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The survivors of the war on the planet of Torroxell
faced a multitude of problems including injuries, domestic animals
urgently needing farmers, a yukky diet, hostile Alien prisoners
that outnumbered them, looting or starving Alien survivors, and a
mixture of six Races with six agendas. Add exhaustion, incoming
Niseyen with a vastly different culture, and an approaching attack
fleet from the Keulfyd with revenge in mind because the virus had
spread beyond Torroxell. The weaponized virus they ‘found’ on
Torroxell and used in self defense which was devastating the
Keulfyd. The Terrans copped some of the blame. It wasn’t all the
Terrans’ fault. Mostly not.

Somehow, Sarah MacDonald has to prepare for another
possible war and co-ordinate six Races: one that often won’t talk
to her; one that has never fought; one that is infiltrated and
badly compromised; one that is hiding a lot from her; and one that
is medical not military. And her own Race consists mostly of often
traumatized refugees from a disaster-torn Earth.
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Chapter One

Sarah MacDonald watched as the vast
spaceship lifted off, silently, vertically. Heading for another,
developed, Human world, unknown, unseen, unknown of, until now.
Petislay. The cold, third planet of the Niseyen, their newest, in
the process of being developed and settled. The Niseyen, originally
Human, who were kidnapped from Earth thousands of years ago and
enslaved until they finally overthrew the Kaldalei, their masters.
The rock paintings and other depictions of Ancient Aliens on Earth
were true, or at least some of them were.

This was a highly illegal flight (if one
bothered about such technicalities) and Sarah wondered how the
Niseyen brothers Az and Kaz were feeling about it since they had
been designated the acting pilots/captains. They faced a few little
problems such as no instruction manual, unreadable gauges which
meant they had no idea how much was in the fuel tank — and they
hadn’t found the waste tanks yet. Whatever. She imagined Az and Kaz
would be grinning from ear to ear. They had no training,
registration, qualifications or licenses, and insufficient
knowledge to fly the vast spaceship which would make a cruise liner
look like a frigate. Yet they had to; they had to get help.

Sarah yawned, she felt beyond exhaustion.
She wondered if she would ever get used to the 28 1/2-hour day of
this planet, Torroxell. Or the long night. And how long were the
seasons? And how many? She sighed. Just one of the many things they
had yet to think to ask. There was so much to do and it all needed
to be done yesterday, or a month ago.

So much had happened so fast once the war
was over. Her head felt stuffed full of priorities. And to think
she’d occasionally found it stressful managing SETI on Earth. Now
she was running a world.

Yesterday two ships had gone back to Terra,
one in a kind of tow, to tell the world about the Niseyen. To tell
the world there were now four Human planets plus one shaky,
depopulated, war-torn Treaty planet — this one. But there were now
four planets where Humans could go to settle from the teeming,
overcrowded masses on Earth. Maybe. If the Niseyen wanted them on
their three planets.

She wondered how this news would be
received. What would Mathew, Jolene, and Steve do about the
now-enslaved Niseyen among their crew? Niseyen, captured on
Oberterk at the unfortunate and unexpected conclusion of a war
where the Nashi had attacked the Zeobani, who were the rightful
owners and hard-working developers of the planet Oberterk. And when
the Nashi couldn’t win they cheated, by entering into an Alliance
with the Keulfyd. Breaking the rules of war. Amazing that there
were Rules of War, she thought, but the problem was the powerful
didn’t seem to think the rules applied to them. Typical!

The Niseyen, once war criminals and now
slaves, those now flying the two ships to Earth, had agreed to the
monstrous crime of flying the gas ships of the Keulfyd in return
for their lives. The gas ships were part of the fleet that had
annihilated the Terrestrial population of Torroxell and all its
fauna that had been in range. Those Niseyen had helped murder
ninety million civilians of varying Races in order to allow some
greedy Keulfyd to make a profit.

Would these Niseyen be trustworthy? Jolene
had reasoned that such people would do anything to stay alive but
would be somewhat short on martyrdom as they had already
demonstrated. Were Az and Kaz right when they said the now enslaved
crew would get the ships to Terra in return for the promise of
being dumped on a Niseyen world, their identity and crime
secret?

Sarah shook her head. That was their
problem. Hers was this war-ravaged planet and its pitifully small
population of Terrestrial survivors. At least she now had extra
Okme, medical specialists rescued from slavery on the Keulfyd
starships. The survivors of twenty-nine Healing Centers plus their
Machines and staff. Unfortunately, most of these Machines had been
sabotaged by their owners. Martyrdom was the definite goal of all
of the Okme it seemed! Pitifully grateful, they had promptly
volunteered to work in the totally overwhelmed hospital once they
were informed by Helkmid how bad the problem was. They were
pathetically relieved to be rescued and freed. There were now three
Okme centers running, with twenty-four Healing Machines going and
they were all needed. Especially for the Cats.

The Cats, no-holds-barred fighters, had
suffered horrific injuries. Helkmid told Sarah they were almost all
young males who had disobeyed their leaders’ orders not to fight.
They also made rather difficult patients. Sarah smiled, thinking of
what Bert had told her. They had a poor attitude to doctor’s
instructions, hated medication, especially via needles, were
allergic to antibiotics and some pain killers, and CATegorically
refused to use the local equivalent of bedpans. She chuckled,
remembering the reaction Bert had gotten when he had suggested
CATheters.

Given their large size, their average weight
of 330 pounds of irritable, ungrateful Cat with a bad attitude,
getting them to a toilet was difficult even with the anti-grav
lifts. They still had to be steadied and balanced. It was just as
well that most of them got to walking-wounded standard fairly
quickly and got their ungrateful asses off to the loo
themselves.

The cat joke award had gone to Anne who had
said that, “Catering to Caterwauling, Catastrophizing Cats was a
Catalogue of Cataclysmic proportions.” Sarah wandered into the mess
hall to find someone had laid out some food packets. Add water and
stir. Yuk: tasteless stuff, like eating flour paste. She suddenly
had the flash of an idea. Batter for fish, fritters, donuts! It
might work. At least it would taste and look better. She found her
pad and pen and wrote herself yet another note. As she sat there
eating her tasteless meal, others straggled in. The place looked
empty. Full, it would seat a hundred or so, many more if there was
standing room only. The tables were varying sizes to cope with
varying sized occupants. Papa bear, momma bear, and baby bear. The
kids fitted baby bear. So did some of the adults — which rather put
us in our place in this galaxy, Sarah thought wryly.

Anne sat down beside her, slowly and
carefully to reduce the pain. In her hand was a notebook. “I’m
trying to keep track of everyone,” she said. “Mathew, Steve, and
Jolene have gone back to Earth.”

“What about Con? He was itching to write the
story of what happened here.” Con was the only surviving journalist
and was expecting a massive scoop. “Why didn’t he go back? Was he
too injured? I did wonder at the wisdom of him travelling so long
without a doctor.”

“He decided we couldn’t do without him. I
suspect Bert had a word with him. He says he can write the story
from here, he’s already started, and he’s hoping to find someone
who can transmit it to the ship. He’s going to send a copy to
Petislay and the other Niseyen worlds and copyright it.”

Sarah smiled, relieved. “He’s right. We need
him. He’s so useful and such a handyman. He’s recovering quickly,
too. Did I hear right? About seven months before we get any help
from Earth?”

“Yes, but we can expect help sooner from
Petislay. The round trip is about four months plus maybe a month to
convince them to come. Five months. If they come.” They
looked at each other. “There are five hundred survivors in one city
alone who could overcome us and take the planet. How do we rescue
them and stay safe?”

“Anne, I’m amazed at how many have elected
to stay here on Torroxell. It’s a telling opinion on the chances of
survival on Torroxell versus Terra. Those with children here have
all stayed. That, for me, has been an eye-opener. But sorry, I’m
interrupting. What did you want to tell me?”

Anne consulted her notebook. “Az, Kaz,
Stella, Li, Donny, Dan, Kelly, Helene, Simone and Dieter plus I
think five Zeobani have gone to Petislay. That leaves us here with
about sixteen fit adults, four traumatized Zeobani, several walking
wounded Terrans whose brains still go, and a lot of kids. The Okme
are still concentrated on looking after the sick, most of whom are
now uncooperative ungrateful Cats.” They both chuckled.

Anne continued, “I think we need to keep
using the kids although it doesn’t seem fair to them. Mahmoud has
taken his job of Survivors Coordinator to heart. He has already
organized the Cats to find the survivors and report back. Harsha,
Bella, and Bea are his deputies, he says, and are passing on his
orders.” They both laughed. Mahmoud had spent lengthy periods of
his short life babysitting his two younger sisters while his
parents worked long hours. He was very good at it. But one of his
problems was that he was unable to speak to the telepathic Cats. To
his disgust, both his little sisters could. Which was why they were
now his deputies. Bea was added because she and Bella were
inseparable and Bea’s parents were busy with search and rescue.

“Mahmoud has been told by Az to look for
Zeobani and Niseyen for a start. We should find more pilots among
them. Mahmoud has decided to delegate the Cats to prioritize who
needs help first and work it out between themselves. They weren’t
really interested in the job but via Bella they got a huge lecture
on humanitarianism from Mahmoud. He really ticked the Cats off.
Then when they were still smarting about that insult he stormed off
to see the Priskya and so Pickdaa ticked the Cats off too. Talked
about peeved Cats. They do peeved so well.” They both laughed.

Something else was nagging Sarah. “Didn’t
Nanelle go to Petislay as well?”

“I can’t remember,” confessed Anne.

Sarah abruptly stood up. “I’ve had it.
There’s so much to do and I’m so tired I can’t think. Roll call in
the morning at nine. I’m off to bed.”

Anne looked after her in sympathy. The job
would be overwhelming for a normal person but if anyone could
co-ordinate this huge mess it would be Sarah. She had taken over
SETI (Search for Terrestrial Intelligence) and pulled it out of the
despair and decline it was in. Within five years it was out of
debt, forging ahead and recruiting. Sarah knew how to pick good
people and delegate properly. Many managers never learnt that, as
Anne well knew. Sarah delegated by ability and left people alone to
get the job done their way. She normally had boundless energy,
enough to put most twenty-year-olds to shame.

Anne yawned. Her old, tired and battered
body needed a lot of rest these days. Still, she was lucky to have
survived. Well, the Healing Machines of the Okme certainly helped.
Julia had thought her injuries were not survivable and, given she
was unconscious, had left her and gone back to the fight. At least
she had lived. Anne still found it hard to believe that Minka and
Tasha had died and Simone and Tue were left so badly injured.

The main problem here was the urgency. Like
Sarah, Anne felt they did not have the resources to get the job
done. People — well, mostly Aliens — all over the planet were
starving, dying, suffering, in despair, and some had suicided. Yet
others were looting and vandalizing. Those ones had to be stopped.
The Cats would enjoy that part. They liked the idea of payback. But
what to do about the secret sentience of the Cats? And their
telepathy, Anne pondered. So many knew now. It was so dangerous in
this galaxy to be telepathic. The attitude of those who weren’t
telepathic towards those that were was appalling. Telepathy was
feared, exaggerated, demonized, and considered dangerous. Which put
the Cats, Terrans, and Priskya at terrible risk if this was found
out. Yet how could it be kept secret? It wasn’t all it was cracked
up to be. To be telepathic was an enormous disadvantage to the
Cats: because of it, they had not bothered to develop writing.
Illiteracy hampers education to an extent understood only by
teachers and the illiterate. It vastly reduces the knowledge that
can be passed on from generation to generation, the accumulated
knowledge that a civilization builds on. Anne thought of all the
remedial teaching she had done of illiterate children and how
restricted they were. After she retired, she had missed teaching
and taken up teaching English as a second language with the ready
market of Auckland’s huge immigrant population.

The Cats seemed to have a vague idea of what
they were missing but they seemed to be lazy. Telepathy was so easy
but it had consequences. The Cats, according to Helkmid, had a very
limited verbal capacity. Therefore, he said, they could not use
Translators. It followed that they could not use computers. All
their symbolic reasoning and communication was telepathic. Their
vocalizing was largely the emotional component. Yet puzzlingly,
Anne had discovered they understood the use of computers
surprisingly well. They also understood how scanners worked and
therefore how to hide from them. This knowledge had saved millions
of them plus a few Terrans. They were very intelligent. Anne
wondered just how intelligent they were. Like Humans who are
illiterate, she presumed they had very good, well-trained memories.
They were a puzzle wrapped in an enigma, as the old saying went.
Anne wondered how their secret could be protected.

It was surprising that the Cats had decided
they wanted to be included in the Treaty. Actually, it was
astonishing. Maybe they were going to try to be recognized and hide
their telepathy. The decision was theirs. Life was so complicated
sometimes, Anne thought. This was yet another urgent priority: they
needed to find out what the Cats wanted. Anne was tired but her
mind was racing. Sleep was impossible. She went back to her
notebook and started to go over her plans again.

Some time later, getting painfully to her
feet, she looked around for something she could use as a message
board and something larger to write with. Nothing! She finally left
a message written on her precious paper and left it by the sink:
“Meeting, Tomorrow morning, 9 a.m. Everyone to be here. Tell
everyone.” Then she slowly and carefully went off to bed.

She briefly thought about going to get some
painkillers from Bert but the pain was pretty minimal, especially
considering the injuries she had suffered in the war. It was lucky
it was a glancing shot she had taken. A full shot to the chest
would have killed her but the Relog had missed and just got the
side of her chest with gouged-out muscle and burns resulting to her
chest, abdomen, one arm and both legs. Or had he missed? Kaz had
told her that blasters were used when the intention was to disable,
not kill. So she could be interrogated? Maybe the Relog hadn’t
missed. He/she/it had certainly succeeded in disabling her.

This pronoun business was a mess, Anne
considered. He and she were often irrelevant here and unknown,
sometimes unknowable. They were going to have to do something about
that. Pondering, she remembered a book she had read years ago. A
book written by Ursula K. le Guin, The Left Hand of
Darkness. The word “kei” was used to denote she, he or unknown.
Now that was a thought. Belatedly, she realized it was likely the
Niseyen had already thought of that one. She decided to ask someone
tomorrow.






A few hours earlier, as she trudged up the
dark ramp to her apartment, a solar light in her hand, Sarah had
wondered about the wisdom of living twelve stories up but it had
such a fabulous view. Plus a compulsory exercise routine when the
power was out again, as it was now. She had chosen a large
one-bedroom apartment at the end of a wide corridor, with views to
the sea to the south and the hills to the north. The doors, which
slid back into the walls, were ten feet high and six feet wide. All
the rooms were large. Best of all, being the penthouse, it had a
large balcony which was really an avian landing pad. Small problem,
however, of no balustrades so Akira had designed one and a group of
them had fitted some clear plastic-like sheets and made it safe.
Then Ludmilla and Bert experimented and added more plastic sheets
to make transparent sides and a roof to her balcony and then to
theirs as well, so now they both had conservatories with
breathtaking views. Bert and Ludmilla had also chosen penthouses at
the other ends of corridors on the same floor of the same building.
Rank hath its privileges, they said.

Sarah fetched the solar lights from her
balcony and distributed them around the now not-so-dark apartment.
She had never bothered to look for the right-sized furniture and
none of this was comfortable, never having been designed for a
human but for something of a substantially different size and
shape. Very large Avians or something the size of a Keulfyd,
probably. The two “lounge suites” were padded benches. Big enough
for a double bed but with the back in the wrong place for a bed.
She reminded herself to get something more comfortable.

In the bedroom, the bed/bag was huge but it
was comfortable. She still woke up cold, though, from just using
cloaks as blankets. When the power was on, the floor was heated and
the bag more comfortable. She sighed. If she took the time to fix
at least the bedding, she would sleep better and thus function
better.

She decided to have a shower. Con and Akira
had designed one from an outlet of water in the bathroom which had
an adjustable temperature. She filled a spray tank that held up to
ten gallons. She pressed the battery-powered switch that built up
the pressure in the tank and picked up the sprayer that looked like
a weed sprayer. She wet herself, turned it off, soaped herself and
rinsed off, carefully checking the remaining water level: it paid
not to run out of water. Soap, shampoo and conditioner were
carefully rationed. The kids had found out where the American
Delegation had been staying and removed all their possessions
including shampoo, but it wouldn’t last forever. Of course the
shower did flood the bathroom which had been designed to contain
just a toilet — but for a very large creature. Luckily, spills had
been catered for and there was a drain which was adequate for a
shower.

Sarah had only just got to sleep when she
was disturbed by Mahmoud yelling for her to come quickly and get to
the communicator he and Akira had set up in the office next to the
mess hall.

“Yes?” She looked at Kaz, who was grinning
from ear to ear.

“The Defense System is here!! They want to
put it up now! They need a senior Priskya to authorize it. Please
get one. I think you need Pickdaa. She said she would stay
nearby.”

Sarah got dressed, found a trolley and
laboriously pushed it down to the sea, recruiting Mayling and
Mahmoud to go ahead. By the time she got there, Mahmoud had, as
usual, run well ahead, rung the bell, got a Priskya child to swim
down to find Pickdaa and was running back to help her. Mahmoud,
aged fifteen going on thirty, did everything at full speed. Sarah
would have loved some of his energy. The three of them got the
trolley down the ramp into the water and opened it, filling it with
fresh seawater while Mayling attached the pulleys. They switched it
on to start the oxygenator then waited. At least the water wasn’t
too cold. Within a few minutes, the youngster swam back and Sarah’s
Translator informed them that Pickdaa was on her way.

“I can’t stop expecting them to sound like
dolphins since they look so much like them,” muttered Mahmoud.

“Yeah, me too. Oh, here she comes.” Sarah
angled the trolley as Pickdaa eased herself into the sub, which the
three of them attached back to the trolley. Mayling switched on the
motor to pull the very heavy trolley, now containing a very large
fish and a lot of water, back up the ramp.

A half hour later, Sarah arrived with
Pickdaa in her sub. Glancing up, she saw Kelly was on one screen
while a creature that looked like a shrub was on one of the others.
Through its Translator the shrub identified itself as Odekips or
something that sounded like that. The voice sounded Human, as all
voices sounded like the Race they were addressing. She waved to
Kelly who waved back. Pickdaa carefully activated her Translator
and said to the shrub, “I am Pickdaa. Your reference number is
74382946378. Perhaps you might tell me how it is that the Keulfyd
attack was timed for just before the Defense System arrived. Is
someone in your organization informing the Keulfyd? The Terrans do
not believe that the identity of the planet attackers is not known.
I have considered this. I agree. What do you have to say on this
matter?”

Sarah was amused. She glanced up at Kelly
and they shared a smile. Good for Pickdaa.

Odekips was startled to be challenged — and
by a fish! It felt very uncomfortable but also somewhat guilty. “We
too think it is more than coincidence.” It paused in thought.
“However, we have been here ten days. We stayed. We sought to find
out what had happened to the planet and yourselves. When we saw
what looked like a Keulfyd ship depart with no ID, we moved to
challenge and attack.”

Kelly said, “This did appear the case,
Pickdaa. He moved in to attack us.”

“Still, I think you owe us,” insisted
Pickdaa

There was a long pause. “I cannot dispute
this. I will communicate with my company but I will suggest one
option that I can do now. Your planet is now in chaos?”

“It is.”

“Our original agreement was to set up this
system and run it for three months in order to teach the Ridianit
to run it. Would it be acceptable if we ran the system for a year
instead and assisted with the prisoners? At no extra charge.”

“That would help. The Terrans are delegated
to run the Defense System after that. You will teach them. The
Ridianit who were in charge are dead. In the meantime we are having
problems with the prisoners.”

“That is bad. We will have this system
operating within a day. You have my word. You will then be safe. I
am mindful that we will all be at extreme risk until this is done,
so we will start immediately.”

The screen went blank, as did Kelly’s. Sarah
would have liked a word with her but figured she was busy.


Chapter Two

The next morning Sarah looked around at the
eager faces. Everyone looked invigorated and raring to go. Everyone
was on time for the meeting and by now all of them knew the Shield
was going up. Sarah assumed that, like her, they were all feeling
so much safer. Sarah and Mahmoud chaired a loosely termed meeting
of the Survivor’s Ministry to which all were invited. This
government over-the-breakfast-table organization did have some
things to recommend it, Sarah thought, like speedy delegation,
shared knowledge and suggestions. She watched, amused, as Mahmoud
quickly took over. “Everyone shut up. You kids shut up or get out!”
There was silence. No kid wanted to miss out on anything. He
consulted his list.

“One. Bea and Bella, find something to make
a noticeboard out of for our daily agenda in here. It has to be
big. We need something to write on it with. For now it just has to
work. We can improve on it as we go. Look through the lecture
theatres. Designated jobs are to be written on it.

“Two. Sarah and I have decided we will not
land at the city which has five hundred in it. Too risky. The Cats
have been delegated to find out what Races they are.

“Three. Today, all the pilots are to fly to
different cities the Cats have chosen where People need help or
there are Zeobani or Niseyen. We need two pilots for each plane and
a Translator if a Cat is going with you. We have Mayling and Miyuki
who can fly one plane and Akira and me to fly the other. Con and
Nial, when they are well enough to fly, will each teach two others
to fly. Bert says they should both be recovered enough to fly in
about two weeks for Nial and four weeks for Con. I’ve got two Cats
ready to go and Harsha to translate. Ali and Karl are coming with
me as guards. Miyuki, what did you organize?”

“We don’t need a translator, and Julia and
Rani are our guards.”

They left the room and everyone looked at
Sarah. She stood up with her notebook. “Ilse and Alan, can you ask
the Priskya if they can help by doing some daily fishing for us?
Your job is to collect the fish every afternoon, please. Also, is
there seaweed we can eat? I’m craving greens! Any seafood. Alan,
you made a big mistake in telling me what a good fisherman you
were. I assume that means you know how to gut fish and can teach
Ilse?”

Alan groaned, but good-naturedly.

Sarah laughed at him. “I have another job
for you in the evenings Alan. Can you teach everyone to drive the
cars? Once all the adults are competent, can you then teach all the
children, please.” There was a shocked silence followed by a cheer
from all the children. Sarah held up a hand for silence. “I have
made an executive decision. All children will be granted car
licenses once they are competent but will lose them if they are
irresponsible or crash. All adults should really learn to fly as
well. Again, the trained pilots will grant licenses and you will
lose it if you crash from a stupid cause. Like running out of
petrol or not looking where you are going.” There were some
snickers.

“Ludmilla, Bert, and Sally are our full-time
medical staff and I understand Pieter has been helping too. Does
anyone want to volunteer as cook? I don’t know about the rest of
you but I’m heartily sick of ‘add water and stir’ food.” She looked
around hopefully.

Sally stood up. “Pieter and I are quite good
cooks. We could take it in turns. The Okme have taken over a good
deal of the nursing, leaving us free to do other things. They are
entirely in charge of the Cats except for one Terran translator a
shift. We could do with at least one apprentice chef a day,
though.”

To everyone’s surprise, Alan raised his
hand. “I’ve never learnt to cook. I’d quite like to.”

Sarah continued, “Ali and Alia, can you two
please go and look for food. Can you read the labels?”

“Yes, Li taught us.”

“Excellent. Once you’ve fetched in some
food, go and see the Cats and see what fresh food we can get from
the forest. Can you two be my permanently assigned food-gatherers?
Tomorrow, you two could ask the Priskya if there is any edible
seaweed or sea plants. We could see if we can eat it. Ask Ludmilla
to help. Remind the Priskya we can eat anything the Niseyen can.
Sally, I had the idea of using the goop as a fritter base, fish
batter and for doughnuts. Could you see if that’s possible? Now,
does everyone have a job?”

There was a chorus of “Yes” as people
straggled out. A few minutes later, Sarah heard the planes
leaving.

Bea and Bella were the first to finish their
designated jobs. Both aged six, Bella was Indian and Bea was Dutch.
Luckily, both spoke English which was a great help with
communication. Bella’s parents, Rani and Ali, had been on a
one-year sabbatical at Otago University in New Zealand when the
opportunity came to travel to another planet. Bea’s family of
Julia, Karl and her sister Ilse had been in New Zealand on an
extended holiday, visiting relatives. A lot of Dutch people had
settled in New Zealand.

The two girls had conferred: “There are all
those lecture theatres. Let’s go look.” Bea agreed so up the
skyscrapers they went. Three hours later, two tired but very
pleased little girls pushed a screen on wheels into the mess. They
showed their find to Sarah. “Special pen things are used to write
on it. We experimented and found that pushing this lever wipes out
the message.” They demonstrated. The pens were very large but
useable if you held them in a fist. All then had a lot of fun
experimenting. Sarah found that one pen, which looked different,
did not rub out.

Just what she wanted! She happily set up
headings and job assignments. “Excellent, thank you. You two have
the rest of the day off.”

The girls headed off to explore. Bella said,
“Let’s go see the Cats. Maybe they’ll tell us what we can eat from
the forest and grasslands.”

“Yes, I’m sick of goop. It looks and tastes
just like baby food but without the flavor.” They skidded to a halt
when they saw Alan. “Can you teach us to drive?” asked Bea
eagerly.

Alan looked around for a smaller car.
Torroxell cars came in four sizes, not for different engine sizes
but for different-sized occupants. The children would fit “small.”
Alan loved children, having children and grandchildren of his own.
He had a problem, though. He couldn’t fit into the car that was the
right size for the girls so he had to teach them in the next size
up. He drove them out to a park and set up some boxes. First, he
just taught them to start and stop. When they had that sorted, he
taught them to turn. The cars were automatic and very easy to
drive. He ran out of energy well before the girls did and promised
them another lesson in the right-sized car tomorrow.

When the planes arrived back that night,
they brought with them two traumatized Zeobani and one Niseyen man.
Much fuss was made of them as they welcomed them and tried to
reassure them. All were relieved that at least some survivors had
been rescued.

But the good spirits resulting evaporated
later that evening as several People saw a ship leaving at full
speed. Sarah yelled for a roll call, worried that one of the
children had been up to mischief. But thirty minutes later, they
were all astonished to discover that Anne was the only one
missing.

Sarah was stumped. “Anne’s not a pilot. In
fact, she doesn’t like flying — she gets air-sick. This makes no
sense. It can’t be her on that ship.”

“Then where is she?” asked Akira. “She’s too
badly injured to get far.” Akira and Anne had struck up a
friendship while recuperating from their injuries.

“She must have gone somewhere.”

“She wouldn’t. She’s the city leader here
and way too responsible to wander off.”

It was Harsha who solved the mystery the
next day. She came to Sarah and said, “I searched the boat that
carried out the goop to the prisoners on the island. It looked like
something large hid on the boat. Whatever it was, it left things
untidy in its hidey hole where the catch is usually stored. And it
was large, maybe Keulfyd size? There are also signs it was in one
of the many empty apartment blocks. When I told the other kids what
I thought, we all searched all the apartment blocks near the
airport. It was untidy. It had had a meal and not cleaned the mess
up. Everyone emphatically denied making the mess and it was fresh.
We thought it might be an escaped prisoner.”

Horrified, Sarah reported all this to the
Loridsyl. They had seen the ship leave but did not know whether it
should have been stopped. She dealt with that problem first: “From
now on all flights must be authorized by me, both air and space,
coming and going. There should be no flights into space anyway,
unless authorized well in advance.”

Kasjeindid was more than a little
embarrassed. The Terrans had not thought to communicate with the
Loridsyl regarding air and space flights but it knew that was its’
job and it should have thought to mention this and clarify
instructions. Again, the Loridsyl had failed in their duty.
Luckily, the Terrans did not blame them. Very luckily! Under the
circumstances, all space traffic should have automatically come
under the supervision of the Loridsyl. Kasjeindid had once again
been remiss in its duty. It did not help that it felt in continual
panic mode! It would have to get itself under control!

“We will organize an Air Traffic Control
station in one of the Keulfyd Flying Fortresses for now. We will
teach the Terrans,” announced one of the Loridsyl and within a day
it was done. Ali and Alia took up their new duties, the Loridsyl
more than a little startled to find they would have to teach
children.

“Don’t complain,” Kasjeindid said to the
indignant Air Traffic Controller. “In the circumstances, we got
away with this lightly.”

Later, the Controller said thoughtfully,
“These children are somewhat smarter than the adults of some Races
I have had to teach. They are also highly motivated to learn,
determined to succeed and quick learners. Old enough to want to be
in an adult role and too young to be frightened of the
responsibility.”

Kasjeindid commented, “I was relieved at the
Terrans’ reaction. Our own lack of anticipation that a prisoner
would try to escape was a serious oversight that may have had very
bad consequences. It should not have happened. There have been so
many things to think about, so many things that we have had to do,
and a task that we were woefully unprepared for. All unanticipated!
We did not come prepared for this! And the constant worries we now
have for our own survival.”

The Controller was sympathetic. Kasjeindid
was a worrier at the best of times and this was not the best of
times. But there were compensations. “You’ll look back on this
fondly. Just keep thinking that under these circumstances our pay
now includes an extra hazard bonus.”

Small consolation, thought Kasjeindid. Being
rich would be good. Being alive to spend it would be even
better.

“Just keep adding it up every time you start
to worry. We are now earning our original six months’ pay, at five
times the rate. Now probably extend that another ten months, plus
the hazard pay, no expenses and nowhere to spend it. Think about
it! In actual terms, I guess, equivalent to nearly seven years’ pay
in a year and a half.” It looked up at Kasjeindid who did not
comment. Some people could not get their priorities right, it
thought. The Controller loved credit. And spending it.

Kasjeindid said, “There may be other
survivors with the knowledge and expertise to fix a ship and take
off. I must find out what Sarah wants to do about this. Does she
want them shot down?”

But when Kasjeindid asked Sarah later she
said, “Communicate with them. Tell them to land or you will shoot
them down because they are stealing a ship. Tell them they may
leave but not in a stolen ship.”

“And if they do not obey?”

“Let them go. Enough have died. I don’t want
to be responsible for any more deaths.”

While Kasjeindid was astonished at this, it
did understand the concept of bluff. It assumed if there were are
any more attempted escapes, the escapees would land. A shot in
front of them would encourage obedience. The Loridsyl were
excellent shots. Kasjeindid decided that is what they would do.
Bluff, but with a bit of extra persuasion thrown in.






The second day, the pilots again went out
but brought back no one. On the third day, between them they
rescued five Zeobani. These extras were assigned as food gatherers
until Sarah could think of another use for them. They told her they
had found some edible plants in the forests so she sent them off,
hoping the plants would be non-toxic to Humans too and, preferably,
palatable.

The following day Miyuki reported to Sarah:
“Our plane was attacked when we were going down to assist some
refugees of mixed races. Luckily, the idiots attacked before we
came to a halt and Mayling was able to take off. Take off in a
plane with anti-gravity is rather different and very fast. The
refugees hanging on fell off. We were somewhat lacking in sympathy.
All of us had practiced fast take-offs not so much because of the
possibility of attack but more from the possibility of landing
somewhere that would not take the weight of the plane. Remember
when Mahmoud landed on what looked like grass but was probably a
swamp?” Sarah nodded.

“When he switched the plane off, the
anti-gravity disengaged and the plane started to sink. Mahmoud’s
fast reflexes got him out of that one but it was a lesson to all of
us.”

“I’m not a pilot so I am having some trouble
here,” said Sarah. “In a world with anti-gravity, why do some
planes still have wheels?”

“I spoke to Az about that. Most of the
bigger planes have legs and all the huge ones. But they can only
land on level ground or they’ll fall over. The smaller planes have
wheels which means they can land away from the regular airports and
on uneven ground. Different skills are used to take off and land
each type. We stuck with familiar wheeled ones which we felt more
comfortable with and which tended to be the smaller ones. But they
are still equipped with anti-gravity.”

“Oh, I see. But another puzzle is that I
remember Az saying in planes with an autopilot, it won’t engage
under five thousand feet, while our planes can take off and land on
autopilot.”

“Oh yeah, that’s a nuisance. Kaz told us
it’s because of cyber attacks at airports crashing planes on
landings and take off and it’s much easier to do via the autopilot.
Also the pilot has less time to do anything.”

“That’s awful!”

“Yeah, cyber attacks are apparently the
preferred form of warfare in this galaxy.”

Sarah shuddered, wondering how many victims
there were of that and then she thought of the cyber attacks which
had ended the emergence of computer-driven cars soon after they had
started to become popular on Earth. The commercial extortion
threats had been ruinous.






That night, Sarah reported to everyone what
had happened to Miyuki. “We will do no more rescuing except of
single Aliens or maybe two. No groups until some help arrives. And
I’m sorry, kids, but the pilots have found none of the Avian Clets
or Hoekfyds. The Cats tell me many of the Avians died early on and
they don’t know of any still alive but are passing the word to keep
looking. In the city containing five hundred-odd People, they
report there are quite a few Zeobani but no Niseyen. They delegated
the Priskya to contact the Zeobani as some of them were fishing
daily. We are trying to organize a rescue away from the city.”

It took some co-ordination but that was
accomplished and they were joined by an extra twenty-three Zeobani.
But as Sarah quickly discovered, these were students and tourists,
and not one pilot or space crew among them. As one explained, “We
were passengers on a spaceship that had been about to take off when
all the communication failed. The crew at first said first they
just assumed there was a glitch or a hack but then it became
obvious communication was being jammed. Next all communication went
down. Not receiving any permission to take off, the pilots shut
down the engines and stayed put. The minutes dragged on. We were
later told usual procedure under these circumstances was that
someone would come out and tell them what had happened. It’s
happened before. But for some unknown reason this did not
happen.

“After an hour, the spaceship crew sent
someone out to see what was going on. She returned at a run to say
ships and planes were being shot down all over the planet and there
was chaos. Security fences and the huge security gates had
apparently been closed to stop mobs getting onto the port but the
mobs were outside the fences and trying to find any way off planet.
But there was no escape. The crew told us Torroxell was under
attack but there had been no Challenge or Declaration. This looked
like a pirate attack, the worst possible scenario. With no Air
Traffic Control and no communication, many airborne ships and
planes were trying to land, unassisted, and several had been
heading for this port. Whether or not they had been shot down was
unknown. All ships trying to leave the planet had not been heard
from and the Air Traffic Controllers said they had disappeared off
the scanners in a manner suggesting they could have been shot down.
There were several large spaceships with no ID orbiting and there
were also a huge number, thousands, of objects in the sky and in
space that were small, with no ID and unauthorized. Judging by
their huge quantities and behavior, it looked as if hunter/killer
orbiting satellites had been launched. Whatever was interfering
with communications could also be coming from these satellites.

“The crew made a fast decision. They thought
the spaceport would not be safe with desperate crews trying to land
ships without communication or permission. So they lifted off,
without permission, and moved to the other side of the city,
landing in a park. We stayed very low. As we landed, many People
outside mobbed the ship. That was what saved us. We were too
frightened of the mob to open the doors and were still aboard when
the gas ships came. Of course, we were breathing recirculated air.
We watched as all the People around the ship just keeled over and
died. Even though we saw it, it was still so hard to believe what
was happening.”

It fell silent. Another Zeobani continued,
“The crew originally hoped to try to escape but decided against
this when they realized the planet was being attacked. They didn’t
know who was involved as all attacking ships and planes visible had
no ID, gas was being used and then we saw another ship shot down.
The scanners showed large amounts of debris in the sky. That was
sobering but not surprising. It decided the crew that all the
rumours were true. There is nothing like seeing something to be
convinced. We stayed on the ground and in the ship. That night,
after the gas had dissipated, the crew advised us all to scatter
into the surrounding area because when the attackers came they
would head for the ports and kill anyone still alive. If we were
still in the ship, we would be trapped. So we all left, walking
through a city of dead People. Some of the passengers tried to
persuade the crew to take off and try to escape but the crew
refused, saying they could not outrun missiles and would be shot
down. Being Amphibian, we stayed close to the sea but the next day
we went down the coast well away from the city and we all stayed
together. We survived the initial gas attacks by going under the
water.”

“Yes, so did we,” Sarah said.

“The other People remaining in the city
posted lookouts and ducked into buildings that they frantically
sealed. I guess our survival was due to the crew taking over and
organizing us and the fact that the city had only been gassed twice
before the slaves came to pick up the bodies. We all stayed out of
the city while the slaves did that job.”

Sarah decided to break the somber silence
that followed. “Can some of you Zeobani be food gatherers and the
rest join the extra flights looking for small numbers of survivors,
please.” She watched as they drifted off. Such cute little
critters. Kaz had told her they were originally marine mammals but
were now amphibian and lived on land. They looked a little like
large grey octopi. Octopi that walked on four tentacles and used
the other four as arms. Tentacles with retractable “fingers” and
“toes.” They appeared happy to help and grateful at being
rescued.

But Sarah was frustrated at still not
finding any potential crew. She realized sadly that there would
have been a great deal of useful occupations among the slaves but
none of these survivors were ex-slaves. Az and Kaz had told them
that all the slaves would be dumped into the oceans’ depths just
before the mopping up of survivors started, and the Priskya had
reported that this had been done. These Zeobani were all very upset
when Sarah gently informed them that Oberterk had fallen to the
unofficial Keulfyd/Nashi Alliance.

However, there was one consolation, Sarah
thought. There were now more People in the dining room in the
morning to be assigned work. And it looked less empty.






Once the Defense System was up, Kasjeindid
needed to report to the new owners. It was very curious. The
Priskya had had to designate these Terrans to run the system. Just
as well. It had not come with a control room water breathers could
use. This was because the now-dead Ridianit Race had been supposed
to run it and they were Terrestrial.

Kasjeindid now reported in person to Sarah.
This was the first time they had seen each other up close and
personal. Sarah was intrigued. Kasjeindid was a Loridsyl, as were
most of those that came with the Defense System. She couldn’t help
staring. It was a weird-looking creature, something like a
green-and-grey walking shrub with four brush-like appendages it
used as hands. It was about four feet tall and three feet in
diameter. Sarah wondered how it could manipulate things with a
brush. How could it pick anything up? She had no idea what form of
life it was but it was not a shrub. She never did discover how it
walked. It moved as if on legs and could get up steps. It had its
own Translator so its’ voice came through as Human. Every voice
came through the Translator as the voice of the creature being
spoken to.

Sarah knew that the Defense Systems were a
major income source for the Loridsyl. She’d had a long conversation
with some of the Priskya, who were upset and now angry that their
security had been compromised. It was very suspicious. The Loridsyl
took their systems very seriously: according to Kaz, Kasjeindid had
been upset by Pickdaa’s challenge. Sarah wondered how he could
tell, as it was impossible to read body language from a walking
shrub.

She had been thinking how she could use its
embarrassment to her advantage, so she said, “Kaz told me you have
offered to help us with the prisoners and that you have offered to
run this Defense System for a year for us. That is a huge relief to
me. However, I have a few concerns. If your organization has been
compromised to this extent, could the system itself be compromised?
Could someone have paid to ensure it will not work properly?”

“I do not believe this to be true but I will
ensure this system is well checked. You understand that we must
ensure people have confidence in our systems. If one does not work,
it undermines the value of our product.”

Sarah didn’t know whether to be exasperated
or amused. “You are worried about your marketing and reputation?
Shouldn’t you be worrying about your life? You will die too if the
Keulfyd or anyone else attack and this planet is wide open! I want
to know if this system will repel an attack. Helkmid thinks one is
likely.” Like Mathew, she thought Helkmid knew an awful lot more
about politics and warfare than a medical researcher should.

“Is it possible it will not work, or will
not work properly?”

“There are no indications of this.”

“Can you be certain?”

There was a long pause. “I cannot.”

“Is there a way you can check for such
things as sabotage that may not be apparent until it is working? My
worry is that the Keulfyd know something about this system that I
don’t. I would presume that as a minimum they will know its
strengths, weaknesses and power.”

“This is a good system.”

“I understand from the Priskya that it works
by being mostly a shield but it is also armed with weapons of some
kind. So its weakness would be in the capacity of its weapons,
running out of them, and the power source maintaining it.
Correct?”

“Yes.”

“Since there was obviously communication
between someone in your organization and the Keulfyd, at the very
least, they are probably aware of the capacity of this model both
in offense and defense.”

There was another long silence. “Yes.”
Kasjeindid was perplexed. How did this creature, so new to space,
know all this? This creature looked like a Niseyen female but many
of those with it did not. This system was indeed one of the smaller
planetary models. One got what one could pay for. And they were
prohibitively expensive. Justifiably, though. They were so far
ahead of the technology closest to it. The Loridsyl made more money
from updates, maintenance, and add-ons than from selling new
models. Their systems were designed to be upgraded and added to.
They were modular. Not so well known was that there was a huge
market also in second-hand parts. And no one could activate them
except the Loridsyl: there was only one back door to their
programs. Kasjeindid knew that many systems covering buildings and
islands were ninety percent bluff. Or hidden and not meant to be
known about. A huge number of these systems went to those whose
business was not exactly legal, so they often did not advertise
that they had one: law-enforcement agencies would be curious. One
does not want curious law enforcement agencies if one is engaged in
illegal activities. But any authorized and open system had to work.
It was often run, permanently, by the Loridsyl — and was not wholly
guaranteed unless they were running it. But there were other
degrees of guarantees. A Defense System had to work.

This Sarah creature constituted a problem
for Kasjeindid. It was worried. This creature was expressing
legitimate concerns that it must deal with. Furthermore, Kasjeindid
was the one who should have made these conclusions, not this
customer. Or customer’s designated agent.

Sarah went on, “I assume that the Shield
would be weakened by a sustained attack and that its capacity could
be bested by a sufficiently large force. How many of these Flying
Fortresses would it take to overcome it?”

“I am not authorized to tell you that.”
Kasjeindid was flabbergasted. What a cheek! This was top-secret
information!

“Should the customer not know the capacity?
If I was the purchaser, I would want to know that! But my other
concern is that I believe the Keulfyd would know.”

Kasjeindid didn’t know what to say. The
capacity was, of necessity, a closely guarded secret. It would be a
problem if aggressors knew what it would take to overcome the
Defense System. She was probably right. If it was being honest, it
could delete the “probably.” They were badly compromised.
This was embarrassing, to say the least. Customers were supposed to
be grateful, appreciative and dumb. Especially when they were fish.
They were supposed to think this solved all their problems.
Kasjeindid was not used to being challenged like this. It had come
expected to be dealing with the Ridianit. It had now been
challenged first by fish and now by this creature. The fish,
encouraged by this creature, it suspected, had now put in an
official complaint. This was a serious matter, especially since it
was probably justified.

Kasjeindid didn’t like it. It had trouble
with understanding that fish could think. These fish did not know
their place. Fish belonged on the dinner plate. “I will contact my
unit,” it said and removed itself from the presence of this
creature who thought so much.

It went unhappily to talk with its friend,
the Controller. “What should we do? This Sarah creature asks too
many questions and knows far too much. I don’t know how she knew to
ask these questions. She asked about power drainage and weapons
capacity, but these Terrans have only rudimentary space flight and
are new to space. How did this Sarah know all this? I’m sure the
fish didn’t. There is really only one solution — the system will
have to be replaced by one with double the capacity. I know exactly
what it will take to overcome this Defense System and the Keulfyd
easily have the capacity with just one fleet. Will they risk it?
Will they declare war? It will have to be an open attack now.
Surely not! They will risk having the Niseyen and Okme infuriated
at them.”

“Sorry, you’re wrong there,” said the
Controller. “There are now no Niseyen on this planet. Legal
ownership needs official presence. I wonder if this Sarah knew that
the Niseyen can be legally wiped off their share of the ownership
of this planet now that none of them are officially here. Most
importantly, the Treaty signers for the Niseyen aren’t here. At the
moment only the Okme have any knowledge of these systems and our
obligations. So the Okme are still involved but they only have one
planet, apart from part-ownership in this one.” The Controller
thought hard. “If the Keulfyd attack now, they will have to answer
only to the Priskya and the Okme. The others don’t count. And
politically the Priskya are unaligned and insignificant.”

Kasjeindid shuddered. “You are right. The
situation is perilous. I have been thinking about the communication
I will have to make to management. It will have to be couched in
the strongest language. This planet is extremely vulnerable. And it
is our responsibility to keep it safe or we die with it.”

“ Actually, we will die first,” said the
Controller cheerfully, “ being somewhat nearer to any attackers and
their weapons.”

Kasjeindid glared at its friend who was so
flippant. “It will take months for another system to be built to
cover a planet of this size. They aren’t exactly in storage.” It
paused for thought. “But the design of these systems means a Shield
could be constructed using the spares. It would strip the
warehouses but it could be done and very fast. A new system could
be here in months.”

“Remember our contracts, Kasjeindid.
Employment law says that contractors like ourselves must not be
left in jeopardy if there is an acceptable solution.”

“So this makes several problems I can claim
on: a badly compromised Defense System that might have glitches; a
too-small system for the job it may soon have to do; recent enemy
action; a smart customer asking too many embarrassing questions. A
weak, unaligned, fishy, smart customer, and even smarter Allies of
said customer asking even more embarrassing questions. A pissed-off
enemy that might look to get even, especially to avoid being seen
as weak by their rivals, specifically the most powerful enemy in
this galaxy!”

The Controller cheerfully replied, “And
don’t forget, we have no space force, no air force, no army, no
navy and no cops either. In fact, no defense except for this Shield
which might have been sabotaged. Plenty of planes out of the Flying
Fortresses but probably very few pilotss to fly them. And all the
planes and spaceships originally on the planet have been
disabled.”

Kasjeindid shuddered. It would have to stop
thinking or it would go nuts!

It explained all this, in a very expensive
ultra-fast communication, to its boss back at the factory: “We are
clearly compromised and we have a duty of care. My suggestion is
some modules to double the present system until it can be replaced
with a better one. Preferably empty the warehouses and make up a
new system in order to be a good employer and keep your employees
alive! As soon as possible.” (Translation: Move it! I want to
stay alive!)

Back in the control room with the
Controller. Kasjeindid recounted the conversation with management.
“Due to this little problem, we have now been automatically
committed by our contract to stay on Torroxell until the problem is
solved,” it said sarcastically.

“Well, we knew that!”

It ignored the interruption. “Instead of the
three months on Torroxell the original contract called for. And
that possibility was written into the contract precisely to cater
for little glitches like this one. That means all of us have to
stay.”

“It could be worse.”

“How?”

“At least you didn’t have to justify your
shopping list. Even an idiot in the management team can see how
compromised we are here. Better still, we all have those very large
temporary life-insurance policies built into our contracts to
ensure the management will be more than a little inconvenienced by
our death or disappearance. Management does need these little
incentives to keep their priorities focused. Workers are not
disposable.”

Kasjeindid wondered if its friend related
everything to money and reminded it, “Life insurance policies have
a little inherent problem — we don’t get to spend the payout!” It
thought aloud, “We could add on another power plant, replace the
control room and double the weapons. That will help. But I won’t
feel safe until the whole system has been replaced with a better
and uncompromised model. One that won’t refuse to work properly and
won’t stop before it should.”

As it trundled off muttering, the Controller
looked on in amusement. It could not understand why Kasjeindid
worried so much. If they lived, they got a huge bonus. If they
died, it wouldn’t matter. What was the problem?

Kasjeindid calculated how fast another power
plant and more weapons would take to arrive and sent through a fast
order to that effect. It came back into the control room and said,
“I want a full systems check. I want full scanner mode. Stuff the
power drain! Where’s that Ridianit that came with us? Find him and
order him to check the planet’s records for anything that could be
added to the system that could help. There are sure to be more
Defense Systems on this planet. Finding some secret ones would
help. Those with unacknowledged incomes tended to have the best
ones. One earns so much more when one doesn’t have to pay taxes.
Clandestine systems wouldn’t be in Torroxell’s records but they
would be in our factory records. Remember that hilarious meeting
with the Defense Force who were trying to find a legal way to
obtain those records? Talk about cheating. Where is the honour in
simply getting the names and addresses of all the local top
criminals? I had no intention of helping with that quest. We make
more income from the immoral than the moral. And from the formerly
immoral who are trying to fool everyone that they are really moral
but have generally made some immoral friends that wanted to
immorally remove some of the immorally gotten gains from the
so-called moral. Because they knew what the so called moral had.
Small problem. Most immoral have immoral friends, acquaintances,
customers, partners, employees and hangers-on and, worse, exes of
all the above. Who tend to have immoral thoughts. Acquisitive ones.
It is an occupational hazard. As is the retirement plan if one gets
caught. I often wonder why they take the risk. Living a moral life
makes so much more sense. No constant looking over behind oneself.
No checking to see if the cops are following. No threat of the
prison planets, those hellholes with short life expectancies.”
Kasjeindid trundled off again to do some more thinking and planning
and worrying, especially the latter.

The Controller was highly entertained. It
was used to these tirades when Kasjeindid was stressed. It was one
of the few that knew that Kasjeindid had a hidden problem, one that
was proving difficult to deal with: anxiety. When one worried when
one had not much really to worry about, one’s system must get a
little overloaded when one really had a problem. Like now.
Interesting that Kasjeindid still managed to function, and function
efficiently. The Controller briefly wondered how it was managing to
function at all. But it knew why Kasjeindid could never be
dishonest. Simple — its nerves wouldn’t stand it!


Chapter
Three

Cukudeopul looked up as Kumenoprix was shown
in and bowed to him. “It is time, Commander. It can wait no longer
without significant risk.” Kumenoprix had a very determined look on
his face. Cukudeopul could see he would not leave without an
argument. He wryly decided he lacked the energy and the breath for
a verbal battle, but the politics of this was something his little
Okme doctor failed to appreciate. His enemies were informed, he was
sure, exactly when and for how long he required the Healing
Machine. Worse, while in it, he was cut off from everything.
Anything could happen while his second-in-command, Kodlijicid, was
in charge. His enemies saw every visit to the Machine as a sign of
weakness, old age, vulnerability, opportunity; maybe it could wait
a little longer? There was so much happening at the moment! He
looked at Kumenoprix, calculating. Kumenoprix glared back and took
a deep breath.

Cukudeopul flinched and gestured for the
chair. He knew. He had cut it very fine this time. He watched as
the chair was placed beside him. It was nearly ten minutes before
he felt he would be able to get the energy and the breath to move
despite the anti-gravity belt now taking ninety percent of his
weight. The belt did nothing for his lungs which now had almost no
reserve capacity. He laboriously stood up, assisted by his
servants. They helped him into the chair which rose and followed as
directed by Kumenoprix.

As Cukudeopul was helped to undress and
enter the Healing Machine, Kumenoprix stood nearby. It was all
prepared. There were only two People this Machine healed, the
Keulfyd and, in secret, the Okme. Cukudeopul was well aware of
this. Since it was to his advantage, nothing was said. The Machine
had been set to Keulfyd, male.

Cukudeopul was the Supreme Commander of the
Keulfyd Race. He lived in a city which covered a small island
called Deketiff (the city and island having the same name) on
Iseawakyl, the capital planet of the Keulfyd. A capital planet was
generally called the Prime planet making Iseawakyl’s full name
Iseawakyl Prime. The island city of Deketiff was an administrative
capital, governing not just the planet but the entire system of
twenty-five planets. Cukudeopul was responsible for his whole Race.
But he was very old and by now critically ill. He resembled a large
walrus, minus the tusks and whiskers, plus two ears, four stumpy
strong legs and two arms with six digits on each hand. He was
beige, but Keulfyd came in many other colors.

Kumenoprix was an Okme. They came only in
grey. He looked like a skinny, very tall man, with no visible ears
and six fingers on a very human-looking hand at the end of a long
arm.

Both were extremely stubborn and determined,
which had had made for some fiery dialogues between them, with
Kumenoprix daring a lot more than Cukudeopul’s other doctors. This
morning Cukudeopul had seen the look on Kumenoprix’s face and
realized it was get in or endure one colossal diatribe. He lacked
the energy and breath for such an argument. Besides, he knew
Kumenoprix was right. It was time.

As the Healing Machine closed, the hook-up
started inside. Tubes, needles, sensors and monitors positioned
themselves. The Healing Machine was now a sealed unit, running on
its own internal power. While in this unconscious state, patients
were vulnerable. The Okme had, centuries earlier, found sometimes
that power had been turned off, unhelpful substances had been added
to intravenous lines, or foreign bodies, toxins and all sorts of
unbeneficial assistance had been rendered. Now the Healing Machines
and patients were off-limits. Visitors were forbidden. It was not
possible to see the patient anyway: the Okme had redesigned the
Healing Machine to be a sealed unit: the patient not visible so
visitors were not logical, sabotage was made difficult and,
hopefully, impossible. Outsiders were not even allowed into the
room where all the Machines were under guard.

First, a fine anaesthetic gas knocked
Cukudeopul out. Then probes slipped into some places, needles into
others, blood was drawn, the analyzer hummed into life, and the
analysis began. A line of small buttons lit up. They varied in
color from red to orange to green. Most were red and orange. Only
one was green. Only one. And it had been less than eight months
since his last treatment.

Cukudeopul was closely guarded for the time
he was in the
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