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HIDDEN PLANET

They crashed on a planet of dark secrets and immense power

A crew of three: Sam, Bohai and Teak cruise into deep space on the Starship Praihawk in search of new resources for Earth. What they find instead is a planet not on any map — hidden, as it continually moves through time and space. When their ship crashes on this alien world, they are captured by a local government intent on stopping anyone from leaving or leading others to their secret home. 

After Sam and Bohai stage a daring escape, the Praihawk finds itself plunged into a war fought centuries ago. Now they must decide: go back to the cursed planet or fight their way forward.

	Sam’s DNA gives him the sparking ability of Neptune;

	Bohai can communicate with creatures;

	Teak is a spider with deadly venom and the ability to move unseen.







This unique crew will boldly go where no spiderling has gone before.

A thrilling space exploration adventure from the author of the Sons of Neptune series.

☼
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The whole universe is a terrible place that barely tolerates living organisms. 

— The Year When Stardust Fell,  Raymond F. Jones
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Two smaller ships, locked in combat, were sixty-eight seconds from intercepting the battleship Praihawk. Neither appeared yet on the battleship’s screen. The first sign of the two ships came from a pair of missiles, ruby red oblong shapes that sailed over the battleship’s bow, missing it by inches. That was still a minute away.

On board the Praihawk, Sam and Bohai were deep in an argument, one of many long conversations sewn to pass the time. Days without incident had led them into a black hole of boredom. Their sneakers propped up on the command console, they pontificated on matters of great importance.

“I’m telling you the sequel is better. Beneath is way cooler than the first Planet of the Apes.”

“Are you sniffing nitro-oxide or something?” Bohai asked. “How do you figure?”

“Two words: mew-tants.”

“Isn’t that one word?”

“Mutants!” Sam looked up at the giant two-foot spider on the ceiling. “Teak, you explain it to him.” Of course, the furry brown spider could not speak, but Sam pretended he had agreed. “See? You’ve still got your apes, but now you’ve also got underground mutants. It’s much more sci-fi.”

“Nutcase, that’s like saying Aliens is more sci-fi than Alien.”

“Well, as a matter of fact... yeah. The first Alien was really more of a sci-fi horror. Right?”

“Not sure you can make that—”

At that point, the missiles crossed their path, setting off an alarm. The two young pilots stopped arguing, slid their feet off the console and sat up straight. In his viewscreen, Sam watched the maw of space swallow the red dots; he tried to lock sensors on them and failed. Seated to his right, Bohai steered the ship ten degrees to port in case more of the objects followed the same route. His eyes darted back and forth between the monitors and the controls.

Sam leaned in. “What the hell was that?”

“I have no idea.” Bohai swiped the touchscreen with three fingers and zoomed in on the space that had engulfed the red objects. “Probes, maybe. But they’re gone now.”

Seconds later, something hit them. The ship rocked hard to starboard; an alarm shrieked. A torpedo severed two vital engine circuits on the port side and pushed them off course. Sam ratcheted their shields up to full strength and scanned their sector again. But nothing was there.

“That was no probe.” Bohai punched a series of buttons on his console in a frenetic rhythm. “Is someone shooting at us? Something hit us, but I don’t see anyone. Do you?”

“No. Is it Sayans?” 

Sam rotated the cameras. His viewscreens showed nothing but the darkness of space. He absently blew the hair from his eyes, but it wasn’t there. After a lifetime of long brown hair—just inches this side of blond—he’d recently gotten a short cut. He wondered if he’d ever stop blowing non-existent hair from his eyes. He glanced at Bohai and envied the long black strands in his eyes. When Sam got his hair cut short, Bohai only trimmed the back of his, leaving the bangs long. It annoyed Sam endlessly. As best friends, annoying each other was a central part of each day.

“I don’t see any Sayans.”

“I don’t see anything. There’s no one else out here.”

Nothing but stars in all directions on an astral expanse a million miles wide. Sam adjusted his screen and magnified the closest area of space, then zoomed out again to a wide view. Still nothing. They weren’t near any planet, asteroid or space mist that might hide a ship, but those torpedoes had to have come from somewhere. Unless the stars themselves were shooting at them, someone was out here, and they apparently didn’t want to be seen... or intruded upon.

“A cloaked ship?” Sam asked.

Bohai furrowed his brow. “I think that’s only in the movies, man. Or on TV.” He thought a moment, then added, “...back when we had TV.”

“So, where did those missiles come from?”

The screen’s image shifted.

The first ship appeared, a fuzzy disturbance of gray on the viewer. It shimmered out of the blackness and blossomed into a solid image. Another ship sprung into view promptly behind it. That was the shooter, the farthest ship. As the images sharpened, their configurations appeared to be identical. They were simple gray flying saucers with short fins on either side and a protruding tail—metal manta rays in space. To Sam, they looked like uninspired UFOs culled from any of a hundred classic sci-fi flicks he had watched over the years.

“I don’t think they’re shooting at us,” Sam said. He tapped a finger on the screen. “Look. That one is shooting at the other. We’re just... we’re in the way.”

“Whether they meant to or not, they’ve damaged us badly!” Bohai strained over the controls. “We’ve lost power to navigation.”

Another volley of torpedoes screamed from the attacking saucer, but the second saucer swerved to avoid the hit. The torpedoes missed and shot off into space. Purple flares exploded in the starry distance like a splash of colored powder.

“They look like the same design to me,” Sam said. “Shouldn’t they be on the same side? I mean, it’s not like a Sayan glider shooting at an Earthian ship. That I’d understand.”

“Maybe it’s a family squabble.”

“Where the hell are they from, out here in the middle of nowhere? Those saucers are small; they can’t be far from home. But there’s no planet or starbase close enough to land them.”

“No clue, man.” Bohai sped up to keep their ship ahead of the two combatants. Without navigation, he was powerless to steer away from them. Straight ahead was their only option.

Another round of torpedoes scored a direct hit to the fleeing saucer, disabling its navigation. Against its will, it collided with the Praihawk, forcing it further off course. Both ships banked to the right and spiraled out of control. Like two crocodiles in a death roll, they locked together and spun through black space... until the black space morphed into something else. 

A massive sphere of color materialized on the viewscreen. Like a Polaroid coming to life, the darkness developed into an image of a red and brown orb—a planet.

Another torpedo hit the saucer, slamming it anew into the Praihawk. The two ships plummeted fast into the planet’s thermosphere. 

“Get us up!” Sam yelled over the sound of vibrations. The ship shook as if it might break apart. A cabinet broke open and tools fell to the floor; a sonic wrench rolled under his chair. “And get that saucer off of us!”

“I’m trying!” Bohai stabbed at multicolored buttons. “We’ve lost power to one of our engines. That ship latched onto us and is forcing us down. We’re gonna hit the planet.”

Both ships crossed into the stratosphere. The vibrations subsided when they reached the inner atmosphere, and thin clouds parted to reveal a craggy planet beneath them. The surface blistered with uneven layers of granite and clay. Rivers of brown and orange soil twisted across its face. It looked barren—a desolate wasteland. A yellow sun floated in the sky and cast blinding rays across the parched landscape.

Where did that come from? Sam wondered. The sun in this corner of the galaxy could not be seen from that direction or at that size. This improbable sun closely matched Earth’s. It defied physics.

The attacking saucer fired two final torpedoes. The second saucer and the Praihawk, locked together, had no means to avoid them. Both missiles smashed into their target, a fatal blow, sending the ships down. The entwined vessels tumbled to the rocky surface.

“Brace yourself,” Bohai said. “This is gonna be bad.”

He raised the inertial dampers and switched all power to the absorbers and shields. They collided with the planet’s surface and slid forward. Upon striking the ground, the second saucer broke away and skidded further ahead, skipping across the dirt like a rock on a lake. The Praihawk felt the impact less, thanks to the dampers. Both young men were thrown to the floor but were unharmed. The spider still clung to the ceiling, undisturbed by the incident.

Dirt kicked up over the hull and covered the cameras, lending the viewscreens a grainy outlook. After a long slide, the rocks and clay absorbed their energy and brought them to a halt with the ship tipped at a steep angle to one side.

On the bridge, lights flickered and alarms began to wail. Bohai climbed back into his seat and shut the alarms off, then set the diagnostics program to begin surveying the damage. He launched the repair sequence. The primary lighting shut down, and the engines sputtered to a stop, automatically cutting power in order to expedite repairs to the ship’s critical modules.

Sam grabbed his chair and pulled himself up from the floor. Red and blue lights on the control panel illuminated his silhouette. He checked the external scanners. Readings indicated the planet’s atmosphere nearly duplicated that of Earth.

Oxygen!

A wild stroke of luck.

“Hmm. What are the odds,” he remarked. It was a peculiar coincidence, but he accepted it gratefully. He hated wearing oxygen suits. “A million to one.”

Bohai wasn’t listening. He had already checked the readings and was now at the weapons cabinet, pulling two pulse rifles from their brackets. He threw one to Sam and jerked his head toward the back of the ship.

“Come on. We need to meet the flying saucer men, or women.”

“You sure?” Sam asked. 

“Sure. There could be women in space. Why not?”

“No. I mean, you sure about going outside?” Sam still handled the alien pulse rifle clumsily; it was something he might never get the hang of. At least he still had his sparking abilities.

“We came out here to explore. So, let’s get to it. Besides, I don’t want to sit cooped up in this tin can all day. The system says it will take nineteen hours to repair the engines and vitals.”

“I’m fine with being cooped up. What I don’t like is being eaten by space vampires.”

“Man up. Let’s go.”

Sam didn’t agree, but still followed his friend to the bay door. They struggled to keep their balance on the slanting floor. Bohai told Teak to stay behind and guard the ship.

“Don’t talk to strangers,” he said to Teak.

The spider silently crawled across the ceiling and took up a corner. He would be their back-up if things went wrong. And things often went wrong.

The hatch gasped open, and the two young men jumped onto the cracked surface of the unknown planet. The ground was uneven, with small crevasses every few yards; some only a few inches, but many stretched a foot wide. It would be easy to twist an ankle, if not careful. They stepped over the cracks and edged toward the crashed saucer—the one that had been attacked. Odds favored that the underdogs, the victims, might be friendlier. 

Odds were wrong.

Two male figures spilled out of the manta ship, but they weren’t human. They had the arms and legs of a humanoid, but their heads were long and oval—almost reptilian. Exaggerated eye sockets framed ophidian eyes with vertical, elliptical pupils. Over seven feet tall with broad shoulders and bulging muscles, wrapped in cobalt blue armor from neck to feet, their skin was light gray, almost milky around the face. From a distance, it was hard to tell where their armor ended and their skin began, as if fused to their bodies. Each alien carried a three-foot curved blade.

One of the manta ray saucer men spat a frantic string of words to Sam and Bohai, completely foreign to them. He gestured wildly with his arms. The alien behind him spoke in the same unknown language. Its tone was guttural and menacing, unpleasant to the ear. They were agitated, for sure, and visibly upset with the two humans.

“We come in peace. We didn’t shoot you down,” Sam tried to explain. “It was those guys.” He pointed to the other manta saucer still in the air.

The two aliens growled louder and brandished their blades, but they did not come any closer. They glanced nervously at the other ship—now circling above them—then turned back to Sam and Bohai with fierce determination in their misshapen faces. They shouted and pointed toward the desert, which stretched for miles and culminated at a distant mountain range. One alien burst into a diatribe, but it was gibberish to the Earthlings. His hands gesticulated madly again.

Bohai took a step forward, and the aliens got angrier. They now pointed to a low ridge of contorted hills that swelled up from a nearby section of the desert. It seemed they wanted Sam and Bohai to go that way.

“Well, so much for the welcome wagon,” Sam muttered. “I don’t think they want us here.”

“We didn’t come by choice.”

Sam spoke louder, as if louder were the universal translator. “Look, guys, we need to make repairs.” He pronounced each word slowly and distinctly. “We do not want any trouble.”

“Dude, you’re like a tourist in Shanghai. They don’t speak English. Talking louder won’t help.”

Bohai stepped forward again and lowered his weapon to the ground. Placing one hand on his heart, he then extended it, cupped as if filled with water. He thought this might illustrate his friendship, but instead it got the aliens angrier. They screamed and howled and finally moved toward the Earthlings. Their gestures were furiously aggressive.

Bohai snatched his rifle from the ground and aimed it at them. Both aliens stopped short. They pointed again toward the hills.

New movement disrupted the sky behind them. Another manta saucer sailed in low and joined its comrade, skating fifty feet from the surface. The aliens gave up on Sam and Bohai and turned toward the hills. They ran. 

The new manta ship outpaced the aliens in a strafing run. Lightning sizzled from its underbelly and knocked the aliens to the ground. They both fell motionless—either stunned or dead.

The ship swerved toward the Praihawk and landed on the rocky dirt, while the other continued to patrol the sky. Struts extended on the landed craft, and when the hatch opened, what emerged caught both Sam and Bohai by surprise.

Two humans exited the ship and marched across the terrain directly toward them. They looked human, not merely humanoid. Sam thought they might even have been from Earth; they could easily pass for Earthlings. In their late thirties, each sported close-cropped crew cuts, wore bright red uniforms, and had a military clip to their stride. However, they were unarmed. That seemed odd.

Sam and Bohai kept their rifles ready, but relaxed a bit. The human faces were a welcome sight. They waited to see what would happen next and prayed these men could communicate better than the aliens.

The two humans walked up to them wearing grins from ear to ear. Their open manner was disarming and subconsciously put Sam and Bohai at ease without their realizing it.

One of them spoke in perfect English, but with a strange, stiff accent. “Well, this is a surprise. We didn’t expect visitors today, but I’m glad we could be of help to you. Those two Yanras, they’d have eaten you for dinner if we hadn’t come along.” He pointed to the bodies of the aliens.

“You’re human,” Sam said.

“That we are, son. But you’re a strange sight.” The man studied them from head to toe. Two young humans—boys to him—in blue jeans, sneakers and denim jackets. Not something he saw every day, and not who he had expected to be on a military-grade starship. “Where the hell did you two pop in from?”

“Earth,” Sam said, as if it were a dumb question.

The man looked at him sidelong. “Not directly, I think. I mean, Earth is in another galaxy. It’s a long way off.”

“Is it? We were minding our business, out on a mission, and we got mixed up in... all this. Some kind of battle. We got shot down.”

“Yeah,” the officer said. “Sorry about that. The Yanras stole one of our ships. We had to go after it.”

“Who are the Yanras?” Bohai asked. “And who are you? What are you doing on this planet? Where did it come from? It doesn’t really belong here.” That sounded stupid, but the day’s crash landing still had him addled.

“Whoa. Lots of questions there, son. We’ll take care of your inquiries later when we get you safely into The City. It’s dangerous out here. More of the Yans could come.”

“Yans?”

“Yanras. Come on. We’ll give you a lift.”

“Our ship is repairing itself,” Bohai said. “It can’t move right now.”

“Don’t worry,” said the man. “We’ll have it towed in later.”

Sam and Bohai shared a look. This was a little too fast and way too easy. They didn’t trust anyone, but the only way to get answers was to follow these men. Bohai sealed the ship with Teak inside, then he and Sam joined the two men on their manta saucer.

The vessel was small, less than a fifth the size of the Praihawk, and suited for no more than five or six people. It had only one round-shaped room with curved walls and a dome ceiling—too low for Sam’s comfort. When the saucer boosted into the air, it was not as smooth, either. They stood in the back and held onto straps and a grab-bar. The ship whisked them away, leaving the reptilian people, the desert, and their own ship behind.
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​Chapter 2
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Sam and Bohai had been exploring this sector of the galaxy for several days, and this was the first sign of life they had discovered. It was the first of anything other than empty space since they started this mission. They had found their ship back on Earth during the recent invasion. Although the last few months, including the war, had provided them plenty of practice with the starship, they weren’t soldiers. They were young men trying to be explorers, trying to find resources for Earth, but inexperienced and still in the grips of youth.

On Earth, soldiers and explorers were in short supply. Sam and Bohai were among the few souls still alive and willing to risk the perils of space. A bio-agent from Neptune, intended to wipe out Earth’s people, did not succeed in ridding the entire planet of all humans, but did wipe out most. As an unexpected side effect, it mutated Earth’s spiders into giant arachnids, some as big as a car. Fortunately, they sided with Earth’s survivors, thanks to Bohai’s skills. That’s how Teak became one of their crew.

Sam was the youngest, at twenty. Though born on Earth, he was half Sayan and possessed the sparking abilities of his father’s people. His father was born on Neptune’s moon, Triton. Over the centuries, the people there developed the ability to generate heat, and sometimes this could spark electricity from their fingers. It was a mechanism for coping with the cold of Triton. Growing up on Earth gave Sam a unique perspective, and he discovered how to develop it into a weapon, sometimes even generating lightning balls. Out in the cold of deep space, it had proven useful in many ways.

Bohai was twenty-four and a bit less head-strong. A student at CMU, on exchange from Taiwan when the invasion hit, his levelheaded personality often kept Sam in check. They had become best friends during the invasion. Unlike his skinny friend, he had an athletic build and fighting skills that came in handy on these missions. Bohai had no spark; he was one hundred percent Earthling. But he possessed another rare ability: he could speak the language of most creatures and was especially tuned in to spiders and birds.

Teak, the third crew member, clung to the ceiling and watched over his human friends. Teak was a two-foot wolf spider. Brown and hairy, he had the tiniest streaks of white and yellow on his knees—all forty-eight of them. He could ball up small, fit into tight spaces, or stretch his legs out wide enough to span a doorway. His potent venom could take down a bear, but his temperament was cool, placid.

They had been sailing aboard the battleship Praihawk for five days with this skeleton crew of three, even though the vessel was large enough to support a crew of thirty. Designed to look like a fierce copper-sapphire bird, this Ancient Earthian ship—two thousand years old—was not to be trifled with. It was built in the days of the old wars.

Sam and Bohai were not technically on a sanctioned mission. After their last stint, they failed to return to Starbase 21 or Earth. They planned to explore the galaxy for a week or two on their own in hopes of finding new resources for Earth—but also to clear their heads. After the invasion reached a truce, there didn’t seem to be a place for these two unique souls or their strange abilities.

Until this moment, their exploration had been dripping with boredom.

*   *   *
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The city rose as an oasis from the desert, and to Sam it looked magnificent. Skyscrapers reached as high as forty stories, glassy and metallic. Their spires poked upward and created a saw-tooth skyline—impressive but cold and uninviting. On approach, he first thought a sheen of ice covered the ground, but then he realized the streets were paved with tile—acres of shiny black tile, polished to a mirror-like gloss—with no dirt or grass in sight. Shrubs lined the edges of town, but no greenery lived inside its borders.

The manta saucer swooped low and ducked into the wide mouth of a hangar, a sleek metal structure with a high roof almost as tall as its width. Here another saucer was parked, and their companion vessels soared in after them. Men guided their arrivals with neon sticks in each hand, much as planes were guided into hangars on Earth back in the 1940s. The ship parked with a jolt and powered down.

Sam and Bohai still held onto the straps fixed to the wall. The crude bounce of the saucer’s landing instilled no confidence in them for the pilots or the craft.

“Don’t be nervous,” the lead pilot said. “You’re among friends. We’re just like you.” He pulled a communications device from his belt and held it against his ear. “I’ll take you to Minister Vran. He’ll have questions for you, but don’t worry; he’s a smart man.”

Bohai squeezed Sam’s arm and communicated volumes: Be quiet, be careful and watch everything. Don’t say too much. 

Sam understood.

Outside the hangar, the flooring was shiny but not slippery, not as slick as they had expected. Tiled flooring rolled out endlessly in every direction. Their colors shifted from street to street, or perhaps it was the mirroring of the surrounding buildings; Sam couldn’t be sure. Their shoes made tapping sounds on the surface as they walked. There was a silky elegance to the structures, the smooth rivets and tight-fitting squares that seemed to make up everything. A few of the towers were rounded, cylindrical.

Fluid, Sam thought. The city feels fluid. 

The feeling was not unpleasant, but it rankled of something artificial. An antiseptic smell—like a freshly cleaned hospital room—emanated from the streets as they walked deeper into the city. It wasn’t enough to be sickening, but it lingered in the air with no way to avoid it. There were no sounds of birds or animals, and few people. They passed a man and woman dressed in gray work uniforms. The couple did not look at them.

“The entire city is tiled?” Sam asked. “That’s a little weird, right?”

The leader looked surprised at the comment. “We wouldn’t want to walk on dirt all day, would we?”

“What about grass?”

“Very little of it grows here, but we do have a garden for those who wish to view it. Some of the children like to walk on it in their bare feet.” He made a sour face. “Personally, I couldn’t imagine it. Live organisms under your feet...”

“No trees, either?”

“Of course, we have trees. Four of them grow magnificently in the town garden.”

Bohai laughed. “Wow, a whole four trees! Don’t overdo it, guys. That’s all you have?”

“Yes. In a city, why would you need more? Many trees flourish in parts of the Shakari lands, where the Yans live. They seem to enjoy living among them.” The man made another sneer. “They live like animals. And beyond them, there are whole clumps of green. But strange beasts live there. We don’t like to interact with them.”

The entourage marched to a tall glass building enveloped in blue-tinted glass—spotless with a sparkling shine. They entered through a large sliding door, and the leader whispered orders to the two guards at the entrance. One of them scurried off. The other directed Sam and Bohai to a plush couch nestled against a mirrored wall and extending twenty feet. Its black velvet surface felt cool to Sam as he sat.

“The Captain will receive you shortly.”

“Wonderful.” Sam smiled, but he knew it looked fake. He wasn’t getting a warm feeling from this place.

“They seem nice enough,” Bohai said. “But too officious. The city is way too glassy for me. Still... they speak our language. Sort of. A strange accent, but it beats trying to figure out those brutes in the desert.”

“Yeah. Who knows what they wanted with us!”

“Well, I don’t think they wanted to eat us,” Bohai said, “but I get your point. They didn’t seem happy to see us. 

“No idea what they would have done, if we hadn’t been rescued.”

“Rescued by these people, who are a little weird themselves. But we do owe them for the rescue, at least. Let’s see if they have something we can use on Earth. Maybe they’ll trade.”

“Or maybe they only saved us for dinner. Eat us grilled with a nice wine.”

“Your imagination is going to be a problem, isn’t it, Sam? Try to color within the lines for a while. Let me do most of the talking.”

“Ask about our ship, if it’s still in the desert,” Sam reminded him. “They left it there. I wonder if they can tow it or help repair it.”

“We shouldn’t be looking for a way out so fast,” Bohai said. “We can stay here in the city a few days, at least. We’re out here to explore, after all. And this is a new world that may be able to help us. They might have fresh resources.”

Sam started to raise a point, then shrugged. “I can’t argue with that.”

“They didn’t search us for weapons, so they’re pretty trusting. After all, we are the intruders here.”

“Which makes me suspicious. I mean, who doesn’t search invaders for weapons? I’ll tell you who: someone who knows they can’t be hurt.”

“We’re not invaders, Sam. We’re intruders. But... true about the weapons; they should have searched us. I don’t trust someone who seems too trusting.” 

“That almost makes sense.”

“Just keep your eyes open, man.”

A tall, slim man stepped out of an elevator and marched up to them. Like his comrades, he had a crew-cut and wore a perfectly pressed uniform, except his was black. He did not extend a hand or smile. He spoke with military staccato.

“We’ll take you to see the Minister of Education. He will know what to do with you.”

And with that, he turned and marched through the sliding door they had entered. The soldiers nudged Sam and Bohai to follow.

“Yes, that’s great,” Sam snarked to Bohai. “He’ll know what to do with us.”

“Shh. Be cool, man.”

They fell in line and walked behind the captain. Outside, the air was warm, a comfortable temperature, but soon felt stifling with no breeze in the city center. More skyscrapers ushered them on both sides of the street, until they reached one of the tallest and sleekest buildings of the city: the Ministry of Education.

“Why are there no people on the streets?” Sam asked. “Doesn’t anyone live here?”

“The city is populated with devout citizens,” the captain said. “It is work time. You do not expect them to be outside during work time, do you?”

“No. God forbid!” Sam replied. His sarcasm was lost on the guards.

––––––––
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They took a dizzying ride in a transparent elevator tube, affording them a view into the offices as they rode from floor to floor. Most of the walls and doors in the building were also clear or tinted glass. This had an eerie effect, like watching people hustling about and working in a giant gerbil maze, whisking by, level by level. Only the floors themselves were opaque: more shiny tile. Sam tried to count the floors as they flickered past. He thought they rode almost to the top.

The Minister of Education, a man in his upper forties with a plastic grin and a snippet of gray to the side of his hair, greeted them in his office on the thirty-fifth floor. His neatly pressed uniform was silver with one striking red star on each lapel.

“Welcome,” said the minister. He stood up from behind his massive metal desk—orderly arranged with three neat stacks of electronic tablets—and motioned for the two guests to take a seat. 

Sam and Bohai sat on hard metal chairs, clearly not designed for comfort. They noted the extraordinary tidiness of the office. The trash bin was empty, the walls not decorated, and not one speck of dust lay on the desk. No paperclips, no paper, no chaotic mess one usually finds strewn across a desktop.

Is that a desk or a Panzer tank? Sam laughed to himself. It’s huge. This guy must be important. Or he thinks he’s important.

Two officers stayed in the room and stood stoically near the glass door.

“So unexpected, your arrival here,” said the minister.

“Unexpected for us, too,” Sam said.

“And where is here?” Bohai asked. “Where are we? What is this planet?”

The minister did not answer. Instead he smiled like syrup and said, “My name is Minister Vran. I am so happy to meet you.” The sweetness of his manner was unsettling, like a “good cop” who wants to get your confession, or an interrogator about to have you hanged. While this man’s words were kind, the crinkled corners of his eyes showed only guile and mistrust. 

Or contempt, Sam thought. Contempt for both of the strangers.

But Bohai had a better sense of people, perhaps stemming from his ability to connect with animals. He knew the minister’s contempt was less for them and more for the break in his routine. There was no scheduled alien landing today, and these two aliens in front of him were messing up his perfectly planned day.

“I am Bohai, and this is Sam. We’re from Earth.”

“An honor to meet you both.”

“What planet is this?”

“You’ve landed on the planet Cacherin. And this city is called Maccor, although most residents simply refer to it as The City. It’s the only modern city on the planet.” He tilted his head. “But the question bothering me is why you are here. I’m not sure why you came to our world, if you know nothing about it.”

“It was an accident,” Bohai said. He had thought that was obvious. After all, they were practically shot down. Do you trap a fish in your net, then ask why he’s in your net? “Two of your ships were in combat and we got caught in the middle.”

“The Shakari,” one officer explained. “We were retrieving the stolen ship from them, and these two got in the way. Their ship was damaged.”

“Ah,” said Minister Vran. “How unfortunate. Was our ship recovered, at least?”

“It was.”

“Well, there is that. Some good news for today.”

“And we’re the bad news?” Sam asked.

The Minister smiled again and tried to force a laugh. It came out more like a cough. “We are delighted to meet you both. Trust me, I am so happy we found you and saved you from the barbarians.”

“Said the spider to the fly,” Sam muttered.

Vran frowned. “I don’t know what either of those are.”

“Well, I’ve got a spider you can meet,” said Bohai. “And if you don’t have any flies on this planet, then it might be paradise, after all.”

Vran forced another odd chuckle. It was obvious he didn’t understand what Bohai meant, so he moved on. “I’ll assign someone to give you temporary housing and make you comfortable while your ship is being repaired.”

“They told us some Yanras attacked us,” Sam said. “Then someone said something about Shak-a-ree?”

Vran blushed. The question embarrassed him a little and he shot a dirty look toward his guards. “The Shakari are a people who live not far away. Those two who attacked you, they are Shakari people. Some of my... less-cultured men call them Yanras or Yans. It is a derogatory term. Please don’t use it.” 

That last request was also meant for his guards. He stared at them with an angry furrow in his brow. The guards stood straight and pretended they did not understand what he was inferring.

Bohai cleared his throat. “Can I ask... I mean, may we have a tour of The City? We’d like to learn a little about you before we leave.”

“Leave?” The minister exchanged a confused, almost worried look with his guards. “I am not sure leaving Cacherin will be so easy. Our ships are not capable of inter-planetary travel. And your ship... well, it is in a bad state of disrepair. I do not believe we have the technology to repair it.” 

There was no way he could know what state of disrepair their ship was in.

This raised Bohai’s suspicions, so he decided to bait the man. “You just said you’d repair it.”

“No, no. I assumed you would.”

“Did you?”

“Well, no matter. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you need. Forever, if you like.”

“Actually,” said Bohai, “the ship repairs itself. It just needs time.”

“Oh. I see. How clever of it.” The minister was noticeably uncomfortable and grasping for the right words. “Well, it will all get sorted out then, I’m sure. And I will try to get you that tour you wanted. In the meantime, let’s get you some quality quarters to sleep in tonight.”

The minister walked to the door, whispered a few words to a guard, then left the room through a side door. The guards escorted the two guests out of his office.

“He hates us,” Sam whispered.

“No, he hates that we’re here,” Bohai said. “We’re interrupting his perfectly scheduled routine. That’s what he hates.”

“So, he hates us.”

“Oh yeah, he totally hates us. We’re screwed.”

They were led back to the elevator and down the gerbil maze to the lobby.

*   *   *
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The quarters provided for them were stark, but modern and well-equipped. A simple square room with two beds, tightly tucked white sheets, and two desks with metal chairs. The walls were covered with more of their trademark tiles, black and glossy from floor to ceiling—it seemed to be their go-to décor. No pictures hung on any wall. One small window—an oval portal the size of a human face—looked out onto the city. From the fourth floor, they could see the streets below were still empty.

After the guards withdrew, Bohai examined the door panel and hit the OPEN button. It responded with an angry beep, but did not open.

“Nice,” he said. “We’re locked in here.”

“Well, we are invaders,” Sam reminded him. “You didn’t expect them to give us free run of the town, did you?”

“Stop saying invaders. We are accidental intruders. And yeah, I was kinda hoping we could get a free pass, or at least a VIP room.”

Sam flopped onto the bed, and his head landed on a thin, sturdy pillow. The mattress was also thin and hard. The entire quarters and their furnishings were almost military in their sparseness. Comfort was evidently not their main purpose.

After a few minutes, a panel on the wall slid aside and startled them. The open panel revealed a two-foot box holding a plate with two pieces of thick bread. Bohai picked one up and smelled it.

“Smells okay.” He took a bite. It was chewier than he had expected. “Tastes bland. Gummy, but it’s not poisonous.”

“Good to know. Toss me one.”

Two oval cups dropped into the box,  then a warm clear liquid poured from a dispenser and filled the cups precisely to the brim, while steam filled the small wall panel. Bohai tried a sip; it tasted bitter.

“Looks like water, but I think it’s some kind of barley drink. Plus, the cup is metal, and that’s not helping the taste. Who drinks out of a metal cup?”

They ate, drank, and stared at the walls. Periodically, they peeked out the tiny window. Time passed, and they eventually got a few minutes of sleep.
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​Chapter 3
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They woke to the sounds of shoes on the pavement and a flutter of soft conversation. People were chatting and socializing outside on the streets, but doing it quietly. Sam rushed to the window and watched them marching toward the city’s tallest building. Each was dressed in a neatly pressed gray uniform and each carried at least one book.

“Check this out, man.”

The setting sun framed the pedestrians in a supernatural glow. Rays bounced around the glass city in occasional flares of burnt orange, blinding at some angles. An ephemeral reflection of the sunset glistened over one of the rounded buildings.

Bohai pushed him aside to have a look. “They’re going to church.”

“You think?”

“Sure. They’re walking into that tall skyscraper, the tallest one. I’ll bet you anything, it’s a church. Look how they hold their books. Those are Bibles, or at least their version of one. They’re talking softly to each other. They’re being reverent.”

“I want to see this.” Sam ran to the door and pounded it with his fist. After a few minutes, a guard opened the door, but blocked the way.

“What do you need?”

“When can we get out of here?” Sam asked. “We were promised a tour.”

“Right now is not a good time. It’s the evening vespers.” 

“Can we go see it?”

The guard thought for a moment, then closed the door in Sam’s face. Ten minutes later, it opened again, and this time an attractive woman in her late thirties appeared. She was dressed in a silver uniform, similar to that of the Minister of Education, but without the stars. Her hair was pulled back in a taut bun, but her face was warm, her skin beautiful.

“Sam, Bohai,” she said. “I am Arina, Deputy Minister of Education. You met my husband earlier today. I am here to give you a tour of Maccor.”

“Thank you,” Bohai and Sam said in unison. They followed her into the hallway.

“Please do not touch anything without asking,” she instructed. Her movements were smooth and graceful, like silk in motion, and her steps were slow. She seemed at peace with the world. “I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have, but I must ask you not to engage anyone else we pass on the tour.”

“Why not?” Sam asked.

“They are not... qualified to answer questions. I am trained in the workings of The City. I would know the answer, if anyone did. And I must ask that you strictly follow my path and do not stray.” Her words were gentle but stern. It was an order, not a request.

They descended in the round elevator tube and exited the bland building. On the streets, people continued to teem toward the tallest building, which Sam now noticed cradled a green gem at its apex. It was too high up to discern the shape or insignia.

“Where are they going?” Bohai asked.

“Vespers.”

“What is that?”

“It’s a worship service. It is very important to us. Please do not interact with anyone; they are meditating on their way to the temple.”

“How often do you have this vespers thing?” 

“We hold meetings most evenings after the designated work time.”

“And that tall skyscraper is the temple?” Sam asked. “What’s in there?”

“We house the Scrolls there, and images of grace. The Chief Ministers live there and hold the services. Important mechanisms of our city exist there. Important for the entire planet.”

“Mechanisms?” Bohai asked but received no reply. Important mechanisms. That seemed an odd turn of phrase to him.

The three of them walked along the street, but in the opposite direction as the townspeople. The newcomers would not be allowed to see the services tonight; instead, they walked away from the tower.

“Perhaps in time you can join in,” she promised.

“We’re not going to be here that long,” Sam said. “Only a few days. I’d like to see it at least once.”

Arina seemed thrown by his comment. “You’re leaving in a few days? Leaving Maccor?”

“Leaving the whole planet.”

Her eyes widened. “Is that what you were told?”

“Once our ship is repaired,” Bohai said. “By the way, where is our ship now? Did they tow it yet?”

Arina pointed toward the hangar at the edge of the city, where the alien ships had landed on their arrival. Almost a mile away, it could barely
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