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Eight hundred year ago,

The Great Ones descended from the sky,

And their vessels hovered above the desert floor,

Like flocks of hummingbirds as big as houses.

They selected the best Anasazi warriors

To take them to their home in the stars,

Raining death and destruction

On the rest of the tribe.

But among the stars of the Pleiades,

The proud warriors found only slavery.

No more Anasazi but part man, part machine,

They became the Anaz-voohri,

The fiercest fighters in the known galaxies

When they finally spilled the blood of their
captors,

The Anaz-voohri went in search of a home,

A safe harbor to grow in numbers and in might,

Before embarking on their conquest of the
universe.

Remembering the legends told by the shamans,

They turned to the planet of their ancestors,

A mythical blue orb called Earth


Chapter One



 


Los Angeles - July 2003

Zack woke up with a start, unable to see
anything. Anything at all. Had the power gone out? A subtle
vibration permeated the house. Earthquake? No. Earthquakes didn’t
make the walls sing.

Something was wrong. With no glow from the
digital clock or from his computer screen, Zack tossed his blanket
aside and felt his way to the window. He pulled up the black roman
shade and lifted the glass pane. The sweet fragrance of roses from
the front yard filled the room. As he craned his neck outside, the
second story view revealed a full moon but no street lights in the
whole residential area of Granada Hills. Had all of Los Angeles
blacked out?

Outside, the strong vibration shook the
foliage of the eucalyptus trees. As far as Zack could see, the
streets and houses looked dark and quiet. Too dark, too quiet, with
no breeze, no birds, not even the chirp of a cricket.

Moonlight filtering into the room illuminated
the life-size poster of Angelina Jolie in Tomb Raider. As the
vibration intensified, something familiar tugged at Zack’s mind.
Ashley? His baby sister screeched for help in his head! She was
terrified.

Rushing out of the bedroom, Zack stumbled
over his sneakers and stepped into the ink black hallway. The
vibration shook the hardwood under his bare feet. The smell of
burnt rubber or heated machinery assaulted his nostrils. How
weird!

Feeling his way along the wall, Zack turned
the corner and saw an outline of white radiance around Ashley’s
door. He’d left it ajar last night.

Wearing only his boxers and tee-shirt, Zack
shivered when a malevolent breeze coursed across his skin, as if to
keep him away. Was he dreaming? He bit his lip. It hurt, and the
coppery taste of blood filled his mouth. Wide awake! His heart beat
so hard, it threatened to explode.

Outside Ashley’s door, their Persian cat
arched his back and hissed, spooked. His bristled tail rose
straight up in the air, sparking with static electricity.

“What’s going on in there, Dude?" Zack
whispered, his heart faltering. He swallowed with a dry throat,
remembering the horror movies he used to enjoy watching. But this
was no movie, and he couldn’t stand the thought of his baby sister
in any danger.

Zack moved sluggishly, like through water
with weights on his ankles. Had the air become dense? Had he landed
in the middle of a strange videogame? Finally he pushed the door
open. Blinded by bright light, Zack stood paralyzed. He tried to
step inside, to no avail. His legs refused to move.

Unable to scream his frustration, he remained
frozen in the doorway, immobilized by a strange force that
controlled his body. As his eyes adjusted to the brightness, the
unobstructed view of his sister’s room chilled his spine.

Bent over the bed, a tall creature of
humanoid proportions hovered above the floor, wearing a long,
shimmering cape that accentuated its square shoulders.
Seven-year-old Ashley, her blue eyes wide with terror, blonde curls
framing her tan face, clutched her favorite Barbie Doll, her mouth
open in a silent wail.

Get away from my sister, you freak! No word
came out of Zack’s mouth.

The creature turned to face Zack. Under the
hood, the bald skull glowed from within, blue, pink and green, like
a see-through phone. The face had large oval eyes, milky skin,
elongated cheeks, and a straight thin mouth etched with grim
determination.

Hang on, Ashley, I’m coming. When Zack
attempted to rush the creature, his feet stuck to the floor. He
tried to yell but his vocal cords remained mute. He wanted to break
the freak’s skull, bloody the monster’s small nose, make it feel
pain. What did this thing want with his baby sister?

The creature turned its attention to a small
device it held in spidery fingers. The bright light shrunk to a
wide oblique beam that angled out through the gaping window. Beyond
it, an ominous shadow hung above the house. The vibration emanated
from it. Zack couldn’t believe what he saw. A spacecraft?

Howling inside, but unable to intervene, Zack
watched as the creature lifted his frightened sister from the bed.
Ashley didn’t protest when the monster wrenched the Barbie doll
from her grip and threw it back on the blanket. Then the monster
stepped into the beam of light and floated out the window with its
prize. The paralyzing hold ebbed. Zack staggered into the room
toward the window. He wanted to call for help but his throat still
refused to make any sound.

As Zack stepped after them into the beam of
light, the creature had almost reached the waiting craft. The alien
pointed a small device at Zack. The shot sizzled and shook him like
an electroshock. Zack’s legs buckled from the pain. He hit the
plush pink rug and darkness engulfed him.

 


* * *

 


Somewhere above the Pacific Ocean

As her spaceship flew over the dark ocean,
Captain Kavak, Exalted Leader of the Anaz-voohri fleet, cursed the
intervention of Ashley’s brother. Surprised by his persistence and
distracted by the child in her arms, Kavak hadn’t checked the
setting on her weapon before firing. She hoped the charge had
killed the young man. Well, even if it didn’t, it would definitely
scramble the memory of their encounter.

Kavak didn’t like sloppy work. She didn’t
tolerate it from her underlings and didn’t want it known that she
may have slipped. This particular mission required stealth, not
slaughter, and she should have avoided detection, not to mention
confrontation. But the truth be told, Kavak lusted for bloodshed as
much as the next Anaz-voohri warrior, if not more.

Through the clear hull of the piloting deck,
an island chain appeared, like a line of ducklings floating on the
dark waters below. Humans called these islands Hawaii. Tonight, the
sand beaches sparkled in the moonlight. On her screen, Kavak
pinpointed a precise cove dotted with sparse houses. Previous
scanning of the area had revealed that an exceptional child lived
there, a little girl with great intelligence, a strong spirit, and
even an auspicious name, Celene, after one of the Pleiades
stars.

Human females, less intimidating than males
in that society, would provide the perfect weapon for Kavak’s plan.
She would use these little girls as effective tools to bring about
the destruction of their own species. And they would destroy
humanity without further endangering the precious planet of Kavak’s
ancestors, already damaged by these careless fools.

Waving her hands over the panel in front of
the pilot’s chair, Kavak linked her electronic brain to the ship’s
controls and brought the vessel to hover above a white sand beach.
She set the small ship on idle and rose from the chair. Time to go
get her last girl, Celene.

As the captain of the Anaz-voohri fleet,
Kavak didn’t have to participate in the harvesting of human girls,
but she had a weak spot for this little blue planet and never
missed an opportunity to study or visit Earth. She’d offered to
collect two girls out of twelve. As she glided down the light beam,
a dog barked in the distance. Kavak willed the silly animal to
choke on its tongue. The barking strangled then stopped. She’d
better not attract attention this time.

Glancing up at the night sky, Kavak admired
the multitude of stars. She breathed in the salty ocean air and
delighted in the sound of the surf on the shore. She would enjoy
living on this beautiful planet. Maybe she would raise a batch of
little warriors, realizing the dearest dream of her declining race,
or better yet, she’d run a military academy for the miracle
generation that would bring new hope and glory to the Anaz-voohri
nation.

Kavak approached the modest bungalow shadowed
by palm fronds that trembled from the vibration of the ship
hovering nearby. How serene, how peaceful... An assortment of shoes
sat by the side of the door, but Kavak following her instinct,
circled the house toward a sealed window pane topped with two rows
of open louvers. She couldn’t see through the drawn curtains, but
she could sense the chosen girl sleeping inside, breathing,
stirring.

Humans thought themselves safe inside closed
rooms. How naive of them. The weapon at Kavak’s belt flew into her
hand. Adjusting the setting, she linked her mind to the weapon,
focused on the glass and fired. With a soft whooshing sound, the
window vaporized into a cloud of glittery dust, sending the
curtains billowing.

After brushing the residue off her shoulders,
Kavak pushed aside the curtains as she rose and floated inside the
room, approaching the small bed. Sleeping peacefully with no sheets
or blankets, Celene sucked her thumb. Unlike Kavak, the child had
two perfectly formed hands. How unfair. The girl looked about six,
wearing red shorts and t-shirt. A sweet, subtle flower scent
emanated from her tan skin and long auburn curls. What was it about
the human fascination with hair?

A large white cat on the child’s bed hissed
and meowed aggressively at the intruder. Not one of those again!
The pesky beasts seemed immune to mind control. The feline swatted
at Kavak, all claws and fangs, scratching her skin veneer, then it
scampered away. Too late. The stupid animal had disturbed the
sleeper.

Kavak had no other choice than to neutralize
the waking child. She switched the controlling device from her
deformed four-fingered hand to her thumbed hand. When she pushed a
pictograph on it, a high-pitched whine, an ultrasound meant to
incapacitate humans, filled the room. Green eyes wide with terror,
little Celene opened her mouth as if to scream, but no sound came
out. A tear rolled down her face as the child lay helpless on the
bed. Kavak snatched Celene, slung her over her shoulder then
levitated out the gaping window. Carrying the child back to the
ship, she ascended along the shaft of light.

Once inside the ship, Kavak deposited the
neutralized Celene on a long couch next to little Ashley, who lay
motionless. When Kavak pushed a dial on her handheld instrument,
both girls closed their eyes. She’d induced deep sleep.

This completed Kavak’s collection. She
returned to the piloting seat. A good harvest, according to the
commander in charge of gathering the other girls. Linking her mind
to the ship’s controls, she passed her hand across the console and
welcomed the familiar vibration as the ship soared toward the
stratosphere.

Once in high orbit, Kavak rendezvoused with
the two other collecting ships. Together they flew toward the huge
science vessel hidden from Earth on the dark side of the moon.
After docking, Kavak picked up both girls, slung one over each
shoulder, then hovered through hatches and corridors into the
nursery prepared for them on the science vessel.

The scientist in charge had insisted that
they decorate the dome with painted-desert colors, to make their
charges feel more at home. And what could be more auspicious than
depictions of Kokopelli, the flute player, a motif already familiar
to many humans?

“Where are the other girls?" Kavak asked a
medical attendant.

The female medic in a white gown saluted.
“They are docking now, Exalted Leader. I’ll help bring them
in."

The medic rushed out of the nursery. Within
minutes, each of the twelve beds had an occupant. The human girls
ranged from two to nine in age. At the head of each bed, engraved
nameplates labeled the occupants.

Collecting charges made Kavak thirsty. She
willed a cabinet door to open and linked her brain to the dispenser
inside. “Martini, make that three,” she uttered, “after all, it’s a
celebration." She could hardly wait for the heavenly drink.

The machine poured a clear liquid into three
conical glasses and dropped two olives in each of them. The ritual
warmed Kavak in anticipation. She took one glass, sipped the drink,
then sighed. “Delicious."

A replica of the earthly martini to be sure,
but still quite good, it made her throat tingle. Like most
Anaz-voohri, Kavak had a weakness for liquor, the only worthwhile
products humans had ever engineered. When she controlled Earth, she
would drink only the real thing.

Glass in hand, Kavak glided toward the chief
scientist already examining the oldest girl, a tall pale child with
long blond hair. The plaque on the bed read Tierney. Kavak nodded
toward the girl. “This one looks much older than the others. Will
that be a problem?”

“On the contrary, Exalted Leader. She is
exceptionally strong, healthy and willful for a human." The
scientist beamed, no doubt flattered by the special attention from
his leader. “She will serve us well.”

Kavak only hoped the scientist could deliver.
“Are they strong enough to survive the procedure?”

“Difficult to determine at this point,
Exalted Leader." The scientist made a disgusted face. “Humans are
such weaklings." He smiled as if to reassure Kavak. “But I will do
my very best to implant the new hardware and reprogram their DNA as
smoothly as possible.”

“I am counting on you. The future of our
people is at stake." Kavak dared to hope. It would take twenty
Earth years for this project to mature, but for Kavak and her race,
time passed differently. They didn’t age and enjoyed healthy lives
that lasted many centuries. The human girls, however, did not, so
they had to hurry.

Kavak’s first Commander, who had collected
most of the girls for the experiment, entered the room. Kavak
willed the tray holding the two extra martinis to levitate toward
the Commander, who smiled at the rare gesture and took one glass.
Kavak directed the tray toward the surprised scientist, who
accepted the drink with excessive gratitude. Kavak didn’t trust
scientists, never had. Then the tray levitated back inside the
cabinet.

“You did well, Commander." Kavak turned to
the scientist. “Make sure your work goes without incident." She
raised her glass in the human traditional toast, inviting them to
do the same, and declared solemnly, “To the end of humanity.”

“To the end of humanity!” the other two
hailed with enthusiasm.

 


* * *

 


Zack opened his eyes, prompted by the loud
purr of Dude, who kneaded his chest and licked his face with a
scratchy tongue. Green, round eyes blinked at him, and Dude meowed
softly.

Zack tried to get up from Ashley's pink,
shaggy carpet and regretted his sudden move. His head pounded like
an anvil under a sledge hammer. He shivered despite the morning sun
coming in through the open window and the slight motion made his
whole body ache. When he glanced at the empty bed with the Barbie
doll askew on the blanket, the horror of the night rushed back to
him. Ashley!

Zack struggled to his feet and inspected the
gaping window. The glass was gone! How could this happen? Why had
the freaking alien taken Ashley?

Stumbling to the bathroom, Zack splashed
water on his face and grimaced in the mirror. His aqua-blue eyes
looked almost gray today. Not a good sign. He finger-raked his
rebellious chestnut hair away from his high forehead, then snatched
a pair of jeans from the floor. He shook as he slipped them on, and
then staggered into the hallway. He had to hold on to the railing
to make it down the stairs.

He resisted the temptation to call for
Ashley. No one would answer, Ashley was gone... What should he do?
His stepfather would kill him when he learned Ashley had been
kidnapped while he babysat.

Zack crossed the living-room gingerly, picked
up the phone and dialed nine-one-one. Not that the police could
help much, but he had to do something, notify the authorities. As
the phone rang on the other end, he wondered what he would tell
them. That an alien creature had abducted his sister in the middle
of the night? Who’d believe it?

“Nine-one-one operator, what is the
emergency?”

Zack took a deep breath. “My baby sister is
missing.”

“How old is she?" The friendly female voice
sounded genuinely concerned.

“She’s seven, her name is Ashley.”

“Taken from her bed at night?”

“Yeah, how’d you know?”

“Another missing girl!” he overheard the
operator calling to someone else at the dispatch center. “What’s
your address, sir?”

“What do you mean? There are others?" Zack’s
knees weakened and he dropped to the couch. This was huge. He felt
it.

“It’s all over the news, sir. Several girls
were reported missing from their bed this morning. The reports keep
coming.”

Cradling the phone with his shoulder, Zack
snatched the remote and turned on CNN.

On the screen, a female reporter in a
raincoat stood before a two-story gabled house with harvested
fields in the background. “We are speaking with Rich Porter, father
of a missing two-year-old, here at the family farm." The reporter
sounded almost casual. “Tell us how you first discovered your child
had been kidnapped?”

“My wife heard some noise in the middle of
the night and went up to check on Maya..." The young man tried
valiantly to control his facial muscles, but his voice broke. “The
bed was empty, the window wide open. Anybody could have come in. As
soon as my wife told me, I ran outside. I didn’t see anybody, but
there was some kind of humming, like a gigantic bumblebee. Then I
saw a one of those things, like a flying saucer. It took off that
way." He pointed toward the sky then his face contorted. He buried
his head in his hands and sobbed.

The world was going mad. Alien abductions on
CNN? Had other people witnessed the monster? It seemed unreal.

The camera focused on the reporter’s face.
The woman looked embarrassed at the unexpected live testimony.
“This man is obviously distraught and there is nothing to confirm
his allegations and no reason to believe them. The flying machine
was probably a helicopter if anything. The department of Homeland
Security has not raised the alert level. However, nine children,
all girls, have been kidnapped in the same strange circumstances, a
seemingly synchronized operation spanning five states. The
authorities are expecting more victims.”

Zack remained in shock. Nine girls? With
Ashley that was ten, and they expected more?

“...the FBI is leading an investigation and
considers claims of alien intervention preposterous. They are not
ruling out, however, the possibility of a sinister act of
terrorism.”

Terrorists? What Zack had seen was no
terrorist. It was a freaking monstrosity from another world who
calmly snatched Ashley from her bed. Anger welled in Zack’s chest.
He wished he’d had a gun. He would have shot the bastard instead of
the other way around.

But the awful thought of his baby sister
among such monsters angered him the most. What would they do to
her? Dissect her alive, like a frog in a science lab? He didn’t
want to think about that. What could these aliens possibly want
with human children?

Zack remembered holding Ashley’s hand on her
first steps, helping her open her Christmas presents, teaching her
to read. They’d played Pokemon videogames on his X-box. He’s sung
Britney Spears songs, just to please her, and she’d crack him up
every time she tried to rap with him to Eminem. One night, Ashley
caught him in his room, making out with a girl while their parents
worked on another one of their news assignments, but she never
ratted. A true sister.

Zack dreaded telling his parents, but he had
to reach them somehow. Slowly, he picked up the phone again and
dialed the Hollywood studio. The production assistant answered. As
Zack feared, his mom and stepfather couldn’t be reached at the
moment.

“Tell them it’s an emergency,” Zack said with
all the authority he could muster. “They have to take the first
plane home, come back immediately.”

“I’ll have them contact you,” was all the
assistant said.

On the screen, no more reports of alien
sightings, but the frightening count kept increasing. By now eleven
little girls had disappeared from their bed in the middle of the
night in the continental US, and Ashley was one of them.

When the doorbell rang, Zack saw no LAPD cop,
but four men in black suits, white shirts and sunglasses. They
flashed FBI badges and three of them rudely pushed their way inside
the house, taking pictures.

The fourth agent, who seemed to be in charge,
introduced himself as Tolek Michalski. He invited Zack to take a
seat on the living room couch. He set a small recorder on the
coffee table, opened his jacket and eased himself into an armchair.
“For the record, state your name, age, occupation.”

“My name is Zack Duncan. I’m eighteen,
working on a Masters at Berkeley and baby-sitting for my parents
during summer break.”

The agent frowned. “A Masters at your
age?”

Zack half-smiled at the man’s surprise. He
was used to such reaction. “Investigative journalism. Love the
stuff.”

The agent shook his head. “Where are your
parents?”

“On a news assignment in Guatemala.”

“Reporters? Have they been told?”

“Not yet.”

“Tell me what you know.”

Zack steeled himself for the emotional
assault of the difficult memories, but he wasn’t going to wimp out.
“Some alien creature took her. I saw it all happen,” he declared
boldly, then described the scene to the best of his
recollection.

Listening, the agent seemed absorbed in the
task of cleaning his sunglasses with a white handkerchief. “Was the
perpetrator male or female?”

“I couldn’t tell for sure. It was freaking
tall with a shimmering cape and floating in a beam of light.”

The agent didn’t flinch. “Could you describe
him or her?”

Zack tried to remember all the details.
“Tall, no hair, pale, almost translucent skin, some kind of
electronics showing through the skull with blinking lights inside.
One hand had only four fingers. Very long fingers...”

“Any weapon?”

“Some kind of zapper. He did zap me, and I
passed out. Boy, it hurt.”

“Can you describe that zapper?”

“About the size of a cell phone. It shot like
a strike of lightning, but no thunder, just a sizzle... Felt like
an electric shock. Took me out cold. I woke up this morning on the
floor with a mega-headache.”

“Anything more?”

“Yes." Zack realized he’d registered many
details in his mind. “Some kind of vibration throughout the house,
and the power was out in the whole neighborhood.”

“What else?”

“That’s all I can remember.”

Michalski turned off the recorder and slipped
it into the pocket of his black jacket. “You are very shaken by the
event. Obviously what you think you saw never happened." He flashed
a fake smile. “You watch too much television. You need some rest
and maybe some medications for your overactive mind.”

Zack couldn’t stand the attitude. Why didn’t
they believe him? “I don’t need drugs, and I didn’t make it up. It
was real.”

The man in black offered a condescending
smile. “It’s amazing what the mind can cook up to avoid facing a
frightening truth." The FBI agent motioned to one of his men to
recall the others then faced Zack. “We believe it is a covert
terrorist attack. Be assured that we are doing everything in our
power to bring those responsible to justice." He stood up then
asked, “Do you have a picture of your sister? Something
recent.”

Zack went to the shelf and pulled out photo
albums. He had to brace himself against the smiling face of his
baby sister. He selected a photograph taken on her last birthday
just a few weeks ago and handed it to the FBI agent. “How are you
going to rescue Ashley?" Zack doubted they could do anything at all
but had to ask. “What can you possibly do if you don’t even believe
me when I tell the truth?”

Agent Michalski pocketed the picture then
closed his jacket slowly, as if giving himself time to think. “At
this point, we are still investigating. We’ll let you know." He
signaled the other agents, now standing around the living room, to
follow him out.

Furious at being dismissed, Zack yelled at
their retreating backs. “I know what I saw!”

Agent Michalski turned about, his face hard,
eyes glinting like steel. “You didn’t see anything, young man." His
voice carried an unveiled threat. “You understand me?" He slipped
on his shades but Zack could still feel his stare. “And not a word
of your absurd story to the press, not even to your parents,
understood?”

The truth suddenly flashed in Zack’s mind.
The FBI believed him all right. They knew he’d told the truth. They
had taken his testimony and would study it, but publicly they would
deny everything, like in those conspiracy theories he’d come across
on the Web.

Zack realized he’d better not argue, or harm
might come to him and to what was left of his family. The FBI had
the power to silence anyone, if it threatened a government
cover-up. Uttering a deep sigh, Zack let his shoulders drop. “Yeah,
whatever.”

As soon as the FBI left, Zack ran up to his
room and rebooted his computer. Fortunately, before falling asleep,
he’d saved the documents written for his Masters in Investigative
Journalism at Berkeley. Nothing damaged.

First, Zack retrieved his email. The web
buzzed with testimonies of UFO sightings. His friends at The Daily
Californian, the students’ newspaper for which Zack provided
articles, sent him links on the topic. Dedicated Yahoo groups
started on the subject, and Zack joined them all, adding his own
statement to the slew of reports. Maybe the Web would provide the
right tool to start looking for answers.

Perched above the monitor on a bookshelf,
Dude encouraged him with loud purring and swept the screen with his
bushy tail for good measure.

Zack scratched the cat’s big black head.
“Thanks for your support, Dude. At least I know you believe me. You
were there.”

Time to revamp the website Zack had sorely
neglected in the past months. He pulled out a portrait of his
sister from her seventh birthday album and gazed at it. Wiping his
eyes, he reluctantly set the photograph on the scanner. Then he
posted the picture on his homepage with the legend:

Have you seen me? My name is Ashley. I was
abducted from my LA home by an alien creature on the night of July
fourth, 2003. If you have any information at all that could help
find me, contact my brother Zack.

No FBI clown in a black suit would prevent
Zack from getting to the bottom of this mystery. Zack owed it to
Ashley to help her, and he would stop at nothing. “Ashley, if you
can hear me, girl, tell me where you are,” he prayed, while his
feverish fingers flew over the keyboard.

Zack had not finished uttering the words when
a clear image formed in his mind.

The place looked strange as he stared at a
purple domed ceiling with designs that looked vaguely familiar,
like stylized figures he’d seen on Native American jewelry or maybe
on some pottery at the mall. He had the sensation of lying on a
flat surface that felt like warm skin.

When the vision dissolved, Zack realized he’d
just communicated with Ashley. He’d been in her body for a brief
instant. Had he really seen the place where the monster kept her?
Was she lying on that skin-like surface? Ashley must have read his
thoughts as she often did. Still reeling from the psychic
experience, Zack realized Ashley was letting him know she was
alive. She’d called him for help.

“Thanks, little sister,” he whispered. “Don’t
worry, I’ll help you." He grabbed the cat and swung him up into the
air. “Dude! She’s alive!"

Now he must find out where the monster had
taken her. Full of hope, Zack ran down the stairs, snatched his
mother’s car keys from the dish on the table by the sofa and ran
for the door. Zack’s first stop would be the Native American shop
at the mall. He could probably find out what this stylized figure
playing a flute represented.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


West Point Military Academy 2004

Tia easily climbed the seven-foot wall and
paused at the top to observe her target through the night goggles.
The downpour obscured everything, but the poor visibility also
worked to her advantage. She dropped on the other side, landing in
the mud with a soft thud and readjusted the net on her camouflage
helmet.

Lightning illuminated the isolated cabin on
the hillock. It stood in a clearing and didn’t seem heavily
guarded. According to Tia’s calculations, the prisoner she needed
to liberate would be inside. Ignoring the cold rain and the fatigue
of a twelve-klick trek through the rocky forest, she flattened
herself in the muck and reapplied mud to her face. At night, even
her tan skin would reflect light.

She crawled between rocks and bushes,
pretending a barbwire net was stretched overhead, like in ITT
training. In this weather, even a sharpshooter with a telescope
couldn’t see her in camouflage gear. She moved smoothly despite the
helmet and the armored vest. Tia valued protection, exercise or
not, and victory demanded she stay alive.

Unwilling to slow down for anyone, Tia had
left the other cadets far behind. Always ahead of her class, she
had to be first. Never mind the fact that she was a woman or that
she’d added ten pounds to her pack as a personal challenge. She
intended to win this law of the land warfare exercise. The enemy
brigade didn’t stand a chance.

Lightning flared and Tia counted the seconds
until thunder. The storm was getting closer. With all the metal on
her body, she hoped it wouldn’t strike overhead.

Tia stopped crawling to survey the only tree
in the clearing, a tall pine with enough low branches to climb. As
she suspected, it concealed a guard, but he hadn’t seen her. Very
still, she aimed her C-7 rifle and waited for the next lightning
bolt. After waiting three more seconds, she fired. The crack of
thunder covered the shot and the sentinel fell. Gotcha! Even rubber
bullets at fifty feet could leave mean bruises and that fall had to
hurt. This cadet would hide better next time.

Slithering toward the tree, Tia glanced at
the fallen cadet. He looked miserable, but seemed all right.
“Sorry, amigo. Nothing personal,” she whispered. Reaching for the
lowest branch, she climbed up the wide trunk and found a hidden
perch. From there, she observed the cabin through her night
binoculars. The wide open space around it looked like it had been
cleared. Her instincts made her think of a mine field. It made
sense. She would have done the same if working for the other
team.

She sighted another sentinel posted on the
roof. She aimed and waited for lightning, then fired with the
thunder. Perfect shot. Two down. She wondered how many guarded the
cabin.

She looked for more sentinels but saw none.
She should probably wait for the rest of her team before launching
an assault, but in these perfect conditions, Tia decided stealth
would serve the mission better. The enemy wouldn’t see her
coming.

Climbing down the blind side of the tree, she
dropped to the ground. Mine detector in one hand and rifle in the
other, she crawled through the cold sludge, advancing toward the
dark cabin. Was it equipped with night cameras? The rain
intensified. Given this deluge, it didn’t matter much. Even a keen
observer would miss her progress.

Something flickered at the edge of her field
of vision to the right. With natural ease and speed, Tia aimed,
waited for the lightning, counted, then shot again. The soldier
fell. She wondered how many cadets waited for her inside, or had
they posted experienced soldiers? Tia didn’t mind a challenge. She
needed to make her training as rigorous as possible.

When the mine detector vibrated, she stopped,
glanced at the instrument, then moved to the left around the bleep.
The fake mines wouldn’t explode, just trigger an alarm. Still, to
Tia, it was more than simple training.

In order to survive the challenges to come,
she had to be better than the very best. She needed to train
herself to survive at all cost, in any conditions. Tia intended to
volunteer for the middle-east as soon as she graduated from West
Point, and she wanted to be ready to kick terrorist ass.

She unhooked a tear gas bomb from her belt,
pulled out the safety and calculated the distance, so the canister
would break the window and not bounce off. She aimed and threw.
Perfect pitch. She followed with three more gas bombs.

Soldiers rushed out of the cabin, coughing,
blind, and disoriented. Tia shot them one by one, then stood and
negotiated her path between the mines toward her target. It was all
over.

 


* * *

 


After a sleepless night, an 0500 barrack
inspection, an 0600 call and a morning run, Tia faced her superior
officer.

The man’s face remained unreadable. “The CO
wants to see you in his office, Cadet, on the double.”

“Yes, Major." Tia saluted and smiled. Did the
CO want to compliment her on last night’s exercise? She’d rescued
her prisoner and brought him out by the scruff of the neck,
completing the mission single-handedly against all odds. The other
cadets arrived on the scene too late. But, of course, when it came
to physical endurance or even intellectual challenges, Tia always
won.

The major frowned. “The General didn’t sound
very happy.”

Damn! The old grump was never happy, no
matter how well she performed. Tia saluted, then crossed the
courtyard and hurried on the road along the Hudson toward HQ. She
closed her gray-blue coat against the cold. Yesterday’s rain had
turned to wet snow. The old man could be unpredictable, and
although he was a friend of her father’s, Tia didn’t pretend to
understand him at all.

In the midst of such natural beauty, with the
river to the left and the forested hills to the right, some cadets
found it difficult to concentrate on their studies. Not Tia. She
excelled at everything, except maybe relationships. Why didn’t men
flock to her Latina charm? She sighed. The male cadets found her
unapproachable. What a bunch of wimps.

Despite her undeniable skills and
intelligence, the complicated nuances of human relationships
escaped Tia’s grasp. Her prowess made the men in her life
uncomfortable, her father and uncles, not to mention romantic
interests. It would take a very secure man to date an Amazon like
her.

When she reached the HQ building, Tia stomped
her feet on the mat and shook the snow off her coat before
entering. The General liked his cadets impeccable at all times. She
smoothed her long black hair under her cap and checked her
reflection in the door’s window pane. Despite her lack of sleep and
the thick uniform, she looked as good as Jennifer Lopez.

At the end of the hallway, Tia removed her
coat, straightened her white shirt and black trousers and saluted
the General’s assistant. The officer took Tia’s name and went to
announce her. She came back a few seconds later. “He’s expecting
you, Cadet.”

Upon entering the General’s office, Tia
saluted. “Cadet Vargas reporting, sir.”

“Ah, Cadet Vargas." The General, tall, thin
and wiry in his pressed blue uniform, pronounced her last name like
a gringo despite the fact that he knew better. “As you were.”

Tia relaxed her stance and tucked her hands
behind her back. Did the General resent her Latino heritage?
Although born in the United States, Tia had spent her childhood in
Venezuela and felt proud of her ancestry. Her other country had a
long tradition of warrior women, Guerrillas and revolutionaries,
who had contributed to the liberation of the people, from Bolivar
to President Chavez.

The General cleared his throat and rubbed the
back of his shaven scalp, as if embarrassed by her direct stare.
Tia had that effect on people sometimes. Intimidating even to a
General… No wonder she couldn’t make friends. But she had to hide
her softer side. A soldier could only be strong.

The old man opened a drawer and took out a
manila envelope. From it he pulled out a set of eight by ten glossy
prints and spread them out on his desk facing Tia. “Take a look and
tell me what the hell I’m looking at.”

Tia approached the desk and recognized
herself. On the snapshots she wore a red beret and scarf, and the
banner behind her read, Chavez won’t go! How did the old man get
his hands on those?

The General drummed his fingers on the desk.
“Cadet? I’m waiting for an explanation.”

Straightening her back, Tia looked him
straight in the eyes. “This was a protest last summer in front of
the Venezuelan Embassy in Washington, DC, sir.”

“And what are you doing among the
demonstrators?”

“Permission to speak freely, sir.”

The General waved his assent. “Go ahead,
Cadet. Something tells me you will anyway.”

“It was for a good cause, sir. The
re-election of President Chavez, sir.”

“Are you aware that the US Government
disapproves of President Chavez?" The General cleared his throat.
“Some say that the CIA may have orchestrated the missed coup
against him.”

“That’s only a rumor, sir."

“Still, how could you, a cadet of West Point,
participate in a public demonstration to support that rogue
president?”

“President Chavez was legitimately elected by
the people, sir. He is good for Venezuela, sir. He stands for the
little people and gives them hope, sir.”

“I don’t give a fuck what President Chavez
did for the little people of Venezuela. You are an American
soldier, Cadet. Do you remember the oath you made on the parade
grounds on your first day here?

“Yes, sir." Shocked, Tia repeated the part of
the oath he referred to. “I will maintain the sovereignty of the
United States, paramount to any and all allegiance, sovereignty, or
fealty I may owe to any state or country whatsoever.”

The General’s eyes narrowed. “And you dare
dishonor this prestigious institution by demonstrating support for
its enemies?”

The old man still didn’t get it. “With all
due respect, sir, President Chavez is not our enemy, sir. And as
far as I can tell, democracy is the highest American ideal,
sir.”

“Stop being a smart ass, Vargas." The General
shook his head. “You are too bright for your own good. What am I
going to do with you?”

Was he really asking her? “Assign me to
special forces in the Middle East, sir.”

“I know what you want, Cadet, but you better
control that eagerness of yours. Getting you killed will not bring
back your brother.”

The thought of her brother Felipe, fallen to
Al-Qaeda in the Nine-Eleven Trade Center attack, constricted her
throat, but Tia swallowed her grief and bit her lips.

“Your father would never forgive me if I sent
you to the battlefield, Cadet. He already lost a son...”

Battling tears, Tia wouldn’t accept his
argument. ”I still wish to apply after I graduate, sir.”

“Do not make me pull strings, Cadet. I can
recommend you for an elite unit. Someone of your exceptional
abilities is certainly a first choice for a new and very special
branch."

“What branch of the military is that,
sir?”

“It’s top secret." The General paused and
went to the window, gazing outside. “I’m not at liberty to tell you
anything, except that you will have the state of the art weaponry
and experimental technology at your disposal to fight against the
worst of evil.”

The worst of all evil had to be terrorist
scum. Tia couldn’t refuse such an opportunity to get back at them.
“Tell me more, sir.”

“It will require a lengthy specialized
training, but you are only twenty years old, Cadet. First Airborne,
then Army Rangers in Fort Clayton in Panama, followed by Special
Forces at Fort Bragg, and Delta Force exercises.”

Even if it required more training, Tia wanted
to become the absolute soldier, invincible, with the best weapons
and tactical knowledge. “I accept your recommendation, sir."

“Duly noted, Cadet." The General nodded.
“Dismissed.”

Tia saluted, and as she left the General’s
office, she smiled. After she completed that special training, she
would make Al-Qaeda pay dearly for her brother’s death.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Anaz-voohri Fleet - Pleiades System

 


In her shimmering gown, Kavak reclined in her
chair beneath the large dome of her private quarters. She couldn’t
stand permanent watch on the science vessel. Unknown to the medical
staff, however, she kept a constant scrutiny on the operating room
from her personal view screen.

On the viewer, the surgeons in white robes
and clear face masks measured and marked the head of one of the
girls in preparation for surgery. The children, asleep or
unconscious, lay on operating tables, arranged like the spokes of a
wheel, feet toward the center, heads on the periphery, completely
shaved. Kavak could hear the medics’ quiet conversations, the
electronic chimes of the monitors and the whiz of the laser
cutter.

The DNA modifications and brain inserts on
the abducted girls were taking much longer than Kavak anticipated.
The special abilities they needed to perform their future tasks
required surgical implantation of miniaturized electronic devices.
The medical staff kept complaining about the humans’ lack of
resiliency. If they botched this batch, it would take time to find
more subjects of this caliber. Besides, after the uproar of
humanity following the abductions, it might become difficult to
repeat an operation of this magnitude unimpeded.

On the screen, the surgeons delicately cut
and removed the top part of the cranial bone, unveiling the girl’s
brain. What a primitive brain, what fragile biological
circuitry!

Kavak felt righteous spying on the medical
staff. She’d never trusted scientists. She gazed at her hands, one
of them lacking a thumb, a common defect among her people. Repeated
cloning had weakened the Anaz-voohri gene pool, hence the frequent
deformities. Kavak suspected the scientists often used that excuse
to cover up for their mistakes and inadequacies.

Sipping a martini, Kavak turned away from the
screen and swiveled her chair to gaze through the clear bulkhead at
the multitude of ships constituting the Anaz-voohri fleet. When at
rest in safe space, the three thousand vessels linked together to
form a three-dimensional city. A shame that there were so few
inhabitants. The Anaz-voohri had dwindled in numbers and dropped to
a critical level, less than fifteen thousand, barely enough to
operate the fleet, let alone build a new empire.

Not only had reproduction almost ceased due
to cloning defects, but many warriors had died in the battles to
win their freedom from their galactic masters. Now a free nation,
the itinerant Anaz-voohri needed a base of operation to replenish
their numbers and establish their own culture. Kavak had promised
them the planet of their ancestors, and she would keep her
word.

Kokopelli decorations adorned the domed
ceiling, painted in soft purple and turquoise on the sand-colored
metal skin of the ship. The frescoes evoked the legends of the
ancient Anasazi. Who would be simple-minded enough to believe such
stories and worship a hunched flute player as a fertility god?

The Anasazi ancestors might have been
uneducated and gullible, but Kavak and her people had superior
intelligence. The Anaz-voohri would make their own destiny through
conquest. Kavak would take over Earth, not to fulfill the religious
prophecy, although it helped gather the support of the religious
cast, but because it offered the best logical habitat for the
Anaz-voohri to thrive.

Kavak’s mind wandered to the glorious battles
yet to come, when the Anaz-voohri would conquer the universe after
replenishing their numbers. The surgeons’ conversation, however,
intruded upon her reverie.

“Be careful with that nerve or the time
trigger will shift,” said one.

“You are going too fast,” said another with
alarm. “Watch out, we’re going to lose her!”

Kavak sat up in her chair at that last
comment and stared at the view screen. The girl’s open brain pulsed
wildly under the touch of minute instruments. The monitors next to
the operating table flashed warning lights in a cacophony of beeps
and muted sirens and chimes. Bunch of incompetent idiots!

“The heart stopped,” a surgeon exclaimed as
the beeps flat-lined.

What had they done now? Pandemonium spread
among the medical staff. The aids ran to and fro with supplies, one
knocked down a pan of surgical tools. A surgeon stuck a long needle
into the little girl’s heart in an attempt to restart it. But the
girl’s body remained lifeless on the table.

The procedure failed? Kavak let out a cry of
frustration. Scientists could be so unreliable.

The chief surgeon turned off the dead girl’s
monitoring device, silencing the flat-line beep. “This subject was
too weak." He moved the surgical cart toward the next shaved head
around the circle of spokes. “Let’s start on this one.”

An assistant pulled the edge of the
sand-colored sheet over the dead girl’s face. “I’ll call the
shaman.”

The shaman? Kavak wouldn’t tolerate religious
mumbo-jumbo and certainly didn’t want it interfering with her most
important project.

With a hiss of irritation, she set her
martini on the floating tray and rose from the chair, then hovered
out of her private quarters through the iris door that opened at
her approach and closed after she had gone through. As she hurried
along corridors with Anasazi markings on the bulkhead, Kavak
wondered why she had to intervene, again. Couldn’t anyone do
anything right without her supervision?

An attendant coming toward Kavak in the
connecting passageway saluted as he walked by. Although all
Anaz-voohri could hover and ascend on their own power, only the
strongest could manage it for long periods of time. Hovering as
often as possible asserted Kavak’s authority. She didn’t return the
salute and hurried past the attendant without a glance. She hadn’t
gained her command post through polite behavior but through
ruthless aggression. Showing any kind of empathy would translate as
weakness in the minds of her subordinates.

When she reached the vertical shaft, Kavak
hovered inside then ascended to the level of the hatch
communicating with the science vessel. Ducking into the hatch and
through the passage between ships, Kavak hastened toward the
surgical unit. The panels of the iris door opened as she neared it.
She entered the sterile room, taking in the sight. The table on
which the dead girl lay had been moved to the side.

An attendant hastened to give Kavak a clear
mask and a white sterile robe, but she waved him away. “I’ll keep
my distance from the operating tables.”

Unaware of the recent incident, the other
girls slept. Their shaved heads bore precise markings in
preparation for the delicate surgeries. Kavak could almost relate
to them as worthy beings without all that ugly hair on their heads,
but she knew better. Humans were a plague.

The surgeons on the outside of the circle
focused on the shaved head of the next girl. They dialed delicate
settings on the laser cutter, matching it to the markings on the
skull.

Noticing Kavak, the chief surgeon looked up
from the sensitive dials. “Continue the fine tuning,” he ordered
his aides, then came to meet her, shoulders drooping as if in
apology.

Kavak found his lack of backbone irritating.
“Why did she die?” she asked bruskly.

“They are too weak, Exalted Leader. We must
slow the process or they may all die and we’ll need new
subjects.”

“Unacceptable. We have to do it with what
we’ve got, and we have a specific time frame. Any delay in any part
of the project could have disastrous repercussions." Kavak hated to
make concessions, but she had little choice in this case. “Slow
only as much as absolutely necessary for their survival. This
project already has a twenty year timeline for them, due to
space-time shifts, and synchronized timing is critical to our
success.”

At the sound of the concentric panels of the iris door, Kavak glanced over her shoulder to see the shaman enter, carrying his flute.
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