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Past time

“Sir, you aren’t going to believe this.” 

General Ehcapa, leader of the Ebonite army, heard this voice in his helmet’s coms and turned in his seat to see Commander Remidit. The big man in Red Unit armor was reading the transport tank’s Network screen. The tank jostled as they drove over a swell on the Pampas, but Remidit braced himself with a boot against the driver’s seat in front of him. This was the eleventh time he’d done this, and the kid driving didn’t look pleased. 

Ehcapa grinned but shifted to talk to his friend. “What is it?”

Below his helmet’s visor, Remidit’s scarred mouth twisted in a frown. “The Council’s ordered us to change course.”

“What? Why?”

“A Network satellite picked up an unregistered spacecraft entering Ebon’s atmosphere. Guess the ship crashed somewhere out here, and the Council wants us to check it out.”

The soldier behind Ehcapa’s seat joined the conversation over their coms. “But we just left the base! The Council knows we’re headed back to camp. Can’t they send some other squad?”

Remidit looked back at the screen and shook his head. “They say we’re close. The message is pretty insistent.”

Ehcapa sat back in his command seat and glared out the windshield at the unending grassland. He rubbed the dark stubble on his face and tried not to growl. 

We have more important things to do, he thought. The Council ordered us to give a report at their base. We’ve lost all this time. Now the Council wants us to waste more time? Do they want us to kill the Kynajabis or not? We have to get back to the army!

He spoke into his helmet. “Change course. Better go check out this crashed ship.”

The driver obeyed, and the whole transport tanker swung in a new direction. Ehcapa continued to glare out the windshield at the empty grassland. It stretched to the distant horizon, broken only by an occasional roll in the landscape. The planet’s ever-present cloud cover hung low in the sky. 

We should be safe from Kynajabis this far north, he thought. We cleared them from this area moon cycles ago. But we’ve only got one squad with us. If Kynajabis snuck through...

The transport tank sped over the grass, and as they approached the crash site Ehcapa got a good look at the destruction. A thick cloud of smoke billowed into the air ahead. The spacecraft had apparently skipped along the planet’s surface, tearing up hundreds of meters of grass. Loose dirt and rocks surrounded the deep gashes. Chunks of metallic debris littered the accidental landing field. A few dislodged ship parts were on fire. 

Then, as the transport tank slowed, they saw what remained of the ship.

“Holy eitchos fodder,” muttered the driver over the coms. 

When the tank lurched to a stop, Remidit came forward to look with them out the windshield. “Think anyone’s alive in that wreck?”

Ehcapa rose from his seat. “Get the men. Set up a perimeter. I don’t want any surprises. Let’s check for survivors and get the hell out of here.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Remidit stepped into the back compartment of the transport tank where their men rode. The other soldier followed him. The driver looked up at Ehcapa. 

“Be ready to roll out in case there’s trouble.” Ehcapa placed a gloved hand on the kid’s shoulder and opened the hatch to exit the tank. 

Outside, he made a quick scan of the area before stepping to the broken dirt of the crash site. The strong winds of Season 1 were already sweeping away the loose dirt. The smoke from the crashed ship was dying in the wind. Ehcapa adjusted his gun-glove and held it ready as he approached the ship, but he saw no movement. 

“Sir,” Remidit called over the coms. 

Ehcapa turned to see the big man leading his squad of Red Unit soldiers from the back of the transport tank. All had guns at the ready, and they obeyed a signal from Remidit and formed lines around the spacecraft. A group of ten broke apart to widen the perimeter. These faced outward, guns at the ready, scanning the ground.

Good, thought Ehcapa. 

He turned back to the crippled ship. He saw the letters ‘ARBIR’ stenciled on its metal side, but either end of this writing had twisted off into shards of metal. Ehcapa guessed a good third of the ship had broken off in the air and crashed somewhere else. The front compartment was crushed but mostly intact. A gaping hole in the ship’s side would lead into this area. 

“On me,” he said over the coms. 

With his gun-glove raised, Ehcapa approached the opening. Remidit and two soldiers were right behind him. They entered the shadowed side of the ship where sparks flew from mechanical equipment. Inside now, Ehcapa scanned the compartment and saw a large pile of weapons that had fallen from storage. 

Quite the arsenal, he thought. Who are these people? 

“Watch yourselves,” he warned his men. 

They inched into the cockpit. Ehcapa pulled up when he almost stepped on a woman’s extended hand. Then he saw the large man passed out on top of her. Ahead, still in a seat, a third passenger lay unconscious over the controls, glass shards from the windshield all over him. 

They’re wearing the same black suits, thought Ehcapa. Not like any military uniforms I’ve ever seen. 

He motioned for Remidit to check the man in the seat, and he knelt to inspect those he’d discovered. The big man had a shaved head, and cuts suggested he’d been hit by flying glass like his comrade. Ehcapa slipped off his gun-glove and stretched to feel for a pulse. Strong thumps beat under his fingers. He checked the woman next and swept aside long hair to check her pulse. Her face was beautiful, though cut and battered. 

Yellow hair, thought Ehcapa. She’s not an Ebonite. Aldebarean maybe? 

Remidit said over the coms, “This one’s alive.”

“So are these two.” Ehcapa turned to the men standing guard. “Let’s get these people out of here. They need medical attention.” 

The two soldiers put their weapons away and hurried to the survivors. Ehcapa took a step back and watched. It took both soldiers to lift the big man, whose torn uniform was covered in dirt and specks of blood. Ehcapa himself scooped up the woman, careful with her head. He saw Remidit hauling the third passenger out of his seat, and together they turned to exit the ruin of a ship. 

Outside, three more soldiers rushed forward. They helped the soldiers supporting the big man, who was coming around. Remidit had no problem carrying his man to the transport tank, and Ehcapa now saw that the man had white strands in his hair. The woman in his arms twitched, and Ehcapa realized the strong winds would freeze her exposed skin. 

“Load them in!” he shouted over the coms. “Move out! Back to the base.”

Men rushed by to the transport tank, and when Ehcapa reached the back he saw them scrambling to their seats. He stepped up the drop-door into the tank. As soon as he was aboard, the tank’s engines roared to life again. 

The woman gasped, and her eyes flew open. Ehcapa froze where he stood as he looked down at her.

Her eyes! he thought. Definitely not an Ebonite. 

The woman gripped his arm as her gaze darted around the interior of the tank.

“Shh, it’s okay.” He tried to comfort her and knelt to set her on the metal floor of the tank. “You’re okay. You’re all safe now. We’re taking you to the Council’s base.”

She looked over and saw where the soldiers were lowering her two companions into seats. They already had the big man strapped in, and he was awake now, holding his head. 

The woman looked back at Ehcapa, and she winced in pain but tried to speak over her cut and bleeding lip. “Bulls? Where Bulls?”

Ehcapa looked at the two men, then back at her. “Bulls? Is one of them Bulls? I can take you over to them if you-”

“No.” She shook her head, again wincing as she spoke. “Woman. Another woman. In ship. Please!”

Oh! thought Ehcapa. 

“Remidit,” he called into the coms. “Can’t leave yet! We missed someone!”

The tank’s drop-door was already rising to its locked position, so he jumped off the rising end and ran back to the ship. Entering again, he saw no one else in the cockpit. 

“Sir,” Remidit said over the coms. “What are you doing? I’ll come in a-”

“No, I’ve got this,” he said. “Stay put.”

Then he noticed a pool of blood under his feet. He looked ahead and saw a whole section of metal that had peeled to curl into the ship. The area between the metal and the floor was dark in shadows. But the blood was trailing from underneath. Ehcapa sank to his armored knees and bent over to see underneath, and his helmet’s lights activated. 

He fell over in surprise.

A woman’s face was tilted back, and her wide, green eyes stared right at him. She didn’t blink. The blood started under her head. 

Recovering, Ehcapa reached for her arms and pulled her toward him as gently as he could. She slid free from under the metal, and he sat back with her slumped into his lap. He lifted her head with his hand but saw blood running down his armored arm, and he knew the wound had to be deep. 

Is she alive? he thought. 

Ehcapa got to his feet and held the woman against his chest. Supporting her head as best he could, he made his way back out of the ship. 

The light was fading, and he glanced at the sky to see Ebon’s two moons peeking through the cloud cover. He struggled against the intense wind and ran over the grass back to the transport tank. 

A group of soldiers met him here, and he lifted the woman up to them before climbing back in himself. He stood in the back of the tank, sucked in breath, and saw that his men were in their seats. The ship’s survivors sat at the front of this compartment. The men carrying the woman hurried forward to strap her in. When they had her secured, the squad’s medic focused on this fourth survivor. 

The tank’s door slammed shut behind him. 

“Good to go, sir?” the driver called. 

“Go. Max speed back to the Council’s base.” Ehcapa tapped his helmet to turn off his coms, then he reached up to remove his helmet and get air. 

Remidit saw him coming and motioned that he’d go to the front and radio the Council. 

Ehcapa gave his friend a nod. Holding his helmet tucked under an arm, he staggered as the tank began to roll back the way they’d come. When he reached the survivors at the front of the compartment, he took a knee to speak with them. Even the smaller man with the white strands of hair was awake now, and Ehcapa saw them all looking at their fourth comrade. 

He figured he had at least some rapport with the golden-haired woman, so he moved his head into her line of sight to get her attention. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask a few questions. Who are you people? Your ship was unregistered.”

Her lovely, white-and-blue eyes met his face, and she started in surprise. 

“Who are you?” he asked again. “Where are you from?”

She glanced at her male companions before touching her tongue to her bleeding lip to speak. “We Kota Warriors. We from... Northern Continent.”

This made no sense. “I’m sorry. Where?” 

The man with the white streaks of hair tore his eyes from their wounded companion and faced Ehcapa. “Earth,” he said. “We’re from Earth.”

Ehcapa raised an eyebrow at this but saw they were serious. Then he noticed the woman staring at his face.

Interesting, he thought. My face isn’t a scarred mess like Remidit’s, so... It’s my eyes. She’s never seen an Ebonite’s eyes. Holy eitchos fodder. These people really are from Earth. 
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Real time

The light in the operating room was dim. However, the pair of Ebonite soldiers posted beside the door didn’t seem to notice the dullness of the base’s illumination. No one noticed anymore.

Over the course of five centuries, the settlers of Ebon had adapted to the cloud-covered, desolate planet. Genetic engineering had made this possible, and experimentation with enhanced retinal capacities allowed them to see in the low light of the native sun. Now, after half a millennium, every Ebonite was born with entirely black, pupil-like eyes. A regrettable backlash of this was that, while their sight had improved, their sense of hearing had deteriorated, and it was now a racial habit to read lips while conversing. All told, the inhabitants of Ebon were a semi-deaf, pale race with the vision of night birds. 

None thought these racial quirks strange anymore. If anyone remembered that they’d once been different as Earthlings, it was only remembered as ancient history. Long forgotten. Unimportant in the scheme of things.

However, those in the operating room were thinking of Earth now.

A young doctor named Cliqani adjusted her gloved grip on the instrument tray. She watched as Roticarneot, the surgeon she was assisting, used a laser cutter on the one critically injured Earthling. This alien would become Cliqani’s patient, if all went well. She was nervous, but she hoped her operating mask covered most of her expressions. 

Cliqani was new to the base. Being chosen for this assignment was an honor, though she didn’t know why on Ebon the Council selected her. Much was at stake over her patient’s recovery – this Earthling held potential of global proportions for the Ebonites. So far, Cliqani was overcoming her sense of unworthiness with her sense of duty. So far.

While she tried to focus on the instruments the surgeon would require, Cliqani’s black eyes kept lowering to her unconscious patient on the operating table.

This alien is fascinating in her oddities, thought Cliqani. Fascinating and disturbing. 

A bucket lay under the table to catch the blood still dripping from the patient’s head wound. The patient’s head was freshly shaved, and Roticarneot was using the laser cutter to debride the gaping wound and prep it for the procedure. The rest of the female body was in good condition. A thermal sheet covered her, and multiple wires and IVs ran out from under the sheet. Clamps positioned the body on its side so that the alien’s cracked skull was exposed to the surgeon. The frozen expression on the woman’s otherwise attractive face was terrifying.

Couldn’t we close her eyes? thought Cliqani.

She swallowed and looked away from the patient’s face. But, she couldn’t help looking back. She was intrigued by the patient’s eyes most of all. While Ebonite eyes were solid black, each of this alien’s eyes held only a small point of black surrounded by a green rim surrounded by a white section that covered the rest of the eye. 

Looking over at the soldiers, Cliqani saw that neither of them could look the unconscious alien in the eye. And, neither looked at her deathly gray flesh for long without getting bumps on their own pale skin.

The Red Unit soldiers were already referring to her as a kynacoba, thought Cliqani. A ghost-demon. If the name’s reported, the christening will stick – the sight of her is too haunting to be ignored. Of course, she might not live to hear her new name. We have to hurry!

Roticarneot set aside the laser cutter. Cliqani, assisting as much as she could, moved around the table with the technical devices required for the surgery’s next steps. She didn’t speak but waited with held breath for Roticarneot to begin. 

However, as he stared at the prepared skull, the surgeon held a tool and paused. He seemed unsure of his ability to revive the woman. The Ebonites had used this medical technology many times, but even a few native patients hadn’t taken to the procedure. Considering the severity of her wound, it wouldn’t be surprising if this alien woman didn’t make it. The bucket beneath the alien’s head was alarmingly full.

We can’t let her slip through our fingers, thought Cliqani. Besides, they’re watching us...

She held the tray steady and turned her black eyes upward to see the observation window that overlooked the operating room. The glass was opaque from this side, but three shadows revealed the other aliens watching from above.

Cliqani felt a chill. She lowered her gaze and tried not to shake the tray. 

The Red Unit soldiers had already reported everything the Earthlings had revealed during their trip to the base, but it was mostly foreign nonsense. On the other hand, because of what they’d revealed about this dying alien, Cliqani knew to put priority on her patient’s recovery, assuming she did recover.

Cliqani returned her gaze to the main attraction in the room. Roticarneot was making his final preparations. Time was running out, and he could delay no longer.

Flashes of light pulsed from the room’s Network screen. Network was the computer system that ran throughout the base, and these flashes were used to alert the semi-deaf Ebonites.

Cliqani turned her attention to the screen on the far wall as the lights continued to flash. The screen read:


>Patient brainwaves ceased.<



Cliqani’s heart sank.

“Network, deactivate alarm,” Roticarneot ordered. His voice sounded even more muffled than normal to Cliqani’s Ebonite ears because of his operating mask, but the room was quiet enough to hear him.

The lights stopped flashing.

Cliqani exchanged a look with Roticarneot before he returned his attention to their patient. The alien was dead, but it was best to go through with the procedure since the other Earthlings were watching. 

Roticarneot motioned to Cliqani. “Give me the implant.”

She placed a small microchip onto his gloved palm. He, turning back to the patient, carefully inserted the implant through the gap in the alien’s skull.

Roticarneot looked at the soldiers with a serious expression. “Stay back. I’m beginning the procedure to seal the skull.”

The soldiers remained glued to the wall by the door as Roticarneot switched on a stitching device to trace the gap in the alien’s skull. The alien had had long hair, and a dark strand left by the nurses fell to the floor as Roticarneot brushed against it. 

As the surgeon completed his work, he ordered, “Network, activate the implant.” 

As expected, nothing happened.

Cliqani looked back at the alien and remembered the first time she’d seen a dead body. 

She’d been nine Ebon cycles old. Her father, an otherwise devout believer but for his great distrust of the Ebonite religious leaders, had wanted a traditional funeral for Cliqani’s sister. Cliqani had disobeyed the priest over some trivial thing she no longer remembered, and the priest had locked her in her sister’s funeral chamber as punishment for her lack of reverence. Cliqani had wailed against the doors for a light cycle, since her parents had gone to another room to mourn. When no one came to her aid, she’d at last looked into her sister’s coffin. The deathly gray color of her sister’s skin was the same hue as that of this alien’s now.

Cliqani winced and closed her eyes as a flood of images projected into her mind. Searing metal shreds as the spaceship crashes. Bodies of three friends tumble helplessly. A metallic floor rushes up as the craft comes to a halt. Dirt invades the air through a hole in the ship’s side. Pain. Blackness. 

Cliqani felt her heart racing, and she widened her eyes to detach from the visions. Trying to hide what was happening, she bit her tongue and kept silent as the intensity of the visions faded. She knew perfectly well what had happened, but she forced herself to keep this secret hidden from the other Ebonites – she’d done this a hundred times before. Finally, wiping her black eyes, she looked down at the dead alien on the operating table. 

That vision was from this alien! she thought as she tried to calm her breathing. It was a memory of their ship’s crash! I’ve never seen into a mind so intensely before. That degree of pain... I saw in this alien’s mind. But how? She’s dead!

Startling everyone in the room, Network flashed again. The screen now showed that the patient's brainwaves had returned.

Cliqani looked at her elder. “How-”

Roticarneot pointed at the screen.

A faint, pulsing line now ran across the screen under the heading labeled ‘Implant Activity.’ 

Cliqani’s mouth opened in surprise.

The implant is functioning, she thought. The alien’s back alive! 

Onscreen, a three-dimensional picture of the alien’s entire body filled the display as the implant’s first scan sent Network a report. A heartbeat appeared in the corner of the screen. 

Snapping into action, Roticarneot removed the clamps and rolled the alien onto her back. He closed her emerald eyes. Then, he worked the woman’s abdomen. The chest rose and fell on its own after only a few pumps, and he secured the oxygen mask over her face.

It worked, thought Cliqani with a sigh of relief. But how? She was dead!

Roticarneot looked at her with matching surprise. But he returned to work, preparing the patient for transport. Cliqani helped, and the soldiers made themselves useful by bringing in a hover bed. Gently, the two doctors lifted the patient’s limp – but warm – body onto the hover bed. With the surgeon’s job finished, the soldiers guided the hover bed out the door. 

Now we wait, thought Cliqani. They’ll take her to the section of the base where the most critically injured patients are housed. She won’t wake for light cycles. Then we’ll know...

Roticarneot glanced at Cliqani before heading to the operating room’s sterile chamber. Apparently he thought so little of her that he assumed she’d obediently follow, so she did. Inside the chamber, they stripped their operating gear and washed. Cliqani still wasn’t used to the tight, dark, plain clothes everyone wore in this base. She pulled at the long sleeves of her shirt and tried to pull the pants a little lower on her hips. She felt much better once she slid her white doctor’s coat over the formfitting clothes, and she shook out her short, black curls. Nearby, Roticarneot smoothed down his red Medical Center Staff coat. Cliqani noted again that he was a typical specimen of a male Ebonite – lean, tall, and pale-skinned with coarse, black hair. 

And as unemotional and efficient as they come, thought Cliqani. 

When they were ready, Cliqani followed at Roticarneot’s heels. He led her up a flight of stairs to the infirmary that overlooked the operating room. 

This always feels like a secret passageway, she thought as she climbed after him. They warned me this place felt like a labyrinth.

When they reached the top stair, Roticarneot opened a door, and they entered the infirmary. Sticking close behind the surgeon, Cliqani took a gulp of air and tried to mimic Roticarneot’s practiced manner. 

The infirmary was a metallic room, complete with standard medical beds and assisting tables covered in examination equipment. A large Network screen operated many of the room’s technical instruments. One wall held a long observation window overlooking the lower operating room, and there Cliqani saw a cleaning crew preparing for the next surgery. It was unusual that no doctors or assistants were in the well-used room, but Cliqani understood why as Roticarneot led her to where the three Earthling aliens sat on medical beds.

The Medical Center Staff, thought Cliqani, must think these Earthlings are a little too alien to socialize with.

She eyed them over for herself and saw they had indeed been injured in their spacecraft’s crash. All three aliens had dark bruises already forming, and healing balm covered lacerations on their arms. Their military-like suits were torn beyond repair, and blood covered the larger man’s chest from when he’d carried their lifeless comrade into the base. Cliqani thought the smaller man was quite attractive, and the blue color in his eyes made him even more exotic. The thin woman between these two was short – only as tall as Cliqani – but the doctor was awed by how un-Ebonite the woman’s pretty, fair features were. 

Roticarneot shuffled but held his poise.

“What happen?” asked the smaller of the two men. 

The Red Unit soldiers had reported these Earthlings spoke a simple dialect of ancient Ebonese. There’d be the occasional word that had entered the Ebonese language or dropped from it in five hundred Ebon cycles, but for the most part the two races would understand each other. 

Of course, thought Cliqani, they’ll have to face us so we can understand them. All foreigners struggle to remember that at first. If we can’t read lips, voices just sound...garbled. Like we’re hearing underwater.

Positioned beside Roticarneot, Cliqani saw him stutter, “The... The patient. She’s alive.”

The smaller man dipped his head and sighed a short exclamation of gratitude.

“It’s regrettable you had to wait so long,” Roticarneot went on. He’d regained his Ebonite professionalism. “Unforeseen complications took longer to mend.”

The bigger man asked, “What you do to her?” His muffled voice rumbled in Cliqani’s chest, suggesting it was lower than average.

“We used reconstructive neurobiological technology,” Roticarneot answered. “I installed an implantation device into the patient’s damaged skull. The mechanics of the implant are rather difficult to explain, but basically it will assist the patient’s body to repair the damaged tissue in time. The implant is linked to this base’s Network computer system, which will keep record of her progress. It’ll take many moon cycles before she’s completely healed, however. And it’s necessary for her to remain within Network’s range in order to keep the implant functioning. The Council has authorized the patient and yourselves to stay in this base while she recuperates.”

Cliqani noticed Roticarneot was being careful not to reveal that their companion had died and come back to life for no reason. She had to agree with his unspoken decision to keep this unexplainable phenomenon from the aliens’ knowledge. There was enough to deal with without considering deeper questions.

The three aliens took a moment.

Roticarneot glanced down at Cliqani before facing the aliens again. “While the patient recovers, the Council has appointed Cliqani as her doctor. She has an exceptional record of effectiveness with patients. Her patients recover to the fullest health and in the shortest period of time.”

My patients recuperate so well because I care about them, Cliqani thought with frustration. I’ve seen how other doctors in this base treat patients like numbers on a quota list. Visiting colonists always say we Ebonites are ruthlessly efficient, and I’ve seen the truth of that here more than anywhere. 

The smaller Earthling male was far more concerned with his injured comrade than with Cliqani’s track record. “So she okay?”

“Yes. She’s been taken to the living quarters assigned to her. She should wake within the next few light cycles.”

The woman was weeping, but she struggled to speak over her gouged lip. She turned to the two men. “I not feel my mind link with her. I look into the operating room, and I try over and over to enter her mind. I lose our link completely, even if she okay.”

Roticarneot glanced at Cliqani, and she knew well enough what had caught his attention. 

Mind links? she thought. So this lovely woman does have insight, like the soldiers reported. Interesting. 

Cliqani’s alien patient held great promise for Ebonite hopes, but the reported abilities of this female alien could also be valuable...for a traditionally religious Ebonite.

“Can you call Trok?” the smaller man asked the woman.

The biggest Earthling coughed and glanced at Cliqani and Roticarneot. “Maybe we do that later. Right now...”

His partners also looked at the Ebonites.

“When can we see her?”

“I can take you to her quarters now, if you like,” answered Roticarneot. “She won’t wake for a while, but you’re welcome to wait in her quarters. Oh...” He reached into a pocket of his coat and pulled out an ancient-looking knife. “We found this among the patient’s clothing. The Council thought you might want it returned.”

The smaller man took the knife and tucked it away. His brow creased, and he swallowed hard. “Thanks.” 

Roticarneot motioned for them to exit the infirmary, and the three Earthlings followed him to the exit.

Cliqani didn’t join them. She wanted to investigate a few things. First, she looked around the area where the Earthlings had had their examinations. Walking over to the lab table, she found vials of blood hanging on the stands. She activated the table’s screen and saw that the aliens’ blood had already been scanned for diseases. They were clean. And their genetics were remarkable. These aliens would be studied, no doubt. The Ebonite gene pool was sadly lacking, despite intermarriages between themselves and other planets’ settlers. Maybe the lab could replicate these aliens’ genes and mix them with Ebonite genetics. 

I’ve seen unhealthier Aldebareans, she thought.

Next, Cliqani walked to the room’s main Network terminal and screen. She sat and activated the controls to access the surveillance. She opened the video from the Earthlings’ examinations and fast-forwarded over whatever didn’t interest her, then played at normal speed to read the transcripts. 

It’s easy enough to adjust to the aliens’ language, she thought as she read. I should be able to converse with them well enough. Although, not much of this makes sense...


>TRANSCRIPT

MEDICAL CENTER STAFF: OPEN ACCESS

MALE ALIEN 1: Are you people Kota?

DR. PENOUGHNEI: No. Who are the Kota?

MALE ALIEN 1: They our people. They leave Earth a long time ago through a portal. They never heard from again. When we crash here through the portal and then your soldiers find us out in the wasteland, we think maybe you our long-long people.

DR. PENOUGHNEI: I’m sorry, but I know nothing about any people called Kota. Give me your arm, please. I need to administer vaccinations.<



Cliqani tapped the terminal controls to fast-forward. Her eyes squinted against the light of the screen. When she saw the female Earthling’s examination, she resumed play.


>TRANSCRIPT

MEDICAL CENTER STAFF: OPEN ACCESS

DR. ERNO: The soldiers reported that you told them about a Warriors legend from Earth. Is this so?

FEMALE ALIEN 2: Rave mean the Kota prophecies. We think maybe... Please, any news about our friend?

DR. ERNO: The surgeon is taking her into the operating room as we speak. You’ll be able to watch the operation from here as soon as we’re finished checking you over. 

FEMALE ALIEN 2: I sorry, you say something? I hear... My head so...

DR. ERNO: Has someone checked you for a concussion?

FEMALE ALIEN 2: It not that. I think it my telepathy.<  



These are no ordinary patient’s friends and family, thought Cliqani. Wow, this assignment will be difficult. 

Next, she opened Network’s latest transmissions to scan for anything useful. Indeed, the Council had distributed a message throughout Network.


>MESSAGE

COUNCIL: OPEN ACCESS

From the alien testimonies recorded by the Red Unit, it’s been learned that the Earthling aliens are two pairs of siblings. The injured, oldest female is the sister of the older of the two males. The other female is the sister of the youngest male. The older male told the Red Unit about religious prophecies concerning them. From what’s understood of their ancient language, the oldest woman is a ‘Leader,’ and the younger a ‘Seer.’ The older male is a ‘Hunter,’ and the younger a ‘Fighter.’ Based on weapons found in their spacecraft, it’s believed these aliens were soldiers.

Both men and the oldest woman have unique mutate-genes which are currently being analyzed. The Leader has enhanced hand-eye coordination due to her mutate-genes. The Hunter has enhanced physical senses. The Fighter has enhanced muscular strength. Ancestral records indicate mutate-genes first appeared in Earth’s population shortly before our people traveled through the swirl and left Earth. These aliens thought nothing of the fact that they have mutate-genes, so such genes must have become a regular phenomenon. These aliens’ biological advantages may prove useful to Ebonite genetic research.

The Medical Center Staff also learned these aliens may be more immediately useful as well. The two women apparently have even greater talents than their brothers, although little was understood of what the aliens reported. They say their Leader can become invisible and is a perfect soldier. She could be most useful, if her recovery is successful. Also, the Seer is capable of telepathy and teleporting. She could be a great blessing come to us, considering recent, unfortunate developments.

All personnel in contact with these aliens must keep in mind that these Earthlings’ arrival could prove most fortunate.<



Cliqani reread the last sentence a few times, agreeing more with the Council’s observation every time. What worried her was that, as the Leader’s doctor, she’d have more contact with the Earthlings than anyone. She knew how important this assignment was, but now she’d seen how bizarre these aliens really were. How was she to engage them? Cliqani would be largely responsible for diplomatic relations with the Earthlings, but how could she get them to do what the Ebonites needed them to do?

If I want them to help us, thought Cliqani, I’ll have to help them ten times more. Can I do this? Why did the Council select me? No, I can do it. Besides, better me than someone else – I can see into their memories to help them faster...but only if I have to. I’ll just focus on doing everything I can to win them over. This is so important for Ebon!

This pep-talk accomplished, Cliqani left the infirmary and headed up the Med Hall toward her new patient’s living quarters. 

She’d only been stationed here a short time, but Cliqani knew the history of the Red Unit base. Constructed around the time their ancestors first settled the planet, this made it one of the oldest structures on Ebon. It felt old. The metal grates of the hall rattled as she walked, and the ceiling pipes overhead shown their liquid light on rust spots along the metal walls. Even the air felt old. An encompassing dome with an atmospheric regulator covered the base’s packed rooms and halls, so in fact the base’s air was recycled. 

When Cliqani exited the Med Hall, she entered the large, open Hub of the base. All eight halls connected here, and this central room was like the body of a spider. 

Sure, think of giant spiders, she thought. That makes this place less creepy.

Cliqani crossed paths with several other doctors and soldiers as she made her way across the Hub. She recognized a few doctors, but far more were strangers. She didn’t know any soldiers yet. Everyone wore the standard-issue, dark, tight pants and shirts assigned by the base. Doctors also wore either white or red coats, depending on whether they were new transfers or official Medical Center Staff members. Soldiers on duty wore red armor. Everyone looked uniform, and she still wasn’t adjusted to the military vibe.

“Cliqani,” said a doctor as he waved for her attention. Smecrabein was about her age, not much taller than herself, and bony-looking with slicked back hair. His tight pants showed how thin he was under his white doctor’s coat. He stood before her and paid no attention to the surrounding bustle. “I was present for the aliens’ medical examinations. Have you met them yet?”

“Yes. I’m on my way to my patient’s quarters now.”

Smecrabein nodded in thought.

He’s wondering why I was chosen for this assignment over him, she thought. I don’t understand it either. Any one of these doctors is more qualified than-

“If you need anything, I’m at your assistance.”

She nodded up at him in thanks, and Smecrabein headed off toward the Med Hall.

I can’t delay any longer, thought Cliqani. 

She exhaled and walked the rest of the way across the Hub to enter the Patient Hall. Several soldiers were coming and going here, many on crutches or in hover chairs. A few doctors nodded to her in greeting. 

Critical patients were housed nearest the hall entrance, so she didn’t walk far before she found the correct door. Security had already uploaded her clearance to this living quarters’ Network receiver, so she looked at the screen beside the door. As the retinal scanner activated, she forced herself not to blink. Then, she jumped as the door slid open.

Here we go, she thought as she stepped inside.

The room was the same as every living quarters in the base. (Foreign visitors said this showed how little Ebonites cared for aesthetics. Any good Ebonite countered that uniformity was comfortingly predictable.) The room was constructed entirely of metal – grated floor, bolted walls, spiraled pipes around the grated ceiling. The far wall curved from floor to ceiling because these living quarters were on the side of the base’s exterior dome. Along this curved wall, a set of stairs led up to other rooms of the living quarters. Also in the curved wall was a gigantic window, its force field shimmering to reveal the Pampas beyond the base’s dome. 

She’s lucky, thought Cliqani of her patient. At least she gets an exterior window. I don’t.

Everything else was standard. In the center of the room, a pillar was filled with liquid light that flowed down from the ceiling’s spiraled pipes. A table ran around the pillar. A Network terminal with its gigantic screen stood against the wall to the left. To the right, several chairs were bolted to the floor, facing the light pillar in a half circle. 

The three Earthlings sat in the chairs. Roticarneot stood with his back to the door. Cliqani’s new patient was most likely sleeping in the upper bedroom.

Roticarneot saw Cliqani. “Ah, there you are.” He turned his back to the aliens as he spoke, but it was clear from the looks on their faces that they still heard him.

How sensitive is their hearing? she thought. 

Self-conscious despite her determination, Cliqani answered with a simple, “I’m here. What do you need?” 

“The Council has instructed that only appointed staff interact with the aliens from now on. They’re all yours. I must return to my duties. I’m not sure how well they’ve understood what’s been communicated to them thus far. I leave the rest to you.” He gave her a bob of his head and walked out the door.

Alone with the Earthlings, Cliqani stood and couldn’t decide what to do with her hands. She had no idea how to proceed. The strangeness of them struck her fully, now that she was alone with them.

It’s like looking at our ancestors, she thought. Or a parallel present, really. I hope they can understand why we’re so fascinated by them. Their eyes, especially.

The smaller of the two men ruffled his hanging, bleached bangs and caught Cliqani staring at him as he did so. “We not bite.”

“No, of course not.” She shook her head and swallowed. Resolving herself to the task ahead, she spoke slowly so they could understand. “I’m sure the Medical Center Staff didn’t answer all your questions. I’ll try to help. Is there anything you wish to know?”

The aliens exchanged looks, apparently trying to decide where to start. Cliqani squinted in anticipation of having to concentrate. When the smaller man finally spoke, she was glad she’d gone over the transcripts of the Medical Center Staff’s examinations. Now, she could understand their language.

“Bulls is okay,” said the smaller man. “And we’re okay. I guess that only leaves a half million questions.” He looked at his friends.

“While Bullseye recovers, you’re in charge,” the bigger man reminded him. “I have no clue what to ask.”

The smaller man rubbed his palms together. He didn’t seem comfortable being in this position, and his eyes narrowed in thought. As if to cast responsibility off himself, he turned to Cliqani. “Well, Bulls would want us to learn everything we can about this place. Those doctors didn’t cover much. What can you tell us, Cliqani?”

She looked back at them and blinked, wondering where to begin. Did they want a detailed overview of Ebon? That could take light cycles.

“Why do you people call me ‘Arctos,’ anyway?” the big man asked out of nowhere. “We told the soldiers about the Kota prophecies, and then they started calling me that.”

Cliqani was glad she could easily answer this. “The Council translated those prophecies, and the Ebonese word for ‘Fighter’ in the context of religion is ‘Arctos’ for us. I hope you don’t mind, but ‘Arctos’ is most likely what my people will call you.”

“No biggie.” The other man smirked. “We’ve changed names a few times already, so this shouldn’t throw us off. Your lingo isn’t too hard. Who am I, the Hunter, in your language?”

She told him.

The muscular Arctos let out a rumbling laugh. “That’s fitting.”

The woman had been caressing her cut lip, but she let it be as she tried to explain. “We might want to call him something else. That word is an insult in our language. Can your people call him ‘Rave’?”

Cliqani tried to be accommodating. “We could call him ‘Rave-Leo.’ In Ebonese, ‘Leo’ means a kind of predator, like a hunter, but in a nobler context. The Council will still want to identify him by the prophecies you spoke of. Will that be acceptable?”

“Works for me.” He shrugged.

“And what about me?” asked the woman. “I picked up from my doctor’s thoughts that my new name has something to do with your religion. Or am I getting something confused – you said our names are in relation to Ebonese religion, so is that all it means?”

Here, Cliqani faltered. Skeptic though she was, she knew the Council would require her to answer this question. “You’re a Seer, which to us means you’re an Amu, a god-prophet. It’s...complicated, but your arrival is very important to my people.”

The woman wrinkled her pretty face. “What do you mean?”

Careful, thought Cliqani. Every Ebonite in the base is hoping this Earthling’s sent by the Divine. For my people’s sake, I must stifle my heretical opinion that the Amus exaggerate their importance. Sharing Dad’s reformed beliefs wouldn’t be wise at all.

To be as accurate in her account as possible, Cliqani paused to remember childhood lessons taught by the priests. “The Amus have insightful abilities such as the ones you claim to possess. They teach and lead our people from the temple at Phethorei. We’ve had Amus ever since our ancestors arrived on Ebon, and they’ve always been the wisest Ebonites, teaching us to live rightly. They possess incredible gifts of insight. The Council exiled our last Amu, Emilru, because he was a false prophet. The priests have watched for Emilru’s replacement ever since. Now you, a Seer by your own admission, have come. That’s why we’re excited. You’ve come at the perfect time because we need to replace Emilru.”

“Way to go, sis.” Arctos laughed.

“Yeah,” added Rave-Leo with a raised eyebrow. “You’ve inherited a position in a religion you know nothing about except that the guy before you was exiled. Congrats.”

The light-haired Amu frowned before asking Cliqani, “Do the Magi live on Ebon?”

“Oh, come on,” muttered Rave-Leo. His jaw tensed, and he motioned toward the stairs. “Bulls is nearly dead, and all you can think about is the Magi?”

“I’m just as worried as you, Rave, but there’s nothing we can do for her at the moment. I’m only trying to figure out what’s happening to me!”

“What are you talking about?”

“Rave...” The woman tried to calm down, but her hands were shaking in her lap. “My telepathy is acting weird. I told you earlier that I lost my mind link with Bullseye, but something else is happening. My head is so clear. It usually takes concentration to connect with either of your minds-” she included her brother in this “-but now I can flow from one to the other without concentrating. While we were being examined separately by those doctors, I could feel you like you were right next to me – distance doesn’t matter anymore with my mind links. I can see into your minds so easily...”

Rave-Leo and Arctos exchanged a look.

The Amu sighed and brushed a golden strand of hair out of her face. “I don’t know what my telepathy is doing, but it must have something to do with this place. My mind felt strange when the soldiers pulled us out of the wreck, and it’s gotten stronger as we’ve been here. It’s like my telepathy is stronger because we’re here. Maybe it has something to do with the Magi. If these Ebonites know about the Magi, I want to hear it.” 

Rave-Leo sat back and crossed his arms while literally biting his tongue.

Cliqani blinked in confusion. For the first time, it occurred to her that these people might have their own problems. What was this about?

“Do you know anything about the Magi, Cliqani?”

This matter was apparently important enough to risk another outburst from Rave-Leo, so Cliqani thought over the Amu’s question. But, she shook her head and brushed away her dark hair, which she suddenly realized was much crisper than theirs. “No, I’ve never heard of the Magi. Who are they?”

The Amu frowned in disappointment. “When I was younger, I was taken from my home by a people whom I’ve learned to be the Magi. From early childhood, I possessed the telepathic ability to hear thoughts when I looked into people’s eyes, but the Magi did something to strengthen my abilities. Because of the Magi, I can now also talk in people’s minds, see people’s memories, and use mind links to talk with people over short distances. The Magi also gave me the ability to teleport to any place I’ve been before. I can teleport people with me if I’m touching them because that tricks my mind into linking them as a part of me. I was with the Magi for a whole year, but I remember nothing of that time. I’ve never known why they did this to me, and I’ve always searched for answers.” 

How strange, thought Cliqani.

The Amu looked at the men, and an excited spark lit her eyes. “I’ve wondered for some time if the Magi took me because I’m supposed to do something with my gifts. Now we’ve come here and my abilities are stronger than ever. Maybe it’s because the Magi meant all along for me to be an Amu for these people.”

Cliqani saw Rave-Leo and Arctos looking doubtful. The Ebonite knew little of their group dynamic, but she always trusted the majority.

Her abilities might be a coincidence, thought Cliqani. These Magi people gave her abilities that look like the Amus’ gifts, but that doesn’t mean the two are connected. 

She frowned.

Then again, she thought, it won’t matter whether this Amu is the real deal or not, whether she understands our faith or not. The priests will accept her as the Amu simply because they want to fill Emilru’s position. Above all else, they think we need stability in the great religious power structure. The Amus might’ve started out as religious guides, but we’ve elevated them to a godlike status. The whole thing’s a mess, so why should I care if this Amu is one more added to their lofty ranks? I’ve never believed in the divinity of the Amus, so what difference does she make? We’ve got bigger problems... 

Cliqani cleared her throat. “I don’t know who the Magi are, but I do know we need a new Amu in Phethorei. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

“That’s okay.” The Amu’s frown suggested disappointment, however. 

Cliqani fidgeted, not knowing if she should go on. But, Ebonite concerns got the best of her. “There’s more. We’re thrilled to host Earthlings and are hoping a new Amu has come, but the Council instructed me to ask you something else. They’re hoping your injured Leader can help us once she recovers.”

“Help how?”

“Everything you’ve said about your Leader’s abilities and experience suggests she’d be even more helpful than the Amu. You see, we need experienced soldiers for our army. From what you’ve said, she might be exactly the person we need to fight for us.”

“I wondered about the soldiers,” said Arctos. “It didn’t seem strange at first – we just left a war on Earth, you know. But, then it hit me as strange that a settled planet would have an army. I don’t know why it threw me. Is that why this place looks so militaristic?”

“Yes. This is the Red Unit base. The Red Unit is the Council’s elite task force. They’re led by General Ehcapa, who’s in charge of the entire army. Ehcapa himself was the one who pulled your friend from your ship’s wreckage. The Council ordered him-”

“Who is this Council?” asked the Amu. 

“Our leaders. They’re a governing body of twelve councilmen, and they rule over all the other colonized planets too. This base is theirs, really. Each color unit of the army has its own base, but this Red Unit base is also the Council’s seat of government and military command.”

Rave-Leo leaned forward. He still looked worried and distracted, but he tried to be interested. “I was actually thinking along the same lines as White... I mean, as Arctos. Why is there an Ebonite military in the first place? Who are you fighting, some other colonized planet?”

“No.” Cliqani took a breath. “We’re fighting the Kynajabis. They’re the native beasts of Ebon that live underground. They’ve made colonization of this planet very difficult and very dangerous, and they’ve been a problem since our ancestors landed here. Ten Ebon cycles ago, the Council decided to create an army for what’s known as the Kynajabi Eradication Effort, or the KEE.”

The Amu looked unnerved. “What exactly are these Kyn...Kynaj...?”

“Kynajabis. They’re like gigantic, subterranean eels, and they have razor-sharp teeth. They secrete a liquid that radiates light, and the liquid remains in their underground caves and tunnels once it’s secreted. A drilling station outside Rvenitoi pumps the liquid into a refinery, where the liquid is purified and shipped to light Ebon’s domed cities and bases. It’s the liquid that fills these pillars and ceiling pipes.” She indicated the lighting system of the room. 

“I wondered about the light,” said Rave-Leo as he looked at the spiraling pipes.

“Anyway,” continued Cliqani, “the Kynajabis weren’t a serious threat at first, but dead Kynajabis keep showing up across the Pampas, the grassland that covers the entire planet. The Council believes the beasts are learning to adapt to the surface. They must be stopped before our settlements are endangered. The army has tried to eradicate them for ten Ebon cycles, but it’s been very difficult. The Kynajabis have killed many soldiers.”

The Earthlings’ faces showed a mix of emotions, none of them good. 

“But,” Cliqani added, “General Ehcapa discovered that Kynajabis travel in a migratory pattern. He charted the pattern of their movements, and he’s used the army to herd the Kynajabis and prevent their return north. We’re now safe in this northern region, and the army drove the creatures all the way south of Phethorei, which is near our equator.”

The Earthlings looked relieved to hear the beasts were at least nowhere nearby.

Cliqani shared this feeling, but she continued her explanation. “The army has encountered more and more of the beasts as they’ve herded them south. There’s an old legend that says the Kynajabis have a nesting cave somewhere in the southern hemisphere, and their migratory pattern suggests this is true. So, the army has pushed south and explored the Kynajabi tunnels, hoping to find the nesting cave. If we can exterminate the Kynajabi nesting mother, we believe we can destroy the beasts by preventing any future offspring.” 

The Earthlings nodded, understanding enough for now.

Cliqani looked at Rave-Leo in particular. “The Council believes your Leader could help us kill the nesting mother. From what you’ve told us of her abilities, she sounds like the best person on this planet to get the job done. That’s why my people are so hopeful about her recovery – she might be able to kill the mother of these beasts and save us.” 

Finished, Cliqani took a deep breath. This was incredibly important. The reason she’d become a doctor in the first place was to care for the soldiers putting themselves in harm’s way to protect their people. Now, she was responsible for healing the alien that hopefully could end the Kynajabi beasts once and for all.

“Lovely,” said Rave-Leo at last. “Well, I’m sure my sister will do whatever she can. We owe you our lives.” His face looked pained as he glanced up the stairs.

Oh, thought Cliqani. Rave-Leo is my patient’s brother. That’s why he’s the most worried about her. Why haven’t I... Are we Ebonites truly as pragmatic and detached as the other colonists claim? Efficient, efficient, efficient. Self-interested. But I’m not like everyone else! I can sympathize with my patients better than anyone. I do care! Well... Don’t I? If I’m being honest, aren’t I only helping them so they’ll agree to help us? 

As the Earthlings whispered amongst themselves, the Ebonite continued to think on this personal analysis. Ever since her visions into others’ memories had developed, she’d become increasingly displeased with the way Ebonites related to outsiders. For some time, she’d been striving to prove – if only to herself – that she was different. Now, she seemed to be falling into line with the standard Ebonite mindset. Was she different?

Cliqani looked back at them as Rave-Leo slapped his armrests in helpless frustration. 

“Where’s Trok?” he said with a scowl.

Trok? thought Cliqani. Yes, I remember them mentioning that name earlier.

With concern, she asked, “Was there someone else in your spacecraft?” 

“No,” said the Amu. “It’s just that Trok normally watches out for us, and we don’t understand why he isn’t here now. He lives in the portal realm, so we don’t know what’s keeping him. I’ve tried calling to him, but he hasn’t responded.”

A deity, then? thought Cliqani.

She asked this as tactfully as she could – what did she know of Earthling religion? – but Rave-Leo’s dark chuckle dismissed this.

“No, Cliqani. Trok is my uncle. He watches over us and gives us guidance when things get rough. I don’t know where he’s disappeared to. He uses the portals however he wants, and I know he’s told me he has friends in these other worlds. I expected him to meet us here, but now... I don’t know why he isn’t helping us, since things have never been this bad before.” He again glanced toward the stairs. 

“She’s okay, Rave,” said the Amu with a sweetness in her blue eyes. “Bulls always pulls through. These doctors know what they’re doing, so we have to have faith, with or without Trok.”

With a short smile, Rave-Leo nodded back at her. 

The Amu remembered the Ebonite and turned to Cliqani. “We don’t know what’s going on, but I’m sure our Leader will help you Ebonites once she’s recovered. We’ve always believed things happen for a reason, and maybe we’re here now to help you Ebonites.” Clearly she’d already decided what her role would be.

Cliqani didn’t care what became of the Amu’s occupation, but she was thrilled to hear she was doing her job as far as her patient was concerned. At the same time, she tried to be more sympathetic to their situation. “Thank you. I’ll send word to the Council as soon as I leave here. You don’t know how much this means to my people.”

“When will she wake up?” asked Arctos.

“The anesthetic should wear off soon. You’re welcome to stay here as long as it takes for her to come around, or you can go to your own quarters, if you like. I can have Network alert you when she awakens.”

“Thanks, but we’ll stay.” Rave-Leo leaned back in his seat. “Bulls won’t want to hear about these giant eel creatures right away. So, while we have time, we’d better learn what we can about the one thing she will care about when she wakes up.”

Arctos nodded. “Yeah. Where’s Cruelthor?”

Cliqani didn’t understand.

Rave-Leo explained. “Doctor, we only came through the portal because we were chasing a dangerous man. It’s imperative that we find him. Your soldiers gave us a vague outline of your world, but they didn’t take the time to explain much. We need to find where Cruelthor landed, and we need to know more about this place. It would help if we knew a little history of the area. A map would be great.”

They need to get their minds off their Leader’s state, thought Cliqani. I might as well be helpful.

She walked to the Network terminal and activated the screen. If they wanted an accurate account of Ebon, she needed a resource in case she forgot anything vital. When the program she wanted was onscreen, she looked back at Rave-Leo, forgetting he didn’t need to read her lips. “I don’t know how much help I can be. I’ve never been off Ebon.”

“Try being stuck on a desert planet during adolescence.” He rolled his eyes.

Cliqani almost screamed because this looked so odd, but she held her composure.

Rave-Leo explained, “Trok raised me in a solar system with a planet called Phantasya. That’s why we weren’t shocked to find you people. Trok taught us how people from Earth took their chances a long time ago by entering Earth’s portals. One group settled Phantasya. Our Kota people went through a portal that disappeared, so at first we thought you were them. But, now I’m guessing your ancestors were the other group that left Earth?”

“Yes.” Cliqani thought back on history lessons as she tapped controls on the terminal. 

A hologram of the planet Ebon flickered from the terminal screen. It spun to reveal the Red Unit base far in the northeast, then Mientagnri, then Ariop, and the Yellow Unit base to the northwest. Phethorei lay near the equator with the Orange Unit base and the Green Unit base on either side. The southern hemisphere was dotted with only Beruin, Rvenitoi, the Blue Unit base, and the Violet Unit base. The grassland of the Pampas stretched everywhere else. 

“Over five hundred Ebon cycles – what you’d call planetary years – have passed since we landed here. Our ancestors recorded that they were sent through Earth’s swirl over the United States...” She looked at the Earthlings but saw this term wasn’t familiar to them either, so she continued. “And they landed their sole spacecraft on Ebon first.”

She moved her hand in front of the display, and the hologram swung to reveal all the planets in the solar system. Orbiting the sun were Berjk, Maanen, Rigel, Ebon, Aldebarea, Cygni, Saramota, and Gull.

“They explored this solar system and named a few of the planets after stars from Earth, although we don’t know where in the universe Ebon is actually located. That’s because the swirls skip vast amounts of space. Do you know about the space dimension?”

They nodded as they came to stand beside her and look at the hologram generated by the terminal screen.

Cliqani was surprised by their knowledge. 

Well, she thought, what did I expect? We can’t be the only ones with knowledge of the swirls. Rave-Leo understands them because of this Trok person’s teachings. Naturally the Earthlings learned things over the past five hundred Ebon cycles, just like we did. How arrogant is it to assume these Earthlings are inferior?

She heard the muffled, deep tone of Arctos’s voice and looked up to see him calling for her attention. 

Arctos smiled as she looked up at him. “How many planets have you people colonized?”

She motioned back and forth, which made the holographic planets change places. “The people from Earth first landed here on Ebon, and this became the base planet for the solar system’s settlement. Most other planets are suitable for human habitation, complete with oxygen, water, and so on. Those would be Maanen, Rigel, Ebon, Aldebarea, Cygni, and Saramota. Berjk has no permanent inhabitants because it’s the farthest out and still under settlement. Gull is a gaseous wasteland used as a prison planet. Conditions even here on Ebon are barely tolerable.”

Rave-Leo nodded. “It does feel different. I noticed that on our ride here.”

“Yes. Records indicate Ebon has a higher gravity than Earth. Also, the atmosphere here inhibits direct sunlight. As you can see-” pointing to her eyes “-our ancestors worked with genetics to make sure we’d adapt. They had to conduct experiments almost immediately because they were sick from the differences between Earth and this new world. You won’t be sick because we injected you with adaptive meds. Also, domes like this base’s dome are constructed over our cities and bases, and each dome is equipped with an atmospheric regulator that simulates conditions on Earth. You shouldn’t feel any effects, and you’ll gradually ease into Ebon’s conditions.”

“Neat.” Rave-Leo made a face at Arctos.

“So...” Arctos was frowning as he looked at the holographic planets. “Many of the planets are colonized. Cruelthor could be on any of them.” 

Rave-Leo scratched his chin. “Or, Cruelthor might’ve gone back through the portal to Earth.”

“No,” Cliqani told him, “there’s no way to return to Earth.”

This didn’t exactly cause a look of relief on the Amu’s face. “What do you mean?”

Seeing their worry, Cliqani slowed down. “When our ancestors arrived here through the swirl, it closed right behind them. When your spacecraft appeared through a new swirl, it also vanished as soon as you were through. There’s no way back to Earth.”

“Great,” Rave-Leo muttered. “I wish Trok had explained this better. Okay, yes, he told me the DuoPorts are like tubes aimed in one direction. He said there’s always a path they stick to, and there’s no way to steer elsewhere. But I never knew the DuoPorts on these ends closed.” He looked at the Amu. “I wonder if even Trok can get us back home through one of his portals.”

The Amu shrugged and also looked afraid. “I don’t know. You know more about Trok’s abilities than anyone, Rave.”

Cliqani didn’t know what they were talking about, but she motioned again so the display pulled up another part of space. “We can’t return to Earth, but we aren’t completely isolated in this solar system. There’s a different swirl that hasn’t closed.”

The hologram swung to reveal this swirling light anomaly, which was some distance from Ebon.

“This swirl’s been open since our ancestors came here. Early explorers traveled back and forth through it during the time of planetary exploration. No one’s done so lately because this world’s required so much work, but old records discuss the connecting world. Travel through the swirl is safe, from all accounts. Again, no one knows how far away this other world is – the swirls jump vast distances, and traveling there any other way would be physically impossible.”

The Earthlings nodded, understanding this.

“I guess, then,” said the Amu, “Cruelthor could be on one of Ebon’s settled planets, or he could’ve gone through Ebon’s portal to the connecting world.”

“Or,” said Arctos, “the portal we came through might’ve sent him somewhere completely different to begin with. We knew when we entered the thing that it wasn’t a normal portal. Since it’s not one of the DuoPorts, it might work differently. Maybe the portal we entered sent Cruelthor to some place we don’t even know exists. There’s no way to know. We’re lucky to know where we ended up – we popped into one of the DuoPort worlds. Maybe Cruelthor popped into the other DuoPort world.”

Rave-Leo pushed hair out of his face. “Cliqani, do you think your Council would give us a spacecraft?”

“Would that be safe?” asked Arctos.

Cliqani nodded. “Space travel is very safe. The Council would most certainly give you a new ship.”

At least they will now that I’ve promised they will, thought Cliqani with a hidden grin.

The Amu turned on Rave-Leo. “We can’t leave Bulls behind, Rave. You heard what the surgeon said about how long her implant will take to heal her. We can’t take her with us because her implant has to stay within range of Ebon’s computers, or something. You want to leave-”

“We have to find Cruelthor and Abduction,” Rave-Leo insisted. He paused a moment, his old worry again creeping over his face. “But you’re right; I don’t want to leave Bulls either. I don’t know how to make this decision, even if I am in charge now. What do you guys think?”

The Earthlings went on in their discussion. As their conversation shifted into their own territory, Cliqani understood less and less. They spoke to each other so strangely, and often they all talked at once so that it was impossible for her to read their lips. All she heard was a mumble of voices while the three aliens argued. None seemed confident enough to make a decision. 

It’ll take a while to understand these people, she thought. They’re decent enough, but...alien. Can I do this? They’ve agreed their Leader will join the KEE, so I have to do everything I can now. The Council – all of Ebon – is counting on this alien’s recovery!

Recognizing once again how very Ebonite this thinking was, Cliqani frowned at herself and turned to deactivate the terminal’s holographic map program.

As the Earthlings’ argument died down, everyone heard a sound which halted discussion. Even Cliqani heard it, which meant the sound had to be quite loud. It was a scream. The undulating sound reached her ears from the upper level of the living quarters. Cliqani saw that the aliens recognized the voice, although they were as unnerved as Cliqani was herself. The scream fluxed and changed tones so often that Cliqani couldn’t be sure her patient wasn’t actually trying to speak. The scream continued for longer than Cliqani thought a single breath could expel. The sound reverberated and echoed through the metallic room. It was almost like more than one voice screamed in agony. 

As suddenly as it had begun, the scream stopped. The living quarters turned deathly still. 

Holy... thought Cliqani with a shiver. The soldiers will call her a kynacoba for sure now. Her scream must’ve echoed down the entire Patient Hall. We’re not used to sound to begin with, and that scream...
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