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Sim Sulawesi stared at the approaching
threat. His anthropologic knowledge could help solve this age old
mystery, but time didn't appear to be on his side.

Ron, Gus and Tik heard the cry for help and
rushed across space to the planet of Jalan. Old enemies, already
there, made them take another look at the planet and its
mystery.

The star trading trio once again called on
their instincts, skills and the help of the Alcantaran ghosts to
try to be the first to unravel the mystery.


 


Smashwords
Edition

 







This is a work of
fiction. All characters or incidents are a figment of the author's
imagination and any resemblance to any incident or any person
living or dead is purely coincidental.


Chapter 1

 


 


Sim Sulawesi put his hand on his back as he
straightened. His eyes flickered over the endless rolling
yellow-green sand dunes spreading to the horizon. A breeze ruffled
his fur giving him a brief respite from the blistering heat. The
breeze brought dust with it making him squint his eyes. Reaching
down, he pulled the mask up to cover his face.

Looking to the west again, he saw the dark
smudge on the skyline. A softly spoken word from one of the workers
down in the hole drew his attention back in the opposite direction
to the work going on there. A bucket of the ever present sand went
up the conveyor and dumped onto the growing pile.

A gust of wind drew more sand in the air and
let it settle down into the hole. His eyes went to a sheer face of
rock standing hundreds of feet above the hole. Ten feet separated
the hole from the bottom of the cliff. A stone broke off high upon
the face and dropped to the ground fifty yards from the hole.

Sim looked up to see what had caused it but
couldn't even find the spot it had dropped from. Dust from the
blowing sand blocked sight of more than half the cliff. More sand
came onto the conveyor from below adding to the yellow-green
pile.

A violent gust of wind made Sim brace himself
as bigger grains of sand were picked up and peppered his body. He
almost fell when the wind completely stopped. The cries from the
workers below made him crouch and go into the fighting stance.

His eyes swept the surrounding area but the
cloud of dust still in the air didn't let him see far. Suddenly,
workers bolted from the hole and ran to the shield over their tent.
Sim heard the supervisor yelling at them to come back.

The last worker shouted, "El Aejej. We will
all die. You have angered Ayyub. We will all die."

Sim turned to watch her dash to the shield
then disappear into the local workers' quarters. The supervisor
soon stuck his head up out of the hole. He asked, "Where did they
go? They were muttering something about a big wind. El Aejej.
What's the big deal? We have wind all the time."

Glancing to the west, Sim could now see the
dark smudge on the horizon had grown to cover half the sky. He
said, "I don't think they said a big wind. I think they said the
big wind or maybe the father of all big winds. Did they say el
Aejej or did they say el Aejej?"

"Hmm, now that you mention it, I think they
said el Aejej. What's that mean?"

"I think we'd better get a shield over this
or it will fill back in with sand. Look west. That sand storm is
getting closer by the minute."

"Yeah, maybe you're right. And just when we
were getting somewhere. I found some artificial rocks that must
have fallen off the cliff. Someone made them."

"Well, right now I'm going to get a shield
generator. Unless you want to start all over again."

"Naw, go get it. I want to grab the most
sensitive instruments. Even with a shield, that sand seems to creep
in. I really don't want to lose them."

Sim glanced west to see the smudge had grown
in height and breadth. It had a lighter shade of the sickly
yellow-green. He hustled into the supply building to grab a
grav-sled and shield generator. As he walked out, he met the
supervisor coming in with an arm load of instruments.

After sliding the generator off the sled, Sim
leveled it before he set the controls to make sure the archeology
staff could move freely through it. He tried to set the shield to
grab onto the cliff face and go deeper than the hole they had dug.
Something fought the shield though.

The supervisor came back for his next load.
He paused at the edge of the hole to look to the west. Muttering to
himself, he dropped down and went forward. Dust billowed out of the
hole. A fit of coughing caught Sim's attention.

A yell from the supervisor asked, "Hey, Sim,
did you do something down here? Wind is blowing out of the cliff
face. Wow! I see a hole. Hand me a light."

"I didn't do a thing down there and I don't
have any lights. You'll have to get one yourself. I'm having
trouble getting the shield to grab the cliff face. I have to get
this done."

The supervisor climbed out and trotted to the
equipment building. Sim reduced the size of the shield and noticed
the billows of sand coming out of the hole decreased. He increased
the size and saw stronger billows of sand coming out. When he moved
the east side of the shield away from the cliff, the movement of
the sand stopped altogether.

As the dig supervisor came back with a light,
Sim asked, "Have these people ever had advanced spaceflight? Any
record of them having shields?"

"No, they don't have the rare earth minerals
and some of the metals it takes to make shields. I don't know why
spaceflight even came to this planet. I don't think there's any
market for sand. Why do you ask?"

"Watch this."

Sim moved the edge of the shield to the cliff
face and the billows of sand started moving out of the hole again.
He decreased the size of the shield and the billows stopped. The
supervisor said, "I don't understand what you're doing. I'm an
archeologist, not an engineer."

"This shield is hitting something in the
cliff face. The tension between the two is causing the air."

"Can you back it off just a little? I'd like
to take a peek at that hole before this storm hits."

Sim increased the size a little until the
sand blew gently out of the hole. He and the supervisor dropped
into the hole and hurried to the cliff face. Both of them could
feel the cool air coming from a crack.

The supervisor dropped to his knees and
peered into the wider part of the crack. He wiggled the light until
he could see deeper into the crack. His voice broke in excitement,
"Sim, maybe the boss' treasure map was right. I see something in
there. Take a look."

As the man moved back, Sim knelt down and
peered into the crack. He asked, "What treasure map are you talking
about? My university asked me to come here to verify a legend. I'm
not a treasure hunter."

Something shone back at him. He squinted
trying to make out what it might be. Extending his arm as far as he
could, he tried to feel. "It's just a map that led us here. If this
confirms some of the legends, it'll be a treasure map. Not the kind
of treasure with gold and jewels, but confirming a legend."

The other man impatiently stamped his feet
and said, "Here, let me. My arms are longer."

They swapped places again and the supervisor
reached into the crack. He laid down in the sand and had his arm in
up to the shoulder. Pulling it out, he said, "I'll go get something
to reach inside. Make sure that shield will keep the sand out of
here."

Rushing out of the hole, the supervisor
sprinted to the equipment building. Sim checked the generator and
then looked to the west. A sickly yellow-green cloud raged at them.
He could see it stretching from north to south and towering higher
with each passing moment.

Sim jumped back into the hole and went back
to the crack. He twisted the light to illuminate the item a little
better. Tapping into his shield's power, he used telekinesis to
reach toward the object.

He felt the shield he had set and went
through it. Suddenly, his head shot forward, smashing against the
rocks of the cliff. Just as fast, it shoved him back. Sim lay dazed
in the sand at the bottom of the hole.

The supervisor jumped into the hole and
exclaimed, "Wow! What happened to you? Here, let me help you up.
You're bleeding." He dropped the long rod into the sand.

Sim let the man sit him up and felt the blood
run down from above his eyes. It worked through his fur and dripped
off the end of his nose. The supervisor scurried back to a table at
the rear of the hole. He came back with a small healer.

After a few seconds, the blood stopped but
Sim's head began to ache. The supervisor handed him the healer and
went to the rod. Sim said, "Be careful. Reaching in there is how I
got this. It grabbed me, jerked me into the cliff face and then
shoved me to where you found me. If it does that to the rod, it
could shoot right through you."

"I'll be careful. We don't have much time.
That sand storm will be here any minute. I just want to confirm
there's something there."

The man knelt in the sand making sure to keep
his body away from the rod. He gingerly inserted it into the crack.
A yelp came from his lips as he flipped backward. The rod moved a
foot deeper into the crack then shot out to bury a foot of itself
into a rock at the rear of the hole.

The two looked at each other as the
supervisor struggled to his feet and went to the bar. He tugged,
twisted and shoved the bar to no avail. It wouldn't budge. Sim
said, "There's some power behind that. Just leave it. We need to
get out of here. We'll come back as soon as the storm passes."

Sim shakily stood to his feet. He held out
his hand to steady himself against the side of the hole as he
shuffled toward the end of the hole. The supervisor passed him and
grabbed an armload of instruments.

Muttering about superstitious workers, he
climbed out of the hole. Sim stopped to take one more look around.
He spotted something shiny back by the crack. Weaving slightly, he
made his way back to it.

He found a locket the supervisor had dropped.
As he reached for it, his eye spotted the brilliant glow coming
from the crack. He scooped up the locket as the blast from outside
the shield knocked him to his knees.

Sim didn't see the slab of rock that peeled
away from the cliff and smashed into his head. He clutched
something and sank into deepest darkness. Outside the shield, the
supervisor dropped everything as the blast slammed him into the
ground. He didn't even have time to take a breath before a huge
chunk of rock fell on him burying him deep in the sand. The shield
collapsed under the tremendous weight.

 


***

Tik Michi growled at her partner Gus Ghaolh,
"Listen, you big ugly brute. I don't care what the university
thinks is important. We need Sim here, not on Jalan."

Gus laughed, "We need him or you need him? He
wouldn't be with you in that spaceship anyway. He'd be over at
Nicor."

Ron Calvin said, "Now, now, children. Elevin
Shi has a reason he wants Sim there. Just because he didn't share
it with us doesn't mean that it's not important. Sim thought it
was, so that's good enough for me. Now, get your minds back into
stopping these idiots from going to wipe out some planets."

Tik said, "Let me shove a few asteroids at
them and they'll be too busy to go somewhere else. Then we can get
out of here."

Ron said, "We've got to be discreet about it.
Kita's having enough trouble holding the Alliance together without
you starting a war. Just get close to their ships and cause enough
trouble that they won't jump. Discreetly."

Tik only grumbled under her breath but stood
out of the co-pilot's seat to go do her magic on the other ship's
computers. Her comm held the virus she planned to use to
incapacitate this fleet. Going to the airlock, she activated her
shield and stepped outside into vacuum.

A few minutes later, she stood inside the
flag ship with her shield set to invisible. Strolling down the
passageway to the computer room, she let a few people walk by her
before she tripped one.

He came up ready to fight so Tik shoved
another one at him. In the blink of an eye, the fight was on. Tik
grinned to herself and continued to the computer room. Once inside,
she quickly inserted the virus and headed back to her ship.

Officers now had the two fighters separated
and were giving them a tongue lashing. Tik used her telekinesis to
shove one of the onlookers into one of the officers. Another fight
broke out. She had to phase through a wall to get around the
mess.

Back on the ship, Gus asked, "What's going on
in there? It sounds like a riot."

Tik batted her eyes at him. "How would I
know? I was busy inserting the virus into the computer. That fleet
will spend the next week getting their computers straightened
out."

Gus glared at her, "You did something. The
captain in there is threatening to shut the blast doors and
evacuate the air. What did you do?"

"Just helped along a little simmering
trouble. Maybe one of the crew accidently tripped over me."

Gus rolled his eyes. "Accidently, huhh?"

Tik just batted her eyes at him as she said,
"I think we have a couple more planets to go visit."

Gus jumped in time as well as distance and
they emerged from hyper-space two minutes after they left the other
planet. He maneuvered the ship close to their target. Tik leaped
between the two ships and phased into the target.

As she passed down the passageway toward the
computer, she overheard two cooks talking. They were talking about
the special meal for all the top staff. Tik stopped to listen more.
She heard them talking about the leader of their planet coming
aboard to give them a good send off.

Tik phased into the kitchen to see what they
were preparing. She contacted the housekeeping robot on their ship
and started asking questions. A few minutes later, she moved deeper
into the kitchen to grab some bottles off the shelf. Keeping her
body between the food and the staff, she emptied the bottle into
the different foods being prepared.

She slipped the empty bottle into her pouch
and went back in search of the computer. Fifteen minutes later, she
studied the ship's schematic. She found what she wanted and loaded
the virus first. Then she went to work to program the computer to
lock the meeting room after the meal had started.

A few swipes of the buttons and she had
repair bots programmed to make sure the doors would stay locked.
Her wicked grin spread even farther. She looked at the bottle as
she thought: Who would have thought that this stuff would act as
a laxative to these people. I hope they have a change of clothes.
They are going to need it by the time the crew cuts them out of
that room.

Standing on the hull of the target ship, she
threw the bottle at the planet. It didn't move very fast but it
headed down and she knew it would burn up before it reached the
ground. As she sat back down in the co-pilot's seat, Gus
suspiciously looked her. "What took you so long? You could have
programmed three computers in the time you were gone."

"Don't you want it done right? We're supposed
to be discreet, aren't we? Sometimes discreet takes a little
longer."

"I know you did something else on there. I
just don't know what. Tik, you are getting to be one mean spiteful
woman."

"They're the ones who want to wipe out six
planets. They deserve everything they get. If it weren't for them,
I'd have Sim's back."

"And his lips."

She gave him the raspberry. Gus started to
move out of the system when Tik's comm chimed. Her eyes went to the
screen then back up to the gauges on the spaceship. The comm
continued to chime for several moments.

Gus looked over at her, then asked, "Aren't
you going to answer that?"

"No, it's from Elevin Shi and I have a gut
feeling it's not good news. Let him call you or Ron."

"It won't change his news or what he's going
to tell you. He could be sending Sim home."

"But he's not."

Gus' comm chimed and he looked to see it was
from Elevin Shi. He answered, "Hello, Elevin Shi. What can I do for
you?"

One look at his face and Gus' fist clenched.
Tik had been right. Something was wrong. Elevin Shi said, "I tried
to call Tik's number but she didn't answer. Is she on a ship
now?"

"Yeah." On the ship right here beside me.
Spit it out. What's wrong?

The spy master took a deep breath and exhaled
slowly before he answered, "I just received a call from Jalan."

Gus glanced over at Tik to see her burying
her face in her hands. Elevin Shi continued, "A radical religious
group – ahhh – one of a group of nut cases attacked the excavation
site. They fired some missiles at the cliff face just above the
dig."

Elevin Shi's face scrunched up. Gus didn't
give him time to hesitate any more. "What about Sim? Is he
alright?"

A shake from his head told the story. "Gus,
I'm truly sorry. I didn't think it would be this dangerous. The
cliff face collapsed on top of him. There's a big storm so they
can't even start digging. Nothing can get to them right now. It
doesn't look good. There are tons of rocks right on top of where he
was at. The site supervisor was killed. They spotted his body."

Tik screamed and grabbed for the flight
controls. She tried to get the ship flying and armed. Gus grabbed
her and said, "No, little one. This isn't the way."

"I could have stopped it if not for these –
these…"

She broke down in sobs and Gus held her like
a baby. He softly patted her back and let her cry. With a mental
touch, he hung up. Still using the telepathy, he contacted Ron to
let him know.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Ron called Jill as soon as Gus hung up. Jill
ran down the hall in the Key to Kikula and Gus' home. She didn't
even bother to knock before sticking her head in to call. Kikula
came out of the kitchen wiping her hands.

"Hi, Jill, come on in. I'm fixing something
for Keila to eat. You want some coffee or something…"

Her voice stopped as she saw Jill's face.
Jill said, "Sim's been killed. Tik is taking it very hard."

A soft sob escaped from the big Sandghost.
She asked, "Are they sure?"

"I don't know. Gus is with her and he took
the call. Tik couldn't even talk."

"We need to get to her. Is there anyone who
can fly us?"

"Just some pilots in training."

"Then we'll have to fly ourselves. We can't
leave that little one to Gus. He has a big heart but he doesn't
know about dealing with grief like that."

Jill looked up at her as she asked, "Are you
sure we can fly well enough to get there? They are in the middle of
doing something secret for Elevin Shi."

"We have to. Tik is family and she needs us.
I've got to pack some things for me and Keila. Are you ready?"

"No. I need to pack. I'll call Pete to have
him get a spaceship ready for us. He'll know the supplies we need.
How long do you think we might be there?"

"Tell him a month. Tik will want to go to
Jalan. Tell him to put a Dolores model robot on. We'll need every
trick we can get to make sure she eats."

The two women separated to pack and make
their calls. Three hours later, they were flying out of the Key
with a fully loaded spaceship. Kikula sat strapped in the
navigator's seat as Jill flew. She called Gus to let him know they
were on the way.

He gave her coordinates well away from his
present position. After telling them to make sure they had the
shield set to invisible, he tried to make preparations to meet
them. A limp and lifeless Tik still lay across his shoulder.

After she hung up, she said, "I'm glad Xator
and Jessie flew in before we left. Leaving Keila with them will
make it easier on Tik. Sim's wanted to get married and start a
family. I think he about had Tik convinced to do it."

Jill and Kikula time jumped and were at the
coordinates fifteen minutes later. Jill stood up to get ready to go
over to Gus' ship but Kikula stopped her. "I'll go get Tik. You get
a room prepped for her.

She activated her shield and went to an
airlock. Soon she stood on Gus' ship. Gus met her as she came out
of the airlock. Tik lay limply over his shoulder. The look in his
eyes told her that Tik wasn't doing well.

Kikula said, "Tik, we've come for you. Come
on. Let's get you over to Pixie. Gus needs to finish his business
here."

Tik lifted her head and looked at Kikula.
Kikula stared at the red listless eyes and matted snot-encrusted
fur on her face. Tik didn't even seem to register the fact that
Kikula took her from Gus and headed for Pixie.

Once she made it across the vacuum into her
spaceship Pixie, Gus took off to finish his mission. Kikula and
Jill took Tik to one of the bedrooms, cleaned her up and stayed
with her. The housekeeping robot brought food but Tik refused to
eat.

Three hours after they brought her aboard,
Kikula directed the robot to put her to sleep. Kikula and Jill took
turns sitting up with her. The next morning, Tik moved
lethargically when they told her to move.

Ron or Gus called every two hours to check on
their little friend. On one call, Gus said, "I should just shove
these spaceships into the atmosphere after I filled them full of
holes. Then I could come to help her."

Jill said, "That would just start a galactic
war which wouldn't help anyone."

By the next day, the two women had Tik
talking in monosyllables. The little Mis'stear still had no
appetite and no desire to do anything. Towards the end of the day,
she did talk to both Ron and Gus. Kikula and Jill could see the
anguish written all across their faces.

Jill called Elevin Shi that evening to see if
he had any more news of the accident. Kikula stepped into her room
as he started to answer her. "The storm has finally eased and they
are making every effort to find Sim and the dig supervisor. Wait a
minute."

He turned to something on his desk and peered
at it for several seconds. He grimaced and said, "They found the
supervisor. He had an armload of instruments from the dig site.
They think he was on his way into the shelter."

Jill asked, "What about Sim?"

"They haven't reached that far. They have to
move a lot of rock to even get to the dig site. It could be two or
three days before they even get close. Some of the workers are
afraid of the cliff face. They don't know if everything has sluffed
off yet."

Kikula asked, "What about the one shooting
the missile? Do they have any leads on them?"

Elevin Shi's face tightened in anger. "The
Zabur are claiming responsibility. They say foreign devils were
digging in sacred ground. They're trying to make it sound like
their god is the one who made the cliff fall. The workers have
already found parts of the missile and scorch marks on some of the
rocks though."

Jill said, "But the Jalan people are
superstitious enough to believe anything their high priest or
whatever they call him says, right?"

"You've dealt with people like this
before."

"No, just watched them murder helpless
innocent women and children back on Earth. There's no reasoning
with them."

Elevin Shi said, "That's the Zabur alright.
I'll let you know when I have any more information."

Ron called as Elevin Shi hung up. After a few
minutes of chatting, Jill asked, "Honey, what should we do? We
can't sit out here in empty space forever."

"Take her back to the Key. There's enough
people there who love her to help her through this. We need to stay
on station here for at least another week. Kita says they have a
vaccine for the virus. If the doctors can stop the spread, it will
stop the panic here on these planets."

Kikula said, "We'll head out in a couple of
hours. Once we get underway —"

Tik shuffled into the room and asked, "Where
are we going?"

Jill said, "We're taking you back to the
Key."

Tik straightened before she said, "No, I want
to go to Jalan to get Sim's body."

Kikula said, "But they haven't found it yet.
We can send someone once they find it."

Tik's head swiveled between Ron's image and
the two women. She asked, "What is it you aren't telling me? Is
there something going on there?"

Ron said, "They have some trouble with the
local religious nuts. Tik, it might not be safe for you guys."

Ron sighed as he saw the tightening of her
jaw and the glare in her eye. She firmly stated, "I'm going to
Jalan. If you two want to be dropped off at the Key, that will be
fine. I can go to Jalan after that."

Jill and Kikula tried to argue with her, but
Ron just kept his mouth shut. After a few minutes, he said, "You
might as well stop arguing with her. She's just like debating with
a post when she makes up her mind."

Jill said, "Then we'll go with her. She
doesn't need to be alone."

Kikula nodded in agreement. Tik said, "I'm
going to the cockpit to get started."

Kikula asked, "Are you sure you're up to
it?"

Tik didn't even answer. She just started
marching to the bow of the spaceship. Ron said, "Be careful. When
she's like this, if anyone gets in her way, – well… let's just say
they will be in serious pain."

The other two said a quick good-bye to Ron
and rushed after Tik. Soon they were on their way to Jalan.

 


***

The trouble started not long after they came
out of hyper-drive. An official from space control called to warn
Tik that they were limiting spaceship landings on Jalan. Tik said,
"I'm here to pick up my 
fiancé's body. We won't be here
long."

"I'm sorry for your loss, ma'am, but I still
wouldn't recommend that you land here. I don't see anything here
about a body waiting for shipment. If you'll wait, I'll check for
you. What was the deceased's name?"

"Sim Sulawesi. He was working on the dig
where two people were killed."

"Oh, that one. I definitely wouldn't advise
you to come anywhere near that site. If you like, I can arrange to
have the body shipped —"

Tik shut off the comm and muttered,
"Something's going on here. They don't have enough warships in the
Charter Navy to keep me out of there."

Kikula said, "Tik, please. Let's slow down. I
can call Gus and maybe he can —"

"He's busy. I'll handle this. We're going in.
If they fire on us, too bad. Pixie, shields up. Arm weapons
systems."

"Tik," Jill gulped before she said, "Ron and
Gus are trying to stop a galactic war. If we start shooting here,
it may start here."

Tik gave a tight smile that held no humor.
"I'm not going to start anything, but I'll finish it. They are
hiding something at that dig and I intent to find out what."

Shoving the throttle to the stops, Tik
streaked for the planet ahead of them. Jill and Kikula looked at
each other with worry in their eyes.

Tik flew straight into the spaceport and set
down. Another spaceship in the landing pattern had to swerve out of
her way. She muttered, "See, they can land. They just don't want me
here. Why? I will find out."

On the ground, Tik told Pixie to launch
snoops and remote sensors, then she stood to walk out of the
cockpit. Kikula grabbed her and held her close in a bear hug. Jill
said, "Tik, I'll go. We don't want any bloodshed."

Tik squirmed for a few seconds then relaxed
in Kikula's arms. Jill rushed to the rear airlock. Kikula called to
tell her there were vehicles with flashing lights already sitting
on the tarmac behind Pixie.

Jill stopped just inside the airlock to take
several deep breaths. She patted her hair, then smoothed her blouse
on the front. Taking another breath, she opened the outer airlock.
At the sight of the heavily armed troops, she quietly switched on
her personal shield.

Stepping out with her hands in the air, she
said, "We're just here to pick up a body. He was killed several
days ago."

The officer in charge said, "You were told
not to land. We have enough problems here without outsiders coming
in to cause more trouble."

"We're not here to cause trouble. My friend
flying the ship just received word a few days ago that her finance
died. She's still a little distraught. She also thinks the
authorities here are hiding something about Sim's death. They
aren't – are they?"

The officer stared at her with an open mouth.
He sputtered, "We aren't hiding anything. There are riots, bombs
going off and people getting killed right and left. Females are
being used as hostages – and worse. Get off this planet."

"I'm sorry. We can't until we have Sim's
body. Call us when you find it."

With that, she stepped back into the airlock
and closed the outer door. Her breath wheezed out as she leaned
against the side of the airlock. After a bit she stood up and
walked toward the cockpit. Kikula still held Tik.

Seeing Tik's glare, she said, "I take it you
heard. What do we do?"

Tik said, "Kikula can put me down and I'll go
convince them they want to give me Sim's body and an explanation
about what happened."

Kikula said, "And how many bodies will there
be?"

"Not nearly as many as there should be. Let
me down. I'm not going anywhere."

Kikula looked her in the eye as she said,
"Promise there won't be any bloodshed."

"Oh, come on. I'm not a vicious killer."

"Promise me."

A big sigh preceded Tik saying, "OK, I
promise there won't be any bloodshed – unless someone else starts
it. Then there might be and it won't be mine."

Kikula hesitated for a few seconds then let
her down. Tik said, "So what are you going to do now? I want to go
to the dig site and find out what happened."

Jill said, "Let me call Elevin Shi. Maybe he
can convince the authorities here to let us in."

Tik said, "If he can't, I'll take off and go
invisible. Then we'll land near the dig and really find out why
they don't want us on this planet."

Everyone sat down as Jill called the spy
master. After a short conversation and a promise that he would see
what could be done, Jill hung up. The three fidgeted with the
armrests, the seat belts and anything else within reach.

Tik started to get up several times but
glares from the other two made her slump back into the seat. At
last, she stood to announce, "I'm hungry. Do you two overly
protective guardians need anything?"

The three of them headed to the galley. The
robot fixed them food and they sat silently picking at it. Tik ate
more than the other two. She had hardly eaten over the last three
days. When Jill's comm chimed, she dropped her fork to the floor.
The other two looked expectantly at her. She touched the receive
button and Elevin Shi appeared. He said, "They're going to let you
in. It will take about an hour, maybe a little more. They'll have a
map and coordinates ready for you."

Jill thanked him and let out a sigh of
relief. Tik finished her drink, stood and said, "I'm going to go
target practice. I promise not to set foot outside until you get
the clearance from space control. We should get the SS ready to go,
too."

Jill and Kikula followed her to the cargo
bay. Tik launched three targets that were about the size of ping
pong balls. She shot them around the cargo bay until her weapons
were empty. Then she calmly went to the armory to recharge
them.

As she walked to her quarters to pack, Kikula
asked, "Jill, do you think we should call Ron and Gus to get them
here? She's like a nuclear warhead on a motion switch. The least
little bump could set her off. She won't hesitate to shoot someone
full of holes if they cross her."

"One of us will always have to be near to
keep that from happening. Kikula, she scares me to death. I don't
think she's ever been this touchy before. Ron never mentioned
anything like this. Let's get packed and get the SS ready to
go."

"I know. I felt chills running up and down my
spine watching her shoot. She didn't miss. She won't when she
starts shooting at live people either."

The two women shook their heads and hurried
to their quarters to pack. As they dropped their gear into the SS,
they both stared at the heavy weapons Tik had already loaded. The
little Mis'stear came down the passageway pushing a grav-sled
loaded with shield generators and camping gear.

Tik said, "We might as well be comfortable. I
hope we're not here for long but it's better to be prepared."

Jill asked, "Do we need all those
weapons?"

"Everyone says it's dangerous here. I'm just
insuring our future. I won't use them unless someone pushes
me."

Kikula and Jill looked at each other with
concern in their eyes. The housekeeping robot stopped any other
conversation. She had a pile of food for them to stow away. As the
last item went in, they sat down in the SS to rest.

Tik muttered, "Elevin Shi's hours are much
longer than ours. I'm going to have to buy him a watch that will
tell him our time."

Jill said, "He said it might take longer. I'm
sure paperwork is the same on any planet. They'll most likely have
releases in case we get killed in a dangerous area. Everything will
have to be done in triplicate."

"Yeah, but even that shouldn't take this
long. I'm ready to go."

They sat in the SS for a few more minutes,
then Tik started to pace around the cargo bay. Jill asked, "Do you
think we'll need any money for anything? Do they take credits
here?"

Tik led the way to the ship's vault. She
pulled some gold and silver bars from inside and gave them to each
of the others. She slipped some in one of her pouches, then grabbed
a bag of silver coins.

Back at the SS, she stowed the coins and most
of the bars she had taken. The other two stowed most of theirs as
well. The concern in Kikula and Jill almost became fear before the
call from space control came.

They handled all the fees and permits over
the comm. Control sent a map and coordinates. Tik loaded it into
all of their comms. The warning about the Zabur and the unrest they
were causing came last. As Jill had said, they all had to sign a
release.

The three climbed in beside the robot and
opened the rear cargo door. Kikula flew the SS out of the ship as
Jill shut the door and made sure the ship's shield was active.

A vehicle load of armed troops glared at them
as they moved out of the spaceport.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


The crowd roared as the Most High Bonze
finished his tirade against the infidels digging in their sacred
ground. The five and a half foot tall gray-skinned being turned his
head from side to side to survey the crowd standing in the middle
of the dusty little town, allowing them to quieten.

Heavy protruding eyebrows covering orange
eyes sent a shiver of anticipation through the crowd as they
continued to rove. The murmur of noise died to silence so deep that
an unexpected cough caused many heads to turn and glare at the
offender.

The crowd of Zabur devotees waited
breathlessly as the bright green and orange robes of the Bonze
fluttered in the breeze. Just as the crowd started to twitch, the
high priest screamed into the microphones as the fan of loose flesh
around his neck expanded to a five foot circle around his head.

The top of the circle pulsed with bright
green and followed the colors of the rainbow until it came to the
bottom half of brilliant orange. The Bonze shouted, "I call on you
– no, Ayyub calls on you to throw the infidels out. Our planet will
never return to her former glory until we cleanse every inch of
her."

After a dramatic pause to let the crowd moan
in excitement, he continued, "We need to purge every
contaminant…"

He raised the golden scepter in his hand and
pointed at a sign for an off-world company behind the crowd. At his
hidden touch of a button on the scepter, a pulse of light shot out
and destroyed the sign. A collective gasp came from the entire
crowd.

The Bonze screamed, "Now, go remove the
contaminants. Pour any precious metals or rare earth minerals you
find into Ayyub's coffers. Drive the infidels from our land so that
the precious life blood of our planet will return. We can show our
children the lush greenness that will come with the water. The
people and planet of Ayyub will return to their once great
state."

The high priest raised the scepter again as
he screamed, "Go now. Plunder the infidels and drive them all
out."

At his hidden touch, the scepter ignited the
flash powder on the stage. In the midst of the explosion of light
and smoke, he leaped back into the shield set to look like the
temple behind him. The spiritual leader disappeared out of sight of
the now aroused mob. They were no longer paying any attention to
his theatrics though. They were screaming and running as fast as
their legs would carry them. Any alien sign or article in their
path became junk in a matter of seconds.

As the Bonze turned to stride down the
corridor, his neck fan settled into a barely noticeable fold of
skin. He tossed the golden scepter to one of the half dozen
attendants scurrying around the doorway.

He said, "Give me a fully charged scepter.
I've told you before that I need to have these things fully charged
when I go out there. I wasn't sure that one would fire off the
flash powder. Then how would I disappear? Get that shield down
before someone comes to look at it a little closer."

A scribe hustled forward to hand him another
golden scepter. The high priest turned to the right and briskly
strode towards the office. His aide followed close behind saying,
"Most Noble Bonze, your speech had the desired effect. That bunch
outside will rampage until the troops jail them. Although that
might take some time as the spaceport and their barracks are a long
way from this town."

"Yeah, yeah. Did our mullahs get dispersed
into the crowd to direct them to the proper targets? Tell those
techs to make sure they're not seen removing the black lights
outside. I need my robes to glow, but I don't want anyone to know
how it's done."

"It's being taken care of. I have something
in the office for you to eat, then we have to get going. We only
have a few hours to get to Batnah."

"Have they found the other entrance at the
dig there?"

"Not yet."

"We may have to have our followers run
everyone off. We need to get in there to that room. The real golden
scepter is supposed to be there. I need it to start pulling off
some of these stunts."

"I know, but why not let the aliens move all
the rock face for us? That missile did a better job than we
expected. Our people are looking for the other entrance and our spy
will let us know when the infidels get the front entrance cleared.
We win either way."

"OK, but as soon as we have a way open, run
everyone else off or better yet, kill them. Has our researcher
found any more of the lost storage sites? How are they progressing
with the ancient language on the relics we've found?"

The aide glanced at a tablet he carried. "The
researcher thinks she's found one more place. It will have to be
confirmed by actually going to the site. Some of these places have
been hidden so well that it may take several days or even a few
weeks to confirm. The language isn't going as fast as we'd
hoped."

"What do they need? We've given them the best
translators money can buy. Do they need more computers? They need
to break this language barrier. I need to be able to read about
these relics. They are the key to taking control of this entire
section of the galaxy. Our benefactor wants what the myths tell
of."

His aide looked around and shuffled
nervously. He looked at his feet as he said, "He could be a hard
master."

"You have no idea. I've met and talked with
him and some of his henchmen. His henchmen tell terrible tales. He
doesn't mind spending money to gain the power of the myth but he
wants results. We have to find something before he starts
calling."

The Bonze sat down and started eating. His
aide moved away and worked on his tablet. As the high priest
finishing eating, a smile came over the aide's face. He said, "Sir,
the destruction is going even better than planned. Credits and
other goods are flowing in at an incredible rate."

"Has the army mobilized yet?"

"They did, but a suicide bomber caught them
moving in the streets. They have heavy causalities and are stymied
right now."

With a grin, the high priest stood. "Then
we'd better get a move on. We need to be far away when they raid
this temple. Our mullahs here can cry foul and turn up the
heat."

The two moved to the rear of the temple. No
other movement could be seen in the corridors. At the door, the
aide opened it and stepped outside. He nodded at the Bonze to move
out to the waiting vehicle.

The driver of the vehicle whisked them to a
stealth plane hidden on the outskirts of town. As the Bonze stepped
out of the vehicle to transfer to the plane, he looked back at the
city to see the columns of smoke. Both he and his aide smiled at
the sight.

A few hours later, the plane touched down
outside of Batnah. He and his aide quickly moved to a waiting
vehicle. Soon they were on their way into town, taking a circuitous
route to make sure no one would see them.

Before long, they pulled onto a road. As a
vehicle overtook them, the Bonze glanced over at it. Three alien
females and a robot rode in the vehicle piled with packs and
boxes.

The high priest growled in disgust at the
sight. He said, "We should crash into them and kill them all. How
can such scum be here? I thought we had the spaceport shut
down."

His aide replied, "We do. Our people control
everything coming in and out. When we get to the temple and let
everyone see you, I'll call to find out what happened."

"Find out and then eliminate those infidels
in that vehicle."

Their vehicle made its way to the rear of the
temple and the Bonze slipped in unseen. Soon reporters clustered
around the front door. He made his way out and smiled at them. For
the next thirty minutes he talked with them and the growing crowd.
His aide came out to warn him that it was time to get ready for his
next service.

Inside, the aide said, "You made the
planet-wide news. There's no way the government can accuse you of
starting the riot and looting going on back at Yafa. We are making
quite a haul there, by the way."

"The money is nice but not the main thing.
Stirring unrest is our main objective. It's just nice to have the
infidels pay for it." They both smiled at the joke.

The Bonze asked, "What did you find out about
the infidels we saw on the road? How did they get onto the
planet?"

"Evidently, they have some very influential
friends. Our people were pushed out of the way and the top
government leaders let them in."

"Hmmm. Maybe we'd better take a closer look
at them. Do they have anything we can use? What about their
spaceship? Can we take control of it?"

"I'll find out and have someone worm into
their confidence. They are at the dig site."

"Tell them to keep us updated. We don't want
an opportunity like this to slip away. If you need to send a better
comm to them, do it."

 


***

The being quickly sat up and smashed his head
on the stone slab overhead. He flopped back down and his head
thumped into the flat surface below. His hands flew up to hold his
head as a groan echoed through the chamber.

He felt around on his head and found the wet
stickiness. With another groan, he rolled on his side and eased up.
Both hands went to his head again as his upper body swayed
drunkenly. After a few seconds, he stabilized and sat quietly for
several minutes.

His face scrunched into a wince when he moved
his hands and tried to turn his head. He waved his hands in front
of his face in the dark chamber. With exaggerated slowness, he
turned his head to look at the glowing golden scepter.

He kept his eyes squinted as though the dim
glow still hurt his eyes and head. It took several more minutes
before he tried to stand. His feet dropped about a foot to hit the
floor and he doubled over in pain.

A trickle of water draining into a small
basin caught his attention. He shuffled to it and plunged his hands
into it. Even in the nearly non-existent light, he saw the pool of
water darken from the blood on his hands.

After rinsing his hands and patting down the
wound on his head, he let the water clear. He splashed the basin
until it emptied, then scooped up hands full of water to drink.
With his thirst slaked, he moved slowly to the scepter.

Stopping about three feet from it, he
scrutinized it as he slowly shuffled sideways around it. After two
complete circuits, he tentatively reached his right hand toward it.
The power emanating from the object made his hand quiver.

The being jerked his hand back. A trickle of
water and blood seeped down into his left eye. Using his left hand,
he tried to wipe it clear. He could feel the mess he had made so he
slowly went back to the basin to wash his face and pour cool water
over his wound.

It took some time to make the bleeding stop.
As it stopped, he moved away from the trickle of water and slid
down the wall to sit on the floor. His eyes went to the golden
scepter and stared at it. Twenty minutes went by with no
changes.

The being's leg cramped so he shifted.
Something seemed different as he moved his hand. He held his hands
up in front of him blocking the light from the scepter. A softer
glow reflected off the backs of his hands.

He tried to crane his neck to see but the
pain made him stop. With great difficulty, he stood to his feet and
turned around. An ancient script glimmered on the wall. He rubbed
his eyes and then stepped back trying to get his eyes to focus.

The being muttered, "That's written in
ancient Jalan. Wait, how do I know that? How did I get here? Where
is here?"

Focusing on the writing, he saw:

Unworthy, enter at your own risk. Worthy,
you are welcome here.

 


Unworthy, touch the symbol of sovereignty
and meet your destruction. Your ashes will be scattered on the sand
to be blown to non-existence on the wind.

 


Worthy, pick up the symbol and do great and
mighty works. The first shall commence the healing but will not
wield the symbol in sovereignty. The second shall take up the
sovereignty and work mighty miracles. He shall unite the people
again and restore their greatness.

 


The first shall gather the symbols and find
the second.

 


Build the One God's temple in one night and
watch the land prosper.

 


Your enemies will pursue but persevere and
trust the Great One God. He will carry
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