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FATHER'S
DAY

 


 


My earliest memories are of the day I met my
father.

 


At the foot of a flight of white marble
stairs, a slightly disheveled, harried looking young woman of Asian
heritage leans over a small young boy with dark hair, stretching
out her arms to straighten his tie.

The boy looks like a little man, in trousers,
suit coat and tie. The woman wears a long, age-worn raincoat.

She straightens and clutches the front of the
coat to keep it closed.

"Stop fidgeting," she says to the boy when he
tries to adjust the knot under his little chin. "I want you to look
nice when you meet him." She uses her free hand to brush a stray
lock of hair from his face, and then turns him to face the stair.
"Let's go."

The two of them climb the steps up to the
main doors of St. Gabriel’s Church. The church was built sometime
back in the nineteen hundreds.

It’s a grand old white wooden building with
two square towers. The building’s two longer sides are lined with
rows of stained glass windows depicting the passion of Christ.

There seems to be someone of some importance
visiting the church. Dark suited security men stand at the top of
the chairs, in front of the church doors. A worried looking older
priest stands beside one of the security men at the top of the
stairs.

Ruth leans over Alibi as they reach the top
of the stairs.

"You should look good for your father," she
says to her son.

Alibi holds on hard to his mother's free
hand. Ruth tries to talk her way into the church past the dark
suited men and the priest standing next to them.

"But we're his family? His son would like to
see him," Ruth pleads. "It's a surprise. That's why it's not on
your schedule."

Alibi looks up at the grown-ups. He doesn't
like to see his mother looking like that. She looks hurt. She has
been angry all the time lately, but now she looks strange as she
and the men talk about going into the church.

"Come on, Alibi," Ruth says. The priest lets
the boy and his mother into the darkened church through the heavy
wooden main doors. The boy and his mother walk up the dimly lit
center aisle of the darkened church. There is a distant figure
standing at the altar ahead of them. A giant crucifix hangs over
the altar and the man.

The man is my father – BC – Bernard Campion –
once an assassin for the Vatican. The day I met him, he had risen
to become Prime Representative, the leader of the Solar Alliance.
But he didn't know Ruth had given him a son. Me.

“I thought I’d find you here,” Ruth says to
BC as she approaches. She clutches her coat closed in front of her
with one hand while the small boy holds on to the other.

“Me?” he asks.

“Hello BC,” the woman says, drawing closer.
She stands beside him, the boy at her side. “The priest was kind
enough to let us in when I told him we were family,” she says.

BC stares into her big brown eyes, trying to
remember who she is.

“You don’t even remember who I am, do you?”
she says, seeing right through BC.

“I’m afraid I don’t. You look familiar…”

“We were once close,” she says. She looks
down at the boy. “Quite close.”

She shakes her head.

“This won’t do at all,” she says to herself
more than BC. “I was your alibi,” she says to BC. She looks at the
boy. “His name is Alibi,” she says, with an air of some sort of
satisfaction.

The boy has his mother’s big brown eyes. He
looks up at BC, but stays quiet.

"Alibi? Oh My God! Kim’s daughter!
Ruth?Ruth!”

“You remember!” she exclaims, and a weird
smile creeps across her face.

“I thought you were dead! Your father told me
you had died!” BC remembers that Kim himself is dead, now. “I’m
sorry about your father,” he tells her.

She frowns, and then looks down at the ground
at her feet.

“You should be sorry,” she says. She looks
back up at BC. “You have lots and lots to be ‘sorry’ for, BC!” she
tells him, practically spitting out the word “sorry”.

“You ruined my father… my family! My faith!
My home, my world… my life! You bastard!” She stares eye to eye at
him as she finishes. The boy at her side begins fidgeting,
whimpering softly.

BC sees frenetic energy dancing in her eyes
as she lectures him. There is a weird edge to her voice, a strange
chaotic craziness.

BC is worried. She doesn't seem to be all
there anymore

“I… what can I say, Ruth?” BC tries to sound
calm and reassuring, but he's trying to figure out a way to call
security without freaking the woman out.

“Nothing,” she answers him. She looks down
again. One of her hands still holds the hand of the boy, the other
is now inside of her coat.

“What about the boy?” BC has to ask.

She looks up at BC, and then down at the boy.
She bends down to talk to the boy face to face.

“Al? This man is your Daddy. Alibi, meet your
father. This is Bernard Campion,” she says, and she and the boy
both look up at BC. She straightens up.

“Are you okay?” BC asks her.

She ignores his question and begins to
lecture him again.

“You’ve done a lot of bad things, BC,” Ruth
tells him. “And I’m not talking now about what you did to me and my
family and Fortune Station. I’m talking,” she looks down, and then
back up at him, “about the things my father told me about you. He
told me all about you, BC. All the killing, the horrible things
you’d done.” She shakes her head.

“And now I see you all over the news. They’re
all saying such great things, such nice things about you, but none
of it is true! Leader of the free world! And I’ve seen you with
that woman…” she trails off and looks back down at the floor.

She glances at the boy and then looks back at
BC.

“They say you two are getting married, is
that right?” she asks in an accusatory tone.

“Well, I don’t know about that, we haven’t
even talked about it,” BC says defensively.

“You’re a bad man, BC!” she says angrily. She
glares at him as she raises her voice. “You don’t… Good things
should not happen to you! You don’t deserve any of it!” Her eyes
burn into his.

“I’ve tried to make up for the bad,” BC tells
her. “I’ve tried to do good things! I’ve saved the human race!
That’s gotta count for something,” he insists.

“You were lucky,” she reasons, “lucky to be
in the right place at the right time. You were lucky, not
repentant. Have you repented? Really? I don’t think so! You haven’t
atoned for your sins!” Ruth says, a quavering edge to her voice, a
hint of panicky excitement.

“Are you judging me, then?” BC asks her
defensively. “Maybe I’ve made up for what I’ve done. I did it all
in the name of God, anyway!”

“You don’t believe that! Do you?” Ruth
challenges him. “You never did, did you? Neither do I! You did it
because it was fun! You didn’t really believe in what you were
doing!”

BC wonders where his security detail is.

Where is my security?

“I was an instrument of God,” BC tells her,
but his words ring hollow in his own ears.

“You were judge, jury and executioner,” Ruth
tells him. She fixes her eyes on BC’s. “And so am I.”

She breaks her gaze. Ruth looks down at the
boy.

“This is your son,” she says, lifting her
hand holding the boy’s. Her other hand comes out of her jacket
holding a .38 pistol. “And this is a gun.” She pulls the
trigger.

BANG!

There is a stunned silence.

Ruth just shot BC in the stomach.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

BC hits the floor, on his back, his stomach
on fire.

Alibi is crying, his loud shrieking and
sobbing filling the air like a human alarm siren. BC hears the gun
hit the ground beside him, hears shouting in the distance – but
everything is echoing.

He blinks. He sees Ruth standing next to the
crying boy. She stares off blankly into space, arms hanging limply
at her sides.

The world begins to move in slow motion for
BC. He watches his security officers rush up behind Ruth. One grabs
her in a secure hold, pinning her arms. The other one leans over
BC, kneels beside him.

“Priiiiime Rep-re-sen-ta-tive!”

“Stay with me, Prime Representative!” the man
yells.

But he didn't stay. He was already gone. They
took my mother away, too...

The Security guard drags Ruth away. Alibi
stands crying next to his now dead father. The Security guard with
BC looks over sympathetically at Alibi. He calls over to the other
guard.

"Call Anita Capituna," he says. "Tell her...
Let her know... he's gone. And tell her there's a kid here..."

My earliest memories. Wish they'd go away.
But Some things etch themselves permanently on your brain. Whether
you want them there or not.
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BLIND EYE

 


 


"Solar Alliance Cruiser B, you are cleared to
break orbit."

"Thank you, Hur Control," Alibi says. "This
is Alibi Jones, Solar Alliance Mediation Corps Cruiser B, out."

Alibi Jones pilots his Solar Alliance
Cruiser, a smaller spacecraft, up and off of Hur, the homeworld of
the cat-like alien race the Dakhur. He sits on the bridge
surrounded by the glowing array of heads up displays and controls
of the Cruiser, and feels a bit of a glow himself.

Not bad. A successful mediation!

He sets his navigation system to line him up
on the nearest Transpace Jump Point.

The Flaze rep even decided to stay on for
some vacation time on Hur. That's gotta be a good sign.

For the first time in days, Alibi allows
himself a smile. Even keeps it as he catches himself grinning like
an idiot on the outgoing com feed. Alibi Jones is a good looking
Asian-American kid in his mid-twenties with short black hair. He's
about 5'10", in decent shape, and fills out his white and blue
Solar Alliance uniform jumpsuit pretty well.

Alibi has been on Hur working in his capacity
as a Mediator from the Solar Alliance Mediation Corps. He just
finished his assignment, helping seal a trade agreement between the
feline-appearing Dakhur and the angular, bony aliens known as The
Flaze, not known for their transparency. The mediation did seem to
be a success.

The Dakhur were able to come to a trade
agreement with the Flaze... The Dakhur impressed me. I think we'll
be able to get along with them. Just getting to know the
cat-people, really. Seem to distrust the Flaze as much as we
do...

At the Cruiser's controls, Alibi replays the
scene in his mind's eye, looking on as a Flaze and a Dakhur touch
alien claws to alien paws across the bargaining table.

Only faux pas was mistaking the Ambassador's
brother for HIM!

The Dakhur don't “all look alike”... but
those two had similar coloring.

Kind of embarrassing. Well...

Now home to Cat's Eye for some R&R!

The com interrupts and changes his plans.

"Priority call from Doctor Anita Capituna,"
the com says. "Priority call!"

Anita Capituna, Alibi's "Aunt Anita", appears
on a screen in front of him on his ship's bridge. Anita is a tough,
take no BS older Latina woman in her early sixties, with a little
black left in her mostly silver, shoulder-length hair.

"Aunt Anita!" Alibi greets his aunt. "I just
finished with the Dakhur and the Flaze."

"So I hear," Anita says. "Sounds like a solid
trade agreement. Congratulations, Ali!"

"Thanks," Alibi says. "You're not calling
just to congratulate me, though, are you? I can hear it in your
voice. What's up?"

"Well... I DO want to congratulate you,
Alibi! But I also have a favor to ask."

Alibi smirks.

"I knew it," he says. He sighs.

"Don't sound so put out," Anita says. "The
'favor' is near your home on Cat's Eye. And it involves going to a
party. Is that so bad?"

Alibi rolls his eyes.

"Depends on whose party."

"The Governor's?"

"Another diplomatic dinner?" Alibi complains
to his aunt over the com. "Thought you were through with this
stuff? You're retired!"

"Even the former Prime Representative of the
Solar Alliance has obligations, Ali," Anita says. She smiles a
reassuring smile at him. "I know I can trust you to represent me
well and with honor. Governor Vila will be pleased to see you
again."

Another thought strikes her.

"Oh – and be sure and wear your dress
uniform!"

The ship alerts Alibi. His Transpace Jump
Point is approaching. Alibi engages the bridge controls and readies
his ship for the Transpace Jump to Cat's Eye.

"You know, Aunt Anita," Alibi says, a playful
tone in his voice. "I'm just about to make the Transpace Jump to
Cat's Eye. The Transpace Engines might misfire – I could end
up anywhere!"

She purses her lips to fight a smile as she
answers.

"That's fine, so long as you end up at the
Governor's residence on Cat's Eye by eight o'clock tonight. Anita
out."

 


The sprawling Governor's Estate on Cat's Eye
is lit up at night, the luxurious residence bathed in soft pastel
pinks and violets that complement the ambient light of the Cat's
Eye Nebula brilliantly dominating the starry night sky above.

There is a party going on.

It's a warm evening. Cat's Eye is a human
colony world with a breathable atmosphere. Guests stroll about
outside on the residence's grounds as well as gather within
spacious rooms in the main building as the party continues.

Alibi waits at the entrance to the main
ballroom for Governor Vila's doorman to announce him, so he can
"officially" enter the party. He checks the time.

Eight O'clock.

Right on time, Aunt Anita!

"Bearing the greetings of his esteemed aunt,
former Prime Representative Anita Capituna, Mr. Alibi Jones, of the
Solar Alliance Mediation Corps," the doorman bellows.

Alibi, in full dress uniform, makes his
entrance into the main hall. He spots Governor Emilio Vila, waiting
for him across the room. Vila, the young governor of the colony, is
in his thirties, a man of Latino and Italian heritage. Alibi and
Vila each nod at the other, and Alibi begins to make his way
through the fifty or so gathered guests in the hall to pay his
respects.

Always in style in his Solar Alliance
Interplanetary Force dress uniform, Alibi notes that fashion here
on Cat's Eye seems to have taken a sort of neo-Victorian turn, a
little steampunk. He politely winds his way through the
aristocratic folk in their foppish finery. Most of the other guests
are young, many younger than Alibi.

The human population on Earth's colony worlds
skews young, as evidenced here on Cat's Eye by the age of its
governor.

"So glad you could come, Alibi," Vila says.
"Your aunt has been a great benefactor to Cat's Eye!"

"Thank you, Governor Vila," Alibi says. He
smiles, nods, and the governor drifts off to greet other
guests.

I have made my official appearance. Good.

Wonder how long I should stay?

Alibi snags a glass of champagne from a
passing servant's tray as he watches a lovely olive-skinned woman
twirling on the dance floor in an old-fashioned dress. Her dance
partner, dressed in a business-like suit, is a sleek, dark-skinned
woman with short, curly black hair.

That dancer looks familiar.

Is that Shirra? From high school?

Looks like her.

Didn't know she was out here.

We hooked up for a while, way back when.

Wonder if she remembers?

Alibi takes a sip of champagne and watches
Shirra dance.

The governor returns and interrupts him, a
young couple in tow.

"Alibi Jones?" Vila says.

"Yes, Governor Vila?"

Vila brings the young couple forward. "There
are a few people here tonight who wanted to thank your Aunt
personally. As she's not able to be here... Would you be so kind?
Allow me to introduce to you..."

Oh no! She didn't tell me about this!

You owe me, Aunt Anita!

 


How many people can Vila introduce me to?

Hoping for a breather after an hour of
"Hello!"s and "Your name again?"s, Alibi, feeling somewhat worn
out, attempts to hide out of sight on a small outdoor deck and grab
a second drink.

Can only make so much small talk!

The governor finds him again, all the
same.

"Alibi Jones!"

Getting tired of hearing him say my
name...

"Come!" Vila says. "You must meet our guest
of honor!"

A little surprised, Alibi sees the governor
has brought over the short-haired dancing partner of his old
“girlfriend” Shirra.

"Alibi Jones," Vila says, "meet the Director
of Poyas – Georgia McGregory!"

"Hello. I'm Alibi Jones. Solar Mediation
Corps."

Alibi extends his hand.

She looks wary.

"Hello."

"Director of Poyas?" Alibi says. "Never heard
of it, sorry. Where's Poyas?"

Georgia McGregory pulls up proud as she
responds.

"We're a growing colony on the edge of Dakhur
space," she says. "You hadn't heard of us yet. And now... You've
heard of us."

Georgia smiles as she settles down.

The governor looks confused.

"Jones, you were just on Hur, weren't you?"
he asks. "That makes you almost an expert on the Dakhur! I was sure
you would have run across Poyas Colony."

Alibi is about to respond when Georgia
interrupts.

"I'm afraid you must excuse me." She looks
alarmed. She turns and leaves Alibi and the Governor, heading back
inside the main ballroom.

"Okay," the governor says, confused.

"Yeah, that's kinda weird," Alibi says, now
suspicious.

"Do you know her?" Vila asks.

"No," Alibi says. "Not her. I used to know
her partner there. But I don't think..."

Alibi's words hang in the air as Georgia
reaches Shirra and makes a show of gathering her up to leave.

"Come Andrea!" Georgia says, conspicuously
loud into a lull in the music and conversation. "I must attend to a
colony matter!"

Georgia grabs Shirra by the arm and the two
make for the door.

The room is awkwardly silent for a moment,
before the murmurs and melody resume.

"Have you chased our guest of honor away,
Jones?" Vila asks.

Alibi misses the question, lost in
thought.

Andrea?

An over-dressed, mustachioed older man with
rosy cheeks and turned up nose approaches the governor and Alibi,
apparently agitated, ready to sputter at them.

"What did you say to the Director?!?" he
demands.

"Nothing," the governor says. "Alibi Jones?
Kevin Tremaine, the new Ambassador for Poyas."

"Ambassador," Alibi says.

Alibi is not impressed. He'd seen this guy
working the crowd earlier, obviously self-important.

As puffed up as his frilly shirt. And, no
doubt, newly appointed, way he's acting.

Still... suppose I should engage him.

It's like I can hear my Aunt in my head
telling me what to do.

"So, you're near Dakhur space?" Alibi
asks.

Tremaine, distracted, ignores Alibi, too busy
talking to the Governor to hear him.

"I'm sure she'll inform me back at the
estate," Tremaine says.

"She was not upset," Vila says.

Tremaine finally notices Alibi Jones, as
Alibi speaks again.

"The woman with your Director?" Alibi
asks.

"You are?" Tremaine answers his question with
his own.

"This is Alibi Jones," Vila says, repeating
himself. "Anita Capituna's son?"

"Oh." Hearing the name of the former leader
of the free world, Tremaine is now more aware of Alibi. He smiles a
smarmy smile. "Pleasure."

"Right," Alibi says.

Tremaine, uneasy, keeps glancing towards the
doors where Georgia has just left.

"So, you're out near the Dakhur?" Alibi asks
again.

"What?" Tremaine looks at Alibi with a
furrowed brow. "Dakhur? Yes! Well, I've just been appointed.
Haven't actually been out there, yet."

"Really?" Alibi says. "Huh. Tell me, the
woman with the Director... her name's Shirra?"

"Shir... What? No... That's the Lady Andrea
Lovera."

"Really?" Alibi says. "Oh."

"Would you please excuse me?"

"Ambassador," the governor says with a
nod.

Looking uncomfortable, Tremaine nods back and
leaves.

Alibi tries to slip out as well.

"I should get going too," he says.

The Governor places his hand on Alibi's arm,
holding him in place as Tremaine walks away.

"Come now, Alibi," he protests. "All my
A-Listers can't leave at once!"

Alibi looks toward the doors with longing. He
smiles a fake smile at the Governor, who beams back, the happy
host.

You definitely owe me for this one,
Aunt Anita!

 


Two hours later, Alibi is finally free. He
heads for the sanctuary of his own apartment.

That “party” drag on for a week or was it
just me?

Back home, Alibi will finally be able to look
into what's been bothering him.

At least staying ‘til party’s end helped me
find out more about Shirra's new deal.

Entering his apartment, Alibi activates a
floating info screen, a heads-up display. As he takes off his dress
uniform jacket and lays it down on his couch, he calls up
information.

"Now... Let's see about 'Lady Andrea Lovera'
and the 'Poyas Colony'."

His search yields a flashy presentation for
settlement – and investment – opportunities.

Scenes begin to play, a large ship,
presumably a colony vessel, reaching a blue-green world.

A sidescreen pops up with Shirra's face
smiling out at him – his search on "Lady Andrea Lovera."

Alibi glances at the blurb on the
sidescreen.

"The lovely Ms. Lovera is supposed to be an
original colonist?" Alibi says to himself. "Yeah. Right."

As audio begins, the main screen shows what
looks like actual footage of the main city of the colony of Poyas
under construction in the midst of lush vegetation. In the
foreground, happy workers raise the side of a new building.

"Is it time for a new start?" The voice-over
sounds familiar. Some famous old actor. "Looking for the right
place to raise your kids? This is Brady Thomas for the Poyas
Colony, the growing human colony on the edge of Dakhur space... and
maybe your new home!"

A grizzled, grey-haired former action star
appears, superimposed on the colonial footage.

"Thanks to a special charter from the Dakhur
King of Poyas, Director Georgia McGregory and her staff have grown
the original, tiny, experimental Poyas colony into a near paradise!
No place is perfect – but the Poyas Colony comes darn close! It's a
little off the beaten path – the nearby nebula does limit Wand
communication, and makes a Transpace Jump point a little distant –
but if you're like me and don't mind getting away from the chaos of
modern life? Well, let's just say, it ain't bad being a week and a
half away from it all!"

"Mute," Alibi commands. "Really? 'The Dakhur
King?' What kind of crap is that? The Dakhur don't have kings! Man,
are they laying it on thick! Guess Poyas has a proactive PR
staff."

The main display continues to show idyllic
construction vistas. Dates and departure info appears and floats
superimposed over the image on the screen.

"Huh. Sent off a colony ship just last
week... takes a week and a half to get there?"

The presentation is showing simplified star
charts for the colony.

"Looks like the Beritzen Nebula's in the
way," he says to himself. "Funny... Don't know of any colonies out
there." Alibi sees the old actor is on the main screen again.
"What's he saying now? Mute off!"

" ...thousand per individual, or just 750,000
Solar Alliance dollars for a family of four, you can soon be living
in your new home on Poyas! Your payment covers all transportation
costs, pays for your new home in the colony – and you'll get a
starter seed, interest free loan of 100,000 Poyas Dollars, the
currency of the Colony. And? You'll probably want to exchange your
SA dollars for Poyas Dollars before leaving for the colony. The
Poyas Colony is also open to investment opportunities..."

"Off," Alibi barks. The main screen blinks
off, but the image of Shirra still hangs nearby on the second,
smaller screen. "Investment opportunities? Ha, yeah, bet you are.
This doesn't feel right... Star charts for the Beritzen Nebula and
surroundings, please."

The main screen shifts to a 3D display of the
Beritzen Nebula stellar neighborhood. Alibi studies it with growing
alarm.

"No way!" He shakes his head. "They wouldn't,
would they?"

He zooms in to the supposed location of their
"paradise".

"Only thing out there is a dead Eldred world,
atmosphere poisoned with deadly toxins, make-up unknown... is that
their 'Poyas'?"

Alibi looks over at the sidescreen.

"What have you gotten yourself into,
Shirra?"

 


Even during the colony's daylight hours, some
nearby stars are bright enough to be seen in Cat's Eye's pale
indigo sky alongside its namesake nebula. Alibi Jones finds himself
looking up at them absentmindedly the next morning as he waits in
an entry alcove at the main entrance of a luxurious manse, the
residence for the sprawling Tremaine estate, located at the eastern
edge of Cat's Eye's main city.

He's before an impressive looking wood and
iron front door. He'd hit a door buzzer on the side, in the wall of
the alcove, a few minutes ago. A woman on the screen next to the
buzzer then asked him to wait a moment.

It's been a long moment.

The woman reappears on the screen.

"Welcome to the Tremaine Estate..."

"Hi, this is Alibi Jo..."

He's cut off as she continues.

"The Home of Ambassador Kevin Tremaine, and
Residence on Cat's Eye..."

Alibi rolls his eyes. He doesn't care if she
can see him.

"...of Poyas Colony Director Georgia
McGregory and the Lady Andrea Lovera. Whom may I say is
calling?"

"This is Alibi Jones. I'd like to see the,
uh, Lady Andrea Lovera?"

"One moment."

After another long moment, this one of about
ten minutes' length, the big door partially opens. Shirra peers out
from the dim foyer beyond the door. Alibi can almost feel Georgia
lurking there in the darkness behind her.

"Alibi?" Shirra says. "Alibi Jones? You
shouldn't have come here!"

"Shirra?" Alibi asks. "Or is it Lady
Lovera!?"

Georgia is there.

She flings the door open and emerges with a
gun in her hand, pointed at Alibi.

Shirra cowers as she moves aside.

"Yes, Alibi," Georgia says. "You really
shouldn't have come nosing around!"

A little surprised, Alibi backs up warily and
mentally prepares to defend himself. He raises his hands in at
least a temporary surrender.

"Now that you have," she says, "I must insist
you come in."

Georgia signals with her gun for Alibi to
join them inside the manse.

The women lead Alibi to an old-fashioned
library in the estate. Georgia nods at an antique chair next to a
roll-up desk.

"Sit down," she says. "Shirra, go get the
duct tape."

Alibi sits. Shirra returns and starts
wrapping Alibi and the chair with duct tape. Georgia keeps the gun
trained on him. He stares at her, until she frowns, and starts
talking.

"I knew you were trouble when I met you last
night," she says. "When Shir... uh, the Lady Andrea told me you
were an old boyfriend, well... "

"The jealous type, huh?" Alibi sasses
back.

"She's the only reason you're not dead
already!"

"Guess if you'd sentence a shipload of
innocent 'colonists' to death, you wouldn't hesitate to kill lil'
ol' me, huh?" Alibi says.

Georgia scowls at him, angry. But Shirra,
next to her, seems alarmed and confused.

"What?" Shirra says.

Tremaine shatters the moment, opening the
library door and innocently interrupting.

"Director Georgia?" Tremaine says, strolling
into the room. "Great news, just heard from the colony ship over
the relay! They're about a day out from Poy..."

Tremaine stops, alarmed at the sight of
Georgia holding a gun on Alibi.

"Tremaine, you old fool!" Georgia says,
angry. "Go pretend to be important somewhere else!"

The man looks truly confused.

"Director?" Tremaine asks. "Oh dear... What
is going on?"

Georgia's eyes bulge a little, fed up with
the older man.

"Enough!"

She shoots him.

FWASH!

The beam from her gun blasts Tremaine,
doubling him over as if punched in the abdomen as he flies
backwards from impact.

"I won't let it all fall apart now!"
Georgia says, sounding slightly frantic and angry. "Shirra, get
Aaron. Bring the transport around front."

Georgia holds her gun on Alibi as Shirra
leaves the room.

"What the hell are you doing?" Alibi
asks.

"Tying up loose ends," she says.

She trails off. Georgia takes a boxcutter out
of a pocket and extends the blade, glaring at Alibi. Boxcutter in
her left hand, gun in her right, she walks over to Alibi,
duct-taped to his chair. She walks around behind the chair, out of
his line of sight.

"Turning disadvantages into advantages," she
says.

He sees the flash of the boxcutter's blade.
She brings it down just behind his left shoulder blade and starts
cutting through the duct tape, slicing down on the side of Alibi's
chair, all the while holding the gun at ready in her other
hand.

"We'll put you and the old man on your
Cruiser and fly you into a star somewhere," she says. "Two loose
ends tied off!"

Alibi feels the duct-tape loosen as Georgia
cuts below his left hand.

He tests it, bringing his now-free arm's
elbow up into Georgia's chin.

"Unhgh!" she grunts.

Alibi looks down at a stunned Georgia as he
gets up. Still half-stuck, he tries shaking the duct-taped chair
off of him. His back to the door, he doesn't see a big man in a
mechanic's jump suit come into the library with a gun in his
hand.

"You're crazy!" Alibi says.

She shouts past him.

"Aaron!"

Aaron brings the butt end of his gun down on
the back of Alibi's head, knocking him out with a thunk!

 


Alibi emerges from unconsciousness, and
though he can't yet see, the world again takes form around him. He
feels and hears a low vibration, the hum of his Cruiser's engines.
The cold hardness his left cheek rests against must be a deck of
his ship.

Am I on the bridge?

"Oh..." Alibi groans.

It hurts to think too much.

Will it hurt to open my eyes?

He tries.

Not too bad.

A little too bright.

He is on the deck of his ship's
bridge.

A woman in a helmet-less EVA suit sits in the
pilot's chair. He can't see her face from here.

"Who's flying my ship?" Alibi asks in a weak
voice.

The pilot gets up. Alibi can't yet move, for
some reason. Her boots grow in his sight as she walks across the
deck to him. Then, Shirra's face looms large as she leans down to
look down at him.

Shirra is flying my ship.

"Alibi?" She asks. "You awake?"

"What are you... " he tries to ask. It's hard
to form the words. "Where are we going?"

"Georgia's decided," Shirra says. "Despite my
protests – you've gotta die, Alibi."

Great.

"I've set the controls for the heart of the
sun," she says. She walks back over to the pilot's chair, sits
down, and fires the Cruiser's directional thrusters, to bring the
already much-too-large Sun into view in front of them so Alibi can
watch it grow larger.

The Cruiser flies on closer toward the Sun
with Shirra at the controls. Beginning to shake off the initial fog
of his concussion, Alibi tries to get up and realizes his hands are
bound together with duct tape. Ankles, too.

He still somehow manages to inchworm across
the deck to the wall of the bridge behind the pilot's chair, and
props himself up so he can hold an actual conversation with
Shirra.

"Been a while, huh, Shirra?" Alibi says.

"Yup." She answers, but continues to watch
the controls in front of her.

"How'd you get mixed up in this thing?"

Shirra sighs.

"I got mixed up with her," she says.
"She promised this would be the last game."

"Game?" Alibi says, growing angry. "You have
a shipload of people who think they're heading to paradise about to
land on a dead Eldred world with nothing to breathe but poison! You
think that's a game?!? What's happened to you?"

"Shut Up!" she snaps. "I didn't know
that. About the planet they're going to, I mean. She said it was
fine, just not as nice a place as we'd promised."

Shirra can sometimes be a little delusional,
Alibi remembers. Convince herself of anything she needs to, to be
happy. He wonders if he can get through to her.

"The Eldred booby-trapped all their worlds
when their race died out, Shirra," he says. "That ship lands on
that planet? Those people are all gonna die!"

"I know, I know," she says. "Now."

Good. She's listening.

"Georgia didn't tell you that,
huh?"

Shirra laughs.

"Georgia?" she says. "Ha! Her name's
not Georgia. It's Sanders! And no, she didn't tell me that.
It's always been money games before. No one really got hurt.
Just their wallets.

Shirra turns back to look at Alibi. The sun
looms behind her.

"I'm not a murderer, Alibi!" Shirra
insists. "Like she said, 'that's why you're still alive'"

"Well," Alibi says, "except that you're
flying me into the sun. Oh. Hey... Where's Tremaine?"

Shirra stands up from the controls with her
EVA suit's helmet in her hand and looks down at Alibi.

"I helped him off the ship a ways back,
before you woke up," she says. "And I'll help you now. If you'll
let me."

"What? Off the ship?"

She smirks. She leans over and cuts off the
tape binding his hands.

"Don't be an idiot, Ali," she says. "You've
got five minutes before you'll hit the sun. I've gotta get off now,
before we're too close and this suit's shielding won't protect
me."

Alibi starts to rip the tape off his ankles
as Shirra turns to leave the bridge.

"You're getting off the ship?" he asks.

"The controls are locked for the next two
minutes," she says. "That gives me enough time to get off. And
gives you enough time to get away. After they unlock. And before
'Georgia' comes to get me."

She disappears.

Alibi stands up using the wall to support his
unsteady legs, stiff and sore from lack of use. Once up, he
half-walks over to, half-falls into the pilots chair. He calls up
security cams to see where Shirra went. Alibi spots her, wearing
her helmet, in the ship's front starboard airlock. He opens the com
link.

"You're sure she'll pick you up?" he
asks.

"I trust her," she says.

The "Airlock Open" indicator for the front
starboard airlock lights up.

Shirra floats out in her EVA suit.

"I still love her," she says, over the com.
"She'll empty the Poyas accounts and then come get me."

Alibi feels himself slowly regaining clarity.
He squints at the ship's controls, trying to get his mental focus
back. They are locked.

Damn her.

Shirra floats into view outside of the
cockpit of Alibi's Cruiser, looking in on him.

"You can sure pick em, Shirra," Alibi
says.

She laughs over the com.

"Funny, that's what she said about you!"

Alibi watches the counter tick down. Thirty
seconds and he could go. Unless...

Wait a sec.

But she knows I could...

"How do you know I won't just sit here,
blasters ready and waiting, and take out her ship when she
arrives?" Alibi says.

"Because I know you Alibi," Shirra
says. "And I'm trusting you to make things right."

Watching her floating out there, he could see
the question in her eyes through the thick clear plate of the
ship's viewport and her helmet. What she was asking him to do.

"The nebula's interference won't let you
contact the colony ship from here," she says. "But, if you
jump to the Transpace point nearest the nebula right now,
you'll be able to reach them over the relay and warn them not to
land. The coordinates are preset in front of you there."

Pushing off the outside hull of the ship,
Shirra starts floating away.

"Should be unlocked, now," she says. "You’d
better get going."

On the bridge, Alibi shakes his head at
Shirra's presumption. And warms up the Transpace Drive.

"Damn," he says, over the com. "You're gonna
get caught, Shirra. Always were too smart for your own good!"

"Lucky for you," she says. "Now
go!"

Alibi maneuvers the ship away from Shirra as
he readies the jump to Transpace.

"I'm gonna do this and then come back for
you, Shirra," he says.

"No you won't," she says. "I'll be
long gone."

Floating alone, Shirra watches as the Cruiser
disappears into Transpace.

"See you later, Alibi Jones!"

 


The End – For Now.
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Prologue






My name is Alibi Jones... Do I really have
to do this Aunt Anita? Really? Posterity? What? All right! Only
because it's your birthday! Shh... I'm doing it!

Hello. My name is Alibi Jones. I'm recording
this for my Aunt Anita's birthday... All about me and what I'm up
to? Okay. Even though she won't tell me how old she is! Ouch! Hey!
That's child abuse! You tell me I'm very immature for twenty-five!
What? Oh, they can just edit this out. I don't want to start ov...
oh, for Pete's sake!

Hello. My name is Alibi Jones. Uh, Jones
isn't really my original last name, but it's what I've been calling
myself for the last ten years. I didn't want to use either my
father or my mother's name. My Aunt Anita said I could choose my
own last name. So I chose Jones. My aunt raised me... when she
wasn't busy running the universe! She used to be the head of the
Solar Alliance. She was the Prime Representative of the SA, Anita
Capituna.

She's not really my "aunt", but I've always
called her that. She's been awesome! And I'm not just saying that
because it's her birthday. She's been both mom and dad to me.

My biological mom Ruth Kim is locked away in
an institution. She's, um, what they call "criminally insane." She
snapped when I was about three. My father's dead. He died when I
was really young. My mom, uh... murdered my father. That's kinda
where the whole "criminal" part of her insanity came in. You could
say I've got issues!

"Alibi" really is my first name. Got that
and my slightly Asian good looks from my mom. Aunt Anita tells me I
get my restless nature and my uncanny knack for getting into
trouble from my father.

I never knew my father, Bernard Campion.
Everybody called him "BC". Yeah, he's THAT "BC". The one who ended
the war and brought the alliance together to fight off the Eldred
and the Ancient Enemy, Dolomay. Kind of weird to learn about the
father you never knew in history class at school. No, you probably
never heard about me in class. My father didn't even know I existed
until the end. He met me the day he died.

I kind of remember that day. You know how
old memories are from when you're a kid. Stuff from when you're
really young seems kind of dim. But something that traumatic kind
of sticks with you.

I remember being in a giant church. I
remember her shooting. I remember him falling. Kind of fucked up. I
mean messed up. Sorry, Aunt Anita. That's ancient history now,
almost twenty-three years ago. This is now! It's 2035, the world's
a different place!

The post-war baby boom helped us all move
into space, as annoying as those kids are. I call them kids, ha!
They're just a couple of years younger than me, but they act so
entitled, you know what I mean? People went overboard with that
whole "golden children" thing. Spoiled them all! Self-centered,
arrogant... what? Sorry, Aunt Anita. They piss me off... Anyway,
since the colonies are where the excitement is, that's where
they've been going to find fame and fortune or something. Guess I'm
just annoyed because I was there first!

I don't get back to Earth very often. This
is about as close as I get most of the time, Ceres Central. This is
like home, where I grew up with my aunt. It's been a few years
since I was on Earth. My actual home base now is usually my place
on Cat's Eye. Part of the old "Project" complex on the colony.
Actually, it's Aunt Anita's old place. It's a good base of
operations for what I do.

What do I do? Let's see... I do a lot of
things! It's kind of hard to explain. I fly ships. Fix things. I
work mostly for the Solar Alliance Mediator Corps. We're affiliated
with the Solar Alliance Interstellar Force, SAIF, except that we're
negotiators, not fighters.

We help negotiate trade agreements between
human companies and alien races. Sometimes we help negotiate
between different alien groups. I've done that a few times. I
basically go wherever they tell me to go, try to listen to both
sides even when they're completely alien. The boss says go – I go.
It is kind of nice to have free run of Solar Alliance space in my
Cruiser. Well, sort of free. I do have to go on my assignments!

But I do get to travel deeper into alien
space than most people. I've met the Dakhur, who kind of look like
big cats. I helped them negotiate with the Flaze. They're the
bony-looking aliens we met back during the war. Met them and the
Domo back then, that vampire race that died out. That reminds me!
That's where I don't go – the dead worlds! That was the strangest
thing to find out here. Remember when those aliens, the Eldred, all
died at the end of the war? They died en masse on a lot of planets
out here! Whole planetary populations turned into rotting piles of
corpses! Pretty sick stuff.

So there are all these worlds, the dead
worlds. You don't want to land on them. Those vampire aliens the
Domo taught us that by their grim example. They tried to clean up
and take over one of the old Eldred planets and ended up getting
sick. I don't know if they ever found out what it was, but it
seemed to effect just the Domo. They were an adaptive, kind of
parasitic race, you know, like vampires or cannibals or something,
so they may have, uh, "ingested" something bad. Destroyed most of
their race! Which was sort of okay. They were kind of creepy,
anyway. Well, they were! You said so yourself, Aunt Anita! They
sucked, heh. Sorry.

Anyway, their deaths kind of served as
examples to everyone else. No one lands on the dead worlds now. You
don't know what you might run into. The Eldred had old weapons that
had been handed down over hundreds of thousands of years. They
might have launched plagues and other stuff as they died, weapons
that originally belonged to the Ancient Enemy. Of course, that also
makes those planets potential treasure troves of ancient tech – if
you can find a planet that isn't poisoned.

The Eldred called their old masters the
Ancient Enemy. Dolomay was one of them. When he died at the end of
the war, the Eldred all died, because the Ancient Enemy were
finally gone. Somehow, the Eldred's existence was tied into theirs,
probably because the Eldred used to be the Ancient Enemy's servant
race. I don't know, maybe I do know more about the history of the
war because my father was involved. And because Aunt Anita talks
about it all the time. What? You do! Okay, not ALL the time, but
still!

Without the Eldred, things are a little
crazy out there. They used to keep control over things. If they
were around, I wouldn't have a job. No need for mediators when
someone is simply in charge, you know? Some aliens have gotten
pushy. The Tek'Tah are a good example of that. Ugly things, like
trashcans with eye stalks and tentacles growing out of the top.
They've been expanding their territories. The Mediator Corps has
been trying to explain the concept of negotiation to the Tek'Tah.
So far, they just don't get it! I've heard of other aliens, too,
like the mysterious Devrizium – they don't show themselves to
anyone.

You know, we're really just on the smallest
edge of the space the Eldred used to occupy. And after I finish
this recording, I'm heading back out there! Got another job to do.
It's supposed to be an easy one this time. Of course, that's what
M'Bekke always says. I didn't think the Pope was allowed to lie
like that! He's gonna see this, right? Ha! Well, that's kind of
where things are with me right now. And, um... Happy Birthday, Aunt
Anita! Let's hope it's another great year! That didn't sound too
fake, did it? Good...












Chapter One






"I'm Alibi Jones! You can't do this to
me!"

"THIS is what the Tek'Tah do with
TRESPASSERS!"

The six-limbed, reptilian alien uses four of
its powerful tentacles to lift and toss the thin, twenty five year
old dark haired man into a dimly lit stone-walled cell. The guard
swings the heavy wooden cell door shut behind him with its other
two tentacles.

CLANG!

Alibi Jones is in trouble. After his last
mediation assignment, he followed a group of aliens, reptilian
Tek'Tah, suspected of kidnapping humans. He stowed away on one of
their merchant ships, traveled with them out to this desolate
outpost of Tek'Ti'Karn. Unfortunately, the Tek'Tah Alibi was
following discovered him stowing away. They beat him and then
turned him over to the their authorities on Tek'Ti'Karn. They are
responsible for his current accommodations. Alibi throws himself at
the cell door, shouting.

"Don't you know who I am! I told you, I'm
Alibi Jones! My mother is the former President of the Solar
Alliance!"

"You humans! Always think you're so
SPECIAL!" the Tek'Tah hisses back at him through the cell door.
Alibi wants to throw himself at the door again but holds back.

No real point in that, he thinks.

He looks around the cell. Four stone walls,
no windows, one door. He's not alone. A pile of fur lays breathing
in one corner, a human man is passed out in another.

"Dinnertime, cat man!" the guard calls in
through the closed cell door.

"At least I don't smell like a dead fish!"
Alibi shouts back, taunting the alien.

"No. You smell instead like sweaty, stinky
meat," a deep, purring, yet dangerous sounding voice rumbles out.
The pile of dappled brown and rusty gold fur unfolds into an
upright feline shape. A lion on two feet emerges from its dark
corner of the cell. Sharp, pointy teeth in the catlike face of the
speaker catch the light as it approaches Alibi.

Alibi involuntarily draws back from his cell
mate. He can sense fear and danger coming from the alien.

A Dakhur?

Alibi draws himself up to face down the
bipedal being, his new cellmate. He stands nearly tiptoe, straining
for more than his six feet as he stares down at the five-foot-eight
man-cat. The alien stares back up at Alibi.

"I'm Alibi Jones!" he says, introducing
himself.

"You know... I heard you say that before.
Just then," the Dakhur says. The alien lets out a series of hisses.
Alibi works out what the sounds are.

"Wait... are you laughing at me?" Alibi asks
defensively.

"Yes. I was laughing at what the Tek'Tah
said. You humans really do think you are very
special," the cat-man tells him.

"What do you know about humans? What are
you, anyway? You're Dakhur, right?"

The alien's greenish-yellow eyes widen.

"I am Dakhur. You are observant. For
a human," the cat man purrs his approval.

"I haven't run into that many of your race,"
Alibi admits.

"Yet you knew what I was. How?"

"I worked a trade deal with the Dakhur, last
year. With the Flaze." The alien cocks its head, seems puzzled.
"I'm a commercial mediator," Alibi explains. "I help facilitate
negotiations."

"Ah. Oh," the catlike alien exclaims. "You
are THAT Alibi!"

"See?" Alibi smiles. "My reputation precedes
me! Maybe I really AM special," he says with some attitude, a touch
of sarcasm in his voice.

"Yes, yesssss, I do know of you. The young
and foolish mediator." The alien's countenance noticeably darkens.
"I think... I think I may have to kill you."

Oh Shit!

"Kill me? Why?"

"The Flaze were very shrewd in the
negotiations you mediated with the Dakhur. We gave up more than we
anticipated. My father was one of the negotiators. He became
dishonored. We lost our family honor. He left us for the Wandering.
For destroying his honor, I should kill you!"

"Wait! It's not my fault! I was just the
mediator!" Alibi protests.

"Right. The SAIF had assured us your
relative youth would not be a concern. Yet your inexperience
allowed my family to be disgraced." The Dakhur does not sound
convinced and shakes its head in an almost human fashion.

"I made sure that was a good deal!" Alibi
insists.

"A 'good deal' for the Flaze, yes," the
Dakhur says, and then pauses. He looks back up at Alibi. "You are
not convincing me that I should not kill you," he purrs. "With the
added stipulations the Flaze attached..."

"They shouldn't have added anything..."
Alibi protests, trying to figure out what went wrong with his
negotiations.

"They claimed it was a condition. One that
you negotiated," the Dakhur says.

"No. Nah... they lied to you!" Alibi
insists.

"They 'lied' you say? How interesting. So,
then... maybe I do not kill you... yet," the alien says, as its
tension relaxes.

"Alright! Hey!" Alibi says.

"Hey?"

"What's your name? You already know
mine."

"Kitrafgrundlerrrrralllkazzzh."

"God bless you," Alibi says.

"What?"

"It's a joke, I was joking. Your name
sounded like a sneeze. What was it again?"

"Kitrafgrundlerrrrralllkazzzh."

"Right... can I call you 'Kit'?"

"Sure."

"Excellent! Hello Kit, I'm Alibi."

"You keep saying that."

The man on the floor groans.

"THAT," Kit tells Alibi, "is Piccolo. He
stinks like sweaty meat and urine. He pissed himself at some point
earlier. He was still drunk, last I checked."

"Huh," the drunk on the floor says as he
turns over to look up at Alibi through one squinting eye.
"Who'ryou?"

"Who are you?" Alibi asks, answering the
drunk's question with a question.

"Piccolo!" he spits out. Then he burps.

Alibi wrinkles his nose.

"Unh... I can smell that! How much have you
been drinking?"

"Not Mush," he slurs.

"No?" Alibi asks.

"Mafailure. Me. Imafailure," the man
mumbles. "Lost her. Lost her..." the drunk trails off. He rolls
back over, curling up facing away from Alibi.

"Cheery guy."

"He has lost his sister," Kit tells him.

"Aw, man," Alibi says, suddenly feeling bad
over hating the guy. "How'd she die?"

"She did not die," Kit clarifies. "She was
taken. Piccolo says she was abducted by some Tek'Tah. He's been
following them, but lost their trail here at Tek'Ti'Karn. He got
drunk and tried to start a fight with some locals last night. They
subdued him and brought him here."

"This is still from last night?
Impressive."

"Disgusting," Kit disagrees.

"So, he thinks his sister was kidnapped by
the Tek'Tah?" Alibi asks.

"Do you not hear so well? Yes. This is what
I said."

"Huh. Funny," Alibi says almost to
himself.

"Did you say 'funny'?" Kit asks.

"Yeah. I'm here because I've been following
the trail of a friend of mine who disappeared. And the Tek'Tah are
my prime suspects, too."

"If they are your suspects, why are
you in their jail?"

"The Tek'Tah don't like being followed,"
Alibi muses aloud. "They're charging me with trespassing. I was
following a trail, looking for my friend. She was kidnapped. At
least I think she was. She disappeared from her home on Remillar.
Some Tek'Tah were implicated, so I followed them. When they found
me tailing them, they grabbed me. Beat me. And now I'm in
here."

"Ah," something occurs to the cat-man. "You
were not following them in an official capacity, then?"

"An official capacity?" Alibi asks him,
confused. "Oh, you mean like SAIF?"

"Safe? Oh, you mean the Solar Alliance
Interplanetary Force, yes," Kit realizes. "You do not work for
them?" he asks.

"Oh no!" Alibi clarifies. "I'm no Alliance
Officer! Far from it!"

"You worked with them for the negotiations,"
Kit says a little darkly.

"I'm in the Mediation Corps!" Alibi insists.
"We work with SAIF but we're separate. Different!"

"Too bad," Kit says, calming down. "I'd
imagine SAIF wouldn't let one of their own get eaten alive in a
Tek'Tah cell. Will anyone be coming for you?"

"Eaten? Alive?" Alibi asks. He backs away
from the lion-like alien and its sharp teeth. Kit lets out a quick
burst of hisses, laughing at Alibi's reaction.

"You eat people?" Alibi asks him.

"Me? Personally, no. But some Dakhur have
eaten human beings, when starved and provoked into it. It is
probably why you have been thrown in here with me." Kit leans
toward Alibi, baring his fangs and licking his lips. "I am rather
hungry."

"Grrreat... " Alibi inches further away from
the feline, almost falls over the feet of the drunk on the
floor.

"Ha!" Kit lets out an almost human laugh. "I
do not plan on eating you. I have not eaten him yet," he nods at
the drunk. "Have I?"

"Maybe you don't like pickled meat?" Alibi
offers.

Kit hisses out more laughs.

"Maybe I don't! Nor pissy meat, either," the
cat-man concedes. He looks Alibi directly in the eye. "You do not
whet my appetites in any way, shape or form, either. Have no fear.
I will not aide the Tek'Tah in their prisoner disposal."

Alibi relaxes.

"Eeeat meeeee," the drunk says out loud, to
no one in particular. Alibi and Kit laugh together.

"So," Kit says to Alibi, "you never answered
me. Will anyone be missing you? Coming after you here?"

"The Tek'Tah got my Wand. You know, my
Wanderer. My com device?" Alibi says, explaining when Kit looks
confused. "I can't get in touch with anyone. They'll miss me, but
they won't know where I am. Why?"

"I do not know about you," the cat-man says,
"but I would like to get out of here!"

"Why did the Tek'Tah lock you up?" Alibi
asks Kit.

"A story for another time," Kit demurs.
Alibi decides not to press it.

"Fine. Speaking of stories... won't we get
to plead our cases?"

Kit hisses a laugh. "Plead your case? They
threw you in here as food! You think the Tek'Tah want to hear from
Dakhur food? Do you think they care what food has to
say?"

"But... but... I'm Alibi Jones!"

"You're fooooooooood," the drunk says, his
back to Alibi. "Get used to it!"

"Do you suppose that's what happened to your
sister, then?" Alibi asks the back of the drunk man. In a blur of
motion, the drunk leaps up off the floor, whirls to face Alibi and
charges at him, hand outstretched and grabbing for Alibi's
throat!

"You don't talk about my sister!" the drunk
screams at Alibi as he pins him to the wall, both hands around his
throat. Alibi struggles. He chops in at the drunk's head with both
hands. The man pulls one of his hands from Alibi's throat to swat
at his chopping arms, giving Alibi a fighting chance.

"...okay!" Alibi tries to get out past
strangulation. "...sorry!" He strains out.

The drunk goes slack. His hand drops from
Alibi's throat. He backs away.

"Sorry, man," he mumbles. "I lost her. She
can't be dead. I suck." He falls back down to the floor in a
sulking pile, head down.

Alibi shakes off the attack.

"Yeah. I need to get out of here," Alibi
admits to Kit. "Got a plan?"

"I have been thinking of one. Next time they
open the door, we jump the guard. You go high, I go low," Kit
suggests. He looks away. Alibi thinks the alien almost looks
embarrassed. "It is all I have come up with."

"Good plan," Alibi says, his voice heavy
with sarcasm. Kit looks back at him.

Nearly a minute goes by in silence as the
two stare each other down.

"What?" Alibi finally gives in.

"I am waiting for your plan," Kit
tells him. He continues to look at Alibi.

"Give me a second."

Another minute goes by in silence.

"Tell you what," Alibi says. "Next time the
guard opens the door? We jump him. You go low, I go high."

"Oh," Kit says, "Much better plan than
mine."

"I've got another idea. Another part of the
plan," Alibi adds. "They think you're going to eat me, right?
Here's what I'm thinking..."












Chapter Two











The guard glances from side to side. It
snags a passing bug from the air with its right tongue. The
Tek'Tah's eye stalks swivel around, watching out as it swallows. It
does not want to get caught eating on the job. Full attention is
supposed to be on the heavy cell door behind him. If the guard is
caught feeding its superiors will know it is closing in on sleep
cycle, and the guard will lose position. A noise from inside the
cell gets the guard's attention.

"What are you doing! No! Noooooooo!"

One of the humans is screaming.

"Noooo! Aaahhhh... unh." The yelling stops
abruptly. The guard smiles the Tek'Tah equivalent of a smile.
Sounds like the Dakhur is finally feeding.

"Everybody eat!" the guards hisses to
itself. Another bug floats by. This time the guard uses its left
tongue to pull in the hovering morsel. Soon it will be sleep
cycle...

"Wake up sluggard!" The Tek'Tah superior
hisses at the sleeping guard before him. The guard snaps back into
consciousness, battered by the slapping tentacles of the superior
berating him. The guard began its sleep cycle! It will lose
position!

"You feed on the job, Ka'Tah! You are
worthless!" the superior hisses.

"I apologize! I beg humbly for forgiveness!"
The guard tries to cover itself.

"Why do you always feed, Ka'Tah? To feed is
to sleep!"

"The Dakhur fed, too."

"Were you inspired, then?" the superior says
with scorn.

"I beg humbly for forgiveness!"

"Did you see the Dakhur feed? Which human
did he eat?"

"Maybe he ate both of them? I did not see
him eat. I heard him, through the door. Sounded messy," the guard
says.

"Hurmmmm," the superior hums as he
meditates.

"I beg humbly for forgiveness!" The guard
blurts out another plea.

"I hear you," his superior hisses with
disdain. "Wake yourself up!" He hands the guard a set of restraints
he can use on the cat-man. "Since the Dakhur has eaten, it will now
be sleeping. An excellent opportunity for you to go in and put
these on him."

"Right now?" the guard asks.

The superior checks his timepiece.

"Give it an hour. Let him digest for a bit
and sink deeper into sleep. Can you stay awake for another
hour, Ka'Tah?"

"Yes, sir! I can and I will, sir! Thank you
for this opportunity, sir! I won't let you down, sir! I humbly
beg..."

"...my forgiveness," the superior says,
cutting him off. "I know! I know, Ka'Tah. Here is your chance to
earn it. Don't mess up."

The superior officer turns and slithers
away. Ka'Tah leans back against the wall next to the door and tries
to stay awake. The guard talks to itself.

"No! Not falling asleep," he says in a soft
voice to himself. "Stay awake."

After about a half an hour alert, the guard
begins to drift towards sleep cycle. He snaps himself out of it as
he starts to slide to the floor!

"No. Can't. No sleep cycle, not yet!"

The guard's eye stalks whip around as it
looks up and down the corridor. There's no one around, no witnesses
to his drowsiness.

"Good. Maybe..." the guard looks up and down
again. It looks back at the cell door. "Maybe I should do it
now?"

The guard decides. He turns and unlocks the
cell door. He opens it up and looks inside the darkened cell. There
is a lump on the floor in the back corner.

Before the Tek'Tah guard can enter with the
restraints, he's hit by two blurs flashing out of the darkness –
Alibi hits him high, Kit hits him low. The three fly out into the
corridor, tumbling in a tangle of fur, tentacles and human limbs
against the wall opposite the cell door.

"Grab his burner!" Kit calls out to
Alibi.

Alibi can't quite reach the Tek'Tah guard's
burner, a rifle sized energy gun tethered to a harness worn over
its tentacles. The burner has fallen from the harness and dangles
from a strap.

"I can't reach it! You can! It's near your
left foo... uh, paw!" Alibi tells the Dakhur.

"I got it," the drunk says. Piccolo has
joined them in the corridor. He grabs the guard's burner strap and
pulls the gun over to him. "How do you fire this thing?"

"Wrap your hands around the handle sticking
out there, point the skinny end and squeeze the handle," Kit gives
fast instructions, "as if your hands were a tentacle... do it now!
Quickly!"

Piccolo buries the skinny end in the guard's
side and squeezes the handle of the burner with both hands.

Fwaaaasssssshhhhhh!

A sick smell of charred meat fills the air.
Alibi and Kit jump away from the severed halves of the former guard
as they thump to the floor. The three cell mates exchange glances
between them. Piccolo tears the strap of the burner from the dead
guard's harness.

"Let's go!" Alibi says urgently.

"Aren't you going to thank me?" Piccolo asks
snidely, brandishing the burner like a drunken cowboy with a
rifle.

"Run. Follow me. This way. Now!" Kit
commands. He turns and takes off down the corridor. Alibi and
Piccolo follow fast as they can run, Piccolo holding onto the
Tek'Tah burner.

Kit leads them through twisting corridors to
an outside door guarded by two Tek'Tah. The three escapees stop
just out of sight of the guards, around the corner from the
exit.

"Give me the burner," Kit says to Piccolo.
Piccolo pulls the gun back away from him.

"Why should I?" he asks. He draws the
gun-like weapon in close to his chest.

They hear a noise around the corner, hissing
from the Tek'Tah. Sounds like the guards have heard them.

"Either give me the burner or turn that
corner and shoot them yourself. Now!" Kit hisses at Piccolo.
Piccolo hurriedly hands over the burner to the cat man. Kit
struggles with the weapon, and lets out a sharp hiss of his
own.

"I cannot squeeze it correctly! I cannot
make enough contact on the handle with the pads of my hands! Damn
tentacled bastards!" the Dakhur curses.

"Let me see it," Alibi asks, holding out his
hands. Kit passes the burner over. Alibi gets a feel for the
handle.

Ah! That's how it works!

"I've got it. Here we go!"

Alibi surges around the corner and squeezes
the handle of the burner at the same time. The beam from the high
intensity energy weapon slices a jagged, burning path through the
two Tek'Tah guards. Alibi swings the burner back and forth. The
reptilian aliens' hissing protests fall silent as they dissolve
into pieces on the floor. Kit comes up behind Alibi.

"Go." Kit says. Alibi feels a furry paw on
his back pushing him to move forward. He runs ahead toward the dead
guards with Kit and Piccolo close behind him.

"Ew," Alibi blurts out when a small piece of
Tek'Tah flesh squishes underneath his boot as he runs through the
doorway outside.

"Keep moving," Kit says, catching up next to
him. "We need to get out of here, get as far away from the Tek'Tah
holdings on Tek'Ti'Karn as we can – as fast as we can!"

Outside the building the ground is barren.
The three see a distant fence marking the boundary of the
compound.

"That way," Kit says, nodding at the
fence.

Hissing alerts them. They look back and see
another Tek'Tah guard emerging from the building. Alibi lifts the
burner.

"You guys get going. I'm right behind
you!"

Kit and Piccolo begin to run as he swings
around and squeezes the burner's handle, the beam slicing the
Tek'Tah clean through. As the smoking alien collapses in pieces,
Alibi turns and runs. He catches up with Kit and Piccolo at the
compound's fence, an eight foot high barrier made of plastic and
stone.

"Blast the fence with the burner," Kit calls
over to Alibi, nodding at the barrier before them. Alibi turns the
burner on the fence and squeezes the handle.

FWAAAAASSSSHHHH!

Alibi concentrates the burner beam and melts
a hole through the wall of fused plastic and rock. He plays the
beam steadily around the edges of the hole, expanding it. He stops
when he figures it's big enough, about three meters across.

They wait for the edges to cool and then
duck through the hole. The area beyond the fence is also bare and
desolate. Kit gets his bearings. He nods to the left, and heads off
in that direction with Alibi and Piccolo following. Leaving the
Tek'Tah holdings behind them, they run.

"We need to get to the port. My hope is we
can find a non-Tek'Tah ship to get us out of here," Kit says,
looking over at Alibi as they run across a gravel field dotted by
sparse growth. "Do you have a ship we can use?" Kit asks Alibi.

"Nah. I hitched a ride with the Tek'Tah to
get here," he tells him.

"You stowed away on one of their
ships? No wonder they do not like you," Kit says. The cat-like
alien turns to the other man, about to ask Piccolo if he has a
ship, but Kit stops himself. "Never mind."

"Don't you have a ship?" Alibi asks Kit.

"Impounded," Kit explains.

"Does The Project ever send ships out this
way? You ever see any of them around?" Alibi asks Kit.

"The human scientists? Why would they?
Tek'Ti'Karn is a commercial outpost, and a shady one at that. Not
much on this rock to interest your human scientists, I would not
think," Kit says.

"I was just hoping," Alibi explains. "I have
some connections in the Project. My, um, 'aunt' runs the
place."

"Your aunt? It is good to have friends in
high places. Even better to have relatives there!" Kit says.

FWAAAASSSSHHHHH!

Alibi feels heat on his back as the beam
from a Tek'Tah burner makes contact with the gravel behind him.

"They're shooting at us!" Piccolo yells in a
panic. "They're shooting at us from the fence!"

"Brilliant observation," Kit comments. "Keep
running!"

The three fugitives continue their mad dash
as the aliens fire burner weapons at their heels.

Fwaaaaaassssshhhhh!

Another beam hits, but it's a little further
back this time.

"We're almost out of their range!" Alibi
figures. "They'll have to send guards out after us if they want to
keep up."

"You know they will," Kit says.

"I'm betting on it," Alibi jokes.












Chapter Three


The three fugitives run across the gravel
surface of Tek'Ti'Karn, trying to put distance between themselves
and the Tek'Tah compound.

"There's an old Domo enclave a couple of
clicks up ahead," Kit informs Alibi and Piccolo. "Abandoned, but it
will give us better cover than this wide open plain. We need to get
there before they do!"

"Can we..." Piccolo starts, but has to catch
his breath. "Can we stop..." he breathes heavily, "running
yet?"

"Not yet. Keep running," Kit tells him.

"I'm... uh," Piccolo stops running. He falls
to his knees, and then down onto all fours as he begins to vomit.
"HHuuruurgggggglleeeaarrrgghhh!!" Bright yellow bile splatters on
the gravel in front of him. Piccolo heaves, losing it again.
"Huurggglleargh!"

Piccolo is on all fours. His head almost
touches the ground.

"We must keep running!!" Kit says with
urgency. "Get up!"

"Will try," Piccolo says in a weak voice. He
straightens up onto his knees, and then pushes himself up onto his
unsteady feet. He lurches ahead. "S'kay, lezgo."

Kit and Alibi run a few paces ahead of
Piccolo as the three make their way across the desolation. Every
few minutes they hear an echoing "FWAAASSSHHH!" in the distance as
the Tek'Tah continue their pursuit. Piccolo lets out an occasional
heave but manages not to stop or falter.

After running non-stop for what seems like
hours they see the geometric, regular shapes of buildings off in
the distance.

"The Domo enclave," Kit tells them, nodding
at the buildings. "We will have cover. And we are closer to the
port. We are almost there."

"Thank God!" Piccolo exclaims, as if he's
been born again.

Domo architecture features rounded corners
and Gothic-seeming embellishments – buttresses and looping, ornate
decorations. The buildings in this enclave are no different. Alibi
can make out the top floors of the four tallest buildings as they
approach the abandoned settlement, until they get too close to see
past its high wall. The enclave is surrounded by an imposing
embankment about four meters high with a rounded top. They follow
along it until they reach a sealed door in the barrier.

"You want me to shoot a hole in it?" Alibi
asks Kit.

"That will not work on this. The surface is
ablative. The wall is also too thick to burn through in a timely
fashion," Kit informs him. He looks up at the top of the wall."A
moment, please," Kit says.

Another "fwaaaaassshh!" echoes in the
distance.

Kit paces a few meters backwards, and then
runs, springs and jumps up onto the top of the wall, landing on all
fours on the curve at its apex. Kit looks down at them. Alibi
thinks he's smiling, but he really can't be sure. Then Kit
disappears down on the other side of the wall.

The wall springs to life with clicks and
whirring noises, sliding noises, and then more clicking. Finally,
the door in the wall slides open, revealing Kit waiting on the
inside.

"Get inside!" Kit breathes
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