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LEWIS' CLOTHES WERE dampened by dew as he reclined on the grass, not far from Rain and Annalise. His brother's red-haired paramour was even more beautiful than he anticipated. Lewis suddenly understood why Rain wanted to fight for her. A girl as pretty as Annalise Roden was a rarity. 

“I'm glad I finally get to meet you, Miss Roden,” Lewis told her. “Believe me, my brother's said a lot about you.” 

Annalise's reply was delayed by the bread and jam passing through her lips. It was her favorite part of the picnic. “Thank you, Mr. Grafton. I'm glad I get to meet you too.” 

“I bet he's never talked about me, though,” Lewis guessed. “And if he did, I'm sure he didn't have anything good to say.”

“Oh, but you're wrong!” the beauty protested. “I can tell he cares about you very much.”

At Annalise's request, Rain and his family gathered for breakfast just after sunup, while her father was still asleep. Theodore Roden didn't approve of Rain as her suitor, but she defied him anyway, and slipped away to the secluded hillside where they could enjoy their meal without judgment. They had fried potatoes, eggs, biscuits, and hotcakes, most of which had been prepared by Rain, though Set assisted with the hotcakes. She had no need to eat, but her affinity for sweet foods was enduring. The hotcakes and syrup were a delight to the alien in their midst. She stacked four or five on her plate, covered them in gooey maple, and ate until her stomach was full and her hands were sticky. Without five fingers, the humans' fork was difficult to grip, but she was determined to eat her hotcakes. 

Set was horrified by scrambled eggs after Lilly explained what they were. The idea of eating a chicken fetus was so revolting to her, she had to avert her eyes when Lewis shoveled a forkful into his mouth.

When the slavers stripped her powers, Set could no longer take a human shape. Annalise couldn't see her, but she had to hide from everyone else. Rain and Lewis made several attempts to remove Set's collar, but it was made from a metal not found on Earth. For the moment, she was stuck as herself. Without her powers, she felt like a burden to the family that took her in.

“If you say so,” Lewis dismissed Annalise's kind words with a shrug and a flick of his hand. “If I was Rain, I wouldn't have anything good to say about me.”

Annalise asked, “Why do you say that?”

“Rain's the kind of guy who makes life better for people. He's generous, patient...” Lewis paused to take a bite, and as the egg tumbled around in his mouth, he added, “I'm the kind of guy who makes life harder for people. I'm a greedy, reckless son of a—” He stopped himself before the curse slipped out. “I'm just saying, I could be better.”

“I am sure you have redeeming qualities as well, Mr. Grafton. Everyone does.” 

“Everyone?” Lewis scoffed at Annalise's reply. “I don't think so. Some people are just born bad.”

“And I hope you don't mind if a disagree,” Annalise debated. “Most people are a product of their experiences. Someone acting in anger probably has a good reason for acting that way. I try to find the good in everyone, and I try to find the reason for their behavior.”

“Well, you're a better person than I am, ma'am. I've always thought a bastard was a bastard, and there was no saving him.” When Lilly giggled and Rain shook his head, Lewis realized he was cursing and mumbled, “Sorry.” 

Ignoring his apology, Annalise claimed, “You can save anyone with kindness and an open heart.”

“Can you?” Lewis sputtered at her opinion. “I don't know. The older I get, the more I realize... some people just aren't worth saving. You might as well focus on the good ones and leave the bad ones alone.” 

Rain reached for Annalise's hand, and as their fingers joined, he noticed a frown on Set's lips. Her facial expressions were the same as any human, and she made her sadness obvious. “How long are you two going to debate about this?” Rain asked. 

Neglecting Rain's question, Annalise asked, “Do you really think you're one of the bad guys, Mr. Grafton?”

“Absolutely. Without question... when I compare myself to someone like Rain... and especially when I compare myself to someone like Lilly.” Lewis flashed a smile at his niece, who was too busy with her hotcakes to pay attention to him. “You seem like a good woman too, Miss. Maybe some people just aren't meant to be good. Maybe we were put here to make challenges for the rest of you.”

“If everyone was the same, life wouldn't be interesting.” After a short pause, Annalise added, “And I still don't think you're a bad person.”

A bluejay fluttered to Set, landing on her shoulder. Her pure soul was a constant lure for the animals of Earth. She rarely left the house, but when she did, she was inundated with curious creatures. Set's frown flipped into a smile as she offered a piece of biscuit to the visiting bird.

Sensing her uncle's conversation was at an end, Lilly started a new topic. “You're really pretty, Annalise. Really, really pretty.”

“Thank you, Lilly. That's very sweet.”

Lilly continued, “I don't think I've ever seen anyone prettier than you. You're really nice, too. I can see why my uncle likes you. I haven't known you for very long, but I already like you too.”

“And I like you,” Annalise echoed the sentiment. 

“I feel like we've known each other for years,” Lilly said. “Is that weird? You fit in so well with us. Maybe it's a good sign.”

“It is a good sign. And if I fit in, it's because of you. You've all been so warm and accepting. I've never felt out of place. In fact, I... I'm starting to feel like I've found my place.” 

As she listened to Annalise, Set wrestled with feelings of jealousy. Until recently, she felt like she found her place. What if everyone liked Annalise more than her? She couldn't communicate like Annalise could. She had to stay silent and pretend she wasn't there. Doubt settled in her heart and coiled in her stomach. What if she wasn't that important to them?

Lilly suddenly blurted, “I really think we should get a dog.”

“No. No dogs,” Rain said. 

Lewis supported her. “Aww. Why not? I think you should let her get one! What's the harm in it?”

“Dogs are messy and destructive.” 

Lewis countered his brother, “But... I thought you had a dog when you were a kid?” 

“I did. And I loved that dog... but that doesn't mean they aren't messy and destructive. Are you going to clean up after it?” 

“I'll clean up after him!” Lilly promised. “I will! I really will! I'll do all of the work, I swear!” 

“Alright... let's say we get a dog...” Rain released Annalise's hand and crossed his arms. “What kind of dog do you think you'd want?”

“A beagle. My friend Hanna has a bunch of beagle puppies and I thought we could take one off their hands.”

Rain raised an eyebrow. “You've been thinking about this a lot, haven't you?”

“Uh huh.” 

“And... I'm not going to be able to say no... am I?” Rain always spoiled her, and she knew it.

“Nope!” Lilly giggled. “Please think about it, alright?”

Her uncle argued, “But we have such a crowded house already.”

“I know! But a dog won't take up that much space. Please, Uncle Rain, just give it a—”

Before she finished, a flash of light ignited the sky, and the picnickers turned their eyes to the heavens.

A massive space ship had appeared above their heads.
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THE SKY FLASHED AGAIN, the ship disappeared, and six alien slavers teleported to the ground below, surrounding the picnickers on all sides. There were red-eyed reptilians, hoofed Sirians, and even a winged Arcturian in their ranks. 

Among them was Mal-moa, the slavers' leader. He was a terrifying figure among terrifying figures. The oversized Sirian was well over six feet tall, with rough brown skin and cords of black hair that fell around his shoulders. There were streaks of gray in his dark goatee, and his eyes were solid white. His scaled backside was covered by a fur robe, but his heavily tattooed chest was mostly exposed. Two curving horns, not unlike the horns of a bull, protruded from his temples. His arms were enormous, thicker than most thighs, and his hooves swished through grass as he swaggered forward. He had a smoking pipe in one hand, a modgun in the other, and he used the latter to paralyze Rain, who he considered the biggest threat. Rain was no small man, but he was half the size of Mal-moa. Everyone was half the size of Mal-moa. 

While his soldiers paralyzed the rest of the picnickers, Mal-moa took a drag from his pipe. He squatted, grabbed a fistful of Rain's hair, and shook him.

“Are you the one who killed my men and took my girl?” Mal-moa asked—but only Set could understand him. “The lovely, little one is worth twelve-thousand credits to me. I don't care about the reptilians you killed, but the Sirian? That was my friend, Gal-kook. I'm sorry to say, you'll have to be punished for this.” 

Mal-moa swatted Rain's cheek, rose, and commanded his men, “Put a translator on each of the humans... I want them to hear every word of this. Be gentle with the ladies. I don't care what you do to the men.”

Mal-moa's slavers were surprisingly gentle as they affixed jewels to the captives' heads. A shiny translator was secured on each forehead with a leather band. Unlike Set, who had a jewel fused to her skin in childhood, the humans could remove their translators later.

When all the translators were placed, Mal-moa continued, “I'm assuming you can all understand me now, yes? Well... I have a few words I'd like to say to each of you.”

Mal-moa stalked around his captives with a grin on his lips. He had a speech for all of them, but he crouched over Lilly first. 

“Hello, sweet girl,” he greeted her. “My name's Mal-moa. I'm from a planet far, far away from yours. Some people call me a slaver, but I don't really like the term. I sell people for profit, but I don't enslave them. I just... move them around a bit.” He snapped his fingers at the Arcturian slaver, who released Lilly from her paralyzing cage with the flick of a button. “What's your name, little girl?”

Lilly scrambled to her feet and ran, but she didn't get far. She was grabbed by one of the reptilians, who carried her back to Mal-moa.

“What's your name, little girl?” Mal-moa repeated, but Lilly didn't answer. “You know, I'm trying to be polite. However... I could be a bit less polite, if that's what you'd prefer?”

His threat loosened her tongue. “I'm Lilly.”

“Lilly. Hello.” When Mal-moa held out a hand, she sneered at his fingers. “Would you like to board my ship, sweetheart? I can take you on a ride through the stars.” 

With a tremble in her voice, she asked, “Are you going to hurt my uncles?”

“These fellows?” Mal-moa pointed at Rain and Lewis. “Unfortunately, they do have to be punished. But you won't be around to see it.”

“Don't hurt them!” Lilly begged. “Please don't hurt them! How can I get you to stop? Please! Don't—”

Mal-moa, tired of her pleas, gave a nod to the reptilian who held her. They vanished in an instant, teleporting to the cloaked ship above them. Mal-moa made a hand gesture to the Arcturian, who released Annalise from the modgun's binding effects.

“What's going on?” Annalise whimpered. “What... wh-what...”

Mal-moa knelt in front of her, but she never focused on him, so he guessed, “Are you blind, my lady?” When she nodded, he continued, “Well then, you must be very confused.” 

“I am. I'm... scared.”

Annalise's eyes, full of tears, softened Mal-moa's demeanor, but only for a moment. “I don't want you to be confused, so allow me to summarize. The alien, Set, was in my possession. She is very valuable to me. She ran away and sought refuge with your friends. Needless to say, I couldn't let her get away. So here I am.” 

Annalise was even more confused. “Alien. Set?”

“Yes. I'm referring to the girl that—” Mal-moa's voice trailed off as he reassessed the situation. “Wait, did they not tell you about the alien? How wicked of them! You were sitting with her the entire time, and these bastards never told you? Ha!” He suddenly captured Annalise's hand and brought it to his lips. “That sounds like a cruel way to treat a blind girl. They were, quite literally, keeping you in the dark. I won't do that. I will only ever be honest with you, darling, because I have no patience for deceit.” 

“What's going to happen now?” Annalise asked. Like Lilly, she had a tremble in her voice.

“Well, to begin with, I would very much like to know your name.” Mal-moa kept her hand in his and helped her to her feet. 

“My name is Annalise Roden.”

“And my name is Mal-moa Vis Runik.” A grin flashed across his lips as he over-pronounced his full name. “In a moment, Annalise, you will be transported to my beautiful vessel, The Zeru Rigel. There, you will be escorted to a lovely room filled with plush pillows and soft furniture. My men have been instructed to answer any questions you might have. You will be given sweets and fine foods. Anything you want can be yours.”

“What will happen to Rain and Lewis?” 

“My men will answer your questions,” Mal-moa reiterated. “I have neither the time nor patience to be inundated with your curiosity.” As he led her into the arms of one of the Sirian slavers, he added, “You're very beautiful, by the way. I look forward to knowing you better.”

When Annalise disappeared, Mal-moa's attention focused on Set. As his men zapped Rain and Lewis with another paralyzing bolt, their leader squatted and stroked the Pleiadian's head.

“Set... my favorite Pleiadian menace... why did you run away from me?” Mal-moa faked a pout. “To be fair, you ran away from Xarthus... and I don't blame you for that. I wouldn't want to be one of that bastard's pets. Still, your disappearing act will cost me one of my most loyal customers. Can you see how that might upset me?” He gently tapped on her nose with his pipe. “Oh well. I'm not that angry. I'll let Xarthus believe I never found you and sell you to someone else.”

Mal-moa rose, stretched, and moved closer to Lewis. “Still...” the slavers' leader continued, “I have to punish you somehow, Set. Because I don't hurt girls, I'll have to hurt your friends instead.” Mal-moa suddenly buried one of his hooves in Lewis' stomach. He kicked hard, again and again, and his paralyzed victim could do nothing to stop the barrage. 

“Oh dear.” Mal-moa sighed. “I think that last blow might have broken one of his ribs. It's a shame you can't heal him, Set. That must be very frustrating.” He circled Lewis and kicked his backside. 

“See what you did, Set? As a result of your actions, your friends will receive quite a beating. Had you never entered their lives, none of this would have happened.” He stomped on Lewis' left leg and added, “Of course, I wouldn't blame it all on you. They brought this on themselves with their stupid actions. Murdering one of Mal-moa's comrades is a foolish thing to do. The entire universe knows that!” 

Winds rustled verdant grass, gently bending the blades. The monstrous profile of Mal-moa was a blight on an otherwise paradisal landscape. His massive horns gave him the look of a storybook devil, and his shadow was equally sinister. Rain's eyes bulged as the shadow crawled closer to him. When Mal-moa stood over him, he felt small. He looked small. 

Hovering over Rain, Mal-moa said, “I don't like chimps. Especially the males. They think they're the dominant force in this universe, but they're nothing. You are nothing. You're a weak, little creature that I could break if I wanted to.” Mal-moa turned to one of his slavers and said, “Release him. It's not fair for me to batter these fellows when they have no way to fight back.” 

Rain's hand flew to his head as soon as he was released from his paralyzing cage. Painful throbs pulsed through him, and his head was most affected. 

“Get up,” Mal-moa growled—but Rain didn't move. The electricity was still shaking through his muscles. He was in too much pain.

“Get up!” Mal-moa screamed. “From now on, you'll do exactly as I say, or I'll kill your little friend over there.” He pointed his pipe at Lewis.

“You can understand me?” Rain asked.

Mal-moa chuckled at the human's question. “It doesn't take you long to figure things out, does it? I'm impressed by your genius.” As he heckled Rain, Mal-moa pitched his pipe at one of his men, who caught and pocketed it. “Hit me. Go on. Have a swing at my face.”

Rain's gaze wandered to Set. Even though she was paralyzed, tears escaped from her eyes and left slick trails across her silver skin. He wanted to hug her—to comfort her. She looked even more terrified than he felt.

“Hit me!” Mal-moa demanded. “Go on. You have five seconds. If you don't swing one of your little fists by then, my slavers will break one of—”

Rain's fist sailed upward before Mal-moa finished his threat. The slaver caught it, seized Rain's neck, lifted him off his feet, and tossed him away. As Rain collapsed on the grass, Mal-moa said, “What was that? It's like you were barely even trying!” 

Rain crawled to his feet and launched a right hook at the mocking slaver. Mal-moa dodged and countered with an uppercut that had Rain staggering backward.

“That was a bit better. I could sense your fighting spirit that time.” Mal-moa praised him with a sardonic grin. “Try again, little man. I might even let you land a blow, just to make you feel better.”

Rain was no fighter, but for Lewis' and Lily's sake, he had to try. With a frustrated grumble, he threw another punch. His flying knuckles were deflected by Mal-moa's palm. The slaver retaliated with a kick so forceful, Rain doubled over. Before he could recover, Mal-moa's elbow crashed into the back of his head, and Rain toppled into the grass again. 

Mal-moa laid a hoof on Rain's cheek, squashing his face against wet grass and mud. “Well... you tried.” Mal-moa chuckled as his opponent squirmed. “I think that's enough fighting for one day. You're so terrible at it, I'm starting to pity you, and I don't want that.” He grabbed Rain's collar, dragged him to his feet, and pushed him toward one of the slavers. 

One of Mal-moa's huge hands shielded his eyes from Earth's bright sun, which was much brighter than his home planet's gentle star. He hated Earth. It smelled like feces and chimps—and the scents were synonymous to him. After ten minutes on his least favorite planet, he was desperate to leave it.

Mal-moa said, “Grab the Pleiadian and the other chimp. I'm not done torturing him yet. I plan on torturing both of these insufferable shits for quite a while. I might as well have a bit of fun before I sell them.”
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WHEN MAL-MOA PUNCHED a button on the wall, a dozen metal shutters rippled and vanished, revealing the window behind them. Beyond the glass, a sea of stars called to him, and all were within his grasp. His superior Sirian spaceship, The Zeru Rigel, could get him anywhere in the galaxy within minutes, hours, or days.
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