the home
office. She made sure that she charged a big bonus for the test hop
and padded her time too. Finally, with nothing else to do, she just
sat down and waited. After about a half a day, she felt the
planetary ship braking and soon it landed again. She thought that
the Bugs had just taken off to test the ship and were returning her
to the space port. She was getting ready to give someone a piece of
her mind. She would be paid extra for going along on a test hop!
She waited and waited for someone to open the door and the longer
she waited the angrier she became.

Suddenly the door opened and a Bug glided in
on a floating disk. Tik was off the chair in a flash and ran right
up to the Bug.

"Listen, you overgrown filth from the sewer,
I didn't sign on to do test hops. I hope you know that this will
cost you extra! Before anyone from my company sets foot on one of
your space ships again, we'll have an armed guard to keep doors
open and you jerks on the ground. I hope you have credits to pay
the bill," Tik ranted as she grabbed her tool bag. She started to
brush past the Bug when it glided in her path.

The Bug said haughtily, "You will follow me.
We have need of your services on the mother ship."

Tik jumped with no warning and knocked the
Bug off the disk. She trampled right over the top of it and headed
out the door. She turned down the passage and headed for the outer
door that she had come in earlier. The Bug was making funny sounds
and was trying to scramble back into an upright position.

The Bug hollered loudly, "Halt or you will
regret it!"

Tik didn't even look back as she said, "Shove
it up your nose, you overgrown sewer filth!"

Tik felt the charge coming before she heard
it. She tried to jump to the side and almost made it, but the
stingerray blast grazed along her side. The pain in her side was
excruciating so she dropped the tool bag. She whirled and dragging
her one side, she still tried to attack the Bug that had blasted
her. The Bug blasted her again and she passed out from the
pain.

When she woke up, she was in a room just like
the one that Gus had described, except the room and bunks were
smaller. Tik felt like she had been hit by one of the taxis at
Anbang. It hurt to move but it also hurt to just lie there so Tik
checked the drawers and found her tool bag in the drawer under her
bunk. There were other items in two of the other drawers. She tried
the door but it was locked. Tik checked her tool bag to see if
anything was missing but everything was there. She took her bag to
the door to see if she could get it open. She messed with it for
quite awhile but had no luck. She gathered up her tools and went
back to the bunk and lay down. She put her tool bag right beside
her for quick access or to grab it and run.

Later the door opened and two small
dissimilar creatures filed in carrying a bag. As soon as they were
in the room, the door swung shut. The two creatures didn't even pay
attention to Tik. They just went directly to their bunks, put the
bag in a drawer and then they lay down. Tik tried to engage the two
in conversation but they didn't act like they understood anything
she tried to say. They weren't interested in any sign language
either. Finally, Tik gave up and lay down. It had been a long
stressful day and the effects of the stingerray had taken their
toll also. Soon Tik fell into a fitful sleep. She woke up every
time one of the other creatures turned over or moaned in their
sleep. When the bell went off in the morning, Tik almost jumped off
the bunk. She went into her defend position, ready to take on
whoever or whatever stepped through the door. The two creatures got
up, grabbed their bag and lined up at the door. Tik stayed where
she was, ready to fight.

The door swung open and the two creatures
filed out. Shortly a Bug stepped through the door.

"Grab your tool bag and follow the other
workers," the Bug said quietly.

"Why don't you go try to breathe vacuum, you
sewer filth!" Tik growled dangerously.

"Come right now! We don't have time for
foolishness," the Bug replied, as it started to reach inside its
robe.

Tik was ready for trouble and before the Bug
could pull its arm out of the robe, she leaped from the bed and in
one more leap covered the distance from the bed to the Bug. The Bug
pulled the stingerray out of its robe but before it could fire, Tik
hit it head on. She knocked it to the ground and grabbed the arm
with the stingerray in her mouth. She bit down and twisted at the
same time. She felt a satisfactory snap and felt the arm break off.
She spit it out and went for the hood. She was trying to get it off
and get to the Bug's face when another Bug came up behind and
blasted her. The same excruciating pain as yesterday knocked her
out and she fell off of the crippled Bug.

When she came to, both Bugs were holding
stingerrays on her. The crippled Bug asked, "Are you ready to get
your bag and go to work or would you like another dose?"

Tik tried to get to her feet and show the two
Bugs how ready she was to work but her body just wouldn't do as she
willed. She finally pushed up on her arms but they wouldn't hold
her and she crashed back to the floor. After a few seconds she
tried again. She wasn't going to give these Bugs the satisfaction
of thinking she was beat. This time she pushed up on her arms and
stayed. It took another two minutes before she could get her feet
under her and stand on all four. She tried to take a step and
almost fell again. Her tail was drooping and didn't offer any
balance. She took a tiny step and made it so she tried another.
Gradually, feeling was returning but she decided to get her tool
bag rather than attack. The odds were too great and she just didn't
have another charge. She laid her ears back to show that she would
cooperate; but the Bugs had better beware, because if she got half
a chance she would attack again.

Tik could hardly carry the bag and could
barely move to keep up with the other creatures already lined up in
the passageway. As she moved, her body started responding better
and soon she was close to her old self. The Bugs took them to the
dining hall and everyone picked up a tray of food. Tik took hers
but didn't like the smell or texture. She knew she was going to
have to force herself to eat to keep up strength. She ate about
half of the meal and then the Bugs lined them up again. They walked
the line to a large room that Tik figured was a repair room. There
were robots, tools and all sorts of equipment in various stages of
disassembly. The other creatures in the line stopped at work
stations on benches lining the center of the room. The Bugs
indicated that Tik should sit at the next empty station.

The crippled Bug explained, "You will check
out the computers in the robots and other equipment. You are to
program these computers to interface with the mother ship computer
so the mother ship can control the robots and equipment. We will
have someone else check your work, so do not think about sabotaging
any of the programs. You have had a sample of our training methods
and we can extend the pain a long time before you pass out the next
time."

Tik laid her ears back to show her
displeasure but she didn't say anything. A large robot brought a
disassembled robot to her work station. She ran some diagnostic
tests and found a couple of bad parts. She turned to the Bug who
had been observing her.

"These parts are bad. I can't make them so
where do I get replacements?" Tik said sourly.

"Use that computer terminal to check about
replacement parts. If we have them in the mother ship, a messenger
will bring them. If we don't have them, the computer will tell you
whether to salvage this robot or to send it to storage for later
repair when we get the parts," the Bug explained.

Tik checked with the computer and found out
there were no replacement parts. The computer wanted to save the
robot, so the computer had a messenger robot bring a piece of
equipment for Tik to work on and picked up the broken robot to take
away to storage. Tik checked out the piece of equipment and found a
broken circuit board. She took her time but did repair it. She
started reprogramming the equipment under the watchful eye of the
crippled Bug. She finished the job and the messenger robot brought
some more work. Tik took her time on all of the repairs but she
kept busy all day. She figured she could have almost tripled her
output if she was being paid; but if she was slave labor, she only
would do enough to keep above suspicion. While she was working, Tik
started to plan how to sabotage the main computer without anyone
being able to trace it back to her. First she needed access to the
computer and the ability to make changes. She knew she didn't have
time to do a long program or to hack the mother ship computer, so
she needed another plan. She knew the mother ship computer would be
interfacing with everything she worked on; so if she put a piece of
code in everything she worked on, maybe she could set up a Trojan
horse that would let her into the mother ship computer. She knew
that she was going to have to take some time to plan everything
down to the last detail before she started. If the pieces were
coming from all the different things she worked on, it would be
very difficult for anyone to find. She needed to find out how the
mother ship interfaced with the different pieces of equipment and
the robots. Her spirits lifted as she knew that she had a chance to
strike back at the Bugs -- even if it took some time. Finally the
Bug signaled it was time to line up again. The line walked back to
the dining hall and everyone received the same garbage they'd had
for breakfast.

Tik choked down most of her food that night.
She ate in a hurry and looked around trying not to be obvious about
it. She tried to communicate with the creatures in her line but no
one seemed to understand her language. She noticed that all the
creatures grouped together were of different species. She guessed
this presented a language barrier. She saw all different sizes and
shapes of creatures in the dining hall. None of the lines lingered
very long. They ate and then went on their way. Tik did notice a
nine-foot tall purple creature with funny-looking hair. She was
sure it was the same species as the Dar Es Salaam Traders that
stopped at her planet. This one seemed to be missing its translator
that all the Traders normally wore. Tik would like to get closer to
this one. She knew that if it were a Trader, she could at least
communicate by sign language. The crippled Bug came to the table
and told them to line up. As soon as they were in line, they
started for the cells. The other two creatures in Tik's cell went
straight to their bunk. Tik tried the door again and then went to
her bunk. She took her tool bag to the bunk and opened it up. She
took out a mini-computer that she carried to help with programming
and to take notes. She started planning how she would lay out her
program to get into the mother ship computer. She made notes of the
general outline and then put everything away. She lay down and
slept better.

The bell went off and Tik jumped up. She was
eagerly looking forward to getting to her work station to start
checking out the interface between the computers she worked on and
the mother ship computer. Tik looked around in the dining hall but
didn't see the Trader this morning. She found out that if she
wolfed down the food and didn't think about it, she could get it
all down. As soon as everyone was through, the crippled Bug took
them to the repair room. The routine was the same that day as it
had been yesterday but the Bug didn't seem to hover over her as
much. When it wasn't at her station, she tested the interface of
the computers. By the end of the day, she understood how it worked
and she had developed a plan for programming. In the dining hall
she tried to communicate with those around her but there was no
response. She saw the Trader again; but there was no way to get
close to him or to get his attention without attracting attention
to herself, so she just observed. When the door swung shut again,
Tik tried it again with no luck. She hurried to her bunk and took
out
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