
        
            
                
            
        

    
	If you can’t stand the heat, don’t come close to a Dragon.

	 

	 

	Jo and her team successfully prevented the second invasion. Only a single enemy Scout made it to Earth, but the horror it brought makes people shiver. For Jo, it’s clear—to get ahead of another attack, she must enter hostile territory, even if there is no chance for a return journey.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To all who dream of space

	 


Part One—Coming Home

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	A hand gently touched my shoulder. The fog around my mind slowly cleared. I felt a throbbing pain at the back of my head. The hit must have been severe to have caused such an effect on my reinforced skin. I wondered why my Analogy had not suppressed the effect.

	—Acute lack of resources.—

	Oh, right, yes. I had given my reserves to Sylvie. After a short stay in space, her survival was balancing on a knife’s edge. The lack of oxygen, bubbles in the body, the vessels that burst from decompression, possible radiation damages, and burns from the grazing shot were a tough challenge—even for a nano-enhanced Mamba. Her protective suit hadn’t been of much help due to the burns.

	Compared to Sylvie’s injuries, my headache was a minor problem.

	My partner Achrotzyber wasn’t well, either. He was in Dragon stasis, so he was out of action but not currently in danger.

	Regarding the action, we won! With nothing but our two thirty-meters-long Barracudas, we shot a fifty-kilometer-diameter Jelly mothership and its three landers to shreds. Thus the new invasion was stopped. And the other Barracuda was shot to shreds, too. That was the situation, wasn’t it?

	I opened my eyes. Francine leaned over me with a worried look on her face. “Are you okay, Jo?”

	“Yes. Only a headache. Nothing serious. Is everything okay outside?”

	“Nothing is stirring outside in the debris. No shots, no stray radiation from fusion reactors, nothing. I turned Mischief around and adapted the vector, but didn’t move closer. The Scouts are still ahead of us.”

	“Yes. How long was I passed out?”

	“A few minutes. Can I get anything for you?”

	“A hot chocolate would be fine.”

	“I’ll get one.” Francine turned toward the galley. “What about Sylvie?”

	“I hope we can get her through. Right now, we can’t do much. I gave her all I could spare.”

	“Is that why you passed out?”

	“Yes.”

	“Will it help if we return to Earth sooner?”

	“We need at least two days to return anyway. By then, either my healing nanos saved her or she’s dead.”

	Francine fell mute.

	 

	When Francine returned with two cups of hot chocolate, I was already sitting in my pilot seat again. “Thanks.”

	“You’re welcome.” She sat down and stared at her main screen. It displayed our course and the slowly spreading wreckage ahead.

	“I was scared as shit,” she said.

	“You didn’t say anything.”

	“No. I thought you had enough to worry about and didn’t need to rack your brain for my sake. You were so calm. I thought I should at least try to remain as cool.”

	“Cool?” I took a sip of my hot chocolate. “I was just too shocked to show any fear. I could only think about our battle plan. I blocked out everything else.”

	“You can do that?”

	“You could say that I’ve practiced blocking out unpleasant thoughts.”

	Francine took a sip from her cup. After a while, she asked, “It’s really over, isn’t it?”

	With a wipe of my finger, I produced a graphic display of the anomaly data. “Look. The overshoots are gone, so there’s currently no other spaceship passing through the wormhole. The main oscillations are already fading. Eduardo’s program grants the wormhole a few more hours at best before it collapses. I don’t think more will come.”

	With further finger moves, I marked parts of the wreckage as targets and made them a priority. “So yes, in principle, it’s over. Of course, we still have to clean up here so that the wreckage can’t do harm. Then there’s also a rack with eighty-one Scouts on its way toward Earth. But I don’t think that a few unarmed Scouts with a handful of invaders can cause us serious trouble.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I returned to the cockpit with two cups of hot chocolate. I handed one to Francine and placed the other next to my seat.

	“Sylvie’s doing better. Her body accepted the nutrients from my nanos, and her healing is now making good progress. By the time we arrive, she should be able to stand.”

	“What about Arko?”

	“He’ll be okay soon, too. I don’t want to wake him up before the burns are healed.”

	“Good.”

	After a glance at the screen, I sat down again. “The next reply should arrive soon. I’m curious how Zoé fared against the Scouts.”

	“Cumbersome,” Francine said. “Oh, sorry, I meant the communication, not Zoé.”

	“Yes.” A true dialogue wasn’t possible across these distances. We delivered our report to Earth after we had destroyed all parts of the wreckage and directed the smaller parts toward the Sun. Now we just had to wait for a reply from Earth. Meanwhile, there was plenty of time to look after the injured and prepare a cup of hot chocolate or two.

	Sometime later, Jeff Scott, the Australian Minister for Defence, appeared on our screens. In the background, I recognized rows of computer tables and diligent people in uniform.

	“Black One, this is Jeff Scott speaking from the Asia-Pacific War Room. Congratulations on your victory and my best wishes for your injured comrades’ fast recovery. Humanity owes you infinitely much. That’s more clear to us today than ever before. Francine Besson, Sylvie Moreau, Johanna Meier, Achrotzyber Paxxchfztnach, your readiness to sacrifice yourselves puts us with our petty political struggles to shame.”

	That went down like the hot chocolate. Francine shuffled in her seat at the mention of her name. Was he only talking to us? Or was this conversation being broadcast live? Obviously, he had practiced my partner’s name.

	“At this point, I expressly want to highlight the performance of our dauntless fighter pilot Zoé Lionceau. She intercepted and destroyed a large part of the enemy Scouts behind the moon with her bold venture into space. Overall, she scored eighty kills.”

	“Zoé?” Francine called out.

	I only nodded. If Zoé went behind the moon, that meant she maxed out the Taipan’s technical features. Its technology could provide the pilot with oxygen for hours and could protect her against radiation, overheating, and hypothermia. However, there was no food, drink, or a toilet to use while she was flying. Plus she could only find her way back if she could still see our planet.

	“You don’t have to worry once you’ve come back. Your teammate already cleaned everything up.” Jeff smiled through the screen. “I’ve been talking long enough. We’re expecting you in eight and a half hours in Gladstone. I personally want to shake hands with you. War room, over.”

	His picture froze. Francine and I looked at each other.

	“What does that mean?” she asked.

	“That we should take a nap and a shower beforehand. That sounds like a party to me.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Our home’s blue-and-white water and cloud pattern slowly grew beyond the screen’s edges. The outskirts of individual continents became visible, and Australia moved into the picture on the left side of the screen.

	“Marvelous!” Sylvie’s voice sounded weak but happy. For the first time in four days, she had cautiously left her sick bed and sat down in my pilot seat.

	I noticed Achrotzyber watching Sylvie closely. “Do you feel the same as her about seeing Earth, Companion?”

	“I’m not sure. How should I feel, Companion?” my partner asked. He held on to the handles at the rear cockpit bulkhead next to me.

	“Well—comforted, I’d say.”

	“What is the reason for this feeling?”

	“It’s our home world,” Francine explained from her seat.

	“It must be because we regard the familiar colors as reassuring,” I added. “Space is hostile. The sight of our planet subliminally signals a place of survival in this environment.”

	“Ah. I understand.”

	Perhaps I spoke nonsense, but as long as the reply sounded plausible to my Dragon Companion, I was happy with it, too. Now I’d enjoy my return. The sight of Earth—even if it was only via screen—had to help us all to digest the past battle’s horrors.

	I’d have preferred to simply snuggle into my partner’s strong arms and let him hold me tight until the events were only a faded memory, but our overcrowded Barracuda wasn’t the right place for that.

	The computer steered us in the direction of the eastern Australian coast and smoothly decelerated. At the elevation of five-hundred kilometers, it activated our transponder and thus announced our touchdown.

	Shortly, we received the first signal.

	“War Room Asia-Pacific. Welcome back, Black One. We’ll hand you over to Gladstone.”

	We soon heard the familiar voice of our local chief flight controller. “Black One for Gladstone. Welcome back and a happy new year!”

	Francine briefly checked our radio’s status and saw that the microphone at her seat was active. “Gladstone for Black One, thank you very much. We ask for touchdown clearance.”

	“Black One, you’re cleared for touchdown on the main runway. Your landing space is marked. I’m pretty sure you can’t miss it.”

	“Gladstone, do I understand right that we shall land on the airport?”

	“Correct. A few people are waiting to welcome you.”

	“We feared something like that.”

	“Come on, that’s part of it. Don’t worry. Your people have got everything under control.”

	Francine turned to me. I only winked at her.

	She nodded and gazed ahead again. “Gladstone, we’re looking forward to you. As long as the beer’s cold and the men are hot enough, we’ll be happy.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	“Good morning, guys and gals, in Australia and all over the world. It’s Saturday, the first of January 2067. I’m Pop Verne of ABC Queensland. We’re greeting you from Gladstone airport, where in a few minutes our victorious space fighters will land. On this marvelous summer day, we’ve prepared a big show for you. So stay tuned, and we’ll get the party started!”

	The screen flashed to a graphical display of our approach to the left and a picture of the sky above Gladstone to the right.

	I switched my main screen and zoomed our cameras on Gladstone. The airport wasn’t hard to find, but the hot air above the city didn’t allow for an entirely sharp picture.

	The largest part of the airfield was teeming with people. There was only one free space, marked by a fifty-meter long red cross.

	“We indeed can’t miss our landing space,” I noted. “If someone had it in for us, that would be the ideal place to hit us. So let’s hope the bad guys prefer to celebrate with us today.”

	Francine gave me an irritated glance.

	“Sorry. I don’t want to spoil it for any of you, but please be at least a bit alert at the beginning. Yes? Also, please keep the suits on while you’re in public.”

	“Jo, we’re Mambas,” Sylvie reminded me reproachfully. “We know how to act in large crowds.”

	“You’re right, sorry. Okay. Hopefully, the speeches won’t take too long.”

	“Hopefully there aren’t too many speakers,” Francine said. “Do you think we can have something to drink before?”

	“Depends on who’s sponsoring the party.” I pointed at a group of waving pennants. “If I have the colors right, they’ll make every effort to provide us with a bottle of bright golden barley brew in front of the photographers.”

	A faint ringing reminded us that the autopilot had reached its programmed endpoint, about three-thousand meters above the city. Francine and I glanced at each other. I nodded at her and pointed at her data glove.

	So Francine dealt with the touchdown maneuver of our spaceship. With a shove, she changed our downward direction so that our vector pointed exactly to the center of the large red cross. During the descent, she reduced the speed of our ship until we gently sailed down toward the ground.

	“I only have one problem,” she admitted. “Which way should the bow point?”

	“Align with the Taipan.”

	“Oh, sure.”

	A single woman in her protective suit stood in front of the slender fighter’s tip and gazed up at us—Zoé.

	“Cool girl,” Sylvie judged.

	“And she was all alone,” Francine added. Then she focused on her virtual flight stick and carefully placed our space fighter down at the center of the cross.

	“Thanks, Francine. Now, out with you.”

	“You go first,” Sylvie objected.

	“I don’t mind.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	I took a deep breath as the hatch swung open and the ladder unfolded toward the ground. The air smelled like a mix of burned aviation fuel, hot asphalt, dry dust, sweat, a hint of fried meat, and salty ocean. What a difference from the filtered and recycled air aboard our spacecraft!

	The silence engulfing me formed a strong contrast to the aromas surrounding us. Were the people no longer there? But yes, naturally, only they weren’t moving.

	Zoé looked up at me expectantly from her place in front of the Taipan. I ignored the ladder and jumped down to the airfield, and then I turned around and watched Sylvie climb down the first rungs. She trembled a little but managed to come down to me without aid, then proudly assumed her position beside me.

	Francine and Achrotzyber had no problems with the ladder, either.

	As soon as we all had left the ship, Zoé walked up to us.

	“Come with me,” she said.

	Before Zoé could turn around though, Francine hugged her. “Hearty congratulations, sister.”

	Zoé tried to protest, but found herself in Sylvie’s arms, next. “Great job, lioness!” Sylvie praised.

	Zoé smiled and briefly allowed me and Achrotzyber to hug her as well. “So, now we must go. We’ll have plenty of time for hugs later.”

	“Do you know the agenda?”

	“Only the beginning. Come with me to the markings there.”

	She led us to a group of five chalk markings. The letters Z, F, J, A, and S were written on the asphalt and showed what was expected from us. There were little microphones stuck to the ground, too. I gave Francine and Sylvie a meaningful glance and briefly analyzed the overall picture my Analogy recorded. I didn’t find any indications of a sniper rifle. I didn’t sense disruptor fields nearby, either. I did sense the stray emissions of micro fusion generators like the ones our armor suits used. They guarded the airport’s outskirts.

	As soon as we had assumed our positions, a trumpet behind us blared. Drums and bagpipes chimed in. Then cheers and applause rolled over us.

	While we were distracted by the noise, a delegation of four people dared to advance, accompanied by two camera teams. I recognized the Australian Prime Minister, our retired Air Force Marshal Jenny, and Tess, the head of my secret security team. I didn’t recognize the fourth person’s face, but based on his attire—namely his headscarf with golden headbands—he looked very Arabic.

	As he didn’t care about Tess’ figure-hugging combat suit, he’d tolerate our skintight space suits as well. It was too late to change outfits now. Four meters away from us, the group stopped at another set of chalk markings. The camera people went to both sides of our lines, each team targeting one line. Now we had to wait until the music and storm of excitement calmed down.

	I was still wondering whether the Prime Minister or the stranger would approach us first due to protocol when Tess approached me.

	“Legata Aurea Victoria Johanna, welcome back to Earth. On behalf of the Dragon University and all Protectors on Earth, I congratulate all of you for your victory.”

	The address Legata Aurea was obvious. Yes, I was a Golden Dragon, a Protector, and I had formally accepted being the former Dragon empress’ legate. But Victoria?

	My Dragon memory provided me with an image of the first victorious Dragon legate who had destroyed an extraterrestrial invader’s spaceship. She, Elaine Lionheart, had been the first legate carrying that title. In which case I probably had to live with it, too.

	“Thank you, Tess.” I reached out a hand.

	Tess ignored the offered hand. Instead, she wrapped me tightly into her arms. “Gee, Jo, good that nothing happened to you. We were so scared for you. When the one Barracuda’s grav field emissions suddenly ceased, nobody dared to say a word.”

	One by one, she hugged the others, too. After, she returned to her mark and nodded at Jenny. Why Jenny?

	Jenny took a step forward. “Paladin Johanna, on behalf of the Order of the Dying Lioness, I heed you welcome back. Well done!” She nodded at my female teammates. “The Order formally received and approved the nominations for Sylvie Moreau, Francine Besson, and Zoé Lionceau as Knights of the Order. Paladin Johanna, I herewith forward these nominations to you.”

	Oh. I nodded. So Jenny represented the Order today. That was why she addressed me as Paladin. Of course, as Legata Aurea, I had the last say. “I agree with the nominations.”

	“Then I may tell you that our schedule for today leaves time for a ceremony.”

	That was pragmatically prepared like a Dragon would have handled it. “Well organized,” I praised. “Thank you, Knight Jenny.”

	“I thank you for your confidence in me—in us all. Thank you that we were allowed to help you. Thank you for guiding us. Without you, the Jellies would have caught us with our pants down.”

	“Or without pants at all,” I quietly murmured.

	Jenny smirked and turned to her side. “May I introduce you both? Jo, this is Sheikh Rashid bin Khalifa Al Maktoum from Dubai, recently appointed United Nations Secretary for Interstellar Defence. He will be the administrative commandant of the UN armor suits, the UN Taipans, and—once we have any—the UN Barracudas. Sheikh Rashid, the Legata Aurea Johanna Meier, military commandant of Earth’s defenses.”

	The Sheikh stepped forward and shook my hand. “It’s an honor for me to meet you. Your dedication to Earth’s survival puts us to shame and—at the same time—encourages us. I bow before your greatness.”

	Which he then did indeed.

	“I’m glad to meet you. To be honest, I must admit that I didn’t know before my departure that there was such a position in the UN.”

	“I took office five days ago. We had to make a quick decision, as it wasn’t clear whether you’d be successful. Now it seems as if I could put this office to rest.” He smiled in a friendly way.

	“I hope that very much.” I could have told him that this attacker didn’t belong to the announced second wave, but had arrived somehow out-of-bands—but I didn’t want to spoil my mates’ party. “We should have a private talk within a couple of days.”

	“I’m very interested in visiting your University.”

	“Oh.”

	Rashid’s face expressed how worried he was about my reaction. I quickly put up another smile. “You’re welcome, of course. I just thought of our dress code on the island.”

	“Oh.” He blushed slightly. “Yes, I’ve heard of that. Perhaps you should visit my country someday.”

	“I’d gladly visit Dubai again. It’s nice there.” Despite my comment, I recalled being forced to participate in a Cartel execution in Dubai. Those times were over now, though.

	Percy was rocking back and forth with a little unrest. I decided not to extend the conversation with Rashid any further and show some mercy on the Prime minister. Still, I took some time to introduce Sheikh Rashid to my comrades-in-arms.

	He repeated each one’s name and thanked them for their dedicated participation. Then he made way for the Australian Prime Minister.

	What kind of speech had Percy prepared?

	But the head of state simply came to me, bent his knees and wrapped both arms around me and lifted me up—with a wheeze. Due to my nanos, I was a bit heavier than appropriate for my height.

	Needless to say, he put me back down rather quickly. “Thank you, Jo. Thanks for everything. Welcome back.” He made a step back to nod at my comrades. “Thank you all. I had prepared a little speech. But there are no words to describe what you’ve done for us, so I only say once again—thank you. Happy new year, welcome back to Earth, and welcome to the party.”

	“Everyone has been mentioning this party,” I replied. “What else is on the agenda, and is there anything to drink?”

	“Sure, Jo.” He clapped his hands. Nine children started from the free space’s boundaries and hurried toward us with large, full glasses of beer. “After this, Liza will perform a concert. Around noon, we’ll have the award ceremony, then a little press conference. After that, there will be a large barbie. The Gladstone Groovers will play there. From the late afternoon onward, we’ll have rock bands on two stages.”

	He enumerated a list of prominent names that, like this Liza, sounded distantly familiar to me, then finally paused when he noticed my expression. “You don’t know them all?”

	“I guess I do. I’ve heard those names before.”

	“The greatest stars of the last decade and you only heard about them?”

	“I haven’t had much time for culture lately.”

	He fell silent at that, embarrassed.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Zoé, Francine, and Sylvie wore their new brooches with a lot of pride. The pin was of a silver lioness with a broken hind leg. Its body was speared, and its paw was raised to strike. It was ten centimeters wide and went well with undecorated black protective suits. My brooch was crimson metallic and less eye-catching.

	The three women looked like inseparable friends. There wasn’t any hint of the separation Zoé had struggled with at the beginning. Like a pack of lionesses, they were on the hunt for men.

	Without their decorations as Knights of the Order of the Dying Lioness, men would have lined up to meet them. But not many confident suitors dared to address the war heroines. Those brave enough to talk to the women only wanted an interview. Our Mambas were systematically trained to keep their mouths shut when talking to the press, though.

	I didn’t have much time to watch the three women or even copy them. I was just glad that several young men in the sponsor’s colorful uniforms catered to me. They provided me with drinks and brought me a steak from the barbecue on request, while I entertained all the people approaching me. There were many people—aside from the Prime Minister and the Secretary—who wanted to congratulate me in person and exchange a few words with me, including ambassadors, soldiers, lobbyists, scientists, the list seemed never-ending.

	“Hello, Mikhail,” I greeted the familiar face of the Russian space scientist whose research I had once borrowed without his consent. “Did the travel approval finally work?”

	“Thanks, yes. Sadly much too late to be of use for you.”

	“That will turn out, Mikhail. This time, we were only out there for a few days. We have no elaborate concepts for a longer stay in space yet.”

	“What are you thinking of?”

	“I’d say, if we want to make it hard for the Jellies, we should have resupply bases for our space fighters in the asteroid belt or on Saturn’s moons. Perhaps it would make sense to relocate the production lines for our space fighters out there, in case the Jellies show up with a whole fleet.”

	Mikhail frowned. “I thought you already defeated the second wave?”

	I changed to Russian. “Mikhail, that attack was irregular and not the second wave. But we should talk about that later, on the island. Today’s for celebrating.”

	After that, I gave him a kiss on the cheek and turned to the next congratulator, an elegantly dressed young lady.

	“Buon giorno,” she greeted me shyly. When I spotted Marcello—the Minister of Defense in Italy—and his spouse in the back, I recognized my Italian girlfriend. I was glad we were meeting each other again under better circumstances, unlike the day I had prevented her kidnapping.

	“Buon giorno. You’ve grown up a lot!” I winked at her and waved her parents close. “How are you doing? Come, I’ll introduce you to my Companion.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	A rock concert was new for me. As a child, I hadn’t had money to buy a ticket for one. Later, I was too busy with my job and my side jobs. Since I joined the world savior business, there was little time for such extravagancies.

	At least the loud music gave me an excuse to just snuggle into Achrotzyber’s arms for a while, instead of explaining to the hundred-and-first lobbyist that I made my purchases the way I wanted and had no interest in bid processes. The tall man at my side also discouraged any admirers from approaching me. It was clear to any potential suitors that they couldn’t compete with my Companion. On the other hand, young girls didn’t approach my partner once they spotted the red brooch over my left breast.

	Our three girls had meanwhile disappeared. I hoped they had their fun, at least. They certainly deserved it.

	What is this enormous unfolding of noise good for, Companion?

	For entertainment. For distraction or for inspiring the imagination. It’s not productive activity but satisfies the emotional needs of illogical creatures. Don’t you like it?

	I could perchance try to analyze the emotion-influencing components within the complex vibration patterns. If only their creators were not so imprecise in their performance.

	Imprecise?

	There is a fundamental rhythm, which the man with the instrument with the six metal strings never really meets.

	You mean, the lead guitar plays out of beat?

	That is a fact, not an opinion.

	Okay. Well, this isn’t about mathematical precision.

	But?

	If you can’t appreciate the music, just watch the audience.

	I didn’t have this option. Except for the shoulder blades of the people before me, there wasn’t much to watch.

	 


Part Two—Visitors

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Tess is on her way to us, Companion.

	Swiftly, and with grim determination, our Mamba leader made her way through the crowd. At first, I only spotted the heads of people making way for her. Then she stood before me. “Jo, come quick.”

	“What’s up?”

	“Problems.” She turned around and pushed her way through the spectators again. I followed her, and my Companion assumed the rear.

	Tess led us to the terminal building. She brought us to a side room, where Percy, Rashid, Jenny, Rod, and an unknown soldier with captain’s insignia were already waiting for us.

	Zoé, Sylvie, and Francine followed close behind us. I assumed they realized something was going on.

	Percy gave the Sheikh a short glance. Then he nodded toward the captain. “Captain Becker, please report.”

	“Okay.” He nodded toward Achrotzyber and me. “Legata, Protector, we received a distress call from the salvage team assigned to the crashed enemy Scout. We had deployed an entire company of paratroopers, but lost contact after receiving the call. Now, nobody’s answering. That’s the status as of half an hour ago. The War Room sent out two reconnaissance planes right away. We should soon receive the first pictures. But first, the last message.”

	He fetched a tablet computer, tapped on it, and showed us the screen with a video image of a lot of red sand, a roughly drop-shaped mountain of metal, and a few soldiers in camouflage suits.

	“We have contact now. The Scout looks quite damaged. It will surely never fly again. I don’t see Jellies. The Major lets us circle the Scout. Here—there are two guys already. How did they get here?” Shots were fired. “Damn, they’re fast!”

	The image blurred, and the video ended.

	“What was the brown stuff spraying around there?” Francine asked.

	“The two strangers tossed parts of their body substance toward the soldiers,” Achrotzyber said. That matched my observation. “The bullets were without effect. They simply passed through the body. Despite the humanoid shape, these cannot be normal human beings.”

	“No,” I agreed and looked at the Prime Minister.

	“We need your help, Jo. We’re facing a strange enemy, and I fear our soldiers can’t handle such aliens. We’ve alerted further units, but how shall we fight this enemy?”

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	Somewhat clueless, I stared at the screen. I figured we weren’t dealing with the second wave, but I hadn’t expected such a turn of events.

	Do you have an idea, Companion?

	Yes.

	Speak up.

	Achrotzyber addressed the captain. “Where exactly did the Scout land?”

	“In the Simpson Desert, about four hundred kilometers southeast of Alice Springs.”

	“Then this area can be easily cordoned off. I recommend installing a quarantine zone.”

	“Well, yes.” The captain gazed helplessly at the Prime Minister.

	“The Legata Aurea’s Companion commands,” I firmly corrected. “On behalf of all Protectors, I accept the Australian Government’s request for assistance and assume supreme command. Install an outer perimeter along the main roads that surround the desert and prepare everything to add an inner quarantine ring of perhaps fifty kilometers in diameter. We’ll control the quarantine from the air.”

	I turned toward my companion. “Achrotzyber, what else?”

	“As the extraterrestrial life form can separate parts of its body mass, we must postulate a variable shape,” my Companion explained. “If this creature is not bound to a human shape, animals must be prevented from leaving the quarantine zone, too. Nobody should come closer than twenty meters to a potentially infected person. For fighting it over distance, I recommend plasma weapons. For close-range fights, I recommend flame throwers. Once we know how to recognize an infected person, we can consider decontamination procedures.”

	“How can you safely contain such an area?” the Sheikh asked.

	“With disruptor fields,” I
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