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      Call

      

      Mitchel’s cell phone went off before they reached the turnpike. She automatically knew from the ringtone who was calling. She also knew why. Regardless, she stared at the display that read THE OLD MAN until Jenny irritably inquired, “Are you gonna answer that, or are we gonna hafta listen to that nasty-ass sound?”

      “It’ll go to voicemail in a sec.”

      Callie leaned forward from the back seat to glance at the phone. “That’s your dad calling, and you know as well as the rest of us that he isn’t going to stop calling until you answer him personally.”

      Jenny and Beth verbally agreed with their friend.

      “Just get it over with, will you?” Beth fussed. “You know he’s tracking you anyway.”

      Sighing, Mitchel mentally agreed and hit the ACCEPT button. “Yeah, Dad. What’s up?”

      “Where are you going? And who’s with you?” her parent angrily demanded.

      She pressed the SPEAKER button so the others could hear, and she wouldn’t have to repeat what he said later. And if he happened to drop a cuss word or two while they were listening in, no problem. They’d already heard those words at some point themselves. Maybe even used them on occasion.

      “I’m with the girls. We’re going out to the park to play a little disc golf and enjoy a picnic lunch. Mom knows what we’re doing.”

      As soon as she said the words, she realized she’d made a mistake.

      “You told your mother but not me?”

      Yep. He was incensed. Well, two can play that game, she informed herself. It wasn’t like they hadn’t had confrontations like this before.

      “You weren’t home yet,” she snapped.

      “You do know there’s this great little invention called a telephone, right?” he snidely remarked.

      “Are you saying I still need your permission to go out? In case you’ve forgotten, I graduated high school two years ago. I’m twenty years old. I’ll be twenty-one in May. I’m not a kid anymore.”

      “But you’re still living at home. And as long as you’re still living under my roof, you will follow my rules.”

      She snorted. “Which is why I’ll be so happy to move out once I’ve saved enough money to get my own place to live.”

      “Mitchel!”

      She recognized that tone. He was ready to blow a gasket, and she wasn’t going to stay on the line long enough to hear it. “I promised Mom I’d be home long before it got dark,” she told him in a more soothing tone and hoped it would help.

      Silence followed. She was about to hang up when her father came back on. He sounded less angry and somewhat contrite, but not by much.

      “You know those damn aliens are out there, just waiting to kidnap us if we venture out after dark,” he reminded her for what had to be the hundredth time.

      “Yes, Daddy, I know. Like I said, we’re only going to park. That’s less than an hour’s drive away. We’ll be back in town long before sunset.” She knew that calling him Daddy, the way she used to when she was much younger, somehow always got him to calm down.

      “Who is ‘we’ again?”

      “Callie, Beth, and Jenny.”

      “If something happens, you’ll call immediately for help?” the man asked.

      She could tell his anger was slowly receding. The “Daddy” vibe was still working. “Yes, Daddy. You’ll be the second person I’ll notify.”

      “Who’ll be the first one?” he demanded. The anger was instantly back, but she knew a way to quell it again.

      “First I’m calling 9-1-1. Then you.”

      That did the trick, as she knew it would.

      “And you’ll be home before dark?” he reiterated. “Not leave the park at dark?”

      “Yes, Daddy. If you don’t believe me, track me. I know you do that anyway.”

      Boom! She had him there, and he knew it.

      “All right. Let us know when you’re starting to head back so we won’t worry.”

      “I will,” she promised. “Gotta go! Talk to you later, Daddy. Buh-bye!” She hit the “END CALL” button and dropped the phone into her lap with a groan. “Geez! As if worrying about those fucking pus aliens isn’t enough.”

      “It’s all those fuckin’ Ruinos’ fault,” Beth chimed in. “If they hadn’t come here, we wouldn’t have this fuckin’ curfew!”

      “Somebody explain to me why we can’t have the Air Force or National Guard, or someone in the military just wipe those Arras out of space?” Jenny asked. “You’d think with all our firepower, we could blow them to smithereens.”

      “You know why,” Callie, the wisest one of them, replied. “There’s more than one ship of those things floating around out there. Up there. And so far we can’t track them. If we blow up one ship, the others are gonna come back at us, and it won’t be pretty.”

      “Why don’t we just give them the Ruinos who are here?” Mitchel countered. “That’s why those things came here in the first place, right? Give ‘em what they want so they’ll go away.”

      “Didn’t you hear what Jeb Morr told us?” Beth inserted. “The Ruinos are dying out, and the Arra need to find another species to replace them. That’s why, when Mr. Morr and his brother and the others fell in love with humans, the Arra believe they’ll have babies to replace the population.”

      “There’s two problems with that. Three, actually,” Jenny noted. “Humans and Ruinos may not be able to have kids. Mr. Morr and Ms. Hannah have been together for a few years now, and she hasn’t gotten pregnant.”

      “That we know of,” Mitchel quipped. “Or she might have and lost it, and they told no one.”

      Jenny continued. “Even if they did, the offspring may not be able to survive what the Arra may do to them. Remember when Mr. Morr’s brother told us about them having to work on planets that had little oxygen? Or real harsh conditions where they almost died from exposure?”

      “What’s the third thing?” Beth queried.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Mitchel interrupted. “I hate the Ruinos. I wish they’d never landed here. I wish the Arra would swoop down and take the Ruinos and their husbands and wives, and just leave us alone.”

      Jenny let out a loud sigh. “It would be nice if they would. But as long as those Ruinos are here, the Arra are gonna stay in this location until they can claim them…I guess.”

      Callie perched her chin on the shoulder of Mitchel’s seat. “I heard Mom tell my stepdad that she thinks the reason the Arra are hanging around is because they don’t have that many Ruinos left captive in their ships. That’s why they’re taking a wait-and-see stance.”

      “Wait and see what?” Beth asked. “Wouldn’t it be easier for them to just take what they think they need, then get the fuck away from here?”

      “Yeah,” Mitchel agreed. “If they have, say, a hundred Ruinos left, why not grab a hundred or so humans and be done with it? I’m sure they can find at least a hundred humans at any time after dark in one of the big cities.” She caught Jenny throwing her a disapproving look from where the young woman sat behind the steering wheel. “What? You got a problem with that idea?”

      “That’s a horrid idea, Mitch. You’d throw innocent people to the Arra?”

      Mitchel shrugged. “If that’s what it’ll take to get rid of those pus pockets so we can go back to living our lives the way we used to, why not? Better them than us.”

      No one argued with her because she knew deep down they were all thinking the same thing. She was the only one with the balls to voice it.

      “Let’s drop the subject,” she suggested. “We’re going to the park to have a fun time, not to worry about Arra or Ruinos. Whaddaya say, girls? Can we forget about what’s up there for once and just enjoy ourselves?”

      “Hear, hear!” Beth slapped the top of the headrest. “I’m in!”

      “Ditto!” Callie responded.

      Jenny nodded. “We’re four for four. No more talk about that which shall remain verboten. And when we get to the park, I’m gonna whip all ya’ll’s asses in disc golf!”

      “Oh, yeah?” Mitchel argued.

      The other two girls also responded in kind, challenging Jenny’s marksmanship as they approached the turnoff into the park.

      But it didn’t stop Mitchel from peering up into the cloudless blue sky and wondering if they were being watched at that very moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Confrontation

      

      As Jenny had predicted, the other three lost to her marksmanship. However, it wasn’t a surprise to anyone since the woman had almost been an Olympic athlete during her senior year in high school.

      They broke out the fried chicken and fries they’d gotten before heading to the park. Beth unpacked the cooler of drinks.

      “Hey! Y’all gather round for a picture!” Mitchel called out.

      The others quickly gathered behind her as she lifted her cell phone to get a good shot. “All right! Everyone say ‘cheese’!”

      “Provolone!”

      “Chedder!”

      “Swiss!”

      Mitchel snapped their picture and groaned. “You guys are such assholes.”

      They cracked up and resumed unbagging and unboxing their meal.

      Callie glanced up at the canopy provided by the trees. “It turned out to be a gorgeous day, didn’t it? I didn’t think it would clear up like this after that storm passed through last night.”

      “I could care less about the weather,” Mitchel remarked. “I’m just happy the four of us managed to get the same day off so we could spend some quality girl time together.”

      “I agree,” Callie said. “It’s been ages since we’ve been able to dish the dirt on people.”

      Jenny spoke up. “Speaking of dirt, has anyone heard anything about what’s going on with Wyma Haskill lately?”

      The others shook their head. “What’s going on with her?” Beth inquired before shoving another French fry into her mouth.

      “Word is she and Brent have split the blanket.”

      “No!” Jenny and Mitchel chorused.

      “They haven’t been married a year!” Jenny included. “And after her folks spent all that money for her wedding and all. What happened?”

      “Oh, shit! I almost forgot!” Jumping to her feet, Callie ran toward the car.

      “Forgot what?” Mitchel yelled.

      “Mom’s deviled eggs! Jenny, unlock the trunk, will ya?”

      “It’s already unlocked,” Jenny told her.

      “Your mom made us deviled eggs and you forgot to tell us?” Beth called out.

      “Yeah!” Hitting the button on the liftgate, Callie waited for it to rise. “I told her we were coming here today, and she made us some deviled eggs.” She grabbed the small cooler she’d placed in the back, then hit the inner button to close the back.

      “So that’s what’s in that lunch kit you brought,” Mitchel observed.

      Callie started to bring the cooler to the table when she stopped dead in her tracks. Her face turned stark white, her mouth hanging open in shock as she focused on something behind them. Alarmed and curious, the others turned around.

      They all stared with growing concern as several Ruinos slowly emerged from the bushes that bordered the picnic area where they were located. It was immediately evident the intruders were male, as the female of the species were slimmer and had leathery-like wings. Mitchel’s eyes dropped to the aliens’ nether regions where their genitals were on full display since Ruinos didn’t wear any clothing, or anything that resembled clothing. None of them sported erections, which was a relief.

      For now.

      Jenny spoke first, getting to her feet. “He-hello? Are you lost? Are you looking for the others of your kind?”

      “Hey, girls?” Beth spoke up. “What’s that on their chests?”

      Mitchel focused on the octagonal-shaped disk strapped to their chests. “They all have one,” she noted aloud.

      “I’ve never seen Mr. Morr or any of the others like him wearing something like that,” Callie observed.

      “It could be something new,” Jenny suggested. “Or it could be what Mr. Morr and the others wore when they first landed. You never know. What are you doing here?” she addressed the strangers again.

      None of the creatures moved or responded, which didn’t surprise Mitchel. “What do you wanna bet they’ve been wandering around all this time and are just now encountering us humans?”

      “It would make sense, especially if they’ve been hiding inside the game preserve,” Beth agreed, referring to the area that directly abutted the park. “There’s plenty in there for them to eat. Remember, they’re vegetarians. They don’t eat meat.”

      For some reason, Mitchel felt she needed to inform her father about what was occurring. Turning slightly to hide the fact that she was sliding her cell phone out of her back jeans pocket, she hit the redial button to call him, then slid the phone back into her pocket and turned around to face the aliens.

      “Hey, you! Ruinos! You’re strangers here, aren’t you?” she called out to them, hoping her father would hear her. “Are you some of the ones who landed here with Mr. Morr? Or are you from a different group? A different ship? ‘Cause none of you look familiar.”

      The aliens glanced at each other, prompting Callie to remark, “They don’t understand us.”

      “If they don’t understand what we’re saying, that probably means they could be escapees like the other ones, but they haven’t encountered any humans yet,” Jenny stated what Mitchel was also thinking.

      The Ruinos remained frozen where they stood. Mitchel took a quick head count.

      Three…four… There’s four of them.

      “There’s four of you,” she announced, trying to feed as much information to her dad as she could. For some strange and inexplicable reason, she was reluctant to pull out her cell phone where they could see her. Instead, she spoke loudly, hoping to be clear enough to be heard. “Are there more than the four of you? Why are you out here at the park? Are you going for a run and you just happened to come across us?”

      It was difficult to keep herself from reaching for her back pocket. Unfortunately, Beth didn’t have that reserve. Picking her phone up from the picnic table, she started to punch in a number.

      “Who are you calling?” Callie demanded before Mitchel could.

      “Sheriff Klotsky. He needs to know these guys are here. He can contact Mr. Morr⁠—”

      The largest and ugliest Ruinos who’d taken a stance in front of the group strode up to her and slapped the instrument out of her hand. Beth gave a little squeak of surprise as the creature glared at her.

      “Ussa ventra go nee!”

      “We don’t understand your language!” Mitchel barked back at him.

      The Ruinos made another menacing move toward Mitchel but hesitated. Instead, he let go with more words in their language. Words that were harshly spoken and clearly threatening. He was obviously the leader and in charge of this group. Although she couldn’t quite catch what the alien was saying, it was clear the leader didn’t appreciate her yelling at him or her tone.

      “M-maybe they thought your phone was a weapon of some sort,” Jenny nervously suggested.

      Beth pointed to the head Ruinos. “What’s that thing on your chest? That octagonal-looking disk? What does it do?”

      Another Ruinos, the smallest and thinnest one of the lot, broke away from the others and strode over to Jenny. Bowing his head, he sniffed her. Jenny kept silent and still as the alien walked around her and moved toward Callie. No one dared to chastise the thing’s actions. They were too afraid the aliens might retaliate.

      “Girls, what are we going to do now?” Mitchel asked as another one approached Beth. Like the first alien, it sniffed the young woman. An expression of what appeared to be disappointment crossed its green face before it moved toward Mitchel. “Why is it sniffing me?” she asked loudly.

      “I think it’s looking for a mate,” Callie answered her.

      “By sniffing me?”

      “That’s what I’ve heard.”

      The runt Ruinos came up to her. For a few seconds it gazed at her, and she noticed how its eyes appeared to be totally black except for what looked like orange flecks glittering in the center.

      “Halloween eyes.” She didn’t realize she’d said it until the thing bent over and inhaled. It paused, blinked several times, then sniffed her again. His expression went from stunned surprise to delight.

      “Ee sorsem t’korra!”

      Whatever it declared infuriated the head Ruinos, and the bigger creature rushed directly toward him. It raised its hands bearing long and ugly talons. Mitchel knew it would either try to take out the other Ruinos, or herself, or the both of them. She wasn’t expecting the sniffer to grab her around the waist and throw her onto the ground a split second before the attacker’s talons came slashing downward where she’d been.

      She heard one of the girls scream right before a loud zapping sound exploded around them. All the Ruinos shrieked in pain, and a rancid odor filled the air.

      Mitchel coughed, unable to breathe, unable to clear her lungs of the pungent stink. If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear it was the smell of burning flesh, but there was no way…

      “Issu!” A green hand with its claws partially retracted grabbed her arm. She found herself being led away until she realized they were leaving the campsite and heading for the brush.

      She shook it off. “Let go of me!”

      “Issu, t’korra!” the alien pleaded and tugged again.

      “No!”

      A second scream came from somewhere ahead of them as they pushed into the bushes. Branches scraped across her clothes and bare skin, but they were a minor problem. The Ruinos was determined to drag her along with him.

      “Let me go! Let me go, damn it! Help! Help! We’re being kidnapped by Ruinos! We’re being⁠—”

      The huge, hulking Ruinos leader emerged from the brush beside her with a struggling Jenny fighting to free herself from his grip. Mitchel saw the thing raise its hand again when something slammed into the back of her head.

      And the world went dark.
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      Accusation

      

      By the time Sheriff Klotsky arrived at Emil Timmons’ place, he found the man impatiently waiting beside his truck with a rifle in his hands and a pistol strapped to his waist. He didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to see the guy was incensed, and why.

      “Emil, I hope you’re not planning on doing something stupid with that thing,” he halfway threatened as he climbed out of his car.

      “Those fucking Ruinos kidnapped my daughter, along with her friends!” Timmons bellowed. “I’m going to get her back!”

      “So why did you call me if you think you got this thing under control?”

      Timmons didn’t back down. “Because I need you to back me up!”

      “Are you sure it was Ruinos who took her, and not some other miscreants?”

      “I told you. She must’ve butt-dialed me. I heard the whole thing go down!”

      “And you’re sure you know where she is right now?”

      The father lowered his rifle to retrieve his cell phone from his vest pocket. Klotsky walked over to take a stance beside him as the man brought up his daughter’s location. Timmons pointed to the blinking light.

      “Right there. See? She’s in Flatlock National Park. Over in the picnic area.” He shoved the phone back into his pocket. “We have to get over there now before those fucking Ruinos do something to those girls!”

      Klotsky grimaced. “Get in my car.”

      “What? No. I’m taking my truck.”

      “Get your ass in my car,” the sheriff ordered in a harsh voice. “I can run sirens and lights, and get us there a hell of a lot faster.”

      Timmons saw the wisdom of Klotsky’s suggestion and reluctantly went to take a seat in the vehicle.

      “Put that turkey shooter in the back seat first,” the sheriff told him. “Don’t want someone to get accidentally shot if we hit a bump.”

      Setting the rifle in the back seat, Timmons climbed into the front passenger side.

      As they pulled onto the street, Klotsky radioed the office. “Clara, inform DeGrassi we’re heading over to the picnic side of the park. Have him bring his wife and Morr with him when he does.”

      “Ten-four, Sheriff.”

      Klotsky kept his eyes on the road although he knew Timmons was giving him an incredulous look.

      “What do you mean you want DeGrassi to bring his wife and Morr to the park?” The man was incensed. Timmons was well-known in town as an anti-Ruinos detractor.

      “Stop for a damn minute and think about it, Emil,” the sheriff gruffly stated. “If it really was Ruinos who kidnapped Mitchel and the other girls, who’s better to sniff them out than other Ruinos?” A quick check of his passenger saw the man was seriously thinking about it. Klotsky took that opportunity to push home his point. “Just be glad the Arra haven’t gotten their hands on her.”

      Timmons softly growled but didn’t reply. Instead, the man crossed his arms over his chest and sat back in his seat, his focus cemented on the road ahead of them.

      Deputy DeGrassi was leaning against his car at the west entrance to the park. Klotsky pulled up next to him and noticed the man’s vehicle was empty.

      “They’re all out scouting around,” DeGrassi answered before the sheriff could ask as the man lowered the window.

      Klotsky raised an eyebrow at the man. “Who’s ‘all’?”

      “Roni, Jeb, and Liam. I also called Compton. He said he and Challa can be on the road in a heartbeat to come help if we need them. Same for Simon and Sarah.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “That it’s a missing persons case at this point, but if things start to look dark, we’ll give ‘em a shout-out.” Placing his hands on Klotsky’s car, the deputy leaned over and peered into the interior. “Hey, there, Emil. Sorry to hear what happened, but I’m certain we’ll find Mitchel and the others.”

      “How can you be so sure about that?” Timmons snapped.

      “If they’re anywhere around this area, Tiron and Jeb will find them. Speaking of, do you have any indication of her last location?”

      “He’s got her on his phone,” Klotsky said, and held out a hand to Timmons. The man handed over the cell without arguing, and the sheriff showed it to his deputy.

      DeGrassi studied the map for a few seconds. “All right. Picnic area. That looks like the F sector. If their car’s still there, they should be easy to find.”

      “Are you gonna call Tiron to let her know where we’re headed?”

      The deputy smiled. “Don’t need to. She’ll find me wherever I am. Want me to take the lead?”

      “Sure. Go ahead.”

      DeGrassi gave his superior a little salute and hurried off to his car. Klotsky was rolling up his window when Timmons spoke up.

      “You really think those Ruinos are going to rat out their fellow Ruinos?”

      Klotsky debated whether or not to let the man know what he was thinking, then figured why the hell not. If the guy didn’t like his attitude or what he said, the law could step aside and let him search for his daughter his own damn self.

      “Ruinos don’t rat on each other. If it was Ruinos who took them, there had to have been a damn good reason.”

      It took them another ten minutes to reach the picnic area of the park. Timmons spotted the car as they rounded the bend to Section F.

      “There! That’s Jenny Traghorn’s car. They went in her car.”

      Klotsky grabbed his mic. “Thom, right here. They went in Jenny Traghorn’s vehicle.”

      Pulling up, they parked behind the SUV which bore a Tumbril Harbor High sticker on the back window. As everyone got out of their vehicles, Klotsky held a hand up to Timmons. “Stay here while Thom and I check out the area.”

      “The fuck I will!” The man pointed to the section of brush that bore clear signs of damage where people had to have gone through. “They had to have taken them in that direction, and I’m gonna track ‘em down!”

      DeGrassi slapped his palm against the man’s chest, almost shoving him backwards. A dark expression clouded the deputy’s face. “You’re going nowhere, understand? The last thing we need is for you to go traipsing into an area that hasn’t been investigated yet and destroying evidence. Not to mention you might just accidentally shoot my wife or Jeb or Liam instead of the Ruinos who might be responsible.”

      Timmons glowered at the two law enforcement officers but didn’t persist. “Well, I don’t see you two going to do any investigating.”

      “We don’t need to,” Klotsky declared. “We’ve got the best ears, eyes, and noses doing that for us.”

      “So we’re just gonna sit here and do nothing but wait?”

      “For the most part, that’s right.” DeGrassi smiled. “Either way, someone’s going to come through that brush. It could be your daughter and her friends, or it could be my wife and the others, or it could be the Ruinos who allegedly took Mitchel with them and have returned to look for more victims.”

      “And if it is?” Timmons challenged.

      “If it is what?”

      “If it’s those Ruinos who kidnapped Mitchel, what are you gonna do?”

      Klotsky scratched the side of his nose. “Well, we’re not going to shoot ‘em, if that’s what you’re wanting to hear. We’re going to need to ask a few questions first.”

      Timmons snorted. “Fat chance of that happening.”

      Klotsky glanced over at his deputy to see the same dour expression on DeGrassi’s face. Obviously Timmons wasn’t one who recognized a joke when it was tossed to him. DeGrassi shook his head, silently telling the sheriff to forget trying.

      In the meantime…

      “Let’s check out the SUV and this area while we’re waiting,” Klotsky suggested. His deputy nodded and went to retrieve the evidence collection kit from his squad car.
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      Evidence

      
      Klotsky kept a lookout while DeGrassi collected evidence. It didn’t take the deputy long.

      “Starting with the obvious, they were eating when they were interrupted.”

      The sheriff eyed the remains of the girls’ meal on the picnic table. “No doubt. Anything notable in or on the car?”

      “Nope.” DeGrassi pulled off his latex gloves. “I did collect some fingerprints, but we already know they’re mostly going to be from the girls.”

      “How do you know that?” Timmons snapped.

      “Because Ruinos don’t have fingerprints,” the deputy informed him. “Without fingerprints, they can’t leave any behind.”

      DeGrassi stiffened, then a warm smile came over his face. Turning around, he stared at a patch of brush on the other end of the campsite. The bushes shook, parted, and a female Ruinos stepped out, followed by two Ruinos males. The female flashed her husband a quick smile.

      Klotsky noticed Tiron was wearing a one-piece bathing suit in a camouflage print that blended perfectly with her green-tinted skin. The two males wore swim trunks in the same mossy oak design. “Any news?” the sheriff inquired.

      “Some, but not much,” one of the males answered.

      Klotsky waved a hand. “Do me a favor, guys, and wear name badges so I can tell you apart,” he quipped.

      The one who’d spoken grinned. “I’m Yarrolam. Or Liam. Whichever you want to use.”

      “How do you expect me to tell you two apart?”

      Yarrolam pointed to himself with a taloned thumb. “I’m the handsomer one.”

      The other male lifted a hand holding an odd device. He tossed it onto the picnic table. “All joking aside, we found this and a cell phone.”

      Tiron went over to hand it to Timmons. “We think it’s your daughter’s.”

      Timmons sneered at the female with undisguised disdain but he accepted the device. Flipping the object over, he confirmed it was.

      “You’re sure?” Klotsky asked.

      “Yeah. My wife special ordered it for her for Christmas last year. See? It has Mitchel’s initials on the case.”

      “It makes sense we’d find it,” DeGrassi noted. “Otherwise, you probably wouldn’t have been able to tag her location.”

      “Either she dropped it on purpose, or it was taken from her,” Jebaral guessed.

      “Or it accidentally fell out of her pocket or wherever she was carrying it.” Tiron turned to the sheriff. “We found a patch of ground about ten feet in circumference about a hundred yards from her.” She cast her eyes over at Timmons. “We believe they were taken up to an Arran spaceship.”

      “The ground shows burn marks that identically match those left by Arran landers,” Yarrolam added.

      Klotsky stared in shock at the Ruinos. “Are you saying those Ruinos helped the Arra kidnap those girls?”

      Yarrolam made a face. “More like coerced. Or threatened.”

      “Then you Ruinos did kidnap my daughter!” Timmons thundered.

      Jebaral stepped forward. “We Ruinos did nothing of the sort. But a group of Ruinos did take them. And we’re pretty damn sure they had no choice in the matter.”

      Timmons started to retort but Klotsky waved for him to hold off. “How do you know Ruinos didn’t do this all on their own?” he asked Jebaral directly.

      Yarrolam pointed to the object lying on the picnic table. “That’s like nothing we’ve ever seen before, which means it has to be Arran.”

      “What is it?” DeGrassi questioned.

      “We think it’s some kind of leash. Or collar,” Tiron replied.

      “And you’re certain it’s Arran?” DeGrassi questioned.

      “Yes,” Jebaral confirmed. “It reeks of Arra.”

      “It also reeks of Ruinos,” Yarrolam added.

      “Then the Ruinos collaborated with the Arra!” Timmons declared.

      Tiron gave the man a hard stare. “It reeks of burnt Ruinos flesh,” she darkly intoned.

      DeGrassi stepped back, startled. “A punishment device?”

      “That’s what we’re thinking,” Jebaral admitted. “We’re thinking this is how the Arra are getting around that pesky little problem called sunshine.”

      Klotsky caught the man’s train of thought. “The Arra can’t tolerate our sun, and they know we’re aware of that. Which is why we feel safe moving about during the daytime and remain indoors at night. Since they can’t come after us after dark, they’ve recruited their…what? Are the Ruinos who kidnapped the girls, do you think they could be the Arra’s cargo?”

      Yarrolam nodded. “That’s the conclusion we came to. Those Ruinos, however many there are, they could be all the Arra have left. Of course, it’s a complete guess on our part, but it would explain a lot. If the Arra have any females of our kind on board, they’re incompatible with the males, which means those males are needing to find their mates down here.”

      “Because Ruinos males can only mate with females they’re compatible with, right?” Klotsky confirmed.

      “Correct.”

      “So the Arra put those leashes on the Ruinos and sent them down here to seek out mates?”

      “It makes perfect sense,” DeGrassi commented. “Send them down here during the daytime saves the Arra from coming down and being exposed to our sunlight. One problem solved. And since the Ruinos can sniff out their potential mates beforehand, it saves the Arra the time and trouble of grabbing whatever human females they can find, only to have them be rejected.”

      “Another problem solved,” Klotsky said.

      DeGrassi continued. “And because those Ruinos have been leashed, any insubordination is punished by a zap of heat or whatever that causes extreme pain by burning the flesh. It also prevents the Ruinos from trying to escape.”

      “Strike three,” Klotsky muttered. “Only thing is, one of those Ruinos managed to rid itself of its leash. If it hadn’t, we wouldn’t have known about it.”

      “They took all the females,” Tiron noted, reminding them. “Does that mean all of them could be mated to the Ruinos who kidnapped them?”

      “It’s possible,” Jebaral reluctantly admitted. “It depends on how many Ruinos we think we’re facing.”

      “Four,” Timmons softly told them. “There were four of them.”

      Everyone turned to him. “How do you know that?” Klotsky demanded.

      “Because I heard her say so.”

      Jebaral moved toward the man, who immediately backed away to keep some distance between them. If the Ruinos noticed the father’s trepidation, he neither commented on it nor showed any visible expression.

      “So Mitchel called you when the kidnapping occurred?”

      “I think she butt-dialed me, but I heard her say a few things,” Timmons confessed. “I also… I also heard those…Ruinos…talking.”

      “What did you hear?” DeGrassi gently demanded.

      “Tell us,” Tiron softly urged. “It could give us some valuable information.”

      Timmons shook his head. “How the hell would I know what they said? I don’t speak your fucking language!”

      “Then tell us what your daughter said,” Klotsky asked.

      The man sighed as he thought back on the call. “I remember her asking one of them why it was sniffing her. Then she started screaming for help. She said she was being kidnapped…” His voice broke. The others gave him a moment to collect himself.

      Timmons straightened. “That Ruinos… It said it had an issue with her. And he kept calling her by the wrong name.”

      Klotsky caught the three aliens exchanging glances. Figuring none of them would ask, he did. “What did he call her?”

      “Cora. He called her Cora. And he had an issue with her,” Timmons insisted. “Or maybe he was asking for a tissue. Hell, I was so upset, I could be wrong.”

      The Ruinos slowly nodded, and Tiron softly asked, “Could what the Ruinos, the one who sniffed her, could what he’d said be ‘Issu, t’korra’?”

      The man thought on it. “Yeah. Yeah, that could be what it said.” He raised tear-filled eyes at her. “What does it mean? What did it tell her?”

      “It means she is his one. His true mate,” DeGrassi translated. “Whichever Ruinos sniffed her discovered she could be his one true love.”

      Timmons exploded. “Fuck that, no! We gotta get her back! We gotta save Mitchel from whatever sadistic hell those Ruinos and Arra have planned for her and the other girls!”

      Jebaral glanced over at the other two. Like him, they both wore a sad expression on their face.

      “I’m sorry to tell you this, Mr. Timmons, but if Mitchel is up in an Arran spaceship, wherever it is, we have no way of bringing her back. There’s too few of us and too many of them.”

      “Then call in the Air Force! Call the president and demand he send something up there to get her!”

      “I wish we could,” Tiron admitted. “The only hope, if there is any, is for Mitchel to find a way off that ship on her own.”

      “How? How?” Timmons appeared to be on the verge of reaching for one of his weapons. “She’s at the mercy of those…those…”

      “She’s not at their mercy,” Tiron pushed back. “She has her mate. The Ruinos who discovered her. He’ll protect her at all cost.”

      “And you fucking know this how?” Timmons barked.

      Yarrolam stepped forward. “Because that’s how we Ruinos are. We protect our mates, even if it means sacrificing our own lives.”

      Tiron managed to give the man a hopeful smile. “She may be gone, but she’s safe. You have our word on it.”

      “Your word means nothing to me! I hate you! I hate all you fuckin’ Ruinos! If you hadn’t landed here, none of this would’ve happened!”

      Klotsky saw undisguised sorrow come over his deputy’s face and the faces of the Ruinos, now in their human skins. They all knew the grieving father was right. If the Ruinos hadn’t escaped their Arran captors and landed on Earth, none of the horrors of these past few years would have occurred.

      Slowly shaking his head, the sheriff turned to go back to his car. “Let me take you home, Emil. Thom, call Henry and have him come get Miss Traghorn’s vehicle. I need to go let the other families know what happened here, and I’m not looking forward to it.”

      DeGrassi nodded. “I’ll gather up what personal items I can find and take them to the station for the families to claim.”

      “Sheriff, is there anything else we can do?” Yarrolam inquired.

      Klotsky shook his head in answer

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/neeallt.jpg
j ‘4‘4

NEE

-
EALET






OEBPS/images/maplogosq.jpg





