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“What follows is a true story. I have tried to recall the events to the best of my ability. Additional details were gathered from interviews with the parties involved on both planets. Some parts were translated from the original Old Sayan.”  — Anonymous

~ Prologue ~

––––––––

In Revenge of the Spiders, the Earth group planned to spread Dexter’s toxin in order to wipe out the mutations. Walter led them to an Earthian warship buried in the Arctic. Meanwhile, the Sayans continued to patrol the skies and subdue the rest of Earth’s cities and countryside, helping the lizards purge the planet of human life. 

But the Sayans remained fractured. A rebel faction split from the rest of the force and took hold of the invasion. They began to learn about Earth’s weapons and defenses and even how to modify its guns for their own use. Unlike the traditional Sayan forces, they were not opposed to violence. 

During this time, the spiders were forced south by cold weather and a lack of food, leaving the Peak survivors to fend for themselves. Dexter communicated with his home world but received no response, so he joined Walter and George on a mission to the Arctic to find the lost ship. When they did not return, Sam and Bohai captured an enemy glider and went looking for them. They found them and the ship, but as it was charging its power cells under the sun, Sam and Bohai returned home first. They found that Lusus, the ruthless Sayan Commander on Earth, had captured the Peak. Bohai went south to find help. 

The Commander began killing off members of the Peak group, and Sam could only watch and raise the temperature of the air. An unexpected rescue came in the form of a giant spider army, riding the heatwave. They were able to repel the Sayan army, but not before Camila was captured. New attacks via gliders hammered the Peak. Walter returned from the Arctic with the Earthian warship and repelled the glider attack just in time to free the Peak. 

Later, Sam, Bohai and Walter activated the ship’s homing device and took the ship into space in hopes of finding its home base and the ancient Earthian forces to save Earth from the Sayans.

Looking forward:

Now the Earth group is splintered, and Shane must lead the others to defend the Peak against another attack. Meanwhile, Sam and Bohai are in deep space with Walter, searching for help from an ancient empire.

On Earth, the Peak group goes on the offensive.

Part I

––––––––

“Time drops his scythe and stands appalled before that dreadful host... Distance is lost in boundless space.”

– The Crack of Doom, Robert Cromie
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​Chapter 1
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Multiplied by hundreds, the unmistakable hiss of a lizard is the stuff of which nightmares are made. It is a warning, the grim specter of what is to come.

The pack of lizards descended on Shane. He waited patiently for them while thinking about the river Styx that wound between Earth and the underworld. Perhaps his thoughts strayed because the boombox he held was playing “Come Sail Away” — the full twenty-eight-minute version. 

Or maybe it just seems that long today.

“Come on, guys,” he goaded the creatures. 

Shane stood up from where he had been crouching, put the boombox on his right shoulder and bit his lip. The music was attracting the horde; they always gravitated toward any new sound. He took a few steps back, and then a few more. Then he sped up and broke into a full run.

The writhing horde of lizards moved like a dark flood down the hill, some running, some rolling over each other in their rush to find the source of the noise. At the bottom of the hill, Shane slid and caught himself, now struggling to stay ahead of the pack. He was exactly where he needed to be. After setting off the explosion that had initially started this attack, there was little room for error. He ran toward the sedan with its front door open, jumped inside, and snapped the door shut. His finger punched the boombox OFF button. He hunkered down on the front seat, a blanket over his head, choking on a cloud of perfume to mask his scent.

“Twenty yards,” he whispered into the walkie talkie. “Almost here, get ready.” 

Further down the street, Jason waited at the bend where it curved to the right. He had explosive devices already in place to be triggered by remote control. Now he climbed the tree beside the road and took a vantage point forty feet up. 

George already stood on the roof of a hardware store a mile away. They were trying to lure the creatures into an alien compound that held a squadron of men and ships. Since the lizards were not dying off but instead were adapting and thriving, so George had come up with a plan to use the beasts to their advantage.

“If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em,” he had said. And he was right. But the plan was risky, and right now it seemed downright foolish, despite this being their third time at this.

Cold had set in. With November in full swing, all warmth had abandoned Pennsylvania, but—unlike the spiders—the lizards had not migrated south. They stayed and continued to be a thorn in the survivors’ sides. There seemed no end to them.

“Let’s point those thorns in the other direction,” Jason had agreed during the planning stages. Now he, too, was feeling foolish for taking such a risk.

Their goal was to make the lizards more of a nuisance to the aliens than to themselves. They wanted the Sayans to kill off their mutations on their own. 

The horde reached the dented black sedan where Shane bravely hid. He signaled through the walkie talkie, and Jason fired his flare gun, then set off a round of explosions near his section of the street. The commotion attracted the dragons like sharks to chum. They spun to the right and barreled forward. 

Noise meant one thing to these beasts: prey.

Forward momentum kept the swarm moving toward Jason, and eventually toward Mitch, who watched the creatures from the third-floor roof and waited for the right moment. He detonated explosives on his stretch of the road. The creatures bit at the air, their tails slapping the ground and each other. One bit another in its frenzy, and both creatures spun into a death spiral amid the foray. The loser became a meal, and several others stopped to feed on its body.

Mitch feared this might slow the pack, so he fired his pistol into the air. This got the others back on track. They sprinted forward in fury toward the gates of the alien compound. That’s when George raised himself on one knee from the roof of a shed close to the compound’s gate. He hoisted his RPG and fired a rocket into the stone gateway. The gate exploded and burst open, allowing the tide of lizards to sweep through the opening and into the alien camp.

It worked!

“Rock and roll, guys,” Shane yelled into the walkie talkie. “Stage two. Quickly.”

He estimated three hundred lizards in this pack, and most of them passed into the camp without hesitation. They moved like a school of fish, one following the other. Two stragglers remained behind, distracted, but Shane was already out of the car and confronting them on foot. Soundlessly he drew his longbow and shot each one in the head.

Jason swung down from his tree and landed on the grass below. He grabbed a coil of barbed wire and ran toward the camp gate. There was no fumbling; the four men worked together in precision, a well-oiled machine. They had practiced this many times. George and Mitch were already driving the stakes into the ground on either side of the gate opening. When Jason reached them, they quickly spread the barbed wire across the gaping stone mouth, locking the creatures inside.

“Let those Sayans chew on that for a while,” George grunted, but when he said “Sayans,” it sounded more like “Seens.” They finished up and walked back to the sedan. 

“Let the lizards chew on them,” Jason agreed.

Shane patrolled the perimeter with his bow, and watched for stragglers in every direction. One lone raptor came out of the weeds, and he put it down quietly.

The four piled into the black sedan and started the engine. Shane put the car in drive, and they sped back up the hill, the tires spinning up dust in their wake. They retook the main street and hit fifty miles per hour on their way back home. Each mile that carried them further from the alien camp granted them a bit more sense of relief.

“If you’ve got too many enemies,” George said, “turn one enemy against the other. And so on. We done good today.”

Whether or not these random acts of sabotage were working was uncertain. Only time would tell. It had been two weeks of raids like this one, and no sign yet of any reaction from their invaders.

And no word yet from Sam, Bohai, and Walter. They could only hope that the ship hadn’t exploded along the way, or that a swarm of Sayan gliders hadn’t blown them up, somewhere out in space. Or that some other alien warship hadn’t swallowed them.

Best not to dwell on it, Shane thought. Just put it all in drive and move forward. We’ve got work to do.

“This was our best timing yet,” Jason bragged from the passenger seat. “No hitches, no glitches. We were in and out like a Vegas gambler. I have to say, we’re gettin’ good at this.”

“Fantastic,” said Shane. “I’ll put it on my resume.” He didn’t mean to sound short; his sarcasm stemmed from worry and fatigue. He hadn’t slept much lately.

Mitch sat with George in the back seat and said nothing. They watched the buildings disappear as the city fell behind. The country roads led them back to their ski lodge hotel, the Peak.
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The ship pitched sharply to port, and that was a first. Until now, the ride had been smooth as silk, like riding a sofa in the living room. But something had hit them. The Praihawk moaned; its lights dimmed. They could feel a reduction in speed and a strange slowing of the ship’s systems. The engines thrummed at a lower frequency. It was a palpable feeling, like a downshift. Something was wrong.

The jolt knocked Sam to the cold metal floor. He and Bohai had been working on changing the air filters when the impact occurred. Now they raced to the bridge control room. 

“Piece of an asteroid or a meteor,” said Walter. “Very small, but it hit us. And look ahead.”

The monitors showed a splash of misshapen objects spread across the dark space in front of them.

“More?”

“A meteor shower,” said Walter. “I would have thought the ship’s sensors could detect it and evade it, but it hit us. Something must be wrong with the ship.”

“You mean the ship we know nothing about?” Sam asked. “That ship? Yeah, something’s wrong alright. We’re flying through space without a pilot.”

For almost two weeks, they had been sailing on this course, looking at nothing but stars on their viewscreens. With virtually no indication of how long it would take to reach the Earthus home planet, the journey had become tedious and frustrating. Two more weeks, two months, or two years... they had only hopes, dreams and guesses.

Are we there yet? 

Many times over the past week, Sam had resisted the urge to say that.

“Well, at least this breaks the boredom,” Bohai muttered, as he took a seat at one of the controls and started running a diagnostic of the ship’s systems. Every day he pored over manuals to learn more and more about this ship. But Walter was still the expert. He could speed-read faster than the other two boys combined.

“Nothing I can find wrong,” Walter said, biting his cheek. “But you can check again. We’re headed straight for that cluster ahead of us. We need to veer off.”

“Won’t the ship steer us around?” Sam asked.

“It does not appear so.”

“Disengage auto pilot?”

“I would not normally advise that,” Walter said as he peered intently into the screen, his fingers nervously hovering over the buttons on his panel. “But we won’t live through that array of rocks. I’ll need to take us around it manually. And then hope we can re-engage autopilot after sidestepping this storm.”

“But it might not restart?” Bohai asked. “Are you serious? Is it worth the risk?”

Another projectile hit the side of the ship and shifted it to an uncomfortable slant that knocked the boys to the floor again. Walter held tight to his seat with one hand, and the control panel with the other. Within seconds, the ship righted itself, but its speed slowed.

“You realize this is just dust,” Walter informed them. “These are just tiny bits, only small meteor particles hitting us. If any of those full-sized formations should impact with the ship, it might literally break us open. We’ll be dead bodies floating in space.”

“Sweet,” Bohai coughed as he got back to his feet. He checked a bump on his head. No blood. He got back into his seat. “I’ve always wanted to float in space.”

“But you’d be dead,” Walter said, not fully understanding the boy’s attempt at humor.

The ship shuddered.

Sam stood behind Walter and looked over his shoulder at the objects on the main viewscreen. He put a firm grip on the back of the man’s chair.

“Go ahead,” he told Walter. “Do it.”

Walter agreed and disengaged the autopilot. The ship’s hum lowered an octave, then a warning beep blared from the control panel. Walter shut it off. He worked the controls and steered the ship sharply to port. Sam held on tight, as it slanted to the left. The Praihawk was now heading off course. They whisked to the side of the meteor shower, and their speed sharply increased.

“Take it easy, Walter.” Sam bit his lip and leaned in.

“I’ll have to go faster, or we won’t miss all the meteor fragments. It might only take one to destroy us.”

“He’s right,” said Bohai. “You need to go faster.” 

“I’m increasing speed by twenty percent,” Walter said as he punched the buttons.

The ship sailed faster yet, away from the rain of meteor particles, and further off course. They entered an empty hole in space. They had no clue what lay beyond. The only certainty was that the Earthus home world was not in this direction. If they could not get back on course soon, they might be lost in space forever.

It took more than an hour to fully pass the storm. The ship vibrated and rocked a few times, but most of the journey was smooth. After the last particles had passed, Walter turned the ship back to starboard. 

“Keep your fingers crossed,” he whispered. Then he turned the autopilot back on.

Nothing happened.

“Did you feel any change?” Sam asked. “I didn’t hear anything.”

“I don’t think it’s on,” Walter said. “Our course hasn’t corrected. We can’t go forward if we have no idea where we’re going... and we can’t find our way back to Earth. At least I know that I can’t.”

“Try again.”

Walter shut down all the driving systems. The ship ground to a halt, groaned, and then its hum stopped completely, and the ship itself glided in space.

Silence.

They floated freely for several minutes. The main lights dimmed, and a blue indicator light flashed on the control panel. They sat and waited. No one said a word.

Spooky, Sam thought. Nervous, he bit his nails.

“What are we waiting for?” Bohai whispered.

Sam shook his head. He had no idea.

Finally, Walter started the ship again and punched the autopilot back on. Colored lights danced across the two control panels, and a high-pitched beep escaped from a hidden speaker. The Praihawk lurched forward, and their course changed. They tilted to the right, then evened out and sailed forward, first slowly, then faster. The stars began to move again.

It seemed they were back on course.

All three of them let out a deeply held breath. That was close. In the weeks they had been flying, this was the first real trouble they had experienced. The deeper they flew into space, the greater the likelihood of more problems. This was not an experienced flight crew, but a trio of untrained Earthlings on a desperate mission to seek help. If any additional technical issues were to arise, more complicated than this one, they might not be able to handle them.

The Praihawk thundered through space. Its crew kept their fingers crossed and sped on. 

“We still have no clue how long this flight will take,” Walter reminded them. “It could take years.”

Sam stopped biting his nail. “Years. Damn.”

“That would be too late!” Bohai cried. “Earth will be taken by then. Our friends...”

“It won’t take that long,” Sam assured him. “I think we’re close. I can feel it.” He felt no such thing. But the despair inside the ship was palpable. A boost of confidence needed to be injected into their hearts and minds. “Two more days. I predict.”

Walter looked at him. “You have no scientific basis for that prediction. On what do you calculate this time frame?”

“It’s a guess, Walt. But trust me, we’re close.”

Walter frowned. He never thought that he would ever miss Dexter, but now he actually did wish the other scientist had come along. These two boys were full of hope, high spirits and energy, and he found that mildly annoying. He rarely understood their jokes or passing conversations. Thankfully, the ship’s library was well-stocked with manuals and scientific journals. He filled his days with reading, taking notes, and monitoring the self-flying ship.

“You said you’d play chess with me again today,” Bohai said to Walter.

Walter looked over the rim of his glasses. “I defeat you easily on each attempt. It is no challenge for me. Please play Sam, instead.”

“But I always beat him too fast. It’s too quick.”

“So, you see my point,” said Walter. He pushed his glasses back up on his nose and studied the monitors.

“Come on,” Sam prodded. “Let’s go in back and play. I’ll concentrate and try to give you a good run. You know, you should be helping me to improve.”

“I should be doing a lot of things, man, but I’m stuck in outer space with you and Dr. Who over there.”
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Dexter worked night and day to make the necessary modifications and tweaks to the stolen glider. He intended to fly it back to Neptune II as soon as possible, but his plan for landing there was weak, at best. As for his plans if he did get back into the capital city, those were set in stone. He planned to get to his wife and kill his brother.

Beyond that... he could not be sure. 

Although he had put great thought into his life after collecting his wife, no realistic options had yet come to mind. His best guess was that he might bring his wife back to Earth. But that might prove difficult—and unwise—in the midst of the invasion. Staying on Neptune II was out of the question. A third option would need to present itself soon.

But Dexter had no third option. Yet.

Time brings everything, eventually. It will come. 

The glider was in good shape and ready for the trip. He would leave the next day, and in two weeks he would arrive at the moon, Triton, his old home orbiting the great planetary mass called Neptune. He pondered whether he should he say goodbye to the people at the Peak, and spoke aloud as if talking to his wife:

“I guess I should tell them what I’m doing. After all, I might need their help again someday. You and I might need to live with them here on Earth, or out there somewhere on another planet.” 

Sam’s crumpled piece of paper still remained in his pocket, and it made a crinkling sound every now and then, the way folded paper rattles against itself and can never again be straightened. It was Sam’s note asking him to save Camila. This reminder clawed at him, but he refused to be sidetracked by a foolish rescue mission. His plan was set, and his next move in this game was 2.7 billion miles away.

“I won’t need to tell them,” he resolved. “They’ll figure it out when I am gone.”

Already he had done much to help the Peak group in their fight against the Sayans, against Dexter’s own people. Hadn’t that been enough? He had told them everything he knew about their world: weapons, religion, tactics. Their weaknesses.

Just then, he heard a car drive up the road. It was Shane and his group, returning from one of their pointless raids on the nearby alien outpost. He exhaled and stepped out of the glider. I guess it’s not entirely pointless, if it keeps them busy.

Jason whooped as he hopped from the car. He was cheering the success of their mission and bragging to Tina and Stu, who greeted them warmly at the gate. Dexter watched them congratulating each other and snickered at their unbridled optimism. He took his time joining them, each step measured.

“So,” he said to the collective group, “what have you accomplished, really?”

“We’re causing problems for the aliens,” said Jason. “Stirring the pot! We’re forcing them to live with their own abominations, that’s what. They created ’em, they can live with ’em.”

Dexter snorted. “You’ve ruined their day, at best. I doubt they will change their invasion plans based on this little bee sting you’ve given them.”

“We never thought they would,” Shane said. “We’ve been over this before. It’s a plan of constant sabotage. If we never let up, if we constantly sting them, they may think we’re not worth the effort. They might move on.”

“And it’s not just us,” Jason added. “Survivors across the country are fighting back.”

“Well, good for them,” Dexter said, unimpressed. “I’m sure a Sayan surrender is right around the corner.”

“It’s keeping them away from us,” Jason argued. “Keeping them on the defensive.”

“Hoohaa!” George added.

Stu and Mitch remained quiet. The older men had the wisdom to temper their enthusiasm with reason. They both believed the sabotage missions were achieving something, but they also knew this was no way to win a war.

Walter’s wife chopped vegetables sullenly in the kitchen. She and Max, along with half a dozen of their team, had already moved into the Peak. After slapping Shane’s cheek for letting her husband go into space, she settled in and seemed to adjust quickly to the change. Her demeanor rarely shifted from that of an Iron Lady. Speaking with curt words, everything she said and did was based on a logical decision to help all of them move forward. Underneath, she was hurting; but only Tina could see how emotional she was about her husband’s absence. She wavered between anger and sadness, but there was no fear in her. Walter’s wife was as strong as the concrete walls of the hotel itself.

Max had begun to construct a new laboratory in the second-floor conference room. He was both envious and proud of Walter’s foray into space. While stuck here on Earth, Max agreed to continue their research into ways of neutralizing the mutant creatures. The act of capturing new specimens kept Sergeant and his men busy. They didn’t seem to be getting along well with the others.

“We are guests in this place,” Max often reminded the gruff military man. “Please comport yourself as such. For Margaret, at least. She wants us all to get along.” He was referring to Walter’s wife, a woman he respected as much as he respected Walter himself.

Although the atmosphere was sometimes tense in the hotel, there was plenty of room to spread out. They managed to get along with a singular focus on their one goal: survival. As part of that, they would need to begin ridding the planet of lizards and aliens.

“If we don’t work together, they’ve already won,” Margaret Feynman told them. Even if she was not warm, she was a good peacekeeper.

––––––––
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Just before midnight, Shane found Dexter sitting alone on the main couch in the front lobby, under the dim light of a single lamp. The man held a tattered book, but was not reading it. He just stared at the yellowed pages. Shane sat down in a chair next to him, and the scientist shifted his gaze to the young intruder. They sat for a moment in silence.

“We don’t have books on my world,” Dexter said. “No paper. When I first saw one here on Earth, a paperback, I thought: what a waste of space; digital books make more sense. But now... Now I love holding one in my hands, turning the pages, feeling the words on the paper.”

Shane leaned forward. “When are you leaving?”

Dexter didn’t answer right away. He reflected for a moment before speaking, choosing his words carefully. His voice was not as strong as usual. “I suppose a denial is pointless. How did you know?”

“It’s been written on you all week.”

“Yes. I guess so.”

“Where to? Back home?”

“That is my intention.”

“And when you get there? What then?”

The older man did not want to admit he planned to kill his brother. He fed out just the smallest bit of his plan, guarding most of his intentions from others. “I shall retrieve my wife. Maybe I will bring her back here.”

“Good plan. You must miss her.”

“Indeed.”

“You can’t stop the invasion from there?”

“I cannot.” Dexter looked away, focused on the lamp, and shook his head. He watched the light bulb dim, then come back brighter. Soon it would need to be replaced. Dexter wondered how many good bulbs they had remaining in the hotel.

The two men basked in the quiet moment. There wasn’t much else to say. They were both weighed down by separate thoughts and cares. 

“Are you sure?” Shane asked.

“About what? About going, or the invasion?”

“Both.”

“I’m sure. I will leave in the morning before the others wake up, before dawn. You can tell them...” He let his words drift off.

“What?”

“Tell them whatever suits you.”

“And Camila? What about her?”

“You should rescue her,” said Dexter in a very matter-of-fact way.

“How?”

“That, my friend, I do not know. But if anyone can do it, you can. And one more thing. If Walter gets back, please tell him where I went. Make him jealous one last time.”

“Okay. If that’s what you want.”

“That is what I want. And keep an eye on your brother. He is far too headstrong for his age.”

Shane clapped Dexter on the shoulder. “On that, Sir, we both agree.”

Dexter never liked being touched, but he allowed it this one time. He even shook the boy’s hand after Shane extended it. Sure, why not exchange germs one last time.

“I never liked you,” Dexter told the boy. “But I do not dislike you now.”

“Uh... thanks, I guess.”

“They will have reached the edge of this galaxy by now.”

“The Praihawk? My brother?”

“Yes. They should be at the edge now, maybe even crossed over already today. They are now in new space, by my best estimation.”

“And you don’t know how long it will take to reach the new empire? The new Earthus?”

“It could be a few weeks. Or a few years. I don’t know where it is, you see. None of us Sayans know. That was the whole point.”

“You think help will come?”

“I think hell will come,” said Dexter. 

He was not one for hyperbole, so his words carried a grim weight, as he explained, “Your ancestors are not peaceful. They seek war at every turn. You come from a warrior race that conquered every planet it found. They took Earth from someone else, a millennium ago. Wiped them out. Almost wiped us out. They did almost drive us from this galaxy, and only a few million of us stayed, here in this galaxy, on Neptune’s moon. The Sayans are few now, and scattered across many worlds in many galaxies.”

That was a lot of negative information to take in, and for the first time Shane felt pity for the alien scientist. “My ancestors are the bad guys, in some ways.”

“That depends on which side of history you’re sitting, my friend. From one standpoint, they were heroes. From another, they were butchers.”

“My people were invaders? It seems they weren’t all that good. Ancient or not, they were my great grandparents... times a million.”

“Well, half of you, anyway. You’re only half human, so... there is hope for you.”

Shane couldn’t hold back a smile. “Yeah, I’m not totally lost.”

“I wish to ask you something, young man. Why did you never use your spark? Your brother embraces it, but you do not.”

“I don’t have it,” Shane said. “You know that already.”

Dexter looked at him the way a teacher looks at a student who has just fibbed about cheating, while holding the cheat-sheet in his hand.

“You do,” said Dexter with complete certainty. “You just suppressed it. You decided long ago not to use it, not to nurture it. Even while your brother was honing his skills, you denied your own. I find that curious.”

“Honestly, man, I ain’t got it. I never had a spark, and never wanted it.”

Dexter nodded. “It is because you never wanted it, that it is lost. You cannot even remember, I think. You won’t let yourself remember. But one day long ago, maybe at age five or six, you made that decision to stifle it. I’m sure of it. I find that fascinating.”

“I don’t think you’re right, Dexter. But if you are, what should I do about it now?”

“Nothing. It is likely too late. Your spark is gone now. But you can help your brother. Keep him moving forward and keep him on track. It will be too easy for him to get sidelined.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him. Don’t worry, it’s been my job for almost twenty years. Not an easy job, by the way.”

“And the other one. Him, too.”

“Bohai? Sure, I’ll watch out for them both, assuming they make it back alive.”

That was grim! Why did I say that?

“If they bring an Earthian fleet back, hell will rain down on your planet. Keep both of them safe, as best you can. They might be the only two who can save your Earth from its own past.”

“Wow, that is depressing. You’re full of cheer tonight. You don’t think the Earthians will just kick the invaders out and let us rebuild?”

Dexter smiled. “They will rebuild for you. And you won’t like it. But... that is a bridge for crossing another day. As you say.” 

He snapped his book shut and stood up. Shane could see the title now: The World Below. Its cover was faded from a century of reading.

Dexter yawned. “I shall sleep in the glider for a few hours. I will be gone in the morning.”

“Good luck to you, Dexter.”

“And to you, young man. I do not believe in luck, but I do hope things work out for you.”

For the most part, that was true.
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The great ship listed to one side and sent Walter’s coffee cup sliding off the shelf attached to the control panel. Bohai reached over and caught it deftly with one hand, all the while never taking his eyes from the viewscreen. As the ship leveled out once more, he replaced the cup in its spot where Walter could reach it. The Asian boy’s athletic dexterity fascinated Walter.

“The dampers are still not right,” Bohai said. “We’re feeling too much of the motion.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Sam spoke from a prone position on the floor. He was fighting a bout of nausea amid the ship’s sudden turbulence. Ever since the meteor particle storm, the ship’s usual smooth ride bore a closer resemblance to a passenger jet flying over the jet stream in a monsoon.

Fasten your seat belts, he remembered flight attendants saying on past trips. It was all he could think about. Drink service has been suspended. Put trays in their upright positions.

Ironically, it was Bohai who had survived a plane crash, but he seemed completely unfazed by the turbulent ride. He took it all in stride.

“There is something ahead of us that is not organic,” Walter informed them. “Approximately one day ahead of us. At this speed, we will reach it in twenty-one hours.”

“What does that mean, not organic?” Sam asked.

“It means that it is man-made. It may be another ship. It is not a planet or meteor.”

“Good, maybe we’re almost there.”

“Or maybe it’s an enemy vessel en route to intercept us. It is multiple times larger than our ship. If it is an enemy, we will not likely survive their attack.”

“Let’s think positive,” said Bohai. “On this course, it is probably an Earthian ship. So we might reach the help we need by tomorrow. This is good news.”

“Good news,” Sam moaned from the floor. “Good news would be a planet where my feet could touch soil again.”

“Regardless, we are heading straight for it,” Walter said. “For better or worse, autopilot navigation is taking us right up to its front door.”

“Maybe it’s a transport ship,” Sam offered. “To take us the rest of the way. Or a mid-way station.”

“A satellite or rescue station,” agreed Bohai. “It may be tracking us. Is the ship sending out a signal? Warning this UFO object? Telling it about us?”

“I have no idea,” Walter said honestly. He scrutinized the controls and screens as if they might reveal something new, but they did not. “There is no way of knowing the extent of what happened when the homing device was activated. A signal may well have been delivered to this ship’s home world, and this might be their welcoming cart, as it were. A sizable welcoming cart, if it is one.”

“Or it’s a giant Sayan ship, waiting to ice us,” Sam groaned. “Either way, our trip will be over soon. And that’s good news to me. I can’t wait. Death, come take me.”

“I prefer it not be over in the hands of the Sayans,” Walter said prosaically. He still didn’t understand his companions’ sense of humor. 

Sam gave him a thumbs-up from his place on the floor. 

The Praihawk thundered forward, closer and closer to the unknown object in deep space. They crossed out of the Milky Way in that moment and entered the edge of the next galaxy. 

Ahead lay something new that they would never have expected.
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​Chapter 5
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Camila looked up when the door to her cell opened. An officer entered, bringing in her usual dinner. She had never seen this man before. He was a new soldier to her.

Cooped up in this dreary room in an unknown location had put her in a bad mood. Two weeks already as a prisoner, and she was eager to go out and run, jog, anything outdoors. She had one window with bars across it, and only a view of an empty alley to greet her every day. The air that came in from that direction was slightly tainted with the odor of rubbish.

The officer laid her dinner on the table and looked nervously at the woman. This was his first time to meet the strange Earthling prisoner.

“You’re the woman who knows the boy, the one the Commander wants,” he said quietly. 

Camila wondered if he wanted an autograph or something. Was he star-struck or just scared?

“Yeah? Who would that be?”

“The one who walks among the spiders without fear,” he said. There was an odd quality to his voice, almost admiration, either for her or for the boy he described.

“You mean Bohai? Yeah, your commander has a real thing for him. I take it he hasn’t found him yet.” She used these short moments of contact to gather as much information as possible and extract what she could from the soldiers around her.

“No one has seen him since... Well, no one has seen him. And his spiders have gone to another region, a warmer area of your planet.”

“Seasons,” she explained, as she uncovered a plate with an assortment of steamed vegetables, now only lukewarm. “Temperatures change in this part of the world. You don’t have seasons on your planet?”

“We do not.” He remained standing and watched her pick at her food.

“Well, some people like them, the seasons. Autumn leaves, snow, ice, all that jazz.” She started eating while she talked. “But I can do without it. Summer every day would suit me just fine. And fall, I like the fall. You have summer or fall?”

“We live in a steady, temperature-controlled environment under the surface of our world. There are no seasons.”

“Crap, that sounds awful. Do you even have night and day?”

“Yes, of course we do. We have a simulated night.”

“Simulated.” She chuckled at the word and continued shoveling food into her mouth. “Hey, what’s your name?”

“Lieutenant Tasset.”

“Your first name, I mean.”

“I am called Jovan.”

“Listen, Jovan. Next time, bring yourself some food, too. I don’t like to eat alone.”

The officer furrowed his brow. “You want me to eat with you?”

“Yeah. Is that a problem?”

“I think it will be acceptable.” He paused, then moved toward the door.  This Earthling woman baffled him. He could find no words for her other than, “Good night.”

“See ya.” 

She watched him leave and smiled. This one would be easy to manipulate, full of information and no tap to stop its flow. The second step in her escape plan was right on schedule, and she spotted exactly what she needed as he exited the open door—on the wall in the hallway. It was the circuit box. 
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Moments before dawn, Jason relieved Shane of his guard duty in the watchtower. He glanced at the road below and saw Mitch walking the perimeter with a shotgun. He also noticed the missing glider, but wasn’t surprised. 

“Dexter. He went back home?”

“Yep. The crazy old man took that little ship all the way back to Neptune. Isn’t that like taking a Volkswagen Beetle from New York to California?”

“More like a rowboat from New York to London, I’d think. But he must think it can get him there. I ain’t got a clue.”

“You and me both.”

“Any idea what his end game is?”

Shane shrugged. “He’s not against us, but he’s not with us, either. I don’t think he’ll do anything to screw with us, anymore, if that’s what you mean.”

“So what will he do?”

“Going to kill his brother, I assume. That might help us, or hurt us. I really have no idea.”

“I thought he just wanted his wife back.”

“Yeah. I suppose he wants that, too. But again, this doesn’t help us any. We’re on our own.”

“You don’t think we’ll ever see him again.”

“No, sir, I do not.”

“Fine with me. So...” Jason slapped his hands together. “What’s the plan for today?”

Before Shane could answer, a pair of Sayan gliders swooped down over the lodge and did a scare run, as Jason called it. They did this every once in a while, two or three times a day, to torment the locals. Their ships would fly in low and buzz the flag poles. They didn’t drop bombs, just flew lightning fast overhead. It was simply to remind the Earthlings that the invasion was still in progress, and that, despite all the sabotage by the Peak group, a stronger power was in control. 

George swiveled in the tank that sat ever-present in front of the lodge gate. He fired two shells into the air, but they missed the ships by a wide margin. Both vessels flew way too fast to be hit by anything, unless by accident. The shelling was just George’s way of letting them know Earth still had some fight left in it.

“Check in with George and Stu later.” Shane said. He was so used to these aerial spectacles that they didn’t faze him anymore. “The guys want to go on another herding run. There’s a small group of lizards gathered thirty miles south.”

“Again? We just did one yesterday.”

“If you want to be really useful,” Shane said, pointing to the sky. “Help me figure out a way to stop all this nonsense.”

“Word up, man.”

“And how to get Camila back.”

“She’s still alive,” said Jason. But it was more of a question.

“Yes, she is. I never suggested she wasn’t. That’s why we need to get her back.”

—
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Late in the afternoon, Max came up with a concept for stopping the random strafing runs. In his new lab, he had created a harmless gas that formed an orange cloud of smoke. If dispelled over the lodge, it would hide the building from anything flying overhead. Of course, the hotel would still be perfectly visible to anything coming up the road at ground level, but the cloud would blind all airspace for at least a mile.

Max and his team gathered four test canisters and installed them on launchers he had assembled. They put one in each tower and two on the roof. A remote system was rigged so that whoever was in the high tower could trigger all four. Upon first sight of the next scare run, the guard would trigger the cloud and fill the sky with orange smoke and haze. It was a simple tactic they hoped would confuse the gliders.

“I’m sure they’ll still know where we are,” Jason pointed out. “They might not know exactly, but they’ll have an idea. What good is it?” He was reluctant to give credit to anything Max or his team created. Even now, he still didn’t like them.

George was more forgiving and more practical than the others. “It’s a good idea. Flying into a disorienting cloud is a pilot’s worst nightmare. This might put a stop to all these buzz-runs. It’s good. I think it might just work.”

“Maybe.” Shane had doubts but agreed to the plan.

The installation of the cloud cans proceeded. By dinner they were installed and ready to be triggered. The group stood in front of the gate and looked up at the towers, as Max and his assistant tested the wiring of the new mechanisms. 

A single lizard poked out of the woods and meandered onto the road, testing the air with its forked tongue. Shane plucked his bow from the strap on his back and slipped an arrow in place. He drew the bowstring back taut and waited for the creature to close the gap, then released the arrow. It split the creature’s skull, and the animal slumped dead to the ground. Stu and Mitch half-carried, half-dragged the heavy dragon off the road. They left it in the grass. Perhaps something would eat it later.

“That meat might attract unwanted guests,” Jason said. “We should bury it.”

“Won’t make a difference,” Stu said. “Anything that wants meat can smell it. Snow will come soon, and that may do the job for us. I say we let it be and head back inside.”

Mitch put a cigarette in his mouth, but kept silent.

“Don’t need to twist my arm. Damn, it’s getting cold out here.” Jason ran his hand over his head, still not used to the short hair. It was like a phantom limb. “So quiet today. I don’t like that.”

“Don’t trust it much, myself, son. But quiet is what we got. Just keep your eyes open.”

“Eyes are open, sir. And stomach growling. Let’s lock up and get fed.”

But Stu was still feeling uneasy. He took off his baseball cap and scratched his head, looked out at the motionless, bare trees. Nothing moved. No sound, except the wind. 

“Spooky,” he whispered, then followed the others inside.
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​Chapter 7
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The space station loomed closer, now visible, revealing its true size and shape. The top held a wide round platform that led down to an oblong shaft, which ended in a confusion of antennae. The platform spun slowly around the shaft, most likely to create gravity, by Walter’s guess. This was no spaceship or mobile craft. It was big, possibly a hundred times larger than the Praihawk. It was a space station that might hold a thousand people—another guess on Walter’s part.

“Holy hounds of helloosia,” whispered Sam. “That’s one giant hunk of metal.”

“Isn’t this where we say, I’ve got a bad feeling about this...?” Bohai asked.

Sam nodded.

Walter ignored them and closely watched both the monitor and the control panel. It marked their closing distance as they approached this strange object among the stars. He followed its trajectory and estimated where they would end up. 

“Fifty-two minutes,” he said. “We’ll either crash into that thing, or land on it.”

“Well, no one has fired on us yet,” Bohai noted. “That’s a good sign. Right?”

As they continued their approach, they could see more details on and around the station. Two battleships, exact replicas of the Praihawk, were docked outside the station, attached to one side of the hulking monolith. Another ship, at least six times larger, slept silently tethered to another part of the base. 

The station was quiet, motionless.

A few lights flickered on the round platform, and
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