

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

Title Page

Of Destiny’s Daughters

Of Destiny’s Daughters

Dedicated to my wife, Barbara, who believes

Dear Reader:

Other Books by R.J.

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Acknowledgement

About the Author

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

What’s next on



[image: A close up of a sign

Description automatically generated]




 

 

Of Destiny’s Daughters

Of Destiny’s Daughters, 1

 

 

 

R. J. HORE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAMPAGNE BOOK GROUP

 

 


[image: ]




Of Destiny’s Daughters

 

 

This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and dialogues in this book are of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is completely coincidental.

 

 

Published by Champagne Book Group

2373 NE Evergreen Avenue, Albany OR 97321 U.S.A.

 

 

~~~

 

First Edition 2019

New Cover August 2020

 

eISBN: 978-1-947128-76-7

 

Copyright © 2019 R. J. Hore All rights reserved.

 

Cover Art by Robyn Hart

 

 

 

 

 

 

Champagne Book Group supports copyright which encourages creativity and diverse voices, creates a rich culture, and promotes free speech. Thank you by complying by not scanning, uploading, and distributing this book via the internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher. Your purchase of an authorized electronic edition supports the author’s rights and hard work and allows Champagne Book Group to continue to bring readers fiction at its finest.

 

 

 

www.champagnebooks.com

 

 

Version_1


 

 

 

Dedicated to my wife, Barbara, who believes

in me, and to my children and grandchildren

who tolerate my quirks.


 

 

 

 

Dear Reader:

 

This tale was born out of a single idea, the opening scene. When I started this project I wasn’t even certain who the main characters would be. The cast soon took over and ran away with the story. What started out as a standalone novel may turn out to be a trilogy.

 

R. J.
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Chapter One

 

Atacama Desert, DeGrassi Observatory, 9:05PM EST

“I just picked up a bright flash near Jupiter. Nothing there a moment ago.”

“Must be dust on the lens.”

“Now I’m getting a weird fiery streak. I’m calling NASA.”

~ * ~

NASA Space Center, Florida, 9:45PM EST

“Hey! Our Jupiter Orbiter, Hawking, is off-line. The signal has gone completely dark.”

“Strange. We got a call from DeGrassi in Chile a few minutes ago. They’re tracking something big. Say it’s heading this way fast.”

“Wake the director. The Mars probe, Edgar, just recorded something flashing across the sky there.”

“We got incoming from Jupiter?”

“I’m picking up some chatter from Hawaii and Siberia.”

“You call the director. I’m calling the president!”

~ * ~

The White House, Washington, 10:10PM EST

“You wake him, not me. I say leave it until morning.”

“The First Lady is out of town. I understood he was working late.”

“He may be up late, but he’s not working.”

“We could send an intern to listen at the door.”

“Do you want them to get shot?”

“Maybe we can leave it until the morning.”

~ * ~

Harvey Samuel Thorncroft broke eye contact with the television screen long enough to turn his head and bellow, “Martha, can you bring me another beer?”

“In a minute, dear. I’m finishing up in the kitchen.”

“Hurry will ya. It’s the elimination finals of the Celebrity Cheesemakers. You don’t wanna miss it.”

“Yes, dear. Do you know where the children are tonight? Here you are, dear, cold, and opened.”

“Look at that Limburger! The kids are old enough to take care of themselves. That no-good daughter of yours should be out finding a job, not wandering the streets till all hours. I’m just saying.”

“Yes, Harvey. She’s been a bit down lately. I think she might have gone dancing with some of her girlfriends tonight to cheer up.”

“Ha! I knew he’d never make the final cut. Can’t even crush his curds.”

~ * ~

NASA Space Center, Florida, 10:30PM EST

“It’s big and it’s coming in fast.”

“It’s heading right for us on a collision course.”

“Is it a comet?

“I don’t think so. Whoa! Now it’s starting to slow down.”

“Has anyone heard from the White House?”

“Not yet.”

~ * ~

“You’re telling me this is the top bar for action in Gatineau? What a lumpy dump.” Lucile Simcoe Thorncroft, hands on hips, surveyed the scene. “It’s darker than a cow’s gut in there.” She had a sense they were getting in a rut, every Friday night a different bar.

An aroma of stale urine mingled with beer greeted them as they pushed open the heavy door. Throbbing lights attempted to follow the music pounding through the dim room and gave up. Someone on the dance floor waved hands in the hazy air in direct defiance of the beat.

“Hang with us a minute, Lucky Strike, and give it a chance. At least the beer will be cold and probably ten percent.” Mary Elizabeth Pisa snorted. “Maybe they got a table free and we can get a game in, or not. Did you bring your special dancing shoes?”

Lucile chewed on her cigar. “Yeah, the steel-toed ones.”

“Place looks only half-full an’ I don’t see any decent meat.” Bethany Joyce Woznick cracked her knuckles. “Girls, the guys in there look undernourished.”

“Are we going in, children, or are we going to stand here in the doorway all night and die of thirst?” Mae Wu Sampson poked her head in between Mary Elizabeth and Bethany. “I’m dry as dust.”

As usual, Lucile led the way. The four pushed their way through the crowd to an empty table near the bar. She waved at a girl in a shrunken skirt struggling under an overloaded tray. The harried server ignored her.

“I’ll get the first round, ladies.” Lucile heaved to her feet. “Do we want to start with four or eight?”

Mary Elizabeth glanced around. “Better make that twelve. I think we’ll need it in here.”

“Who’s turn to be in charge of the cab tonight?” Bethany asked as Lucile made like a rugby player nearing the goal line and started shoving her way through the crowd to find a place at the bar.

“I got it.” She heard Mae say. “Can still read the phone number. We’re good to go.”

Lucile returned and set a tray on the table. Bottles were opened and caps flipped onto the floor. “Here’s to the Lady Killers. Down the chute.”

She and the others tossed back the beer, guzzling in unison.

Mary Elizabeth wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She focused on Lucile and raised her voice to be heard above the noise. “Lucky, given any thought yet to reenlisting?”

Lucile shook her head. “I’m done with that effing snakeshit.” There was no way she was going back to the regular army even if she had to get a job selling shoes.

“I still think we should head south and see if we can hook up with one of those private contractors you always read about in Mercenary Today magazine.” Bethany studied the label on her bottle. “I’m going to start growing roots any day now or go mad and run amuck with a dull razor.”

“Your roots are growing, Boom Boom.” Mae peered at Bethany through the haze. “Don’t worry, you won’t need a new color job on that orange rat’s nest to attract a man in this place.”

“It is getting pretty bad when I almost miss Afghanistan.” Lucile frowned and raised her bottle. “Here’s to Afghanistan.”

“Long may they remember us.” Mary Elizabeth joined in to the sound of bottles clinking.

“Long may they remember to fear us,” Mae added. “Here’s to the Lady Killers.”

Bethany glared at Mae. “Shit, I’ll bet you the men in this place are so desperate they don’t even care if you have hair.”

A large shadow blocked out half the lights above the bar. The shape loomed over the table leaning in the direction of Lucile. “You spilled my beer. You owe me a dance, girlie.”

“Already so soon?” Mary Elizabeth groaned. “Golly darn, I haven’t even finished my first one yet.”

Lucile glanced up, made a quick facial examination, and shook her head. She turned back to her beer. “You must be mistaken, my friend. Before you leave, be a nice boy and bring us some pretzels.” Bored out of my gourde, and Kong happens.

A hand the size of a small dog clamped on her arm. “You’re the one mistaken. I’m not asking, I’m telling. On your feet, sister.”

Four chairs slid back from the table.

“Behave yourselves, ladies, you’ll all get a turn on the floor. This is my bar, and my neighborhood,” their suitor insisted, with more than a hint of sneer.

A deep ripple of laughter trickled around the room from the weary faces in the haze-filled scene.

Lucile rose to her feet. She put a hand on Bethany’s shoulder. “I got this.”

“The pros come on stage at midnight. Maybe if you’re real good, we’ll let you see if you can raise any cash.” Kong examined her slowly from head to toe. “Although by the looks of you, and the second-hand crap you’re wearing, they might pay you to keep it on.” He gave her a hard pull in the direction of the dance floor. “Come on, bitch.”

What’s not to like about a camo top and jeans? A straight arm and extended fingers caught him in the throat. A rising knee found his crotch. There was a gasp as a finger dislocated followed by a very large body flying across the floor to sprawl face down among the dancers.

Three ladies stood and raised their beers in salute. “Lucky strikes again,” said Bethany. Beers were drank in Lucile’s honor.

Four guys stood across the room. A chair fell over. Bethany cracked her knuckles. Mae stretched. Mary Elizabeth brushed aside a wayward lock of hair.

“Gentlemen, please. We really don’t have to do this.” Lucile tried on her most winning smile. “Sit down and drink your beers.”

“You’re leaving here right now.” One of the men advanced across the floor.

“We haven’t finished our own beers yet.” Lucile batted her eyelashes. A headache threatened. This was beginning to remind her of last Saturday night.

“Going out headfirst, ass first, your choice.” He appeared to be a biker going fast to pot. Behind him, his friends smiled.

“Neither.” She yawned.

The bartended spoke into his phone and set a baseball bat on top of the bar.

“This could be painful,” Lucile warned.

“Damn right,” the spokesman agreed.

Lucile threw him over her shoulder and kicked him a glancing blow in the head as he landed. Mary Elizabeth stomped hard on a foot, gripped an arm and bashed the next gentleman’s face into the bar. Bethany beat a tattoo on the face of her dance partner and finished him off with a firm toe to the midsection. Mae beckoned with an angelic smile. Her much larger opposite halted, stared at the groaning collection on the floor, and slowly backed up.

The bartender pointed a shotgun. The music stopped.

“Snakeshit, that’s not fair.” Lucile shook her head. “Probably not even loaded, though.”

Without comment he gestured with the muzzle in the direction of the exit door.

“Guess that’s all the show for tonight, ladies.” Mary Elizabeth sighed. “Shall we gracefully retire for the evening?”

“We have flashing lights outside, girls,” Bethany reported, peering out a window through the shutters.

“Guess I can cancel the cab.” Mae stepped over a fallen participant. “The Lady Killers may get a bad reputation if we keep this up.”

As they rode downtown in cuffs Mary Elizabeth turned to Lucile. “I heard a rumor you have a brother. How come you never introduced me to him? I’m a decent enough girl.”

Lucile shook her head. “You’ve met him. He’s not your type. Trust me on that.”

“Why not, Lucky? He stopped breathing already?”

~ * ~

The White House, Washington, 11:15PM EST

“It’s NASA again. What do you mean, it’s parking?”

“It’s parking, where?”

“What is it now?”

“He says it’s a mile long and spewing smoke and stuff like a burning 777.”

“A burning 777 from Mars?”

“No, he says from Jupiter.”

“Someone call a general. Get one of them to wake the president.”

~ * ~

Paul Delacy Thorncroft stopped in the middle of the bridge and put one foot on the bottom railing. He stared down at the dark water rushing south. A few feet away lay the tree-covered island that held one of the bridge supports. He always called it Squirrel Island. The place was infested with black squirrels. Paul had been walking the streets for hours. The night was pleasant, not too warm for the end of August. What on earth brought him to this point?

There was a distant rumble and an ozone taste of electricity in the air. A thunder storm was exactly what he needed to finish off his walk tonight. Paul groaned.

Maybe he had finally come to grips with his dead-end job. Life was like the river, rapidly passing him by. He shook his head and frowned. After all, he was the senior ranking Purchasing Clerk in the entire Procurement Department of Supply and Demand for the Federal Government of Canada. This latest disaster was not his fault! Someone else had coded in an order for a transport truck load of HB pencils with erasers. He was a purchasing clerk, damn it, not a glassy-eyed data processer.

Paul listened to the water. The river was always in a hurry, but tonight the sound didn’t soothe. He’d been a purchasing clerk since graduation. Everyone else he knew had moved on or quit. Was that the only reason he was the best? Why didn’t he leave? Now they were threatening to take away his desk and move him into a dark corner of the basement beside the furnace.

Overhead, the sound of distant, rolling, rumbling thunder, echoed. The sky reflected a sickly green shimmer.

Northern lights?

He pressed his foot against the lower rail. Maybe he should end it all right now. That would show them. It would take weeks of paperwork to replace his position, and they’d run out of toilet paper long before then.

He snorted. They’d have to use red tape.

Paul hesitated, but of course he wouldn’t jump. He glanced up. The night sky turned a sickening shade of puke green. The stars disappeared.

He took a deep breath and put a firm grip on the railing.

The air around him vibrated. A black cloud of birds launched from the trees. The leaves on Squirrel Island rustled madly. His cap blew into the river.

“What?”

His whole body tingled. Paul glanced at his clenched hands as his vision blurred. His fingers sparkled and disappeared. He tried to scream, but he had no mouth.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The White House, Washington, 11:45PM EST

“What do you mean we have an unidentified spaceship parked above us?”

“Well, actually, Mr. President, it’s parked over Ottawa.”

“Ottawa! They must be lost. Get me the Prime Minister. We can take over negotiations from here or send them packing. How large is this unidentified thing, anyway?”

“Must be at least a mile long. Having trouble getting an exact fix on it.”

“Oh, a big bugger! Somebody round up as many generals as they can find, and tell them to get their asses down here, pronto.”

~ * ~

Lying on his back, Paul Thorncroft opened one eye and forced it into a narrow slit. All he could make out was a dull white light overhead. A buzzing in his head accompanied the churning in his stomach. The smell in the room was vaguely antiseptic.

Am I dead?

He forced open a second eye. His head still throbbed. His vision was a Newfoundland foggy blur. There was pale light flickering everywhere around him.

If I’m dead, where are the angels? There’s no heavenly singing.

His head pulsed with a gentle hum. Peculiar distant sounds drifted in from somewhere beyond the edges of sight.

“Ablix…somea…blasa…” Childish nonsense.

Paul’s body was weighted down. He couldn’t move, not even to raise his arms or twitch a finger. There was a strange sensation along the right side of his head.

Is someone drilling into my skull? A sensation of warmth surrounded him. He faded into blissful, welcome unconsciousness.

~ * ~

24 Sussex Drive, Ottawa. 11:50PM EST

“Maureen, hope I didn’t wake you. I’m calling to offer Canada our assistance. I understand you’re under attack.”

She set the full cup of coffee carefully on the table, took a long slow breath and put the receiver to her ear. “Nice of you to call, Frank. I’ve been up for a few minutes. I’m in the middle of getting ready for a meeting.”

“We can have a squadron loaded for bear and overhead Ottawa in twenty minutes, half an hour, tops.”

“I’m sure they won’t be needed.”

“Have you started an evacuation yet? If things get nuclear it might be a good idea to move the government out of the city. I assume you have an emergency safe bunker. We can have a convoy of troops heading north before dawn.”

“I don’t really think that will be necessary, Frank. We already have our own people on the move.”

“Have you seen pictures of the thing you have hanging above your head? It’s all blackened and scarred. Looks real nasty. Better let me take over operations until we can find out what they want.”

“Nice talking with you. I have to run. I have an emergency cabinet meeting here starting in one minute. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of everything at our end. Keep your planes on the ground. I’m sure we won’t require the marines, either. I’ll keep you informed if there is anything you need to know. Bye now.”

“Maureen, now you wait a minute here…Maureen?”

~ * ~

“Lucile, do you know what time it is? You know how the Good Lord and I worry about you when you’re out late.”

“Yes, Mother. According to the clock in the kitchen, which is always slow, it’s sometime after midnight. So, I’d guess at somewhere between twelve and twelve thirty, which is actually an early night for me.”

“There’ve been some strange conversations on the CBC. Something about atmospheric interference.” Martha wiped her hands on her apron. “Would you like some tea? Did you have a nice evening out with the girls? We have to keep our voices down. Your father is asleep in front of the television.”

Lucile collapsed in a chair beside the kitchen table. “Tea sounds good. We had a bit of fun. Got dragged down to the local Gatineau cop shop. Just a simple buggered-up misunderstanding.”

“No swearing in the house! Oh, Lucile. Are you in trouble, again?”

“I wasn’t swearing, and no, Mother, the guy at the desk was from our old unit. Said there was something big going on and shoved us through the door. Told us to keep out of trouble.” She smiled. “We pinkie swore to uphold the law.”

Martha joined her at the table. “You’re a silly goose sometimes. I’ll mention you in my prayers tonight. Did you see your brother while you were out?”

“No, he doesn’t frequent the same fancy late-night restaurants we hang in.”

“I worry about Paul. He’s been so down in the dumps lately.” Martha peered at her above the rim of the chipped china cup. “Maybe he needs to meet a good girl. Your friend Bethany Woznick seems nice. Is she seeing anyone? You could invite her over for this Sunday’s dinner.” Her mother frowned. “Does Bethany ever wear a dress or a skirt?”

“Not since kindergarten.”

Lucile held a brief mental image of Bethany. Almost as tall as Paul, her friend with the short, often a shade of orange, hair, was more the motorcycle mechanic weekend hockey player, type. Boom Boom Woznick could drink Paul under the table or terrify him with a suggestion they hop on her bike and head north for a romantic weekend in a pup tent with a couple of two-fours.

“I don’t think Bethany is quite right for Paul.” Paul needs a girlfriend who comes equipped with a bicycle pump and nothing else between her ears but helium.

“Well, you must know someone who would be right for Paul. I wonder what’s keeping him. He’s not usually this late.”

“I’ll give it some serious thought.” He probably got lost. “Don’t worry, Paul will show up for breakfast.” Maybe he finally got lucky. Fat chance of that ever happening. “Time for me to turn in, Ma. It’s almost one. I may decide to sleep till noon.” Because I have no good reason to be up any earlier.

“Lucile Simcoe Thorncroft, you know how much I hate it when you call me that. You should use Mother…or Martha, if you really must.”

“Okay. G’night, Ma.”

Outside, the faint sound of a siren drifted through the early morning air.

~ * ~

“We break in with CBC late-breaking news. The time is now 1:30AM. We have just received unconfirmed reports of a large unidentified object parked in the sky above Ottawa tonight. We have been unable to contact the National Observatory or any sources within the government, although we can confirm an emergency Cabinet meeting has been called at 24 Sussex. We have a reporter on the scene, but so far she has been unable to get past the RCMP cordon around the property. More news as the situation develops. And now we return you to our regular programming, Music of the Night.”

“Bob, have you located those binoculars yet?”

~ * ~

A loud buzzing sounded inside Paul’s skull. He kept his eyes tightly closed. Stars seemed to dance across the inside of his eyelids.

“Think he is waking up.”

Someone was there with him. Hopefully a doctor. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. A face, indistinct and distant, floated overhead.

“How are you feeling?”

Paul didn’t recognize the accent. He was good with accents. After all, he was used to dealing with purchasing agents from almost everywhere around the world.

“Okay I guess.” That was a feeble croak. His throat was dry. “Could I have some water?”

“Of course.” Water squirted down his throat.

He choked, blinked, and tried to focus. The blurry room was shiny, and metallic, and reminded him of one of those old, climate-controlled computer rooms. The air tasted bitter. Tubes plugged both nostrils. He was breathing through his nose.

“Where am I? Was I in an accident?” He strained to recall.

He’d been standing on a bridge across the Ottawa River. Something struck him. That was it. He must have stepped off the sidewalk, or a vehicle went out of control and jumped the guardrail.

“Have you called my mother? She’ll be worried.”

“Can you hear us clearly now, Paul? Do you understand what we are saying?”

“Loud and clear, except for a little buzzing. What time is it? Why can’t I move? Is something broken?” His vision was clearing.

“The buzzing should fade soon. Please listen to me carefully.”

The image of the face above him cleared. The eyes were a deep green, the mouth narrow. The skin was a shade of pale orange while the ears were slightly forward and completely round. Its nose was a pair of holes leading into a small and square structure, and the body, what he could glimpse of it, was covered in a long, gray gown.

“I think he is ready now.” The figure stepped back and a second, who looked nothing like the first, and wearing a white coat, appeared above him.

Paul’s stomach churned. “What?” was all that came gurgling from between his dry lips.

The newcomer leaned over him, smiling. At least Paul thought the face was smiling. Its owner could also be deciding whether he was ready to be eaten.

“Good. We have an offer for you. We would like to contract you to act as our Purchasing Agent while we are here. I can have the documents ready for you to sign immediately with your handprint if you are in agreement. What do you say?”

~ * ~

24 Sussex Drive, Ottawa. 2:05AM EST

“Madam Prime Minister, we have the Russian president holding for you on line two.”

“Good morning, President Smirnoff. I guess it’s still morning in Moscow.”

“Yes. Please, call me, Vasyli. I’m phoning to offer you our assistance in the unusual situation you have developing above Ottawa.”

“I appreciate that, Mr. President. So far, we have everything well in hand.”

“Have you been able to make contact with them? I can arrange for some long-range missiles to be trained on your visitor in case of a serious turn of development. Our Embassy has been instructed to give you any possible assistance. Will you be evacuating Ottawa?”

“I don’t think missiles will be necessary, Mr. President. We must look on the positive side of this.” A pause and a sigh. “No, I have no plans to leave Ottawa.” At the present time.

“Madam Prime Minister, you can be assured the power of the Russian nation stands behind Canada, and you will be in the prayers and thoughts of all our people today.”

“That’s good to hear, Mr. President. I must leave you now, things are rather busy around here tonight, you understand.”

“I understand. Goodbye, and good luck.”

“Jake, can you get me some more coffee, and make it black. The Russians have just aimed missiles in our direction. Somebody get NORAD on the phone. I suspect we’ll have more bombers than usual patrolling our northern borders shortly too.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to pack it in and make a run for the cottage?”

“Not tonight, dear, although it might be a good idea to think about getting the kids up early and sending them out of town with an RCMP escort. To the cottage still in your parents’ name, not our official vacation home everyone knows about. Tell them we’re taking a school break before school starts and will join them later.”

“Will take care of the kids then get you the coffee.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

“And now for a special edition of the 3:00AM CBC News. The Government of Canada has released the following official statement:

“We wish to advise there is no cause for concern. A number of separate reports have been received by your government regarding a large unidentified object hovering above Ottawa. We repeat, and can assure you, there is no reason for concern at this time. The government is dedicated to the investigation of this possibly unnatural phenomenon, and if confirmation can be ascertained that it is mechanical in origin, or intelligently directed, we will, of course, attempt to make contact. There will be a press conference on Parliament Hill at noon tomorrow. Thank you for your patience.”

For a moment the airwaves went dead.

“And now back to our regular programming, a documentary from the BBC.”

There was the sound of fumbling then a switch thrown.

“Bob, what can you spot with those binoculars? Come inside, Bob. Have you been able to get a picture yet? Get back in here and take over the controls so I can have a turn. What do you mean, ‘If we are still here tomorrow at noon?’”

~ * ~

“A Purchasing Agent?” His voice sounded to him like it belonged to someone else, more a dry, raspy croak.

“We wish for you to act on our behalf. We require certain materials and supplies. We prefer to negotiate with a single tribe and will pay a reasonable price, or trade, for the goods.” The strange face bobbed overhead. “Naturally, we will reward you quite handsomely for your work. A proper fee will be negotiated as a matter of course for both you and your suppliers.”

“You want to buy goods from us?” The conversation was slowly sinking in through the cotton wool clogging the inside of Paul’s skull.

“We understand you are experienced in these matters. We prefer to negotiate through a single individual and with one tribal government. We find it simplifies things and will of course provide you with all the necessary tools.”

Obviously, they didn’t intend to eat him. At least not right at this moment. Paul tried to remember what little he’d learned over the years about alien abductions. He’s never paid much attention to that sort of useless drivel. Those abduction types were seriously delusional, at least up to now. He suspected his captors would probe him internally, or worse, if he resisted.

“Would you like to sit up?”

So he could get a better look at them? No thanks. He was safer lying down and at least partially covered by a sheet, or something. At least it had the texture of a sheet. “Not right now, I’m still slightly dizzy. What sorts of goods do you want to trade for?”

The wheels inside that head for business were reluctantly starting to turn all on their own.

“We will provide you with the specifications and lists. Naturally, we will have to upgrade you so you can understand our engineers better.”

“Upgrade me?”

“Perhaps an unfortunate turn of phrase. This is one reason for ensuring you can converse directly with us. We would not want any misunderstandings. Are you feeling better now?”

He had another idea. “What kind of fee do you propose? How will you pay for your purchases?”

“Notice, already the creature begins to consider options.” This was an aside to someone in the room just beyond the range of Paul’s vision. “We can provide you with copies of local currency, or rare metals, if you prefer.”

“I don’t think counterfeiting is a good way to go. Rare metals might work for me, but how do you propose to pay the suppliers?”

Where would the money come from?

“We will be guided by your recommendations. Rare metals would be simple enough for us to obtain or synthesize, or perhaps we can offer the suppliers a cure for a difficult disease or two. Assuming you do continue to have illnesses down there.”

Paul’s eyes narrowed. His headache faded. The wheels sped up. “You can cure diseases?”

“That should be a simple enough process if we receive samples of the diseased or specimens of the virus or parasite.”

He cleared his throat. “I think we may be able to do some business. And you say I would be the only one doing the negotiations with my people?”

“That would be our preference.”

Mine too.

Paul tried to raise his right arm. The numb limb was fastened down. “I’d shake hands, but perhaps a written contract would be better.”

“Good. Now, about those upgrades…”

~ * ~

24 Sussex Drive, Ottawa. 8:15AM EST

“Madam Prime Minister, London is on line three. It’s Mrs. Hatch.”

“Good morning, Maureen. I hope I didn’t wake you. I suspected you might be up by now.”

“Good to hear from you, Elizabeth. Yes, I haven’t been to bed yet.”

“Just calling to let you know you have the full support of Great Britain. Please keep us informed of developments as they occur.”

“I’ll do that. Sorry, Elizabeth, I must leave you now, I have another call waiting on hold. We’ll be in touch when we have more information.” She took a deep breath.

“Madam Prime Minister, it’s the Secretary-General of the UN on line five.”

Oh, bugger! “Give me a minute to catch my breath. Jake, the coffee’s cold. Can you be a dear and find me some more aspirins?

“After this, hold all calls!”

~ * ~

“Lucile, it’s time to get up. Do you want one egg or two?”

“Aw, Ma, it’s not even nine yet.” The sun should not be up at this hour on a weekend.

“Your father thinks you should be out searching for work this morning. The red dress would show off your complexion.”

“Yeah, it would also highlight my bags and matching red eyes.”

She stumbled downstairs twenty minutes later, dressed, but grumbling under her breath.,

“Breakfast is on the table. I’ve made up a tray for you to take in to your father. Can you do something about the television? He’s been complaining all morning he can’t get his regular programs. Maybe the cable is acting up again.”

“What’s the trouble now, Pops?” In her father’s room, she set the tray on the side table beside the reclining chair. She got a glare for her trouble.

He waved the remote at her. “For what we pay for this stuff, you think they could stick to a schedule. And watch your tongue, young lady. You’re not too old to be thrown out of the house or have your backside paddled.”

She clenched her teeth and smiled. “Yeah. Sure. Okay. What seems to be the problem with the television?”

“The stupid channels are scrambled. I should be watching the Thirty Thousand Dollar Pot or Bowling for Cars right now, and all I get are stupid talking heads.”

The TV showed a 49” display of gray static. She took the remote from him and sighed. “I see you tried to fix it yourself.”

“Don’t lose that. I want it right back.”

Lucile pressed a few buttons, and a bleary-eyed announcer in shirtsleeves came into view.

“…can confirm the object, or ship, or whatever it is, is almost two kilometers in length, and still remains motionless above Ottawa. The unconfirmed word from 24 Sussex is that the white coats have been able to verify it is a solid object, nothing more. Our source on the inside says no messages have been received, at least by us.

“A prayer group currently numbering two dozen has been gathering on the lawn of the Parliament Buildings under the guidance of the Reverend Gabriel Orison. We hope to bring you an interview with him as soon as we can get a camera through the RCMP cordon.”

Harvey snorted. “What did I tell you? Nothing but them stupid fake news shows. Try another channel. Go, get on with it, you stupid girl.”

Teeth clenched, she flipped to an American network.

“…president has announced additional troops are on the way to Ogdensburg and expected to arrive within the hour. They include marines and a mechanized unit. The Air Force remains on full alert with bombers patrolling the airspace along the border.”

“I was right. They must be having a contest to see who can make up the stupidest reports.” Harvey swept his breakfast off the table and on to the floor. “Martha, bring me another beer. I need something for my nerves. Lucy, you help your mother and clean up this mess.”

Lucile pursed her lips and felt a twitch in her right hand. Breathing slowed, and she remained motionless for a moment. She made a rapid selection of clicks, found a channel without heads or maps of Canada and dropped the remote in his lap. Eight, nine, ten.

He’d been like this ever since being laid off from his job at Northern Communications and Electronics. A once-sturdy frame was rapidly sinking into a spreading puddle of fat. A face she worshiped as a child was now a stubble-covered collection of jowls. He’d always been quick-tempered. Lately it’d become much worse.

“That’s better. Think it’s re-runs of Celebrity Fears and Consequences. That’ll do. Martha, where’s my beer?” A stubby finger waved in Lucile’s direction. “After you clean this mess up, I expect you to hit the sidewalk and go find yourself a job. You can’t expect to live here forever.”

“I don’t,” came out softly.

She headed toward the kitchen for a broom and dustpan. She’d been searching for work ever since her discharge from the forces. Living at home was not her idea of a wonderful life, but she winced at the thought of leaving her mother alone with Harvey in his present condition. Sure Paul lived at home too, but he was worse than useless. He buried himself in his mindless work.

Her mother rushed by with the beer. “Leave that, Lucile, I’ll clean it up.”

“I got it, Martha. Will be going out in a few minutes. Do me a favor. Stay off the TV and radio while I’m gone.”

“Of course, dear. I’m far too busy with housework in the mornings to take a coffee break. Will you be home for lunch?”

“Not sure. Will call and let you know.” She paused in the doorway, gazed at her mother, and shook her head. Harvey had time to get over it and find a job. Instead he’d given up. Like an anchor around Martha’s neck dragging her down till she drowns.

“What time did Paul come in this morning? I tried to listen for him but must have fallen asleep.” Martha gathered the dishes into the sink.

“Don’t know. His bedroom door is closed. I didn’t hear the usual snoring.” I’m no longer my brother’s keeper.

“He must be exhausted. I’ll let him sleep in. Good luck. I’m sure you’ll find a decent job soon.” Martha paused. “You might even meet a nice young man. Why don’t you drop in at the coffee shop in the Market? I think it’s called the Perky Place. That polite Jerry Simpson goes there sometimes. He’s Mrs. Simpson’s son, the one from our church. He attends there every Sunday. Even teaches Sunday School.”

“Yeah. Sure thing, Ma. I’ll call you, and let you know what I’m doing today.” Lucile stood on the sagging front porch with the patches of peeling paint and raised her gaze toward the sky. All she saw were low-hanging, gray clouds. They reminded her of upside-down umbrellas. She rolled her eyes and started down the wooden steps, careful to avoid the broken one. Afraid I frighten the shit right out of dear old Jerry.

In the distance, the sound of sirens echoed.

~ * ~

“We interrupt our panel discussion on the probability of intelligent life existing beyond Earth to bring you this important announcement from the Prime Minister.

“My fellow Canadians, I can assure you there is nothing to worry about. The government of Canada has the situation fully under control. The unidentified object over Ottawa has made no hostile moves, and we are presently undertaking every effort to initiate contact. There is of course the distinct possibility that it is unmanned and simply an exploratory probe. We will bring you up to date when we have anything further to report. Until then, we urge you to remain calm. Our recommendation for today is that you stay in your homes unless you are involved with emergency services. Stay tuned to this station for further reports.”

“That was a message from the Prime Minister of Canada. We will bring you the breaking news when it happens as our roving reporters learn anything more. In the meanwhile we return you to the panel discussion still in progress. This will be followed immediately by a recorded program of soothing Chamber Music.”

“Sure it’s an unmanned probe. Would you believe that? Who sends out a god-damned probe two miles long? Do they think we’re stupid? Bob, is that bloody switch still open? Close it!”

~ * ~

Paul struggled into his shirt. The buttons didn’t seem to want to fit in the proper holes. Or maybe his hands were shaking too much. He must concentrate. The creature standing in front of him—he had difficulty in thinking of it as a person—was being introduced by the one in the long white lab coat. About the same height as Paul, this newcomer had a face that reminded him of a hairless, whiskerless, cat. He wore a loose-fitting blue jumper.

“Paul, this is Ebbee. He will be your handler.”

The alien had the most piercing sapphire eyes.

“My, handler?” Does he kill me if I go astray?

“Possibly a poor choice of words. Think of him as your liaison. Ebbee will be standing by here and in close communication with you at all times from our ship. He will be ready to answer any questions and solve any potential problems.”

“How will he communicate with me?”

“Using the earpiece we installed inside your left ear. You will be able to talk to him through this device. Press the button on the right and speak into the transparent face.” The white coat handed Paul what appeared to be a wristwatch resembling the Rolex he’d admired last week.

“Does it tell time too?” Ask a stupid question, why don’t you?

“Of course.”

“Hi.” Ebbee held out his hand. “I guess this is one of your local traditions.”

The appendage was a hand, not a paw. Paul resisted the urge to stare and count the number of fingers. There appeared to be four, maybe five. He shook. The flesh was warm.

“Glad to have you with us,” Ebbee said. “Do not worry. I have done this before.”

“Worked with a human?”

“No, participated in a re-supply operation and negotiations with a primitive culture. Ready to go?” He guided Paul toward a nearby door that slid open silently as they approached.

Paul hesitated. “Wait a minute. What language am I speaking? How is it I can understand you two?”

The white coat gave an approximation of a smile. “You are speaking your own local dialect, although you now have the implanted ability to understand Common Galactic as well. We may download the ability for you to speak CG in the future. Do not worry. Ebbee also has your dialect chip.”

“Where are we now?” Why was he stalling? If he was going to do a satisfactory job, he needed details.

Ebbee patted him on the back. “Not to worry. You are on our ship. We are parked directly above the settlement we extracted you from.”

“How am I getting down?” He held a brief flash of an image of him arriving on the lawn of the Parliament Buildings in a flying saucer and being fired on by panicked soldiers.

“Same way you arrived here, by a convey beam. This time you will know what to expect.”

“Do not forget this.” The white coat handed Paul a small black duffel bag.

Paul almost fell over from the weight. “What’s in this?”

“Only a few gold bars to bind the contract. Good luck. The sooner you get things going, the better.”

Ebbee escorted Paul across a deserted hallway lit by flickering lights in the ceiling panels. The air smelled slightly of oil, or something burning. He guided him gently toward a booth set in one wall. The door was transparent.

“Nothing to worry about, Paul. The next step should be a preliminary meeting to introduce you to your people and set up the facility. I will be in touch shortly with the first list of our requirements. If you get into any serious trouble just press the button on the left side of the device we gave you and you will immediately return to the ship. Now, where would you like to be dropped off?”

“Can you return me right to my house?” The first thing he had to do was stuff this bag in his bedroom closet until his brain functions sped up. “The second floor, please.”

“I can probably do that. We should have scanned the information. I will close the door now and you will be off. Please remember your instructions.”

The clear door closed with a soft click and the last words Paul heard were, “Do not worry, you will soon get used to this.”

His stomach immediately turned inside out and his knees became water. The smiling cat face on the other side of the door disappeared in a rainbow shower of sparkling miniature lights.

~ * ~

The White House, Washington, 1:45PM EST

“General Arsenoe, I want three nukes re-aligned and aimed at that alien thing sitting over Ottawa.”

“But, Mr. President…”

“Can it be done, yes or no?”

“Yes, of course, but is this wise?”

“Don’t you think three ICBMs will be enough?”

“Frankly, sir, I have no idea.”

“Well, make it four then, just to be sure. Set them for a simultaneous contact on target.”

“But what if they find out?” He pointed a finger at the ceiling.

“Who’s going to tell them? If they did, it would show them we mean business. We’re not going to be pushed around by a bunch of aliens on a joy ride. Get this done within the hour then confirm back to me.”

“I don’t know how long it will take.” The general took a deep breath. “Are you planning to launch a first strike? Do you think that’s a good idea? Have you spoken to our allies about this? You should at least warn Ottawa.”

“We may have to accept some losses. I’ll tell them all about it after the fact. We can always pick up the pieces. For now I want to be ready, my finger on the trigger, just in case there’s any funny stuff. When you leave here, send in the Secretary of State.”

The president shook his head and turned to stare out the window. “The Air Force may be in need of a new commander once this dance is over.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

“And now for the 2:00PM CBC News. A prayer group led by the Reverend Gabriel Orison has gathered on the lawn of the Parliament Buildings. The crowd is said to number at least two hundred, maybe more, and growing. Our reporter, Agatha Summerside, is now on the grounds and has managed to reach him. What is his opinion of the significance of the silent object looming overhead, Agatha?”

“This is the End of Days! The devil himself is riding high above us, judging mankind, and by noon tomorrow he will descend to choose his souls. I have had a vision! Repent!”

“Reverend Orison, do you really believe…”

Martha turned off the kitchen radio as Paul stumbled down the stairs. “Paul, I didn’t want to wake you, you were out so late last night. The office called. They have been trying to reach you. Everyone is supposed to go in for a meeting they’ve called for three o’clock this afternoon.”

He leaned across the kitchen sink and splashed cold water on his face. There was some evidence there he needed a shave. The coffee pot on the counter was still half full. He helped himself and put the cup in the microwave.

“I was just now listening to some silly play on the radio. Your father is asleep in front of the television. Your sister has gone out. Why would they bring you in on a Saturday?”

Paul grinned. “Danged if I know. Think I should go and find what they want.” He took a deep breath and came strangely alive. Best of all, the gold was safe and stashed in the rear of his closet.

“Would you like some breakfast?” She gave a little laugh. “I guess I’m a bit late, it’s past lunch time.”

He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll take this coffee and run. I wouldn’t want to miss the meeting.” Paul paused in the doorway. “If I were you, I wouldn’t listen to any of the junk they put out on the radio these days. Why don’t you relax for a change and read a good book?” He left.

~ * ~

“I’m calling this here meeting of the Lady Killers to order.” Lucile gazed around the little table at her three friends. They’d met in high school on the rugby team, and the four enlisted the fall after graduation.

Pierre’s Lumberjack Micro Brewery was packed. Patrons, heads close together, huddled in nervous whispered conversations over tall glasses streaked with foam.

Smart phones were prominent and on display, their screens bobbles of pale light throughout the otherwise dimly lit room. Outside, emergency vehicles rumbled by the window visible through the slotted blinds.

“Since no one has any idea what’s really going on, ladies, I suggest we sit here and drink until the aliens land then decide whether we need to break out the heavy hardware or run for cover.” Mary Elizabeth licked the foam from her upper lip in a slow, deliberate motion.

She eyed the four close-cropped college boy types sitting nearby and toyed with her hair. The dusky, graceful, elegant one of the group, she was known to be fast and deadly on the playing field.

“Relax, Stiletto, they’re far too young. You’d send them into severe shock.” Bethany inhaled a pretzel. “We could always drop in on the old gang down at the armory and see if they are accepting exceptional reenlistments to bulk up the undermanned base here.”

Bethany was the bulwark on the line with iron-banded muscles and engine grease under her fingernails. “You’d never get through all the police and military on the streets, Boom Boom.”

Lucile stared out the front window. There was an armored personnel carrier parked outside. The soldier leaning against it staring at the sky appeared to be about twelve.

“If this is to be the end of the world, I’d prefer to die in bed, with only my boots on.” Mary Elizabeth gave a sweet smile across the room, sighed, then turned back to her friends.

Mae pointed a crimson fingernail decorated with a tiny golden Chinese dragon at Lucile. “Any bright ideas, Lucky, or are you as confused as the rest of us? Maybe we should join the crowd gathering on the Hill. Don’t you frown at me like that! No, not the preacher, we go hang with the bunch of dodos carrying signs reading Peace, Love, and Welcome New Friends to Earth. You know what Confucius says. ‘Head in the sand, ass wide open to the air.’”

Mae was the smallest and most delicate-appearing of the group. Deceiving, that appearance. Lucile always thought of her as carved from rock-hard jade. She ignored her. “Do any of you ladies know someone down at one of the radio stations well enough to spring us some inside dope on what’s going on?”

Bethany emptied her glass and signaled to the harried server for another round. “Mae used to date some loser. I think his name was Bub, or Bud, or maybe Dud. Do you remember, Garrote?”

“You’re thinking of Bob. He was sweet, but not my type. Worked at the CBC. He always wanted to go backpacking in the Gatineau Hills, when what I really wanted was a wild weekend in downtown Montreal.” Mae studied the half-empty bowl of pretzels. “We broke up when I enlisted.”

Lucile leaned forward. “Can you contact Bob? Try to pry some inside information out of him?”

“Use your extensive feminine wiles.” Bethany winked.

“Or get him alone, tie him to a chair, and hint at waterboarding.” Mary Elizabeth shoved a wayward lock of ebony hair back into place.

“I’ll phone him, if I can find some, I’ll pry it loose.” She leaned back over the table wearing a sly smile. “You know what Confucius says about men. ‘Every man is smart ’til he says something.’”

Lucile rolled her eyes. “Too much of that fake philosophy crap makes my head spin.” Mae’s tendency to spray her sayings got tiring after a while. Maybe Lucile was just edgy. Mae had a job, sort of. Lucile didn’t.

“Get him to meet you by a pay phone, and you could threaten to throttle him with the cord,” Mary Elizabeth offered.

“There aren’t any more pay phones, dummy.” Mae headed outside.

The three remaining at the table sorted out payment for the next round. They sipped slowly allowing the minutes to pass in silent contemplation. At last Mae fought her way back through the crowd at the bar watching the talking heads on the overhead television as she joined them.

The screen changed to show a panorama of Parliament Hill and the growing throng. The scene appeared almost peaceful, with only a few members jostling on the edges where two groups overlapped.

“At least they could have a football game on.” Mae dipped her finger in the suds. She eyed her companions then turned to Lucile. “No one put anything in my ale while I was away?”

Lucile shook her head. “No, I kept a close watch on them. Bethany wanted to stuff a lemon wedge in, but I slapped her wrist.”

“See, I still have a red mark here somewhere. So, what did Bud have to say?”

“It’s Bob. I can’t contact him until after midnight when he goes on the air. He’s moved. I don’t have his home number. Maybe he’s married, and his number is listed under her name.”

“We should be so lucky.” Mary Elizabeth stared at the table. “So what now, do we just sit around here and drink until midnight?”

“Anyone got a better idea?” Lucile made circles on the table with her finger.

“At least we now have a plan.” Bethany raised her glass. “Down the chute.”

Lucile and the others joined her.

~ * ~

Paul entered the boardroom, glanced around at the full chairs, and noticed Administrator Saloman hadn’t arrived. He made for the executive office, pushing his way through the hall and the crowd of stragglers migrating in the direction of the boardroom. The office door was closed. Saloman’s frequently-loathed assistant, Willis, was in with him.

Paul caught his own reflection in the window. He appeared slightly disheveled, the usually neat hair standing out in every direction. His wide eyes and crooked smile reminded him of a mad scientist from a B movie. His shirt was still buttoned all wrong. Paul squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, before he knocked then opened the door.

Saloman glanced up with a glare that could warp glass. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? This is a private meeting. Get out! I’ll deal with you later.”

“Why don’t you go find some waste baskets to empty?” Willis gave Paul a sneer that reached halfway up one sallow cheek.

Paul planted his feet. “I need to see the PM. I’ve been in contact with the aliens.”

“I realize this is Saturday, but you shouldn’t be this drunk by mid-afternoon. Get out of here before I call security. Go home and sleep it off.” Saloman wagged a plump finger in Paul’s direction. “I’ll discipline you on Monday.”

“If we’re still here,” Willis said. “Beat it, loser.” He turned his attention back to the boss.

“I’m not joking. I’ve been in contact with the aliens. They’ve appointed me their agent.”

Saloman’s face turned a deep shade of maroon. He half-rose from his chair. “Get out of here, you lunatic!”

“I’ll move him.” Willis stood. “Of all the people they might contact, you are the least likely. Move, or I’ll move you.”

Paul tapped the wristwatch. He spoke into the glass. “We have a slight situation. Can you come down here?”

Nothing happened. Willis laughed. Saloman shook his head and raised his gaze toward the glass ceiling.

“I’ll be right back.” Paul pressed the button on the left side of the watch and disappeared in an explosion of tiny colors.

He found himself standing in a small room where Ebbee was getting changed.

“I believe I should dress like one of your people.” He was now outfitted in slacks and a shirt similar to what Paul was wearing.

“I sort of think something a little more exotic would be good.”

“We do not wish to frighten the locals.” Ebbee grinned. His teeth were even and white. “Let us go.”

“Don’t you want some background…?”

“We are running short of time.”

They dissolved, to reappear right outside Administrator Saloman’s office door. The two men inside were still standing, staring around the room as though they’d misplaced something. Their gazes were focused on the shimmering pair materializing on the other side of the glass. Paul knocked.

“Come in.” Saloman, standing and leaning forward against his desk, sounded as though he was choking.

Willis backed against the far wall.

“This is my liaison from the ship.” For a moment Paul couldn’t remember the alien’s name. He stepped aside and swallowed the urge to smile. After all, this was sort of a solemn occasion. “I believe the correct pronunciation is, Mr. Ebbee.”

“Paul Delacy Thorncroft has been appointed as our agent and ambassador in dealing with your tribal chieftain. He will provide you with the specifications of what materials and supplies we require and negotiate for a suitable payment for them. He has our full confidence. Are there any questions?” Ebbee glanced from Saloman to Willis.

Two bloodless faces stared back, mouths open. Saloman shook his head.

“No? Good.” Ebbee handed Paul a cylindrical, leather-looking, case. “Here is our first order. If you have any questions, or need some clarification, just contact me. I will be linked directly to you.” He nodded toward the administrator. “I will leave you in our ambassador’s hands.” He snapped his fingers and disappeared in a spectacular pillar of pale, shimmering fire.

Administrator Saloman punched a button on his desk intercom. “I need to speak with the prime minister now. We have made first contact with the aliens. Yes, you heard me correctly.”

“I’ll need a private office, fully equipped and large enough to hold meetings in, and a senior level assistant. I’ll speak to Human Resources about seeing some personnel files. I think that while the office space is being arranged, I should have a meeting with the PM immediately, don’t you think, to bring her up to date?” Paul smiled. “I still consider myself a loyal representative and employee of the Canadian Government, one on loan to a friendly power. Am I correct?”

“Certainly,” Administrator Saloman said, nodding vigorously.

“I’ll get working on that office.” Willis fled from the room without a backward glance.

“A large one,” Paul called after him.

~ * ~

The Parliament Buildings, Ottawa. 3:45PM EST

“Maureen, I’m calling you from our alternate bunker in Colorado. Have you relocated to a safe distance yet?”

“Not yet, Frank. We’re still trying to make contact. No luck with radio frequencies so far.”

“Well, get away from under that thing, pronto. Don’t you have an old bunker somewhere north of there you can go to?”

“We decommissioned the bunker years ago. I think it’s a museum now.”

“You and Joe are quite welcome to join me in here. In
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