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Morgan hurried
down the long hallway, following the trail of clothes. Her high
heels clicked on the white marble floor with the measured
regularity of a soldier on the march. As she reached each article
of clothing she stopped briefly and picked up those items she knew
belonged to Hirri. The female garments she ignored, or at least
tried to. There were clearly enough clothes for at least two women.
Just the thought of it made her sick.

The trail of
clothes led her directly to the master bedroom. She came to an
abrupt halt outside the large ornately carved wooden doors. Knowing
what she was likely to find inside she took a moment to gain her
composure.

She gave
herself a quick once over to ensure she was presentable. As usual
she looked immaculate. Her brown hair was pulled back tightly into
a ponytail, her blouse was crisply white and without so much as a
hint of a wrinkle or crease. Her knee length skirt was a practical
dull dark grey. Everything was by the book and as it should be.

Since she
couldn’t come up with a reason to delay any longer, she took a deep
breath and pushed open the doors. All the curtains had been drawn,
so it was difficult to see inside the room. The only thing she was
able to make out clearly was the three sets of underwear that lay
directly at her feet. Her composure left her momentarily. She
thought she would have been better at this by now. Red faced she
stormed across the bedroom and thrust back the curtains.

The open window
revealed the harsh suns of Selyase, the tropical holiday world,
where the fun never stopped. At least that’s what all the brochures
said. That wasn’t quite correct lately, in fact you were more
likely to get skin cancer or be mugged than have fun. That was one
of the reasons why they had been sent there in the first place.

There was a
trio of groans from under the mound of sheets and lavish pillows on
the bed. Morgan stepped towards the mound and ripped the covers
off, as if tearing a bandaid quickly from a wound. She hoped that
like the bandaid the pain would be intense at first, but short
lived. It wasn’t to be. The sight before her struck her like an axe
in the chest. Hirri was sprawled in between two women and they were
all naked! Hirri sat up slowly and opened one bloodshot eye part
way.

“What the
fuck?”

Morgan gave him
an ice cold stare in return, as she locked her emotions away again.
She had to focus on the job at hand. She needed to get him fit and
ready for their next job. So, for the umpteenth time in the last
few months, she switched on the emotion inhibitor module inside her
head.

“Excuse me
sir,” she said, as the inner turmoil receded into a dull tug. “We
have received a priority job from head office.”

“Sure,” he
replied, reaching under one of the many pillows and pulling out a
platinum plated hip flask. He opened it up and took a swig, but it
was empty. He frowned, thrust his arm out and gestured for her to
grab it. “Perhaps first you could go fill that with a little
breakfast for me, while I finish my business meeting with my
colleagues here.”

“I’m sorry
sir,” replied Morgan as she hurled the bundle of clothes at him.
“This job came directly from the boss and he said we need to leave
now!”

He squinted at
her for a few moments as though daring her to be joking. She stared
back at him without emotion.

“The boss
huh…even after what nearly happened here,” he grumbled.
“Fine...sorry ladies, but I’m gonna have to cut our meeting
short.”

“Oh come on
sir,” chirped one of the women as she ran her hands over his body,
apparently not in the least troubled by her compromising position.
“Maybe your secretary here could even join in?”

Morgan ignored
the comment completely, thanks to the emotion inhibitor it wasn’t
possible for her to hurt more than she did right now anyway. She
spun abruptly on her heels.

“I’ll meet you
in the taxi in five minutes. If you’re late I’ll let you explain it
to the boss, sir.”

 


#

 


Morgan sat
impatiently in the taxi, waiting for Hirri. It had been over half
an hour since she had left him. She wondered, not for the first
time, if he would come at all or whether this was finally it. She
was about to go looking for him again when he came stumbling out of
the hotel. She cursed her stupidity, she should have realised that
he would head straight for a bottle when he heard about the next
job. In the end she had to get out and help him into the taxi he
was so inebriated.

“I can’t
believe you!” she said, anger forcing its way through the inhibitor
just briefly, as she shoved him into the seat.

“Hey, I’m off
duty until we get to the next job,” he grumbled.

“Which is going
to be in about eight hours!” she shot back.

“Fine, wake me
when we get there and nag me then,” he argued as he closed his eyes
and lay back in the seat half conscious.

As the taxi
shot up into the atmosphere Morgan stared out the window and
watched the sky give way to the darkness of space. In moments they
would be back in the ship, heading towards their next mission, and
she would have to go through this all over again. As those thoughts
went through her head she wondered if she would have the strength.
A tear rolled down her cheek and she bit her lip. Before it became
a stream of tears she turned the emotion inhibitor up a few more
levels.

Suddenly in the
view port their ship appeared. She composed herself as her feelings
dulled into the background again. Almost robotically she elbowed
him in the ribs. He didn’t move. She sighed loudly and shook her
head, it looked like she was going to have to convince yet another
taxi driver to help her drag him to his bed.

 


#

 


“Sir. You need
to wake up now, we’re here,” said a woman’s voice in what could
only be described as a disciplined nagging tone. Hirri winced his
eyelids open, to see a blurry figure standing over him. He rubbed
his bloodshot eyes, but could not gain any focus. He tried to
speak, but his tongue seemed stuck to the top of his mouth with a
furry slime.

“Man! That last
job nearly killed me,” he thought as he struggled to remember the
events of the last week.

He looked again
at the blurry blob, noticed that it was at a funny angle and
suddenly realised that he was slumped over sideways where he sat.
He slowly and gingerly sat up straight. As soon as he hit vertical
an intense pain bounced around inside his head. Now he was annoyed!
With some concentration he extracted his tongue from the top of his
mouth and got it moving to a state that vaguely resembled
speech.

“I…need a
drink…something strong to get this shit off my tongue!”

A shiny object
was thrust in front of his face. His eyes finally began to focus.
It was his platinum plated hip flask. With the cognitive precision
of a micro-surgeon he whipped off the lid and took a long swig. The
fiery liquid burned hard inside his mouth and then inside his
throat as he swallowed.

With his
immediate needs met, he looked up again at the figure in front of
him and then down at himself. The contrast was startling. There he
sat, on a large white leather lounge, his long and lanky legs
spread awry. He was wearing a stained singlet and what looked like
week old underpants. In front of him, on the other hand, was a
slender woman who exuded neatness, from her immaculate white blouse
and knee length dark grey skirt, to her hair that was pulled back
into a picture perfect pony tail. Even the way she stood looked
neat and organised.

Hirri studied
her face, she didn’t look very happy, but then neither was he at
the moment, especially after being woken up unexpectedly.

“What do you
want?” he growled.

“We are in
orbit sir, you need to get ready. We will be meeting with the
Planet Master in one hour.”

“I told you
Morgan call me Hirri when we are alone. Anyway I thought you
said it was going to be eight hours before we were in orbit?” he
complained.

“It was eight
hours, you’ve been unconscious for the entire time sir,”
replied Morgan, neatly stifling her apparent anger.

“Oh,” replied
Hirri giving his balls a thoughtful scratch and re-adjustment.

“You need to
get ready now sir,” insisted Morgan. “I have laid out your things
in your room.”

“Ok, Ok, just
promise me you’ll crack a smile at least once on this mission,”
grumbled Hirri as he slowly stood and fumbled his way towards his
bedroom.

His
interstellar yacht, Delicious, was big and luxurious, but
not so big that you could get lost. Even so, it took him several
stops with his forehead pressed against cold objects before he made
it to his bedroom in the rear compartment.
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Hirri stood in
the doorway to his sleeping compartment, drying off the remnants of
an extremely welcome shower. He needed to get his mind on the job
before he hit the planet surface, so he thumbed the control for the
wall sized view-port. As the shields swept away, to reveal a blue
green world below, he began to dress.

He tried to get
a feel for the planet’s energy as he slipped into his reflective
pearl-white suit. Nothing came to him so he grabbed the info tile
that Morgan had also left. In its dormant form it was a black
square two centimetres wide and a half centimetre thick. He taped
it to bring it to life and pulled gently on its corners to expand
it. As it stretched it became thinner, but did not lose any of its
rigidity or strength. He expanded the tile until it was the size of
a small book.

He walked into
his bathroom, sat the tile up against the mirror and started
reading the particulars for the planet. At the same time he applied
his teeth whitening spray then his eye whitener. He blinked a
couple of tears away, the eye whitener always stung a bit.
According to the tile the planet was called Cobost and by the look
of all the social and economic indicators it was about to run
headlong into civil war.

The steady
march of Morgan’s high heels on the yacht’s hard plastic flooring
interrupted his thoughts on the subject. Morgan was no doubt coming
to hurry him along so he intentionally started casually teasing at
his styled messy, bleach white hair.

“We have to go
now sir,” said Morgan impatiently.

“What’s the
hurry?” he asked still teasing his hair.

“Because sir,
if you had read the info tile, you would know that timing is
critical to this mission. We need to adhere to the schedule,”
replied Morgan tapping at her own master info tile, a more powerful
version of the generic mission tile she had left him.

Hirri threw
Morgan an irritated glance. “You know I hate that bloody thing, why
don’t you put it away?”

Morgan ignored
the comment. “If you don’t come now sir we may as well forget this
mission and move onto the next one. I’m sure you can explain to the
boss what happened.”

Hirri pulled
his platinum hip flask out of his inside jacket pocket and took
another swig.

“Alright, let’s
go then,” he mumbled as he pushed past her into the hallway. “I
don’t know why you always have to be such a bitch all the time
though?”

“Maybe if you
weren’t such a drunk I wouldn’t need to be,” she retorted under her
breath. However, she watched Hirri push past her with relief. Once
he was on the surface he would focus again. With a deep breath she
followed him down the hallway to the transfer dock.

The yacht was
not built for atmospheric entry so they had docked with the main
high orbit customs station. They left the yacht and made brisk pace
to the transfer shuttles, Morgan flashing her high level clearance
as they went allowing them to completely bypass all the red
tape.

The transfer
shuttle flew them directly down to Cobost’s capital city of Ela. It
flew over the central business district where the face of the
government sat, but it did not stop. Instead they continued to one
of the outer districts to an area taken up by a large complex
consisting of a series of low factory like buildings. The complex
blended in perfectly with the surrounding district and only a keen
and experienced eye would have noticed the well hidden yet
substantial levels of security that surrounded it. Such was the
nature of a Planet Master’s complex.

A Planet Master
was the nerve centre for the entire planet, literally. He was the
real authority behind the government facade, that was provided
purely for the sake of the populace. Every decision made by the
government at any level actually came from him. He was connected to
every information channel available both on world and off. He held
the entire planet's future in his hands, or rather in his mind, his
extensively enhanced mind.

Morgan’s
clearance allowed them to land immediately on the roof of the
complex’s main building. The moment they stepped out of the shuttle
however, they were at the will of the Planet Master. Even with
Morgan’s clearance they had an arduous task to penetrate the more
and more stringent layers of security for a very rare thing, a face
to face audience with the Planet Master himself.
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Hirri stood
next to Morgan in front of the thick steel doors to the Planet
Master’s main chamber. Well armed guards stood watchfully either
side, despite the fact they had already been thoroughly searched
several times over. No chance was spared when it came to protecting
a Planet Master. Morgan was about to hit the door control when
Hirri stopped her.

“Just a sec, I
need to psych myself up a bit.” He then launched into several
interesting dance moves followed by some extravagant martial arts
stances. The guards looked restless and twitchy.

“Ok I’m good,”
he said with a wink. Morgan shook her head and huffed
impatiently.

“Don’t you take
anything seriously?” she asked as she flicked through the data
files on her info tile for about the tenth time since they had
entered the complex.

“Hey just
because uptight and impersonal works for you doesn’t mean it works
for everyone,” he replied sarcastically. “Besides it’s not your
neck on the line if it all goes wrong is it?”

Morgan ignored
him and tapped on the door control. The doors slid into the walls
on either side of the doorway revealing the vast expanse of the
Planet Master’s chamber. As soon as the doors had parted Hirri
strode directly up to the Planet Master before Morgan had a chance
to make any formal introductions. She hated when he did that.

The Planet
Master sat on a hovering chair that appeared to be partially
integrated into the lower half of his body. In front of him was a
large desk that wrapped almost all the way around him, its surface
populated with a multitude of screens and holographic projections.
The light from the screens covered his pale face with an eerily
green glow. The only thing more abundant than the screens around
him were the thousands of thin cables plugged into his neck, arms
and head. They sprouted out from him like the needles of a hedgehog
only to flow together behind his back and into the ceiling behind
him as one large braided information conduit. The Planet Master was
completely connected to his planet at all times.

He was a thin
man, bordering on undernourished. That was normal for someone who
had not moved from the one place since they were first implanted.
No amount of artificial muscle exercise and artificial daylight
could replace the real thing. Despite effectively being a prisoner
of his position every need and every whim he ever had would be
instantly met without question, provided it was within his
operating parameters of course. On the world he controlled a Planet
Master was effectively a God, and Gods did not like being told what
to do.

“I need a
drink,” said Hirri. “Do you have any alcohol in here?”

“What!”
exclaimed the Planet Master his eyes torn momentarily from the
screens to look at Hirri. His forehead was quickly bristling with
raised veins. On several points around the room previously
concealed weapons systems emerged from the ceiling.

“A drink,”
replied Hirri as he casually strolled around the chamber, finishing
beside the Planet Master, behind his desk. He tried to ignore the
weapons that were tracing his every move and leaned over across the
Planet Master and scanned the screens. The Planet Master watched in
disbelief, the veins on his neck now also pulsing. “Hmm, by the
look of this we better get started. Give him the list please
Morgan.”

“Good afternoon
Planet Master Phobor my name is Morgan Telu.” Morgan extended a
brief handshake, but did not wait for Phobor to accept before
pressing on. “This is Hirri Nino, the Sioken you requested.”

The cables made
a strange rustling as Phobor turned his head to look at Hirri face
to face and then back to Morgan.

“I asked for
the best not some rummy!”

“Listen champ,”
said Hirri, who was now casually sitting on the edge of Phobor’s
desk. “Your little rock is about 48 hours away from a full blown
civil war that’s going to last at least a decade. I suggest that if
you want to avoid that, you listen to Morgan here and do exactly
what she asks.”

Planet Master
Phobor sat thoughtfully still for a moment. The only indication he
was even alive was the constant flicking of his eyes back and
forward between his screens and Hirri. When he finally spoke he
seemed distant.

“Hmm. I have
viewed your record, it is indeed impressive. I can only assume that
the Grand Visionary sent you with good reason.” He looked at Hirri
again and ignored the screens. Around the room the automated
weapons retracted back into the ceiling. “It’s time I told you the
real reason you are here.”

“What do you
mean the real reason?” asked Hirri. He shot Morgan a questioning
glance, but it was clear she was also surprised.

“I have been
Planet Master on this world for the last 25 years. During that time
I have helped it grow, slowly but surely, each year. I know this
planet and its population inside and out. All of the upgrades and
interfaces to my brain are state of the art. Nothing happens here
without my knowing or in most cases my doing.”

“That’s nice,
but I don’t see how that changes my job?” interrupted Hirri.

“You don’t
understand. I did not ask them to send you here just to try and
prevent a civil war. I asked them to send you because I don’t have
any idea what is causing this planet to fall apart!” Phobor closed
his eyes and took a deep breath as though trying to settle himself.
“It’s like there is a dark cloud hanging over my thoughts. I think
perhaps someone is tampering with me to hide the truth.”

Hirri stood up
and started pacing around the office, all the time taking small
swigs from his hip flask. Morgan stood silent, but her mouth
dropped. When she spoke she could not control the shock in her
voice.


“B...but...that’s not possible!”

“That’s exactly
why you are here.”

“Shit! After
what happened on that last job and now he has thrown me into
something like this!” cursed Hirri. “Where the hell is your best
hotel? I need to go get drunk and sleep!”

 


#

 


Hirri sat on a
long and plush lounge in one of the most expensive penthouse suites
that Cobost had to offer. However the luxury that surrounded him
fell short of his notice. After spending half a day on the planet
he had started to feel the same thing the Planet Master had
described. There was something that was flitting around the edges
of his mind. It was very distracting and as equally unnerving. It
was almost as though someone was trying to eaves drop on his
thoughts.

He stood up and
walked over to a window so he could look out onto the city below.
He hoped that if he could get a sense for the psyche of the place
it might help clear his head. The city of Ela was quite
spectacular, as far as cities went. Especially considering it was
such a backwater little world. Yet as his mind reached out gently
to those around him he was hit by a wave of despair. Even the
thoughts of the crowd, that swamped the hotel’s front entry in a
vain attempt to get a glimpse of a Sioken, were more desperate than
excited.

He should have
been in awe of the delicate rising spires, covered by glittering
lights, under the deep purple evening sky. Instead all he saw were
images of ruins, filled with people afraid and starving. He saw a
future that could only be stopped if he did his job well. Wearily
he closed his eyes, hoping that for a change it would make the
nightmarish images go away. Instead it just made them more intense.
He shook his head. He should have known better, it had never worked
before. He grabbed his hip flask, drawing it from the inner pocket
of his jacket as though drawing a weapon. Unfortunately it was
empty. In frustration he flung the flask across the room and made a
bee-line for the penthouse’s private bar. He opened the fridge with
trembling hands, bypassed all of the cheap stuff and went straight
for the number one drop.

He worked open
the hermetically sealed top like a safe cracker and took a casual
sip directly from the bottle, which quickly turned into a gulp. He
regretted it almost instantly as the liquid gripped his body in a
way no other alcoholic beverage ever had. His fingernails dug into
the top of the bar as he rode out the wave of pins and needles that
swept throughout his body.

“Did you know
that concoction is supposed to be highly addictive…sir?” asked
Morgan suddenly, from somewhere behind him.

Her presence in
his room caught him completely by surprise and he almost dropped
the entire bottle. He hated when she did that. With the
neural-blocker that was imbedded inside her brain she was one of
the very few people who could get within a city block, let alone a
few feet, without him sensing them.

“What are you
doing here? I thought you’d be too busy getting the big show
organised to be nagging me tonight?”

“I thought I
should stop by and remind you not to overdo it this evening. The
image that you project tomorrow is going to be crucial to this
mission and drunken invalid is not what we are trying to achieve,”
replied Morgan, in a distinctly icy tone. Hirri turned to face her,
his own anger rising like a fire from within. Her tone was matched
by the deliberate stare she gave him with her cold blue eyes.

“Touché!” he
replied as he took another large swig from the bottle and thrust it
towards her with a shaking outstretched hand. “How about you drink
with me then?”

“This is
ridiculous! How can you be so casual about all this?” asked Morgan,
exploding in an uncustomary outburst.

“Don’t you
think I know what’s going to happen here if I don’t get this right?
Do you think it’s easy to carry all that around in my head?” he
spat back.

Hirri took
another large mouthful out of the bottle, turned back away from
her, and slammed it down on the bar. A moment later he felt a
gentle hand on his shoulder. She had never done that before, as far
as he could remember. It felt strange and unnatural, yet comforting
and familiar at the same time.

“Do you think I
find it any easier to stand by helplessly and watch you drink
yourself to death because of it?” asked Morgan, her tone unusually
soft and almost compassionate.

Hirri was
startled by this and looked back around at her sceptically as he
tried to work out if she was being sincere or if this was just
another one of her tricks for motivating him. He decided it was
more likely the latter.

“Wow! I almost
believed that you meant that,” he replied sarcastically.

As soon as he
had started the sentence he knew he had made a mistake. Her eyes
iced over again and her mouth was pursed in a half smile that came
from a combination of anger and disbelief. That was the look she
gave him whenever he’d stepped over some line. He knew all too
well, that once you crossed a line with her, it was very hard to
get back over it. With a slight shake of the head she spun on her
spiked heels and walked briskly towards the door.

“Morgan wait…”
called Hirri as she reached the door. She stopped and stood with
arms tightly folded, she did not turn around. He knew he should
apologise, but couldn’t seem to get the words out. Besides, somehow
it felt good to know he could hurt her feelings, so he changed
tack. “Just make sure you’re extra careful. I can’t put my finger
on it yet, but the Planet Master was right, there is something more
going on here than meets the eye and I don’t like it one bit.”

“I know, I
found a number of anomalies too,” she replied, a spattering of
disappointment in her voice. “Goodnight sir.”

As soon as she
had gone Hirri climbed back onto the lounge and got to some serious
work on the remainder of the bottle. He shook his head as he drank.
Sometimes she could be so frustrating. Although, he had to admit,
arguing with her had managed to keep the images from his mind
momentarily.

Now that she
had gone there was only one other way he knew to keep them away. He
changed quickly into something much less formal so he could slip
out the hotel rear entrance unnoticed. While he loved the notoriety
that came from being a Sioken, especially when it came to women,
drawing a crowd tonight would just alert Morgan. He was going to
hit the town hard and he didn’t need Morgan bringing him down.
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Hirri felt a
tearing pain on the top of his head. He reluctantly opened his
eyes. He couldn’t remember where he was, but he knew he was in
trouble because he was looking directly at Morgan. She was holding
his head by the hair just inches above a pool of his own vomit.

“Whoa, you look
really pissed,” said Hirri hoarsely as he tried to sit up, to no
avail.

“No, actually I
enjoy having to spend two valuable hours following your tracking
signal across the city,” she replied dryly as she dropped his head
back down into the vomit.

Hirri made a
concerted effort to roll over onto his back and get away from the
vomit. It was daylight and he realised he was lying in some back
alley. He still couldn’t remember how he had gotten there or what
he had done the previous night. He did remember one thing
though.

“Before you
start in on me Morgan I was working last night.”

“Oh I’m sure
you were, practicing hard for tonight’s after party no doubt!”

He half
expected her to storm off and leave him there. Instead all he heard
was the impatient tapping of one foot on the pavement as she waited
for him to get up. Apparently she wasn’t going to let him off that
easily by the looks of things.

“No actually,”
he said as he mentally prepared himself to sit up and stand. “I
spent a lot of time looking at the mindscapes of different
crowds…”

“In night
clubs,” she interrupted.

“Hey it’s not
my fault that alcohol breaks down mental barriers. Anyway, if you
will let me finish, I couldn’t find one normal marker in any of
them that fits this place heading to oblivion.”

Morgan’s foot
stopped tapping. “Are you being serious?”

“Yes,” he
winced as he sat up.

“Then it’s even
more important that we get tonight’s performance exactly right.”
Morgan bent down and helped him to his feet. Hirri was barely able
to stand and had to lean on her as they walked.

He smiled
broadly even though his head felt as though it was in a sonic bath.
“Thanks for coming to get me, I knew you’d give me a wakeup
call.”

“I hope you
enjoyed the treat, because that’s the last time!” she replied, then
quickly shrugged away from him. He still wasn’t able to stand by
himself and had to stumble up against a building to stop from
falling.

“Morgan, wait!”
he called but she didn’t stop.

 


#

 


Hirri paced
back and forth backstage. He fiddled nervously with the controls on
his belt that adjusted the intensity of his luminescent white suit.
He glanced off to the side of the stage area to see Morgan starring
back at him. He had barely been able to get a word out of her since
she had found him in the alley. He smiled briefly, again there was
no response. Then his eyes wandered to the object she had tensely
griped in her left hand. It was a silver pen like device called a
psych-link.

“Brought to you
on the wings of angels to heal us all, I give you the Sioken!”
shouted the announcer. His attention suddenly snapped back to the
task at hand Hirri quickly turned the suit to full so that he
looked like a blazing star as he strode out onto the stage. As soon
as he appeared there was a roar from the enormous crowd amassed in
the huge stadium before him.

“Hello people
of Cobost!” he shouted, ensuring that he stood where the TV cameras
would get his best angle. “Why am I here? I’ll tell you why I’m
here! I’m here to save you! To save you first from
yourselves and then…”

Hirri launched
into his standard preaching routine with practiced ease. More
subtly he began to open his mind to the others around him. He
immediately felt the presence of the entire crowd. The mental shock
still made him flinch slightly. The energy that flowed through his
entire body was invigorating, the feeling of power bedazzling. He
paused for a moment to compose himself, it was easy to get carried
away. Soon he was able to extend his mind to every single person
across the entire planet, all several hundred million of them.

As the mental
energy from the population washed over him he was swamped by the
feelings of fear and distrust. It didn’t surprise him, it was
normal for a planet on the verge of civil war. As he spoke
irrelevant words he used his mind to mould the fear and distrust
into the seeds of hope. So easy it would have been to make them
worship him! Turn their minds to see only him. He stared up
at his hands that were now raised above his head as though calling
to god himself to challenge him. The power surged though his
body. Joyfully he spun around on the stage looking at all those
around him, completely in awe and in his control.

Then his eyes
fixed upon Morgan. She was still standing in exactly the same
place. She stared at him seriously, her neural blocker keeping her
safe from his influence. In her hand was the silver psych-link and
her thumb was tensely poised above the button at the top. The sight
immediately sobered him. The temptation was great, but his primal
sense of self-preservation was greater. The psych-link was linked
to his brain and the small neural-pulse bomb embedded in it.
Security in case temptation ever won. It was individually linked to
her brain wave patterns so she alone could activate it. If the
psych-link ever stopped detecting her brain waves it would assume
she was dead and that there was no safe guard against him losing
control. It would literally blow his mind. As much as he hated it,
his life was fundamentally linked to hers. That gave him little
comfort, because he has certain that she would activate the device
if she needed to, especially today.

Coming back to
his senses he shot her a reassuring wink. She didn’t respond nor
did her thumb move. He tried to ignore the fact that his life was
in her hands and started scanning the mental landscape for the
usual scarring. As he found the mental wounds he did his patchwork
repairs, everything he patched would give them more time to address
the real issues in the coming weeks. However, after more than an
hour “preaching” he had found only symptoms and nothing
substantial. He still could not understand what was driving this
planet towards certain destruction. It just didn’t make sense. The
more he searched the less he understood. Eventually he could preach
no more. He wrapped up his sermon by gently releasing the people of
Cobost from his grip. As they came back to their collective senses
there was a massive roar as they each felt the sense of hope he had
embedded in them. He left the stage exhausted.

He stopped when
he reached Morgan, who was slipping the psych-link back onto the
thin silver necklace she always wore.

“I want you
dragging information out of everyone at the after party tonight,”
he said flatly.

“Yes sir,” she
replied, “What exactly are we looking for?”

“I don’t
know.”
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Hirri wandered
the crowd looking for Morgan. He had been mind surfing it for more
than an hour and was getting nothing but a headache. When he
finally located her, she was standing with a small group of
politicians and heads of industry deep in conversation.

“May I have
this dance?” he asked, tapping her on the shoulder to get her
attention.

“Of course
sir,” she replied reluctantly and then excused herself. Morgan was
dressed in a reflective pearl white dress, an almost exact match to
his suit. The dress hugged the upper part of her body like a silk
glove and showed every sensual curve. The lower half of the dress
flared out from her hips and stretched down to the ground. As she
walked with him the lower half of the dress wavered about like
ripples across calm water.

Once on the
dance floor he clasped her hands firmly in his and raised them both
to shoulder height between them. It was a traditional Cyrusian
dance that they had both learnt for just such circumstances. He
could tell that she was still annoyed with him by the way that she
kept a large distance between them. He pulled her intentionally
closer to whisper in her ear.

“You know, I’ve
seen you in that dress at least a hundred times, yet you still look
amazing.”

Morgan shook
her head and let a half smile slip. “That’s probably the worst
attempt at making amends I have ever heard.”

Hirri smiled
back broadly, happy to have her speaking to him again. He started
to pull her closer once more, so they could exchange information
quietly, but stopped when he noticed the psych-link was hanging
around her neck.

“Did you have
to bring that thing? You know it gives me the heebie geebies,”
complained Hirri.

“Then don’t
stand so close to it,” replied Morgan as she pushed him to a more
acceptable distance.

“Couldn’t you
leave it behind just once?”

“That would be
against regulations sir. You know as well as I do that it is never
to leave my person.”

Hirri continued
to stare at the device, this one small thing that held the power
over his life or death.

“If you had to,
would you have pressed the button today?” he asked seriously.
Morgan pulled her hands away and starred back at him.

“If I ever
thought I could not carry out my duties I would resign from your
service, sir,” she replied, her voice strained.

“Would you,
ever…?” he asked. It was an open ended question, but by the look on
her face he could tell she knew exactly what he was asking. She
looked away momentarily, clearly uncomfortable. When she looked at
him again, her eyes had frozen over.

“I think we
should be focusing on the mission don’t you, sir?”

Hirri knew that
look too well and conceded immediately, it was useless to continue
the conversation.

“Ok, sorry,
it’s just that I hate that thing, at least hide it a bit so I can’t
see it,” he urged.

“Fine, there,”
she replied as she tucked it inside her dress more. “Have you
discovered anything?”

“Nothing,” he
replied, shaking his head. “There is definitely something in the
air, but I just can’t pin point it. What about you?”

“Nothing
substantial yet, but let me go back to that group I was just with.
I think there may be a lead there.”

“Fine, I’ll
start surfing individuals and meet you back on the dance floor in
an hour.”
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Hirri sipped
from his hip flask nervously. The last remnants of its contents
drained into his mouth. It had been over two hours now since he had
last seen Morgan. He had already scoured the crowd several times
over, to no avail. Something was seriously wrong. He flipped the
hip flask upside down and slid back a panel to reveal a small touch
screen hidden in its base. He quickly tapped a few commands to
download Morgan’s vital signs. They came from the biotracker that
was part of her neural blocker implant. When the readings flashed
up green on the screen he breathed a sigh of relief, at least she
was still alive. Next, he punched in the command to bring up her
location. He watched the numbers slowly change, she was moving and
was already several kilometres away.

As a result of
her neural blocker the biotracker was the only way Hirri would be
able to find her and its range wasn’t infinite, so he made a quick
exit out onto the street. He forced his way through the crowd of
admirers and urgently hailed a hover cab. As soon as he was inside
he directed the driver using the tracker’s readout. In moments they
had travelled out of the city centre and entered one of the three
main industrial areas that surrounded it. Soon they were passing
only factories and warehouses. The day of his performance had been
declared a planet wide public holiday so the entire area was
largely vacant.

Suddenly
Morgan’s signal stopped moving and Hirri asked the driver to slow
down. He continued on in the cab until they came to within a
kilometre of her location. Then he paid off the driver and got out.
He completed the remainder of the journey on foot. He walked
slowly, looking for anything that may be a trap. At the same time
he cautiously projected his mind, searching for anyone in the near
vicinity and what their intentions may be. He looked in every nook
and cranny with his mind, but could not sense anyone nearby.

He approached a
very large warehouse at the end of a long street. It was definitely
where Morgan’s signal seemed to be coming from. As he came to the
front gates something flittered across his mind, almost like a
shadow passing in front of his eyes. It was only fleeting and then
he lost it. He stopped dead in his tracks and the hairs on the back
of his neck rose. He had never felt anything like that before.

He studied the
warehouse in front of him. The gates were open and so was a small
door at the front just to the side of the main loading bay. There
was no sign of life, physical or mental. With a deep breath, and
wishing he had refilled his hip flask before leaving the party, he
walked through the gates. He scampered briskly over to the open
door and timidly peered inside. It was pitch black and he could not
sense anyone.

With breath
held, he crept inside. The instant he did he regretted it. He had
not moved more than two steps from the door when it slammed shut
behind him. Once again he felt shadows flash across his mind, this
time there was more than one. Before he had a chance to panic
however, the warehouse unexpectedly lit up like daylight.

Before him lay
a vast open floor space, in the middle of which was a large
conglomeration of electronic equipment that now also buzzed to
life. Squirming all around, in between, and in some cases on top
of, the equipment were the strangest alien creatures Hirri had ever
seen.

They had long,
dark green, segmented bodies that vaguely resembled that of a fat
caterpillar. Random segments appeared to be clothed while others
were not. Hirri presumed that the clothed parts were the rude bits,
but he had been wrong before. On the bottom halves of their bodies
they had stumpy legs, which they wriggled about on. That was where
the resemblance to a caterpillar ended. Unlike a caterpillar their
skin was moist, slimy and mottled, more like a slug. On the top
half of their bodies the stumpy legs gave way to a series of
tentacle like arms that were able to retract and extend in a
similar fashion as that of a snail’s eyes. The triangular face, if
it could be called that, was a mass of skin flaps, orifices and
short tentacle like protrusions.

In total there
were about a dozen of the aliens. Most of them were busily
squelching about, adjusting knobs and pressing buttons. One of
them, however, was standing next to Morgan. It stared at Hirri with
three unblinking large yellow eyes that were set in a triangle at
the edges of its ‘face’.

“Pleasss go
that way,” hissed a voice from behind. Hirri spun in alarm, he had
not sensed anyone behind him. Reflexively he projected his mind
towards the creature only to see the same wavering and illusive
shadow.

“Ssstop that
pleasss it hurtssss,” replied the creature as it pointed towards
Morgan and gestured with a sticky tentacle for him to move. Hirri
promptly followed orders and made his way over to stand in front of
Morgan and the other creature.

“Are you ok?”
he asked.

“Yes sir,” she
replied, outwardly composed, but her voice was strained.

“Ok, what
exactly do you lot want with us?” asked Hirri, trying to sound
relaxed as much for Morgan’s sake as his own.

“Not correct,
we want only you. We usssed the female only to bring you here,”
replied the creature.

“Ok then, what
do you want with me?”

“You will
ssshow usss how you control mindsss ssso we
can...underssstand.”

“Well now, that
sounds great and all that. The thing is, I think our boss might get
pretty angry if he finds out I have been sharing trade secrets with
aliens who might want to exploit them.”

“Your
reasssonsss are not important. You will ssshow usss now or the
female will be dessstroyed,” hissed the creature as it pressed some
type of tentacle held weapon against Morgan’s temple. Hirri had
never seen a weapon like it before so he didn’t know what it did,
but he guessed it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

“Ok, Ok,” he
said raising his hands in surrender. “I will show you. Just take
the weapon away from the female, its making me nervous.”

The creature
lowered the weapon and gestured for him to move to a marked spot in
front of the array of equipment. Hirri did so and turned to face
Morgan and the alien.

“Before I start
Morgan I want you to be my witness to the boss that my heart was
not in this, especially when these guys started to press my
buttons.”

Morgan’s eyes
widened suddenly. “Are you sure sir?

“Yes, so I hope
you are, just in case” he replied grimly.

“Ssshow usss
now pleasss,” interrupted the creature, raising the weapon
again.

Hirri started
to project his mind slowly outwards. However, because the alien
creatures appeared only as strange flickering shadows he had to
expand his mind an entire block before he could grasp another human
mind. He used it as an anchor momentarily to get his bearings. Then
as he projected further and found more minds he started bending
them towards him, beckoning them to come to him. With every new
person he took into his grasp he could feel the power and the
temptation rising inside him. He glanced at Morgan to see she had
slowly raised her hand up to her neck where the psych-link was
still hanging on its slim silver chain. If anything went wrong he
just hoped she would push the button. If she didn’t then whatever
the aliens were planning was going to be quickly dwarfed by what he
was capable of.

Before long
Hirri had projected his mind across the entire industrial area and
with it he had hundreds of people under his direct control. They
were all coming to help him. The power surged through his
body with a sensation more pleasant than any alcoholic beverage he
had ever consumed. In a sudden adrenaline rush he lost control
momentarily and pushed his mind forward quickly onto the remainder
of the city. The surge of power shook him from head to toe and
briefly lifted his feet off the ground. There was no turning back
now, they were coming to him!

They were only
sounds in the background to his greatness, but they were sirens and
they were coming from the equipment behind him.

“You ssstop
now, you are being dangerousss to usss,” commanded the
creature.

Even in his
current state there was still a part of Hirri that knew he was in
danger. The people he was calling to his aid were still minutes
away and he knew that if he kept going for that long they would
kill Morgan and probably him.

He had no
choice, he would not be commanded! Before the creatures
could react he grabbed several hundred of the nearest minds that
were under his control and drained them completely. The shockwave
hurtled towards him and as it hit him he focused it on the
flickering shadows in the mindscape around him. The power arched
out of his body as raw energy, surging out to the minds of each of
the alien creatures and striking them down. They, like the people
he had used, were now all dead by his will! Without pause he
continued to project his mind across the planet. Soon they would
all be his! Somewhere beneath him however there was a
voice that nagged at...him.

“Stop it, stop
it!” yelled Morgan, who was now standing in front of him shaking
him violently. At first he looked at her with contempt, then
he looked at her desperately.

“I can’t!” he
cried.

“You have to, I
can’t go through this all over again,” she pleaded. Morgan looked
into his eyes as she begged him one last time to resist the
temptation, but it was too late, his eyes had completely rolled
back into his head. “I’m sorry,” she whispered as she gently
activated the psych-link. She watched his body go suddenly rigid as
the psych-link pulse shot through his brain. A second later he was
in a crumpled heap on the floor.

Her shoulders
slumped as she slowly kneeled down next to him and put his head in
her lap. She pushed apart the hair on the back of his head until
she found the tiny data-link port disguised as a small mole. She
linked her neural blocker to the artificial part of his brain and
started to assess the damage to his real brain. While it was easily
repairable by simply turning up the control functions of the
artificial part, it was still another piece of him that she had
lost and could never get back. She wondered whether he would ever
remember what they had once meant to each other.

She wiped away
tears from her eyes and took a deep breath. She reminded herself
that he was not really Hirri anymore and that he had died the first
time she had activated the psych-link. She had to push those
thoughts to the back of her mind. It was imperative that she now do
her real job and do it quickly. She turned up the setting on her
emotion inhibitor and pressed on. She set his artificial mind to
keep him unconscious until she could get him up to the yacht, blur
the last few hours of his memory, as though he’d been drinking too
heavily, and then wake him up again.

For now,
however, there was a large mess to clean up. The boss was not going
to be happy and neither was the Link Mother. She used the J-link,
the communication module in her neural blocker, to make a call
direct to the Planet Master. It worked using artificially generated
mental energy known as J-waves, making it a form of true instant
communication, regardless of distance.

“Hello, Planet
Master Phobor? It’s Morgan Telu here. I must advise you that I have
been forced to invoke article four of the Unified Factions
agreement. I am hereby authorised to take temporary control of your
functions and this planet until the security matter is resolved. I
am uploading my clearance code now. Please verify.”

“Your code is
verified,” replied the Planet Master reluctantly. “I presume this
means you have discovered my problem?”

“Yes, but I
have no time to discuss it at the moment. Please open a secure
emergency J-link to head office then immediately lockdown the
entire industrial district.”

Morgan checked
on Hirri again as she waited for the Planet Master to patch her
into the galactic network. She felt like crying again so she bumped
up the emotion inhibitor once more, it was now at maximum. As her
feelings dulled she started looking for any evidence which would
explain what the hell was going on. Suddenly her communicator
sprang to life with a familiar and soothing voice.

“Hello
Morgan.”

“Hello Link
Mother” replied Morgan nervously.

“I assume that
you must have quite a situation there to risk calling me
directly?”

“Yes, there has
been a significant development. It is clear that the events of this
mission are linked to something bigger. I dare not speak any more
on this line as it’s possible the Planet Master has been
compromised.”

There was a
short silence at the other end of the line. “Compromised you say.
Then why have you risked this call?” her soothing voice suddenly
menacing.

“I need you to
authorise a full assault squad to be sent here priority one. I have
a very large mess to clean up.”

“I will send
out the order immediately, they will be there within 24 hours. As
soon as you are somewhere secure I want a detailed report.”

“Yes Link
Mother, thank...” the Link Mother disconnected before she
finished.
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Late in the
afternoon of the day following the incident, Morgan stood outside
the warehouse waiting. She tapped her info tile impatiently. She
had a lot on her mind and a lot to get through so she wanted to get
started. Hirri was safely back in the yacht in temporary mental
stasis. He would be ok for at least another 48 hours, but after
that she would have to wake him up whether she was ready or
not.

Her wait was
soon over. She heard their screaming engines before she saw them.
Five glimmering white ships dropped from the clouds in tight
formation. As they dived towards the industrial area four of the
ships split away and headed for separate points around the
perimeter of the warehouse. The fifth ship, which was larger than
the others dropped directly down onto the street with a heavy boom.
On its side was a large picture of an angel being struck by a
lightning bolt. The moment the ship touched the ground the side
hatches popped open and out jumped six heavily armed and armoured
men and women. The commander ran directly up to Morgan.

“Commander
Jeerha of the 67th Falling Angels. What is the situation?” he
demanded.

“The area is
not hostile. The main site is inside the warehouse. I want every
scientist you have in there, collecting evidence.” Morgan thrust
the info tile into his hands and started pointing at it. “You will
also need to get your perimeter details to comb the area shown here
for dead bodies. I hope you brought plenty of body bags. I want a
completed clean up, no evidence.”

The commander
raised an eyebrow. “That’s a big area. What the hell happened
here?” he asked.

“That’s what we
need to find out.”
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Morgan entered
the warehouse and looked around impatiently. The scientific team
had been working for several hours now and she still did not have a
report. She located the head scientist and made her way briskly
over to him.

Dr Dien Khoo
was a middle aged asian man with grey hair set in one mighty comb
over. He was bent over one of the dead aliens and was so engrossed
in his work he did not notice Morgan next to him even when she
cleared her throat. It took a gentle prod with her info tile before
he finally turned towards her, clearly annoyed.

“What!” he
began fiercely before realising that it was Morgan. “Oh, my
apologies, but I am rather busy.”

“Too busy to
provide me with an update Dr Khoo?”

“Yes actually,”
he replied tersely. “I have never studied this species before,
there is a mountain of data to collect and analyse.”

“I just need
the facts about the incident.”

Dr Khoo glanced
from the alien body to Morgan and back again before he reluctantly
stood and beckoned her to follow him. He led her directly to the
large conglomeration of alien equipment that was still in the
middle of the warehouse. This time it was swarming with human
scientists who were pulling it apart and testing it.

“Your
assumption about the equipment was accurate Morgan. It does indeed
appear to measure mental activity. We have been unable to determine
all of the functions of the equipment yet, but you can be sure that
these fellows were indeed trying to work out exactly how a Sioken
works.”

“And the aliens
themselves?”

“All in good
time, there is one more thing you should know about the equipment
first. This rather innocuous box here,” he said pointing to what
was literally a black box about the size of a suitcase. “Does not
measure anything.”

“Then what does
it do?” asked Morgan

“It’s a
transmitter.”

Morgan’s mouth
dropped open momentarily. “Are you sure?”

“Oh yes, quite
definitely. We have no idea yet how it works or what type of signal
it sends or where it sent the signal to. When we first arrived
there was definitely a signal being sent though. At least until we
touched it. Then it seemed to shut down.”

“Are you
certain its shutdown?”

Dr Khoo looked
thoughtfully at Morgan then with a half grin he replied. “To be
honest we can’t be completely sure about that either.”

“So it could be
broadcasting right now?”

“It’s not
impossible.”

Outwardly
Morgan remained an ice carving. On the inside she was hit by a wave
of panic. Questions flung themselves around her mind like pieces of
fruit in a blender. Why? Who? How much had they seen? Then
realisation hit her, she had used the psych-link!

“Dr, you have
exactly one hour before I tell the Squad Commander to vaporise this
warehouse and everything in it. You can take anything you want with
you but NOT that box!”

“What you can’t
do that!” he protested.

“And,” she
continued un-phased. “I want your summary report in my hand within
two hours. If you don’t like it, talk to the Link Mother.”
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Morgan sat at
the command deck of the yacht. Two holographic images hung in mid
air in front of her. The first was a targeting image of the
warehouse from the main assault ship. The second was of a rather
annoyed Planet Master Phobor.

“The report
that you have sent me is a completely inadequate explanation of
what has occurred Morgan and it does nothing to justify the
destruction of this warehouse,” he protested.

“You have
everything you need to know in the report Planet Master. You are no
longer compromised and the immediate threat to Cobost has been
neutralised. We will be further investigating the method used to
create the compromise and any security upgrades that arise from the
findings will be downloaded to you the minute they are available,”
replied Morgan in the most neutral and bureaucratic tone she could
muster. “Now please confirm that the target area has been
cleared.”

“Target area is
clear but...” began Phobor. Before he had a chance to launch into
another round of complaints Morgan hung up.

“Target area
confirmed clear Commander. Please proceed to clean the area,” she
ordered.

A few seconds
later the image flashed brightly as the warehouse and the
mysterious transmitter inside it was neatly vaporised leaving all
the structures nearby completely unscathed.

“Cleaning
complete,” replied the commander.

“Thank you
commander, you have your new orders please follow them to the
letter.”

Morgan switched
off the second image then started punching in the parameters to
make a secure J-link. It was time to give her report to the Link
Mother. She waited nervously as the call went through. Suddenly a
hologram of the Link Mother flashed up in front of her.

“Hello Morgan
my child,” she said in her soothing voice. She gave Morgan a
genuine smile. The Link Mother was old enough to be her mother yet
her face seemed timeless. Her long grey ponytail and her wrinkled
hands were all that gave her senior years away.

She was dressed
in her red and white loose fitting robes that were the signature of
her office. Outwardly she projected the image of the doting mother,
but Morgan was under no illusion as to the power the Link Mother
held.

“Hello Link
Mother. I have my report.”

“Good, transmit
it directly to me, but first tell me in your own words what you
have seen and what you think.”

Morgan was not
quite prepared for this and hesitated. “I..um” she stumbled.

“Come now
Morgan I will learn just as much from what you think as I will from
a technical report.”

“Yes, I’m sorry
Link Mother,” replied Morgan drawing a deep breath to compose
herself. “It appears that a group of aliens known as the Pfff
intentionally compromised Planet Master Phobor to manipulate the
population of Cobost in such a way as to initiate our mission.
Their goal seems to have been measurement of a Sioken’s abilities.
We are unsure if the group was working independently or if it was
some covert operation by the Confedeki. However, they did appear to
be transmitting the results to a third party. We still do not know
how they compromised the Planet Master.”

The Link
Mother’s smile faded as Morgan spoke. “This is a bold and
disturbing move if the Confedeki is involved. However, I sense that
you have something else to tell me that is much worse.”

“Yes Link
Mother I do,” replied Morgan clearing her throat. “The Pfff that
captured us are all dead...Hirri killed them.”

The colour
drained from the Link Mother’s face and she appeared to age
rapidly.

“That’s
impossible! No Sioken has ever been able to affect any type of
alien mind!”

“I wish I was
mistaken Link Mother, but I am not, I saw it with my own eyes...and
so has whoever was receiving that signal. I covered up the evidence
before the assault squad and science team arrived by making the
deaths look like they had been a result of a neuron scrambler
device. I have sent the Pfff back with Dr Khoo and the assault
squad for further study. The transmitter was destroyed as I felt it
was too dangerous to send to home base.”

“This
development could easily start a conflict second Apocalyptica. If
Hirri has any ability whatsoever to interact with alien minds he is
now the most important and dangerous person in the galaxy. We must
keep this information hidden at all costs. It is imperative that
you find out exactly who was receiving that signal and eliminate
them.”

“Yes Link
Mother.”

“I must now
consult with the Grand Visionary. He has been unusually vague with
his visions lately. Yet it was he who specifically called for Hirri
to take this mission. I wonder if he has already discovered what
Hirri is capable of? If so then I find it disturbing that he would
keep this from me.”

“What are my
orders?”

The Link Mother
paused for a moment. “I must have time to digest this information.
For now you should rest and get Hirri back into shape. I will call
on you again soon when our next move is to be made.”

The Link
Mother’s holographic image flickered out abruptly. Morgan rubbed
her temples, the Link Mother was right she did need to rest, but
first she had to wake Hirri.
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Morgan stepped
into the cramped stasis room. It was creatively designed so that it
did not appear on the ships plans and was not easily noticeable
unless you were specifically looking for it. As an added extra
precaution the only coded entry point was directly from within
Morgan’s own sleeping quarters. In the five years that they had
been working together and roaming the galaxy Hirri had never
discovered it, even before the drinking had started.

Hirri lay in
front of her on a hovering trolley. A single thin cable ran from
the data link port on the back of his head, connecting him to the
stasis machine. It was keeping his body in a safe coma and his mind
in a dream like limbo. It was only possible to keep him this way
for a few days at most before the real parts of his brain started
to reject the situation and tried to wake him up. She squeezed past
him to the control console and checked that all the new memories
for the last few days were ready to download. When he woke up he
would believe only what she had programmed him to believe about
their run in with the Pfff and the past two days while he had been
in stasis.

Before she
initiated the download she turned back and looked at him. His face
was peaceful and it reminded her of the first time they had met. He
had been so happy-go-lucky and relaxed back then. She tentatively
brushed the backs of her fingers against his cheek. She immediately
regretted it. The sensation of his warm soft skin against her own
unleashed a tidal wave of repressed feelings and she withdrew her
hand as though she had just been touching a venomous snake. She
turned away and gripped the control console with white knuckled
ferocity as she tried to repress it all again. She could not do it
alone however and tears started to escape. It was hard enough to
see the person you love die in front of you, it was a whole other
level of pain to be around them every day and have to look into
their eyes and lie to them.

Morgan cursed
herself, she should have known better, but the damage was done and
yet she needed to compose herself. She activated her emotion
inhibitor again and set it directly at the highest level. It was
only supposed to be used in mission situations where fear had to be
overcome to stay functional, but lately she was becoming
increasingly dependent on it just to stay sane. As the emotion
inhibitor took affect her grip on the console relaxed and she
quickly wiped away her tears and composed herself. With a final
calming breath she initiated the download then disconnected Hirri
from the stasis machine.

Once detached
she only had about thirty minutes before he would wake up so she
quickly pushed the hover trolley out of the room and through the
ship to his sleeping quarters. There she rolled him, with some
effort, onto the bed. Then, like a crime scene investigator working
in reverse, she meticulously recreated the scene that matched the
final artificial memory she had downloaded into his brain. When she
had finished she placed his hip flask, half empty, down beside him
and then left.
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Hirri peeled
open a single eyelid. Even that action made his head pound.

“Wow what a
night,” he thought. Though he could not remember many specifics
about what he had been drinking he did recall drinking a hell of a
lot of it. Fortunately his one open eye caught sight of his
salvation. His hand snaked around his hip flask and brought it to
his chest where he held it gently like a new born babe. Reflexively
he removed the lid with nimble fingers.

“Oh well, best
way to cure a hangover,” he thought. He braved the pounding in his
skull to sit up and take a big swig. The intense pain and the warm
burning sensation of the alcohol seemed to mix well and in a
sadomasochistic type of way he drew pleasure from it.

As he sat there
and tried to recall things more clearly his head pounded harder. He
smelt of perfume, alcohol and smoke. His suit had several drink
stains on the front and he was wearing one shoe. On his other foot
his sock hung half off. He vaguely remembered stumbling into bed
and trying to get it off. He could not remember sleeping for the
past two days so that probably explained how bad his hangover
was.

He’d had a few
multi day benders after missions before so he was used to a fuzzy
memory. This time though something nagged at him and caused his
head the pound harder, it was like he had forgotten to do something
important, but just could not get a fix on it. It was like his
memory since discovering the Pfff was like a comic strip, it was
filled with a finite number of isolated scenes that somehow linked
together to tell a story.

“Maybe those
aliens did something to me aside from testing?” he thought to
himself. Then when he tried to recall more detail about the
encounter with the aliens it was like someone was lighting a fire
inside his head. He drained the last of the hip flask in a vain
attempt to put it out.

All he could
recall after being placed in front of the alien’s equipment was
telling Morgan to use the psych-link, if she had to, then there was
a flash. In the next panel he was being woken up by Morgan. All the
aliens were unconscious around her. Then somehow his memory skipped
a few pages and the next thing he could recall was government
troops sent by the Planet Master coming to take the aliens away.
Next thing he knew he had left Morgan to handle the clean up and
went off celebrating a successful mission.

Normally he
would have just let it go, but this time the nagging thought seemed
to be connected to his headache, because trying to recall the
memories made it worse. Gingerly he got out of bed and went to find
Morgan. When he did he instantly regretted it. He found her
preparing breakfast in the ships galley. She was bashing pans
around with ferocity and her look was as sour as he had ever
seen.

“Um...Morgan,
what is happening here?” he winced, each clang of the pans was like
a steel spike driven through his skull.

“It’s called
breakfast sir,” she replied in a tone as dry as the desert. “I
thought it was very likely that you have not had any food since the
mission ended two days ago!”

Hirri’s head
hurt too much to make a witty comeback so instead he faintly nodded
in acknowledgement and sat down in the dining area. After a few
moments Morgan marched over and dropped a plate of food clattering
to the table in front of him. She did not sit with him.

“Perhaps I
should have prepared a bowl of pain killers?” asked Morgan.

“I think this
is more than just a hangover Morgan,” replied Hirri dropping his
head flat onto the table beside the plate. “I can’t remember what
exactly happened on Cobost after the aliens put me in front of
those machines.”

Morgan paused
for a moment suddenly sheepish. “I fear that may be partly my fault
sir,” she replied. Hirri raised his head against the pain and
stared at her.

“What do you
mean your fault?”

“Well, you may
remember instructing me to use the psych-link if
things...well...went badly. Fortunately for both of us I had taken
a neural-scrambler with me, as an added precaution,” she said,
keeping her eyes on the floor.

“What? Shit, no
wonder my memory is all over the place. You could have turned me
into a jelly brain!” Morgan visibly flinched when he said that, but
she still
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