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Chapter 1


Cold


 


 


            “Why
do I get the feeling coming here was a bad idea?” Fullgrath
muttered. 


“I
wholeheartedly agree with you. I think we zigged when we should have zagged,” Cooter
drily added.


            Kelen shuddered as another howl reverberated across the icy
chasm. The cry sounded closer. Whether her reaction was because of the intense
cold, exhaustion, or fear, she couldn’t tell. All she knew was that this new
side of the planet was vastly different from the area from where they’d escaped.


            Kyber felt her trembling and drew his arm tighter around
her. “We need to withdraw as far inside as we can and keep a fire going.”


            “I
agree, but how far?” Cooter pointed his rifle barrel at the interior of the
temple where they’d arrived. “There’s no telling what kind of little buggers
are in there waiting for us.”


            “Well,
we can’t stay out here where that thing that’s crying might see us, especially
if we start a fire. That might draw its attention,” Mellori
commented. “We have no idea how close that thing is, or how big it is. I’d
rather take my chances inside.”


            They
all agreed and turned as a group to retreat back inside the temple. Sandow was the last to join them. They watched as he walked
over to the pile of supplies they’d managed to bring with them. He dug into a
couple of bundles, extracting a few fresh, packaged uniforms.


            “I
know your planet also has a cold climate, but this cold can kill us humans,” he
informed the Seneecians. “How well are you holding
up?” He turned to Kyber for an answer.


            Kyber glanced at his men before replying. “Right now, we
are doing well. You are correct regarding our planet’s norm temperature.”


            “I
studied your race intensely during my training before joining the crew of the Manta,” the physician informed him. “I
know your hair shafts are double-insulated, with a hollow core, which allows
you to retain body heat. If we are forced to remain here, I think you’ll be
well-enough protected against the climate, but we humans are not as fortunate.
We have to use layers of clothing to protect ourselves.” The man glanced around
at each of the remaining crew. “I strongly suggest we each put on two uniforms.”


            “What
about our hands?” Jules held up his fists he’d been blowing into. 


            “Rather
than discard our old uniforms, we tear them into strips to wrap around our
hands, and cover our heads and faces to protect them against the wind. Leave
the blankets whole.”


            Mellori helped the doctor size and distribute the fresh
uniforms, which Kelen and her fellow crew members
hurried to don. With Kyber’s help, she managed to
strip underneath the blanket he held up for her and slip on a clean outfit when
she heard a small cry of pain.


            Sandow was by Dox’s side almost
immediately. A second later, Cooter handed over the medical kit he’d found
among the supplies as the doctor examined the wound in the young man’s leg.


            “I
don’t see any sign of infection, which is fortunate.” Sandow
smiled and patted Dox on the knee. “You’ll be fine. It’ll just take some time.
Do you need me to give you any pain medication?”


            Dox
shook his head. “No. More cold.”


            Sandow nodded with understanding and helped the young man
to finish dressing.


            Kelen shuddered again. Kyber
reached up and grasped one of her hands. “Your hand feels stiff,” he murmured.


            “I’ll
be fine.” She looked up at the others. “We need to keep moving. The exercise will
help us battle the cold. I’m curious to know if this temple has the same
configuration as the other one. Maybe there are areas below where we can find
better shelter.”


            “Why
can we not return to the other temple?” Kleesod spoke
up. “Perhaps the creatures who forced us to flee have given up and left.”


            Kelen blinked at him, then quickly surveyed the other Seneecians. With the chill blowing through the temple, the
aliens’ bodies had fluffed up their fur, giving them a more rounded, almost
cuddly appearance. She pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. It was
Cooter who responded instead.


            “We
could go back, but how would we know it’s safe? Those eye worms and all were
converging on us in droves. There’s no way we can fight them if they’re still
there.”


            “Say
you return and the creatures are waiting. Would not the elevator return you
automatically after a few seconds?” Gaveer
questioned.


            “Yes,
it would,” Jules replied. “Remember, it seems to have a ten second delay.”


            Cooter
got to his feet, drawing their attention. “Well, we’re not going to get
anywhere just sitting around a jawing about it. Punch the button, Jules. This
shouldn’t take long.” He strode up to the flat rock that was the teleportation platform
and took a stance, hefting his favorite weapon.


            “How
do we know enough time’s gone by to allow them to disburse?” Kelen asked. “How long has it been since we left?”


            “Twenty-seven
minutes,” Dox supplied.


            “That
should be plenty of time!” Cooter grinned. “I know I’d get fed up if I had to
wait more than a quarter of an hour.”


            Jules
approached the panel and paused in front of it. From his body language, Kelen immediately knew something was up.


            “What’s
the matter?”


            The
ex-navigator glanced back at her. “Two things.” He returned to the panel and
ran his fingertips over it. “This thing is covered in a film of ice.” He tried
to press a light. “It’s frozen. I’ll have to shatter the ice, but I can’t
promise it’ll work, even if I manage to clear it.”


            “But
obviously the inner workings still function, or we would not have been able to
get here,” Kyber noted.


            “That
may be true.” 


He continued to
study the panel of lights, prompting Kelen to ask, “You
said there were two things? What’s the second one?”


Jules waved a
hand at the obelisk. “The pattern here looks nothing like the pattern on the
panel back at the other temple.”


“What?” Several
of them hurried over to examine the configuration. At the same time, Jules went
to retrieve his tablet and pulled up the picture of the other light pattern. The
difference was undisputable.


“If I manage to break the ice without
damaging the panel, and the light works when I press it, I can’t guarantee you’ll
end up back at the other temple. Yes, there’s another white light, which we
associate with the temple, but how do we know it’ll take us back to our first
landing site?”


“Actually, there
are two white lights,” Mellori noted and pointed to
one that sat in the far upper left corner of the display, almost unnoticeable.
“How do we know which one leads back to the first temple? You could end up at
that third temple we believe exists.”


Fullgrath grunted. “So far, everything’s come up in threes.”


Jules tapped the
encrusted lights. “What do think? Should we go for it?”


“How will you
break the ice?” Massapa asked.


“That shouldn’t
be a problem.” Fullgrath pulled his blaster and adjusted
the intensity. “Let’s start with the lightest setting. Stand back, Jules.” He
aimed the weapon at the panel and tapped the firing button once, sending a
single shot at the obelisk. Jules reached over to touch the lights.


“That managed to
remove the outer layer of ice, but the buttons still won’t budge.”


“Should I try
another blast?”


“No.” Mellori stepped forward. “A second blast could damage the
inner workings. And since we don’t know the technology behind these
transportation devices, the damage could be permanent.”


“So, what’s our
next step?” Kelen asked. “We need to find better
shelter. Jules, does it look like there are more chambers below?”


Jules scratched
his beard as he studied the panel. “Yeah. I mean, it looks that way. But the
lights… There aren’t any green lights. We agreed green meant a garden, right? A
food source?”


“What about
water? A blue light?” Cooter questioned as he climbed off the rock.


Jules shook his
head, then stepped aside to let the others look for themselves. When Kelen scanned the panel, she also noticed what concerned
the man.


“There’s a
purple light? And red lights? Jules, I don’t remember the panel at the other
temple having those colors.”


“It didn’t,” he
confirmed. “Just like this panel doesn’t have green or blue lights.”


“What about the
other lights? Is there an orange light? Where’s the orange lights?” Sandow asked.


Jules bent over
and pointed at the bottom of the panel. “Way down here.”


Kelen felt Kyber withdraw his arm
from around her waist and get to his feet. “If there is any chance of us
finding food, it could be there.”


Sandow agreed. “Of course, that’s assuming the fact that
orange also indicates a machinery room like it did at the other temple.”


“If that orange
indicates a machinery room, then it could also have food processing tanks,” Mellori remarked.


“There is only
one way to find out,” Massapa noted. “The only
problem is, how do we get there?”


“If we cannot
use the panel, we will have to walk. The same way we discovered the lower
chambers at the other temple.” Kyber held out a hand
to Kelen to help her to her feet. “Each of us needs
to load up with supplies. Carry as much as you can manage.”


Cooter grabbed a
blanket-wrapped bundle and hoisted it over a shoulder. “All right. I’ll take
the lead. Just point me toward the maze.” 


Kelen and the others glanced around, looking for a corridor
or doorway. Gaveer ventured several meters down the
passageway, toward the other end of the temple where it opened up to the broad landscape.
He soon returned and made a derisive sound.


“That may be
more difficult than we expected.”


Translation: Easier said than done. Kelen nodded to herself, agreeing with the Seneecian. The corridor appeared to be one long, unbroken
hallway from one side of the temple to the other.


“Will be dark
soon,” Dox commented.


“Then we must
divide up and check everywhere. Stay within calling distance,” Kyber ordered. “We must hurry.”


Without responding, everyone took
off but kept within earshot of each other in the event something tried to sneak
up on them.








Chapter 2


Route


 


 


            It
took less than twenty minutes before they acknowledged the fact that there was
no maze or other corridors branching off the main hallway. They tried to find
signs of a hidden room, but the stone walls were solid. If there was a doorway,
it was cleverly disguised. 


If there was a doorway.


            They
gathered in the middle of the temple where the hallway curved slightly,
providing a slight barrier against the rising wind. Gaveer
built a small fire for warmth and they huddled around it as the sky darkened.


            Kelen eased onto the ground, glad for the chance to rest. Kyber saw her wince with pain and bent his mouth to her
ear. “You need to give that leg a chance to heal.”


            She
gave him a wry grin. “We all need a chance to heal. We’re all suffering from
exhaustion and extreme stress.” She flexed her leg and winced again at the
knife-like spikes racing through her musculature. “Although I admit some of us
are worse for wear.” Glancing back up at him, she reached to cup his cheek. “How
are you doing? And be honest with me.”


            He
dropped his eyes. “It will take time before I am back to full health.”


            “How
much time? Days? Weeks? How fast do you heal?”


            “I
am afraid it may take several weeks because of the blood loss.”


            “So
we’re talking months.” She sighed heavily. “I’m in the same boat.” She scanned
the rest of the group and observed how close to the breaking point they all
were. Especially Dox. The young man lay on his back, his eyes glazed as he
stared up at the ceiling. She automatically glanced upward, then realized Dox
wasn’t lying semi-comatose or in a drug-induced sense of euphoria. He was
filing.


            She
straightened, alerting Kyber. “What is it, Kelen?” he whispered.


            She
studied overhead, trying to figure out what held the unique young man
enthralled. She sensed Kyber trying to notice what
she was peering at. 


            “Kelen?”


            “Shh.” She placed a hand on the Seneecian
to stay his question. “Dox? What are you looking at?”


            After
a few seconds, he turned his head in her direction. “Everything is wrong.”


            “Oh?
What everything?”


            The
others paused in what they were doing to listen to the exchange. They knew how
differently Dox’s mind worked. They also knew the
young man noticed things they missed, which could be crucial.


            “The
words.” He pointed toward the glyphs covering the wall beside him, then
straight up. “The ceiling.” He started to say more when another howl, closer,
reverberated from outside. “All,” he finished simply.


            Kelen turned to study the pictographs carved into the stone
wall behind her. Offhand, she didn’t notice any difference from the ones at the
other temple. She frowned at Dox, who had gone back to staring at the roof.


            “Dox,
can you read these glyphs?”


            “Not
yet.”


            “What
is he saying?” Fullgrath asked. “Is he saying this
temple isn’t like the other one? Hell, we already knew that.”


            “I
think he’s implying more than that,” Mellori
corrected. 


            “Like
what?”


            “Like
the fact that this temple doesn’t resemble the other one,” Kelen
supplied.


            Cooter
snorted. “We kinda got that impression when we couldn’t
find the maze.”


            “You’re
not seeing the whole picture,” Kelen continued. “These
glyphs, he can’t read them. Which means it must be an entirely new language for
him.”


            “I
concur,” Mellori interjected and turned to the young
man. “Dox, postulate. Tell us what you’re thinking.”


            “Don’t
know. Not sure.”


            “Not
sure of what?” Jules asked.


            “Not
sure of species.”


            “What
species?” Kyber questioned. “Are you talking about
the creature that is crying outside?”


            Dox
slowly shook his head. “Not sure of species living here.”


            Kelen felt her breath catch in her throat. Glancing at the
others, she saw similar looks of disbelief on their faces. That and fear.


            Mellori cleared his throat. “Dox, are you saying there’s
another species living here, other than what’s making that noise?”


            The
young man waved a hand in Tojun’s direction. “Those
marks are fresh.”


            They
checked behind the Seneecian to look at the marks
carved into the stone. Even without any way to check the rock to verify Dox’s claim, they didn’t doubt him. The young man never
made an assertion unless he was positively certain.


            “Then
there could be sentient life here? In this climate?” Jules whispered.


            “Could
those eye worms live in this type of extreme cold?” Fullgrath
interrupted. “Or those clicker things?” 


Like the big
weapons master, Kelen caught herself glancing around
the floor. But at the same time, she realized Dox didn’t appear to be in
distress. If anything approached them, or appeared about to threaten them, the
young man would not be lying there with his head pillowed on his arms.


“Doc?” Jules
addressed the physician. 


The doctor
shrugged. “I have no idea if those creatures are able to thrive in these
conditions. Anything’s possible.”


“Not clickers,”
Dox commented. “Not eye worms. Howlers.”


Cooter barked
with laughter. “Boy’s got a way with words!”


Kleesod spoke up. “Everything is in threes. This we know.
But it does not necessarily mean that what is part of that three in one section
is the same in another. We already see that.”


“He is right,” Kyber continued. “We have seen how different this temple
is. We know its design is not the same as the other temple. We cannot assume
the creatures we battled at the other location are also in this locale.”


Cooter snorted. “Oh,
great. Three more somethings to discover.”


“Well, from the
sound of it, that howler keeps getting closer and louder. And judging by its
vocalizations, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s sizeable.”


Kelen concurred with Mellori. “If
it is a large beast, then it’s possible it’s the dominant species in this
region of the planet. The top of the food chain.”


“And if that’s
the case, and if our theory of three is still relevant, then there should be
two other species of creatures it feeds on,” Sandow
surmised.


“The top of the
food chain, huh?” Fullgrath glanced around at
everyone sitting by the fire. “Then what does the bottom feeder feed on? I don’t
see anything remotely edible around here, unless the little buggers dine on
ice.”


Tojun waved a hand for attention. “We need to discuss our
way below.”


“Shoot, gray
boy.” Cooter crossed his legs and set his rifle across his lap.


The Seneecian gave them a puzzled look. “Why do we agree that
everything comes in threes, and yet we repeatedly refuse to follow it?”


“What do you
mean?” Jules asked.


“All of this.”
The man made a vague motion with his hand to include their surroundings. “We
need to focus on the probable, not the possible. We have agreed that, overall,
the species that ruled this planet did everything in threes, yes?”


“It panned out
over at the other temple,” Mellori agreed. “But that
doesn’t mean this temple works the
same way.”


“Jules.” Kelen caught the ex-navigator’s attention. “That panel of
lights, are the colors in threes?”


It took the man
a few moments to double-check. “Yeah,” he finally told them. “Three of each
color.”


“Just like the
other panel,” she concluded. “I’m all for the sets of threes existing here,
too.” She tossed Tojun a smile. “What else were you
wanting to say?”


He gave her a
grin of thanks, his long canines winking in the firelight. “We know from the
panel that there are chambers beneath us. Let us say the elevator is one way to
get to the orange machinery room. If it is, there should be two more.”


“I agree with
you,” Sandow said. “There should be two more routes,
but where?” He slapped the wall behind him. “Where are the other doorways?”


An idea came to Kelen just as Kyber squeezed her
hand and struggled to get to his feet. Without explaining what he was doing, he
began tapping the wall as he slowly made his way down the corridor. Kelen managed to stand, went over to the wall on the other
side of the walkway, and began doing the same thing, checking the carved rock
as she paralleled Kyber. She glanced over her
shoulder to find Cooter and Fullgrath also checking
the wall as they headed in the opposite direction. In less than a minute,
Cooter gave a whoop and shout.


“Found it!”


As a group,
everyone hurried to where he stood mere meters from the main entrance opening onto
the vast frozen landscape. Grinning at them, he swung the butt of his rifle
against the rock. Kelen started but she wasn’t
surprised when the bottom half of the weapon vanished. The gun swung back and
the butt magically reappeared.


Cooter chuckled.
“It’s that holograph trick like in those interconnecting tunnels. You had the
right idea, Kyber.”


“Which leaves us
with the question do we stay here, out in the open tonight? Or do we try to see
how far down that tunnel we can get before giving it a rest?” Gaveer asked. 


He was answered
with a loud growl that had to be mere meters away. Whatever was approaching had
reached the temple. Kelen briefly wondered if the
thing had been attracted by the firelight, or if it had enhanced senses and had
smelled or seen, or perhaps heard them. Or
maybe this temple is part of its territory and it prowls here on a regular
basis.


She turned to
comment to Kyber when he grabbed her and shoved her
into the dark tunnel. The corridor wasn’t large, and it quickly grew crowded as
the others joined them. Massapa entered last,
carrying Dox in his arms. As Kyber drew a protective
arm about her, another howl split the air. Everyone stared out the fuzzy,
indistinct net that formed the façade that made the wall appear solid. 


Something was
out there. Something large, and most certainly dangerous. A shadow made its way
along the far wall on the other side of the fire. A shadow that gradually grew
larger and more ominous. Cooter and Fullgrath took
positions at the doorway in case the thing knew about the fake doorway and
tried to enter. Kelen felt Kyber
extends his claws, and knew the other Seneecians were
also prepared to confront whatever was stalking them.


They waited and
watched. The tension grew thicker as the thing drew closer. Inside the
corridor, the temperature was unbearably cold. The rock at her back was a solid
sheet of ice. She could barely see the others standing in
front of her, their breaths diaphanous clouds of mist as they waited.


The creature passed the fire and
drew nearer to the doorway, when a high-pitched scream rent the air and a
second creature rushed into the temple from the direction of the open
landscape. Before they were aware of it, the second creature ran past the
doorway, and an unearthly shriek of pain and anger sent shockwaves through them
all.
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