
        
            
                
            
        

    
	It was supposed to be a rescue mission... Instead, Shera finds herself captured by alien monsters and getting peeled like a piece of fruit.

	 

	 

	Science officer Shera is on her way back to her home planet when they receive a distress signal from the small planet L’Khan. She offers to take a team down to investigate.

	Captain Chevanto is devastated when the team returns without Shera. Not only is she his first officer, his number one, but without her knowledge, he has fallen in love with her. They search for her for days but cannot find her.

	Who has kidnapped Shera? And why?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The creatures would not get out of her head. It didn’t matter what she did, how hard she concentrated, they were there with their damn loud clicking that almost drove her crazy. The only way to get them out of her brain was to kill herself at the first opportunity she had. But how? And was she ready to leave life? No. Though she was nigh on braindead, she knew she wanted to live, to somehow escape from this godforsaken place. Yes, she was more than ready to break free and bolt from the torture, but not as a pile of dust, her body vaporized by the creatures’ ability to turn an animal or human instantly into powder by spraying their venom. She had actually seen them do it to the carcasses, the leftovers from their meals.

	Their eating grossed her out. Every night, or what she thought had to be night, one or two of them brought in several dead animals and dumped them on the stone floor. They’d all attack them, clawing with their tentacles, suctioning onto the skin, tearing big chunks off, then sucking the steaming blood from the carcasses and ripping off the flesh.

	She tried desperately to remember a time when life was good, or when she was happy. No success. But what was happy? She recalled words—happy, trees, flowers, ocean, beach, music, love, people—but what anything looked like, felt like, or meant was washed clean from her brain.

	What people? All she could visualize were vague shadows, dark images of them floating through her memories like ghosts from the past.

	Gone forever.

	They had taken care of that, the mind-sucking monsters that had abducted her. Every day, her memories of what once was, became more vague, harder to remember.

	Yet, every time she drifted off, she relived the day of her abduction as clearly as if it had happened yesterday. It was as if they wanted her to relive the experience, forced her to suffer that day, over and over again. The day when she was suddenly accosted by a creature that could only appear in one’s worst nightmares.

	There had been a distress call. She had taken a team down to a planet, its name and those of her teammates hidden in the deepest recesses of her mind...

	 

	Shera listened to the persistent sound of a siren emanating from L’Khan’s surface, a small planet in the Garisha system. “I think it’s a distress call,” she told Chev, her captain.

	“From what? We’ve scanned the planet. There are no signs of life. It’s unpopulated.”

	“A team from another ship? Stranded maybe? Survivors from a crashed ship?”

	“All possible, but why a siren? And why no signs of human life? Or ships.”

	“Beats me. Maybe, whoever sent out the signal to begin with, is dead? No one could survive down there. But we should investigate.”

	“So what do we do, Shera? I, for one, would like to get home. This mission has taken us long enough.”

	“Captain, since when do we ignore a distress call? Braka, what’s your take on this?”

	Braka, their navigator, pulled a face. “No idea. We shouldn’t ignore it.”

	The captain ran his fingers through his already unruly black hair. “So be it. Shera, want to do the honors this time?”

	“Sure. I’ll take Braka and Lupino. And Lanari, in case medical treatment is needed.”

	“Be careful. The topical scan shows heavy vegetation, although no sign of animal life.”

	Shera tapped her com. “Lanari, Lupino, meet me in shuttle bay one. We’re going down to L’Khan to check out a distress call.”

	Followed by Braka, she hurried to the shuttle bay. Lanari, holding her medical kit, was already there waiting for them, Lupino by her side.

	Shera took her seat at the controls. “Captain, coordinates?”

	She punched in the coordinates Chev sent to her and stabbed the ignition button. The shuttle bay doors slid open, and they headed down to the planet.

	“Thick vegetation isn’t the word for it. Where the hell do we land?” Shera said as they flew over the most extreme dense vegetation she’d ever seen.

	Braka checked his scanner. “There’s a mountain just up ahead and a clearing.”

	“That forest looks creepy,” Lanari commented.

	“Understatement of the year.” Shera landed on the clearing close to the mountain.

	“The signal is actually coming from around here,” Braka told her.

	They left the shuttle, Braka taking the lead. They skirted the base of the mountain until they came to a large cave entrance. “It’s getting stronger. Coming from inside the cave,” he said.

	Shera tapped her com. “Captain?”

	No response. She tried again. “We’ve lost communication with the ship,” she told her teammates.

	Braka, Lupino, and Lanari tried their coms with no results.

	“Interference,” Braka noted.

	Shera took her phaser pistol out of its holster. “Okay. Let’s go in.”

	They lit their flashbeams. The cavern was huge, with large dark slimy boulders everywhere. “Still got the signal?” Shera asked Braka.

	“Yes. Can’t pinpoint it, though.”

	“Let’s split up. Lanari, you go straight ahead, Braka, you and Lupino take the right, and I’ll go left.”

	Shera navigated around the boulders and went deeper into the cavern. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a snake-like appendix wound around her, pinning her arms and hands tightly to her body, effectively immobilizing her. Loud clicking invaded her brain, making it impossible to think, to react, or make a sound to alert her teammates. Her light and phaser had fallen. In the dim light shining up from her flashbeam, she could barely make out the monster that had accosted her, but she saw enough to almost make her puke. A terrifying creature, the size of their shuttle. A vile stench entered her nostrils... And then everything went black.

	 

	She woke slowly, trying to hold on to her dream—memory?—but it slipped into a pit of darkness, buried too deep. Thinking hurt. She struggled to open her eyes, her lids feeling like they had lead weights attached to them.

	Where am I?

	Whatever was beneath her was hard as rock, wet, and cold. She focused, finally, scanned her surroundings, and saw she was in a huge cavern inside a barred cage. Dampness permeated her flesh, chilling her to her bones. Harsh, blinding lights attached to the walls of the cave invaded her senses.

	She quickly closed her eyes again at the searing pain the bright beams caused. Strange sounds, clicking, and humming noises echoed throughout the large area. Carefully, she raised her eyelids, squinting through tiny slits, and tried to move. Her wrists and ankles were shackled and chained, attached to a metal ring. And there was a tight collar around her neck with a chain connected to the rock wall behind her.

	A circle of the creatures, like the one that had grabbed her, sat not far from the cage. She shuddered in revulsion. Their bodies were grotesque, misshapen, like big blobs. About a dozen tentacles protruded from black-blue, slimy, scaly, skin. They had small heads with half a dozen purple slitted eyes on each side, a wide mouth with a double row of jagged teeth, and flat noses with only one nostril. A vile smell radiated from them, permeating whatever air there was around her. The disgusting effluvium almost made her gag. A hole on each side of their heads just above the eyes had to be their ears. Yellowish vapor spiraled from them, like puffs of smoke.

	She lay curled up in a fetal position in the corner of the cage, stripped of all her clothing. When she moved to get more comfortable and sat leaning against a large rock, one of the creatures began to move toward her. It stopped, its tentacles slowly creeping through the bars. The creature touched her with the appendage and started clicking, the sound resonating in her brain, drowning out any and all thought.

	Before she realized what was happening, several appendages coiled around her body. She heard the chains rattling and the collar dropping from her neck to the stone floor.

	“Put me down!” she tried to yell, but nothing but throaty sounds came from her lips.

	The monster carried her to another cave that looked like a medical area. She couldn’t think properly, the forever clicking drowning out all thought. Her voice was gone, the only sounds she could utter were groans, sighs, and gurgling noises.

	 

	How long had she been there?

	It was as if time stood still, the lights never dimming, always on, even when the aliens slept. Several times now, they’d taken her to the medical room, and for hours on end, cyborgs placed caps on her head, draining her mind. Attaching her to IVs, they sucked blood from her body, examined her, sliced pieces of skin from her, then returned her to the cage.

	The food they gave her was too gross to contemplate eating, pieces of still warm raw meat dripping with blood, but eventually, she had to try and consume it in order to stay alive. Tearing at it with her teeth, she felt like the lowest of animals.

	How much time had passed since she’d been taken?

	What had the aliens reduced her to?

	She closed her eyes tight and pretended to be asleep. Whenever her brain was functional enough, she tried to think of a way to escape. But how? She had no weapons, had not been gifted with special powers like someone she knew.

	Someone? She frowned, probing her mind, only causing an immense headache. Who? All she could conjure up in her memories were nothing but dark phantoms... shadows she couldn’t place, names she couldn’t remember, including her own.

	I have a name...

	It was as if her brain had become a maze, one that she couldn’t get out of, which had her searching for the exit every free minute she had.

	It had to be night.

	The creatures finished plucking chunks from the carcass in front of them, then vaporized it. They began to lie down, getting ready to sleep.

	She sighed in relief.

	Respite.

	For how long, she had no idea.

	Time had no more meaning.

	Sitting up, she leaned against the rusty bars and drew her legs up the best she could. Big oozing sores covered them. Not just her legs but all over her body where they had peeled skin off her. Most of the wounds had become infected, pus draining from them, their throbbing becoming a familiar sensation telling her that she was still alive.

	For how long?

	It was strange. She couldn’t remember so many things, yet she knew that eventually all the experiments would kill her.

	Her mind blanked out, and she closed her eyes, wishing she could visualize the words she still knew, put images to them. But no matter how she tried, she couldn’t.

	They were finally asleep, giving her relief from their persistent clicking. At least for a little while, at least for as long as they slept.

	She sighed, closed her eyes, and leaned her head against the bars, her matted, long greasy hair hanging to her waist in oily strings. She felt so dirty. Tired... I’m so tired...

	Sheranoa, can you hear me?

	Her eyelids snapped open. Was it a dream? Had she really heard a voice? Not daring to try and speak aloud, she thought the words. I hear you.

	Finally. I have been trying to get through to you ever since you vanished.

	It was a dream. It had to be. Her deep wish for proper communication had caused this. But since it was a dream, she could answer without waking the creatures. Who are you? How is it you are in my dreams?

	Do you know where you are? You are not dreaming. I am mindspeaking to you. I am so glad you can hear me. I’ve been out of my mind trying to locate you.

	It had to be those monsters playing with her again, putting hallucinations into her mind. Glancing at them, she saw they were all still rolled into huge balls, their tentacles withdrawn, asleep. She tried to ignore the voice, but the deep timbre of the male voice continued to plague her.

	Sheranoa, please, listen to me. We must stay connected if we are to save you. We need to pinpoint your location.

	Who are you? What is Sheranoa? Is it my name?

	Oh, by the gods. You do not recognize my voice. I am Chevanto, your captain.

	I have little memory.

	Sheranoa is your name. Everyone calls you Shera. Who was it that abducted you? Are they treating you well?

	No. They are experimenting on me, and they...

	She had to stop because one of the creatures woke up and came toward her. The loud clicking in her brain began again, drowning out all else. It was a hallucination. It had to be. But a welcome one. It might not have been real, but at least she’d heard a human voice. The clicking stopped for a moment.

	We will save you. Do not despair. I have your location now and...

	The clicking resumed, and the creature that had woken up approached her cage. It poked her with a tentacle. Keeping her eyes closed tight, she pretended to be asleep. Trying not to shiver as one of its slithering snake-like protrusions slinked over her body, she tried to keep as still as she possibly could. The revulsion, when it parted her legs and explored, caused a slight trembling of her body.

	The clicking got louder and louder, the thing sliding into her, while another slimy tentacle played with her breasts. Honestly? The creature was getting its jollies by trying to get it on with a human?

	Now how did she know that?

	It was almost as if the voice in her mind had reactivated some memory cells.

	Another of the creatures woke and stood. Loud clicking, then the one that had accosted her removed his tentacles from her and withdrew from the bars. The two monsters seemed to be fighting, their tentacles intertwining, then they settled down, and all was quiet again.

	For how long?

	A memory came to her of her hallucination, her dream... Her brain had retained what she’d heard. If she spoke in her mind, would the voice answer her?

	Chevanto, can you hear me?

	Nothing.

	She closed her eyes and concentrated. Chevanto, whoever or whatever you are, if your communication was real, I have little or no memory. Can you hear me?

	I hear you. Do not despair. We have your location and will come soon.

	She barely heard his last words as they faded into oblivion. Wishful thinking? Had she conjured all this up in her wish to escape this hell?

	Sheranoa. Shera. Shera. She repeated it over and over in her mind. Was that really her name? And what or who was Chevanto? He had said he was her captain. Captain of what?

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Captain Chevanto was near panic. His science officer had been abducted, and he was desperate to get her back.

	The distress call that had taken Shera down to the planet L’Khan had been fake, a ruse to lure them to the location. After Braka, Lupino, and Lanari returned, minus Shera, Chev had taken a shuttle and with several of his crew, tried to find her. He had attempted mindspeak, but it was no use. She had vanished. They’d searched the caves for hours and hours until darkness fell, and they were forced to return to the ship to avoid the electrical storms that battered the planet at night.

	He would not leave without Shera, so the ship orbited the planet slowly. He was determined to search for her again the next day at first light. He refused to go home until they found her. As soon as he got to the ship, he went to his quarters and tried to contact her again. Still no luck.

	They searched for her for several days, without success. There was no sign of any spaceship on the planet, or life signs.

	Finally, after the crew tried to convince him to give up the search, he’d been able to get into her mind, and pinpointed her location on the planet Kanooble. It was not too far from L’Khan and populated by an unfriendly species.

	The computer had pulled up pictures of the aliens and given him a bit of information
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