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A Foreword, Meant to Be Read
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Many billions of situations occur in our galaxy instant by instant, second by second, hour by hour. And that’s only in our dimension. All those situations are possible and explode into as many different futures as there are future decisions. 

By way of a quick example of only one of those billions of situations that occurred in a given instant, I offer this foreword. I intentionally left this brief example vague, so you yourself may assume any character from any place within our galaxy is seated in the captain’s chair on this starship. The next example of a situation—one possible result of this one—I did not leave so vague. That one begins at Chapter 1.

Say you’re on the bridge of a galaxy-class starship, and in the right part of the galaxy at the right time. And say the viewscreen is on and you happen to be watching it from the captain’s chair. You might notice an odd, fuzzy planet. You might lean slightly forward and order the image magnified. And you might notice the fuzz is moving. 

So clouds maybe. So that might mean water. And that might mean a habitable planet. Just the kind of place you were sent to find. You’ve been similarly enticed before, and it didn’t pan out. But there’s always a chance.

Your attention still focused on the viewscreen to maintain the appropriate emotional distance, you might mutter to your Science Officer, “Lieutenant Morgan, send a probe” and shift in your chair to resettle your nerves. 

During the seemingly interminable three or four minutes it takes the drone to reach the planet—it’s still one thousand five hundred miles away, after all—plunge into the atmosphere, and begin transmitting data, you maintain a calm exterior. All around you, all the other bridge officers are doing their jobs—leaning over consoles, monitoring various aspects of the ship, scanning space—and you’re doing yours: waiting.

Still, you watch the viewscreen intently as the drone disappears into the cloud mass, and in your right periphery your first officer shifts, sits slightly forward in his chair.

You glance briefly at him, a fleeting half-smile on your face to transmit a confidence you hope for but don’t quite feel. Then you adjust your position carefully to avoid the appearance of nervous fidgeting. You cross your right leg over your left, and you shift your attention from the viewscreen to the Science Officer at his console along the bulkhead to your left. “Mr. Morgan? What’s it telling us?”

Lieutenant Morgan studies his screen a second longer, then swivels around in his chair and shakes his head slightly. “Sorry, sir. A breathable atmosphere, but not much, and it’s dwindling. They’re undergoing a cataclysm down there.”

You return your attention to the viewscreen as if you might actually see the atmosphere leaving, and he says, “Sir, I recommend—” And a sensor on his console emits a quiet tone and he turns away to check it. Without looking around, he says, “Extreme seismic activity on the planet, sir.”

And a split second later the planet’s rotation reveals multiple active volcanoes blowing holes through the clouds in a belt around the center of the world. And the emissions are caught in a jet stream and carried around the planet at what looks like a thousand miles per hour. 

And as you continue to study what’s unfolding on the viewscreen, your Science Officer says something about a shifted axis and probable planetary wobble and the chance that the planet might explode at literally any moment and—

And all you hear is that the planet is dying.

What must it be like on the surface? 

But the clouds are impenetrable. There’s no way to know what’s down there. And in a way, of course, that’s a good thing. 

The Science Officer’s voice threads its way through the regret coursing through your body and thrumming in your ears. “Sir, I recommend changing course.”

And as his recommendation registers, you might nod and say to nobody in particular, “There’s nothing to be done, of course, in any real sense.” And you think of your own ship and your own people and how much good they might do at other places in the future if only they aren’t sacrificed here where there is no indication the planet is even inhabited. At least not with intelligent, sentient life. 

If it were, surely they should have gotten out long before this. And if it were and they hadn’t, well, any involvement now would constitute a direct violation of Williamson’s Prime Directive.

But even as your mind reaches toward your tongue to give the pilot a new heading and speed, you stare at the viewscreen for a moment longer and privately hope there is no intelligent life on the planet. And an unspoken part of you is glad you don’t know. 

And probabilities and fate and other curious philosophies begin crossing your mind, but long before those have run their course, you have delivered your still-wavering resolve in a steady, unwavering voice to the pilot. You recite a new heading, the numbers appearing almost by rote because you’ve been taking spherical physics into account for years on this journey alone. Then you raise your bone-weary right hand to put a fine point on the order, to make it your own, your sole responsibility.

And without looking around, the pilot says, “Course laid in, sir.”

And you let your hand drop. “Go.”

And with the decision behind you, the tendency toward self-preservation that is the overriding hallmark of your species flickers, and for an instant you’re very glad you are not on that doomed planet. You are on your ship and on your way to somewhere else. 

And you’re sorry you intruded on a private Hell you could do nothing about. But you would never actually see that Hell—or its lone denizen. At the time, a mere 1500 miles below. Now, ten thousand miles behind and fading fast. 

You would never see that solitary figure, struggling awkwardly over fractured ground toward the impressive, pearl-blue structure at the center of a once-great civilization.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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Advisor to the King, Trelan the Lesser, on Othgygnrk

Down on the planet of Othgygnrk in the ruling city of Plnsh, it was a very dark midday. Fires raged and roared and buildings collapsed in on themselves, sending sparks skyward through the black smoke and igniting other fires. 

Trelan the Lesser stepped off the ramp of the last remaining starship and immediately put one long, narrow hand to his face. The air smelled hot, tasted hot, and the winds whipped the smokey, ash-laden air in every direction at once. Despite the barrier of his hand, the smoke and ash stung his eyes. He could barely hear his own thoughts beyond the thrumming of his racing pulse in his ears. 

But everything was done except this one final task. The other ships were in orbit, awaiting the orders of their king. Only this one final task remained, and they would be away from this terrible place.

He ducked his head and sipped shallow breaths of air through his fingers. Maybe he wouldn’t take in too much ash or too much of the stinking, burning sulfur. A thousand years. A thousand years this planet had been their home. But no need to dwell on that. Look forward, not back. 

To get his bearings, Trelan raised his head slowly, parted his fingers, and peered through the smoke and ash. He could just make out the palace on the hill. It was only a few hundred yards away, but it might as well have been ten miles. Even this close, only its glimmering, pearl-blue color enabled him to see it at all. He couldn’t even make out the broad staircase, the hundred and thirty steps he would have to ascend to enter the palace. But he’d find them soon enough. Maybe. 

The ground rumbled, and he automatically spread his broad, flat feet a little wider to steady himself. When the tremor passed, he looked again for the palace, then ducked his head against the hot clouds of ash and started out.

Along the way, he was shaken two more times as tremors rippled through the ground. Only once he almost stepped into a newly opened chasm. But he saw it in time, judged the distance across and put his levered legs to use without thought. He sprang over the chasm, and when he landed, the base of the steps was right there. 

He wanted to race up the steps, get the first half of the journey over with.

But he didn’t. He proceeded carefully, though two steps at a time. And he chose to ignore the usual requirement to count the steps as he ascended and utter up a prayer to the galaxy at each one. There was nothing left to pray for. Not here. Not on Othgygnrk. 

He almost fell at about the thirtieth step as another tremor rumbled through. He wondered briefly whether the absence of prayer had anything to do with that. 

But no. It simply was what it was. Even if he’d wanted to count the stairs he would have lost the count in the ash and noise.

Much higher up, another tremor hit. He staggered a step to the left and almost stepped off the edge. But he managed to cling just enough to his balance.

He parted his fingers slightly, risked a look.

Only eighteen or so steps remaining. 

And he let himself run, racing up the remaining steps as another tremor rumbled through. 

Again he staggered hard to the left. He caught himself with one long, slender hand against the massive pearl-blue fluted column. 

But the other column. Was it collapsing? 

He glanced nervously back at the twin column to the right. It looked solid for now. 

He allowed himself a breath, tasted the stench of sulfur in his throat.

And the column he was leaning against was solid too. For now. 

He looked up. 

The palace itself and the Great Hall were still there. By the galaxy, he hoped the king was waiting.

And he realized it was all a mirage. Real for now, but doomed to disappear. All of it. The columns, like the palace, had stood for a thousand years. But today—today they would fall. The only question that remained was whether the king and perhaps himself would fall with them.

He released the column and hurried forward.

But not everything was a mirage. Even inside the Great Hall, the stench of sulfur hung heavy in the ash-filled air. The grit of the ash remained on his lips and tongue and the sting of it burned his eyes. He raised his head slightly, his hand still in place over his eyes, and yelled, “My king! Can you hear me? The ships are away! It is time to go!”
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King Elder Griesch Mor, on Othgygnrk

Deep inside the Great Hall, King Elder Griesch Mor remained on his throne. It was where he belonged, his broad, flat feet on the floor, his back rigidly set against the throne, his forearms stretching the length of the blue stone armrests. His posture was correct as befitting a king, even in this most horrible of times. 

Some sixty yards in front of him, the rectangle of the entrance flickered with the fires that raged beyond. But the heat, by and large, remained outside the Hall. Likewise, when buildings fell with each tremor that rippled through the city, much of the sound was muted by the heavy cloth wall hangings that lined the Hall. 

The destruction would be complete. His planet, his beloved Othgygnrk, would die. He could do nothing to stop it, and he could do nothing even to protect his people beyond what was already done.

For now, his sole duty was to maintain the throne and wait for his advisor to come for him. 

Then he noticed something solid. Something moving. He peered through the smoke and bits of floating ash. Some forty yards away, backlit against the flames of the entrance, Trelan the Lesser. 

The king shook his head in disbelief.

His advisor was halfway along the ash-covered carpet, moving in his foolish, ambling gait. And one hand was raised to cover his eyes. How could he see where he was going? How could he see anything? If only his father hadn’t died from the gasses. If only the chief advisor to the king weren’t determined by heredity.

Trelan yelled, “My king, did you hear?” 

The tone of his voice bordered on panic.

The king sighed, the sound of it drowned in the overriding noise of the storms outside. “Look at me, Trelan.” 

The fingers on Trelan’s hand parted slightly as he raised his head.

The king only raised his left hand, palm out, then lowered it toward the floor and back to the armrest.

Trelan took his hand from his face, bowed his head and came on. 

Somehow he’d done something to annoy the king. Or perhaps it was only the situation. But the king had obviously heard him, so for the time being, he held his tongue. At least with his head bowed, not so much of the ash could find his eyes.

But he was over halfway to the throne. He counted his steps, adjusted his paces, and watched for the base of the throne to appear.

Even covered as it was with a fine layer of ash, he finally recognized the blue stone oval imbedded in the floor before the throne. He stopped, lowered himself to his knees and focused on a position between the king’s magnificent feet. Quietly and without looking up, he said, “My king, it is time.”

Calmly, the king said, “Then the ships are away?”

Trelan nodded slightly. “Yes, my king. All but the one.” He finally looked up. “And as is my duty, I’ve come to retrieve you.”

“First, Trelan, congratulations on recovering your sense of decorum. There is no need for hands over the eyes and all that.”

“But sir, the ash—”

“Is inflicted upon us all. The ash is the tears of our dying world. Do you have so little compassion?”

“No, my king.”

“There is commotion and destruction enough all around. There is no need to add cowardice and self-interest to the mix. And there is no need, ever, to abandon protocol by yelling at your king from a distance.”

“Yes, my king.” 

“Ours is not a happy circumstance, Trelan. Our rituals and decorum are all we have left.”

Trelan focused on the floor again. “Yes, my king. I understand and obey, for the good of the galaxy.”

The king nodded his approval.

A tremor rippled through the palace. A half-column released from one wall and crashed to the floor, heaving more dust into the air. 

The king paid no mind. “Our women and children are gone, taken by the disease and the stench. And the elderly and infirm who were left, including your own father, took the pill recommended by our scientists—all for the good of the galaxy—to trim our numbers to only the most fit.” He hesitated, then said, “And myself.”

Trelan looked up. “And yours is the power and the glory, my king. In you our hopes reside.”

“Yes... well, we shall see. Today our world is dying. And yet we are spared, you and I. All we have left is our faith and our destiny. Or failure. But that would render vain the sacrifices of those who have gone before us, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, my king.”

The king sighed inaudibly, and carefully pushed himself up from the throne. “But failure is reserved for those who wait and do nothing. Destiny is available only to those who pursue it. Come then, Trelan. Rise and we will go.”
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Chapter 2
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Advisor to the King, Trelan the Lesser, on Othgygnrk 

As Trelan and the king exited the Great Hall, the noise of the ongoing bedlam assaulted them. Fires continued to rage, sucking oxygen from the air and adding to the winds. Fiery red and yellow vortices spun up everywhere, whipping through the ash and smoke. The roaring of the fires and the seemingly continual crashing of buildings collapsing one after another were relatively muted inside the Great Hall. But here, outside, the noise was deafening and the ash was almost overwhelming. 

The king stopped. 

Trelan looked up, peered through his fingers. “My king?”

But the king was standing as if he didn’t have a care. His fingers were curled into loose fists, and those rested to either side of his waist. “Uncover your eyes, Trelan. This is the last time you will see your home. Take it in. Absorb it. Have mercy on the fate that it must suffer without you.”

Trelan removed his hand from his eyes. 

His eyes immediately began to sting and dark spots appeared in his vision from ash landing on them. He looked again at the king and noted the king blinked his eyes, slowly, almost casually, every two or three seconds as he looked around.

Trelan tried the technique. With each blink, the dark spots and stinging washed away. Both reappeared a moment later, but in the meantime his vision was clear. 

Still, he wished they could just go. The whole planet might rip apart with the next shuddering quake.

The king could just make out the ship through the mess in the air. But then, how could anyone miss it? Unless they kept one hand clapped over their eyes like his trusted advisor. The ship was huge and magnificent. And he had no doubt it would perform as well as it looked.

“My king, we really must go.”

“All right, Trelan.” The king gestured. “Lead on.” 

The tremors continued with increased magnitude as they descended the steps. Trelan occasionally stopped or shuddered to one side or the other, but the king continued straight down the stairs, his gaze locked on the ship in the distance. As they stepped off the bottom of the broad staircase, another tremor rumbled through the ground. Behind them the staircase heaved. Both pillars fell and shattered, large chunks bounding down the stairs behind them. 

Quietly, his gaze still on the ship, the king said, “And so it ends.”

A moment later, the front walls and entrance of the Great Hall collapsed. Before they’d taken another step, the left wall and then the right followed suit. 

Trelan stopped and whirled around. A massive column of blue dust rose into the air and was soon absorbed into the smoke and ash. “Oh!” he said, and turned to the king. 

But the king was still walking. He raised one hand. “All is well, Trelan. The throne is buried, but the crown lives on. Our destiny awaits.” 

Trelan said nothing, but quickly caught up.

The king continued to study the ship as they crossed the remaining distance. As they neared, the ramp beneath the belly of the ship lowered. 

Trelan stepped aside, then gestured. “My king, welcome aboard.”

The king passed him by, and Trelan fell in behind him. As they ascended the ramp, he caught the attention of the captain’s aide and nodded imperceptibly. 

As soon as the king passed, the aide turned and silently raced away. He paused in the hallway and straightened his tunic, then passed a hand in front of the door, which caused it to shush open. He stepped through the opening and bowed in the direction of the captain. “Captain Strl, the king is aboard, sir. We may depart.”

“Thank you.” The captain turned to his pilot. “Get us out of here, Morl. Take up a position on the left flank of the fleet, three quarters to the rear.

“Yes sir.” The pilot turned to his console, and a moment later the ship lifted off to join the fleet.
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King Elder Griesch Mor, Aboard the Flagship

Trelan led the king to his quarters near the center of the ship. As the door opened, he smartly stepped aside.

As the king entered, Trelan remained outside. 

It was no Great Hall any more than the ship was a palace, but his engineers had told him the room was four times larger than the standard quarters on any of the ships. Even the captain’s quarters were only half this size.

The right side of the room was furnished with a luxurious bed, an oversized reclining chair that faced a large viewscreen, and a sofa, all in royal pearl-blue. A wash station and a waste disposal unit, also in pearl-blue, were nestled into the corner beyond the foot of the bed. 

The left side of the room was filled with a blue stipplewood dining table with nine matching chairs around it, one for the king and one for each major officer aboard the flagship. Finally, a pearl-blue throne was centered against the back bulkhead atop three low, wide blue-marble steps. It wasn’t the pearlstone to which he was accustomed, but it would do.

He ascended to the throne, turned and seated himself, then reached into the right pocket of his tunic. “Trelan?”

Trelan quickly entered the room, then knelt. “Yes, my king?”

“Rise, please.”

Trelan rose. 

The king reached one hand toward him, a slip of paper trapped between the first two fingers. “Give this paper to the captain, please. Tell him the first line of numbers is our primary destination. The second is the specific destination of this ship. Understand?”

Trelan took the slip of paper. “Yes, sir.” 

“Good.” Then the king held up a small device. “When you’ve done that, return to your own quarters and begin relaying the information on this device to the other ships—all 4,499 of them. Each line is only the sub-destination for that ship, so each conversation should be brief.”

“Yes, my king.” 

“The correct delivery of this information is essential to our landing being a success, Trelan. If you have any questions, ask them now.”

Trelan activated the device and looked over the information. Each line began with the number of a ship, followed by the alpha-character designation of a physical location, and finally a set of longitude and latitude coordinates. He switched off the device, lowered it to his side, and looked up. “I have no questions, my king.”

“Then go.”

“Yes, my king.” 

But as he turned away, the king said, “And Trelan?”

Trelan turned around. “Yes sir?” 

“Tell the captain I said to proceed with all due haste. I’m already weary of this sadness.”

“Yes, my king.”

The king gestured, and Trelan exited.

When the door slid closed behind his advisor, the king pressed a button on the right arm of the throne and switched on the viewscreen. He was surprised at how far they had ascended so quickly, but for the moment at least they weren’t moving. He looked at the destruction far below, mindful that this would be the last time he saw his beautiful planet. A tear crept from one eye and onto his large cheek. 

Quietly, trembling slightly, he said, “Emotion is not a strength in a king,” and quickly wiped away the tear. And he remembered....
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A year ago the world began to die. That’s when the first deadly gasses seeped from underground. 

A few scientists warned the planet was dying, but most disagreed. The seeping gasses were an anomaly, they said, a kind of natural cleansing. And their suspicions seemed borne out when the gasses killed only many of the elderly and infirm. So the scientists were right. Perhaps the cleansing was even a blessing, albeit one in terrible clothing. 

Then the planet released other gasses and poisons. Those combined with the earlier releases to form deadly new compounds. And within a few months, all—not many, not most—all of the females and children succumbed. All of them. And he realized his species was on the verge of extinction. 

With the benefit of 20-20 hindsight, most of the scientists agreed with what was once only a fringe element. The planet had become a deadly environment. And as if the impending extinction weren’t enough, due to increased seismic activity, the scientists warned of the coming complete destruction of the planet. It was not only shrugging off its inhabitants, it was also entering its own death throes.

And finally, finally the king was spurred to action. He instructed his astronomers to identify a new home planet, and he commissioned his engineers to build ships appropriate for an evacuation. 

Within a week, the engineers were back with their calculations. They could build the ships—4500 of them—but each ship could sustain life for an extended period for only 1000 men. 

So he brought in his scientists again, and in the end, they devised a pill that would be delivered to the remaining elderly and infirm. Death would be painless, and it would serve the good of the galaxy and the continuation of the species.

The king had resisted the idea at first, horrified at the thought of asking people to sacrifice themselves. But his trusted advisor, Trelan the Greater, had taken the first pill himself and explained his reasoning to the king after the fact. “This is the natural order of things, my king.”

“Then I should take the pill as well!”

“No sir.” Then his voice softened. “Griesch Mor, you are the power and the glory. In you resides the kingdom itself. For you, there is no easy way.”

At first, the king was angered. “Then neither should you have taken it, Trelan!”

And Trelan had smiled. His voice grew weak and halting. “Take comfort, my king. I am only... a pawn, though one who has found... favor in your sight. My son... my son will continue... in my stead. He... he will serve you... far longer than I would have.... And the kingdom... will survive.”

And then his center had stopped and he had died.

And the king ordered the pills to be offered to the others on the list the scientists had compiled. And today, only four and a half million of his people remained. And they were on these ships.
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Far below as the king watched, the fires continued to rage and buildings continued to fall. Chasms ripped across the city, some so large that he could see them even from his vantage point in the heavens.

And reality struck him again. This time, today, without armies or weapons or the greedy determination of stupid people, all of which the Othgygnrks had banned centuries ago, the world itself would come to an end. But thanks to his own belated decision, and thanks to his scientists and engineers, and thanks especially to his friend and advisor Trelan the Greater, his people would survive. 

Maybe.

If the planet the astronomers had found was truly habitable, his people could at least live out their lives. 

And if that planet was home to a compatible species with whom his people could mate, as his scientists had said it probably was, then they might continue. 

But there was a downside. That species, the host species, would have to go extinct. According to his scientists, they were a warlike people. They slaughtered each other seemingly without reason, and for the same greedy purposes that had plagued his own people centuries ago. Letting the males live would only ensure their continued defiance and the eventual extinction of his own people.

And that, he could not allow to happen.

But they were also intelligent. Maybe he could reason with them. He hoped that would be the case.

Especially after they awakened to a world that had changed as they slept.
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King Elder Griesch Mor, Aboard the Flagship

As the fleet departed the remains of Othgygnrk, fourteen other, much smaller ships, flew behind the formation at the king’s behest. Those ships were weapons cruisers, and they were spartan, with only the barest necessities for personnel. But then, those personnel consisted only of a captain, a pilot, a navigator and three weapons masters. The purpose of those ships was warfare. As such, the ships themselves were built around advanced laser, photon, and plasma weapons. The king hoped he would not have to use them.

The voyage took many months, and the king regularly transmitted messages to all hands on all ships. Mostly to keep their morale up, and partly to let them know he was still alive and that theirs was a grand adventure, one that would save their species. He also visited different sections of the flagship in person for the same reasons.

But when they were only a few days from their destination, a message from Trelan the Lesser resounded through every compartment of every ship. In exactly one hour—the king had insisted they use the target planet’s time-division markers—the captains and first mates would assemble in their own ready room to receive a direct message from the king. 

The nine thousand captains and first mates assembled, two in each ship.

The king took his place on the throne and pressed another button on the right armrest. When the viewscreen flickered to life, he said, “Greetings to you all. Over the next day or so, please pass this message along in its entirety to your crew.” He paused. “We near our destination and our destiny, my friends: a beautiful, habitable planet.”

Cheers resounded through the fleet. 

“And I am pleased to report that our scientists have determined the DNA of the dominant species on our target planet is compatible with our own. So our species will continue—”

He was interrupted by more loud cheers.

“Albeit in a slightly altered form.” He paused, but they waited. “The issue of our breeding will be called meldings. They will be considered full citizens of the kingdom and will be raised in the Othgygnrk traditions.”

He paused again, and heard generally approving comments from the screen.

“That truly is the good news, and I only wish I could stop there. But every bright light casts a shadow, doesn’t it? Unfortunately, our studies have also determined the males of the dominant species on the planet are warlike. They are greedy, and prone to defending the purity of their own species, and even of races within their species. So we’ve determined that collaboration and co-existence with them is an unrealistic expectation.” 

He paused but heard very few comments, and those were only muttered and unintelligible. 

“Therefore I have decided we will not attempt collaboration or co-existence. My paramount concern is continuation of our own species. And to ensure that continuation, we are forced to render the dominant species... extinct.”

Again, there was a lot of muttering, but all of it unintelligible. 

“To that end, soon I will call upon you and all our people to unleash a necessary savagery we have not known for many centuries. This is not what we would prefer, but it is necessary.”

More quiet mumbling. 

The king pressed on. “To ensure that this action will in no way return us to the barbarous ways of our own past, we will employ M’oratThon.”

Complete silence. 

“We have all been trained in M’oratThon, the honorable technique of releasing a soul to the galaxy without undue suffering. If your men need to brush up on the technique, please have them do so in the next 48 hours. Our initial attack—”

He was interrupted by a groundswell of mumbling, but it was still unintelligible. 

“Silence, please.”

The viewscreen fell silent. 

“Our initial attack will have two objectives, and those will be accomplished simultaneously.” To put a fine point on it, he said, “What follows, then, are my orders.”

He waited, but heard nothing. 

Good.

“Immediately upon landing, we will swarm over the planet, in pairs at first, and singly later. We will accomplish the first objective using M’oratThon. We will show all males, all children, and all women past child-bearing age the respect of a quick and painless release to the galaxy. Simultaneously, we will accomplish the second objective: all females who appear to be of child-bearing age will be collected and confined in cages near each ship until we can secure the appropriate breeding facilities.” 

Again he paused, and again there was nothing but silence. 

In a way, the king was glad. He didn’t want to hear his men celebrating the opportunity to kill. On the other hand, he had hoped for verbal support. 

“Captains, first officers, I celebrate you, your men and us all for the emotional and moral sacrifices we are about to make. Unfortunately, those sacrifices are necessary to ensure the survival of our species. Long live the kingdom and glory of Othgygnrk. That is all.”
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Three days later at 4 p.m. local time in New York City, all electronic communication around Planet Earth dropped as if it had never existed.

As the flagship and 30 other ships settled in and around New York City, and as the remaining ships settled in or near population centers all around the earth, the king summoned Trelan the Lesser.

When Trelan entered the king’s quarters, he bowed low, anxious with anticipation. “The king summoned?”

The king nodded. “Trelan, while the others are performing the tasks necessary to secure our initial objectives, you will embark on a special assignment. You are familiar with M’oratThon?”

“Yes sir. I am a Level 3 Master.” There was no higher level. It meant Trelan could apply the technique to three victims at one time while balancing on a fourth with one foot or hand. And he could apply the technique so quickly that only the most attentive would even see him move. 

But with the humans’ shock at his appearance and his determination for speed, they wouldn’t be attentive at all. They would be frozen in place.

One corner of the king’s mouth twitched and he almost smiled. “Like your father before you. Excellent.” He paused. “When you leave the ship, you will make your way to the building that houses an organization called the United Nations. Along the way, you will practice M’oratThon on every male human, child and elderly female you encounter per my instructions. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my king.” But how was that different? “But how is this different?”

“When you reach the United Nations, you will go inside and deliver a message for me. Once you’re inside the building, apply M’oratThon only as necessary to defend yourself, and even then, do so cautiously. Your primary goal is to speak with one particular male. He is called the Secretary General. And be respectful. In his official capacity, I assume he is my equal.” The king paused. “You will convey to him that we are in control, that all communications will be restored in precisely 24 hours, and at that time I will address his world personally. Understood?”

“Yes, my king.”

“The United Nations, as I understand it, has delegates from most of the developed nations on this planet. Take care to ensure those delegates go unharmed—again, unless one of them attacks you. And please make sure the Secretary General understands I will require a full audience. So he should ensure attendance by as many delegates as possible.”

“Yes, my king.”

The king gestured, and Trelan bowed and backed out of the king’s chamber.

When the ships settled, the Othgygnrks flooded out of them. Only the officers were clothed, and all of those alike in white, lightweight tunics and pants that billowed around their tall, thin frames and double-jointed legs as they walked, ran or sprang through the populace. 

Their appearance and height and build had the desired effect—absolute and complete shock—and they raced from building to building, floor to floor, house to house and business to business unimpeded. In every case, they took the occupants by surprise. 
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Chapter 4
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Captain Shrkla, Ship 883, Monday, Day One

Of the 4500 ships that settled to Earth that day, one hovered above a city of just over 180,000 people somewhere in the Midwest in the land mass known as the United States.

The afternoon sky was clear, save a few high clouds in the distance. The wind was negligible.

Captain Shrkla was dressed in his white tunic, white pants and the silver headband with a pearl-blue stipplewood leaf engraved on the front that designated his rank. He piloted the ship through its final descent himself onto a wide green swath below. 

He noted with some surprise that according to the viewscreen, the descent was witnessed by only a handful of creatures, two of whom were seated at a combination table and benches near a broad path made of some ugly dark substance. A few others were seated or reclined in various parts of the landing zone on what appeared to be blankets with checkered designs. In each case they were paired, male and female. They were in various kinds of clothing but he could still discern between the males and the females. The former had no obvious breasts and the females had only two. 

Two other natives, both males, were tossing back and forth a curious object that resembled a flying disk. A happy, furry four-legged creature raced between them, leaping occasionally at the disk as it passed overhead. How silly the creature looked with its long tongue lolling out of its mouth! In some ways it reminded him of the small riggnbrk he and his wife had kept, though it appeared considerably less flexible. And the alternately dark and light fur could never compete with the soothing, beautiful blue of the riggnbrk. Still, it was attractive in a way. 

On the other hand, the upright creatures themselves—which he assumed must be members of the dominant species and therefore, the targets—were homely as the bottom of an unscraped foot. Their heads were very small and each had unlikely protuberances on either side and in the center of the face. And they were obviously lazy. Most were doing nothing at all. 

Those who were moving ambled about in an ungainly fashion on single-jointed legs. Single-jointed legs! Obviously they hadn’t been evolving long. What’s more, they occurred in various skin shades, ranging from a very pale shade that resembled a faded, colorless blue to a darkness that appeared to be the result of the darkest blues folding in on themselves. 

Surely the eradication of this species would be a contribution to the betterment of the galaxy. And at the very least, it would do no harm. He must remember that. Everything truly did happen for a reason. The galaxy—the universe—was not random. Even the untimely death of his own wife and his two children were to serve a greater purpose. Well, the death of all their females. And the apparent eradication of their future with the death of all their children. And even the self-destruction of their home world. 

Everything—everything—happened for a reason. It must, even when the reason wasn’t readily apparent. But in viewing these creatures, the reason became obvious. 

As did the fact that the Othgygnrks were unwitting agents of the galaxy. All of those tragedies had coincided to send them here. Had they not suffered those losses, they might never have eliminated this species, and the evolution of the entire galaxy would have been slowed. Truly, the removal of this species would serve the good of the galaxy.

They would rid the galaxy of these ungainly freaks and— Captain Shrkla frowned. 

And what? Won’t our own species still die? At least in its purest form? 

If their future offspring were a result of mating with these obviously inadequate females, wouldn’t even their beautiful blue skin fade to a ghostlike shade? Or darken to the point it was unrecognizable as any shade of blue?

Quietly, he said, “But it was the king’s decision, and it was decreed.” 

He must strive to remember that. At least in this way the species would continue—in some form. And this too would be for the good of the galaxy.

Again he eyed some of the females on the viewscreen, easily identifiable by the fact that their breasts protruded. Though again, for some reason, they were equipped with only two. 

And another reason for the king’s decision became clear. 

Perhaps by mating with these creatures, not only would the Othgygnrk species continue, it would evolve into a more economic form. Maybe that was the wisdom of the king’s decision. Or of the galaxy itself. 

Perhaps the species would evolve to be shorter and more stocky. Perhaps the women would bear only one or two children at a time instead of the Othgygnrk standard of three or four. And maybe in the slowing of their expansion as a species, they would become more hardy and extend their overall time in the galaxy. Perhaps even by thousands of years. 

Not to mention, the infusion of Othgygnrk blood would only serve to strengthen the issue of the union. The king truly was wise in his choice.

As the ship settled, he set the switch on the console to transmit to all hands and issued a one-word order. “Go.”

And the ramps beneath the ship lowered and most of his men poured out in every direction. 

He stood from the console and glanced at the young man who normally occupied the pilot’s seat. “Everything happens for a reason, Grlnk. Always remember that.” He hesitated, then gestured at the vacant seat. “The ship is landed. You are relieved as pilot. You may join the hunt.”

The young ensign grinned. “Yes sir.” 

As the young man moved past him, the captain glanced in the direction of his first officer. “Here we are, Melos.”

“Yes sir. Let’s hope it is the will of the galaxy.”

The captain nodded. “You have the bridge, Commander Melos. I’ll be ashore for a brief time.”

“Yes sir.”

As the captain walked down the smaller ramp most of his men had raced down moments earlier, the landing zone was clear. Here and there lay the body of a male human, and the females had disappeared. Probably they were already gathered on the west side of the ship, where the captain had ordered the cages to be erected.

As he stepped from the narrower ramp, four pairs of Othgygnrk Commoners disembarked on vehicles from a larger ramp near the center. 

The vehicles were made of the same grey-brown metal of the ship itself and hovered a few inches off the ground. Each vehicle had seats for up to four passengers, though usually only two rode at a time. Each also was fitted with a large cage on the back. When attached to the carts, the cages hovered as well and would serve to transport acceptable females back to the vicinity of the ship.

The vehicles moved away in four different directions. There was no time to waste. The king had wished the first two main objectives to be accomplished within twenty-four hours of their landing.

After the vehicles disembarked, one small team of several Othgygnrks began carrying out the stacks of prefabricated panels from which the captivity cages would be fashioned. They carried them to the west side of the ship, as designated by the captain, and stacked them there. 

Two Othgygnrks remained behind to begin assembling them. The others returned to unload the remaining panels. They worked feverishly, anxious to be finished with the task so they could join the others in subduing the target species.

As the first cage was completed, the first several female captives were herded inside. Carts began arriving with more females. Those were herded into the same cage as the workers continued to construct new cages.

Captain Shrkla walked over and peered through the wall of the cage. To one of the workers, he said, “This will not do. Have them strip to the waist so our people can see the advantage of their double breasts.”

“Yes sir. But begging the captain’s pardon, what if they don’t want to strip to the waist?”

It was a valid point. If the females wanted to argue, they should argue with the captain, not an underling.
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Chapter 5
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Captain Shrkla, Ship 883, Monday, Day One

The captain looked into the cage again. 

Several females had crowded into a back corner. They were clumped together, some holding each other, and all of them were making odd noises. Some of the sounds were shrieks and otherwise unidentifiable. Some were the understandable sounds of sobbing or of disbelief. 

But one woman remained near the center of the cage, standing upright, her silly, pale arms wrapped around herself. On the top she wore a white garment that had small, round fasteners down the center and short sleeves. Her lower half was covered in a garment that fit snugly over her waist and legs and was a pleasing dark blue. She was barefoot, her only truly attractive feature. 

The woman’s hair reached only a few inches past her shoulders and was a shocking color the captain couldn’t name. The color of the fires on the home planet came closest. And he remembered her from the viewscreen. She was one of those sitting on a cloth in the landing area. She’d been talking with a male and making odd gestures with her hands. It looked as if she was being disagreeable.

The woman noticed him looking and unwrapped her arms from around herself. She folded her fingers curiously into her hands, then rested them in balls on her hips with her elbows extended to the side. And she openly regarded him. But only for a moment. Then she looked about as if she were uninterested in the whole affair. 

The captain had seen that same kind of response before from animals in cages. No doubt she was assessing her chance to escape while trying to look less than obvious. 

He extended one long, thin finger toward her. “Grys.” 

And he realized he’d forgotten to turn on his translator. He reached into his pocket and did so, then pointed at the female again. “You,” he said again.

She looked at him, then took a step toward him, her ridiculously tiny chin jutted out as if it were a weapon. “Yeah?”

He pointed to the ground at his feet. “Come here.”

*
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Mary Christensen, Day One

Mary Christensen had seen her husband subdued—in all likelihood murdered—by a creature very much like this one only moments ago. Except that creature was all blue from head to toe. 

She and her husband, Roger, had been on what she considered a working picnic, and obviously for different reasons. He to attempt a reconciliation he hoped would happen, and she to finalize the terms of the divorce she had insisted upon the last time she’d seen him, six months earlier. 

And this was just her luck. Roger was on the verge of caving and signing the paperwork her attorney had given her when the vast, oblong, gunmetal gray machine had descended on the park. 

From that point on, Roger had eyes only for what she now knew was an alien craft. Then the ramps had lowered and the oddest creatures she’d ever seen poured out. 

One of them had flickered past her husband, and he suddenly lay dead, or at least immobile, half on the tablecloth, half on the grass. And before she could react, another creature had grabbed her and steered her toward the flying saucer or whatever it was. And finally she was herded into this stupid cage, along with the sobbing susies in the back corner.

She eyed the tall blue creature. His face was like—what? A praying mantis maybe? Long and triangular, with large, dark eyes below a balding head. No nose or ears to speak of and a thin line for a mouth above a flat, narrow, butt-ugly chin. But whatever else he was, his attitude alone betrayed that he was a male. 

In response to his demand, she shook her head. “I don’t think so.” Whatever else happened in her life, Mary Christensen was through taking orders from men.
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Captain Shrkla, Day One

The captain frowned. It was an odd response, and one that didn’t immediately register as a refusal. Like all men everywhere, Captain Shrkla tried again. “It would be better if you come here now.”

Again she shook her head. “Ain’t gonna happen, pal.”

And he finally understood. In all likelihood, she was being defiant.

“All right then,” he said. It had been a long journey and a stressful day, and there was still a lot to do. “But remove your top. It is essential that my men see the value of your build.”

And Mary Christensen’s eyes grew rounder than they already were. Her eyebrows reformed themselves into twin arches. Her fingers unfolded from her hands and instead gripped the area where her legs joined her torso. She leaned slightly backward, her lips stretched open, and she made an odd, repetitive sound that didn’t translate at all—a series of repeated words that sounded like “ha.”

Even uncertain of the meaning of the repeated sound, the captain was fairly sure that sound, combined with her actions, constituted outright defiance. There was no reason to try again, but he liked the spirit of this one. She would do well as a future mate. Still, he could not tolerate disobedience. 

He looked past her right shoulder at the females gathered in the corner. One, sitting slightly apart from the others, appeared older and was openly looking at him, although her eyes seemed blank. Perhaps she would be more receptive.
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Matilda Reeves, Day One

Matilda Reeves had been on a picnic with her husband as well. They’d been seated at the only nearby picnic table, the one alongside the narrow Park Road. 

They were celebrating their upcoming 35th wedding anniversary and discussing ways to house their descendants, whom her husband had noted would “descend” on them in two short days. “Get it?” he said, a broad grin on his face. “The descendants will descend on us?” and then he’d emitted
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