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        Giant cavemen aliens have gone back in time to 1990s Earth.

        Their mission is to protect our timeline.

        Or…as they say to bad guys:

      

        

      
        “Can’t touch this.”

      

        

      
         I thought I was a modern woman.

         But then one day I’m attacked.

         My rescuer is a huge, scaled, alpha male caveman alien.

      

        

      
         He wears a holodisguise when he’s not saving the human race.

         And when Axul the Vakutan warrior lays eyes on me, he says I’m his fated mate.

         If you ask me, I can totally feel the love tonight.

         Truly. Madly. Deeply.

         I mean have you seen the type of guys that try to hit on you in the 1990s?

         It’s all achy-breaky mullets and Hammer pants.

         Please.

        I may not have his muscles (oh boy, those muscles!) but I may know a thing or two that can help him.

         Like how to parallel park. Use the yellow pages. And call collect.

         He has to succeed. To save Earth.

         And our love.

      

        

      
         After all.

        He’s my wonderwall.
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            The Story So Far…

          

        

      

    

    
      The year is 2340. Humanity has weathered it’s infancy and has navigated to the stars. They’ve colonized other worlds and become a space faring civilization and formed the Interstellar Human Confederation.

      Along the way, they’ve come to discover that the galaxy is actually a pretty crowded place. There are several political entities in the galaxy.

      The Trident Alliance is composed of the Vakutan, the Pi’rell, and the Alzhon.

      The Ataxian Coalition is composed of the Odex, Kreetu, Grolgath, and Shorcu.

      The Coalition and the Alliance has been fighting a war for about 350 years. At its heart, it’s an existential conflict that determines whether the known galaxy will be guided by the teachings of the Ataxian religion or by the capitalistic and technocratic tendencies of the Trident Alliance.

      Details are unclear how the war between the Alliance and Coalition started, but atrocities in the name of protecting the innocent have been committed by both sides.

      Several races, trying to remain neutral and unaffiliated with either side have formed a loose political union known as the League of Non-Aligned Races. Each race maintains their sovereignty. Member states meet infrequently to discuss trade and security matters, but no true leadership exists.

      In a galaxy that’s ripped apart by war, the only light is that one day, a measure of hope will be given to the hopeless.

      That day has yet to come…
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        Pyke

      

      

      The galaxy has a way of reminding one how insignificant they truly are. Like right now, for example. I’m standing on the bridge of my Dominator class Vakutan cruiser, zipping across space at speeds which not only beggar the imagination, they twist and bend the very laws of physics, though come short of actually breaking them.

      We’re heading towards the Felora sector, to provide surveillance in whatever capacity so that the Sector Commander, Caan, can ensure that the negotiations between the Trident Alliance and the Earth based Interstellar Human Confederation proceed smoothly.

      “This could be pivotal in the war,” Caan had told me in our briefing. “For the humans to shift their weight from being simply allies in war against the Coalition to actually joining the Trident Alliance as a full-fledged member could tip the scales. It’s 2340 now. We could be mopping up the Coalition by 2342.”

      “And bring the Centuries War to a close, at last?” I had asked.

      “There’s been enough war,” Caan had replied. “Enough death. The humans could be key to stopping that.

      As I stare out the front viewing ports, oval ‘eyes’ if you will, the stars twist and stretch in a dazzling cacophony as we flash at super luminal speed toward destiny. If the faster than light drive malfunctions, we might come out right into an asteroid field, or a planet’s atmosphere. It would be a spectacular, if brief and painless death.

      Or the life support systems which provide us with breathable air and stave off the chilling cold of space could go offline. We’d only have a matter of minutes, an hour at best, to get it going again or we would all surely perish.

      Technology is all about me on the bridge. I look to my helmsman, Myrdok, as he monitors our trajectory on a holo map hovering above his console. My weapons officer Axul uses a comm pad hooked up to the holo net to arrange our ship services without having to speak to another living sapient being.

      “Coming out of super luminal jump now, Captain,” Myrdok says, fingers tapping at keys on his pilot console. “We should be in visual range of the Feloran system soon.”

      “Excellent, helm,” I said, folding my hands behind my back and staring at the monitor. “Remember, we only have a few hours, so keep your shore leave within that time frame.”

      “Yeah,” Axul says in his gruff voice. “Stick it in, do your thing, then pull it out and wipe it off and get back to the damn ship.”

      Ragged laughter echoes throughout the bridge, and I grin myself.

      “Just make sure to double sheathe your sword if you visit one of the fine Houses on Felora IV,” I said. “Otherwise, you’ll be shooting fireballs out the end of it. Just ask Vuldar.”

      My dour, taciturn chief engineer peers over at me, his ridged face not bearing the least bit of amusement. The others find it funny, however.

      “It’s a great punchline until it happens to you,” he grumbles. “Just wait. Especially you, Myrdok. We all know you can’t keep the little pilot in your pants.”

      “He speaks truth, brothers,” Axul says, gesturing toward the bristly Vuldar. “Our erstwhile pilot doesn’t turn anyone down, not ever human females.”

      “I’m not a Count Vasper,” Myrdok says quickly. “I’ve never even kissed a human woman.”

      “I’ve always wondered how that even works,” I say, stroking my ridged chin. “I mean, humans seem so soft and squishy, aren’t they?”

      The tall Vakutan in all black garb beside me clears his throat. I’m Captain but he is the Speaker of the Ancestors, sometimes called the Speaker of the Dead, but never among non-Vakutans. All respect his wisdom, myself included.

      “Speak, Treya. We would hear what wisdom you have to impart.” I turn my command chair about to face him, and he draws himself up, lips pursing in thought.

      “Humans are physically weaker and more fragile than many other Sapient species, it is true, but that does not mean they are not terribly dangerous. In fact, it may be their fragility which contributes to their nigh boundless ambition.”

      “Ambition, or greed?” Lurgu, our medical officer, wrinkles his nose in disgust. “They have exploded onto the galactic stage at large, and have done little to demonstrate the necessary maturity for such a prominent position.”

      “Maturity, no,” I say, shaking  my head. “Although for such a young Sapient race humans have come a long way quickly. But what they lack in maturity, they make up for a thousand times over in firepower, and more importantly, MANPOWER. The humans breed like flop ears on a world with no predators.”

      “Their ships are not as powerful as our own,” Axul interjects quickly.

      “That type of comparison is more your wheelhouse, and not mine, Axul,” I say. “But it seems to be like Alliance Command thinks pretty highly of our erstwhile allies.”

      “Yes, erstwhile indeed,” grumbles Lurgu. “What happens when they decide that they need star systems in our territories? Vakutan space is close to their own. It is a logical progression.”

      “Yeah, you can’t trust humans,” one of the bridge crew quips.

      “Enough.” I bash my fist down on my console so hard, all the holo emitters on the bridge skip. Every eye turns to me as I draw myself up to my full height. “Humanity is the ally of the Trident Alliance. We have fought beside them against the Ataxian hordes. We have bled with them in the trenches on Horus IV and Armstrong. If your tongue wags against the humans, it wags against me.”

      I take them all in with my gaze just to be certain that they grasp my meaning. Then I seat myself and address my helmsman. “Why have we not dropped out of super luminal speed as of yet?”

      “The calc may have been off on the relativistic time curve,” Myrdok says with a shrug. “Forty seconds to deceleration.”

      I use my all ship hail, a shrill whistle echoing through the Valorous.

      “Attention all hands, observe deceleration protocols.”

      The stars cease their mad, surreal twisting spirals and return to be familiar spots of light again. I barely feel so much as a twitch from my ship. A fine vessel.

      “Helm, how far out are we from Felora IV?”

      “Less than a hundred light years, Captain,” Myrdok replies.

      I peer at the viewscreen, seeing Felora as a particularly bright spot in our trajectory. My eyes narrow as I see something, or rather the absence of something. A shadow moves across the stars, blackening out the cheery twinkles of light.

      “All hands, battle stations,” I say, standing up and staring hard out the portholes. “Ops, begin a full spectrum scan of this area, maximum range.”

      “What’s wrong, Captain?” Axul asks.

      “There’s a ship out there,” I say as the lights on the bridge altered their hue to an azure tinge. “Running cold.”

      Everyone on the bridge grows grimy silent. Among our enemies in the Coalition, there are only one sapient species which utilizes the high risk, high reward technique of powering down their own vessels, life support and all. The Grolgath.

      They are not as strong and hardy as the furred Odex, sapients even more powerful than we Vakutan. And neither are the Grolgath as swift or deadly as the Shorcu, their amphibious distant cousins.

      The Grolgath have one thing going for them; a vicious, ruthless nature. Many theories posit that most of their race suffers from a congenital mutation which renders them incapable to feel sympathy for any others but themselves. All I know is that I’d rather face down a full platoon of charging Odex than be in space when I know there’s a cold Grolgath ship around.

      “Have you found anything with the scan?” I ask in a cold, but professional tone.

      “Negative, sir.”

      “What are they waiting for?” Axul mutter. “They have to know we put up shields and powered up weapons. Why don’t they attack?”

      “They’re running cold. No sensors. So as far as they’re concerned, we’re just floating here blissfully unaware that they’re stalking us.” I growl. “I prefer a straight up fight to all this shadow boxing. Why could it not have been an Odex ship?”

      Nods of agreement go around. Odex are fearsome but that just means there is more glory to be had in facing them.

      “What are they even doing here?” Lurgu asks. “So close to Felora, it has to be spying, right?”

      “Either that, or they want the expensive relic Captain Pyke intends to gift Ambassador Kelvin,” Myrdok says with a mirthless chuckle. “What did the humans call it again?”

      “An almanac,” I say. “One of the rare surviving ones made out of trees.”

      “Trees?” Treya said with utter horror. “Don’t they know that trees create the very air they breathe?”

      “The humans have come a long way, as I said,” I reply, my eyes never leaving the scanning console. “But this book is very old, before they even made it to the stars.”

      “What’s it about?” Myrdok asks, sweat standing out on his red scaled brow. “This almanac?”

      “It gives the results and statistics of human sporting events from the last quarter of what they call the twentieth century—”

      There’s some laughter at that, because we’ve been fighting the Coalition for far longer.

      “—until the middle of the next. An obsolete construct, but you know how nostalgic humans can be—”

      “Grolgath ship is powering up!” Axul shouts. “Wait, there’s two of them—”

      Our vessel rocks as one of the Grolgath ships rakes us with her broadside cannon array. Green gamma ray bursts ripple around our shield. It’s holding, for now.

      “Evasive maneuvers, helm,” I shout. “Let’s see that fancy flying. Axul, fire all weapons.”

      Energy surges across the vacuum of space, silent rays of death which turn a small region of space into an illuminative dissonance. We twist about crazily, the inertial dampeners and artificial gravity keeping us firmly in place even as we rolled across the battlefield.

      “Direct hit on the second enemy vessel, Captain,” Axul bellows in triumph. “Their main reactor is melting down.”

      “Then concentrate on the other one, Axul. This one won’t trouble us any longer.”

      Axul’s fingers dance over his console as he sets up target locks and firing patterns. The Valorous trembles violently, and our lights dim for a moment.

      “Shields are down, Captain,” Lurgu shouts.

      “Axul, we need a weapon lock on that active ship now,” I say, urgency rippling from my tone. “We’re defenseless.”

      “I’m on it, Captain,” Axul says. His teeth clenched in fierce determination, he does not relent until he hits the engage key. Suddenly our cannon, both the heavy gamma and the lighter point defense ion, fired in a series of short, controlled bursts. From where I sit, the shots look as if they were going to go wide.

      But at the last moment, Coalition ship and energy bolts converge. The explosion which ripples through space as an expanding globe of fire is rough on the Valorous. Systems short out, consoles spit electric sparks, and smoke billows from under Axul’s fingers.

      “Weapons down, Captain,” he says.

      “Captain, the surviving Grolgath ship is about to have a complete reactor  melt down,” Myrdok said. “We don’t want to be here when that happens.”

      “Jump us out of here, Helm,” I shout.

      “Making the calc now, Captain,” Myrdok says. “Jumping in five, four, three, two, --”

      “Captain, the enemy ship has jettisoned their reactor core—”

      I’m thrown to my back as the stars twist much as they always do during a jump, but with a crazy velocity that turns into a shimmering blur of concentric rings. My entire body feels as if it is being slowly torn apart molecule by molecule. I became aware of a horrific scream piercing the air, until I realize that it is my own.

      We come out of the jump, half our systems down and the other half on the verge of failing. I pick myself up off the deck plating and struggle back to my command console. Myrdok seems to have injured his leg, but he’s crawled back to his seat as well.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “We’ve come a long way in a short jump, Captain,” Myrdok says, his voice strained. “We’re near the Sol system.”

      “Earth? We’re in the IHC?” I ask. “That makes little sense.”

      “We may have travelled through a temporal causality that was randomly created,” Myrdok explains. “There is no rhyme or reason to that. Or perhaps if there is, it is one beyond our comprehension."

      “Sir our own reactor was damaged in that jump,” Treya says, blinking blood out of his eyes as it pours out of a cut on his ridged forehead. “We need to dry dock and enact repairs.”

      “Well, it seems we will soon owe the weak fragile humans a debt,” I say. “Hail on all IHC channels, civilian and military.”

      “Nothing, Captain,” Myrdok says, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “You mean we don’t have comms?”

      “No, I mean there’s nothing to communicate with,” Myrdok said. “No starbases. No ships, not even any ground control or military command.”

      Earth. The center of the Interstellar Human Confederation, with over 140 billion humans spread out across their territories, is silent.

      I look out the viewscreen.

      “Where is there Starbase Alpha?” I ask. “It should be in orbit of their planet.”

      “Their planet Mars is barren,” Myrdok says. “It is supposed to be a terraformed paradise.”

      “No Olympus Shipyards near Mars, no Jupiter Defense System, no asteroid mining facilities,” Axul states. “It’s like they don’t…”

      “Like they don’t exist,” I finish grimly. I wonder what cruel Coalition trick this is.

      “You won’t believe this, Captain,” Myrdok states. “I’m picking up radio waves. RADIO.”

      “Radio?” I scowl. “What in the name of our ancestors has transpired?”

      Myrdok taps on his console, bringing up his star charts and struggling to make sense of where we are. He yelps as sparks shoot out of an overhead panel.

      “No time to figure it out,” I say. “The Valorous is coming apart at the seams. Helm, set us down, now.”

      “We’ll never hold together for atmospheric entry, Captain,” Myrdok says grimly.

      “Then put us down on that puny moon,” I say. “Do they have just the one? How quaint. When we land, we’ll transfer all personnel to the shuttles.”

      “The shuttles lack superluminal drive, Captain.”

      “I am aware, Lurgu,” I say. “One thing at a time.”

      Myrdok sets us down on the lunar surface, raising a nimbus of dust. We redirect power to our atmospheric shielding to give the longest evac time possible.

      As we loaded the last of our equipment and personnel onto the shuttles, Myrdok and Lurgu approach me with faces that suggest they have seen their own doom.

      “Captain,” Myrdok says. “We have discerned why it is that the IHC is not responding to our hails.”

      “And why is that?” I ask.

      “Because there is no IHC,” Lurgu says tightly.

      “No IHC? How can this be?”

      “Because they don’t exist yet,” Myrdok says. “When the enemy reactor blew, it damaged our superluminal drive. We didn’t just bend time and space, we moved backward through it.”

      

      “How do you know this?” I ask.

      “Our scanners are damaged, but we were able to get rudimentary scans of the planet Earth itself. Based on the radioactive isotopes in the atmosphere as well as the pollution content, we were able to extrapolate based on the computer readings of Earth from our time.”

      “And?” I ask, not liking where this is headed.

      “We’ve been shot back roughly 400 years,” Myrdok sighs. “To the 1990s according to the human calendar.”

      “Four hundred years,” I say, shocked. “This is before even the Centuries War began. Four hundred years is only the very birth of the Trident Alliance.”

      “The Grolgath were shot back here too,” Myrdok says. “We picked up their engine signatures. We believe they may have taken refuge in the asteroid belt.”

      “Is there any way for us to make contact with the Alliance? Or for them to contact the Coalition?”

      “Negative,” Lurgu states. “The temporal rift we came in blew both our engines. It's unlikely they have working communication systems either, like us. And the nature of Earth is that it's so far from the other sapient races in the galaxy, so no passing ships will stumble upon any of our hails. This is one of the reasons the humans believed for so long that they were alone in the universe.”

      “That…and they were a confused race,” Myrdok says drily. I brush it aside.

      “So we’re stuck here for the time being,” I say.

      “It’s important we don’t pollute the timeline,” Lurgu says. “Any attempt to interfere with how things turn out may have disastrous consequences for not just us, but the trillions of sapient beings in the future where we come from.”

      “Damn,” I say, shaking my head. “Beyond belief, and yet it makes a kind of tragic sense. And we can’t send a low wave message back towards Alliance space? We’re a few hundred years too early, but at least we’ll be among our own people.”

      “I’m afraid not, Captain,” Myrdok says with a sigh. “Our long range comms were irreparably damaged in the jump. We have no way of contacting them whatsoever. It will take significant time to try and repair them before even trying. We’ll have to live unobtrusively amongst the human population until then.”

      I mull this over for a few seconds, then nodded grimly.

      “Then we have no choice but to head for Earth. The shuttles will get us there safely.”

      “What will we do on Earth, Captain?” Myrdok asks.

      “You mentioned the danger to the timeline,” I say. “Is it possible the Grolgath will attempt to destroy the timeline so that perhaps in the future the IHC doesn’t fight alongside the Alliance? That maybe the humans are not as strong?”

      “It is very likely,” Myrdok agrees. “If I were Grolgath I would attempt to do something similar.”

      “Then we are all that stands in defense of trillions of sapient beings and the future of the human race,” I say. “We must prevent the Grolgath from doing that.”

      “How will we do that, Sir?” Lurgu asks.

      “We will hunt, fight, and survive,” I say. “The Vakutan way. It is time to come to the assistance of our allies, even if they never know about it. Our ancestors are dreaming of us.”

      “Our ancestors have yet to be born,” Myrdok said.

      Silence is the only response I can give.
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      Black coat flaring, the desperate man plunges into a geyser of steam hissing out of a sewer grate. He disappears from sight inside the cloud, white tinged with pink from the blinking neon lights overhead. I follow, feet blasting the concrete with long, powerful strides, rushing into the steam, out of it, and onto the sidewalk beyond.

      My quarry casts an ill timed, worried glance over his shoulder and subsequently plows into a skateboarder coming from the opposite direction. He isn’t slowed much by the impact, quickly regaining his footing, blowing through the skater like a squall. The skateboarder spins in the air and then slams down hard, groaning in misery as I rush past him. The board continues to roll along, wheels clicking rhythmically.

      Three months since we crashed on the moon of this savage, beastly planet.

      The Earth of my time is nothing like the Earth of the 1990s. It is a nasty, brutish, savage land filled with punk rockers, drug addicted convicts, and self-absorbed nihilists. Oh, don’t get me wrong, there are good people. But there are so many bad people it's a wonder that humanity ever got out of the twentieth century.

      I gain a little ground on the man in the coat, who isn’t a man at all. That’s why he was able to knock the skateboarder senseless without even trying. He’s not from Earth, but an alien. I would add ‘like me’ but the fact of the matter is the only thing I have in common with this creature is that we both happen to be of extraterrestrial origin.

      His sapient species is unfortunately one of the fastest in the Galaxy. Normally I wouldn’t even attempt to run one down, but I’ve been tracking this asshole for days through Jersey, Brooklyn, and now Manhattan. My cover as a government agent hasn’t been all that useful, since no one’s bothered to ask for identification.

      Right now I’m disguised as just another human—okay, a much larger and stronger than average human, but my image inducer holo disguise works better if I adopt a similar frame to my real one. My skin might be disguised, but in order to keep power consumption to a minimum I’m wearing Earth dress typical of my cover; long coat, three piece suit and tie. I did have nice shoes, and a hat, but I left those about four blocks back when the Grolgath I’m pursuing threw a cage of lobsters at me.

      Actually, I feel some drag. I reach back and dislodge another of the marine crustaceans off of my coat. My nose still aches from when one of the bastards pinched it. I resolve that my next meal will be lobster and continue the pursuit.

      The crowded New York streets greatly aid me now. My quarry must dodge, weave, or run over the numerous pedestrians and street vendors, which hinders his speed advantage. I get the benefit of following in his wake, the path already cleared for me.

      “FBI, move!” I shout, flashing my phony but very authentic seeming badge. Captain Pyke says humans of this era respond to authority figures, so that’s our usual disguise. Those people who had not been knocked prone already part before me, flashing confused or interested faces my way depending on their own nature.

      Humans. Ugh. I’ve heard my kin, the Vakutan, refer to humans as germs which have gotten overlarge and gained a semblance of sentience. They’re certainly disgusting enough in this era. Disease is a major issue, and trash on the streets is just par for the course.

      I should stop with such thoughts. Pyke said that humans are our allies, even if they don’t know it yet in this era. We’re here to protect them, and prevent the Grolgath from changing our shared future.

      One of the pedestrians, who apparently heard my self identification as a law officer, ignorantly tries to help. He jumps in front of the Grolgath waving his arms like he’s directing traffic. The Grolgath knows I’m on his heels, and can’t afford to slow in the slightest.

      So he takes three long legged strides and then leaps, planting his foot squarely on the man’s shoulder. The would be interloper gets face planted under the Grolgath’s deceptively heavy weight and my quarry barely misses a step.

      He rushes out into a street, speeding cars honking, tires screeching, angry shouts directed his way. I try to follow but the broad, moving wall of a city bus blocks my path.

      “Fuck!” I bellow, slapping my hand on the side of its chassis as it were livestock I could encourage with the application of pain. “Come on, come on, move!”

      As soon as the bus clears my path, I’m back on the beat. I just catch a glimpse of a black coat disappearing into an alleyway.

      I rush around the corner, skidding along a pile of newspapers. My hand goes down to keep my balance, and then I’m up and running again. The Grolgath is already halfway up a black wrought iron fire escape by the time I stand beneath him.

      Growling, I squat down, building up tension in my powerful leg muscles. Then I launch upward, leaping twenty feet straight into the air to grab the safety rail right next to the Grolgath’s disguised nose.

      It still takes me a moment to clamber over the rail and return to the pursuit. In that moment my quarry makes it all the way onto the roof and disappears from sight.

      The metal stairwell vibrates under my heavy tread, a dislodged screw causing part of it to bang loudly against the brownstone with every step. Exploding up onto the roof, I realize we’re alone for the first time since I started the pursuit.

      “Give it up, Flame Kisser,” I snarl. “Dead or alive, you’re coming with me.”

      He spins around, arm crooked as he reaches inside of his coat. I just see the silver barrel of a Coalition cellular disrupter pistol before I throw myself onto the roof. The Grolgath fires a few wild, unaimed shots before fleeing again.

      He fires three times, and I know that model only holds enough charge for ten. That’s the trade off when you select a high powered weapon, with subsequently high power demands. Give me a Vakutan pulse rifle any day of the week; not as deadly shot per shot, but you’ve got room to make mistakes. One hundred shots worth of room.

      The Grolgath plunges over the side of a roof, probably jumping all the way to street level. I’m about to follow him blindly, but as I put my foot on the edge of the buttress a sickly yellow beam flashes inches from my face, followed by a second. Four, five.

      I jump as soon as I hear his feet pounding the pavement. No way he can aim accurately and run at the same time, not with that weapon. The brick wall becomes a blur beside me as I plummet twenty stories toward a trash strewn alley way below.

      My feet hit with a hard impact. I bend my knees, letting my legs absorb some of the momentum before pitching into a forward somersault. Damn, eat your heart out, Pi’Rell. You’re not the only Sapients who can pull off acrobatics when  necessary.

      I’m still congratulating myself on the nice tumbling move when the Grolgath pops out from behind a downspout and fires his weapon again. I narrowly avoid it by ducking behind a parked car. The disruptor beam doesn’t affect inorganic  material, so my shield remains intact under the weapon’s assault. But that spot on the door has never been so clean, I’m certain.

      Six. Four shots left, if that. I start to rise and another one sizzles through the air, sending me scrambling back into cover. Seven.

      I look in the car’s side view mirror, and see the Grolgath behind his downspout, looking around nervously. Damn it, someone is going to notice if he keeps firing off energy blasts at random. What’s that going to do to the proper flow of history? Humans aren’t supposed to discover extraterrestrial life for at least another century.

      I have to get that weapon away from him. But how? Casting my gaze about, cursing silently that I dropped my pistol seven blocks back, my eyes settle on a metal disk set flush into the street. Manhole covers, they call them. I move in a crouched squat over to the metal disk and shove my finger into the convenient oval slot.

      Grunting, I manage to pry it up enough so that I can get both hands properly set. I glance at the rear view mirror again, using it to set up my trajectory.

      I leap to my feet and hold the cover in front of me like a shield. The beam sizzles through the air, striking my impromptu barrier. Before he can fire another shot, I spin in a tight circle and release the heavy metal disk.

      It flies through the air and smacks into the Grolgath’s forearm. I grin at the sound of crunching bone and his scream of agony. The disruptor falls to the pavement, and he tries to take flight again but I’m on top of him before he gets a few steps.

      We grapple on the ground for a bit, but his broken arm hampers him greatly. Still, by the time I get him in magnetic wrist restraints, my clothing and skin are torn all over from his raking claws.

      “Get up,” I say, lifting him by the broken arm. He nearly passes out from the pain, and is thus a docile rag doll as I drag him back into the alley. I almost forget to scoop up his alien blaster pistol, lest it be found by a human and screw up our timeline even worse.

      Once inside the alley, I glanced about and then extracted my commpad. I have to be careful no one sees me using it. Humans of this era have cell phone tech, but it requires a bulky battery and antennae pack which just isn’t convenient. Car phones are considered a luxury item.

      “Pyke, this is Axul. Pyke, do you read? I have the Grolgath in custody.”

      “We read you, Axul,” Captain Pyke’s voice emanates from my comm with enough detail that I can tell he’s annoyed. “I’m sending Myrdok and Vuldar to pick you up. We also detected several weapons discharges. Are you all right?”

      “A few scrapes and cuts, which are already healing,” I say. “I’m fine.”

      “Well, you won’t be fine once I get done shoving my foot up your ridged ass,” Pyke growls. “What were you thinking?”

      “It was the Grolgath using alien tech in plain sight, not me,” I say.

      “Irrelevant.”

      “Irrelevant?” I ask, with a tinge of resentment. “How is that irrelevant?”

      “Our duty is to protect the proper flow of history, no matter what,” Pyke says. “As soon as he started using that weapon, you should have ended your pursuit.”

      “But Captain…”

      “No excuses, Axul. You said that if I let you work undercover you’d show some restraint.”

      “And I did. He’s still alive. See?” I kick the Grolgath’s wounded arm and  he wails like an infant.

      “We’ll discuss this when you arrive. Pyke out.”

      I wait in the alley with more than a little anxiety. Pyke’s a good commander, but he’s also a ball buster. Maybe those things go hand in hand. Fortunately, it’s not long before a plain, nondescript white van pulls up outside the alley. The two humans in the driver’s and passenger’s seat are of course my disguised brethren.

      I haul the Grolgath up to his feet and drag him out to the waiting van. The door slides open with a rolling whirr, and I toss him inside.

      “You will all burn in the cleansing fire of Ataxia,” the Grolgath hisses.

      “You all right back there, Axul?” Myrdok asks.

      “I’m fine. Here.” I hand the disruptor pistol up front. “As usual, the bad guys are better equipped than we are.”

      “You are the ‘bad guys,’ Vakutan,” the Grolgath hisses. “The love and mercy of Ataxia will spread through the Galaxy like a flame, immolating the unbelievers along with war, disease, and poverty.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I say. “I’ve heard it all before. How in the hell are you guys paying for everything?”

      The Grolgath gets an arrogant sneer on his face. I pat him down until I find his image inducer, then turn it off. His features resume what you expect from a Grolgath; fine green scales on their skin, slits in the side of their face to accommodate a very wide maw, and a general smug sense of superiority. This one is a male. Females, the dominant sex in their society, have head fins and sometimes back fins and tails as well, though those are considered birth defects and often removed by surgery.

      “I doubt they have a sports almanac so they can wager on the human’s obsessively pursued team athletics events,” Myrdok says from the front seat.

      “Well, he’s not very chatty, but he’s conceited as hell.” I stare down at the Grolgath as the van trundled along. “What’s the big deal? Why do you look like you’ve already won?”

      “Because we have,” he says. “You lost the moment you chose to stand against the glory and mercy of Ataxia.”

      “Yeah, yeah, in a general sense, sure. Whatever. But what about in a specific sense? Come on, buddy, you’re as good as dead anyway, why make the interrogation process a painful one?”

      I plant my heel on his broken arm and squeeze. He glares up at me with yellow eyes filled with hate as he clenches his teeth on a scream.

      “Damn you,” he hisses. “I do not fear pain.”

      I lift my foot and stomp down hard again on his arm. The Grolgath nearly passes out again, but I slap him back to consciousness.

      “Tell me what I want to know,” I say.

      “The man who created the world web will die…” he says in a voice growing fainter by the moment. “And humanity without it, humanity will destroy themselves before they make it to the stars.”

      Then he does pass out, and nothing I can do will stir him.

      What did the Grolgath mean by that? Hopefully Pyke can figure it out.

      I’m just the muscle.
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      A fat, oblong bubble gurgles its way toward the top of the clear blue plastic tank. The amorphous blob breaks the surface tension, flecking droplets up onto the domed top. I watch it with bloodshot eyes, mesmerized by the display.

      “Hey there, feeling a little bit run down today?”

      I cringe at the sound of the nasal, overly cheerful and polite voice behind me. Tipping my now overfull paper cone, I spill a few centimeters of water out the side so it won’t spill and plaster a smile on  my face before turning around to face it.

      “Good morning, Kyle,” I say. “Sorry, I spaced out for a moment.”

      “Well, I’m not surprised, considering you were at Club XTreme until three in the morning last night.”

      I arch an eyebrow as the nebbish, pencil necked dweeb, trying not to look at his neckbeard.

      “How would you know that? I didn’t see you there.”

      “Veronica from accounting spotted you. Says you were dancing with a member of the 49ers.”

      “That’s what he said, but I would think a professional football player wouldn’t make me pay for my own drinks. Anyway, I’m here, and ready to work. I’ve got most of the coding done already, I just need to…"

      “Actually, Linda, I need you to go ahead and put that coding on hold in lieu of an assignment which takes precedent.”

      I straighten my posture, brain stirring from its nigh slumber. It’s not often that I get to put my Masters in Computing Technology to good use. Usually they just saddle me with hundreds of pages of code no one else wants to do.

      “You can count on me, Kyle,” I say. “Are you moving me onto the Berners-Lee project?”

      “What?” Kyle’s lips tremble, and then he burbled with laughter. “The World Wide Web project? The one that’s going to revolutionize the world? No, we have plenty of skilled techs working on that.”

      I try not to grimace at his casual dismissal of me and my abilities. Saying he has ‘skilled’ techs at his disposal indicates by inverse proportion that I’m not, in fact, very skilled.

      “Then what do you need me for?” I ask.

      “Well, those of us who chose to be here at dawn, because we truly believe in this project, are in need of a little nosh. So I’m going to need you to go ahead and make a donut and coffee run for us.”

      He flicks a slip of notebook paper in his hand with his fingers, and sets it in my reluctant palm.

      “Don’t forget plenty of cream and sugar,” he says, turning to leave. I watch him go with a baleful eye. Landing my first job after graduation at the US offices of CERN was supposed to be a major coup, and in many ways it was. My pay scale is better than most of my friends (though it lags well behind my male co workers.) But I had thought I would be doing good work, world changing work. Important work.

      Instead, I’m a code monkey, tapping on a keyboard nigh mindlessly for seven to eight hours per day. Except for when I get handed assignments like this one by my manager Kyle. Or get asked to pick up his dry cleaning—on my lunch break, when I’m off the clock.

      It’s just the reality of working in Silicon Valley as a woman, even the supposedly enlightened 90s. In a lot of ways, we haven’t progressed very far from chastity belts and dowry paying.

      I take the list in my hand, then head down to the first floor to talk to our receptionist Ruby. She’s a plump, friendly woman with curly hair and a burnished brown complexion. Today, she wears a flattering blue blazer with shoulder pads and a skinny tie.

      “What’s got you looking so damn pissed off?” she asks as I approach glumly.

      “Kyle, what else?” I say.

      “I hear you, girl, I hear you. What is it this time? Picking up crayons for his kids?”

      “No, he’s sending me for coffee and donuts.”

      Ruby nods, and immediately digs through her desk drawer to find the company credit card. It's well battered, tape holding the center together where it cracked. It’s Kyle’s job to replace it when it gets this worn, but if I tell him then it will never get it done. The only way to get Kyle to do something useful is to suggest the exact opposite. At least if you don’t have a penis.

      “Hey, could you get me one of them, you know,” Ruby snapped her fingers. “Them French donuts that look like a white person’s butthole.”

      I burst into laughter before responding in a recriminating tone.

      “Ruby, behave. That’s gross. Now I’ll never be able to eat another cruller again.”

      “Cruller, that was it,” Ruby said. “Could you bring me one of those?”

      “Sure, Ruby. You want a coffee too?”

      “Oh hell no, I’m already racing to pee twice an hour. My doctor says I might have a benign cyst on my urethra. It’s kind of all puffy and…”

      “I get the idea,” I say, making a hasty retreat. “Sorry, Kyle and the boys need a ‘nosh.’”

      “No worries, sweetie,” Ruby says as I head out into the bright California sunshine. Yeah, it gets old too. Everything does.

      Here I am, in the prime of my life with a semi-decent job, and I can’t find a semi-decent man to go with it. I know, I should be more focused on improving myself or some new age bullshit, but god damn it, I want a boyfriend.

      They’re useful to have around, if sometimes annoying. Usually annoying. And not just for the obvious reason, though I’m certainly missing that. I pretended that an out of shape thirty-something was a member of the San Francisco 49ers for two hours last night in the vain hope I might get lucky.

      What’s the old saying? Men are like parking places. All the good ones are already taken, the free ones are usually handicapped.

      Whoever came up with that quote must have been from the Bay Area.

      I drive into town in my powder blue Plymouth Acclaim. My dad told me not to buy it; apparently it has a vinyl gear in its transmission somewhere, but it was in my price range and anyway, you don’t want to drive a good car in San Francisco. Not unless you want to get carjacked.

      Traffic is its usual nightmare, but I have the company credit card and can take the toll road. When I reach the coffee house, the line is almost out the door. Sighing, I take my place in line and work up slowly toward the register.

      The girl behind the counter gives me a glare as I start spouting off the massive order. Well, it's hardly my fault. I mean, don’t they want business? She slaps a stack of cups on the counter and stares at me, chewing slowly on something I hope is gum.

      “Um, these are empty,” I say.

      “To go orders are self-serve on the coffee,” she says, indicating the row of urns sitting on the far wall. I take the cups and head that way, grumbling the whole time. Self service. That sounds about like what I resorted to last night when my date didn’t turn out so well.

      I go to fill one of the cups, but the urn is empty. I try the next, and still nothing.

      “Excuse me,” I say to the counter girl. “But these are empty.”

      She ignores me, continuing to chat with a good looking young college student. I tap the counter a few times, lightly, and still she doesn’t notice. Finally I slam my palm down, and she starts.

      “What?” she asks in an annoyed tone.

      “The coffee urns are out,” I say.

      She rolls her eyes, flashing a smile at the young man, and then goes to fill my cups for me. I wait while she places eight full Styrofoam vessels on the counter. At the last moment, she looks up at me.

      “Do you need a cup holder?”

      “Yes, I left my extra arms at home today, I’d appreciate a cup holder very much.”

      She sighs and gets me two of them, tosses them on the counter, and goes back to her conversation. I pick up our order, then exit the shop with my arms laden by drinks and deep fried, sugar coated pastries.

      The drive back seems to take forever, and I can just picture Kyle growing more and more impatient waiting on my arrival. I park my car, then carefully move toward the rear entrance, since it’s a shorter walk than the front door.

      I come around the corner and nearly stumble over a vagrant. He looks up at me with eyes filled with suspicion.

      “Uh, sorry,” I say, trying to get around him. But he leaps to his feet like a pro athlete, blocking my path and glaring with those angry eyes. “Excuse me? I need to get by, and you’re not even supposed to be back here. It’s trespassing.”

      He sneers at me, and I see something silver flash in his hand. Thinking it's a gun, I yelp, the coffee spilling out of my hands to the pavement, though I manage to save the donuts. On second glance, I realize it’s not a gun at all, it’s a…what the hell is that thing? It looks like my old Speak N Spell, but smaller, with a silver carapace and no hundreds of keys. It takes me another moment to realize the keys aren’t even real, but projections on a screen.

      Touch screen? That tech is in its infancy. Where did a homeless man come across this?

      “Uh, hey,” I say, backing away as he advanced. “I don’t want any trouble.”

      “Too bad, human,” he says with a snarl. “You’ve found it.”

      Human? Oh no, this guy is as nutty as a fruitcake. What if he’s dangerous?

      “Look out, toots,” says a new voice, its owner shoving me rudely out of the way. “I’ll handle this.”

      Toots? Did he just call me toots? I already don’t like him, even if he is technically coming to my rescue. Then I notice the blue shirt and black pants he’s wearing. A security guard. Must be a new hire, because I’d surely remember a man this big. He must be close to seven feet.

      Actually, the homeless man is pretty tall, too. I expected the vagrant to run, but he drops into a wrestler’s crouch, fingers wiggling in anticipation. The guard adopts something akin to a boxing stance, but his legs are spread really wide.

      The security guard speaks to the vagrant, but I don’t recognize a word of it. Some foreign language, but which one? It doesn’t sound like anything I’ve ever heard. The vagrant shouts back in what I think is the same tongue.

      Then they crash together, moving like charging bulls. The guard gets the upper hand, slamming the bum into a dumpster glazed with bird droppings. When he yanks the now dazed man away, I notice there’s a deep dent left in the metal side of the dumpster. Jesus Christ, that guy is strong. And how is the other guy not dead?

      The guard finishes him off with a vicious blow to the temple, then grins as his opponent crumples to the ground. He picks up the strange device and pockets it, then turns to me.

      “Uh, nothing to see here,” he says. “Go about your business, Citizen.”

      “Citizen?” I say with an incredulous frown. “Uh, taking yourself a little bit too seriously, aren’t you?”

      He frowns, tucking the device more securely into his back pocket.

      “What is that thing, anyway?” I ask.

      “Just a scientific calculator,” he says.

      “That was so not a calculator,” I say back.

      “Don’t worry about it, babe,” the guard says. “I’ve got it all under control.”

      Conceited as hell. What a jerk.

      “Fine,” I said, marching right into the building to give HR a piece of my mind. But the HR agent was out to lunch, and when I tried to tell Kyle about the strange guard, he was more focused on the spilled coffee than what led to it.

      I resolved that I would follow the new guard home after work. With a big project like the World Wide Web gearing up, we can’t be too careful.

      Besides, that was definitely, definitely NOT a calculator.
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      At least this time I managed to keep the property damage to a minimum. That should please Captain Pyke.

      No one was even able to discharge an energy weapon, or reveal their alien nature in any way, shape, or form. I’d call that a victory.

      My only concern is the curly haired female with the alluring brown eyes. She clearly saw the commpad before I tucked it in my pocket. What am I going to do if she figures it out? Snapping her neck would be easy, and simple, but Pyke would definitely frown on such an act.

      But if I can’t just kill her, or cut out her tongue, then what am I supposed to do? Deciding I need more information, I dump off the disguised Grolgath with Myrdok and then return to my ‘job.’ The nice thing about this position is that I am expected to walk around and not do much of anything else all day long. Perfect for surveillance.

      When I started ‘work’ here, I had thought it would only be for a few days, but now it seems the man I am to protect won’t even be here by then. The primitive World Wide Web is a poor imitation of the subspace holo net, but it was—or perhaps, I should say, will be—a  major watershed moment for humanity.

      Protecting the man behind it is crucial, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the Grolgath plan an act of sabotage as well. Sneaky bastards. I never even saw that one creep onto the CERN property this morning, and I was on the lookout.

      I head inside, and the verbose dark skinned woman behind the counter smiles broadly. My vanity has worked against me, because I chose not just to look like a native human, but an attractive one. This female is subsequently attracted to me—I think—but it’s hard to tell because none of what she says makes any sense.

      “Damn, you got back for days,” she says as I stride past, actually coming out of her seat to follow me with her gaze. “With a week on it!”

      “I’ve only been back inside for a few seconds,” I say on my way to the elevator.

      “Ha! You’re funny, Axle.”

      The doors mercifully close before I have to endure more of her strange speech. I learned English like all the others on my ship. We hated it, but we learned it.

      Did you know that one of the ‘rules’ of English has sixteen adherent examples and over one hundred and sixty ‘exceptions?’ If there are so many exceptions, is it even a rule at all? And I thought the Odex tongue was a daunting one.

      When I arrive on the top floor—what I think of as the ‘main’ floor—the first thing I do is seek out one of my ‘co workers’ to pump him for information about the curly haired woman.

      “Oh, you mean Arlinda Burton?” the man, named Chet, laughs. “Yeah, HR hired her because she’s a skirt.”

      I frown at him, furrowing my brow in confusion.

      “A what now?” A skirt is a garment. Clearly Arlinda Burton is not a garment. What was he getting at?

      “A skirt, you know. A chick. A woman.”

      “Oh, yes, I get it. Toots, chica, honey, hottie…”

      “I don’t know if I’d call her a hottie,” Chet says. “She’s not even cute.”

      For some reason a flash of anger builds up inside of me. Not cute? Arlinda Burton is most attractive. Is he saying there is something wrong with my sense of aesthetics?

      He notices my glare, and swallows hard.

      “Er, anyway, what about her?” Chet’s jaw drops open. “No way. Don’t tell me you want her digits?”

      Digits? Why must everyone speak in a riddle?

      “I have no use for her fingers, so why would I take them?” I ask.

      Chet frowns, then a smile stretches across his lips.

      “Oh I get it, you’re making a joke. That’s pretty good. Digits. Fingers. I’ll have to remember that one. So I take it you’re NOT in fact interested in Linda.”

      The way Chet says it, it seems as if I should not find her attractive. Worrying about my cover, not to mention my sense of aesthetics, I quickly change my tune.

      “Of course not,” I say, and we both laugh. “I had to eject a vagrant from our parking lot, and I was worried she might think I did so too harshly, and try to report me for it.”

      “Linda siccing HR on people is hardly a new thing,” Chet says. “She sicced them on me for grabbing her ass at the office Christmas party.”

      “You grabbed her…” I assume he doesn’t mean donkey…oh, I remember. Ass is a euphemism for the gluteus maximus. “Why?”

      I meant why would he place his hands on a woman who didn’t want them there. What is he, a Reaper? But he takes my question differently.

      “I know, right? Why would I even want to touch her lumpy ass. But I was really drunk, and she tried to get me fired over it. So I’m saying that you don’t have anything to worry about. Everyone knows Linda is full of shit.”

      This time I get the euphemism, and laugh in unison with Chet.

      “Totally full of feces, that one,” I say with a guffaw. But Chet has stopped laughing. He looks at his feet nervously, and I wonder if I’ve confused him. “You know, Linda. Linda is completely filled with shit to the point where it is coming out of her digestive tract from the wrong end.”

      “Uh, homie, you might want to chill for a minute,” Chet says.

      “My name is Axle, not homie, and I don’t see a need to lower my  body temperature at this time…”

      Chet jabs his finger at me…wait. No, he’s jabbing his finger at something behind me. I turn around and find Arlinda Burton standing there, glaring daggers.

      “Oh, hello Ms. Burton,” I say. “I trust you’re well after your unfortunate encounter with that trespasser?”

      She sniffs, eyes filled with ice colder than the reaches of space, and then turns her nose up and stalks away. Chet makes himself scarce, and I scratch the back of my head sheepishly. Damn, she must have heard us. Heard me, at least.

      At least I don’t have to worry about her causing me problems with my ‘employer.’ I need to keep this vocation for a little longer, until the Berners-Lee man is safe, along with his creation.

      It’s nice to know that I’m protected from her damaging  albeit truthful speech, but at the same time I’m a little bit upset—okay, a lot upset—about Chet touching her inappropriately. Vakutan are well known across the galaxy for our libidos, but we’re equally well known for our discipline and self control. I, nor any of my shipmates, would never do such a thing to Linda or any other woman.

      As I said, we’re not Reapers. We’re warriors, which makes our situation all the more unbearable. We are not meant for subterfuge and stealth, but open combat. Yet here I am, a fish trying to climb a tree. It’s no wonder I keep floundering.

      I complete my workday, scanning every area of the building and parking lot with my commpad. I had pitched the idea of leaving surveillance modules in place when I left the building and turned over guardianship to the night watchman, but Pyke had nixed it immediately out of hand. He said there was too good a chance a human might stumble across them in  my absence.

      After handing off the keys to Joe, the sleepy eyed veteran whom I respect but don’t like very much, I head off to the parking lot and get into my slow, dangerous fossil fuel burning land vehicle. Seriously, these things are such death traps. The crash webbing is woefully inadequate to protect you at high speeds, and they don’t even have rudimentary inertial dampeners. Such a barbaric, primitive world Earth was—is—during the last decade of the twentieth century.

      I start the engine and head off, shaking my head at the acrid smell of exhaust. Vakutan noses are far more adept than human ones. Sometimes the whole city smells like dirty smoke and dead fish.

      When I pull onto the freeway to sit in a different line of traffic, I notice a powder blue vehicle cross two lanes to get in line several car lengths behind me. A Grolgath? Who else would be so bold?

      I squint in my rear view, but can’t make out the driver. I then endure a slow speed chase while I creep along in traffic and the driver creeps along behind me.

      Eventually I catch a glimpse of the driver on a turn. It’s not a Grolgath, but the office busybody with the pinchable bottom, Arlinda Burton. Damn it. She’s not going to let this go after all.

      Well, fine, I’ll just pretend to be such a boring, normal human that she grows tired of the whole thing and goes home. Surely she has better things to do than harass me?

      When I finally get off the freeway and onto residential roads, she continues to follow, remaining roughly a block behind. I suppose I could try to lose her, and possibly even succeed—though this pathetic vehicle might explode if I push it too hard—but that would all but confirm her suspicions about me.

      I have no choice but to lead her all the way back to the house I’m, or should I say Axle, is renting. I park my car in the drive and pretend not to notice as she cruises slowly past. Once I’m safely inside, I peek out the curtains and see that she has parked.

      Damn. She is persistent, isn’t she? Followed me all the way home, and now she’s staking me out in broad daylight.

      Now Pyke is going to HAVE to let me kill her.
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      So, Axle wants to gossip about me behind  my back, and then pretend like nothing happened? Typical man. Catch him in the act, and he goes and tries to be all innocent. ‘That girl I was with was my sister.’ ‘I know it looked like her head was in my lap, but she dropped her contact.’ ‘Yeah I’m a real doctor, I’m just waiting on my certification to come in the mail. Have you checked it today, babe?’

      The world would be a better place if all of them were suddenly to vanish. Of course, that would leave me without one particular body part I’m rather fond of, you might call it mankind’s only redeeming feature…

      But I digress. Axle was horrible to me, and I want to make him suffer, but that is NOT why I followed him home from work, stalked him on the  highway, and now am staking out his house.

      No, I can’t stop thinking about the device the homeless man was using. I know for a fact it’s not a pocket scientific calculator. I have half a dozen of them because I lose one in the couch cushions or wherever and then wind up buying another, only to find the first. None of them look like that. In fact, I’ve never even seen a prototype that looks like that.

      There are portable computers on the market, but even they are bulky and require things like a separate monitor. If that was a computer, with a touchscreen as I suspect, then it’s the most advanced tech I’ve ever seen. Maybe the most advanced that ever existed.

      Which begs the question; who, exactly, in this mixed up, messed up world, just recovering from a Reaganomics inspired recession, can afford tech like that? Only one answer springs to mind; Billionaires like Ross Perot, who I don’t think would bother with us, or a world government.

      Could it be that someone, like the Soviet Union, is trying to ruin the World Wide Web before it even starts? No, they’re supposed to be our buddies now. Gorbachev seems like a pretty enlightened, even nice guy. So who else? It’s beyond my pay grade. My head swims with images of Timothy Dalton in a tux. Hmmm, Timothy Dalton looks damn good in a tux…

      Ugh. Kyle is right about me. I need to get this libido under control. I was even checking out the new security guard until he went and acted like an ass. There’s something off about him, though. When he was talking to that creep Chet, he seemed almost as if he didn’t know what the man was saying half the time. That’s odd, but not necessarily suspicious.

      Unless…unless English isn’t his native tongue. I do detect a bit of harshness when he uses sibilants or glottal stops. German? Do they even have an army any longer after World War II? I should have taken more world history electives in college. What the fuck did I ever take that literature course for? Sixteen weeks of reading crap like Benito Cereno and I wanted to jump out the nearest window.

      I peer out the windshield, looking down the street at Axle’s home. His two story, probably three bedroom house—and is that a two car garage? That he’s not even USING?

      How exactly in the flying fuck does a security guard with a double digit IQ and a triple digit income afford a house like that, in this quaint little non-gang ridden neighborhood? Answer; there’s no way. No way at all.

      Calm down, Linda. You’re jumping to conclusions again. He could have inherited the house from his mother or something, or maybe he bought it as a wreck and fixed it up himself. Axle does seem pretty good with his hands.

      I slap a palm across my face and sigh when I picture those hands on my body. Again, Linda? When will you ever learn? Guys who look like that—rippling muscle, perfect hair and teeth—are always assholes. Always, as sure as the sun is hot and water is wet.

      A police car travels down the lane slowly, and I cringe. Did Axle notice me following him and call the cops?

      But the car just keeps going, right on past me to make a right turn at the next four way intersection. I sag with relief into my seat, and wonder how long I’m going to get away with sitting out here loitering. Probably the one time it’s good to be a woman in California; no one will suspect I’m up to no good just on sight.

      Well, most criminals are male, statistically speaking. Nice that something actually works out for me for a change.

      An hour passes, the sun crawling toward the sea and casting lovely red gold highlights over the tops of downtown San Francisco’s many mirrored skyscrapers. I guess the city is lovely, at least on days where the wind is strong enough to blow the smog away.

      Another hour goes by, and Axle does not emerge from his home. Maybe he left when I was distracted by the cop, and got picked up or walked or something? Perhaps I could just drive by again and take another peek?

      No, I decide. That didn’t work so well the first time. I nearly rear ended a Daihatsu, and I couldn’t have afforded higher insurance premiums. Not to mention it would have completely blown my cover.

      My fingers drum on the steering wheel. What to do, what to do…I can’t just sit here all night. If Axle is really up to no good, some kind of saboteur or what have you, then don’t I owe it to CERN to find out?

      Moreover, don’t I owe it to the world? If he’s intent upon messing with the launch of the World Wide Web, I mean.

      Eventually I talk myself into getting out on foot and investigating the house up close and personal. The sun has nearly set, casting the entire neighborhood in gentle, fading light. Windows go from dark to lit as the denizens of the neighborhood begin to combat the darkness. Somewhere, an unseen dog is barking his head off. Why don’t people do something about it when their pooch does that? I had a neighbor for a couple years with this yappy little Pomeranian that I fantasized about strangling with its own leash.

      I’m nervous, so my brain is jumping around to random subjects. Can’t have that be a thing. I need to concentrate. If Axle is a spy or a saboteur, then he’s dangerous. Hell, with those muscles of his, he’d be dangerous no matter what.

      And yet…for some reason I can’t fathom, without a shred of evidence to back me up, I believe that he wouldn’t hurt me even if given the chance. There’s something different about him, and I can’t put my finger on it. I already know he’s capable of violence, given the display he put on behind the CERN building.

      Damn it. I do think he’s cute, I guess. Well, I’m not going to let that hamper my judgement. I walk past his house slowly, peering intently through the window. I see a dark shape move past the curtains, and it strikes me as odd. The head shape is all wrong. Is he wearing a helmet or something? What exactly does he get up to when no one’s watching?

      On my third trip up the street, a woman comes out to deposit a glossy black trash bag, bursting at the seams with smelly detritus, into an equally smelly garbage can. Her eyes lock on me and narrow with suspicion. Oh great. This, I do not need.

      I can’t risk loitering out here any longer. The old woman heads back inside her home, continuously casting glances over her shoulder to see if I’m suddenly going to whip out a pistol and shoot her in the back.

      When she finally shuts the door, I turn around and stealthily creep up onto the freshly painted wooden timbers of Axle’s front porch. Maybe he did renovations after all?

      The timbers creek under my feet, and I freeze, heart threatening to burst right out of my chest. But there’s no sign of movement from inside. In fact, most of the lights have gone off.

      I peek inside the window, but his curtains are nigh opaque and I can’t make out much detail. I certainly don’t see anything that screams ‘a spy lives here.’

      My gaze falls on his brass door knob. It’s probably locked. I should just walk away, get back in my car, drive home, and forget all about this mess.

      But then I recall the device. I’m not being paranoid or crazy. There’s something not right here. Finally, I decide to try the knob. I have no intention of going inside, mind you. Just want to see if it’s locked. Of course it’s going to be locked, this is San Francisco after all.

      I grab the knob, twist it, and the door opens by a crack. Fuck. I hadn’t meant to do that. But now that it’s open, might as well swing it wide open and take a peek at Axle’s abode.

      Huh. Boring, boring, boring. No posters, no art of any kind. There’s some take out boxes piled in the trash, but no television or furniture in the living room of any kind. Now that is suspicious, unless his house costs so much he can’t afford furnishings.

      The sound of running water starts up, and I realize that Axle is in the shower. Well, I’ve come this far. Might as well just peek around the ground floor. Just a quick tour, and then I’m out.

      I creep into the kitchen, and my eyes go wide. The device is sitting there in plain sight, gleaming and silver and tempting me.

      My hands touch the screen, and it blinks to life. I don’t recognize any of the symbols, but I’m sure it’s a language of some sort. It has to be.

      I pick up the device and tuck it under my arm, then for some reason I open up the fridge. My nose wrinkles at the sight of raw hunks of meat,  more meat than the fridge can even hold properly. Okay, so he’s on a high protein diet. Nothing weird about that…unless this is  human flesh.

      Just when I’m thinking I should probably vamoose, the floor creaks behind me. Cringing, I slowly turn around amid the sound of droplets of water hitting the floor.

      “Look, I can explain—“

      My mouth gapes open. There, standing before me, is a towering mass of red-scaled muscle, its face ridged and almond shaped eyes that don’t look human at all. His teeth, my god, his teeth—so many, and so sharp and pointy.

      “What are you doing  here?” it demands in Axle’s voice.
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      I had only watched Linda until she drove away, and then assumed she had left for good. Now here she is, standing in my food preparation area, eyes wider than the thruster array of a Capital ship.

      Despite my earlier bravado, I’m not about to go through with killing her. Not only would Pyke frown upon that, I really don’t want to. I mean, it would be a waste, right? She’s small, not much larger than a Vakutan child, but her curves are aggressively feminine, and those eyes.

      Damn it, Axul, stop. You’re turning into a Vasper. You’ve seen the play. It doesn’t end well for Vakutans who allow themselves to be trapped in a human  female’s honey pot.

      “What are you doing here?” I repeat.

      “You—you—what are you?” she gasps out at last, taking a step back away from me.

      I look down at myself and my breath catches in my throat. Oh no. I took pains to drag clothing on over my dripping wet body, but I forgot to reactivate the image inducer around my neck. Linda is staring at me in all my Vakutan glory.

      “I’m a very confused security guard,” I say, hoping I can bluff her. “If you’re seeing something else, well, maybe you’ve done too  much of the fissure.”

      “You sound like Axle, but you sure as fuck don’t look like him,” she blurts, grabbing her purse and clutching it protectively in front of her. “And what do you mean, too much of the fissure?”

      Fissure? Oh, I used the wrong term. Again.

      “Crack. I meant you’re on too much of the crack. Because I am a normal human security guard and definitely not an extraterrestrial.”

      Her eyes narrow, and she opens her purse. I knew she doesn't have a gun in there because I’d scanned her at the same time I scanned the Grolgath behind the CERN building, so I’m concerned.

      “Normal human security guard?” she scoffs. “And I never accused you of being an extraterrestrial, I just asked what you were. Are you an extraterrestrial?”

      “Yes—No! I mean no. Of course not. Aliens don’t exist.” I laugh. “Yes, you’re clearly on abundant amounts of fissure, I mean, crack.”

      “You are an alien,” she says, mouth dropping open. “That’s why you speak English, but don’t have all the nuances down yet.”

      “Enough of this,” I snap. “Yes, I am an alien. A Vakutan, to be precise. And you’re coming with me.”

      “Like hell I am,” she says, backing up until she runs into the kitchen counter. “I know how that scenario ends, and I’m not about to be probed or turned inside out.”

      “Probed? Do I look like a Shorcu? And the corporeal inversion gas was banned by treaty between the Coalition and the Alliance years ago. It’s the only treaty which has never been broken. Stop being hyperbolic and come with me.”

      “Stand back!” she shouts, withdrawing a small cylinder from her purse. An aerosol container. Must her spray for hair. I read about that in one of the magazines foisted off on me by Captain Pyke.

      “Really, woman, if you think you can—”

      She presses the button, and suddenly a jet of reddish gas sprays into my eyes. I scream as they burn like they were doused in acid as tears stream down my cheeks. It’s some kind of blinding chemical agent. I’m resistant, clearly, but it still stings worse than a hive full of Makra.

      I rush to the sink and douse my head under the stream of water, blinking until everything isn’t quite so blurry. The front door slams open as Linda flees. I have to catch her. If she tells someone that she found an alien, our cover will be blown and the timeline will be irreparably damaged.

      My feet beat a rapid tattoo on the floorboards as I rush out onto the porch. Linda has already gotten to her car and is frantically trying to extract her keys from the purse she withdrew her vile weapon from. As I dash across the street, she finds the keys and jams one into the ignition.

      Tires squeal on the pavement as she accelerates. I give chase, activating the image inducer as I go. Stupid. I should have done it before I left the house.

      For a time I gain on her, rushing far faster than any Earthling could hope to. But she sees me in her rear view mirror and panics. I hear the fossil fuel burning engine rev up, and I know she’s about to get away from me.

      I have little recourse but to take desperate action. Launching myself like a spear, I stretch out my limbs and manage to grab hold of the rear bumper of her vehicle.

      I lose my footing, and get dragged along the asphalt until I get my feet back under me. Then I leap onto the trunk, and clamber onto the roof.

      “Hey,” I shout, sticking my face right in her way so she has no choice but to see me. “Stop the vehicle. I promise you won’t be hurt.”

      Linda screams, and pushes something on her control console. Suddenly I am attacked by an armature, slapping me in the face….no, wait, that’s the windshield wiper. Ow. Ow. Ow. I’m pain thrashed by the rubber and steel device. Worse, a jet of stinging blue liquid shoots right into my eyes. Fuck, again?

      I scream, slapping a hand over my face and struggling to hold on with just one hand. Linda pulls out onto a wider street, and uses the lack of parked cars and pedestrians to accelerate even further. Then she yanks the wheel to the left, then the right, trying to peel me off with the physics involved.

      Finally, I grab hold of the windshield wiper and rip it right off its motorized attachment. Glaring at her, spitting out some of the foul tasting cleaning fluid, I glare at her.

      “That was not very nice,” I say, a bit miffed. “I told you, I’m not going to hurt—”

      Linda slams on the brakes, and I’m suddenly flung from the roof like I’m being launched out of a rail gun. I lift my head just in time to see that she’s timed her trickiness well. I’m on the verge of one of those damnable steep hills Frisco is famous for.

      I careen over the edge, seeing something broad and flat and probably painful directly in my trajectory.

      Then I hit, and fireworks explode behind my eyes. For a moment, I nearly black out, but I shake my  head furiously, wondering why I have not continued to fall.

      I soon realize that I’m stuck, my head thrust out from one of the board-bills the humans use for massive advertisement. I squirm around, until I manage to dislodge myself from its splintery embrace.

      Then I plummet to the ground, smashing through thin spindly branches and striking the pavement with such force I bite my tongue. Cursing, slapping a hand up to my face and then taking it away to stare at the crimson stains, I struggle to my feet and looked back up the hill.

      She has to be gone by now. Even if I were able to struggle back up that steep hill, I wouldn’t get so much as a glimpse of her tail lights. Damn it all. Pyke is going to throttle me.

      But then I get an idea. Linda is probably heading for home. All I have to do is jump on the holonet, type in her name and city and….oh, wait. No holonet. What was it that Pyke had said to us about an information resource available free of charge? Oh yes, I remember now; let your fingers do the walking.

      I hike up the street, moving from one pool of radiance cast by the overhead street lamps to the next. While I march, I curse the day that terrible woman was born. How could she fling me off her car, and down that cliff? She didn’t even try to listen to my explanation. I told her over and over that I wasn’t going to hurt her.

      When I reach the edge of the block, I spot what I am looking for; a glass rectangular box, with the word Telephone scrawled across it in large blue letters. A primitive communication device. It uses wires—wires!—to transmit communications, audio only. But it’s not the phone itself I want. It’s what’s included beneath.

      I open the folding glass and metal doors, another primitive construct, and entered the cube. I barely fit, making it a struggle to reach under the phone onto a built in shelf, where I extract a thick yellow tome, its pages thin and crinkly.

      A phone book, listing the names, numbers, and addresses of each and every person in the city. I flipped it open, straining to see the tiny letters and words. I turn the thin pages until I reach the B section, and looked for Burton, Linda.

      “Fuck it all,” I curse as I realize there were more than thirty names in all. Arlinda, Linda, Linda L, Linda C, by my ancestors, these humans breed so much they have to reuse the same names over and over, even for still living people.

      Well, I have to narrow it down somehow. I look for those within an hour’s distance of the CERN building. By my calculations, that cuts the number down the four.

      I rip out the page with the names and numbers on it, as well as the map to San Francisco. Then I begin what will prove to be a very long walk.

      After about an hour, I reach the first address. A ramshackle, badly painted little hovel which Linda would never deign to live in. I mean, at least I don’t think she would deign to live there. It was pretty bad, and so was the neighborhood. Funny, I’m hundreds of years in the past, on an alien world, and yet the same problems exist. Poverty, crime, disease. Old problems. Maybe problems as old as time itself, or at least as old as the earliest sapient species.

      I wonder if the Precursors experienced these problems? Food for thought.

      I’m about halfway to the second address of my shortened list when a car slows to a stop beside me. Knowing it’s not the best neighborhood, I spin around, crouching as if ready to strike.

      “Whoa there,” says the uniformed police officer in his very official looking vehicle. “I just want to talk buddy. Why are you so antsy?”

      “It’s not the best neighborhood,” I say, trying to smile. “And you startled me.”

      “Uh uh. Live around here?”

      “Not exactly, no,” I say. “I’m looking for a friend.”

      “So I see,” the cop says, peering intently at the crumpled, sweat stained map in my hand. “Can I see some ID, please?”

      “ID?”

      “Driver’s license, state identification, birth certificate.”

      “Oh, I get it,” I say. I reached back for my wallet and the cop leaped halfway out of his car, hand on a nightstick.

      “What are you doing?” he snaps.

      “Getting my identification—”

      “Hands where I can see them! Now!”

      The cop vaults fully out of the car now, and points a strange, square barreled gun at me. I believe it’s a primitive, very weak variation on a Coalition skyfire cannon.

      “Hey now,” I say, holding my hands out, palms up. “I don’t want any trouble, I was just trying to tell you—”

      He pulls the trigger, and metal spikes trailing wires shoot out. They impact my chest and crackle with electricity. I feel a pleasant contraction in my pectoral region, and wonder if they consider this to be an effective weapon. The cop panics, pulling the trigger again and again to shock me, to no avail.

      But wait, Pyke will eat me alive if I get into a brawl with local law enforcement. I could easily defeat him, but that would only escalate this.

      So I suddenly grab my chest and make a cry of anguish.

      “Oh, you got me,” I say, falling to my back and letting my tongue loll out.
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      The street lights flash past as I drive my Acclaim back across the valley to my modest home. My heart thumps hard in my chest for half the ride, and I keep looking in my rear view mirror to see if a big, scaly, shark toothed alien is after me.

      An alien. Aliens are real. Okay, Linda. You’re going to have to deal with this. Because right now you’re on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Or maybe you’ve already had one? Maybe this is all in your head?

      If that’s the case, then it really is a scientific calculator in my back pocket. But I’ve never heard of a delusion being so pervasive, realistic, and detailed. If my mind is making all of this up, I’ve got a much better imagination than I’d ever considered. Maybe I should have been a fiction writer, instead of a computer systems tech. That always seemed like an easy job to me, just sitting around  making stuff up and raking in the cash.

      The thing is, I know this isn’t a scientific calculator in my back pocket. I know it. And there were just too many details about my encounter with Axle the alien. Too  many mundane details.

      I consider, briefly, turning off the highway and visiting the hospital. It’s entirely possible that I got dosed with something and didn’t know it, like when those people died from poison in aspirin. It’s not out of the realm of possibility.

      But then I head for home anyway. If I’m on something, it will pass soon enough and then I’ll be back in reality. Besides, I really, truly believe that everything that has happened today has been real.

      The familiar sights of my neighborhood envelop me like a comforting blanket. I relax a little, and even have the gumption to laugh at my destroyed windshield wiper. You know, for a monstrous looking alien, Axle is kind of…goofy. For some reason, I think he was telling the truth about not wanting to harm me.

      Not that I was going to stake my life on a gut instinct. No way, I’m a scientist, and I believe in verifiable data. I take the sidewalk leading up to my half of the duplex, wrinkling my nose in disgust at my next door neighbor on the other side. As usual, he’s pumping NWA at top volume. Not that I have a problem with rap; I have a problem with the pictures rattling off my walls due to the heavy bass. I’ve called the landlord, and even the police, and no one seems to be able to stop him.

      I head inside and into the kitchen, where the thumping bass isn’t so bad. Occasionally I hear my neighbor—who is as white as the driven snow—trying to rap along, without much success. A white rapper. This Van Winkle guy needs to get a clue. What did he call himself? His stage name? Vanilla Glacier or something, I can’t remember.

      When I slide the strange, smooth device out of my pocket, I cringe, expecting to see a pocket calculator after all. But no, it remains the same as in my memory.

      “What is this thing made of?” I whisper to myself, turning it over in my hands. It’s light as a feather, yet feels strong and sturdy. Aluminum? Some form of alloy? No, if its owner is from outer space, then likely that is this device’s origin as well.

      I turn it over several times in a row, trying to figure out how to open it up and take a look inside. There’s a raised, embossed logo on the back. A brand name? Or a warning of electrocution if you tamper with it?

      Then I spot it; a tiny slit near the side, just big enough for my fingernail. I pry at it, feel something click, and the device splits down the side.

      Folding it open carefully, I take a look inside—and am immediately confused. This is not any circuitry I’ve ever encountered. No transistors, branches, or nodes. Unless that’s what this boxy thing is—

      I yelp in surprise more than pain when a cascade of light flashes inside. No electric shock. What does it use to power itself?

      Clearly this is beyond  my pay grade. If it operated on the same principles as Earth technology, I could probably figure at least some of the features out, but it does not. I decide to try and hook it up to the clunky, dinosaur era Mac I keep under a dust cover in my kitchen. If it shorts out  my computer, I would prefer it be the one I no longer use.

      Unfortunately, the only ports I can find don’t match the schematics of anything I can recognize. If it ran on electricity I could try a direct access to its RAM—assuming it has one—but that option is off the table.

      A car door slams outside, and I cringe, thinking Axle the Alien has found me. But it winds up being guests for the apparent party next door. Great. I guess it’s just as well I’m too excited to sleep tonight.

      Using an exacto knife, I attempt to carve off a few slivers from the strange metal, but the blade snaps in half and pings across the kitchen tiles. Well, fuck. If I can’t get any samples, how am I going to test it?

      The interior lights up again, and I hear a strange buzzing. Deciding to put it back together, I snap the case neatly and the screen lights up.

      “Ax-ull,” comes a gravelly voice. “Ax-ull, do you read? You missed your appointed communication time slot. And why do you have your commpad in audio only mode?”

      I drop the device on the table and run out of the room. Then I peek around the corner, and stare at it hard.

      “Can you reach him?” comes another, slightly more baritone voice.

      “No, I don’t think he can hear me, but it says the commpad is on and active—wait, who put it in maintenance mode?”

      “Can you fix it remotely?”

      “I think so…give me a second.”

      The screen flashes with a variety of the alien symbols once again, and then the—what did he call it? commpad?—shoots up a cascading stream of light, almost in a loop. It spins faster and faster, and then a vaguely translucent image of someone who looks like Axle, but isn’t Axle, appears in the air. A hologram? I’ve seen hologram emitters before, but the console required to run them would barely fit in the space occupied by my kitchen table.

      “I don’t see him, Captain Pyke,” the Vakutan—I think that was the name—peers about with his holographic face. His eyes settle on me and I cringe. “Wait, there’s a human, female I think.”

      In a panic, I grab the baseball bat I keep near the door for security reasons and rush into the kitchen screaming like a maniac. I bring the bat down on top of the device, distorting the holographic image of the alien. The case bounces under the impact, but I fail to even crack the screen.

      I keep swinging, madly trying to destroy the device or at least shut it off. The alien on the other end of the call doesn’t seem terribly perturbed.

      “Sir, the human female is assaulting the commpad with a primitive bludgeoning weapon. A Joes Can See Co, from the looks of the emblem.”

      “Shut down the comms, Myrdok, that’s an order,” the other voice says. Captain Pyke, I presume?

      “But I still haven’t located Axul yet.”

      “You’re clearly driving this woman into hysteria, Myrdok. Shut if off NOW.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The image vanishes, but I keep smashing the device until I knock it off the table. Then I drop the bat, panting and sweating, and peer carefully over the kitchen table at the commpad lying on the floor.

      Not a scratch. Not a single, solitary scratch. What in God’s name is this thing made out of?

      What can I do? This is huge. I had assumed that Axul was the only alien on the planet, but apparently not. There are at least two more. Captain Pyke and Myrdok. Captain…does that mean they have a ship?

      I shiver with horror at the prospect of an alien war ship on our planet. If their communications tech is this advanced, I can only assume that their weaponry is as well. Oh God, if their ship is made of the same material as this commpad, then we don’t stand a chance.

      What can I do? I rush about my kitchen, frantically pacing back and forth. I consider my options. My first instinct is to pack up my car and leave town for a week, maybe go into the mountains.

      But that would be just running away from my problems, and I do enough of that as it is. Besides, the fate of the Earth might be at stake. What should I do?

      Perhaps I could call the police. Yes, that’s it…but as I pick up the phone from the cradle, it occurs to me that they have no reason to believe me. I could show them the commpad, but they’d think it was just a sci-fi movie prop. I’d be either a laughingstock or thrown into the loony bin.

      Maybe I could go higher up on the food chain, so to speak, and contact the government directly. But ET and Close Encounters, and Alf have taught me that’s not a viable option. The government would probably confiscate the device, lock me away somewhere and I’d never be heard from again.

      If I can’t go to the authorities with this, then who can I go to it with? My boss, Kyle? Hell no.

      A cold sweat breaks out on  my body. There’s another option, one that might keep me safe. The media. If I expose the presence of aliens on Earth on television or in a newspaper article, then the government won’t be able to ‘disappear’ me without raising a whole lot of questions they don’t want to answer.

      I pick up the yellow pages and flip through for the number to the San Francisco Chronicle. There’s probably nobody working this late, but maybe I can at least leave a message. I find the number, but as I’m reaching for the phone it rings.

      I drop the yellow pages and retreat around the corner like an idiot. Cursing my stupidity, I go and pick up the phone.

      “Hello?” I say, my voice trembling.

      “Hello, this is Officer Reese at the San Francisco precinct #23,” comes an officious sounding voice. “We’re looking for a Miss Arlinda Burton?”

      “This is she,” I say, my heart rate increasing ten fold. Did someone see me driving off with an alien on top of my car?

      “Miss Burton, we picked up  your cousin walking about ten miles from his registered address. We think he might have gotten into some trouble, but he’s not talking. We’re willing to release him, but only if a relative can take responsibility for getting him home safe.”

      “Uh…which cousin? What’s his name?”

      “Axle.”

      In a trembling voice, I answer.

      “I’m on my way.”

      The only person who can sort this out for me is Axul himself. Besides, I should be safe in a whole precinct full of cops. It’s time to get some answers.
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      Once, when I was on shore leave on Glimner, me and the boys got into a fisticuffs with some of the locals and wound up in a holding tank overnight. It featured air conditioning, a source of freshwater, and comfortable bedding. Might have been the best sleep I got in years.

      But the tiny, fetid, and moldy smelling holding cell I get pushed into at the San Francisco precinct #23 is a far cry from that night. The other denizens of the jail cell look up with varying degrees of interest. Once the barred gate slides shut behind me, the officer motions for me to come to the door.

      “Come over, and let me remove those handcuffs,” he says.

      “No worries,” I say, flexing my shoulders and snapping the thin, weak metal chain. He stares in open mouthed shock as I pinch the metal cuffs off and then crush the whole mess into a roughly spheroid ball. “Here you go.”

      I put it in his open hand and grin. When I turn back around and approach the low wooden bench, every other inmate rushes to get out of my path. I plop myself down and wait. Apparently the police on this planet make a big deal out of letting you make a solitary phone call. The only number I knew was Linda’s and she didn’t answer.

      I’d gotten vague promises from one of the desk sergeants that they would try the number again later, but I didn’t hold out much hope. Now all I have to do is sit and wait. Sooner or later Captain Pyke and the others will find me.

      I sit there cooling my heels for a couple of hours, deciding I might as well get some sleep. I’m not the least bit worried about the other inmates, given my display earlier. Or should I say, my intimidating display.

      Imagine my surprise when the same officer returns, peers in the cage, and swallows hard before calling my name.

      “Axle Gris?”

      “That’s me,” I say, rising to my feet and approaching the bars. Huh. Captain Pyke must have found me a lot quicker than I thought.

      “You’re being released. Your cousin Linda is here to pick you up.”

      I freeze, wondering if it is a trick of some kind, but he dutifully opens the barred door and releases me.

      “Sorry about your manacles, officer,” I say with a grin.

      “It was a fair trade off, given that this is the quietest this holding cell has ever been.”

      He leads me out into the reception area, where I spot Linda at the front desk. Our eyes meet, and she doesn’t seem afraid. A bit angry, perhaps, but not afraid.

      “Cousin Linda,” I say with a smile. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

      She arches a brow, then flicks her head to the side to remove a stray curl from her eyes and favors me with a strained smile.

      “Sure thing, ‘cousin,’” she says with exaggerated sweetness. “I was surprised when you called me.”

      “You were the only one I knew in the area,” I admit.

      “Oh, Pyke and Myrdok weren’t available?”

      My eyes widen, and I try not to cry out in surprise, or viciously demand to know how she learned those names. I sign a paper with my fake name, and collect my belongings before we depart.

      “All right, you big lug,” Linda says as we walk toward her waiting, somewhat damaged vehicle. “I bailed you out, now it’s your turn to do something nice for me.”

      “I’m in your debt,” I admit. “What is it you want from me?”

      “Information,” she says. “You can answer my questions on the drive back to your place.”

      “Hmph. Very well. I would give you directions, but you already know the way.”

      “You sound really put out,” she says as we enter her vehicle. She turns on the engine and favors me with a glare. “For an illegal alien.”

      “Why should I not be ‘put out’ as you so quaintly put it?” I snap back. “Let’s examine the details here. I have committed no crime this night, while YOU are guilty of stalking, breaking and entering…”

      “I didn’t break anything, you left the door unlocked.”

      “—assault with a chemical weapon, and let’s not forget the theft of my property. I trust you still have my commpad?”

      “No,” she says as we pull out into traffic. “I sold it for crack.”

      For a moment I glare at her, aghast. Then I notice the grin on her face and I lean back in my seat, huffy and indignant.

      “You are jesting.”

      “I am jesting indeed,” she says. “All right, first and foremost, are you really an alien? A what, Vakutan you called it?”

      “Yes, “ I say. “I am the genuine article.”

      Linda sighs as she pulls onto an entrance ramp to the freeway.

      “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was really hoping you would turn out to be a guy with a skin condition or something pretending to be an alien,” she says. “Or that I was on drugs.”

      “Those are strange things to hope for,” I say with a bemused grin.

      She looks over at me for a moment as we join the flow of traffic which never seems to stop.

      “Where did you guys come from? The Vakutan, I mean? Mars?”

      “Mars? You mean the fourth planet from your daystar? No, it lacks the atmosphere for us to survive.”

      “So you breathe air? Oxygen, I mean?”

      “Vakutans require a mix of oxygen and nitrogen to survive. Most sapient species require oxygen.”

      “Most…wait, there are more? More aliens?” Linda seems less frightened and more excited by the prospect. “That’s incredible.”

      “Not so, from my perspective,” I say.

      “So…I have to ask, are you one of the good aliens like ET, or one of the bad ones like in War of the Worlds?”

      “I would consider myself one of the good ones,” I say. “The Vakutans fight for the Trident Alliance, committed to stopping the spread of the flame kissing religious zealots of the Ataxian Coalition. We have been at war for hundreds of years.”

      “And now your war is here,” she says, nodding. “That’s why you beat up that homeless guy in the parking lot, isn’t it? Is he another Vakutan, like you?”

      “No,” I say with a growl. “Not like me. Not a Vakutan. A Grolgath. They are here to sow destruction and havoc on your world.”

      “But why? I’ve seen your tech, we wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight. We’re no threat to you.”

      “Not in this time period, no. But in the future, humanity will branch out into the stars and meet my people. The Interstellar Human Confederation is our staunch ally against the Ataxian hordes.”

      “This time period?” she gasps, glancing sharply in my direction before returning her eyes to the traffic laden night time road. “Wait, so not only are you from another planet, you’re from the future?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Holy shit,” Linda mutters. “This just keeps getting weirder and weirder. So, these Grolgath guys are out to mess with Earthlings any way we can, and you guys are here to stop them?”

      “Yes, by proxy,” I say. “Our coming to this time period, let alone Earth at all, was an accident. And now we are stranded here, marooned in time and space.”

      “Far out,” Linda says. “So your people, the Vakutan, they founded the Triangle Alliance you told me about?”

      “Trident Alliance,” I say in correction. “And no. Three of the most advanced races in the galaxy came together mutually to stop the Ataxians.”

      “Wow. Why are you guys trying to stop them?”

      “They seek to subjugate the entire galaxy in service to their twisted religious ideals,” I state.

      “So, sort of like the Ayatollah?”

      “I have no idea what that means,” I reply. “But the human year that I come from is 2340. At that time, humanity is entering into negotiations with the Trident Alliance to join us in our battle against the Ataxians.”

      “Wow, I guess we go a long way in four hundred years, huh? Are humans different?”

      “How so?”

      “I guess, can we fly and stuff? Are we all radioactive like on Planet of the Apes?”

      “No, humanity is generally the same. Four hundred years has not changed your species except in terms of languages and mental ability as well as general wellness and health.”

      “Do humans reproduce sexually or is everyone gay?”

      I’m taken aback by the question. Linda simply shrugs.

      “I do not know, but sexual reproduction is still an accepted method of reproduction amongst humans I believe. There are other techniques that are artificial, but I believe your species still has sex. Much like the Vakutan.We reproduce sexually as well.”

      “So…you have male and females of your species?” she asks.

      “Indeed,” I say. “Our females tend toward the scholarly pursuits like medicine and politics. They lead, we fight. A fantastic arrangement if you ask me.”

      “Your women are in charge?” she seems shocked. “So you guys have to get the coffee?”

      “Our women are not in charge,” I say. “There are male politicians and officials as well. Women have equal status in our realm. We do not seek to repeat the mistakes of other sapient races who oppressed members of their own species.”

      “You guys are more advanced than us in a lot of ways, then,” Linda says. “Look, Axul…I know that we got off to a rocky start and all, but if you’re really trying to save the Earth, I would like to help.”

      I look at her, pursing my lips and considering our options. She already knows a great deal, more than any other Earthling on the entire planet. What harm could there be in bringing her into the fold fully? If I try to shut her out, she might seek out her media centers, or worse, her government.

      “Very well, Arlinda Burton,” I say. “Welcome to the war effort.”

      I look at her, noticing the soft curves of her body, the lustrous curly hair, and swallow hard.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “Nothing,” I say. “Nothing at all.”

      “Hey,” she says with a wry grin. “Were you just checking out my boobs?”

      “I was most certainly not,” I say with vehemence. “I am no Count Vasper!”

      “Uh, okay, whoever that is,” she said. “But you were totally checking out my boobs.”

      I settled into anxious silence, until she prods again.

      “So…you have male and female members of your species…and you reproduce sexually. I’m sorry to put you on the spot, Axul, but uh, is your anatomy…you know, down there…is it similar to ours?”

      I look over at her, and see that she’s quite embarrassed, yet her curiosity is such that she overcame it. I decide there’s no harm in letting her in on a little detail such as that.

      “Yes,” I said. “Though  much, much bigger.”

      Linda’s cheeks grow shiny, and she looks out through the windshield and grows very quiet.

      “Oh,” she says softly.

      I’m not certain, but there seems to have been a paradigm shift between us just now.

      Are we mates?

      I have never truly believed in the concept of jalshagar.

      It is a Kilgari myth, propagated by their matriarchal polyamorous society. But other species have from time to time recorded concepts of fated mates in their history.

      I know that I feel something in my blood and bones when I look at this woman.

      I’m not sure what that means, but I do know that I’m looking forward to spending more time with this intriguing Earth woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Eight

          

          

      

    

    







            Linda

          

        

      

    

    
      When we get back to Axul’s house, it’s well after my normal bedtime, but when he invites me in I can’t say no. After the initial shock wore off, I discovered that the concept of aliens being real was more exciting than frightening. I want—need—to know more. Lots more.

      “I’d give you the grand tour,” he grumbles. “But I think you already know  your way around.”

      “Yeah, sorry…I thought you were a terrorist or something,” I say sheepishly. “Although, I have to say, you really should lock your door when you get home. The menace of the 1990s has reared its ugly head in the valley of late.”

      “The menace of the 90s?” Axul asks, his humanoid disguise wrinkling in confusion.

      “Crack cocaine.” I peer at him intently, checking his face from every angle, but I can’t detect even the slightest flaw in his disguise. My intense scrutiny does  not go unnoticed.

      “What are you looking at?” he blurts.

      “Uh…sorry. I was just wondering about your disguise, and how it works, exactly. I’ve never seen such realistic looking masks before.”

      “I’m not wearing a mask, as you so quaintly put it,” Axul says. “I’m using image inducer technology. It creates a light based illusionary overlay on my normal features.”

      “Light based illusionary display,” I say, shaking my head. “Fascinating. How does that work? The amount of processing power it needs to function must be staggering.”

      “Ah,” he says, scratching behind his massive head. “I’m not certain, exactly. I’m a soldier, a warrior, not a scientist. The Alzhon created the devices initially, though in the future your folk have perfected the technology.”

      “Oh,” I say, a tad disappointed. “So I guess you probably won’t be able to explain how this works, either.”

      I hand him his commpad, and he takes it swiftly from my grasp. He peers at it intently, and finding no apparent flaw or damage stows it in his back pocket.

      “No, I’m afraid I cannot. I know how to use many of its functions, but remain in the dark on technical operational matters.”

      “Damn. Your tech doesn’t use electrical current to function, I was just wondering exactly how it works.”

      “Electrical current?” Axul scoffs. “How primitive. We utilize pulses of light particles to power and operate our devices.”

      “Light based—wow. I’ve read articles about theories regarding light based tech, but it seemed like a pipe dream.” I look at him for a long time, and then clear my throat. “Axul, can I ask you a favor? One that  you can feel free to refuse.”

      “You may certainly ask,” he rumbles, eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      “Could I…do you think you could turn your image inducer tech off for a while? I’d like to get a better look at your real face while I’m not in the midst of pissing my pants.”

      “I suppose there’s no harm in it, given you’ve already seen me without the holographic disguise.” He reaches up behind his ear and clicks something I can’t see. Instantly his features flicker, then change to his true, Vakutan form.

      He’s a lot less startling the second time around. I stare at him for a long time, and find there are a lot more similarities than differences in our facial structure. In fact, I find it kind of hard to believe that he’s humanoid at all.

      “Uh, can I…can I touch your arm?” I ask.

      “Why?” he blurts, moving a step back. “I told you, I’m no Count Vasper.”

      “First of all, I don’t know who Count Vasper is, so every time you reference him I’m utterly in the dark.” I tick off my points on my hands. “Second, don’t freak out. I’m not going to probe you or anything, I just want to see what your scales feel like.”

      “Oh. Very well, if your interest is born of scientific curiosity I don’t see a problem.”

      Axul holds his forearm out for me, and I gently place my fingertips on its scaled surface.

      “They’re soft,” I say in amazement. “Smooth, almost, like human skin.”

      “Our outer dermal layer is soft, yes, but the lower layers are much hardier.”

      “You’re really warm,” I marvel.

      “That’s because our core body temperature tends to be several degrees higher than humans,” he says with a shrug of his massive shoulders.

      “I see.” I run my fingers up to his bicep, which is twice as big around as my thigh. “Jesus Christ, you’re just built for destruction, aren’t you?”

      Axul is very pleased by that comment. He puffs out his chest, and flexes the arm I’m touching.

      “Indeed,” he says. “We Vakutan were literally MADE for war. For fighting. It’s what we are best at.”

      “That makes sense. So the Vakutan are the fighters of the Alliance, and the Alzhon are the scientists?”

      “That is a gross generalization,” he says. “The Alzhon have a proud warrior tradition as well. They are not quite as strong as we are, nor as hardy, but you would find them far superior physically to even your top tier human athletes. The third member of our Alliance, the Pi’Rell, are a race of philosophers and explorers, but even they are stronger and more powerful than humans.”

      “You make it sound like we’re the weaklings of the galaxy in the future.”

      Axul chuckles, and invites me to sit at his kitchen table.

      “I suppose from a certain point of view, that’s correct. Would you like a beer?”

      “Uh, sure,” I say, even though I’m not big on brewskis.

      “Here,” he said, handing me a cold glass bottle from the fridge. “Tastes great, less filling.” I’m about to ask for a bottle opener when he puts the neck in his mouth and bites off the metal cap. I stare at my beer for a moment, and then offer it up to him. He does the same for my brew, and then settles into the seat opposite my own.

      “So, you were saying that humans have perfected image inducer technology,” I said. “Why humans?”

      Axul chuckles and sips his beer. A line of amber fluid runs down his ridged chin, which he licks away with a very long tongue. He must be popular with the ladies.

      “I suppose it’s because your species believes they must be that much better than everyone else. Perhaps because they want to prove they are not weak or backward.”

      “In the future, are there humans living on Earth?”

      Axul grows uncomfortable, shifting in his seat and looking at his bottle of beer.

      “Your Earth in the future is populated by many teeming billions of humans. Prior to your ascendance to superluminal speed, your kind massively polluted your homeworld and even waged thermonuclear war on each other. It was believed that your race would destroy itself. But you persevered and in less than two hundred years your race has repopulated the planet, brought peace to itself, moved outwards amongst the stars, and made Earth a cultural, economic, diplomatic, and military beacon in the galaxy. So much so, that it serves as the cradle for the roughly 140 billion humans living in the galaxy spread across your Interstellar Human Confederation.”

      “That’s a lot,” I say, completely stunned. “So humanity has colonized other planets like Mars?”

      “Humanity has colonized hundreds of worlds and advanced technologically than many of the older races. Most believe it is due to your incredibly short lifespan that your kind is always moving.”

      “So the old Earth turned out pretty good then, huh?”

      “The IHC has been instrumental in assisting the Alliance in its struggle against the Coalition,” Axul says. “Humanity has served as a critical player in keeping freedom alive in the galaxy.”

      “So. Humans and Vakutans, and other aliens, all living together and singing Kumbaya,” I say, sipping on the sour tasting beer. “That must lead to some confusion.”

      “Occasionally, but our societies have integrated more smoothly than you might believe,” he says. “There are even those who have taken humans as their mates.”

      That knocks me for a loop.

      “I’m sorry, Axul,” I say, leaning forward in my chair and fixing him with my gaze. “But did  you just say they take humans as their mates?”

      “Mates, spouses, wives and husbands, whatever term you wish to apply,” Axul says.

      “And that—that works? I mean…you know, physically?”

      My cheeks are burning, but I’m just dying to know.

      “Yes, it works,” Axul says with a derisive snort. “If you believe the silly Precursor theory coming from the Solari moon settlement, then all sapient species in the galaxy have a common ancestor.”

      “From the sound of your tone, I’d say you’re not a proponent of this common ancestor theory?”

      “Of course not,” he scoffs. “But I do admit, it would explain why different sapient species can interbreed and produce fertile offspring.”

      “Offspring?” I gasp. “You mean…there are a bunch of half alien kids running around in the future?”

      “I wouldn’t say a bunch, but it does happen,” Axul says, draining the rest of his beer and rising to get another. “Many of the fallen Ishana tribes are  hybrids, however. Not that it’s pleasant to think about, given Reaper nature.”

      The way he says Reaper sends chills down my spine. Looking at Axul, in all his scaled, muscled glory, I can’t imagine the creature which would cause him any consternation whatsoever, let alone put that chilling tone in his voice.

      “So, your people sometimes mate with humans,” I say, trying to change the subject to something less dark.

      “Sometimes,” he says. “If they don’t learn from the tragedy of Count Vasper.”

      “Okay, come on, tell me who that is already.”

      Axul sighs, and bites the cap off his beer and spits it into the trash bin.

      “In the early days following contact between your people and mine, there was a Vakutan general who fell in love with a human woman. He took the countess as his wife, becoming a noble of sorts, but it soon led to his doom and downfall. He wound up taking his own life in ritual suicide.”

      “That’s…really dark,” I say. “I take it that Vakutans don’t think much of their own kind who take human mates?”

      “It is…a complicated matter,” he says.

      I take another sip of my beer and frown.

      “There’s just one thing you haven’t explained yet,” I say. “You’re here to stop the Grolgath, but why are you working as a security guard at the US CERN offices?”

      “There is a computer network about to be launched, which will revolutionize your world,” he says. “A precursor to the holonet of our time. I believe the name is World Wide Web.”

      “Holy shit,” I say. “You’re here because of Tim Berner-Lee, aren’t you? His ballyhooed project which is supposed to change the world by networking computers. If you ask me, it sounds too good to be true. Reading books over a distance, attending classes without even being physically present—it sounds like science fiction.”

      “Ah,” he says. “But am I not also something in the realm of your science fiction?”

      He has me there.

      “You have me there,” I say, toasting him. “I’d like to help any way I can.”

      “Excellent,” he says. “Would you like another beer?”

      I looked down, realizing I’d finished it.

      “Uh, no, I need to drive soon. Have to get some sleep before I deal with Chet, Kyle, and all the other jerks at work.” I notice his frown and toast him with my empty bottle. “Cheer up, Axul. I’m not including you as one of the jerks. Not anymore.”

      That makes him smile, and I feel a little flutter in my chest. I think I like the way he looks at me.

      Which can’t spell anything but trouble for us moving forward.
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      The flickering holo image of Captain Pyke is just as stern as the real thing, possibly even more so since he has a phantasmagoric quality. He shakes his head—funny, humans and Vakutans all do that—and blows out a long breath of air through his flaring nostrils.

      “Okay, let me get this straight,” he growls. “You allowed a human to see you in your true form—“

      “She broke into my house,” I say.

      “Irrelevant. You let a human see you in your true form, and then, you let her escape from your grasp?”

      “Yes, Captain,” I say dejectedly. “She used an aerosol chemical weapon on me, and her driving skills are top notch.”

      “Excuses are not what I want to hear from your lips right now, Axul. And after you allowed her to escape, you then were captured by human authorities.”

      “I didn’t want to resist arrest and cause a scene, or more property damage.”

      “Hmph. Well, on that count I agree you made the correct decision. But then, instead of waiting for us to come and get you, you decided to contact the same human female who had seen  you without your holo disguise?”

      “Yes, sir,” I say sheepishly. “I thought perhaps I could ensnare her again.”

      “Not a bad plan, but where is she now?”

      “Uh…at her home, I would assume probably preparing for her work day.”

      “At her home? You let her out of  your custody? Did you at least get your commpad back?”

      “Ah, Sir, how did you think you were able to contact me?”

      Captain Pyke blinks several times, and clears his throat.

      “Ahem. Yes.” Then his eyes narrow again, and his face looms large in the holo emitter as he leans closer to the scanner. “Are you certain we can trust this human female not to alert the authorities to our presence?”

      “I do, Sir.” I hope my voice is as confident as I want it to be, because I’m not entirely certain she won’t do  just that. But I have a hunch she won’t. “She seems keenly interested in helping to save her planet and preserve the timeline of history.”

      Captain Pyke growls, showing his teeth.

      “You’re busting my ridges, Axul, but I’ll acquiesce to your expertise, given I have yet to lay eyes on this human female.”

      “I have,” Myrdok says from off camera. “She’s pretty.”

      Pyke shoots a withering glare to his left, then returns his golden eyed gaze to me.

      “Very well, Axul. Proceed with the plan, and involve the human female if you must. But.” His finger jabs at me like a dagger. “I am  holding you personally responsible if she blabs to the government or the media. Clear?”

      “Crystal clear, Sir,” I say.

      “Good. Pyke out.”

      The holo image fades, and I deflate with a sigh of relief. Well, that’s one thing ticked off my list. Now all I have to do is stop the Grolgath from killing this Berners-Lee person, foil their plot for disrupting the timeline, and stay alive while doing it. Compared to facing my Captain in a foul mood, it doesn’t seem so bad.

      I finish dressing and exit my domicile, getting into the cruddy land vehicle I’m forced to drive and entering the long, dull commute to the CERN headquarters building. What I wouldn’t give for hover tech. With several layered traffic streams, San Francisco could deal with its constant gridlock.

      I muse to myself while I sit in traffic about Linda. An intriguing woman. Smart and capable, yet full of brass and moxie. And the heart of a warrior beats behind those soft, round breasts. She didn’t hesitate to attack me. In fact, if I replay it in my mind, she technically defeated me in combat. That’s no mean feat. Humans rarely are able to stand against us without at least Class Three hard armor to augment their frail forms.

      It took her a single aerosol canister to do so. Pyke is right to be wary of her, but not for the reasons he believes. I find myself looking forward to seeing her again, the bouncy curls of her hair, her piercing green eyes, her curvaceous form…

      Damn it all, I’m attracted to her. Well, keep it under wraps, Axul. This mission is going to be difficult enough without adding those kinds of complications. Besides, she’s probably supposed to marry some human and make a bunch of weak, frail children.

      That makes me angry for some reason. I feel a stab of jealousy in my chest, and I grumble my way through the rest of the traffic jam. When the flow of traffic begins and I don’t immediately move forward in a split second, someone honks at me. Fortunately, I’ve learned from experience how to deal with this matter in the apropos human fashion. I turn around in my seat, roll down my window, and bellow;

      “Blow it out your ass!”

      Then I accelerate, confident I’ve proven my point. But the foolish human behind me chooses to take offense. He rides my bumper in a dangerous way, so close I can’t even see the front of his vehicle. The well dressed man honks his horn repeatedly, his face growing red and livid as he spews obscenities at me.

      When I turn off the freeway, he continues to follow, and pulls up next to me when the droid traffic control device turns crimson.

      “Hey, asshole, you want a piece of me?” he shouts.

      “No thank you,” I say respectfully. “I’m not into eating the flesh of sapients, you must have me confused for a Reaper.”

      “The fuck are you talking about? I’m asking if you want to fight.”

      “I always want to fight,” I say eagerly. “Alas, I’m running late for work thanks to that traffic jam. We’ll have to do this another time.”

      I pull away when the light turns green, but he continues to follow me all the way onto the CERN parking lot. When I stop in a parking space, he maneuvers his vehicle in a way that blocks me in. I chuckle as he leaps out of his car and stalks to my window.

      “Now you’re going to get it, asshole,” he says, rolling up his sleeves.

      “I have no time for this,” I growl. Reaching up behind my ear, I trigger my holo disguise implant and show him my real face for just a second. The man screams, and can’t run back to his car fast enough. His tires screech as he peels out and leaves the parking lot. I chuckle, thinking about the wet spot on the front of his pants. Someone’s going to need a change of clothes.

      I head inside the building and to the security office. There, the night shift man Brian looks up sleepily at me from his seat before a multitude of monitors.

      “Good morning,” he says politely. “Here  you go.”

      He hands me the keys and a primitive radio wave comm device known as a ‘walkie talkie’, if that’s not the most ridiculous name ever. Humans.

      “Anything interesting?” I ask.

      “Nah…just some bum I had to chase away.”

      Instantly I’m interested. “What? Where was he? What was he doing?”

      Brian eyes me and shakes his head.

      “Calm down, man, I took care of it.”

      “Listen, Brian,” I say, trying to keep my tone neutral. “This is very important. What was the homeless man doing, specifically?”

      I’m worried it might be another Grolgath in disguise. It would make sense, given that they failed once.

      “He was just sleeping under Kyle’s carport,” Brian says with a shrug. “Like I said, I chased him off. Gave him a dollar fifty I had in change, so he didn’t have to go completely empty handed.”

      I relax, and he leaves me, shaking his head as he goes. Then I sit down and set about the mundane, tedious paperwork portion of my job. At least I have learned not to snap the fragile wooden stylus humans favor in this era.

      Once finished with that task, I prepare to do my rounds. On a whim I look on the monitors to see if I can spot Linda, but she’s nowhere in evidence.

      My rounds proceed without anything of import. I do check under the manager’s car port just in case, but a thorough visual and commpad scan turn up nothing of interest. It seems it really was just a homeless vagrant. This time.

      Standing up, I dust off my knees and return to the building. I pretend to be on my ‘walkie talkie’ device so that the woman at the front desk won’t pester me with her flirtatious ways. It works like a charm.

      Riding the elevator up, I look at my human reflection and grimace. Like all holo disguises, it creates a razor thin overlay of projected light, conforming mostly to the contours of my normal Vakutan features. Thus, I look like myself, albeit as a human being. Curiously, I wonder if Linda finds this form attractive.

      The memory of her soft fingers brushing over my scales springs to my mind unbidden, and I can’t shake it off. Like as not, I’ve become enamored of her. But so long as I don’t allow myself to act on such foolish emotion, there will be no trouble. Besides, she probably doesn’t even like me in that way. We’ve barely made it past the point of being enemies.

      My path takes me to the upper floor, where Linda works. When I come into the office space, I can hear voices conversing and a gaggle of voices laughing.

      Looking about, I see Chet, Kyle, and several men whose names I don’t know standing around the water cooler and conversing. Loudly. Annoyingly so. Don’t they have work to do? I notice Linda sitting at her desk, face crossed with agony as she endures their jibes while pretending not to notice.

      “…can’t believe we have to go to that stupid sexual harassment seminar,” says Kyle. “Chet, this is all your fault.”

      “My fault?” He glares over at Linda, then his face is crossed with a fierce grin. “You’d think she’d be grateful anyone wants to touch her lumpy butt.”

      They all burst into laughter, and Linda’s fingers tremble so much she can’t type. She clenches her hands into fists, blinking away tears from the corners of her eyes.

      “Lumpy butt,” says one of the other men. “Yeah, I think that’s her official new nickname.”

      “Nah, that would be tattletale,” Chet says.

      “Why not both?” says Kyle. “Lumpy Butt Tattle Tale.”

      “LBTT,” snorts Chet, and they giggle like the idiots they are. I can’t stand this for another instant.

      I approach them, and Chet sees me coming and pales several shades. Kyle looks at me and smiles.

      “Good morning, Axul. Did you catch the Niners game last night?’

      “No, I did not,” I snarl. “However, I did catch your insulting dialogue about Arlinda Burton. It disgusts me to no end.”

      Kyle flinches, and gets a flash of betrayal in his eyes.

      “Oh come on, Axle,” Chet says. “We’re just having a little fun. Besides, Linda doesn’t care, do you Linda?”

      “Do not bring her into this matter,” I growl, slapping the water cup out of his hand. “Your business is with me, and I am not finished talking.”

      A stunned silence descends on the men, and Kyle steps toward me and tries to regain control.

      “Now see here, Axle, you’re out of line. As your supervisor…”

      “I work directly for CERN, you little cretin,” I snarl. “You are not my supervisor, and never have been. In point of fact, I have authority over YOU in security matters. Now shut your annoying mouth and listen up. Listen up GOOD.”

      I jab my finger at Linda and raise  my voice.

      “See that woman over there? She’s hard working, intelligent, and good hearted, yet all you do is demean and degrade her. As far as I’m concerned, she has more character in a single hair follicle than the rest of you have in your combined molecular structure. You will NOT ever speak to her, or about her in such a manner again. Clear?”

      Kyle opens his mouth, then closes it and nods fearfully.

      “Good. That goes for the rest of you as well. If you think a sexual harassment seminar is something to fear, then you don’t want to see me really, really get angry. Do you?”

      Heads shake rapidly, and I turn to leave, but I stop at the last moment.

      “And one more thing,” I snap. “Linda has an amazingly alluring gluteus maximus. Your nickname makes no sense and only serves to prop up your own fragile egos.”

      I then head over to Linda’s desk, and she smiles up at me.

      “Thank  you. That’s…that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

      “They are ignorant scum,” I snap. “Unworthy to breathe the same air as you. And there is no need to thank me for doing what is right.”

      She looks at me for a long time, and then clears her throat.

      “Axul…would you like to come to dinner with me tonight? “

      Oh boy, food! The one thing that humans in this era get right. Although…it will be nice to spend more time with Linda.

      “Yes,” I say, “That would please me greatly.”

      “Good, it’s a date, then.”

      A date? Well, I suppose it is. So long as I keep it platonic, what could possibly go wrong?
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      As soon as I get in the door from work I dash madly up the stairs to my bathroom and strip off my clothing. There’s not much time before Axul is coming to pick me up for our dinner date.

      Date with an alien. Sounds like a cheesy 1980s movie. Yet here I am, far more excited than I have any reason to be. Truth to tell, however, it’s not Axul’s alien nature which has my head swimming and heart fluttering in my chest.

      It was the way he stood up to those assholes at work, stood  up for me. No human man has ever done that for me in my entire life. They usually make excuses. ‘Oh, he was just playing around, don’t take it too seriously.’ Or ‘you have to understand, this is how guys are.’ And let’s not forget ‘he said you have a great set of tits, that’s a compliment. Why are you so angry at getting a compliment?’

      Grrr. I’m angry, frustrated, and more than a little disappointed that none of the males of my own sapient species stepped up for  me, ever.

      But Axul did, and that makes me feel not only vindicated, but validated in my myriad frustrations. And now we’re going on a date. But is it a date, or a date? That part’s a little bit murky.

      I know one thing; I’m going to prepare myself like it’s the latter. Slipping my curls into a shower cap, I freshen up in the shower, letting the hot water sluice away the stain of today’s stress. Draping a towel over my shoulders, I stand in front of the mirror and rummage through my cosmetics. I decide on a faint lavender eyeshadow and scarlet lipstick. Wet and Wild for the win.

      I even out my complexion—covering up some acne—with foundation, pleased with the results. Now for the hard part; picking out a dress.

      Do we go with the classic little black dress? I take it out of the closet and hold it against my body, but then realize that I’d never taken it to the cleaners for a seam repair. No good.

      Next up is a sleek little red number with a plunging neckline and puffy shoulders, but it seems like a bit much. Axul is already red, at least in his natural form. Digging through my closet, it becomes apparent that I’m going to have to mix and match apparel to get the right look.

      I wind up selecting a lime green blouse with black buttons scrawled with Chinese letters and faux pockets, which bares about two inches of my midriff. Pairing it with a black slit skirt and a gold chain cinched around my waist seems to be complimentary. Now for shoes. Do I go with sensible, a moderate heel, or go all out with my black stilettos?

      I’m going to go all out. It might be uncomfortable if we do a lot of walking, but I’m more than willing to go barefoot if need be. My parents had to force me to wear shoes as a child.

      I get really hung up on underwear, and eventually select a cotton brief with a sheer back. Comfortably sexy, not that Axul is going to see them or anything.

      My heart pounds in my chest at the thought. I guess I’m a lot more attracted to Axul than I thought. Why wouldn’t I be, though? I have a type. That type is an alpha male knuckle dragging caveman to be precise, and Axul certainly fits that bill despite being an alien. But he also stood up for me, respected me, made me feel worth something more than just my physical attributes.

      Damn. I’ve got to play it cool. I don’t know if Axul is into me in that way or not. Tonight I intend to find out.

      Once I’m all dolled up, I sit down on the sofa and wait nervously. The clock ticking on the wall seems to mock me with its clicking down of seconds until Axul’s arrival. When it gets to be seven o’clock, I start looking out the window for his car.

      Seven fifteen. Still no sign of Axul. Maybe he got stuck in traffic? That seems likely, given the nigh constant gridlock. But my mind begins to swim with terrifying possibilities. Maybe he had a wreck, or the government caught up to him and he’s being held in a lab being subjected to horrible experiments?

      Or maybe his enemies, the Grolgath, got to him. Maybe he’s hurt. Or maybe, and to my chagrin this is the worst possible scenario in my mind, he just changed his mind and doesn’t want to spend time with me.

      Then I hear a car door slam, and perk up. Trying to manage my expectations, I peer out of the window onto the street. When I see Axul walking up to my half of the duplex, he seems annoyed. But if he’s so annoyed by going out with me, why did he say yes? And why did he put on that really nice set of slacks and button down shirt?

      I open the door on his first knock, and his eyes widen when they settle on me. I melt a little bit at the way he runs his gaze up and down my form.

      “Hello, Axul,” I say as casually as I can manage.

      “Hello,” he says, eyes still devouring me. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thank you,” I say, my cheeks burning as I have to look away. My fingers tussle my hair a little as I stand back to let him in. “Come on in.”

      Axul enters, then looks about and frowns.

      “What’s that thumping noise?”

      “That?” I blink several times, then realize he’s referring to my wanna be rap star neighbor, Van Winkle. I guess I’ve been inured to it somewhat. “Oh, that’s my neighbor. Don’t worry, he only does this seven days a week.”

      “Does he?” Axul growls. “And does he not know how annoying he is playing his music so loudly?”

      “I don’t think he cares,” I say with a sigh. “Doesn’t matter, we’re leaving anyway.”

      I take him by the arm and we head back onto the porch. Axul casts a withering glance at the duplex, but it fades as we approach his car. I’m surprised when Axul opens the door for me.

      “Thank you,” I say. “Such a gentleman.”

      “Gentle?” He rumbles with laughter. “Man? I’m neither of those things.”

      “I disagree,” I say. “Especially about the second. You’re more of a man than anyone I’ve ever dated before.”

      “Dated?” He cocks his head to the side. “Are you trying to guess my age?”

      “No, it’s…it’s a way of saying, seeing each other before you decide if you want to mate or not.”

      He closes the door, and gets into the driver’s side before responding.

      “Are you referring to courtship?”

      “Yes, I suppose I am,” I say, fanning myself with my thin purse because suddenly it’s very hot.

      “I see.”

      “Do Vakutans have courtship rituals?” I ask.

      Axul starts up the engine and we pull out onto the street.

      “We do,” he says at length. “But they are quite different from what I know of human courtship rituals.”

      “How different?”

      Axul glances at me and chuckles.

      “Well, human courtship rarely involves the drawing of blood, or throwing heavy objects.”

      I’m a little taken aback by that, and Axul chuckles.

      “Don’t worry, I have no intentions of giving you a demonstration.”

      “Well, thank goodness for that,” I say. My heartbeat echoes in  my eardrum, so loudly I almost can’t hear myself speak. Why am I so nervous?

      We drive into the city to my favorite sushi restaurant. Axul’s nostrils flare as we enter the restaurant proper, and he smacks his lips. I can’t help but see his ‘real’ face underneath the holographic mask he wears. I think I prefer his real form to this human facsimile.

      “I smell raw meat,” he says, belly gurgling like a badly clogged toilet. I can’t help but chuckle and take his arm, leading him to a table.

      A waitress brings us the menus, and Axul peers intently at it for a moment before handing it back to her.

      “I’ll take it,” he says.

      “Take what, sir?” she asks sweetly, though her smile is strained.

      Axul seems confused. He looks from me to her and then shrugs.

      “All of it.”

      My mouth gapes open. I can’t possibly afford every single item on the menu, but Axul whips out an American Express. A black one. That’s Ross Perot type money right there. Just how rich are the Vakutans anyway? Between the three bedroom house—in the valley no less—and this elite VIP credit card, I’m more curious than ever.

      I notice that when they start bringing out the platters of food, most of the restaurant staff have gathered at the door to the kitchen, watching with a kind of giddy joy to see if he’s really going to eat it all.

      He doesn’t eat all of it, but only because I take samples from most of the dishes. Axul enjoys the salmon most of all, though he doesn’t care much for the California roll. No meat, I suppose.

      When we exit the restaurant—to the good cheer of the staff, due to Axul’s lavish tip—I slip  my hand into his without really thinking about it. Axul glances over at me and frowns.

      “Why do humans do this?” he asks.

      “Do what?”

      “Hold hands.”

      “Oh, it’s…it makes you feel more connected, I suppose,” I said. “Do you want to stop?”

      He considers it, then shakes his head.

      “No,” he says. “Though it occurs to me there are many other more intimate ways to feel connected.”

      Is he flirting? I think he’s flirting. Suddenly I don’t want to get back into the car. I want to make this feeling last.

      “Say, would you mind a short walk? The beach isn’t far from here, and there’s a sculpture garden along the way I think you might enjoy.”

      “Yes,” he says. “That sounds like fun.”

      We walk hand in hand toward the ocean, the sun creeping toward the horizon. Long shadows stretch out behind us, and Axul’s features are crowned with red gold light. His hand feels huge compared to my own. I can feel the ridges on his knuckles, the sharp nails which he so carefully keeps away from my skin.

      We meander down the walk adjacent to the beach, enjoying the sights, the sounds, the smell of the sea and the cries of gulls. I look over at him and smile.

      “I’m having a great time,” I say, but he doesn’t respond. His gaze is fixed on something happening a short distance away, at a skate park. Young men and boys roll around the concrete swirls and waves, but that’s not what has him distracted. Rather it’s the wall of young men blocking what looks like a teenage boy holding a battered fiberglass skateboard.

      “Hold on,” he says. “I must intervene.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “My hearing is keener than your own. Bide, please.”

      He pulls his hand out of mine and approaches the group of boys. As we get closer, I begin to pick up snippets of their conversation.

      “…told you not to come back here,” says one of the boys. “Skating is a boy’s sport. Why don’t you go do some ballet or some shit?”

      They laugh, taunting the…girl? Yes, she is as it turns out, though I was thrown by the baggy street style and short hair cut.

      “This is a public park,” she says in a feisty little voice. “I’m allowed to skate here.”

      “Not if we say you can’t,” snaps one of the taller boys. His voice trails off as he looks up—and up—into Axul’s face.

      “Excuse me,” he rumbles. “Is there a reason you’re not letting my niece skate?”

      The girl looks up at Axul, her mouth opening in protest of their lack of familial relations, but she’s so taken aback by how huge he is she falls silent instead.

      “Your niece?” one of the boys says, swallowing hard.

      “Yes. Now are you going to step aside, or am I going to have to get…perturbed?”

      “No sir,” says the tall boy. “You don’t need to get perturbed. We were just messing around, see? It’s a joke.”

      “I’m not laughing,” Axul rumbles.

      The boys disperse, and the plucky girl turns to him.

      “Hey, thanks mister,” she says.

      “You are most welcome. If you wish to brave this dangerous game then it is your right to challenge yourself.”

      “Word,” she says, and walks toward the now clear path to the park. I notice there’s black marker writing on the bottom of her board. E. Steamer. Good luck, Steamer. I hope someday you’re a famous skater.

      “That was very sweet of you, Axul,” I said. “That’s twice now that you’ve stood up to bullies.”

      Axul shrugs as if it is perfectly normal. I decide I really don’t want this date to end.

      “Axul,” I say. “Would you take me dancing?”

      His brows rise, and a slight smile stretches his lips.

      “Indubitably,” he replies.
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      As we walk arm in arm across the street toward the teeming night club, I gaze up at the sign with a dubious expression marring my face.

      “I am not terribly encouraged by the name,” I growl.

      “Scandals?” Linda chuckles and tugs my hand until I start moving again. “Don’t take it too seriously.”

      “What sort of scandals? Do they serve bad food? Do people fall through the dance floor?”

      “Are you messing with me, or are you seriously concerned?” Linda asks, arching a brow.

      “Yes,” I reply with a grin. We both laugh, reminding me of how lovely she is when she smiles.

      We join the patrons lined up outside the door. I am a bit concerned since it appears to not be moving at all. Indeed, a woman turns toward us and shakes her head sadly.

      “I don’t think we’re getting in tonight,” she says. “We’ve been waiting over an hour and we’ve moved like ten feet.”

      “Oh no,” Linda says, pouting. “My friend here is from out of town—like way, way out of town—and I really wanted to show him the inside.”

      “Well, unless you’re a celebrity I don’t think it’s going to happen for you,” she says. “Sorry.”

      Celebrity, eh? I look over at Linda and grin.

      “Tell me, who is the most famous celebrity here in San Francisco?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure,” she says. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just guess. Indulge me, please. “

      “Okay,” she says with a shrug. “I think probably Joe Montana? Quarterback for the 49ers?”

      “Do you have a picture?”

      “No, but—here,” she says, getting out of line since we’re probably not getting in anyway. Linda leads me down the street to a blue newspaper vending machine. She jams two quarters into it and opens the door, extracting one of the primitive media. Linda folds it open to the sports section and points at a photo of a grinning human male. Huh. A bit scrawny, but I can manage.”

      “Please wait here for a moment,” I say, moving into an alley behind the club.

      “Uh, okay?” she says. “I’m still not sure what you’re doing, though.”

      “All will become clear shortly. Bide.”

      I leave her for a moment, go behind a dumpster and scan the photo of Montana into my commpad. Then I wirelessly transmit it to  my holo disguise, and just like that I’m wearing his face. It’s not a perfect disguise—I’m nearly a foot taller than he, but I think it will work.

      When I come out into the street, Linda’s face crinkles with confusion until she notices Joe Montana is wearing the same clothing I was. Then she bursts into laughter.

      “This might actually work,” she says. “Come on. We’re skipping to the front of the line.”

      We approach the velvet ropes, and the rotund bouncer takes off his sunglasses and gawks.

      “Holy shit, it’s Joe Cool himself!” The man hastily moves the velvet rope aside. “Come right in, Mr. Montana. Are we going to win the Bowl this  year or what?”

      “Of course we’re going to win,” I say with a grin as we pass by the stunned patrons. “The fields will run red with the blood of our enemies.”

      “Wow, intense,” the bouncer says. “Enjoy the club, Bird Legs.”

      “Bird Legs?” I roar, turning on him. How dare he? My mighty thews are twice the size of his own, and pure muscle to boot.

      “It’s okay,” Linda says, tugging on my hand. “He’s just using your nickname, right JOE?”

      “Of course,” I say, trying to smile though I still want to throttle the man. We enter the club, enveloped by the pounding, thudding bass. I gape about, seeing many strange looking creatures with colorful patterns on their skin, and glowing attire.

      “I thought you didn’t have aliens walking around publicly on this planet,” I say.

      “What?” Linda peers in the same direction, and laughs. “No, they’re not aliens. They’re just New Wave. It’s—it’s totally radical.”

      She has to stand on her tiptoes and scream in my ear to be heard. We move to the bar and order drinks. I get two beers for myself, while she nurses a cosmopolitan, some fruity concoction.

      When I’m on my third beer, and we’re trying to speak at one of the tables without much success, I finally mention her lack of alcohol consumption.

      “Why are you holding back?” I ask in her ear. “I have plenty of money.”

      “It’s not that,” she says in the same fashion. “I just…”

      She leans back in her seat and grows quiet, her cheeks shining.

      “Just what?”

      “I don’t trust myself to get drunk around you, Axul,” she says with a laugh.

      I’m taken aback by her comment. She doesn’t trust herself? The meaning slowly dawns on me, and I can’t keep an eager grin off my borrowed face.

      “Would you like to dance with Joe Montana, famous nickelback?” I ask, offering my hand.

      “It’s quarterback, and yes, I’d love to.”

      I take her hand and we head to the dance floor. You may have heard that Vakutans don’t dance. This is a misnomer. We simply don’t dance in front of each other. It’s a cultural thing. But here on Earth, I feel as if I can let loose a little. None of my brethren are around to mock my gaiety.

      The music is so loud, I can’t even make out the words or even a melody. All I can hear, feel, is the throbbing heavy bass and percussion. But I don’t mind, not with the way that Linda swivels her generous hips.

      Vakutan agility is superior to humans, by a good measure. I surprise Linda by being able to match her step for step. Her eyes widen, ruby red lips opening up wide in an expressive smile as we move in step.

      She comes in very close, pressing her body against my own before dropping into a crouch. Her hair brushes over my crotch, and my traitorous little warrior decides that’s its cue to engorge itself on blood.

      Linda’s sweet sweaty scent, her soft vermillion eyes, her blatantly sexual gyrations all have me in a state of supreme arousal. Suddenly I don’t care about Count Vasper, or the opinions of my crew mates, or even about the Grolgath and the Centuries War.

      All I care to focus on right now is the beautiful creature before me, against me, sashing in circles around my body. When she spins about in a tight circle, her skirt flies up enough that I can see her transparent undergarment. As if I needed more fuel for my mating urge tanks. Already I’m swelling with seed, engorged with blood, my member straining against the human trousers.

      The music slows, and the dance floor ceases to be a field of rapidly gyrating patrons. Like fine particles in zero gravity, men and women—and sometimes men and men, or women and women—cluster together, pressing their bodies close.

      Linda swivels about and presses her back into me. My arm ensnares her waist, holding her tightly. I can feel her heartbeat through the big vein which snakes through her belly, smell the musky scent of her growing arousal. I know she can feel my rod pressing through the thin layer of garments separating it from her plump, delicious bottom. She’s not repulsed, however. If anything, she seems intent upon grinding herself upon it.

      She turns about, placing her hands on  my chest as my own grasp her waist. Our eyes meet, and I’m lost in the perfect verdant green of her eyes. I could fall into those eyes and never climb back out. Her red ruby lips, so plump and full, seem to beg for my attention. In spite of myself, in spite of my vows to keep things platonic between us, in spite of our crucial mission, I find myself inexorably drawn to her lips, like metal to a magnet.

      Linda lifts her chin eagerly to accept my kiss. Her mouth is warm, soft, delectable. I probe her with my tongue, lashing it against her own before I encompass her lower lip inside both of my own and give just the lightest nibble.

      She puts those lovely lips next to my ear and says; “Can we go to the lounge next door? It’s really loud and crowded in here tonight.”

      “Certainly,” I reply. We move off the dance floor, then out into the street. A bunch of humans cheer, and I remember that I’m wearing the nickleback’s face still.

      On our way across the street, I switch back to my normal human disguise when we’re out of sight behind a bus. We enter the lounge, a blue and green and yellow monstrosity of carpet waiting to greet us. How revolting. Who thought puke and snot colors were a good aesthetic?

      We settle at a table, and I look at the menu.

      “There’s no booze on here,” I lament.

      “Yeah, it’s a smart drink bar.”

      “Smart drink?”

      “Instead of getting you drunk and stupid, it makes you think better.”

      “Hmph. If you ask me, twenty dollars for a drink isn’t very smart.”

      She laughs, then sighs, looking up at me with those gorgeous eyes.

      “I’m having a really great time tonight, Axul. Thank you.”

      “I am having fun as well.” I lick my lips nervously before speaking. “I want to say something, but I don’t know if it’s appropriate.”

      “Hmm. I think I might be in the mood for something inappropriate,” she says, biting her lower lip. “Go ahead, hit me with your best shot. Fire away.”

      I lean over the table and whisper in her ear.

      “I want to ravish every inch of your supple human body.”

      Linda gasps, her cheeks shining again. She nods, flashing her gaze to me and back to the table.

      “Then maybe you should take me home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twelve

          

          

      

    

    







            Linda

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive back to Axul’s home in the valley is filled with sultry glances, smiles, and giddy laughter. I enjoy the way Axul looks at my bare thighs, his eyes filled with speculation at what lies beneath my skirt.

      When we danced together at Scandals, I could feel his engorged member straining to reach me through his pants. That had been a red flag that we were moving down a path from which there would be no return. Sex changes everything, so they say. But will it change things for us for the better, or for the worse? I’m not certain. I am certain that I’m going to climb all over this red tree when we get back to his place.

      As soon as we turn onto his street, my excitement reaches new peaks. I’m one step removed from panting, as giddy and excited as a child about to reach the top of a Ferris wheel. I can tell that Axul feels it too, a deep un abiding desire to feel each other skin to skin.

      We roll up to a stop in front of his home, and he quickly exits and rushes around the front of the car to open up my door.

      “Thanks,” I say, unable to meet his gaze. Why am I shivering like I’ve never even been kissed before? To quote the great philosopher of our time, Madonna, I feel like a virgin. He holds my hand all the way up the walk, then releases it to unlock his front door.

      “You’re learning, I see.” I grin as he shoots me an incredulous glance.

      “Perhaps,” he says. Axul opens the door and gestures broadly for me to go inside. As soon as my heels clunk onto the tasteful hardwood floors, I know that I’ve passed the point of no return. I couldn’t convince myself to leave if I tried.

      Axul steps inside, and reaches for me, but I place a hand on his chest.

      “Hold on for a second,” I say, gazing up at him with open faced desire. “Can you turn off the hologram?”

      Axul flinches as if he hadn’t expected me to say that. Then he grins, and reaches behind his ear. His image flickers, then becomes the now familiar sight of red scales, ridges, and sharp teeth. Actually, his appearance isn’t nearly as disheartening as it was when I first saw him. Quite the opposite.

      “Is this better?” he rumbles. I nod, and let him come in and kiss me. His big, meaty palm grabs the small of my back, pulling me tightly to his body. Axul’s rod presses tightly against me, and I think I can even feel the throb of a big pulsing vein on its surface. Suddenly, I wanted him inside of me more than anything.

      We moved through the living room toward the stairs, lost in a swirl of molten embraces and sharp cries of passion. Axul’s hand moves a few inches down, to where his little finger is just brushing the slope of my ass. I let out a nice, undulating moan to let him know I approve of where he is going.

      The hand slips down further as Axul kisses me, clutching at my rear and prying my cheeks apart beneath the skirt. His other hand snakes up and suddenly, tightly grabs my curly mane near the scalp. I gasp as he pulls my head back by the hair, not bothered at all by the minor pain. I’m bothered even less when I feel his lips on my neck.

      His lips leave intense kisses along my sensitive flesh, before I feel the sharpness of his teeth. I groan, not wanting to stop him but worried about visible hickeys. Oh well, I can always wear a scarf to work tomorrow…

      Axul releases his hold on my hair, crouching down and mashing his face between my breasts. I grab the back of his ridged head and press his face into them, moaning like a porn starlet. Tracy Lords, eat your heart out. His teeth snare my top button before tearing it off.

      My outfit is torn, ruined, but I don’t care. I don’t want him to stop, not for an instant.

      Axul snaps his face to the side, ripping the blouse wide open. My breasts spill out, quivering like full bowls of jelly. When his lips touch my bare skin, it’s like fireworks exploding in  my brain. A deep, heavy pang throbs through my nether region. I don’t just want him inside of me, I ache for it.

      He suckles on each of my nipples in term, then carefully kisses both. His golden eyes meet my gaze with a smoldering flame, then they close as he rains kisses down my now exposed belly. Axul continues down, and I wind up sitting on the steps.

      Axul grabs the hem of my skirt, his gaze flicking up to my own for a moment.

      “You are mine,” he growls in an intense rumble. I cry out, almost reaching climax just from that declaration. His clawed hands slide up my legs on the outside of my thighs, moving up under the skirt.

      He peels the waistband of my panties, prying them down over my legs. I assist in their removal by drawing my feet out of the leg holes. Then Axul flips the skirt up and stares brazenly between my legs. Struck by a sudden embarrassed modesty, I try to close my thighs but he firmly grips them and shoves them back apart.

      “Do not impede my vision,” he growls. “I said you belong to me. You do want to be mine, don’t you Linda?”

      “Yes, Axul,” I gasp. “I want it so bad.”

      “Then let me look at you.” He moves his gaze in close, head between my thighs. His fingers move over the strip of downy brown pubic hair, moving inexorably toward the joy department. My head flies back, mouth dropping open as he slowly but firmly spreads my labia wide open.

      “You are warm and slippery for me,” he growls. Axul’s nostrils flare, and he inhales deeply of my scent. My face burns with shame. He has to know how turned on I am right now. Sorry, Kim Basinger, I don’t need nine and a half weeks to turn into a wanton woman. “It is so pink on the inside. Pink like a sunset.”

      Axul takes my ankle firmly, then flings my leg over his shoulder. He does so with the other, and I lean back on the steps, thinking he’s about to devour me. I turn out to be right, but not quite in the way I imagined.

      With a swift but careful surge of strength, he lifts me up off the steps so that my legs are straddling his shoulders, which of course buries his face in my snatch. I feel so light, feminine, and helpless in his grasp, yet I know he won’t hurt me. At least, not too much…

      Axul turns us about and plants my back softly against the wall. I grab onto the back of his head and hang on for dear life as his lips suckle and caress my pussy. He makes lots of sexy grunts and growls, a beast intent upon devouring every inch of my body and soul.

      I’ve had guys go down on me before, but only after I’d done the deed first, and only after lots of begging and wheedling. Even then they didn’t do a very good job. Either they had no clue where the clitoris was or they went after it too soon. Not so with Axul. I realize that he’s no stranger to female bodies as he slowly works me into a frenzy with just his mouth.

      But then I feel something new, the flick of his warm, thick tongue against my snatch. My eyes go wide when that flexible, long tongue worms its way into my pink love tunnel, sliding and slithering and stretching its way and opening me up even wider. I’m leaking all over him now, my juices glazing his face and head with a glistening sheen.

      His tongue probes all the way in and flicks into my g spot. Stars explode before my eyes, my legs kick involuntarily, and if not for his grip on my thighs I would surely topple to the floor in a puddle of feminine desire. He finally pushes me over the edge of climax, and my piercing scream is payback aplenty for my neighbor’s loud music.

      Axul continues to lap between my legs, now using his upper lip to stimulate my clitoris. His teeth slide along, hard enough that I can feel their sharpness but not so much as to cause pain. This monster, this alien brute has me in his jaws and won’t let go. And I’m loving every single moment.

      I scream out another orgasm, my hands knocking down a framed picture of a waterfall from a previous tenant. It hits the floor, glass shattering, but neither of us pay the least bit of mind.

      Axul gently sets me down, but my legs are rubber and won’t hold my weight. He catches me in his arms, cradling me to his chest, and then carries me up the steps to the second floor.

      What will he do to me once he has me in his clutches in the bedroom? It’s not up to me, not any more. We both boarded this roller coaster willingly. There’s nothing for me to do but hold on and enjoy the ride. And oh, what a ride.

      Axul kicks open the door to his bedroom, then throws me onto the mattress. He climbs on top of me immediately, pinning me beneath his bulk.

      “Oh, I’ve been captured by an alien warrior,” I lament. “Whatever is he going to do to me?’

      He leans in close and growls; “Stuff you full of hard cock.”

      I groan as he rips m y skirt in half, peeling it away from my body. Axul owns me, completely, and I’m surprisingly okay with that.

      And he’s just getting started.
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      This woman is my fated mate.

      There is no doubt.

      I keep my gaze locked firmly on Linda as I drag my trousers down over my thighs, past my knees, and all the way to the floor. My member strains at the silk undergarment, threatening to burst right out. Linda grins, peering at my enlarged cock.

      “Looks like someone got a little excited,” she says coyly, gesturing to the leaking tip.

      “Yes, it is excited.” I grab my crotch as I step out of my pants. “It’s hungry for your warm, wet little pussy.”

      Linda lets out a little titter of pleasure, rising to a sitting position, then to her knees. She’s the vision of feminine perfection in that pose, hands on top of her naked thighs, heavy breasts hanging over her belly, green eyes fixed upon my growing bulge with unabashed hunger, unrestrained desire, and unmitigated lust.

      “Do you want to be impaled upon my weapon, little delicacy?” I hiss through clenched teeth.

      “More than anything,” she purrs.

      “Then prove yourself worthy. I have shown you the way.” I jab a finger at my crotch, then cross my arms over my chest and wait. It only takes Linda a few seconds to grasp my meaning. Her eyes narrow halfway, an amused smile creasing her mouth. Linda leans forward on the bed until she’s on her hands and knees like a she quadruped. Then she sensuously crawls, sinuous and sleek like a jungle predator.

      The mattress deforms under her palms as she crawls toward me. I expect her to reach out with her hands and pull down my shorts, but she surprises me in the most pleasant of ways. Linda presses her mouth into my belly, kissing the hard knots of muscle there, following the trail of scales down until she puts her mouth on my member through the silken underwear. I groan, hands going to the footboard to hold myself erect amid a sudden tremor in my spine.

      Linda opens her lips, and delicately bites the waistband of my underwear. She tugs them down incrementally in front, pulling the band down over my massive bulge. My cock springs out and slaps across her face, but she doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, she moans softly.

      Linda moves her head to my left hip and pulls the underwear down there as well. I’m exceedingly smitten by her no hands approach. I should have thought of it, ordered her to do so, but I’m having too  much fun to berate myself over such a minor quibble.

      Then she moves her mouth to the right hip, and does the same. I shake my legs until the underwear falls to the floor around my ankles and step out of them. Linda stares at my throbbing rod, biting her lower lip, eyes half lidded and glazed with desire.

      “This is my first time seeing an alien cock,” she says softly, staring at it from every angle. “You have such little scales on it. And these…magnificent ridges on your crown.”

      “You are pleased?”

      “Very much,” she says, nodding. “Very much indeed.”

      Linda looks up at me, her mouth inches from the tip of my erection. A drop of moisture glimmers on the tip, on the very verge of falling off under its own weight.

      “Axul,” she says in a wheedling little girl voice. “will you slap my face with your cock?”

      “Maybe,” I say with a grin. “If you beg me prettily enough. I might consider it.”

      “Oh, you’re so mean,” she says, pouting.

      I reach down and grab a handful of her curly hair. She gasps as I pull her head back.

      “Yes,” I say. “I am mean. I am brutal. I am Vakutan. Now beg.”

      Linda moans, filling the air with her voice, and her musky scent of arousal. She pouts up at me, then clasps her hands together in front of her.

      “Please, Axul,” she says. “Please slap my face with your big, rock hard red cock.”

      “Very well,” I say in a low growl. “Since you asked so prettily…”

      I grab my shaft an inch above my sack, then swing it against her face in a firm but painless slap. Linda gasps, eyes fluttering closed as I do it again, and again. She opens her mouth wide, hot breath blowing across my sensitive skin, attempting to get it around my crown. But I keep pulling it tantalizingly out of reach.

      “If you want my weapon in your mouth, then you know what to do.”

      “Axul!” she says, the note of recrimination in her tone belied by the eager, hungry look in her eyes. “Are you really going to make me beg you again?”

      “What do you think?” I ask.

      She pouts, but then her lips spread in a smile.

      “Oh please Axul,” she says, kissing the top of my rod. “Please let me suck your cock. I’ll be such a good girl if you just let me suck it.”

      I suddenly grab her by the curly brown mane, drawing her head back and meeting her gaze.

      “Will you drink my seed?”

      “Yes,” she says, nodding as much as she can with my hand immobilizing her head. “Yes, I will. Every last drop.”

      I grin down at this magnificent creature, this overlooked gem of San Francisco. Those fools at the CERN headquarters were fools to demean her. Or perhaps, they knew they were unworthy of her attention, and sought to bring her down out of spite. No matter. I am capable of giving her the appreciation she so richly deserves.

      Leaning down, I bend my neck and take command of her sweet, plump red lips. She moans into my mouth, relaxing in my firm grasp, letting me take charge and control of her body. And I use that control to make her feel exquisite pleasure, invading her mouth with my tongue, worshipping her lips as if I were making love to them.

      Then I yank her head away, and force her toward my rod. Eagerly, Linda opens her mouth wide, then pauses, laughing with one hand seized upon the middle of my shaft. Her fingers barely reach around.

      “It’s so big! I can barely get my mouth around it,” she says.

      “I have the utmost confidence in your ability to achieve wanton and sluttish goals,” I growl.

      “Oh god,” she says, eyes fluttering closed. Her hand increases pressure on my throbbing erection. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”

      “Is that so?” I narrow my gaze and growl. “Then get your dirty little whore mouth on my cock, and don’t let it go until you’ve tasted the spoils of your ambition.”

      Linda moans, then opens her mouth wide and slips the head of my rod inside. Her tongue slides, slippery and warm and determined, on the underside of my crown. My mouth flies open in spite of myself, and a low groan erupts from  my throat. Her gaze flickers up to mine, meeting it spark for spark.

      She makes little cooing sounds as she takes more of me inside of her. My ridged crown disappears inside her lips, then she takes another inch, and another. I’m shocked to find that she takes most of the length until I hit the back of her throat.

      Linda gags, pulling off of me for a moment, but quickly returning to her efforts. She pumps her head back and forth, driving her mouth across my cock. I grab the back of her head and take control, fucking her sweet lips and invading her throat with my throbbing, veined meat.

      She relaxes, accepting the throat fuck like the good little wanton creature she is. Linda runs her tongue all about my member on each thrust, until my eyes water and I can stand it no longer. I holler loud enough to make the windows rattle as I release a huge, sticky load into her mouth. Linda chokes, sputters, but does not take my rod out of her mouth. Her eyes are filled with tears, but also ecstasy as she noisily swallows the fruits of her labor. Then she pulls my rod out of her mouth, a line of clear sticky secretions linking lips to cock until tension makes it split. Most of the seed splats against her chin and chest, decorating her with my spunk.

      “Lick it clean,” I command. Linda eagerly goes to work, lapping her tongue all about my semi flaccid member. With her enthusiastic efforts, I grow hard as a rock quickly enough.

      “Enough,” I growl, taking her by the hair and shoving her back onto the bed. Linda gasps as I clutch her sleek thighs and throw them widely apart. Scooting on to the bed on my knees, I grip my shaft and use it to slap her swollen, wide open and glistening pussy lips.

      “Oh God,” she groans. “Give it to me, Axul. Give it to me now.”

      “Give what to you?” I ask with exaggerated innocence.

      “Oh you’re such an asshole,” she says in a strained voice. “Give me your cock.”

      “I am giving it to you, see?” I slap the crown across her clitoris, and she writhes about as if struck by electric current.

      “No, not like that…” she gasps even as her eyes flutter closed.

      “Look at me, Linda,” I command. Her green eyes open, and I stare into them intently. “Beg for it.”

      “Please, Axul, stuff my pussy with your big, scaly cock,” she gasps. “I can’t stand it any longer, please, please.”

      The plaintive desperation in her tone echoes that in my own head. I can’t deny her any longer. But more so, I find it utterly impossible to deny myself for one more nanosecond. I use my fingers to spread her quivering, engorged labia wide open, revealing the exquisite pinkness inside.

      Then I slide my rod into her for the first time. Linda opens her mouth wide, hissing out a breathless scream before her chest heaves, lungs inflating with air.

      When I start thrusting, driving my body into her own with hard, wet slaps, she lets out a piercing, undulating cry of passion which rivals my own earlier outburst in both volume and intensity. Linda wraps her legs around the small of my back, crossing her ankles—just barely—and clings to me like a swimmer in a storm tossed ocean.

      Our bodies move in concert, seeking the ultimate pleasure. I rock into her, the headboard cracking rhythmically against the wall with such impetus plaster cracks and pictures fall off the wall.

      Linda writhes about, her wild, flailing arm knocking a lamp onto the floor, which shatters with a crash. I don’t care, all I can feel, think, and know is how sweet and tight her little oily love tunnel is, and how much I enjoy thoroughly, completely violating it.

      “Oh god, I’m coming,” she screams “I’m coming.”

      I throw my head back and groan as I release my seed deep inside of her. We roll about on the bed, cracking slats, dislodging sheets, and creating enough noise that the wishful music star next door has to hear it over his thumping music.

      Then we collapse together, me still buried deep inside of her, and lay there panting as our sweat cools. Our eyes meet, and even though neither of us deigns to speak, volumes are communicated.

      It was special, magical for us both. I only hope that it doesn’t lead to my doom as it did for my ancestor Count Vasper.
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      As Axul and I lay there, sweat mingling, limbs still entangled, hearts racing a mile a minute, our next door neighbor has apparently taken note of our loud and passionate encounter.

      He thumps hard on the wall adjoining our two halves of the duplex, a muffled voice demanding we stop ‘filming a porno’ so he can concentrate on his musical efforts.

      Axul growls low in his throat, lifting his sweat and pussy  juice glazed ridged face from my hair to glare at the wall.

      “What an impetuous little shit,” he sneers. “Entitled, obnoxious scrawny little puissant.”

      “Tell me how you really feel,” I say with a chuckle. “Never mind him right now. Just hold me.”

      He wraps those massive boa constrictors around me, and I feel safe and warm and….loved? Have I ever really been in love? How would I know it if I felt it? Is this what it is, or at least the beginning?

      “Axul, that was amazing,” I say with a helpless giggle. “I’ve never just…I’ve never just…”

      “Never what?” He asks softly, using his thick finger to brush a curly lock out of my eyes.

      “Never been able to just let go like that. Just be myself, just allow myself to feel everything without a shred or trace of guilt.”

      Axul arches a ridged brow, tilting his head to the side like a confused dog.

      “Guilt?” he says. “Why in the name of the ancestors would you feel guilt about desiring or experiencing pleasure?”

      I sigh, and put a hand on his cheek.

      “Oh Axul, you’re so worldly in many ways, yet at the same time you’ve got this naïve innocence about the true  nature of what it means to be a woman in the 90s.”

      “Explain,” he says, drawing away and laying on his back. I snuggle up to his side, laying my thigh across his legs and caressing his chiseled scaled pecs with my fingers.

      “Well…women, historically speaking, haven’t been treated very well for admitting to enjoying sex.”

      “Preposterous,” he snorts. “Just how backward is your planet?”

      I laugh helplessly, then sigh and snuggle up a little closer.

      “In this regard, pretty fucking backward.”

      “It’s difficult for me to fathom. Isn’t the whole point of lovemaking to give each other exquisite pleasure, to draw two hearts, two minds, two bodies, and two souls together for all eternity?”

      Fuck. That’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard, and it came from the shark toothed maw of a seven foot tall red scaled alien.

      “That’s really sweet, Axul, but humans in this time period aren’t as enlightened as all that, I’m afraid.” I sigh. “In fact, at one time women were punished for feeling pleasure during sex.”

      “Ludicrous,” he growls.

      “I agree completely. They believed that if a woman had too much fun during sex…"

      “You mean, if she experienced climaxes.”

      “Yes, that is what I was getting at,” I say with an arched brow. “Can I finish?”

      “Of course, my apologies.”

      “Where was I?”

      “Women coming from sex.”

      “Oh, yes. Well, it was thought that if we orgasmed, then any potential children would be stillborn, or suffer birth defects.”

      Axul turns his gaze sharply on me, nostrils flaring.

      “That’s the most ridiculous, unscientific bunch of stark raving madness I’ve yet encountered,” he sputtered. “What possible basis in reality could they set that opinion upon?”

      “It doesn’t have to be real for people to believe it, unfortunately,” I say with a deep sigh. “It gets worse. Some societies even mutilated the genitals of their women for fear they might cheat on their husbands—er, mates.”

      Axul’s golden eyes swim with equal parts rage and confusion.

      “I do not understand. Sometimes women have their body parts enhanced with cyberware or genetic engineering to be more sensitive, or larger, but to mutilate themselves? How would it even be done?”

      In response, I lift my leg off his body, spread my pussy lips, and pinch my clit.

      “Snip snip,” I say, making a cutting gesture with my other hand.

      “How monstrous.” He growls. “By my ancestors, such madness makes me believe I’ve fallen into the Abyssal Plains to suffer eternal torment among those who showed cowardice in the face of death.”

      “I take it that’s your definition of Hell,” I say wryly. “And I have to agree. And it’s not like sex is the only arena in which women are oppressed. I mean, we didn’t even get the right to vote until early this century.”

      He frowns, ridged brow furrowing with confusion.

      “Vote for what?” he asks.

      “Uh, Vote, you know. Like in an election.”

      His eyes widen. “I see. Some sapient races still use that method to determine their leaders, including humanity in the future.”

      “But your people don’t?”

      He shakes his massive head.

      “No. On our planet, our elders select those who will lead based on their wisdom and ability to put others before themselves. In the greater Trident Alliance, the leaders are elected by the people.”

      “But the Vakutan people don’t choose their leaders?” I ask. “They have elders decide for them.”

      “Elders who served in the military, yes,” he answers.

      I gasp, the sweat on my body suddenly cold.

      “You mean…it’s a military dictatorship?”

      “Not at all,” he says quickly. “It’s not like that one bit, in fact. We have no despots, just committed military minds seeking to protect and expand our borders, and fight back the dark hordes of the Coalition.”

      “Well, that sounds like a military dictatorship to me.”

      “It’s not, though. I do not deny that some go without enough to eat, and there isn’t always enough strength in our military to protect everyone, but by and large the Alliance takes care of its citizens. And the Vakutan are citizens.”

      “Yes, but those citizens have no say in how things are being run on their own world, though.”

      Axul snorts.

      “Nothing bad would ever happen by our leaders when the Alliance protects all its citizens regardless of their local native leaders.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that you come from a race where people don’t have a say in who leads them. I’m not talking about the far off Alliance. But the person who runs their planet.”

      “Well, they are free to join the military and work their way up the ranks until they become leaders.”

      “What if they’re crippled by disease or war?” she asks. “What if they can’t fight? Or don’t want to? What happens then?”

      I can tell he’s never thought of this before. Axul’s eyes grow distant as he ponders my words.

      “I suppose…it is not a very fair system for those types of people,” he admits.

      “Ha, gotcha.” I kiss his cheek and snuggle up again. “It’s not fair for women, either. You know I make about a third less than men with less education than I do at work?”

      “Obscene,” he sputters. “Those moronic cretins don’t deserve any such thing.”

      “On that, we are in complete agreement, tall red and handsome,” I say, rubbing my hand over his barrel chest. My fingers seek out the ridges, which seem to correlate to the underlying bone structure. His body is different than mine, but the same. More same than different, maybe. Perhaps we really do have a common alien ancestor.

      “I still can’t fathom why your species would seek to oppress one half of their populace,” he says. “It’s madness. How many genius scientists, or noble warriors have fallen by the wayside simply because they were born female?”

      “It sounds like humanity could learn a lot from the Vakutan,” I say with a sigh.

      “Yes,” he rumbles, smiling softly as he caresses my hair. “And we could learn a great deal from you.”

      A knock comes at the downstairs door. Grumbling, I curse and slide out of bed, putting on an old t-shirt and sweats.

      “What the fuck is it now?” I sputter. “I’m snuggling with my boy—with a really sweet guy.”

      Axul slides out of bed, the springs creaking. I notice how badly damaged my bed is, and can’t help but feel a giddy rush in my belly. I’ve always fantasized about screwing so hard I broke a bed.

      “Who do you think it is?” he asks, putting on his underwear and nothing else.

      “Probably my neighbor. We’re going to get an earful.” I turn to him and frown. “Put on some clothes, or at least activate your image inducer.”

      “Very well,” he says, reaching behind his pointed ear and pressing something I cannot see. His red scales are overlaid with his human guise, though I can still recognize Axul’s features. “Now, let us go and see what your noisy little neighbor wants with us.”

      I grin, then pad down the steps to the ground floor. When I open the door, I’m not surprised to find Mr. van Winkle standing there in a puffy coat and his distinct, pompadour style bicolored hair, with the sides shaved neatly.

      “Yo, what’s up with all the racket, homes?” He spreads his arms out wide. “I’m trying to create lyrical genius over here, and I can’t do that if y'all be moaning and banging and thumping on my wall. Word.”

      “I find it hard to believe that you could hear anything over how loud you have your music almost twenty four seven,” I snap. “If you’re so concerned, call the landlord. I’m sure he’ll be very receptive to your complaint.”

      He notices the sarcasm in my tone and puffs up his chest.

      “Yo, I’m from the streets. Word to your mother. Don’t make me bust a cap in your sorry ass.”

      “Excuse me?” I blurt, but suddenly Axul squeezes past me and steps onto the porch. Van Winkle’s eyes go up…and up….and up, widening all the way until he gapes in open mouthed astonishment at Axul.”

      “So, you’re from the streets, are you?” He growls. “Which one? Sesame Street?”

      “Yo, man, don’t be fronting on me,” Van Winkle says, though he takes a reflexive step backward.

      “Fronting on you? My little, little, little friend, I’m not certain what language you speak, but it certainly isn’t English. I’ve got a suggestion for you, a little bit of friendly advice. A little bit.”

      Axul swells up to his full size, looming over the pompadour wearing white rapper.

      “Why don’t  you go back to your side, turn your damn music down to a reasonable level, then live your pathetic little life without bothering either of us ever, ever again?”

      Axul bellowed the whole thing right into his throat, gobs of spittle slapping Van Winkle in the face. His pompadour seems limp and speckled with flecks of foam now. My nose wrinkles in disgust. What is that smell?

      I look down at the growing stain on his crotch and cover my mouth with my hand to hide my laugh. Axul gives him no such courtesy. The big Vakutan tilts his head back and guffaws with great zeal.

      “You are lucky you have amused me so greatly. Now go, before I lose my temper and throw you over the rail.”

      Van Winkle points a trembling finger at Axul and speaks in an equally trembling voice.

      “T-today’s your lucky day, punk. Word to your mother. You’ll be sorry you messed with me when you see Vanilla Ice run the Billboard charts, punk.”

      Axul turns to me and smiles..

      “If there’s a problem, you know I’ll solve it,” he says smugly..

      Van Winkle pauses in mid hop over the rail, the wheels of his mind turning. I don’t know what it is about what Axul just said, but he seems to be discombobulated by it.

      Like he’s discovered a new line. Or a classic hook.

      Who knows. It’s not like he’s going to make a record or anything.

      Van Winkle beats a hasty retreat while Axul and I share a smile. Two years of that bullshit pounding bass, and Axul straightens that little bastard out with one visit.

      I couldn’t ask for a more perfect alien boyfriend.
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      With great reluctance, I extract my commpad and activate the built in holo emitter while Linda naps upstairs. It’s time for my scheduled check in with Captain Pyke.

      The light matrix speeds up, casting wild shadows all over the walls until it coalesces into the green globular field, vaguely translucent, which represents a static holo emitter awaiting a signal.

      “Axul reporting in, as scheduled. Repeat, Axul reporting for scheduled meeting.”

      The green sphere flickers, replaced with Captain Pyke’s ridged face. Behind him the lights of our monitoring center flash on and off. Cobbled together with Earth tech of this era, it’s a crude system which relies upon satellites—orbital satellites, can  you believe they’re so primitive?—to get the same job done that one scanning array on the cheapest grade star ship could accomplish in half the time.

      “This is Pyke. How does your mission?”

      “Very well, sir. Bringing the woman into the fold has borne fruit already. She has helped me learn when Berners-Lee will make his visit to Cern.”

      “That is excellent work, Axul. We have agents at work in Germany protecting him over there. You’ll take over once he gets stateside.”

      “Yes, Sir. I will guard him with my life.”

      “You’d better. It’s the proper flow of history that’s at stake here,” Pyke says. His gaze narrows. “Speaking of which; where are you broadcasting this message from?”

      “Ah, her home, sir,” I say. “It was a more convenient location based on our uh, trajectory, not to mention, uh, vector.”

      “Vector? Trajectory? What in the hell are you talking about?” Captain Pyke sputters. “Axul, you are a fine warrior, one of the best Vakutan our race has ever produced.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I say, puffing my chest out.

      “But, ancestors forgive me, sometimes it seems as if you have a million credit body and a five credit brain,” Captain Pyke says. “I know you’re trying your best, but this type of mission requires both subtlety and discipline. And quite frankly, you’re disappointing me on both accounts.”

      I hang my shoulders, knowing it to be true.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I say. “As  you had mentioned, I’m a warrior, not a spy. My specialty is bringing the pain, not skulking around and protecting puny humans and protecting history. It should have been a PI’rell ship which was placed in this situation. Or an Alzhon. Their tech wizards would probably have whipped together a machine to get home by now.”

      “Well, it’s not one of our allied races who wound up hurtled back in time to this backwards era on Earth,” Pyke says. “It was us. We’re here, we can’t get home, but we still have a duty to perform. We all swore an oath to protect the Alliance, and its allies. We can’t go back on that oath. Remember that, Axul. Keep your oath.”

      “Yes, Sir,’ I say.

      “You’re not fraternizing with the woman, are you?” he says suddenly, eyes becoming golden slits.

      “What?” I blurt. “Uh, define fraternizing, sir,”

      “You know damn well what I mean by fraternizing Axul. Don’t be obtuse.” He heaves a heavy sigh. “Look, I know these Earth women can be appealing, with their loose and sluttish ways and dress.”

      “Sir, that’s not fair,” I say, but he continues on as if I hadn’t spoken.

      “And their primitive little minds can’t comprehend our type of high level conversation, so I’m sure you just charmed your way right into her trousers, didn’t you?”

      “Sir…” I heave a heavy sigh, looking at the floor. “I didn’t…”

      My heart thudded in my chest. I had been found out, and by my Captain no less. Words could not express how ashamed I was of myself.

      “Axul,” Pyke said softly. “Look at me. I know you can’t meet my eyes and lie.”

      Reluctantly, I lifted my gaze to his.

      “Did you sleep with the Earth woman?”

      “Yes,” I say sadly. “I’m sorry, Captain. I failed you.”

      “Damn it all, Axul,” Pyke said, slapping a hand over his eyes. “Can’t you comprehend the gravity of what  you’ve done? We only know broad generalizations about Earth history, with the exception of our sports almanac. This Earth woman, this Arlinda Burton might be the mother of a child who changes the world. Changes their world, and therefore our future. The one we’re fighting for.”

      That had never occurred to me. What if I had already ruined everything, and we were just going through the motions?

      “I can see it’s sinking through the first few thick layers of your skull,” Captain Pyke said, nodding his ridged head. “Hopefully we will have full comprehension soon. What if she gets pregnant? How do you think having a half Vakutan hybrid child running around will affect their development, huh?”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I said. “I was selfish, sir,”

      “Damn right you were, Axul,” Pyke says with a heavy sigh. “And your selfishness will hurt many more than you realize, but none so much as yourself.”

      “Me, sir,” I said. “Why would I be the one to be more affected by a change in history?”

      “Axul, the woman knows too much. I’m sorry, but after this affair is concluded, after Tim Berners Lee launches the World Wide Web successfully, then Arlinda Burton’s memory must be erased.”

      “No.” I shake my head, my blood freezing in my veins. Suddenly I feel as if I wish to vomit. “We can’t do that. We can’t just screw with her like that.”

      “We have to. Arlinda Burton has the technological skills to spread the knowledge of our kind all over the world.”

      “They wouldn’t believe her,” I sputter. “But the point is moot, sir. Linda would never do that. I trust her.”

      “Because she slept with you?” Pyke scoffs. “How many spies have been in this exact situation, Axul? Didn’t you cover this in espionage training?”

      “I had two weeks of espionage training on Felora IV, sir, and  you know it. I am in over my  head, I got personally involved, and I’m sorry. But punish me. Don’t punish her.”

      “She won’t be punished. Only her memories of your nature will be affected. She’ll believe you were a government agent the whole time. Of course, we’ll have to erase her memories of your little romance.”

      “Sir,” I say with a sigh. “That’s just torture.”

      “Yes, for you. Not for her. She won’t remember to be sad.” Pyke shrugs. “Buck up, Axul. This is the damage you have wrought upon yourself. Your heart will break, but you will survive. The girl will go on believing she helped a government agent, get married and create whatever offspring history said she would. Life will go on, as will our overall mission.”

      “You are right, sir,” I say. “This entire situation is my fault. It is only right that I suffer to atone for it.”

      “That’s the spirit. Keep me apprised of any changes. Pyke out.”

      I sigh, setting the commpad down and plopping heavily into a chair. It creaks, then splinters under my weight.

      “Fuck,” I growl. “Is everything against me? Every molecule in the galaxy aligned to thwart Axul the Vakutan and give him a hard time? Why can’t I just get my hands around the throats of some enemies? I need to kill something.”

      Yes, that might help. I need to kill something. But then the alarm goes off, and I hear Linda stirring upstairs. I had planned on waking her up moments before her alarm with a cuddle, perhaps a kiss.

      But that was before I learned her entire memory of me, at least all the parts that matter, i.e. her feelings for me, will be erased utterly.

      What’s the point of being close to her now? I would only be doing  myself more damage in the long run. I was a fool. I could never keep her and I knew it from the start, but I just had to pursue this nonsense, didn’t ? Much like Count Vasper, I have sown the seeds of my own downfall.

      Because I realize now that I will never get over Linda.

      I believe that she is my fated mate.

      She is the one who my body was meant to worship.

      She has left an indelible impression on my heart and soul. Is this love? The beginning of love? What does it matter if it’s all going to be torn away?

      Vakutan warriors are encouraged to live in the moment, to think only of the next battle, the next meal, the next sexual conquest. But even so, we have dreams. Aspirations.

      My dream had once been to reach the rank of Captain, much like Pyke has. But since we came back in time, and to this Earth, I have discovered a new dream. A dream born not of my own free will but thrust upon me by destiny.

      For good or ill, Arlinda Burton has been thrust into my life. Now I see that it will be for ill. Or for good, I must remember my mission. The important part is she can help me protect Tim Berners Lee and his World Wide Web project, remember? Do your duty. Honor your vow, Axul.

      The stairs creak, and Linda hops down all bubbly and full of sunshine. She throws her arms around my neck, but I feel no warmth, only bitterness.

      “There’s my pet alien,” she says, kissing the back of my neck, only able to reach it because she remains on the bottom step. “How did you sleep?”

      “I slept fine, Linda,” I say, disentangling myself from her grip. She frowns, but her smile quickly returns.

      “Say, would you like to leave a little early and hit that fancy donut shop on the way to work? Get a cup of joe? I have an ulterior motive, there’s Beanie Babies for sale at their counter and once in a while they get a rare one.”

      “I think I’m not terribly hungry. I think we should just get drive through and get a dozen or so of those McRib sandwiches from The Land of Golden Arches and head to work as normal,” I say stiffly.

      “Is something wrong?” Linda asks.

      “Why would something be wrong?” I say a little defensively.

      “Well, I’ve told you before it’s McDonald’s, and not the Land of Golden Arches. And who eats McRibs?”

      “They are a warrior’s food,” I say. “And I am not angry or upset.”

      “You’re just, really acting upset, like I’ve done something wrong.”

      “You’ve done nothing wrong, Linda. Don’t be obtuse. I’m just worried about the fate of your planet, history, and the Trident Alliance. All other considerations, and I do mean all, are secondary at best.”

      “Uh, okay,” she says, clearly hurt, but I can’t bring myself to comfort her. I feel ashamed and selfish and longing all at the same time, and I just can’t overcome it.

      We ride to work in abject silence. Soon she’ll forget me anyway. That means she’ll forget this rejection too.

      It’s the best I can do for her, or myself, under the circumstances.

      .
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      A low hanging fog clings to the landscape like a bad memory, obscuring the morning sun and lending an intangible pall of heaviness to the mood. Axul has yet to even glance in my direction, and we’re most of the way to the CERN headquarters.

      I keep replaying things over in my mind, and I can’t figure out if I did something wrong or not. After we’d spent the night together, I hoped we would continue to grow closer. I feel a connection with Axul I’ve never felt with anyone else before, even relationships which lasted much longer.

      Which makes his cold manner all the more painful. It’s like driving along with a poison needle in  my heart. Every bump and furrow in the road jostles it deeper, increasing my agony tenfold. At last, I have no choice but to break the silence.

      “Tim Berners Lee will be arriving tomorrow,” I say.

      “Yes, we have discussed such at length,” Axul says.

      “Uh, okay.” I look out the window and sigh. He’s found a way to shut down the conversation every single time. “Axul, how are you feeling?”

      “How am I feeling?” He asks with a shrug. “Anxious to complete my mission and  move on.”

      “Move on from the mission or move on from me?” He notices the bitter tone in my voice, and glances sharply at me.

      “From the mission, of course. Please, don’t speak to me, Linda. I am formulating strategies in my head and trying to drive at the same time and I must concentrate.”

      “Okay,” I say, turning  my head toward the passenger side window so he won’t see the tears welling at the corners of my eyes. It’s useless.

      We arrive at the CERN headquarters and I get to work with my code monkey tasks. Kyle and his cronies go out of their way to treat me with consideration and politeness, but even this just reminds me that Axul is behaving strangely.

      No, not strangely. Rudely. Coldly. If he’s not mad at me, then what’s going on?

      The day seems to drag toward lunch time. Axul and I are supposed to meet at the Roach Coach, a hot dog and ice cream stand. He’s  never had a Chicago style coney, and that needs to be remedied.

      I lift off from my desk at about five till twelve, eager to meet with Axul. I take a look around the top floor before descending to the lobby, just to be sure he’s not waiting for me.

      Realizing my impatience has made me early, I seat myself on the marble ledge surrounding the indoor fountain. The merry bubbling sounds and echoing clacks of footfalls on marble are my only companions as the  minutes stretch by with agonizing slowness.

      My gaze goes to the elevator doors every time the chime sounds, but each time I’m disappointed. Finally, when it gets to be fifteen minutes past twelve, I wonder if maybe he’s waiting for me at the hot dog stand.

      I pick up my purse and rush that way, feeling very foolish. Well, I didn’t say meet me at the elevator, did I? Maybe he was eager to meet me, too, and left even earlier than I?  Perhaps I’ve read this situation wrong from the get go.

      But when I come out into the gray afternoon sky, there’s no sign of Axul. The vendor looks up as I pad toward him.

      “Hello, would you care for my five dollar combo? That’s a dog and a soda with unlimited toppings.”

      “Maybe in a minute,” I said, not pointing out that the way he worded it made the combo seem as if the soda, not the hot dog, had unlimited toppings. “Have you seen a friend of mine? Tall, muscular, looks like Arnold Schwarzenegger?”

      My hopes sank as he shook his head.

      “I’ve seen that guy around before, kinda hard to miss, but I haven’t seen him today.”

      “Oh. Thanks anyway.”

      I leave, my belly gurgling with hunger and dancing with butterflies. Why did he not meet me? Maybe he got into trouble. The Grolgath could have caught up to him for all I know.

      I go on a frantic search of the grounds, but don’t find him anywhere at all. The third time I check his security office, I catch him coming out and shutting the door.

      Our eyes meet, and he cringes as if caught doing something wrong. Which he was. My instincts were right and he’s been trying to duck me all along.

      “Going somewhere?” I ask, coming up and crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Ah, no?” he says. “I was just, uh, about to do my rounds.”

      “Not hungry today, are we?” I ask.

      His eyes widen, and then dart toward the floor.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t show. I got busy, you know.”

      “No, I don’t know. You could have taken a minute to track me down and say as much. Unless you were wrestling a Grolgath to the ground I don’t want to hear your excuses.”

      Axul looks up sharply, his eyes narrowing.

      “Fine. You want me to say it? I’ve been avoiding you.”

      It still stings to hear him admit it, even though I also feel vindicated. Blinking away tears, I speak.

      “Why?”

      “Because we can’t be together,” he says. “It’s impossible, understand? We’ve already damaged the timeline by sleeping together. Who knows what  horrors we could unleash if we continue as we have?”

      “You’re just using that as an excuse,” I said. “How could you and I being together mess up the timeline?”

      “What if…perhaps you were to ah, be with child?” he pokes his fingers together and frowns.

      Then it dawns on me. I get what he’s trying to say.

      “You might be destined to give birth to a person of import to history,” Axul says. “Don’t you understand? Like that movie you were telling me about, Exterminator.”

      “Terminator, and gee, thanks asshole.”

      “I’m an asshole now, for telling you the truth?” he sputters.

      “No, you’re an asshole for reducing me to a brood mare for history. What about me? Am I not important to history? Why didn’t you think about me for a goddamn minute before you slept with me? Where’s my consideration? Where was your restraint for the ‘greater good’ then?”

      Axul has no answer, but to look at the floor and deflate, his shoulders slumping into a hump.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Why don’t you just admit it, Axul. You got what you wanted out of me and you don’t want any attachments, so you’re using this tampering with history bullshit as an excuse to break it off and not feel like the asshole you are.”

      “That’s not true,” Axul says hotly. “I do want to be with you. I never want to leave you.”

      I don’t know why, but his words have the ring of truth to them. It’s not even that it’s what I want to hear. I don’t want to hear this. I want to hear a confirmation of my hypothesis. I want to type in the code and get the desired result.

      “If you want to be with me, then why are you doing this?” I ask plaintively.

      He sighs, and places his hands on my shoulders.

      “Just because I want something, doesn’t mean that it’s what’s best for the galaxy, or for you and me for that matter. You’re a human. I’m an alien. There are plenty of barriers between us before you factor in the whole time travel angle. My job is to get home, back to my own time and my own people. I would spare us both the pain of heart break by stopping this before it goes further.”

      “Spare the both of us the pain of heartbreak?” I sputter. “Speaking for myself, you’re too fucking late.”

      I storm off, silent, bitter tears rolling down my face. I head right to my cubicle, pick up my briefcase and purse, and head out the door. Only when I get to the parking lot do I remember that I rode to work with Axul in his car.

      Fine. I’ll take the bus. Fuming, I head over to the bus stop as a light rain begins to fall. Cowering under the canopy, fearing an eventual escalation into a downpour, it seems to take an eternity for the bus to arrive.

      I thought Axul and I had something, that we belonged together. That we could make a life with each other, as ridiculous as that seems. I should have known better. Should I really hate him for being sensible?

      No, if I’m going to hate someone, I should hate myself. I got me into this mess. I had been encouraged because there were no red flags, not the usual ones. But I missed the biggest red flag of all. One made of shimmering red scales. Axul isn’t human, he’s not even from this planet. It’s time to let go of this school girl fantasy and face reality.

      But not today. Today is the day for a hot bath and a cold martini on the rocks. I’ve worked so far ahead on my coding that no one will even notice I punched out early. See, Kyle, now you don’t have to go through the effort of being nice to me.

      The bus finally arrives, and I get on miserably. It’s going to be a nearly two hour ride home, but at least the bus stays off the freeway and it won’t be gridlock. Who knows, maybe somebody interesting will get on, someone I can have a conversation with. Anything to pass the time.

      I get my wish when a tall, lanky man with haunted looking eyes boards about half an hour out from my stop. His green eyes flicker over to me, and I swear his tongue darts out of his mouth.

      A Grolgath. It almost has to be. That guy must be six foot ten, maybe taller. Those eyes. Those sickly eyes…

      I get off at the next stop in a rush. I’ve got to get away, but I can’t let him know where I live. I’ll take the biking trail which winds through the hills, get home on foot. Hopefully he won’t follow…

      I cast a glance over my shoulder, and see the tall man has exited in turn. He rushes after me, crying out sharply in the foggy gloom.

      “Hey, hey wait up.”

      I turn and run full out in a panic, struggling to escape from the alien. His footfalls are heavy in the fog behind me, gaining despite my best efforts.

      My side aches, breaths come in ragged gasps. I can’t run much longer, I can’t. I’ve never been an athlete. I was a good little nerd and stayed inside studying. I saw what one of those things is capable of. I don’t stand a chance.

      I stumble and fall near the top of a blacktop covered lane, turning about to fend off the stranger.

      “Hey, lady,” he says, jogging up. “You left your purse on the bus.”

      He offers my purse, and I nearly collapse in relief. My own imagination playing tricks on me.

      “Thanks,” I say, standing up. “Sorry I ran. You can never be too careful in the Valley.”

      “I know, right?” he says. “Say, you got a cigarette by any chance?”

      “Sorry, I don’t smoke.”

      “Hey, no worries, those things will kill you right?”

      Something looms behind him in the fog. I open my mouth to scream, but it’s too late. My savior gets conked on the head and collapses into a pile of groaning misery.

      Something soft and thick and smothering slips over my  head, and I’m lifted up off the ground like a sack of potatoes. In my mad attempt to escape from a harmless good Samaritan, I’ve fallen prey to the very thing I feared.

      The Grolgath have captured me.

      .
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      Despite what had happened between us at lunch, or rather what had not happened, I couldn’t stop thinking about Linda.

      Captain Pyke had been absolutely correct in his assessment. Tampering with the time stream and the proper flow of history could result in a galaxy radically different from the one which we left behind. My mind is not nimble enough for all of the convolutions. What am I, a Pi’Rell? I’m not given to philosophy or hypotheticals. Give me enemies I can crush, a challenge to accept and overcome.

      But now I  must think in hypothetical terms. Which  makes my head hurt, to be honest. One thing which I have hung up on is what happens if we fail and the future is altered? But by altering the future, we also alter the series of events which resulted in us being sent back in time with the Grolgath in the first place?

      Then would this all still happen? Which came first, the Makra or the egg? As I said, I am ill equipped for such thoughts.

      Likewise, I am ill equipped to deal with my feelings for the Earth woman. I’m not sure how it happened. It just sort of did, with no prompting or effort by either of us. Perhaps she is my one, my fated mate, and that’s why it’s so easy to want her, to want to be with her, to want her to want to be with  me.

      The bond between us has grown. It has made my body stronger. According to the cranks who believe in the Precursor theory, coming into the presence of one’s fated mate affects various species in a variety of ways. Perhaps what I am feeling is the feeling of my soul once it has found its companion in this universe.

      Bah. I’ve grown soft. Too much time among these Earthlings. I’ve known her for what, a week, if that? She’s a breeze through  my ridges. Perhaps refreshing, but quickly forgotten or filed away into the massive store of memories marked ‘breeze.’ Just another mote in the multitude of space.

      Despite my best efforts, I can’t convince myself of any such thing. Linda is no mere breeze. Even if I can’t be with her, I can’t deny my feelings. And that is perhaps why she grew so upset with me. Because I sought to mask those feelings instead of acknowledging them, as well as their impact.

      My life will never be the same for having had Linda be a part of it. Even if our association is fated to be tragically brief, deny this will only lead to pain. Like a fool, I sought to avoid pain by pretending it didn’t exist.

      Pain will forever be woven into the fabric of  my memories of Linda. Her smell, her touch, her smile, her laugh. Even if she’s doomed to forget, then I can still remember enough for the both of us.

      It is not avoiding Linda which I should be doing right now, I realize. Instead I should spend every possible moment with her. Absorb each of her laughs into my memory, each of her tears too. Every smile, every caress, every time she laughed at my ineptitude with Earth culture. I want to record it all, so when I am bent and old and can no longer fight and begin my Waiting I’ll have them to keep me warm.

      It’s the best I can do. The best I can hope for. And it will have to be enough. My ancestors are dreaming of me. I can’t imagine they would put Linda in my path just to make me suffer. There must be a point.

      The hours stretch past, and I rush all over every inch of the CERN building. Ostensibly, I’m doing my job, doing my rounds. But in truth, I’m looking for Linda.

      She’s not at her desk, nor in the parking lot, nor in the break room. When I ask around, no one seems to have seen her since lunch.

      At length I remember that I have access to the video feed in my security center. Yes, that will aid me greatly. I should have done that first, but I didn’t realize she was missing for real until now.

      I rush back to the little room and face the wall of monitors.

      “Computer, trace and isolate all recordings and scans of Burton, Arlinda. Human female.”

      I stand there, waiting. At first I grow flustered at the slow processing speed, but then I remember I’m on Earth. In the 1990s. Tech like that is a pipe dream in this era, on this planet.

      Sighing, I plop down and feel very foolish. Rolling the chair up to my console, I begin the arduous process of going through the video record.

      The Earth people of this era utilize a primitive recording technology they call VCR, which stands for video cassette recorder. The big, clunky plastic boxes which contain spools of magnetically sensitive tape can preserve images for posterity, as long as you don’t mind low definition and a clunky interface that is so bad you have to physically scan the recordings inch by damnable inch.

      You can increase the spool speed and make time pass more quickly, which of course I do, but you can only speed it up so much and still be able to make out what transpires on the screen. An hour passes, then two, as I go through tape after tape looking for Linda.

      Eventually I come across the feed from her office space. It’s moments after we’d had our confrontation near this security station. She’s clearly upset. I feel a stab of guilt in  my gut like an icicle at the pain etched on her lovely features.

      I did this to her. I drove her away. Linda left work early, but how did she get home?

      I track her progress by the vid recorder, and discover that Linda left the premises shortly after one in the afternoon, and she does not return until just after I gave up  my search for her in the CERN building.

      What, was she so angry she chose to walk home? That would take her all night. Impossible. Then it occurs to me that directly across the street from our headquarters sits a mass transit pick up station. Of course. Linda took the city bus home.

      I shudder to think of her riding with all of the freaks and weirdos on a bus line. Seriously, she’d be better off with the Grolgath…

      Then it hits me like a ton of trimantium alloy. The Grolgath. Right now Linda is defenseless against them. If they decide to snatch her, in order to get to me or to get to Tim Berners Lee, then I’m powerless to stop them.

      I have to find her. The mission depends upon it. I run back to my security station and shut the door, then draw a curtain over the tiny window for total privacy.

      Sitting down heavily in the chair, I dig out my commpad and contact Captain Pyke.

      “Axul, this is an emergency line. What’s wrong?”

      “The human woman Arlinda Burton is missing, sir,” I said.

      “Did the Grolgath snatch her?”

      “Unknown,” I say. “She’s simply missing.”

      “And what are the circumstances of her disappearance?” He asks. “What makes you think she’s fallen into a grim fate if you don’t think it’s Grolgath.”

      “It’s not that I don’t think the Grolgath have her, sir, it’s that I’m not sure.”

      “Not sure?” Pyke sighs, and rubs his nose with a ridged hand. “You’re being cryptic, Axul. It’s unbecoming a weapons officer. Tell me the precise, exact circumstances of her disappearance, and spare no details.”

      Reluctantly, I go into the full tale, knowing it’s pointless to try and keep things from Captain Pyke. Besides, the sooner I get him to trust me the sooner we can search for Linda.

      His expression changes from one of approval as I relate breaking things off with Linda, to one of amusement when she grew angry and left, to one of incredulity when I describe how she exited the parking lot.

      “Clearly, this is a personal dispute between you and the Earth woman. Patch things up enough to do your job, but it’s hardly mission critical or worthy of our involvement or resources. Including the most precious resource of all, m y time.”

      “Captain, please,” I say. “I don’t know how I know, but I just do. Linda’s in trouble.”

      “You know? Playing hunches now, are we? I did not know you had Pi’Rell blood, Axul.”

      “Sir, don’t insult me.”

      “Then don’t behave in a way which invites ridicule. You’re a Vakutan. You should have known better than to get emotionally involved with this woman, yet you did so anyway. Now you must deal with the consequences. Alone.”

      “But sir, so long as she is alone she is in danger from the Grolgath,” I said.

      “We have no reason to believe they need her for anything,” Pyke says. “Tim Berners Lee and his launch of the World Wide Web are their true target. A human coder of little importance to history is not our concern.”

      “Sir, have you ever wondered how the Grolgath know so much about Earth history? More than we do, I mean.”

      “I suspect their ship suffered less damage than ours did, and still has access to their archives. Other than that, I can only speculate.”

      “Of course, sir,” I say. “My search for Linda would go much more quickly if you could assist me with tracking the routes of this city’s mass transit system.”

      “Yes, Axul,” Pyke says with a sneer. “I’m sure it would, but then you wouldn’t learn anything. Pyke out.”

      I swear as his image disappears, resisting the urge to throw the commpad on the ground. It wouldn’t break anyway, and all I would do is get it dirty.

      So Pyke won’t help me, will he? I can think of one agency who might be able to assist me. Though it will take some acting on my part, and the use of my handy image inducer.

      I have to try. Until Linda is safely back at my side, I won’t be able to rest.

      And I won’t even want to try.
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      I sit bolt upright, sucking in a gasp of air and clutching at my face. The suffocating hood is gone, and I’m no longer on the bike path.

      In fact, I’m nowhere near the bike path at all. I’m sitting on a comfortable looking sofa in what looks like a penthouse suite, judging from the San Francisco skyline out the adjacent window. The sun has long since set, the city lights come to twinkling brilliant life. A beautiful view, which includes the Golden Gate Bridge and the Bay. So I have some idea of where I am, at least.

      But how long was I unconscious? I begin to panic. What if I’ve slept past the deadline, and Tim Berners Lee has already been captured or killed? What if the world is already ended and no one knows it? And I slept through the whole thing…

      I rise from the sofa, and go to the first of three doors. It leads into a spacious bathroom with a spa. Very nice, gold plating on the faucet handles. Definitely a penthouse, but no exit.

      The next door proves no more fruitful for my escape, leading into a walk in closet. The final door turns out to be locked. I slam my shoulder into it, pound it with  my palm.

      “Hello? Can someone hear me? I’m locked in.”

      The door unexpectedly opens, but my elation is short lived. If  I was expecting to go through it, I’d have to get past the hulking green scaled alien before me.

      I back away, mouth agape. He crowds into the room after me. His scaled face has a far more reptilian cast to it than Axul’s. Those yellow eyes seem like the eyes of a predator; scanning me for any sign of weakness, and impetus at all to attack, to strike.

      “Stay away from me,” I say, grabbing a letter opener and holding it before me like a dagger. “I’ll make you into a pair of boots and matching luggage. Lots of luggage…damn, you’re huge.”

      He lifts his hands up, and I flinch, falling to my bottom and dropping my would be weapon. But then his clawed hands uncurl into palms facing outward.

      “Please, don’t be frightened Miss Burton,” he says in English. His tone is polite, almost apologetic. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I just thought that if you’re going to trust me you should see what I really look like.”

      I struggle to my feet, heart racing a mile a minute.

      “You’re showing me that  you’re an alien?”

      “Of course I am. Unlike the Vakutan, we see no need to try and deceive those we would have as our allies.”

      I cock my  head to the side.

      “Allies? I thought you were the bad guys, trying to kill Tim Berners Lee and stop the World Wide Web before it starts?”

      “Kill him?” He shakes his scaled head. “We’re trying to protect Mr. Lee, and his invention.”

      I sink to the sofa, shaking my head.

      “You’re lying. Axul told me everything. You guys are trying to  mess with Earth history so we’re not strong enough to help the Trident Alliance in the future. Help them to defeat you.”

      The Grolgath heaves a heavy sigh, and covers his mouth with his hand, looking forlornly at the plush carpet.

      “The Vakutan agent told you this?” he shakes his head and looks at me with a sad smile. “Their propensity for deception knows no limits. I’m afraid that Axul has lied to you.”

      My blood runs cold. “Lied? About what?”

      “Well, about which side humanity fights for, in the future, for one.” He chuckles. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Takhis, Lieutenant Commander of the Radiant Lady, though the Lady  has seen better days and cannot fly.”

      “Takhis of the Radiant Lady?” I have to admit, that doesn’t sound like a bad guy ship. “Fine. Nice to meet you, Takhis. What proof do you have that Axul was lying?”

      He shrugs. “I can offer you no proof, Miss Burton. I can only hope that your own shrewd sense of character will help you to recognize the truth on your own. In the future, humanity does fight side by side with aliens. But with my folk, the Grolgath and the Ataxian Coalition, not with the Alliance.”

      “Bullshit,” I sputter.

      “It’s true, all of it.”

      “But Axul said you guys were a bunch of religious zealots.”

      “Zealots?” he scoffs. “Yes, I pray to the Radiant Lady every day for guidance, but I do not enforce compliance with her edicts at the point of a gun. Unlike the Alliance, who annex territory in such a manner.”

      “But…he said you were trying to spread her religion all across the galaxy,” I say.

      “We are, but not by force. We hope that other sapient races will come to see the gentle guiding light of mercy that is Ataxia on their own. Tell me, has Axul informed you who started the war between the Ataxian Coalition and the Trident Alliance?”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “It wasn’t you?”

      “Indeed, it was not. Next time you see him, you should ask Axul who fired the first shot. Also ask him who murdered the free health clinic and mission on the Solari world. Or who conspires with organized crime syndicates to decrease Ataxian influence. Go ahead, ask him all these things.”

      “Ask him? You make it sound like you’re going to let me go.”

      “We are,” he said. “You can go soon, I promise, but please let me finish my say.”

      I want to run right out the door past him and flee to the lobby, but I know that he’s far faster and stronger than I am. I wouldn’t stand a chance. If he’s paying lip service to letting me go, I can use that to my advantage.

      “Tell you what, tall, dark and scaly,” I said. “I’m starving. I haven’t eaten since breakfast, and I got stood up by the aforementioned Vakutan agent for lunch, so if you make with some room service, I’ll listen to you sing an entire opera.”

      He laughs gently, and picks up the phone. “I’ll see to it. What’s your fancy?”

      “I don’t care as long as there’s lots of it.”

      “Very well.”

      Takhis calls in a massive order to room service, and the kitchen must be at his beck and call because it’s not fifteen minutes later that the first tray arrives.

      I say the first, because there are four more. Figuring that if he’s going to kill me I might as well get a hell of a last meal in, I eat some of just about everything.

      I also pocket a sharp spiked device for shelling crabs and such, and a steak knife when he’s not looking. If I have to cut my way past him, I will.

      When I’ve sated my appetite at last, Takhis leans forward in his seat and arches his brow ridges.

      “Are you ready for our chat?”

      “Sure, Takhis. Hit me with  your best shot.”

      “Very well. It goes like this; the Vakutan have lied to you. They are the ones who seek to disrupt Earth history. They are the ones who wish to bring about your people’s downfall…why are you laughing, Miss Burton? Am I so  unbelievable?”

      “No, that’s not it,” I said. “You’re actually quite convincing. Which blows my mind, because Axul was pretty convincing, too.”

      “I realize that I have no proof, but allow me to finish, please, and withhold your judgement for a time. Now, the device which our agent was attempting to plant is called a commpad in our time. It’s a light based processing device similar to your Earth computers, but far more powerful and sophisticated.”

      “So it does use light, and not magnetics,” I say, nodding. “That much is true, at least.”

      “Indeed. The commpad was to gather information on Tim Berners Lee, and to ensure that the Vakutan had not affixed any sabotage to the project. Sadly, you interrupted him, and led to his capture by Axul.”

      “Sadly? Hey, I didn’t know, all right? Anyway, how am I supposed to know which of you is telling the truth?”

      “Because I am being frank and upfront with you, Miss Barton.” His voice grows tight as a drum. “Tell me, Miss Burton, you said the Vakutan Agent, this Axul, ‘stood you up’ for lunch…am I to assume, using the parlance of your time, you meant a ‘date.?”

      I don’t answer, other than to glower. He nods sadly.

      “I see. It is a pity the Vakutan are deceitful enough to manipulate human emotion to succeed in their goals. We Grolgath would never stoop to such methods. I only hope he did not carry his deceitful false affection to the physical realm…”

      I cover my face with my hands and sob. Damn me, what an idiot. I fell for the oldest trick in the book and opened my legs for a guy who I thought really cared about me, but was using me the entire time.

      “I see,” Takhis says sadly. “For what it is worth, I am sorry.”

      “Have you said your piece yet?” I ask miserably.

      “Yes, I have. You are free to leave, Miss Barton. Let that weigh upon your mind, that we released you without harm nor threats of harm. I only ask that you sleep on what I have told you for one night before you decide who to trust. That, and ask of the Vakutan the queries I posited to  you.”

      I look at the open door, and he gestures toward it.

      “You’ll find your purse hanging on a hook by the door, and a cab waiting to take you back home. Here.” He presses an envelope into my hands. “For your inconvenience. I know it’s not much recompense, given the shock you suffered tonight, but we feared you would run away or sic the Axul person on us should we approach you in a more conventional manner.”

      I take the envelope wordlessly and rush toward the door, barely remembering my purse. The cab is waiting for me, and I barely notice that I’ve been in the JW Marriott.

      Cold comfort given the pain in my heart. I thought Axul saying we couldn’t see each other was as bad as it could get. But I was wrong.

      This is worse. He played me. He used me. And I went right along with it, thinking I was falling in love.

      I don’t need all night. I know who to trust. The Grolgath. They were open and honest from the start. They even answered my questions about the commpad. Unlike Axul. “I don’t know how that works, I’m not a tech, I’m a warrior.” Bullshit.

      While I want to call him up immediately and curse him out for deceiving me, I also don’t want to face the pain of his betrayal as of yet. So as soon as I hit the front door of my house, I sink onto the couch and throw an arm over my face and wallow in misery.

      What a fool I’ve been. Damn you, Axul, for making me believe you could love me.
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      Still grumbling about Captain Pyke’s utter unwillingness to help, I crossed the street from the CERN building parking lot to the mass transit pick up station. I found a waterlogged paper fold out schedule of their buses, which seemed as if it would be of use.

      Fortunately, I was able to narrow it down to a single bus line, the green line. It followed a meandering path which eventually let out in Linda’s neighborhood. It corresponded to the time frame she was seen departing the station as well.

      My only problem was that I had no way of knowing if she took the bus directly home or not. It seemed likely that if the Grolgath were going to make a move, they would do so as far away from territory familiar to Linda. That’s the way they think, the cold blooded bastards.

      So thinking like a Grolgath, I would probably try to snatch Linda off the bus, or perhaps lure her away. I’d even go so far as to pretend to be a mass transit driver. They’re a tricky race, deceit encoded directly into the strands of their DNA.

      I needed to find out what happened to Linda once she set foot on that bus. Simple as that. But how would I do so? Looking at their mass transit schedule, these humans could never rely upon a single land based shuttle to handle all of these stops. Round trip would take too long. That complicates my search.

      If there are multiple of these ‘buses’ on duty, then I need to find the exact one which carried Linda, and trace her movements from there.

      Hopping in my vehicle, I make the hour long commute to the central transit hub for the bus system. It’s here that the shuttles return after, and begin anew, their twisting journeys through the streets of San Francisco.

      However, this time I’m not so foolish as to go up to them and demand information. I’ve learned a thing or two from Linda about being subtle. First, I use one of the badly graffiti corrupted payphone booths to call Linda’s home, just to make sure she’s not there.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I hear her voice say.

      “Linda, thank the Ancestors you live,” I say. “Listen to me, woman, for what I have to say is important. I don’t care what the timeline has to say about it, or Captain Pyke. I love you. I need to be with you—”

      “Ha ha, fooled you,” Linda says. “This is just the answering machine. If you’re not a bill collector, a salesman or one of my exes, leave a message. Bye.”

      Her answering machine. I just blurted out my eternal love and devotion to a machine, and it’s not even an AI. It’s not even capable of thought. No one witnessed me baring my soul.

      Which is probably a good thing. I can’t go blabbing such things. Who am I kidding? Telling Linda how I really feel will only hurt us both. I’m glad, yes, glad, that it was an answering machine.

      But when I hang up the receiver, I do so with such vehemence the entire affair shatters. Coins spill out into the floor of the phone booth, and I must fend off a flood of homeless people who struggle to collect it.

      Fuming, I go around the rear of a dumpster, one which reeks of fish. There I squeeze on my ear lobe, setting my image inducer implant to one of the police officers who arrested me the other night.

      When I march into the central hub, all eyes turn toward me, as they should. I’m an authority figure after all. I march confidently up to the front desk and lean and elbow on the counter, nodding authoritatively at the cowering clerk.

      “Good evening, sir,” I say. “I’m investigating a missing persons case, and I was wondering if you could help me answer a few questions.”

      “We’re always happy to help the police,” he says. “Let me get my manager.”

      A few moments later, a harried looking middle aged Earth woman arrives, glaring at me with narrowed eyes.

      “You better have a good reason for dragging me off the phone, Officer. I’ve been on hold for hours trying to get MC Hammer tickets.”

      “Since when do you need tickets to purchase a hammer of any variety?” I ask. “Is this some new currency?”

      “Uh…” she says, arching an eyebrow. “Okay. Can you maybe dial back the cop parlance a notch and let me know what it is you need help with? I don’t speak code.”

      Damn. I let my curiosity get the better of me again. I shake my head and change my tune.

      “Sorry, Ma’am. I’m looking for a missing person, and I believe she may have taken the one fifteen green line at the CERN building. I need to ascertain what happened to her once she got on that bus.”

      “I see,” she said with a sigh. “And you know we have close circuit television monitors on our buses, and you’d like to see the footage, yes?”

      Wow. Maybe this will be easier than I thought.

      “Yes, Ma’am, I’d like that very much.”

      “Well,” she says, her smile fading to a sneer. “I’d like to see a warrant. No warrant, no access. That’s the law.”

      “Please, Ma’am,” I say, licking my lips. “What would it take for you to just let me see those files?”

      “An act of god. Or MC Hammer, coming in to hand me a pair of tickets to his concert.”

      I glare at her for a long moment.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      I head outside, and raise Myrdok on the comms.

      “Axul, is that you? Captain is pissed at you, I’d stay off comms for a while.”

      “Wish I could, Myrdok, but I need your help. I need you to use our connections to secure a pair of tickets to an, ah, an EmmCee Hammer concert, whatever in the abyss that is.”

      “I can transmit them to the nearest fax machine, if you give me a minute. Human systems in this era are astonishingly easy to hack.”

      “That’s even better. Let me know when you’re—”

      “Got it.”

      “Thank you.”

      The next phase of my plan takes a bit longer. I have to scour the magazines in the waiting room until I find one marked MC Hammer. Nice pants. I adopt his form in the bathroom, glittery pants and all, and then saunter up to the counter.

      “It is I, MC Hammer,” I bellow in  my natural voice. “I understand you want tickets to my concert?”

      “Ah…” she says, eyes wide as dinner plates.

      “Check the fax machine behind you,” I say. “And you’ll find tickets to my fine concert scheduled at the…..ah….at the place where I will give my concert. Cheerio.”

      I turn to leave the stunned woman, but remember something important.

      “Oh, and my friend the Officer will be back out in a second, just help him out anyway he wants.”

      Once I switch my disguises in the bathroom and return, she’s recovered somewhat. Not much, but somewhat. She takes me to a security station similar to my own at the CERN building but three times the size.

      I’m given a little lackey to scour the footage with me. It’s much easier than before, because we have only one feed to go by.

      We watch in silence, until I see Linda board the bus.

      “Stop,” I cry. “Go back. Can you isolate her face and zoom in?”

      He looks at me as if I’m an idiot.

      “No, I can’t. It’s a static CCTV feed. I thought you were familiar with this shit?”

      “Of course. Play on, citizen.”

      The man sighs, but does as he is bade. We watch for a time until another passenger gets on the shuttle. A very sketchy looking individual, with a long coat. Very tall. Sickly yellow eyes.

      It’s a Grolgath. Has to be. It’s hard to make out details, but I swear that Linda has also figured out that he’s a threat.

      We watch until she abruptly pulls the string and gets off the bus. She drops her purse, and I cringe when the Grolgath snatches it up and gives chase.

      Oh no. They were on to her from the start.

      “Where is that?” I blurt. “What stop on the schedule would that be?”

      “I don’t know, it’s not like the video keeps track of that shit.”

      “You fool, run the footage back to the beginning and count stops. Extrapolate.”

      He glares at me, but does his job. Good thing, because if he did not I might bite the end of his proboscis off.

      We figure out that the stop is near a series of bike trails a mile and a half from Linda’s home. I drive there in a hurry, leaving my police disguise in place. It’s after dark, and I don’t want to frighten people when I’m out on those dark bike paths.

      I park my car and head up the trails, using my nose to track Linda’s scent, faint and overlapped though it is. Funny, I don’t detect any Grolgath scents near the bus stop. Have they discovered a way to disguise that as well?

      If they have, we’ve lost one more weapon in the war against them. I follow Linda’s trail until I reach a cross section near a water fountain. There, I growl and drop into a crouch. Grolgath. At least two scents, maybe more.

      They took her. Linda’s scent vanishes here. As if she were being carried?

      I take the paths crazily, but the Grolgath have used a simple technique to throw off scent tracking. They have criss crossed and overlapped their own path so much I have no way of discerning which is the correct one.

      Frustrated, I head for Linda’s house. Maybe I can pick up a clue as to where she might have gone. If not, I can at least be near her scent, if not her body.

      I hit the front porch and find the lights on. I reach into my pocket and grip my primitive era slugthrower. Are the Grolgath here?

      I burst in the door, tumble in a tight somersault to the kitchen, and point my weapon at the only sapient being I see.

      “What’s wrong?” I blurt.

      Linda glares down at me, hands on her hips.

      “There’s an asshole in my kitchen pointing a gun at me, that’s what’s wrong.”
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      Axul’s face creases with confusion as he crouches on the floor, still pointing that damn gun at me. I continue to glare, hands on my hips. I’m not about to back down from this jerk. Not after he took me for a ride and played me so damn well.

      And I let him. That’s the worst part. I let him play me because I wanted to believe that there was at least one  man in this entire world—no, make that galaxy—who might believe I have actual worth.

      Instead I fell for another jerk who was just out to get into my panties. At least under normal circumstances I could take some perverse, shameful pleasure in at least being physically attractive enough to warrant their attention and subsequent deception.

      But not in this case. Axul didn’t even want me, or if he did it was icing on the cake of completing his real mission. He slept with me because it would make his job easier, and I fell for it hook, line, and sinker.

      “Linda, what are you going on about?” he asks, standing up and putting the gun away. “Where have you been?”

      “Where do you think I’ve been?” I snap. I’m trying to see if he’s been by my place already, since Takhis gave me strict instructions not to inform Axul of our meeting. If I can I’m going to pretend to have been home the whole time.

      “I don’t know,” he sputters, gesticulating wildly in the air. “Do you know what I’ve been through in the past few hours trying to find you?”

      “And you didn’t think of looking for me at home?” I asked.

      “No, I didn’t. Not until now.” He sighs, and I relax a little. This will make my deception that much easier. I would feel guilty about lying to him, if he hadn’t used me first. Now all bets are off. “I was worried sick. I called, too.”

      “I wasn’t in much of a mood to answer my phone,” I said. “Did you leave a message?”

      “No,” he said.

      “So you admit that you went off half cocked, worked yourself into a frenzy looking for me, and then kicked in my door and pointed a gun at my head, all for nothing?”

      Axul has the good grace to look sheepish, his red scaled face pursed and anxious. But then he looks back at me with fierce, sudden realization dawning in his golden eyed gaze.

      “But wait, you got off the bus near the bike trails,” he says in triumph. “Because you were being tailed by a Grolgath.”

      Shit. I stiffen up, but try to play it off casually.

      “Yes, I thought that man was a Grolgath,” I said truthfully. “I really did, but it turns out he was just a strange looking human, and a kind one to boot.”

      “He chased you, though,” Axul says, desperate to hang onto his justification, even as it slips away.

      “He was chasing me to give me back my purse,” I say, pointing at where it lies on the kitchen counter. “See? By the way, how in the hell did you know about that guy, much less where I got off the bus at?”

      “I posed as a police officer and gained access to the closed circuit television system, and watched a recorded playback.” He sighs, and rubs his ridged nose. “It wasn’t easy. I had to pose as someone called MC Hammer. I thought you were in danger. Then I tracked you by scent on the bike trails, and yours got caught up in a ton of Grolgath odor. I assumed the worst.”

      “We have an old saying on Earth,” I say with a snort. “When you assume, you make an ass out of you and  me. As you can see, Axul, I’m just fine. I don’t need rescuing, I don’t need you to come over here and make a scene. What I need is for you to leave me the hell alone.”

      “But,” Axul says, looking at me with an almost hurt puppy dog expression in his big gold eyes. “But the Grolgath…your scent vanished on the bike paths…”

      “Are you sure you just didn’t lose it?” I asked. “I’m on those bike paths a lot. Who knows how many different times in the last month? Ten or twelve, I’m guessing. That has to be confusing for your nose.”

      “It can indeed cause a false conclusion,” he says cautiously. “But I definitely smelled Grolgath scents, and fresh ones.”

      “We already know they’re operating in this area. Maybe one is living undercover near here, and  uses those bike paths for jogging? If I were you, I would go stake it out. As in right now.”

      I point toward the front door and glare. Axul looks from me, to the door, and back again.

      “Are you serious?” he blurts, face growing livid. “You’re kicking me out?”

      “Well, I’m sure as hell not going to ask you to stay the night. Not after that speech  you gave me today. Get out.”

      “Linda, please,” he says with a sigh. “I’m sorry I overreacted, but can we at least talk?”

      “I think you’ve talked to me enough for one lifetime, thank you,” I say stiffly. “Unless it has to do with our plan to protect Tim Berners Lee and the World Wide Web launch, I don’t think we should converse at all, Axul. Just business, no…nothing else.”

      “I see,” he says stiffly, moving toward the door. “Then I will leave. Are you sure there’s nothing you want to tell me?”

      “I’m positive,” I say, laughing bitterly. “I’m absolutely, definitely positive that there’s nothing else I want to tell you, ever. Except goodbye forever when your mission is done.”

      That hits him like a slap. For a moment I almost feel bad when I see the  hurt in his eyes, but then I remember what Takhis said. The Vakutan are renowned for sleeping with women in order to manipulate them. I should have  known better, but I didn’t. I do now, however. I steel myself against his fake pain and snort.

      “Oh, stop it,” I snap. “Quit pretending like I hurt your feelings. You don’t have the right, not after what you did to me today. Get out, Axul. I’m not going to ask you again.”

      He could break me in two with his hand, but I’m so angry I can’t stop what’s tumbling out of my mouth. It occurs to me, in the back of my mind, that it’s not a good idea to antagonize him if he’s the enemy and not the Grolgath forces. But I’m angry, I’m hurt, and I’m taking it all so personally that I can’t think rationally.

      To my relief, Axul opens the front door, shaking his ridged head sadly.

      “Very well. I will see you tomorrow at work—so that we might discuss how to protect Tim Berners Lee, of course. I will not trouble you otherwise.”

      “Excellent,” I say. “It’s still important to protect this vital moment in human history.”

      I can’t help but sound snide, knowing his real mission is to destroy history, not protect it. Axul picks up on my tone, but doesn’t mention it. He leaves with his shoulders slumped, turning on his image inducer right before he hits the porch.

      I wait until he gets into his car and pulls away, standing at the open door. Then I close it, and switch to watching out my front window. I remain that way for fifteen minutes until I am sure Axul is well and truly gone.

      Then I rush over to my fridge and take down the commpad magnetically adhered to the side, where you can’t see it unless you look deliberately in that spot. And who wants to look behind a fridge and see god knows what?

      All I have to do is set it up somewhere out of sight on the CERN building. Then the device will wirelessly connect to the burgeoning computer network and check for viruses or other malware that Axul  might have attached. Not a tech expert indeed. Takhis told me that every Vakutan is taught terrorist tactics, including a full bore spread on cyber warfare, which is still in its infancy on this planet in this era.

      Well, you’re not going to use me and play with  my heart to bring down humanity, Axul. No way. I’m going to teach you that not all Earth girls are easy. Ugh, I still can’t believe I slept with him. I can’t believe I fell for his nice guy in a movie star’s body act again.

      The moon lights my path down the sidewalk to my car. Funny, my neighbor seems to have moved out; even his curtains are gone. Maybe he got that record contract after all? What is the world coming to if he has?

      Oh well, at least while Axul was using me he dealt with that annoying problem. Useful in the way that a maggot eating diseased flesh is useful, the ridged faced bastard.

      I climb into the driver’s seat and turn over the engine. For a moment when my lights come on, I think I spot Axul caught in their high beams. But it turns out to be my across the street neighbor coming home from the late shift.

      The whole drive to the CERN building, I fume and fret over Axul. I’m hating  myself for being tricked, but even more so I’m in mourning for what I thought was a great relationship. Sure he may be a bit barbaric, and unfamiliar with Earth culture, but Axul and I had a lot of fun together. We meshed well. There was chemistry. It’s so hard to believe it was all an act. But it had to be, right?

      I wonder if maybe some part of him did care about me, even just a little. Even if it was just a job to him.

      I reach the building well after midnight and park my car. The place seems deserted, but I know there’s the night watchman on duty. However, I’m also aware that Takhis switched out the coffee for decaf, so he’s probably either asleep or close to it. I resolve to be brief in any event.

      Besides, he sticks his  nose in a book when he’s not sleeping, and what are the chances he’s going to glance up at the monitors anyway? At least, I hope that he won’t look at them.

      I rush across the deserted parking lot and behind the building. Then I pick a spot tucked behind a downspout, and turn on the device. Fait accompli. That should foil Axul’s plans.

      But then I turn around and stare into his red scaled, ridged face.

      I’ve been caught.
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      I couldn’t be more hurt if Linda had driven an Odex power blade into my sternum. I kept hoping there was some explanation for why she was driving to the CERN headquarters, the entire time I tailed her.

      Maybe she had forgotten something important, or was going in to work early. Maybe she’s supposed to finish a project and  just doesn’t have the time to do so in normal office hours.

      But what I should have thought was; maybe she’s just a massive traitor and is going to plant a device intended to sabotage her own race? If not for her scent, I could almost believe she was a Grolgath using an image inducer.

      Linda is real enough, however. Once the initial shock of seeing me dies down, she even has the gall to cross her arms over her chest and jut her chin out defiantly, as if I haven’t caught her in the act of cyberterrorism.

      “Are you going to kill me now, Axul?” she snaps. “Go ahead, get it over with. I’m not getting any younger.”

      “Kill you?” I blurt. “No, I’m not going to kill you. I feel like I should, but I can’t bring myself to hurt you, Linda.”

      “Is this a new revelation? Because you had no problem hurting me yesterday when you broke things off like a college student at Thanksgiving break.”

      I frown, unable to make heads or tails of her strange saying.

      “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings so badly, Linda, but I didn’t think that you were so bitter as to betray your entire species for revenge.”

      “Betray my species?” she glares up at me and snorts. “That’s rich. Takhis told me the truth about your people, Axul.”

      “Takhis?” I gasp, eyes going wide. That’s a Grolgath name, but I must be certain. “Who is Takhis?”’

      “One of the Grolgath your people have been oppressing for over a hundred years,” she snaps.

      “Oppressing them?” I blurt. “They ruled our planet before we threw them off.”

      “Takhis told me about that, too. He says the Coalition was backed into a corner and had no choice, but once they realized you were sapient they began granting you full rights as Coalition citizens, but you were too bloodthirsty to accept that.”

      “He’s spun a web of lies, and trapped you within its confines,” I say sadly. “Did Takhis offer you the slightest shred of proof that his truth was more real than my own?”

      Linda’s gaze drops to the ground, and she shifts her stance uncomfortably.

      “No, he admitted he didn’t have any way to prove it, but then again, neither do you.” Linda sighs, and gestures broadly at the universe. “Try and put yourself in my shoes, Axul. How would you know who to believe?”

      I open my mouth to blurt out that everyone knows you can’t trust a Grolgath, but then I remember that not everyone knows that at all. Linda only knows things about the Alliance and Coalition which she’s been told second hand. I can’t blame her for not knowing who to trust.

      “I guess I wouldn’t know who to trust at that,” I admit with a scowl. “I don’t have any more proof than this Takhis has to offer. I freely admit that.”

      “Yes, but Takhis was honest with me from the beginning,” Linda says, leaning against the brick wall and running a hand down her sweating face. It’s a humid  night in the valley. “He didn’t trick me into bed as a means of manipulating me.”

      “Trick you into bed?” I sputter. “Trick you into bed? Is that what you think about me?”

      “What else am I supposed to think, when you break it off so easily? Once you got your ‘in’ with me, there was no further use for the ruse and  you just devastated me emotionally.” Linda jabs a finger in my chest, hard. “Admit it; you only slept with  me because it was a convenient handle.”

      “Could you not tell I enjoyed myself, woman?”

      “Oh, sure, you enjoyed it on a physical level. Just another conquest, right?” Linda blinks away tears, and I’m struck again by just how profoundly I’ve hurt this woman. She didn’t deserve that, not at all. “But that doesn’t mean you weren’t in it for the job. You were only into me for the job. Your mission.”

      “What in the hell are you going on about, woman?” I say, exploding with impatience. “Do you think I’m some sort of seductive lothario?”

      “That’s exactly what you are. Takhis told me how the Vakutan are masters of subterfuge and seduction.”

      I clap a hand over my mouth in a vain attempt to stifle a laugh. Eventually I just have to let it be born, and guffaw loudly in the darkened space behind the building.

      “What’s so damn funny?” Linda demands.

      “Out of all the lies Takhis told you, that is perhaps the least believable.” I wipe tears of mirth from my eyes and sigh in relief. “The Vakutan are the Sword of the Alliance. We are known for our valor in battle, our courage and our ferocity. We are not, and have never been, renowned for our skills in conversation or subtlety.”

      “Well, Takhis told me to ask you who fired the first shot in the Centuries War.”

      I glance and Linda and frown,  but eventually nod.

      “If he told you we fired the first shot. The Trident Alliance started the war.”

      She purses her lips, perhaps not expecting such honesty.

      “If you guys started it, then what makes you the heroes?”

      “Nothing,” I say with a shrug. “I could trot out all the propaganda and rhetoric, that we’re fighting for personal freedom and liberty, while the Ataxians are fighting for their goddess, but that would be glossing over the atrocities committed by both sides. We started the war, but the Ataxians have done plenty to perpetuate it. I can’t say if we’re the ‘good guys,’ and they are the ‘bad guys.’ Not in a general sense.”

      I draw myself up to my full height and look down on her with what I hope is a frank expression on my face.

      “But I can say that, in this specific circumstance, from Humanity’s point of view, then yes, we are the good guys because we’re trying to protect you.”

      Linda sighs, and rubs her eyes with the backs of her hands.

      “That’s just what Takhis said.” She looks up at me with infinite hurt in her green gaze. “How am I supposed to know who to believe? He said this device is  just a scanner, you say it’s harmful.”

      I chew on my lower lip, trying to figure out what to say. How can I convince her to trust me?

      Then it hits me; I can’t. Between me being cruel when I broke up with her, to Takhis’s many vile lies, she’s so twisted up and poisoned between the ears that she doesn’t know which way is up. She’ll never be able to go by just my word, not unless I can show her the truth.

      But how?

      “Was there some way that Takhis was supposed to get a hold of you once the deed was done?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, and I think she’s being truthful when she speaks.

      “No. He said he’ll be in touch later tomorrow, after Tim Berners Lee successfully launches the World Wide Web.”

      I scratch my chin. It would have been much easier to find the Grolgath if she’d had some idea of where to look. Then it occurs to me that she must have had a meeting somewhere.

      “Where did you meet this Grolgath named Takhis?”

      “At the JW Marriott downtown,” she says. “He let me just walk out the door,  unlike someone who clung to the roof of my car and destroyed my wiper blades.”

      “JW Marriott, huh?” I say. “That’s no good. Too many scents downtown.”

      “What are you going on about?” she snaps.

      “I need to make contact with  my people,” I said. Looking down on Linda, I try my best to sound diplomatic and reassuring when I speak again.

      “Look, Linda. I know that you don’t have any cause to trust me more than Takhis, but will you at least give me the chance to prove that you can?”

      “I’m listening,” she says, arching an eyebrow.

      “This is what I propose. Let’s sabotage the device, and see who comes to fix it. Then we’ll follow them back to their hideout and we can see what they’re like when they think no one  is looking. Agreed?”

      “I don’t know,” Linda says. “How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

      “You don’t, but if you think about it; I’m putting your blade to my own neck.”

      Linda tilted her head to the side.

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Think about it, Linda. I’m willing to stick around until the Grolgath come to check on their device. You could call out to them and I’d be in trouble, right? Just like that? So yes, I’m putting myself into a vulnerable situation all to prove I’m telling the truth.”

      Linda wipes a palm down her face, and then nods.

      “All right. I don’t know why—you certainly don’t deserve it—but I’m willing to give you a chance to prove you’re telling the truth.”

      She chuckles softly and shakes her head.

      “Besides, my mother always told me never to trust a guy who springs for lobster on the first date.”

      I frown at that, but decide to accept my minor victory without comment. I reach up behind the downspout and retrieve the device. Then I put it into a maintenance mode, which should bring our boys running to fix it.

      Linda and I pick our spot behind a row of landscaping bushes, and wait.
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      The last thing in the world I wanted to do tonight was crouch in the bushes, being eaten up by mosquitoes and waiting for something to happen with the man who broke my heart. Yet, here I am, giving him another chance to earn my trust.

      I’m only being fair, though. And sensible. I really don’t have any proof that Takhis was telling me the truth, and Axul is willing to put his  money where his toothy mouth is, so to speak. That risk alone is enough encouragement for me to meet him in kind.

      That doesn’t mean I trust the hulking red scaled form hiding in the adjacent bush, however. Not by a long shot. It also doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven him for playing with  my feelings. It does mean that the fate of Earth, her history, and the entire populace, are more important than my hurt feelings on the matter.

      If I didn’t give Axul this chance to prove himself, I could potentially condemn the Earth to doom or at the very least alien subjugation. Which alien group is lying to me, and which one being truthful? I hope to find out tonight.

      If I can survive, because at this rate I’m not going to have a single ounce of blood left by morning. I slap a palm over my forearm, squishing another minuscule vampire into paste. Axul hisses through his teeth from the next bush over.

      “Shh,” he says. “Do you want the Grolgath to hear you?”

      “So I should just let the damn mosquitoes bite me?”’

      “Yes, if it means maintaining our stealth.”

      “Easy for you to say, they fly right past you and come to dine on my ass.”

      “Perhaps they don’t care for Vakutan blood, or my dermal layer is too strong for their needle-like proboscis to penetrate.”

      “Now who’s being loud?”

      He grumbles, but then falls silent. I’m not sure that this isn’t an abject waste of time. Not at all. It’s been hours and there have been no signs of the Grolgath whatsoever.

      Axul even went out and moved our cars to an adjacent street, that we won’t alert the Grolgath to our presence. I’m starting to think I allowed my vehicle to be placed in harm’s way for naught.

      Just when I’m about to straighten up out of the bush and give my aching knees and back a break, there comes a scuff of boot on pavement. Axul and I both stiffen, barely daring to breathe as a tall, lanky man in baggy, brightly colored hip hop gear comes sauntering down the lane separating the CERN building’s rear from the sea wall.

      He certainly looks perfectly normal, other than his great height, muttering a song under his breath as he goes.

      “Can’t touch this,” he mumbles, coming to a halt right where we planted the shut down commpad. I’m still trying to tell myself it's a coincidence when he draws a similar device out of his baggy pants and aims it at the wall. A high pitched squeak answers his efforts, and then he quickly finds the device.

      He turns it back on, then makes an about face and leaves. Axul reaches over and pats my shoulder, then whispers.

      “We wait until he’s out of sight, then follow,” he says.

      I nod, and spring into action as soon as the man is out of sight. Axul and I race up to the corner of the CERN building with as much stealth as we can muster. We see the man get into a blue Daihatsu and turn the engine over.

      “Hurry,” Axul says. “We must not let him get out of sight.”

      “Who’s the genius who hid our cars a block away?” I grumble.

      With that, Axul takes off at a dead run, stretching out his long legs and moving far more quickly than I could ever hope to. I change my tactics, instead of trying to catch up with him I keep track of the Grolgath’s car.

      “Which way did he go?” Axul demands as he screeches to a halt beside me.

      “That way, going west on the Interstate,” I say, pointing in the appropriate direction.

      We race off after him, finding his tail lights quickly enough. Axul keeps a good distance, using his keener vision to keep track of the Grolgath even in thickening traffic.

      When the Grolgath pulls off the highway, we follow a respectful distance behind. Axul tracks him all the way through a small pit stop of a town, until the paved road gives way to a gravel drive.

      From there we park and wait, watching as the car enters a junkyard. The barbed wire tipped cyclonic fence features a gate, which mysteriously rolls aside for the Grolgath’s ingress.

      So, there’s clearly more going on here than  meets the eye, but so far there’s nothing to suggest that the Grolgath aren’t what they said they were; the good guys here to stop the villainous Vakutan from destroying and polluting Earth history.

      But of course, Axul realizes this as well.

      “All right, we’re going to ditch the car here and move in on foot,” he says.

      “Move in on foot?” I gasp. “Look at that fence. It must be fifteen feet tall.”

      “Hmm.” Axul squints his eyes as he peers at the flood lit cyclonic fence. “I think you’re right. Might be even taller.”

      “And it’s tipped with razor wire,” I blurt in distress.

      “Indeed,” he says. “That would probably cut a human to shreds. Maybe even cause me a few problems.”

      “Will you stop being so damn casual about it?” I snap in annoyance. “How are we supposed to get past that fence?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Axul says. “I have us covered. Follow me, and stay low. Try to stick to the shadows.”

      Great. Now I get to play Ninja Turtles with a giant hulking red alien. I have to admit, however, that he does move with liquid grace. In spite of his bulk. I have to strain to keep up with him, moving in a crouch which makes my already suffering knees protest that much more.

      Axul angles our trajectory until we run perpendicular relative to the cyclonic fence. One thing sticks out to me right away; if the junkyard dog catches a whiff of us, it will alert us to the Grolgath presence.

      Yet, I hear no barking, see no evidence of any such thing. Perhaps this particular junk  yard doesn’t have a hound dog keeping watch?

      “This should be good,” Axul says, nodding to himself. “That stack of rusted chassis should protect us from view.”

      I peer up at the stark, red rusted tower of derelict automobiles and sigh.

      “Yes, it will keep anyone in the office from seeing us, but you still haven’t said how we’re supposed to get over the fence.”

      “Don’t scream,” he says.

      “Don’t scream? How is that supposed to…”

      With that Axul scoops me up into his arms like a baby, squats down, and then springs into the air. My mouth flies open to let out a scream of startled terror, but Axul’s meaty hand clamps over it.

      The cyclonic fence becomes a gray blur as we flash up past it. Axul stretches out his leg and pushes off of the top of the fence, bending the armature holding the razor wire without being caught by it.

      Then we plunge down on the other side. Axul bends his legs upon impact, absorbing  much of the kinetic energy, but I still oof into his palm from the rough landing.

      He pulls his hand away and I glare at him. I grab his ear lobe and drag his head down so I can whisper angrily.

      “If you ever do that to me again, I’ll cut your red scaly balls off.”

      “Sorry,” he says with a muted chuckle. “There was no time to explain.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Shhh.”

      “Bullshit,” I hiss at a much lower volume.

      Axul holds up a finger, craning his neck around. I’m about to ask what he’s about when I see his nostrils flare. He sniffs insistently about, checking the air for scents that I can only guess at.

      “There’s definitely Grolgath here,” he says. “A lot of them. And something else.”

      “What’s the something else?” I ask.

      He looks at me grimly, then motions for me to follow. Axul leads me past the tower of rusted car chassis toward the rear of the lot. We go around a filthy puddle of brackish water, then duck low beneath a battered fence separating part of the junkyard from the rest.

      There we find a series of illegal marijuana plants, which isn’t all that shocking to me. This is California, after all.

      However, the large mound of recently tilled earth does stir my suspicions. My heart sinks into my feet as Axul drops to his knees and starts digging.

      “You wanted proof that the Grolgath are up to no good?” He asked. “Well, take a look at this.”’

      He triumphantly pulls up a pale human arm, streaked with dirt and blood. I gasp and stumble backward, knocking over a stack of hubcaps.

      With horror, I struggle to keep them from falling, but the entire affair topples over with a terrific cacophony. Axul and I wince, myself doing so sheepishly, as the racket continues for a long, long ten seconds. When the final reverberation fades, I shrug and smile weakly.

      “Maybe they didn’t hear it?” I suggest.

      The sound of feet outside the privacy fence makes me cringe. The Grolgath are upon us.

      “What should we do?” I ask.

      “You should run and find a place to hide,” Axul says grimly.

      “What about you?” I ask.

      “I will distract them, try to lead them away. Stay safe, Linda, please. If anything happened to you I…”

      My heart softens, and I even place a hand on his shoulder.

      “You’d what, Axul?” I ask softly.

      “I’d…not be happy,” he blurts. “Go, run.”

      With that he leaps outside the fence and snarls.

      “You flame kissing green skinned snakes, come and get me!”

      Shouts and footfalls pursue Axul as he leads the Grolgath away from my location. I crouch down and make myself small, shivering with terror.

      I want to help, but what can I possibly do against aliens who can leap tall fences in a single bound? I’ve never felt so helpless.

      Despite my fears, I force myself out into the open, and follow the sounds of Axul’s pursuit. Maybe I’m just a weak human, but I have to do something.

      I have to.
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      I skid around the stack of blackened and rusted engine blocks as energy blasts sear the air, the mud, and my sanity like a swarm of angry hornets.

      There’s no real way to tell just how many of them I’ve brought down on top of myself. I count at least six different weapons discharging, but I suspect there are more. I had hoped to find a sort of outpost for the Grolgath, not an entire hideout filled to the brim with the flame kissers.

      I could run full bore for the fence, and escape the same way I got in. But there are many problems with such a plan. For one, now that I have their undivided attention, I would be a sitting duck for Grolgath weaponry if I tried to cross that vast empty space between the junkyard the nearest cover in the form of a copse of trees.

      Also, if I flee, then that will leave Linda alone and helpless in their clutches. I can’t allow this to happen. I’ve hurt her enough, caused her  misery and pain enough. If it takes my life to protect hers, then so be it. I’ve made my peace with the fact that few Vakutans die peacefully of old age.

      No, we go down in the fires of battle. And I’m certainly being fired upon, in a battle. I drop to my belly and slither underneath the low chassis of a rusted relic. Some sort of delivery vehicle, perhaps, now just an orange red hulk with several spots where it has rusted completely through.

      I scurry back into the darkest shadows within, and hold as still as possible. Several Grolgath come into view, moving with great stealth, taking care not to speak and give away their positions.

      They’re carrying blaster rifles, an energy based weapon which would royally screw up humanity’s normal development if they were to be found. The Grolgath don’t care how much they muck with the time stream. Why would they, when they believe their damnable goddess will make everything turn out all right in the end.

      Preposterous. It’s something they share with the humans of this era, an unflinching belief in a higher power so deeply held that they’ll turn to violence in a heartbeat over conflicts. There are thousands of gods worshipped on Earth in this era, and each and every one of them is believed to be THE god by their followers. If that’s not a recipe for disaster, I don’t know what is.

      How they ever managed to pull their collective heads out of their collective asses and actually achieve faster than light travel remains beyond my ken. Perhaps they never will do so. Perhaps the Grolgath will catch and kill me, and their plan to disrupt the launch of the vaunted World Wide Web will succeed.

      But if that happens, it will not be because my courage failed, or my hand faltered. I’ve hidden long enough for the Grolgath pursuers to break into smaller sized parties. Bite sized, you might say. It’s still bad odds, but it gives me a fighting chance.

      I clamber out from under my temporary hiding place beneath the rusted out truck, eyes darting about in the gloom. The sound of footfalls from the opposite side of a wall of engine blocks give me pause. I wait until they retreat into the distance before moving on.

      Blinking sweat out of my eyes, I creep through the gloom. The crescent moon overhead hides behind a blurry nimbus of haze. It’s terribly humid this night, which works in my favor. The Grolgath prefer it very dry. Not that this minor factor makes up for my serious lack of armament. I’m outnumbered and outgunned, on unfamiliar turf.

      But if I worried about minor things like odds of survival I wouldn’t be a Vakutan warrior, now would I? I relish the challenge. The Grolgath will soon learn that their numbers might  make it less unfair of a fight, but they still don’t stand a chance.

      Not that I plan on surviving this night. My folk can take lethal damage and keep fighting for hours afterward. It’s what we were genetically designed to be able to do. If I’m going to win, I’m going to have to take risks which will likely lead to my doom.

      I’m willing to fall, if it means Linda might live.

      I flatten  myself beside a mountain of filthy, worn tires. The metal insides are visible on most of them, catching the floodlights and reflecting an eerie copper glow. It’s as if something alive has been ruptured so badly its skeleton stands revealed.

      I grab one of the heavy tires and creep up behind a trio of Grolgath. Vakutan scales might seem garish in color, but that’s only in high illumination areas. In places of darkness or low light, we become nigh invisible as our scales absorb and redirect the ambient radiation.

      Thus, they don’t spot me even when the rear guard pivots about and stares right into the shadowy place I crouch in wait. I pause until he moves on, hurrying to rejoin his fellows.

      Grabbing the tire, I come up behind the Grolgath and send it flying past him to crash into his fellows.

      His eyes track the fast moving projectile, which keeps them off of me until it’s too late. My arms snake around his neck, hand pressing on top of his scaly forehead. I draw his head back, exposing his throat, and then bury a jagged bit of metal which used to be a fender into the big, pulsing vein there.

      It’s not like in the holo vids. He doesn’t die right away. I drag him into the shadows and over his mouth so he can’t scream until he bleeds out. Then I leave his corpse where his fellows will find it, face down in the muck.

      The other two approach, calling out softly for their fellow Grolgath. One of them nearly stumbles right over his corpse. He yelps and points his rifle, nearly discharging a shot before he comes to his senses.

      The Grolgath crouches down and flips his fallen comrade over, cursing when he sees the cut throat.

      “The Vakutan scum killed him,” he blurts to his fellow, who still holds the back of his head. My tire missile hit him dead on.

      “Him, and you,” I say, stepping out into the light and burying the improvised dagger smoothly in his eye. This is instantly lethal, which is a good thing because I have to take off at a dead run immediately after.

      I lose my dagger in Grolgath bone, drawing my pistol instead. Firing wildly over my shoulder, I seek to keep my enemies from following too closely rather than accurately striking their green scaled hides. Shouts join together as they converge on my position.

      I leap over the tire mound and flatten myself on the ground behind its dark, smelly mass. The Grolgath can jump too, but not as well. They choose to go around the tire mound.

      Which is just what I wanted. I wait until I can hear their footfalls nearly upon me, then burst into a run.

      They turn their weapons on me, their energy weapons that is. The ones which can cause flammable objects to combust. When a stray green blast of charged particles hits the tire mound, it bursts into a ten foot globe of flame.

      The fire spreads rapidly, sending choking black smoke and the smell of burned rubber into the air. More shouts, this time of a Grolgath—the commander, perhaps?—telling his men to watch their fire.

      I reach the wall of engine blocks again, and squeeze between two columns. Struggling to control my breathing, lest I respire too loudly and draw attention to my hidey  hole, I shrink back into the shadows as much as possible.

      A Grolgath runs past, then another. They’re followed by a three man squad who move with much greater caution. I hold my breath, asking my ancestors to blind my enemy’s eyes for  just a bit longer.

      But one of them pauses, and crouches down in the mud next to my trail. He lifts his head toward his fellows, no doubt on the verge of telling them that he’s found me.

      That’s when I plant my back against the column of heavy engine blocks, and strain my leg muscles for all they’re worth. Tendons pop, cartilage crackles, but the engine block wall yields to my strength and topples over.

      The Grolgath screams as he is buried beneath ten tons of metal. I don’t wait to see the results of my assault; There’s no time. I’m off and running again, veering sharply to my left when it seems as if I might lead them back toward the place where Linda, hopefully, hides still.

      I hiss as a stray bolt cuts into my calf, burning and bubbling my scales into blackened agony. My stride falters, and I splash down to my belly in a puddle of muddy water.

      I flop over onto my back and struggle to my feet, drawing my pistol, but it’s too late. No less than seven Grolgath move in on my position, sneering at my feeble period apropos Earth weapon.

      “Got him, Rasz,” one Grolgath says, clapping his hand on another’s shoulder. “Clipped his little wings.”

      “He cut Stutl’s throat,” hisses another.

      “Got Zasr as well,” agrees his companion. “Doesn’t seem right to kill this Vakutan quickly.”

      “Maybe not, but he’s too dangerous for something more appropriate for his crimes,” says the first. “Execute this traitorous scum who dares turn his back upon the glory of our radiant lady.”

      “I’ll take you bastards down with me,” I growl, squeezing the trigger. Only a feeble click answers my efforts. I’m out of bullets. Damn these low capacity Earth weapons!

      They enjoy a good laugh at my expense. I bunch my legs up under me. I’ll never charge at them in time, but if I’m going to die, I’m going to go down swinging.

      A heavy clanking sound draws all of our attention upward. I look up just in time to see a massive cargo container fall right on top of the Grolgath fire team. What in the world? Where did that come from?

      I peer about until I have my answer. Up in a crane, manning the controls of the giant magnet is Linda.

      “Hey,” she says with a grin. “Sorry to interrupt your noble self sacrifice, but do you want to get the hell out of here?”
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      Axul picks himself up off the ground, his whole front half covered in brown and black mud stains. His ridged face crosses and crinkles with a bright, cheerful sharp toothed smile as he waves enthusiastically at me.

      “Great work, Linda,” he bellows. “Come on down so we can…”

      A green flash of energy cuts by his face so close Axul yelps and scrambles back, hands reflexively clutching his nose to make certain it’s still there. I scream when a beam melts the glass canopy panel of my borrowed magnetic crane, singing the hair on top of my head. I plaster myself to the floor of the cab as more blasts sear the air and perforate the glass.

      I hear Axul’s scream of ferocious challenge as he runs across the muddy ground, splashing and sliding as he attempts to charge the Grolgath position. The energy beams Swiss cheesing my hidey hole cease all at once.

      Gingerly, trembling with fear, praying my head is not about to be immolated by a stray energy blast, I lift my gaze just above the canopy’s base and look out onto the junkyard below. Axul ducks down behind the rusted out hulk of a 57 Chevy, its tail fins the only recognizable feature.

      A moment later I hear him grunt, and the rusted metal groans as if in protest. Axul lifts the rusted chassis upward, tilting it at an angle and using it as a shield. I wince as some of the blasts punch right through, missing his scaled hide by mere inches.

      Axul is trying his best to protect me, I realize with horror. And he’s going to get himself killed doing so unless I take swift and decisive action. I reach to the control levers of my crane, hoping that the Grolgath’s energy beam assault hasn’t rendered them inert.

      To my relief, the crane whirrs to life, the heavy disc shaped magnet swinging from the electrified cables like the dangling limb of a giant. I guide it over to one of the rusted hulks of metal, and pick up the heavy mass with the magnet.

      These Grolgath aren’t as unwary as the first batch. When they see what I have in mind, they quickly retreat, giving Axul time to close the gap, shoving his barrier ahead of him the whole way.

      I decide to keep the momentum going and swing the car right through the cyclonic fence. Now if something happens to Axul—which I pray it does not—I’ll still have a way of escape. Being as I can’t jump fifteen feet in the air pretty as you please.

      The diversion works, and the Grolgath return to firing at me. Yay, success. Now I just have to flatten myself on the smelly, muddy floor of the crane cab and hope I don’t die.

      A moment later I hear Axul’s sharp cry of triumph. A Grolgath’s scream pierces my ears above the whirring din of the crane’s engine. Weapons fire erupts from below.

      I dare to peek and find that Axul has disarmed one of his adversaries, and now stands with only arms and shoulders thrust out behind a wall of engine blocks. His face stretches into an angry sneer as he opens fire on their position.

      “Die, Grolgath scum,” he bellows. “Come out and face your doom at the  hands of Axul, son of Luz!”

      The Grolgath charge scramble for cover, falling all over themselves in an effort to get away from Axul’s barrage. For a moment I freeze, crouched on the muddy floor of the crane’s cab, staring at the mask of rage and ecstasy Axul’s ridged face has become. Between his multitude of sharp teeth and angular, ridged features, he seems more demon than man, almost a spirit of the underworld made flesh to rage and ruin on the pitiful mortals of this realm.

      His enemies are pretty demonic in their own right, however, and fire back even as one of them falls to the debris strewn mud, half his head missing. Their rally presses Axul back toward the wall of derelict cars in search of sufficient cover.

      As quietly as I can, I reach up and nudge the crane controls. One twist of my wrist, and the magnet lifts a rusted out 1970s era caravan high into the night sky. It swings there among the birds and flitting insects, caught in the cone of radiance cast by a half broken flood light.

      I maneuver the would be missile until it’s almost directly over the Grolgath position. Then I hit the release.

      One of the Grolgath heard the tell tale buzz of the magnet deactivating and shouted a warning to his fellows. Thus I only  get two of the five with my attack. The caravan squishes the life out of two Grolgath, one of them vomiting up his intestines as a naked wheel cuts his midsection nearly in half.

      The other three open fire on my position. I yelp and dive to the floor. A second later something heavy bounces off the rear of the cab and smacks into my thigh.

      Crying out in pain, I roll over to see a black spiked sphere, which has lacerated my leg and now lays on the floor of the cab. A circle of red light seems to diminish, like a snake eating its own tail.

      A grenade. No time to get away, I couldn’t even reach my feet in time. Without thinking, only reacting, I reach out and clutch the grenade and hurl it back out of the window. Then I put my head between my hands and pray.

      The detonation sounds akin to a dull thump, like a big turbine engine backfiring. Then metal rain hails down upon my position. Fortunately I’m protected by the sturdy crane armature and take no hits.

      Shrill alien screams tell me the Grolgath weren’t so lucky. I dare to peek out, and see the three of them laying on the ground, covered in blood with black shards protruding from them everywhere, as if they were porcupines.

      My god, if that thing had gone off right next to me…I’d have died for certain, but not swiftly.

      It seems a mercy when Axul roams onto the scene and puts a round in each of their heads. I’ve killed living creatures tonight. It hits me like a ton of lead. Yes, they were trying to kill me, but that doesn’t change what I have done.

      Axul spies the pattern of the shrapnel, and eschews the ladder in favor of leaping up onto the cab in a single bound.

      “Linda, are you all right?” he pants, blinking sweat out of his eyes as he reaches into the cab to extract me. “Did you get hit?”

      “No, I’m fine,” I say, letting him pull me into a tight embrace. I don’t mind his sweat or his potent smell. I’m just happy to be in his arms. “We should get going, there might be more.”

      “If there’s not, there soon will be,” Axul says grimly. He takes my hand and we slide down the debris pile and rush out through the opening in the fence I made.

      The sunrise has just kissed the horizon when we get back to the car. Axul has the engine revving before I even finish closing my door, and we peel out down the gravel lane, shooting out rocks in our wake.

      I cast an anxious glance over my shoulder, staring at the junkyard and fearing there might be a space ship bursting up out of it at any moment. But to my relief, nothing of the sort happens and soon the junk yard is out of sight.

      Axul pulls back onto the highway, leaving the gravel road behind. I notice the fine scales around his golden eyes seem strained. Casting my scrutiny all over his form as best I can from the passenger seat, I finally locate the source of his distress; Axul’s right calf has a hole burned clean through it. Now I know what the smell was. It wasn’t sweat, it was his burned and bubbled flesh.

      “Oh Axul,” I say. “You’re hurt bad. We need to get you to a doctor.”

      “A human doctor?” He asks with a fierce grin. “Do not trouble yourself on my account, dear Linda. A Vakutan warrior heals much more quickly than a puny human. The pain grows less with each passing moment.”

      “Uh, I’ve heard about regenerative properties in some simple organisms, Axul, but you’re hurt badly. Like really bad. Pieces of you have been straight up burned off…”

      I look again, and then squint harder. It’s subtle, but there’s been unmistakable healing on Axul’s calf. The hollowed out melted portion seems less severely sculpted, as if it’s filled in.

      “Yes, but I’ll get better,” he hisses. “By my ancestors, it hurts worse once you start to regrow the new nerve endings.”

      “Are you okay to drive?”

      “I’m fine, Linda. Don’t worry. If you wish to trouble yourself, save your pity for our enemies.”

      I roll my eyes, and remember that a Vakutan will be a Vakutan.
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      When we pull onto the avenue bearing the CERN United States headquarters, I must jam my heel hard on the brakes to avoid crashing into the vehicle ahead of me. Linda yelps, grabbing hold of the plastic handle attached above her window. I was wondering what purpose those things served. I had hoped it would deploy an inflatable raft upon pulling it, but alas, no.

      “What in the hell is going on?” Linda says, craning her neck in a vain effort to see what’s got traffic stopped in a line half a mile long. I can just make out the top of the CERN building. A black military helicopter churns past, chopping the air with its blurring propeller.

      “It must be serious,” she says with a grin. “They’ve deployed Airwolf AND Blue Thunder.”

      She looks at me as if she’s said something terribly clever, but all I feel is confusion.

      “Ah, yes,” I say. “Indeed. Airwolf and Blue Thunder. I completely see that in the, uh, current tactical vis a vis situation, in the, uh, theater of operations.”

      I nod, acting as if I know exactly what she’s getting at. Linda’s smile turns into a scowl, and she sighs miserably.

      “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

      “None whatsoever,” I admit without hesitation. “At any rate, I do have some idea of how we’re going to get through this line of traffic.”

      “Oh yeah? How’s that? You have an alien policeman siren and cherry to flash at all these civvies?”

      “No. The only way we’re going to get through this line of traffic is on foot.”

      I open the door, taking my keys as an afterthought, and step out into the lane. Linda balks, staring at me from the passenger seat with wide eyed shock.

      “Axul, are you crazy? You can’t just leave your car here.”

      “Time is of the essence. The Grolgath could make their move at any moment. Besides, what’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Someone could tow your car,” she blurts.

      “So?” I say with a shrug. “It’s only a rental.”

      “Yes, but you might block emergency vehicles, or prevent someone from leaving the ‘uh, theater of operations’ if it gets dangerous.”

      “Oh fine,” I grumble, getting back into the vehicle. “I’ll park it safely out of harm’s way. Will that make you happy?”

      “Yes,” Linda says.

      I look about and find a space between a white hearse and a black and red van. Putting the car in reverse, I cast my gaze over my shoulder and back up into the spot—but my angle is wrong and I hit the curb.

      I throw the car back in drive, pull out into the street, and try again. Once more I run up on the curb.

      Back into the street we go, then I back up all the way past the empty spot.

      “What are you doing? That’s a Blockbuster Video, that spot’s not going to stay empty long. It’s Friday!”

      “Trust me, I know what I’m doing,” I say, smiling ear to ear. “This way I don’t have to back into the space; I can just turn right into it while going forward.”

      “That’s actually almost clever,” Linda admits.

      I pull into the space, but I second guess myself and get the angle wrong. Linda groans as I back into the street, and prepare to try again.

      “Linda, I’m trying,” I say through clenched teeth. “Parallel parking is not as easy as it looks.”

      “It’s not as hard as you’re making it goddamn look either,” she snaps.

      “Look, do you want to do it?”

      “Oh god, can I?” Linda says in desperate relief. “Yes, get out of my way.”

      We get out of the car, nearly run into each other trying to change places, and then Linda gets in the driver’s seat.

      “What are you doing? Park already.”

      “I have to adjust the seat,” she says, playing with the switches. “I’m not used to these automated seat controls. Which one does what?”

      “The top one makes you go forward….no, that is not the top, that is the middle.”

      “But it’s at the highest elevation on its own little bump.”

      “Yes, but if you look at the controls as a cross, you will see…”

      “Here good enough,” she says with a sigh. Next she reaches up to fiddle with the rear view mirror and I make a strangled grunt.

      “Linda…”

      “Okay, okay, I guess I don’t need the mirror to park.” She puts the car into drive—

      And a puttering moped slips into the space right before us. Linda and I exchange glances, and she suddenly throws the car into park and leaps out the open door.

      “You know what? Fuck it. Leave the fucking car.”

      I guffaw heartily as we race up the street. Those two helicopters are definitely circling the CERN building. No doubt about it. But why are there barricades blocking the road?

      “Look, there’s that asshat Kyle,” Linda says with a sneer. “I hate to say it, but we should go talk to him. He might know what’s going on.”

      “Agreed.”

      We alter our vector and approach Kyle, who sits behind the wheel of his BMW and honks the horn repeatedly to no avail.

      “Come on, I’m the project manager,” he blurts. “I need to get in there, people. Come on.”

      “Kyle,” I say leaning in close to his open window. He’s so startled he jumps hard enough to crack his head on the roof.

      “Ow, what the hell…oh, its you two. Come to have a laugh at my expense?”

      “What’s going on, Kyle?” Linda asks. “Why the barricades?”

      “Didn’t you watch the news? Greenpeace just called in a bomb threat. They believe the World Wide Web will lead to mass consumerism which will cripple the ecosystem. Or some tree hugger bullshit. Anyway, the whole building is on lockdown, but rumor has it they did seven sweeps and found no explosives. So now they’re letting in only extreme VIPs. Which apparently is a short list which does NOT include the project manager.”

      “Kyle, you’re not a project manager in any meaningful way and you know it. This is Tim Berners Lee’s show, and always has been.”

      Kyle sulks and jabs a finger in the air at the twin choppers.

      “Yeah, well, those helicopters are just here because TBL himself will be landing any moment.”

      “TBL?” Linda asks with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah, its what us cool guys call him,” Kyle says with a wink.

      “Not cool enough to get into the CERN building, it seems, “ I say with a sneer. “Thanks for the information, Kyle.”

      “Hey, where are you going?” He shouts as we leave. “I already told you, you can’t get in. VIPs only, and neither one of you qualify. Especially you, Linda.”

      We leave his shouting voice behind. I glance over at Linda, and clear my throat.

      “You know you can’t take anything that blowhard says too seriously, right?”

      “Of course not,” she says with a sigh. “but it still stings. I’m only human after all, Axul.”

      She glances over at me and arches an eyebrow.

      “By the way, how do you intend to get in?”

      “I just need to get close enough to one of those men in uniform,” I say. We get within ten feet of the black and yellow painted wooden barricade, little more than large sawhorses with a coat of paint. A stodgy, harried looking soldier stood behind them, talking to two younger men while a fourth remained on picket duty. When we approached, the one on duty held a hand up toward us, palm outward.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but this area is strictly off limits.”

      “Of course, I was just trying to find my cousin. He works in that building.” I point at the CERN headquarters, and the guard shrugs.

      “Not today he doesn’t. Building’s on full lockdown due to a bomb threat. We’ll let you know when it’s safe to enter.”

      “DO you have any idea of when that might be? Linda asked.

      “I really can’t say at this time, Ma’am.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, tugging her along by the arm. When we were safely out of sight around the corner, I reached up behind my ear and fiddled with my image inducer. My form shifted, melting into the smoother contours of the soldier I’d just spoken to.

      “How will you get me in, though?” Linda asks.

      “I’ll be escorting you,” I say, taking her arm and striding confidently toward the CERN building. I didn’t have a rifle, but other than that I was the spitting image of one of the human soldiers.

      Still, my anxiety was riding high the whole way across the parking lot. I felt their eyes boring into me, and expected an angry shout of warning at any moment.

      When we reached the building proper, I relaxed a little. As soon as we were inside the protective confines of the building, we sighed in relief.

      “Now what?” Linda asked.

      “Shh,” I said. “Listen. Do you hear that?”

      “No, I can’t hear anything above those choppers and all the people honking.”

      “Must be too subtle for the human ear to detect. Another chopper has landed on the roof. Maybe the one with Tim Berners Lee?”

      Linda gasps, and we rush to the fire stairway. Finding it unguarded, we hurry to the roof. We don’t have direct roof access from here, but one well placed kick takes care of that.

      We rush out onto the roof, thankfully finding it bereft of soldiers. I suppose the US Army is overconfident in its ability to keep unwanted individuals out of the CERN headquarters. A Vakutan commander would have stationed guards up here just in case.

      Of course, if they were so efficient as my folk are, then we’d never have made it this far, so perhaps I should count my blessings.

      Linda and I slow to a walk so as not to startle the man stepping out of the chopper. He’s very slight, the type of ordinary man you wouldn’t give a second glance to on the street. And yet, he’s going to change the world. Today.

      “Mr. Berners Lee?” Linda asks.

      “I beg your pardon?” He says, eyes narrowing with suspicion.

      “I’m Linda Burton, I work on the World Wide Web project. There’s something we need to discuss with you. In private.”

      He laughs, face crinkling with merriment.

      “My dear, I’m about to make history today. If I didn’t let a bomb threat slow me down, what could you possibly have to tell me that would give me the slightest pause?”

      That’s my cue. Linda looks to me and I reach behind my ear and deactivate my image inducer.

      Tim Berners-Lee, famous icon of Earth history, and inventor of the World Wide Web who will change the course of history for his people, faints dead away.

      Well, we certainly got his attention, didn’t we?
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      Axul bends down and gently picks up Tim Berners Lee, careful to support his head.

      “Easy, easy now,” I say, reaching with outstretched fingers toward Tim’s head but not quite touching it. “That’s a valuable brain you’ve got custody of there.”

      “Stop fussing, woman,” he snaps. “I have the situation well in hand.”

      Axul turns to face me more fully, jabbing the index finger on his free hand in my direction. Unfortunately the motion moves TBL’s head dangerously close to the spinning rear propeller.

      “Watch out!” I blurt, grabbing Axel’s collar and dragging him a safer distance from the chopper. “You almost decapitated him.”

      “Oh.” Axul winces, shooting me a sheepish glance. “Sorry. I will endeavor to be far more careful. Vakutans are not known for their caregiving propensities.”

      “Well you better learn quick, god damn it,” I seethe. “We didn’t work this hard, almost die multiple times just so you can shred the most valuable brain on planet Earth like Big League Chew.”

      Axul hustles Tim Lee to the roof access door and shoves it open. I call out to him to wait, since his stride is so much longer than mine. But with three helicopters buzzing he does not hear me.

      “What?” Axul asks, turning back to face me—and slamming Tim Berners Lee’s head right into the doorjam. I believe he had been on the verge of regaining consciousness before then.

      “Just get him inside before you kill him,” I shout, cradling TBL’s head so that it does not suffer further damage.

      We descend to the main work floor, and Axul deposits Lee in a high backed rolling office chair. I rush to the vending machine for a cold caffeinated drink to revive him, but all they have are Diet Shasta Orange and Surge.

      “Hope you’ve got a little extreme in you, Mr. Lee,” I say, punching the button for the green and yellow canned swill. When I return to the office floor with my prize, Axul stands next to Lee waving him off with a file folder.

      “I think he’s coming to,” he says.

      I hold the cold can up against Lee’s forehead, then pop it open and shove it into his barely functional hands as his eyes flutter open.

      “Please, drink this Mr. Lee. It will make you feel better.”

      He places the can to his lips and takes a long pull. Lee gasps and coughs, pulling the can back and staring at it with horror.

      “What is this? Did someone liquefy a bag of vomit flavored candy? Don’t you have any tea?”

      “Sorry, Mr. Lee,” I say. “And I’m sorry we startled you earlier, but we didn’t have time to explain ourselves.”

      “You…” Lee says, his mouth agape. “You’re an extraterrestrial? A real one?”

      “Last time I checked,” Axul says with a shrug.

      “But are you one of the good ones like ET, or one of the bad ones like in War of the Worlds or the Godzilla films?”

      “Uh, the first one?” Axul says, scratching the back of his head.

      “But why are you here? Do you have something to do with the Greenpeace bomb threat?”

      “It’s not Greenpeace who made the bomb threat,” I explain quickly. “It was another group of aliens, different from Axul. Ones who are more like the War of the Worlds variety.”

      “But why? Why call in a bomb threat?”

      “To keep us away, so we can’t remove a device meant to sabotage your creation,” Axul says.

      “Sabotage…I don’t understand.” Lee shakes his head, his hands trembling as they clutch the half empty can of Surge. “All that the World Wide Web will be good for is helping universities share information more easily. It hardly has any prospects for world domination.”

      “You underestimate its importance, sir,” Axul says. “And your own. If you will please speak to the Interpol agents outside, we’ll remove the device posthaste and  you can activate the World Wide Web without interference.”

      “Very well,” Lee said. “I’m not entirely convinced that I’m not dreaming, you understand, but I figure might as well go full on Gulliver and play along with  my own madness,  yes?”

      I don’t get the reference—wasn’t Gulliver a giant or something?—but I smile anyway, because it means he’s going to help us.

      We head down to the ground floor, with Lee as our living, breathing VIP pass. He speaks to the Interpol agents and gives us egress outside. Axul takes the device and deactivates it, then goes one better and removes its battery pack.

      “That’s it?” Lee gasps, looking at the commpad. “It’s so…small.”

      “Thanks to men like you, humanity will achieve the same thing  in the future,” I say, patting his shoulder. “Thanks for listening. Now, you’ve got history to make.”

      “Indeed,” he says. “I had mocked my colleagues in the SETI program. Perhaps I should encourage them, and any others who wish to expand the search for other forms of alien life in the galaxy.”

      Tim Berners Lee and his assistants head to the computer lab, where they will publish the first ever web page, apparently. I look over their shoulders, and frankly I’m not impressed. It looks like writing on the screen, and that’s it. Nothing worth killing or dying for.

      But I know that it’s going to expand, and become something far greater than this humble beginning. The Grolgath know it too, and that’s why they tried to sabotage this moment in human  history.

      Seeing that Lee has things well in hand, the climactic triumph rather dull and disappointing, I head into the adjacent break room and find Axul communicating with Captain Pyke via hologram.

      “Good work, Axul,” Pyke says approvingly. “The time stream has been preserved.”

      “Not quite,” Axul growls. “The bomb threat failed, so I wouldn’t be surprised if the Grolgath tried something more extreme.”

      “Mr. Lee still represents a high value target for them as well. Stay sharp, Axul. And…"

      The image shimmers and breaks into green pixelated spheres. Axul frowns, and tries to bring it back up, but his device appears to be malfunctioning.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask when I can’t take his cursing any longer.

      “I can’t raise my Captain,” he says.

      “Is your device broken or something?”

      “No, it is not. I have run three diagnostics and it’s working fine. The signal is being jammed deliberately.”

      “The Grolgath?” I ask, my heart dropping down into my feet.

      “Who else? A communications interruption can mean only one thing; they are about to strike.”

      “What can we do?” I ask.

      “Mr. Lee is their main objective at this point. We did spur the actual launch of the World Wide Web to take place a few hours ahead of schedule, after all. There were supposed to be speeches, a reception, food…”

      “I get the gist. So what are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that Mr. Tim Berners Lee should be very visibly seen boarding the helicopter on the roof and flying away.”

      He reaches behind his ear and triggers his image inducer. I grin, and kiss ‘his’ face.

      “You’re a little tall, dear. Might I suggest a slight variation on your plan?”

      In short order, I’m climbing the roof access stairs, Axul’s image inducer stud clinging to the back of my ear with electrostatic pressure, or at least that’s what he calls it. All I know is I didn’t have little drills cutting into my flesh so I’m happy.

      “How do I look?” I ask, turning in a tight circle for Axul’s inspection.

      “Perfect,” he said. “You were right about the holographic disguise.”

      “Yeah, well, not many humans are seven and a half feet tall, you big lug,” I pat his belly and go to kiss him, but he fends me off. I forgot I look like Lee at the moment to him.

      We move across the sun drenched rooftop to the helicopter. Axul’s head is on a swivel, looking this way and that, ever alert for trouble.

      The two helicopters circling us draw his attention. Axul’s jaw drops open, and he runs to the pilot’s compartment.

      “Sorry about this,” he says, ripping the pilot out of his seat.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” I blurt.

      “The military grade helicopters have been compromised,” Axul growls. “There are Grolgath piloting them.”

      “How can you tell?”

      Machine gun fire rips across the roof, punching bullet holes in the tail section of our civilian grade helicopter.

      “Utter hatred in their eyes,” Axul snaps. “That and their long ass legs bunched up on either side of the control stick.”

      Axul lifts us off, and I clamber into the co-pilot’s seat.

      “You can fly this thing?”

      “Standard gyroscopic propeller based craft,” he says in clipped speech. “Primitive. I had one of these when I was a child.”

      We lift off the roof as more bullets fly, the second black helicopter banks sharply, coming in for its own assault. Axul takes us almost straight up into the air.

      “It’s our only advantage,” he explains. “They’re faster in every direction but straight up because of the weight difference. It’ll buy us some  time.”

      We vector almost straight up before Axul leans the stick forward, tilting us slightly on our horizontal axis. The chopper begins surging forward, and I glance out the side trying to spot the enemies on our tail.

      “What are we doing to do?” I ask.

      “I’m going to pilot the ship,” he snaps. “You’re going to shoot them down.”

      “Me?” I blurt. “What do you mean, I’m going to shoot them down? With what? My can do attitude?”

      “No,” Axul says, reaching into his breast pocket. “With this.”

      He hands me an alien pistol, oversized and  heavy in my hand.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “An Advanced Munitions Dynamics MK 32 rail pistol,” he says. “Fires a tiny sliver of trimantium at near light speed.”

      “How does it work?”

      “Hold the handle, aim, squeeze the trigger stud,” he says.

      I move into the back of the chopper, and slide open the door. Instantly I’m buffeted by high winds that threaten to tear the gun from my grasp. I aim carefully, and a little targeting panel flips up and locks on. I gasp when cables extrude from the handle, but instead of invading my body they gently tug on my fingers and wrist, guiding my aim subtly.

      “Here goes nothing,” I shout. Squeezing the trigger, I send a bright flash of light speeding toward the lead black chopper.

      A black puff of smoke, a plume of orange flame, and the chopper begins listing badly and losing altitude. Did…did I just take it out?

      My surge of optimism is quickly snuffed out when I’m nearly hit by return fire from the still operational craft. The gun drops from my hand and sparks, the targeting panel snapping off like glass.

      “Axul, I dropped the gun.”

      “Pick it up and shoot back!”

      “I’m trying, I think it’s broke.”

      He curses, then motions for me to join him up front in the cockpit.

      “Get up here and strap in, then. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”
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      Linda fumbles with the miserable Earthling excuse for crash webbing, frantically trying to click the metal ends together. I curse under my breath, and she glances sharply in my direction when she finally fastens it tight.

      “What was that?”

      “This aircraft has not even the most basic inertial dampening suite,” I snap. “What happens if the engines fail, or there is a collision?”

      “Uh, people die?” she offers.

      “How barbaric. And people say the Vakutan are uncivilized.”

      “Well, inertial dampening is just a pipe dream in the 1990s, so sorry to disappoint you.” She glances out the window, trying to find the second helicopter which was chasing us. “Did we lose them?”

      “I doubt it.” I sigh, shaking  my head at the pathetic console. “No sensor array either. Not even primitive radar. How in the world do these ships navigate?”

      “By sight, mostly, unless you’re lucky enough to have access to an air traffic control tower.”

      “How your species survives to enter the galactic community, I have no idea,” I mutter.

      The sound of hackles raising buzzing behind us heralds out craft being peppered with lead rain. Warning lights flash all over my console, telling me I’m losing hydraulic pressure and fuel, but I can’t possibly keep up with them all. For now, the chopper remains air worthy, but that won’t last for long.

      “They found us,” Linda says. “What are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to try and lose them downtown,” I say, angling our descent until we skim along less than fifteen feet above traffic.

      The Grolgath controlled chopper sinks in low behind us, and again their guns blaze. I try to take evasive maneuvers, but the propeller based craft moves sluggishly, a legacy of their previous attack. Black smoke billows out from my rear propeller, and it becomes nigh impossible to keep the tail still.

      “We’re hit,” Linda shouts above the din.

      “Hang on,” I shout, angling us toward a nearby semi truck dragging an empty flat bed. I match speed with the vehicle and then descend until our landing pylons crash into the wooden slats.

      We slide a bit, but then hold fast as the propeller slows its spin. Unfortunately, the Grolgath aren’t giving up. I have no doubts that they will eagerly fire upon us despite the fact that we are mired in traffic.

      I must do something, but what?

      “Get out, Linda,” I bellow, ripping my crash webbing off in a huff. She disentangles herself as the black chopper zips over her head in an arcing circle. They’re coming around for another pass, and this one will be the last one. One way or the other, it will be their final assault, they just don’t know it yet.

      “Down,” I shout at Linda. She plasters herself belly first on the truck, and I grab the tail section of our downed craft. Lightweight materials, through and through. It should be possible for me to pull this trick off.

      Gripping the tail, I bunch my legs underneath me and gather my strength. When the black chopper comes in like the herald of death, black and sleek and loud as it angles its potent weaponry our way, I plant my feet firmly and twist, swinging the chopper like a club.

      I release it at the end of my toss, and the downed chopper twists in the air and smashes into the military grade counterpart. The two vehicles entwine like forest vines, smashing and mingling their mass into one smoking, flaming metal morass which plunges to the pavement and explodes.

      “Come on,” I say as the truck grinds to a halt at a red light. The driver gawks out the back window, not even noticing us for the black plume of smoke climbing high into the blue skies.

      Linda and I disembark the flatbed truck. I put my hands around her waist and lower her to the ground, and we take pains to blend into the crowd gawking at the wrecked helicopters.

      “Walk, don’t run,” I say, tugging Linda along.

      “Have we lost them, finally?” Linda asks.

      As if in response, the blackened, twisted metal groans. A pair of Grolgath, blackened and singed but very much alive, drags themselves out of the wreckage. Their image inducers were apparently damaged, and they now appear in their true guises.

      “Must be filming a movie,” says a young man near me. I would have thought the sight of aliens in their midst would create more panic. But the humans simply move out of the way of the Grolgath ‘actors’ who rush in our direction. An energy blast sears the air near my head, and I grab Linda’s hand and take off running.

      “Why aren’t they in disguise?” Linda pants as we race through the teeming city streets.

      “The crash evidently damaged their image inducer tech,” I say. “Though unfortunately it left their weaponry intact. Just our luck.”

      “Kind of par for the course, isn’t it?” she laughs. “The course of true love never ran smooth, and all that.”

      I glance sharply at her. She has brought up something I desperately wish to discuss, but unfortunately the damn flame kissers choose that exact moment to open fire upon us again. We duck around a corner shop, green blasts melting through the glass box display case and turning plastic mannequins into melted lumps of black.

      At this point at least some of the humans have figured out this is not a movie set, but a real life, very dangerous situation. Panic reigns, and people flee wholesale like they’re trapped in a monster movie. I wish we could do more than flee, but their weapons give them a tremendous advantage. I tried throwing a damn helicopter at them, what more can I do?

      “This way,” I shout, dragging Linda behind me. We leap onto one of the electric light rail cars prevalent in San Francisco. I push her down into one of the seats and glance behind us as the car picks up speed.

      The Grolgath give chase, running all out and keeping pace with the car.

      “We need to go faster,” I say.

      “Tell it to the driver,” Linda snaps.

      Good idea. I move in a half crouch up to the driver’s compartment, and find that it’s a simple set up; all he seems to be doing is applying the brake to keep us from careening down this steep hill too quickly.

      “Sorry about this,” I say, grabbing the puny human and tossing him onto a fruit stand. He’ll be messy, and need to go to the dry cleaners, but he won’t be hurt.

      Unfortunately I toss him too hard, and he sails over the soft tomatoes and lands on a pile of pineapples instead. I wince, and wave as we pass.

      “Sorry, I’m really sorry.”

      With that I grab the brake and let it off all the way. The car instantly surges forward, sending some of the passengers spilling out the sides and back. We quickly outdistance the Grolgath, but now we’re moving dangerously fast down this incline.

      As we near the bottom of the hill, I see that the track is coming to an end. There are large inflated bumpers, which are supposed to gently catch a slow moving car so it can make a return trip up the hill.

      But I know it’s going to be insufficient to stop us. So instead of trying to slow us with the brake, I do the exact opposite. We pick up even more speed as I work my way back to Linda.

      “Hold on,” I say, grabbing the seat and using my body to shield her own.

      The cable car crests the final hill before the last plunge, and we fly off the rails and into the air. Just as I intended. Sparks shoot up seven feet into the air behind us as the steel wheels grate and whine, heating up red hot with the friction.

      We slide right past the barrier and toward the beach. The front end hits the sand and digs in, burying its nose several feet.

      The back end kicks up into the air, launching Linda and I like a catapult. She screams. I scream. I roll myself up into a protective ball around her and wait for the inevitable impact.

      When it comes, it’s a lot harder than I’m expecting. The sand might look soft, but it feels like hitting stone at the speeds we’re going. I roll with the impact, striving to protect Linda from the worst of it, careening and skipping along the sand until we come to a rest in a grass topped dune.

      “Are you all right, Linda,” I gasp, scuffed and bleeding in several spots, but able to move.

      “I think so,” she says, spitting out sand. “Ugh. I’ve got sand everywhere. And I do mean everywhere.”

      “Come, we are not safe,” I say, peering up the hill whence we have come. The Grolgath are twin black dots rushing through the milling throng of onlookers and pedestrians “We must find a place to hide.”

      “It’s the beach, where is that going to be? The only structure is a lifeguard station, and you can see right through it.”

      I cast my gaze about, and then a sound akin to thudding reaches my ears. Bass. Someone is playing music at high volume.

      “There,” I say, pointing at a large gathering of people not far down the beach. “We’ll blend into that crowd.”

      “I think that’s a private party,” Linda says. “See the security? We’ll never get in.”

      “Yes,” I say, reaching up behind her ear and clicking the image inducer. She now resembles one of the black garbed security staff rather than Mr. Lee. It’s strangely odd seeing Linda turn into a male human.

      “You have some moments of cleverness,” she says, kissing me on the cheek, which is a strange experience given her disguise as a male and the fact that I am male. But I go with it. “They’re rare, but you have them.”

      “Woo hoo!” shouts a woman in a bikini nearby. “Yeah! Show that pride! Love is love.”

      Linda giggles while I roll my eyes skyward.

      “The humans still haven’t liberated the gays in this time period,” she says.

      I shake my head, not surprised.

      “Come on,” I say, taking ‘her’ hand. “Let’s get out of sight before they catch up to us.”
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      I stride confidently past the security checkpoint, nodding at the bald headed muscle men flanking the entrance to the beach party. They don’t challenge us, seeming more intent upon flirting with the large number of bikini clad women present.

      “What kind of party is this?” Axul asks, his human guise marred with a frown. As long as we stay within ten feet of each other the image inducer will work for both of us. I’ll have to remember that, since in this throng of humanity it will be easy to get separated. And one look at Axul’s real face could start a panic.

      “I’m not sure,” I say, glancing around. I notice an inordinate amount of television cameras and the accompanying wires and crew men. Professional grade, top notch bleeding edge 1990s tech. “A movie, maybe?”

      “Perhaps we could ask that man in the Gilligan hat,” he says, pointing toward the middle of the human swarm, where a stage has been erected. “He seems to be fairly important.”

      “Wow,” I gasp in astonishment as soon as I recognize who it is. “That’s LL Cool J. I just figured out what they’re doing  here. Filming a music video.”

      “A music video? LL Cool J?” Axul tilts his head to the side. “Isn’t that oxymoronic? Music is something you usually hear, not see.”

      “Obviously you don’t have MTV in the future,” I say with a giggle. “A music video is like…well, to be honest, it’s basically a commercial for the musician and their work, but some of them can achieve work of art status, like Thriller.”

      “Thriller?” he frowns.

      “Never mind. It would take too long to explain. But that man in what you so adorably call a Gilligan hat is a pretty big star. I can’t live without my radio, you ever hear that song?”

      “No. Is he physically dependent upon radio waves?”

      “No, it’s an expression, an artistic expression,” I say with a sigh. “He’s not literally saying he’ll die without radio, he’s saying he can’t, you know, LIVE.”

      “You and I are living right now,” he says. “How is what you say any different?”

      We elbow our way a bit closer to the stage, keeping a look out for the Grolgaths. Maybe they gave up? I don’t see them anywhere.

      “I think maybe it’s because English has multiple shades and meanings for the word live,” I reply. “Like, it can mean being alive, as in the physical state of not death, but it can also mean…it can also mean experiencing your best life.”

      “My best life?” Axul asks, his face furrowed with thought. “How do I know if it’s my best life?”

      “I don’t know, Axul. You’ll have to answer that for yourself.”

      LL Cool J jumps on the mike and starts pumping up the crowd. As I thought, it’s a music video filming event. He jokes that he will perform his new single ‘six or seven times’ until he gets it right. The crowd responds with a ripple of laughter.

      I admit to being a bit star struck—I had a poster of this man on my wall in high school—but there’s no time for that. Not only are we trying to hide from alien assassins, Axul seems on the  verge of figuring out some profundity, and I want to encourage him.

      “What’s that look on your face mean?” I prompt.

      “Linda,” he says, an intense light in his gold eyes. “There is something I must say to you, and I know it’s not the best time, but I simply must. If I don’t utter these words now, I may never get another chance.”

      “I’m listening,” I say. Even though we’re surrounded by people, the crowd lends a bit of anonymity to our conversation. We’re alone even among the multitude. The dancing, swirling bodies, the pounding bass, it all seems to fade away in the wake of Axul’s impassioned plea.

      “When I said that we had to stop seeing each other, it broke my heart,” he says. “Using the parlance of your people. I—I want to be with you, Linda. Now and forever.”

      “What about messing up the timeline,” I ask, my heart skipping a beat.

      “I don’t give a damn about the timeline,” Axul snaps. “I mean, of course I care, but there’s no proof that a future with you and I together in it isn’t the ‘right’ time line. I mean, is there?”

      “I can’t answer that question, Axul,” I say sadly. “I’m a computer programmer, not a theoretical physicist or a philosopher. But I do know that I agree with you; I wish we could be together too.”

      “I love you, Linda,” he blurts, hands grasping my biceps. “I love you and I want to be with you. Forever.”

      “Axul,” I breathe, blinking away tears. “I love you, too, but aren’t you trying to get back to your own time?”

      “That’s our goal, but even if we can somehow achieve it, I won’t leave you, Linda.” He shakes his head firmly. “The time line can go hang itself, because if it means the end of the Galaxy as we know it, so be it. I want to be with  you. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Axul,” I say. He drags me in and kisses me deeply.

      “Get a room, you guys,” snaps a nearby backup dancer.

      The sound of an energy weapon discharging draws our attention. Around us, the concert continues unabated. It seems both the music star and the audience believe the laser sounds are just part of the live performance.

      Axul and I cast our gazes over to the entrance, and find that the two security officers lay dead, smoking craters in their chests. Some of the people who witnessed the murders get a clue and start screaming, running madly from the two alien warriors.

      But they’re not even concerned with the fleeing humans, focusing entirely on their search for us. I recall that I no longer look like Tim Lee, which means we ought to be safe.

      “What should we do, Axul?” I ask, trying not to look right at the Grolgath. Their appearance causes a minor stir, but we’re so close to Hollywood that most assume they’re just extras wearing costumes.

      “I’m thinking,” he grumbles. “Bide, please. For now let’s just try to circle around behind them.”

      We melt into the crowd, his hand slipping into mine and clutching it tightly. My  heart pounds from fear, but more so from our mutual declaration of love. I never would have thought I’d be involved with an alien warrior, let alone fall in love with one. Funny how life works sometimes.

      I can’t believe I ever thought this boisterous, wear his heart on his sleeve individual was somehow a clever deceitful player. Axul doesn’t have it in him to be so cruelly dismissive of others feelings, not even his own.

      Besides, we work together. We shouldn’t, not on paper, but we do. The computer nerd and the alien warrior. The modern 90s chick and the time displaced Vakutan. Could be a sitcom.

      Unfortunately for us, the Grolgath are alert for anyone trying to sneak up on them. Axul drags us down to our knees several times, using the crowd for cover as we try to circle up around them.

      “Maybe we should  just let them exhaust their search and leave,” I say. “I mean, do we have to try and fight them when they have us so badly outgunned?”

      “I’m afraid that’s not an option,” Axul says grimly. “Too many of these humans have seen them without their disguises. Grolgath protocol is to sanitize the entire area.”

      The way he says ‘sanitize’ sends chills down my spine. I gape up at Axul and shake my head.

      “You can’t mean…they’d kill all these people? All of them, just to keep it quiet?”

      Axul nods, a dark expression on his holographic face.

      “But, but most of these people don’t even know they’re real aliens. They think it’s part of the show.”

      “That does not matter to a Grolgath. They will do anything, stoop to any low deed, just to insure victory for their dark goddess.”

      “Then what can we do?”

      “Keep trying to get close enough to stop them,” Axul says with a fierce grin, which is belied by the fear in his gaze. “At least, that is my task. You should get yourself to safety.”

      “No way,” I snap, grabbing his hand tighter. “You just told me you loved me. No way am I going to lose you to some green scaled monsters.”

      Axul grins, and squeezes back.

      “Then, perhaps, you’d like to help me?”

      He leans over and whispers in  my ear. I nod, a grin spreading over my face.

      We separate, which means his holo disguise drops off and he’s revealed to be his true self. The Grolgath turns toward him, eyes narrowed to slits, and aim their weapons.

      But I’ve been moving the whole time, right next to the vanilla smoke machine. Grabbing the oversized hose, I grunt with the effort of aiming it right at their scaled faces. The Grolgath are inundated with the nice smelling smoke, which gives Axul the opportunity he needs to close the gap with one fell leap.

      Shouts, hard smacks, and bone on bone impact emanate from the billowing cloud. When it clears, Axul is standing there holding both of their weapons, one of the Grolgath face down in the sand.

      Where is the other? I glance about, and spot him fleeing across the stage. Unfortunately for the Grolgath, LL Cool J doesn’t take kindly to sharing the spotlight. The Grolgath walks right into a left hook which knocks it prone to the stage.

      “Mama said knock you out,” croons the musician, to the great approval of the crowd. Axul reaches up and snags the Grolgath’s ankle and drags him off the stage as the music video filming continues.

      Our work isn’t done. I have to go and overexpose the film while everyone is distracted. Can’t have footage of green scaled aliens messing with Earth’s natural timeline. I feel a bit bad for Mr. Cool J, since much of his day’s work has just gone up in smoke.

      But given the fact we also helped him develop a new hook, I hope it’s a fair enough trade.

      I mean something tells me we’ll be hearing ‘mama said knock you out’ again from LL in the future.

      When I find Axul, he’s doing...well, I guess it’s a dance. Sort of a flowing shuffle that makes him appear and even bigger dork than normal.

      “What are you doing?” I blurt, startling him.

      “I was just showing off my dance moves to Will and Alfonso here,” Axul says. “Alfonso says he might call it the Carlton.”

      “Stop before you give them eye cancer,” I say. Axul abruptly takes my hand and leads me away.

      “What now?” I ask Axul as he drags the Grolgath to the edge of the swirling dancers and extras.

      “Now, I call my captain. He and I have much to discuss.”

      I look down at the Grolgath, but I don’t think that’s what Axul is referring to.
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      Linda shifts nervously beside me as we stand on the foam washed beach head, towering cliffs looming overhead.

      “The tide’s coming in,” she says, taking a reflexive step back from the ocean even though we’re a good twenty feet away.

      “Indeed,” I reply. “It’s lovely. Romantic, even.”

      “Romantic?” she gasps. “What’s romantic about drowning? The path we took to this secluded, ugly beach has already been washed over.”

      “Indeed,” I reply, nodding. “But it is of little consequence, as we won’t be needing it. Myrdok will be here any moment.”

      “You said that fifteen minutes ago,” Linda blurts. “And fifteen minutes before that. How is he going to find us if the Grolgath scrambled your commpad signal?”

      “They are no longer doing so, and this beach was picked especially for our use because of its secluded nature.”

      “And this is the only beach?” she asks, eying the approaching tide with anxiety writ large in her green eyes.

      “No, there are dozens,” I said. “It should not take Myrdok long to check them all.”

      “Dozens?” Linda shakes her head. “If we drown, I’m never talking to you again.”

      “That’s…true?” I say, tilting my head to the side. “But the point is moot, since Myrdok will be here any moment you will see.”

      As if on cue, a silver shape bobs to the surface, streamlined like a cigar. The viewing port is blacked out, but I recognize one of our shuttles.

      “There he is,” I say.

      “Is that a shuttle or a submarine?” Linda counters.

      “Both,” I say. “A rarity I must admit. Most vessels cannot perform both functions safely, and we are limited to a depth of several  hundred feet lest the pressure rupture our shuttle’s skin.”

      The shuttle lifts from the surf, dripping water back into the gray green foam. It vectors about on its horizontal axis until the rear opening faces us.

      Linda steps carefully into the cabin, and I follow suit. The rear door closes at the same time as the barrier between cabin and cockpit ascends into the ceiling.

      “Captain Pyke?” I blurt, leaping to my feet and standing at attention as he enters the cabin.

      “Axul,” he says, inclining his head. “Good work on thwarting the Grolgath’s plans to disrupt the World Wide Web launch.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I say quickly. I gesture toward Linda. “But I never would have  been able to do so without her help.”

      Pyke nods toward Linda, his expression grim.

      “We thank you for your service, both to us and your own kind. Now, if you’ll just hold still while I administer this memory erasing drug…”

      “Stop, Captain,” I say, leaping up in front of him and using my own body as a barricade. “Don’t erase her memory, I beg you.”

      “And why not? You knew this day was coming, Axul.”

      “He did?” Linda crosses her arms over her chest and glares at me. “News to me. What is this about erasing my memories?”

      “It’s for your own good,” Pyke gripes, gesturing with the aerosol in his hand. “And the good of your people. You just can’t walk around like normal with knowledge of alien life forms present on your planet. Are you trying to demolish the natural flow of history?”

      “You’re not getting anywhere near me with that thing,” Linda says, cowering behind me.

      “Captain, what if she were not just ‘walking around’ the other humans?” I dare to ask. “What if she were to work in concert with our own efforts?”

      “You mean, bring her onto the crew?” Pyke shakes his head firmly. “We can’t do that. What if she’s supposed to give birth to the new savior of  humanity or something? We don’t know.”

      “Excuse me, Captain Pyke?” Linda says, raising her hand. “Considering the type of men I used to date before Axul and I fell in love, I can unequivocally say I would never bear any child born of their loins. At all. Ever.”

      Pyke frowns, but I move in for the kill before he can offer further complaint.

      “Come, Captain, she’s already proved herself invaluable. Linda is an expert in Earth computers of this era. She has knowledge of how this world works that we lack.”

      Pyke rubs a hand down his ridged face and sighs.

      “You’re making my life very difficult, Axul,” he says in a low growl.

      “I know, sir, but I have little choice. I love her.”

      Pyke turns his gaze toward Linda, and I feel as if we have already won.

      “Can you be trusted not to speak to your fellow humans of the things and events you will bear witness to?”

      “Yes,” she says without hesitation. “The Grolgath are too dangerous to my planet and my people for me to take such a risk.”

      “Fine,” Pyke snaps. “You may keep your pet human. But the two of you have been exposed to Grolgath agents, and must lie low for a time. We’re taking you to our northern safe house for temporary isolation.”

      He leans in close to me, and presses the aerosol into my hand.

      “Just in case her prattle gets to be too much,” he says, winking.

      I smile and nod, but I have no intention of wiping out Linda’s memories. In less than an hour, our speedy craft takes us up the west coast past Washington and into Canada. There he lets us off at a large two story beach house on stilts. Its paint has long since faded from blue and red to dull aqua and rusty pink, but the structure is sound.

      Linda and I stand hand in hand while we watch Pyke and Myrdok depart, the silver craft slipping beneath the pounding surf.

      “Alone at last,” She says. “So what do you want to do fi—ulp!”

      I sweep her off of her feet and carry her into the house, heading right up the steps to the waiting bed.

      “I see,” she says with a giggle. “I’m about to be totally taken by an alien, right?”

      “I’m going to ravish your smooth, hairless body,” I growl.

      As soon as I enter the bedroom, I toss her onto the large mattress, not even bothering to remove the plastic dust cover first. Linda bounces on the crinkling surface, her laughter turning into a gasp as I pin her down and grope at her crotch through her jeans.

      “Oh god, I’ve so wanted you to touch me again,” she breathes.

      I can’t respond, not in words. I’m far too aroused for that. With a growl, I grab the fastenings for her denim trousers and attempt to pull them down. My impatience, as well as my aching, almost painful erection, cause me to give up and simply rip the fabric in twain.

      Linda cries out as I toss her shredded pants over my shoulder. My nail hooks into the waistband of her flimsy undergarment. I shoot her a knowing stare before I sever the thin material with one stroke of my finger.

      Her smooth, sleek legs are revealed to me, as well as the musky love cradle. I bend my head down, thrusting my nostrils right into the soft, slick folds of her flesh and inhale deeply.

      A low animal growl emanates from my chest, burbling like a black marsh into the air. I extend my tongue, lapping long and slow against her spongy mass of quivering flesh. Linda cries out, her hands going to either side of my head. Her fingertips lodge in my ridges, tracing and caressing and exploring as I lap greedily at her nether lips.

      “Oh god, that feels so good,” she gasps, writhing beneath the touch of my lips and tongue.

      Her smell is intoxicating, swarming my brain with powerful mating impulses I can’t possibly hope to deny. I grab Linda  under her hips, hands caressing her smooth rounded bottom, and bury myself in my work. My nose and lips nudge past her outer labia, tongue plumbs its way through the shivering pink walls of her love tunnel.

      She bucks wildly, whether in an attempt to escape my ministrations or to drive my face more fully into them I can’t say for certain. One thing I know is that her soft cries and piercing screams have nothing to do with pain or fear.

      My lips encompass her clitoral mound, sucking the pink spongy mass inside their soft embrace. Then I suckle, being careful not to harm her. Linda’s mouth flies open, her back rears up until she sits on her bottom, thighs wrapped around my face, hands gripping my ridges. A soft undulating hiss escapes her throat, then her lungs inflate in preparation for a truly magnificent scream.

      The reverberations echo off the walls as I suck a bit harder, deforming her soft tissue and drawing it further into my mouth. Linda thrashes around, losing all control as she spews forth a hot, sticky stream of ejaculate into my face and mouth.

      I lap it up eagerly, exulting in her taste, in this flagrant demonstration of her feminine arousal. So humans believe that women experiencing sexual pleasure is somehow a detriment? More proof of how backward and primitive they are in this era.

      I love her wanton display, relish it. Bask in it. To physically mate is not just to create an heir, but to build a lasting connection between one and one’s fated mate. A few weeks ago I didn’t even know her  name. Now, she’s everything to me. My love. My Linda.

      My squirming mass of orgasmic bliss, as well it seems. When she finishes her thrashing about, I lift my face, still dripping with her juices, and smile between the pillars of her thighs.

      “You’re such a bad boy, Axul,” she says in a giddy voice. “Do you know how many human men refuse to do that?”

      “Then they are even bigger fools than I thought.”

      “Oh, human men are fools?” she asks.

      “Indeed, they are. How else could they possibly let a treasure such as you go untapped for so long? I claim you as my mate, Linda Burton.”

      “Ah, okay,” she says with a shiver. “As much as I see myself as a post modern feminist…it’s awfully nice to be claimed by a big, brutish alpha male such as yourself.”

      I shove her thighs widely apart, then flick my tongue over her swollen clitoris. Linda moans, falling back on the bed and turning into jelly.

      “Ah ah,” I say, wagging my finger. “No laying down on the job. I have pleased you, and so you shall please me.”

      She lifts her head, fixing me with a glazed over half lidded gaze.

      “Yes, Axul,” she purrs. “Whatever you say.”
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      The  mattress deforms under my palms and knee caps as I crawl toward the kneeling Axul. Biting my lower lip, I growl low in my throat as I sweep my gaze up his nude, chiseled body. I hate to think of myself as superficial, or caught up on looks, but quite frankly his form is a work of art. Even though it’s an alien form, not human, I find great beauty in his sleek, almost feline symmetry of substance. Red scales ripple as muscles flex beneath the surface when he shifts position slightly.

      I’m fascinated by the washboard lumps of muscle surrounding his navel, the smoothly rounded pectorals with no less than three big lines of definition running diagonally across to his ribcage.

      The mounded shoulders framing either side of his bull neck just beg for my caress, and I remember the sensation of being held against that shoulder, how light and feminine I felt as he carried me aloft.

      Finally, I turn my gaze to his ridged, red scaled face. It’s hard to believe I used to see his visage and be frightened by it. Sharp teeth and dragon scales notwithstanding. Now when I see his square jaw, his high cheekbones and pointed ears, his golden eyed gaze just filled with tenderness, all I can feel is love.

      “You’re staring,” he rumbles, a smile turning up the corners of his thin lips.

      “Yes,” I said. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thank you,” he says with a chuckle. “I’m not certain many would say the same thing about me, however.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I say, running my palms along the corrugated muscle of his thighs. “Most girls I know like big men…as in physically big in terms of their frame, stop laughing.”

      Axul shrugs, and I turn my attention to the veined slab of meat dangling between his thighs.

      “Of course, it’s not exactly a deal breaker, either,” I say, running my eyes on a racetrack from his gorgeous member to his scaled face and back.

      “Deal breaker?” he rumbles, arching a brow ridge.

      “I’ll explain later.” I slide my hands inward until I grip his red, veined shaft in both palms. Axul’s eyes flutter closed, and a grunt of pure arousal emanates from behind his closed lips. “Do you like that?”

      “Yes,” He rumbles in a tight voice.

      “Hmm. Well, if you beg me, I might suck you off,” I tease, giving his hanging testicles a pat.

      “Beg you?” He growls. “I am a Vakutan warrior, I do not beg.”

      “That sounds like the talk of someone who doesn’t want a blow job,” I say simply, slowly stroking my palms down his shaft. “Go on, beg me to eat your dick.”

      “Beg?” His eyes narrow, though his smile remains intact. “I think you forget your place, woman.”

      “Oh?” I ask with mock arrogance. “And what place is that?”

      “Your place is on your knees,” he seethes. “Serving me.”

      His hands go to either side of my head, fingers locking into my curls. I release his rod in surprise, though a smile finds its way to my lips. Axul growls down at me and yanks on my hair.

      “Get your mouth on it, little cunny,” he snaps.

      Now he’s speaking my language.

      I open my lips, and as soon as they part Axul shoves the throbbing, glistening head of his member inside my mouth. I struggle to relax my jaw, not wanting to scrape him with my teeth as he growls through a gritted grill. His hands shove insistently on the back of my head, forcing me to take more of his length, and more still.

      I struggle not to gag, my eyes welling with tears even as I strain to open my throat fully for his ingress. His meat slams into the back of my throat, then glides most of the way out. I gasp around the red scaled slab blocking my mouth as he lets me get a few snorts of air before lodging it back inside.

      My whole body trembles, a deep pang throbbing through my nether region. I so enjoy being owned, being dominated like this. Now that he’s established the hierarchy, Axul allows me a bit more control of my cock sucking. His hands are still knotted in my curly hair, mind  you, but he lets me set the pace and depth of my efforts.

      I run  my gaze up to meet his golden eyes as I choke myself on his member, struggling against my own responses just to please him that much more.  I do so again, then finally  have to pull myself off of him fully. A sticky web of saliva and his spunk connect my mouth to his member for a moment before surface tension causes it to break and slide down my chin.

      “Beg me to ravish your little cunt,” Axul growls. I gasp, eyes fluttering closed as I get pushed right up onto the precipice of orgasm by his words alone.

      “Oh Axul, please fuck my tight little pussy,” I say in a wheedling little girl voice. “I’ve been so good for you, taking your whole cock inside my mouth. I deserve it.”

      “Very well,” he growls. His big scaled, clawed hands grasp my thighs and then firmly shove them apart. “I will impale you upon my greatest weapon.”

      I lay back on the bed, putting my hands behind my head and watching with eager eyes as he maneuvers the glistening red crown of his cock between my thighs, intent upon invading my nether lips.

      My mouth flies open, eyes flutter closed as his big fingers pry apart my outer labia, spreading me and exposing me to his gaze and his throbbing rod. I whimper with anticipation as he slides the crown past my trembling lips.

      There’s a slight sharp pain as it drives itself in fully, stretching me out widely, but then the agony fades, replaced by an exquisite molten contraction which spreads from my crotch all over my entire body.

      It feels so right, so natural, to have him deep inside of me like this. Axul growls, planting his hands on opposite sides of my shoulders and leaning in, driving himself even more firmly into my body.

      He leans low, toothy maw seeking my lips. I bask in the glow of his attentions as he smothers me with kisses, his long tongue invading my mouth and establishing dominance on this orifice as well. I lay back and let him have his way with me, exulting in the sensation of being his pet, his toy, his plaything. His mate.

      Axul rears up, clawed hands tightly gripping my  hips. I can tell by the look of unabiding lust in his golden eyed gaze that he’s about to let loose the full unabashed power of his desire upon me. And I’m ready for it. I’ve never been more ready.

      Seeing a look of abject lust, when a man finally stops fighting himself and gives in to it, is like a money shot if you’re a woman. I can not only see Axul’s deep desire for me, I can feel it as well. I lift a palm and place it against his sculpted chest, feeling his powerful heartbeat thud beneath my fingers.

      Axul thrusts his hips forward, grinding his pelvis into my own and slapping his testicles against my already throbbing nether lips. A gasp forces its way out of my throat, echoing off the ceiling of the borrowed worn beach house and back into my ears, seemingly magnified in intensity. He rocks back and forth, moving his rod in and out in a smooth glide. My body expands and contracts as it takes him in, then grips him tightly as he drags his way back out.

      “Oh god, Axul,” I groan. “Fuck me. Fuck me harder.”

      Axul complies, increasing the speed and power of his thrusts. He feels so amazing inside of me, stretching my body and filling me with his throbbing goodness. I wouldn’t trade him for a  human male for all the world. The ridges on his cock provide that much extra texture, rippling along my pink shaft and causing fireworks to explode behind my eyelids.

      “I love you, Linda,” He gasps from behind gritted shark’s teeth.

      I’d say I love him back, if not for the fact that I’m screaming. I wrap my ankles around the small of his back in an effort to squeeze him all the more tightly into my body. Axul blinks sweat out of his eyes and groans, throwing his head back as he comes inside of me.

      I luxuriate in the sensation of his seed filling me up inside. His member throbs and trembles and squirts, sending a cascade of ecstasy through my lower body and exploding into my brain as the most powerful climax I’ve yet experienced.

      My body loses all control, writhing and thrashing like a landed salmon. Axul pins me down beneath his body and thrusts harder until he finally reaches his own crescendo. Our mutual cries of passion rival the pounding surf in both intensity and volume.

      Then he collapses on top of me, and I struggle to get my arms around his broad, muscular back in a sweet embrace. Axul rains kisses down on my face, and I coo and sigh when I receive each and every one.

      “Oh God, Axul…you can do that to me forever if you like.”

      “My love,” he growls. “I’ll do this to you until the very end of time itself.”

      I smile, and place my palm on his scaled cheek.

      “I love you, Axul the Vakutan.”

      “And I love you, Linda the human.”

      Our lips meet more softly, yet with no less passion as the surf continues to roll in as a backdrop to our happily ever after.
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      The shuttle slips out of the Pacific Ocean a hundred miles away from the United States shoreline, glistening in the fading sunlight as a million droplets of water catch and refract the daystar’s brilliance. Captain Pyke shifts in his seat beside me, looking out on the ocean’s majesty.

      “It’s been a long time since I was on an ocean dominant world,” he muses. “Is it not beautiful, Myrdok?”

      “It is indeed, Captain,” I reply. “But with all respect, I much prefer the tides of Novaria. The waves on this planet struggle to reach a height of thirty meters. Not good for proper surfing.”

      “But more than sufficient for the weak  humans,” Pyke says. “I tell you, Myrdok, sometimes I wish we’d been sent back to a different sapient species’ past. It is difficult to keep them and their flow of history safe when they are so, so very reactionary.”

      “Indeed,” I agree with a nod. “Though they are weak and soft, they are also quick to anger, and even quicker to fight. Their societies are steeped in military culture even if they decry its necessity. Truly, they have much in common with the Ataxians.”

      “Perhaps,” Pyke mutters. “But they have one thing that separates them very much from the Ataxian Coalition’s zealots.”

      “And what is that?” I ask with a puzzled frown. We’ve already established humanity’s weak physical forms in this conversation.

      “They are not opposed to the Alliance,” Pyke finishes with a firm clap on my shoulder. “How far are we from the Ring of Fire headquarters?

      “About two hours out, at current speeds.”

      “Two hours?” He curses, but restrains himself from spitting. I ask for a certain level of decorum in the cockpit, even from my commanding officer. “Can we not go faster?”

      “Yes, but if we do so we risk being picked up by Earth tracking stations, or worse, the Grolgath.”

      “Bah. After their most recent bloody nose, they will be licking their wounds and lying…”

      The shuttle shakes with the impact of weapons fire. Lights flash all over my console as systems begin to fail.

      “What was that?”

      “The aforementioned Grolgath, sir. I guess they’re done licking their wounds, and now they want to lick US.”

      Pyke curses and starts punching keys on the comm console.

      “I can’t get through to our people,” he growls. “The bastards are jamming us.”

      I check my sensor array, and see that it’s two Crucible class small cruisers chasing us. That’s not good. They’re both more heavily armed than we are, and far sturdier. The Grolgath managed to reach the Earth’s surface with more effective combat craft than we, but so far they’ve yet to show their hand like this.

      Apparently Axul’s success stung more than a little.

      The ship rocks again, the lights dimming for a moment, and Pyke swears again.

      “Evasive maneuvers,” he barks.

      “I’m trying, Captain,” I say, my fingers dancing all over the control console. “But there’s just not any cover out here.”

      I take us into a steep climb, and the Grolgath follow. A bit heavier and more massive than we, they slow down, but their light based energy weapons know no velocity. Our aft thruster array suffers a devastating direct hit, and my console goes dark.

      Our nose, the heaviest part of the craft, causes us to dip forward toward the teeming, crawling sea below. Pyke straps into his crash webbing.

      “Inertial dampeners are offline,” he shouts. “If we hit that water dead on, we’ll be smashed into jelly.”

      “Then we’d both better hope I’m an ever better pilot than I think I am,” I say, gripping the controls. “Hang on, Captain. We’re not dead  yet.”

      I hope.

      

      To Be Continued…
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