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THE SIX WORLDS

Escape from Six Worlds through the
time of 86,000 years in the future to the portal at the then Earth
site, to back to the present.
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Map showing the relationship of Six
Worlds to the Federation Realm, Sequetus and the rest of the
Galaxy.
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CHAPTER 1


THE TIME GATE

Independent Goren Torren studied the
viewscreens. As they took on their familiar deep purple shimmer,
the image of the Mexican desert below, disappeared. Goren rechecked
the coordinates and then nodded for Captain Nykol to
proceed.

The violet static remained for three
seconds. Screens flashed an incandescent green. A slow whine
reverberated from their engine. Vision began to blur. Goren
blinked, trying to focus on the console by his seat. Pegasus was
wavering, the images becoming transparent. The objects within the
craft lost all solid form, followed by the whole craft appearing
less than real. It became translucent. Light permeated the walls of
Pegasus. A pale misty green light in the distance became stronger.
Pegasus was glowing brightly from outside, and within. The walls
lit up with a bright iridescent green.

Just as quickly, the transparency and
light within the craft faded. Goren looked at the others on the
bridge. Was that the experience of traveling the portal?

Pegasus was loaded with instruments
recording every known phenomenon. They had been in this alternate
existence for seconds. That was enough. They needed to disengage
their drives in order to observe momentarily what was there, and
return the same route they had come through.

Goren punched in the co-ordinates and
nodded to the captain.

“Disengaging drives, sir. We are at
the co-ordinates,” said the captain deliberating over each word,
not lifting his eyes from the screen.

The Warp Drives disengaged. The screen
began to shimmer, and died to dullness, which soon turned
black.

The familiar blackness of space took
over the screens. Goren searched for Earth. Felice felt his anxiety
and said, watching the overhead screens. “No Earth, and this space
doesn’t conform to any astronomical records that we have. We are on
the other side.”

Goren looked at the captain. “No
Earth,” he responded. “However, the element analyzer shows the
outside universe is the same, but where are we? There are no
recognizable reference points.”

“At least it is our physical
universe,” said Felice, sighing with relief.

Mepat nodded agreement.

Goren sort of agreed. It was time
however to get back. Twenty seconds had been plenty of time. They
needed to leave, before they lost polarization within Pegasus.
Rebooting polarization would take an additional half an hour. Their
data was needed aboard the Impeel now.

The Warp Drives did not
re-engage.

They tried again and watched the
compuscreens roll on with data. Finally, the data on the screen
stopped scrolling.

The captain looked up at Goren and
then to Felice. The Boguard remained quiet in the background. The
captain said. “The computer confirms it. We are a relative 0.32
from the center of the galaxy, as distinct to Sequetus, which lies
0.937 off standard center, and space itself, is now a quarter of a
degree warmer.”

“Any systems present?” queried Goren.
They were stuck, and in trouble.

The captain shook his head, with
keeping an eye on the screens. Space here was much brighter than
the space they had left behind at Sequetus. He was beginning to
make some sense of it, “There is a red dwarf, about three
light-years away....”

The captain began to adjust the
scanners and then rose from his seat. With intense interest he
walked up close to the screen. “Independent, please amplify this
image.” He pointed to a blur in the bottom left corner.

Goren enhanced the magnification and
squinted at the image. “Is that the gate?” asked the
captain.

“I believe so. Interesting...see how
these objects keep fading in and out of the screen... There...
They... have disappeared completely.... Back again
now....

What do you think?” asked
Felice.

Goren stared at the six round objects.
The largest was the size of the Earth satellite Moon, while the
others were smaller. “According to the small amount of data, which
is being analyzed by our computer, they seem to be small planets,
natural compositions.... It is interesting that there is no solus,
yet they are following an orbit.”

“The orbit of Earth, or around Earth?”
asked the captain.

Goren tapped out something, on the
consul and then looked up, startled. “Yes.... I believe they likely
are.”

“Are there any transmissions being
received?” asked the captain of Felice as she monitored
communications.

“No, sir. It’s all quiet. What do we
do now? Signal to the satellites?” replied Felice looking up from
her monitors.

Goren shook his head. “This is already
of enormous importance to the Federation. If we don’t return
immediately....”

“If we sent probes we would get more
data,” suggested Felice.

“No,” replied Goren. He was beginning
to feel edgy. He let her feel his mind and the strange sensation he
was getting. “Our predetermined plan was an immediate return. We
have to follow it.”

Felice understood. Goren gave the
order again to return. “Engage Warp Drives again
captain.”

Captain Nykol mimed a short salute and
engaged the drives. The screens went through their
shimmer-to-violet routine this time. The captain then thrust the
craft to reverse its trajectory through the portal. In a few
moments they should be re-emerging back into the universe position,
which they all knew so well.

They waited. The captain nodded to
Goren and then disengaged the warp systems. The screens began their
familiar shimmer to re-emerge and then the full star studded
blackness of space returned.

“No!” called Felice, as she
looked at the coordinates, “We are in the same region. The stellar
pattern is the same!” She swiveled in her chair, her alarm
obvious.
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Beyond the portal

The Boguard looked concerned for the
first time. “My Lorde, there was no repeat of the green light
phenomena.”

Goren checked his instruments and
monitors. His face showed what he had found. They were nowhere near
Sequetus 3. He focused the screen on the shimmering objects, around
the portal.

Mepat of the Boguard said, “Lorde
Goren. It appears that the Zone portal may be a one-way entry from
the other side. I suspect that we need to find an entrance from
this side, in order to return.”

“We projected where the Earth would
be, when we came out of the portal, and where we must return from,
after taking into account the distance the Earth would have
traveled, in the moments that we were here. There must be more
governing the portal, than what we saw from the other side. From
Sequetus, we could only see the gate operate when a craft came
through, but perhaps there is a time when the gate opens and then
closes. Perhaps, it is open from the other side permanently, yet
opening and closing from this side at some controlled
point.”

Goren listened. “So then, how to
return?”

Mepat rose from his contoured swivel
seat to take a closer look at the screen. “With a lack of data, our
choices are limited. The items that appear to alter out there are
the six planetoids. They fade in and then out. I expect that they
are within a Warp Field. My guess is that, at the ebb or flow of
the Warp Field, the portal opens. I suggest that we attempt another
traverse of the portal and then another, and another, until we
strike the right timing and break through.”

“Luck?” asked Goren.

“That may be our only option, good
luck,” offered Mepat.

“Very well,” said the Goren, “we will
....”

He stopped in mid speech. A tremor ran
through the hull of the craft. It increased into a high frequency
rocking.

Goren’s eyes flicked from one monitor,
to another. “Traction; it’s magnetic. Check the drives.”

The tremor began to rumble; the
screens began to flicker. The captain called, “Get a Boguard to
check the drives, we are losing power and being dragged towards the
center of the six planetoids. I have the standard-drives on maximum
hold, but we are losing ground.” Pegasus was shaking as the
standard-drives pulled hopelessly against a greater
power.

Mepat half fell over the intercom and
ordered Boguard down into the lower deck, to man an interceptor.
“Lorde Goren,” he called, “one way for us to escape this, is to
attack. We cannot defend to ourselves, here.”

Goren's hands vibrated on his armrest,
as he tried to stand. He kept his footing and staggered to the
screens. “Captain, how long until we are pulled into the center of
those planetoids?”

“Twenty-three minutes, at the current
rate,” replied Nykol.

“Apart from capture, does there appear
to be other danger to life?”

Nykol shook his head. “Capture is
their probable intent. If they wanted to destroy us they could have
done so moments ago.”

“My Lorde,” suggested Mepat, “If
launched, the interceptor could attack. We must launch.”

Pegasus lunged to one side. The lights
temporarily dimmed. The ship then lurched in the other direction.
Goren scrambled across the floor, to regain his seat.

“Try Warp Drives” cried
Goren.

“Inoperative” called back
Nykol.

Mepat seemed to sway with either
direction of the movement of the ship, unaffected. “My Lorde, it is
possible that their intention is to have us in a position for more
certain destruction.”

The craft lunged again and then a
wailing sound began to run through the ship. Quickly, it became a
shrill noise.

Goren screamed at Nykol. “Warp! Get us
out of here!”

“Cannot... No response!” cried
Nykol.

Goren read the Boguard mind. He
nodded.

Mepat yelled through the intercom.
“Interceptor out! Go! Go!”

Ω

The Boguard's name was Leader Bren. He
was young and strong. His shocksuit was Boguard slick black and
reflected the lights overhead, as he climbed into the cockpit. He
slammed the canopy back down, and locked it. “Systems go, Von?” he
called to his navigator, at the rear. He heard the muffled
confirmation behind him. Interceptors were a tight fit for their
crew, with nothing but a cockpit sitting on huge drive thrusters,
fuel, and weapons.

He strapped himself in; looked at the
instruments, checked that all was ready. There were seventy-six
instruments in all. On his left, were the communications systems
and in front, the missile panels.

He waved to the two Boguard next to
his cockpit, still in the hull bay of Pegasus. They gradually
nudged the interceptor to the door. Slowly they pushed, edging it
sideways, and out. Finally, it drifted past the doorway.

He counted down; saw the doorway to
Pegasus close. He looked to the opening of the hold doors and saw
the blue light was on; so he pressed the launch button.

The interceptor slowly came to life.
The Boguard looked back through the plastiglas canopy, revealing
the jewel studded void called space. The stars were bright, more
densely compacted than Bren had ever witnessed before. He was awed.
Before him, was an uncertain universe. To his knowledge no other
humans had seen it before.

The stars twinkled on the other side
of the plexiglass, and Bren saw Pegasus drift away behind him, as
he turned to the controls, engaging the thrusters.

His controls then closed down, they
had locked, the finger response was frozen, and he was now slowly
accelerating, towards the enemy planetoids. A traction beam was on
him, as well.

The communications to
Pegasus were down. Strike?
He thought to his leader.

Confirm
strike, Mepat replied. Fast.

Bren had just enough control; to check
his instruments. Lining up the six planetoids, he fired a volley of
six Class B non-atomic missiles; one missile at each planetoid. He
watched, as the six flared, racing towards their mark. Their
burners becoming only white dots of light, in the
distance.

After twenty seconds, the traction
beam was still firmly operating. Bren let loose a second volley, of
Class J atomics. He waited, as they too, sped towards their mark.
He began to count down the final seconds. Both he and Pegasus hoped
that the approaching rockets would force the enemy to release their
beam, or choose their own warp drives in order to
escape.

Bren could feel Von's thoughts behind
him.

How soon?
Came Goren into the Boguards mind.

Soon friend Goren... 10...
9... 8... 7...

Six rockets exploded, out of sequence.
Bren nodded, the rockets had detonated prematurely. Now, wishing
with all their might, he and Von waited for the next volley to
continue. As though on another cue, the six missiles exploded in
space, again six seconds prematurely.

Bren’s hopes began to
wane. Now? he
thought to Mepat.

Outrun traction at the
enemy, came the answer. Bren grinned. Yes,
he engaged the controls of the interceptor and accelerated to the
center of space, between the six planetoids. It was working, it was
freeing them; the thrusters were engaging and the controls became
responsive.

Goren and the crew of Pegasus watched,
as the interceptor slowly accelerated. After seventy seconds, the
screens burst with an explosion of light. The interceptor had
engaged its afterburners. Goren began to count. One hundred
thousand Ks and still accelerating. One hundred and ten, twenty,
thirty, he was almost there; forty, fifty and then a hundred and
sixty-three thousand Ks per hour and the interceptor was through,
to the other side of the planetoids.

Immediately, the screen showed the
image of Bren. He had broken free of the traction beam and was also
and streaking, out to the other side. Bren smiled, “My Lorde, you
are correct; it is possible to outrun the beam.”

“Remain well out of effective range of
that beam.”

Goren turned to Nykol. “Ready the
second interceptor. Have two Boguard and Felice crammed aboard,
within three minutes.”

The captain nodded. Moments later, the
flare of the interceptor burned bright across the viewscreens. It
would be free in moments.

While the second interceptor was on
its way to a precarious freedom, all the Boguard crew were
assembled, in the Rangercraft. They would escape the traction beam,
along the shadow of their mother craft, Pegasus. As the traction
beam gripped Pegasus it cast a shadow behind it, that was devoid of
the beam. Goren's intention was for the Rangercraft to exit into
that shadow and escape beyond the range of the beam.

“Ready Captain?” asked
Goren.

“Ready. The interceptor is now passing
through the center. The traction beam on us has decreased, maybe
enough for a rotation maneuver.”

“Sixty-four degrees port,
Captain.”

The captain complied and the screens
showed the stars revolve around them. Ten seconds later the
Rangercraft drifted out from the hold of Pegasus and accelerated
outwards, within the safety of the beam’s shadow.

At least, away from the beam, they had
an opportunity.

Goren looked at the captain and Mepat.
They were drawing closer to an enemy, which they had vowed to find.
“How long will we take, to reach the source of the
beam?”

The captain looked up. “Fifteen
minutes.”

“How long will the three craft survive
out there, without Pegasus?”

“Three weeks, if they link up with the
Rangercraft,” the captain replied.

“Then, our only escape is
for us to meet that enemy. Pegasus cannot reach the terminal
velocity of the interceptors.”
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Goren watched, as his three craft
rendezvoused well out, from the influence of the traction beam.
There was little time remaining. The viewscreens magnified the
craggy surfaces of the planetoids. They approached their obvious
destination.

The beam had now become three beams,
emanating from three separate worlds. None of the planetoids
appeared to have any atmosphere, and their gravities were slight.
Heat escaped them, at irregular intervals. As Pegasus drew closer
to them, their surfaces were seen marked with occasional spots of
light.

The computer data showed that the
planetoids were rotating as a single group, in a twenty-four hour
orbit around a common axis. The whole system was like a cartwheel
web, with Pegasus being drawn to its center. Each planetoid also
rotated on its own axis.

The six worlds appeared to pulse a
rhythmic magnetic force, each pulse lasting seconds.

Pegasus was drawing to the center of
the hub, to become stationary. There had been no attempt from out
there, to contact them.

The captain had a theory. “Goren,
maybe the planetoids each go into warp drive, in a sequence that
maintains contact with Earth and here, at the same
time.”

Goren again tested the drives, “If so,
then the Warp Drive portal could be opening - rotating - in various
places around Earth, at different times.”

More data was coming onto the screens.
The mass of the worlds varied. The larger planetoid was low in
standard specific gravity. Pegasus’s scans showed it to be hollow.
Possibly, bases were on the inside of the planetoids, not the
surface.

Goren's thoughts were interrupted by
the voice of Captain Nykol. “Independent, with the exception of our
bridge instruments, Pegasus has just totally powered down by
itself.”

Goren had no further ideas. “Keep life
support batteries alive, powering the bridge, close down the
remainder. We will wait. They did not pull us all the way down, to
kill us now. It is their call.”

Goren remained vigilant, keeping an
eye on the screens. The others armed themselves, ready for an enemy
boarding.

It was an hour, before the first real
sign of alien intelligence emerged. Three light-craft drifted out,
to settle at the edge of Pegasus. Pegasus slowly started to
move.

The captain reported. “We are drifting
towards the smallest of the planetoids; it is three hundred and
eighty four Ks across. It looks like we are about to go down a
chasm, inside it.”

The planetoid was less pockmarked than
its neighbors, probably younger. There was a littering of space
debris over its surface; some of its craters were over two Ks
deep.
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CHAPTER 2


THE ENEMY

Finally, the string-beam ceased and
Pegasus hovered pacs above the surface, in a small shallow valley,
with a less rugged small plain. Goren's attention was on the
screens, as all of a sudden the ground opened under them, with
light streaming upward from within it. With no control of Pegasus,
Goren could only observe, as they now descended into the chasm,
itself.

Light-craft followed, appearing as a
red glow. They looked similar to the craft seen at the earlier
crash-retrieval site, in America.

Pegasus was being swallowed down the
vortex, descending three Ks below the surface. The far screen on
the left, showed a new source of light, two Ks ahead. A small
opening was visible, light streaming from it. The circular opening
was too small, for Pegasus to pass through.

Goren braced. There was no intention
to stop there. Just as they were about to be crushed against the
tunnel’s end, the opening widened, like the iris of an eye, and
Pegasus slipped through safely.

Goren stared unbelieving, as light
from the screens flooded the bridge. Pegasus was rising from the
ground, into an internal surface, of a hollow world. There, outside
was a vista of mountains, plains and a far off small
sea.

Goren poured over the ship's sensors.
The air was breathable, with an oxygen nitrogen mix. Atmospheric
conditions were saturated with water vapor, visibility at fifteen
Ks, and had an air temperature of sixty-eight degrees
Fahrenheit.

Goren looked at Nykol and Mepat. “It
appears we are in an inverted livable world.”

Goren checked more instruments. “The
void seems to be all but the fifteen kinopacs, which comprise the
planetoid crust. Gravity is point four specific, and is mainly
created centrifugally. The sea out there is fresh water, and the
plant life is carbon oxygen life forms. I believe to that degree,
it is safe.”

Nykol nodded. “The shaft we arrived
through, has closed, sir. Our systems are still failing and soon
inside Pegasus, will be in total darkness.”

Goren looked at Mepat.

He responded as he watched the power
slowly disappearing from the screens. “My Lorde, we have been
brought here. There have been no overt hostilities against us. If
we stay inside Pegasus much longer, then we will lack the power to
open our hold doors, in which case, we would eventually suffocate.
Added to that, if we shut the ship down totally, now, there might
be sufficient reserve power when we return. If we stay, our life
support systems would deprive the computer of power, within about
six hours. We will need the computer operating, if we are to get
back to Earth.”

Goren nodded. “Agreed; power down the
hold doors so that we can get out. We need to find whoever brought
us here. Suit up.”

Goren was the first out. The air was
clean and they were overlooking a large valley, from a rocky
outcrop. Pegasus sat atop a large metal platform. There were
mountains to their left. Slightly down was a sea. There was no
perception of the ground continually sloping, and nor was there far
to see. The source of heat and light seemed to be coming from a
central point, above them. Goren could only guess that it was
unnatural. There was no evidence civilization, no buildings, craft,
people, or farming. The light craft had gone.

After one last glance back and the
three began their walk through the tall tufted grass, down to the
sea. Their aim was to get to it, before the light faded, whenever
that was. Jointly they had reasoned that any greater life would be
down by the water.

A fog was growing denser and
visibility was down to three kinopacs. Mepat checked his small
instrument again. There were no major life forms ahead. The trees
were about six Ks away. The fog was soon giving way to a fine moist
spray that was beginning to glisten on their shock
suits.

It was almost an hour and a half
before they reached the first of the trees. Goren threw his
survival pack to the ground. He was drenched from the thick fog. In
ten minutes they had a temporary shelter erected and some food
heated.

When they finished the meal, Goren
stood by Mepat. Staring out into the darkness, from the trees, they
both could feel it. A numbness of mind was seeping into their
psyche. It pervaded them slowly, by ever increasing smaller
degrees. Mepat found mindspeak difficult and Goren was beginning to
be touched by a fear, which seemed to have no analytical
foundation. There was something out there and it was powerful. It
had them as its prey and was feeling them, touching their minds.
Goren found his ability to reach out, to touch any other mind out
there, rapidly receding. They turned in for the night, with each
taking a turn watch.

Ω

The three awoke with the full light of
day. The sky was clear blue with the fog from the previous evening
lifted. Goren opened his eyes. Quickly he looked around himself.
Nykol was still asleep, while Mepat was sitting on a large log,
opposite.

Mepat nodded. “My Lorde slept
well?”

Goren felt embarrassed about sleeping
past first light. “Good morning, Mepat. Yes, I did.”

Mepat slipped down from his perch. He
looked about him. The light above was reaching through the leaf
canopy, vaporizing the water on the ground. The trees trunks were
up to six pacs wide, towering one hundred pacs into the air. Goren
stood. The underbrush in the wood was high and thick. It seemed to
Goren that there was something dangerous about travelling towards
the center of the forest.

“My Lorde, there are flashes of life
forms in the wood. They read strong and appear to have retreated
upon the onset of light,” Mepat said.

Goren looked towards the center of the
wood. “Any idea of what species they are?”

“No, my Lorde. I only feel that this
whole place is watching us. I feel danger, both in the wood and
outside of it.”

Goren looked around. “I too. Wake
Nykol. We will make for where the wood meets the
savannah.”

It was Nykol's voice, already awake.
“I will ready the packs.”

Goren nodded, and after helping to
break camp, he hauled his pack onto his shoulders and began to go
forward, into the forest.

While walking, he pulled out his hand
laser and shot to a far tree trunk. There was no reason he did it,
only the need to ensure that the weapon still functioned in this
environment. The short tight shot of light and energy struck its
mark, and seared a hole in the trunk of the old tree.

Instantly Goren received a shock to
his firing arm and dropped the weapon. Shaking his arm violently,
he stared at the gun and then the tree. Slowly, he turned to Mepat,
with a look of surprise.

“My Lorde,” said Mepat. “I felt the
mental energy of pain, and it was not yours. I believe the tree
struck back at you.”

Goren stared at the tree and then at
Mepat. “Are you trying to tell me that the tree attacked me,
psychically?”

“No my Lorde, I believe it may have
been defending itself. I feel we should hurry.”

Goren agreed, putting the laser back
into his holster. He now began to feel a deep mild headache. He
looked upon the tree suspiciously as his enemy, and hurried. They
would be out from this wood soon, he hoped.

Pleased to see the full sky, upon
leaving the wood, Goren stretched and smiled. As Mepat and Nykol
stood near him, looked up to where they had previously left
Pegasus. It was gone. Goren strode off, in the direction of where
the ship should have been.

Mepat caught up to him, with a hand on
his shoulder. “Sir, the ship has gone. Please don’t lead us back
there. I have a feeling of danger, which is making me.... Please,
the craft isn’t there and has been removed for a reason, which
suits the enemy. To go up there, and be out in the open...” Mepat
shuddered.

Goren looked at his most senior
Boguard who was visibly shaken. “Very well, we’ll stay close to the
tree line and follow it, down to the shore. Perhaps we shall find
some clue to this place, on the way.”

Mepat looked at his hands, which were
shaking. He wondered at what he had just felt. It was fear; fear
that he had not known before. He now felt angry, but at whom he was
not sure.

He bounded after Goren. With the lower
gravity the energy expended by their bodies was minimal and they
could make a good pace for as long as the light held. Through the
haze, he could see the shoreline, but it would take several hours
to reach. Mepat looked about him, behind him and into the air. That
awful feeling of fear; it was beginning to return.

With the trees well to their left and
traveling through the open tall grasses they made good time. The
seashore lay directly in front of them.

Goren stopped and held his hand up.
The grass was waist high. The sky was a hazy blue and the sound of
water could be heard; small waves were gently lapping against the
rocky shore.

In front of them was a small, one pac
high, large headed alien, up to his knees in the water. Goren
watched his surroundings. On the stones of the shore was a small
basket, two small nets and three rolls of line. The alien was
fishing. Goren watched him cast a hand line, out into the water,
its end plopping ten pacs out. The small humanoid paid the three
behind him, no attention at all.

Goren looked at Mepat, walked up to
the small alien and coughed slightly to announce himself. Still the
little grey man didn’t pay them any attention.

Goren turned to Mepat and shrugged.
With urging from Mepat he now waded out further, to the small grey
form, as it pulled another line from his tattered green cloth
jacket.

Stretching out, to touch his shoulder,
Goren stepped closer. As though sensing something strange, the
little man turned, to see the large form of Goren almost upon him.
Immediately, he shrieked. He threw his hands and line into the air.
Trying to run through the water, his legs caught into his line and
he tripped, falling headlong, into the small waves.

Goren lunged, to haul him out of the
water and lifted up the grey thrashing body. The alien screamed
again, as he stared at Goren, who had a firm grasp of
him.

In a split second Goren dropped the
grey man in the shallow water, as a searing pain slashed through
his mind. Goren shook, his body quivered, his knees began to buckle
and he felt his body falling. His eyes fluttered open as he saw
Mepat's face above him.

As quick as it had arrived, the pain
vanished. He found himself looking clearly up at Mepat.

Mepat was kneeling. “My Lorde, I can
feel the pain you suffered. It was strong.”

Goren looked around; he was on the
shore, lying face up. He felt the pebbles beneath his body and
stretched an arm to Nykol, to help him up. “That small fellow shot
a thought through the base of my brain; it seemed almost strong
enough to start a Rangercraft.” Goren shook his head and looked
down the shoreline. He had a headache that numbed his
senses.

“He ran on that way, my Lorde,” said
Mepat pointing down the shoreline.

Goren stared hard ahead and then
looked around. “Collect up the nets and the rest of his belongings
and follow me.” Goren set off in the direction of the
alien.

They did not have to jog far, as the
small alien had set out his line again, only two Ks further along
the shore. Goren waited for his comrades to catch up. The alien,
again, had not seen them and Goren kept about twenty pacs back this
time.

The little grey man cast out a line,
totally oblivious or caring about the regrouping company, on the
shore. Goren indicated for the nets and basket to be placed behind
the alien, on the pebbles.

Goren stepped well back, picked up a
small rock and threw it. It landed with a splash behind the small
grey man. It did not rouse him.

“Deaf?” asked Goren looking at
Mepat.

“No, but I think he may be hard of
hearing and his attention isn’t on us. He is trying to catch a
meal,” answered Mepat.

The pair watched for a while, until
the small alien had caught something on his line. He tugged and
pulled until he almost went under the water. He regained his
footing and began to haul the catch in. Finally, after a
three-minute struggle, what came to surface appeared to be a form
of kelp. It was brown and thick, with no apparent head or tail. As
the alien reached down for it, he jumped as the thing on the end of
his line came to life, wriggling. He stared at the thing, until it
became limp. Slowly, he unhooked it from the line, his small lips
revealing a tight smile.

He turned and saw the three on the
shore. He dropped his catch and looked for a way of escape. Goren
pointed to the nets on the shore, and the alien stopped for a
second. Looking at the three, he slowly waded out from the water.
Carefully, he inspected the baskets and grabbed them. Slowly,
stepping back into the water, he grabbed and stowed the
kelp.

Watching him, Goren thought:
Friends?

The small alien eyed the
three, suspiciously; glanced at the kelp he had caught and then
broke into a small smile. Friends,
he thought to the three.

No pain? thought Goren.

No pain friends,
came back the thought.

The small grey humanoid stepped slowly
onto the pebbly shore. “Do you vocal speak?” he asked in a squeaky,
but gruff sounding voice.

“Yes!” answered Goren, totally
surprised at the alien's grasp of Standard Galactic. “My name is
Goren, and these are my friends Mepat and Nykol.”

The little man nodded. “My name is
Vila. Are you Masters?”

Goren looked at Mepat and then
shrugged at the alien. “I don’t think so.”

“Of course not!” said Vila, “You have
traditional fundamental-form.”

Goren was indeed puzzled. “What is
that?”

“What you have, as you stand, as you
are.... You know, look at you. You have
fundamental-form.”

“My Lorde....” Mepat addressed Goren.
“I believe our friend here means as we stand tall, as we are larger
and as we have bigger bodies.”

“Is that correct Vila?” asked
Goren.

Vila shook his head. “You certainly
are not Masters. You are too stupid. You must be a product from the
Historical Research Laboratory, but when they made you, they left
out some of the brain reconstruction. Right?”

“No!” said Goren indignant at the
thought that he had been created in a laboratory. “We are from
Sequetus, and originally Jilta.”

“Ha,” called the grey alien as he went
about tendering his line. He waded into the water and threw out a
new line. “Those places are for children's fables. They may have
existed once but they are deserted wastelands now. That is why our
worlds were created. Still, I don’t think you lie, but rather your
creators have programmed you, so that you believe what you say.
That is to your credit; to have such creators. I suppose you have
no knowledge of this place?”

“Of course not! We are not from here.”
Goren was becoming frustrated.

“Please pass me that bag,” requested
Vila. “I think this will be enough. You’ll join me for some food?”
He walked out from the water.”

“Thank you Vila. We would be
delighted,” answered Goren.

“Good. Follow me, then.” The small
alien walked off towards the trees. “I suppose you have been well
programmed with many memories of this Sequetus and
Jilta?”

Goren caught up with Vila. “Of course,
but they are memories, not programs.”

“How can you be so certain?” asked
Vila calmly, as he walked.

“Because...” Goren was becoming
frustrated. “We did not choose to be here, and this entire stupid
place is new to us...!”

“All right...fine... I understand. I
have no intention to run against your program.”

“I’m not programmed!” snapped Goren.
He turned to Mepat. “You explain.... This alien is making my head
spin.”

Vila looked at the three. “If I upset
you, you can leave. I only asked you to a meal. I don’t necessarily
feel obliged, to require your presence.”

“My friend Vila,” said Mepat, “We
enjoy your company. If our memories only consist of times foreign
to here, then we beg of you to familiarize us about here, for we
genuinely have no memories of anything in this sector of space or
time. Please help us.”

Vila stopped. “Help, you say, Mepat.
Yes I can help you, and your friends, including that strange one
called Goren. The Masters certainly made him strange.”

Mepat smiled. “Perhaps he was
difficult for them.” He noticed that Goren did not think his
comments were funny.

Goren was now following. “I can prove
where we are from. Help us find our spaceship and I will prove who
we are.”

Vila began to laugh. “Spaceship? What
do you think I am, as stupid as you are? If there was a spaceship,
then how is it that you have lost it?”

Goren balked at the question. To think
of an answer in a hurry, made his head hurt. How did he manage to
lose Pegasus? He answered slowly. “If you help us find it, I will
show you anything that you wish about this place. What do you
say?”

“Where did you leave it?” asked
Vila.

They were almost at the tree line. The
place they had left, the previous night, could still be made out,
in the distant hills, through the haze. “Up there.” Goren
pointed.

“You would expect me to go up there
and help you find it, I suppose?” asked Vila.

“Well, yes,” answered
Goren.

Vila shook his head. “You are already
crazy and need no help from me, if you think I’m about to go over
there.”

Goren shook his head. “What is so
wrong with helping us out there?”

Vila stared at the three. All of a
sudden a flash of fear was read on his face. “Perhaps you really
are Masters, trying to fool old Vila...”

“No.... No....” Goren began to say and
put his hand out, but the alien had ducked down and fled behind a
tree. Goren ran after him, but there was no sign of the small grey
humanoid. He had dashed into the thick undergrowth, only pacs
beyond, and gone.

 


Mepat caught up to Goren, by the edge
of the tree line. “Vila is a strange person, but his help is
necessary, if we are to get out of here. We should begin a search
for his home. We need from him, about this place.”

“Remain together.” Goren
led the way. “Vila... Vila....” Goren began to call, as they
entered the thick undergrowth.

Π


CHAPTER 3


VILA

The three searched for hours,
gradually exploring further and deeper, into the woods. The
underbrush was growing thicker; impeding their movements. Vines
hung from tree limbs beginning to make their passage through them,
almost impossible.

In frustration Goren lashed out at the
brush with his clife.

Instantly, he fell to the ground in
pain.

“No, no,” squealed a high pitch voice
hidden from behind a tree. It was Vila. He quickly dashed to
Goren's side. “Never strike the life-of-the-world, for it will
destroy you. The life-of-the-world is our protection against the
rytoen. Never strike at the life-of-the-world for it will strike
you down, with a vengeance.

Goren glanced up at him, and then at
his catch.

Vila shook his head while looking at
Mepat. “The life-of-the-world isn’t against the natural order of
life, and you can eat what you grow, catch, or find on trees. I
just know that unnecessary destruction gets a bad reaction back.
Maybe you really are not from here.”

Before Goren could ask more, the small
alien answered. “You don’t have the power, for you are in
fundamental-form.” The grey alien had reached Goren's
side.

Mepat bent down beside Goren, looking
into the alien's yellow eyes. “Will he be all right?”

“He will survive. Carry him, and
follow me. My home isn’t far from here.” Vila stood.

Nykol and Mepat each put an arm around
Goren, who was semi groggy.

As the three followed Vila, he was
heard to mumble something to himself about having to educate mutant
experiments, before they were all destroyed by the
life-of-the-world.

Ω

Goren awoke, to find himself lying, in
a corner of a small mud hut. He looked over, to see Mepat and Nykol
listening to Vila.

Vila's voice seemed to barely carry.
“I now do understand, that you have no memory of this world. No
Master or experimental creatures would attack the
life-of-the-world. It is forbidden by all law for intelligents to
knowingly harm the life-of-the-world.”

“The life?” asked Nykol.

The alien looked at him as though he
was really stupid. “The life! The green-life, short and
tall.”

Nykol nodded. “The plants and
trees.”

Vila shook his head. “You really did
not come out of any program, here. The life-of-the-world is that
life-force that controls the living things. There is one life here,
of this world, and it protects all the other living things here.
There are also other life-forces, which share in running the shoals
of fish; a life-force can guard a whole forest or grove. There are
also smaller life-forces in each tree too, but they are not the
plants or trees themselves, as those are just what you see. I’m
speaking of the forces behind nature, those life existences that
run whole groves or schools of fish.” He looked at Nykol who shook
his head.

Nykol said: “I thought it was one life
for one animal.”

Vila said: “Your creators were not
very clever, were they? Have you ever seen a
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