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Chapter 1




Captain Doyle laid a star chart on the briefing table and pointed to the small red dot in the upper corner. “What do you know about that planet, Lieutenant?” 

Every face at the table turned to stare at Dina Dyer. She knew and trusted everyone present and her long-time sweetheart Tom stood straight across from her. 

His eyes encouraged her. Everyone’s eyes encouraged her, even the captain’s 

“It’s never been incorporated on the Coalition roll,” she began, “so no one’s conducted a full survey. Passing ships take regular scans of the surface, but I can only tell you what’s in the official record.”

“Tell me everything there is to know about it.”

Dina’s fingers flew over her handpad.  She pulled up the official record on the planet. “The scanning crews named the planet Daustina. It has an oxygen atmosphere and most of the surface is either jungle or rainforest. It supports several large mammalian species and it has a sizable human population. So why hasn’t the Coalition incorporated them before?”

“Anything else, Lieutenant?” 

Dina held up the image on her handpad screen for everyone to see. “This scan here shows a major architectural development. Either the human population constructed it themselves or they’re occupying some older settlement.”

“How recent is this scan?” 

“It’s three years old. The record lists the human population as three hundred thousand people, so they must have a stable social structure. This planet is close enough to the Inner Corridor. You wouldn’t expect the Coalition to pass up a population that big without making at least an initial reconnaissance foray.”

“They’re making it now,” the captain replied. “You and the rest of the landing team will prepare the population for incorporation into the Coalition. You’ve worked together so many times, this mission should be a snap. First Officer Tom Sharples will carry out all the political negotiations on behalf of the Coalition. Commander Matthew Geromi will do a full psychological profile of the population. Commander Tania Barnes will act as linguist. Lieutenant Commander Marcus Harte will make the anthropological report and you’ll conduct a complete biological survey. You’ll report to the Coalition on the human population’s condition. Are they incredibly inbred from living so long in isolation? How good is their nutrition? The Coalition will want to know as much about these people and their lifestyle as possible.”

“They’ve got large game species available so their health should be pretty good. Then again, depending on what weapons they use, they may not be making very good use of available resources.”

“There’s one more crucial task you’ll need to accomplish,” the captain added. “Six months ago, a shuttle crashed on this planet. The distress signal from the wreckage indicates the entire passenger and crew complement survived the crash. Your objective will be to find the survivors and bring them back.”

“The record shows other ships crashing on the planet before this,” Tom pointed out. “The Coalition never launched any rescue mission for them.”

“Alexander Mathus was on this shuttle along with his wife and children. His father, Coalition Chancellor Peter Mathus, gave direct orders to mount this mission to bring his son back. Rescuing Alexander Mathus and his family takes priority over incorporating the rest of the population. Incorporation is just a pretext for getting our people down onto the surface to look for the Chancellor’s son.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“You’ll have three weeks before the podcraft’s power packs run down. I’ll keep the Savannah in orbit around the planet and you’ll contact me to arrange the next stage of your operation. We’ll have one more briefing and you’ll leave by morning watch tomorrow.”

Dina’s head shot up. “So soon?”

Captain Doyle fixed her with his bushy-browed glare. He could make anybody pull their head in with one glance. “Is there a problem, Lieutenant? I just said this is a rescue operation.”

“You said this was an incorporation. The Mathus family has been on the surface for six months. If we want to incorporate this planet, we should conduct more detailed scans to get an accurate picture of what’s going on down there. Morning watch tomorrow is too soon. We should be having daily briefings for weeks, not just two.” 

The captain surveyed the circle of faces. “Does anyone else have any objections to raise?”

Of course no one said anything and Dina squirmed. No one else expressed the slightest concern about this mission. 

Tom broke the long silence. “This team has faced dangerous missions before. We can handle whatever we find down there.”

“No two planets are alike. We’ve incorporated enough of them to know that.” Dina held up her handpad showing the most recent scan. “This scan shows a high concentration of large carnivores living in the middle of the cities. They must be living side by side with human beings. We have no idea what’s going on down there. We could be walking into a trap.”

“It couldn’t be a trap,” Tom countered. “The population has no idea we’re coming.”

Dina held up both hands. “The time frame is too short. That’s all I’m saying. We should take extra precautions with this planet.”

“The time frame came directly from Chancellor Mathus,” the captain replied. 

Dina lowered her eyes. “Yes, Sir.” 

The door opened and an elderly lady entered the room. Her white hair touched her shoulders in a perfect bob. 

“Dr. Joyce Galvin will conduct your psych evaluations and clear you for active duty,” the captain went on.

Dr. Galvin smiled at everyone, but her presence sent a chill through the landing team. Dina stepped away to make room for Dr. Galvin at the briefing table.

“Report back here at eight bells for your final briefing,” the captain ordered. “By then, I’ll have Dr. Galvin’s report that you’re all clear for duty.”

Every eye gravitated to Dr. Galvin. She never stopped smiling. “Who would like to go first?”

No one answered. No one moved.

“Very well, then, let’s start with you, Tom. I’ll call each of you up in descending rank order. That means you’re next, Matthew, so don’t go too far away.” Dr. Galvin waved her hand. “The rest of you are dismissed.”

The other officers headed for the door. Dina paused on the threshold and looked back at Tom. She would have liked to exchange a smile or a nod with him before his evaluation, but he didn’t notice her watching him. He remained rooted to the spot, his hazel eyes fixed on Dr. Galvin. The lights over the table shone on his dark curls. His muscular shoulders made him look powerful compared to tiny Dr. Galvin.

The door closed and cut off Dina’s view. She turned away with a sigh and found Tania Barnes waiting for her on the landing. Tall and blonde, always beautiful, always graceful, Tania was an excellent linguist and remained undefeated in the Savannah's combat training arena. 

Tania fell in next to Dina on the way down the corridor. They couldn’t be more different even though they were the same height. 

Tania’s blonde hair touched her shoulders with her bangs cut straight across her forehead. Dina’s dark brown hair hung down her back with layers framing her face. Tania’s crisp blue eyes measured every detail of the corridor. 

Dina faced front while her mind wandered back to the briefing. A thousand questions nagged her, but she would probably never get them answered. She would have to go down to the planet’s surface for that. She sure wouldn’t get them answered here.

Tania’s voice broke in on her thoughts. “How about a match in the training studio while we wait for our turns?”

Dina looked back toward the briefing room. “Now? You heard Dr. Galvin. We have to be ready when she calls us up. We’ve only got until eight bells to complete our evaluations.”

“She said she’ll evaluate us in descending rank order so she’ll evaluate you and me last. We’ve got time. Come on. Forget the evaluation for a little while. Nothing calms my nerves like a good workout.”

Dina had to grin at her friend. “All right, but don’t blame me if Dr. Galvin strikes you from the landing party for showing up for your evaluation with a black eye.”

“A black eye—me? Not likely. If someone shows up for their evaluation with a black eye, it will be you.”

Dina snorted. “I would love to see you try to get close enough to give me a black eye. You’re dreaming, as usual.”

They turned the corner on their way down the corridor. Dina spotted Matthew waiting by the lift. He kept his back to the two women so she couldn’t see his face. 

Dina started forward to join him, but Tania grabbed her arm to hold her back. Tania pressed a finger to her lips and drew Dina back to the corner where Matthew couldn’t see them. 

Dina stared at her in surprise, but she didn’t dare break the silence. What did this cloak-and-dagger stuff mean? Why was Tania hiding from her own husband?

Dina peeked out to steal a glance at Matthew. He stood with his legs planted wide and his hands clasped behind his back. An eerie stillness surrounded him. He didn’t look right or left. What was he doing?

The lift door slid open. Matthew stepped into the car and disappeared. Tania let go of Dina’s arm and both women stepped into the open to approach the lift. “What’s wrong?” Dina asked. “Why did you hide from him like that?”

Tania pressed the button to call the lift back. “When he stands like that, he’s focusing his concentration. It’s his way of dealing with stressful situations. “

“He didn’t look stressed to me. I wish I was that calm heading into my evaluation. These things wrack my nerves. I wish Matthew was evaluating us instead of the Ice Queen.”

“You don’t understand. Matthew would never admit it, but Dr. Galvin’s probably the one person on board—maybe even in the whole Armada—that he’s really afraid of. She’s the only other psychologist on board, so she’s the only person qualified to evaluate Matthew. He can’t stand psych evaluations.”

“He’s evaluated dozens of people himself. He should know what to expect.”

“He can’t stand facing Dr. Galvin as a subject being questioned and analyzed the way he analyzes others. 

“I don’t like Dr. Galvin, either,” Dina remarked. “She makes my skin crawl.”

“What are you talking about? Dr. Galvin loves you. She always makes evaluations easy for you.” 

Dina made a face. “She’s always trying to be my friend. The harder she tries, the more she makes me want to scream and run the other way.”

Tania gave Dina’s shoulder a playful shove. “I think she wants to be your mother.”

“So why is Matthew afraid of her? With his combat skill, he could break her in half.”

“His mother’s parents were traditional Japanese. His mother became a psychologist and married a psychoanalytic researcher. Matthew barely knew his father, even though they lived in the same house. His grandfather taught him everything, including the martial arts. He taught Matthew to control his thoughts and emotions and Matthew takes that very seriously. He has to keep every piece of his life under control at all times. He keeps a rigid schedule with separate time slots for recreation, combat training practice—even relationship time. He can’t stand anything unknown and being evaluated is the ultimate unknown.”

“What’s he doing on the landing team, then? He gets into all kinds of unknown situations on incorporation missions and he’s never lost his head in combat.”

“He sees life and death situations as the best possible combat training where he has to keep his mind calm and rational under extreme conditions. He won’t allow fear to defeat him.”

“What about you?” Dina asked. “I wish I had a collection of trophies like yours. You must have started competing when you were young.”

“I got into martial arts in high school. I was always good at sports, and the next thing I knew, I was competing in the international championship. I met Matthew at the All-Armada Combat Championship.”

“What did your parents think about you going into the military?” 

“They loved it. Both my parents worked on military bases in San Antonio. My father made a joke about me joining the family business. Somehow, my whole life revolved around combat. It’s in my blood.”

“How did you become a linguist?” 

“In high school, I discovered I had a natural ability with languages. I used to practice them during training breaks. The Armada brass decided my ability with languages plus my combat training made me a good choice for the incorporation team.”

“They were right. We never could have survived the last incorporation without you. You covered all of us long enough to escape.”

Tania turned aside. “Here’s the training studio. I’ll impress you some more by giving you that black eye.” 








  
  
Chapter 2




Tania and Dina stepped out of the training studio with their cheeks flushed, their hair in disarray, and sweat beaded on their foreheads. Tania clapped Dina on the shoulder on their way down the corridor. “You’re getting better. You came close to giving me a black eye that time.” 

“I’ll never be a martial arts champion like you.”

“Maybe not, but you’re good enough to hold your own against me. That’s saying a lot.” 

“You still beat me every time,” Dina returned. “Maybe you could give me some hints to help me beat you.”

“You’re just overcautious. You need to take more risks. You can’t land blows if you don’t try them.”

They took the lift back to the crew quarters. When the doors opened, they spotted Marcus Harte coming their way. “I wonder how he deals with evaluations,” Dina murmured. “He doesn’t look too worried.”

Tania turned away. “You find out and tell me later.”

Dina grabbed her arm. “Don’t run off. He’s all right once you get to know him.”

“You must like him flirting with you. He never stops talking. I think he suffers from Short Man Syndrome.”

“You can’t blame him for trying to talk to us. We’re his closest colleagues on board. Who’s he supposed to talk to if not to us?”

“There are lots of other women on board.”

“None of them are near him in rank or they’re already taken—like us. He just had the bad luck to get assigned to a team with two established couples.”

“Then you can stand here and listen to him talk. I’m going home. I’ll see you later.” Tania walked away. 

Marcus stopped in front of the lift just as Tania turned into her quarters. He smiled at Dina. “Another disappearing colleague.”

Dina changed the subject. He couldn’t help but notice his teammates avoiding him. “Are you ready for your evaluation, Marcus?”

“I have nothing to hide. These psychologists can search for psychosis until doomsday. They’ll never find anything on me.”

“It must be nice not to have anything to worry about.”

“You don’t have anything to worry about, either, Dina. You know you’ll pass. Dr. Galvin wouldn’t exclude you. The team needs a biologist. It doesn’t need an anthropologist.”

Dina had to look down to make eye contact with him. “We need an anthropologist, too. The team wouldn’t include one if we didn’t. You have no reason to doubt your place on the team.”

He faced the lift, but he didn’t push the button. He ran his fingertips distractedly over the console. “I joined the Armada to get assigned to the incorporation team. I always wanted to study other cultures and species.”

“How did you get into anthropology?” 

“I had a charmed childhood. I spent summers exploring the Vermont woods around my house. I always liked science and digging old things up out of the ground.”

“How are you enjoying the Savannah since you came on board?” 

“It’s like other Armada ships, I guess. I didn’t grow up military like some of these people. We need some leadership, but I’m not cut out for this rigid command structure. I don’t mind telling you this, Dina, even though you’re dating the First Officer. Tom’s a natural leader. I can see why you’re attracted to him instead of someone like me.”

Dina blushed. “You’re very attractive, Marcus. You’re going to make someone very happy one of these days.”

“That’s nice of you to say, but it won’t happen on this team.”

“The team respects you. You kept your head under fire on our last few missions. That’s the most important quality on any incorporation team.”

“They might respect me, but I won’t make anyone happy on this team. You and Tania are already in long-term relationships and I don’t enjoy combat the way the others do. It’s a necessary evil. The fighting we did only made me want to get closer to my teammates and that’s a dead end.”

“What about your family back on Earth? Do they support your work?”

“They want me to get married. I want to start a family, but I’m not ready to give up exploring the galaxy yet. When I finish my commission with the Armada, I’d like to enter politics.”

Dina’s mouth fell open. “You would?”

“I know what you’re thinking. You think I’m not political material. I’m not cut out for cutthroat power struggles and intrigue the way Tom is.”

“I never said that.”

He tried to bite back a smile and failed. “I’m too much of a homebody. I like the simple pleasures and little joys of ordinary relationships. I’m happy reading and writing with a round of golf thrown in and maybe a game of chess. I only want to be comfortable, not rule the world.”

“That’s not what I heard,” Dina countered. “You might think combat is a necessary evil, but when the time comes to write your anthropological surveys, that’s when you really shine. Captain Doyle says Coalition brass are impressed with your ideas and recommendations. They recognize a political mind at work. They’re only waiting for you to establish yourself on the Savannah before they move you up.”

He cocked his head. “Did he really say that?”

Dina nodded. 

Marcus burst into a huge smile. “Thanks, Dina. I appreciate you telling me. I really needed to hear that right now.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Marcus punched the button to call the lift. A different crew compartment opened while they waited and two men stepped into the corridor. Both men dwarfed Dina and Marcus, but one stood a head taller than the other. Tom Sharples smiled at Dina, but she and Marcus stiffened to attention when they saw the other man. 

Tom nodded to Dina and Marcus. “At ease. Dina, this is my father, General Maurice Sharples. This is Lieutenant Dina Dyer, the biologist I told you about.”

Dina’s heart pounded in her chest. Tom’s father—a general! Cold sweat broke out on the back of her neck when she held out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, General.”

He returned her handshake with warm muscular fingers. His black eyes sparkled and he surveyed her up and down with one glance. “Likewise, Lieutenant.”

“I was just showing Dad around the ship,” Tom added. “He’s never visited the Savannah before.”

“How are you finding it so far, Sir?” Dina asked.

“Satisfactory so far. I’m a little concerned about my son’s career, though.”

Dina froze. “You are? What concerns you, Sir?” She already knew what he was talking about.

“My son has big ambitions.” The general’s eyes blazed and he skewered her with a glance. “I would hate to see anything jeopardize that.”

She shot a glance at Tom. “I don’t think anything could jeopardize it now, Sir.”

“There’s only one thing I can think of. Scandal could cost him everything.”

Dina gulped. Why did this conversation sound so familiar? “By scandal, do you mean...?”

“I mean,” the general interrupted, “the wrong relationship with the wrong woman could destroy everything he’s worked so hard to achieve. I would hate to see him throw his future away on a passing flirt, especially if that flirt will end with the changing seasons, just like Judith McCurdy did.”

“Who’s Judith McCurdy?”

The lift bell dinged and the doors slid open. The general nodded to her without answering. “As you were, Lieutenant.” He stepped into the lift.

Tom followed him and Dina caught his eye. “Who’s Judith McCurdy?”

He didn’t answer. He ducked into the lift and the doors closed. Dina found herself staring at the plain grey metal doors.

She turned to Marcus. She had to swallow the lump in her throat to get her throat working. “Who’s Judith McCurdy?”

He turned away to take the stairs. “I honestly don't know.” 

Dina watched the number change on the lift control panel, but she hardly noticed them. Her head spun through a thousand possibilities. Judith McCurdy? A passing flirt who jeopardized Tom’s political ambitions? What did the general mean by that?

She shrugged off her confusion and stepped forward to touch the computer console on the wall. She keyed in her search code: Judith McCurdy.

Bright characters streamed across the screen:

Judith McCurdy Commander

Staff Anthropologist

Assigned Destroyer Savannah 53872-53875

Resigned Commission 53875

Replaced by Marcus Harte Lieutenant 53875

Dina frowned at the readouts. So Judith McCurdy served as staff anthropologist on the Savannah before Marcus came on board. Tom must have gotten involved with her and that involvement threatened his ambitions—at least, his father thought so. 

The writing on the screen vanished and a loud chime startled Dina back to reality. Another stream of characters crossed the screen.

Lieutenant Dina Dyer report to Briefing Room immediately by order of Staff Psychologist Doctor Joyce Galvin Commander.

Dina jumped. Her evaluation callup! That was fast. The lift opened and she stepped inside. She knitted her fingers behind her back trying to steady her nerves. Workouts in the training studio might relax Tania, but they did nothing for Dina.

She rode the lift back upstairs to the briefing room and found Dr. Galvin waiting for her outside the room. When Dina tried to go inside, Dr. Galvin stopped her. “Let’s take a walk instead.”

“Aren’t you going to evaluate me?”

“I don’t really need to evaluate you. I know you’re fit for duty. I thought we’d just have a little talk about how things are going for you since the last mission.”

Dina eased a few extra inches farther away from the woman. “Things are going fine for me. I don’t want any special treatment. If you evaluated the others, you should do the same to me.”

“I didn’t do anything to the others I won’t do to you. This is just a formality to get you down onto the planet as soon as possible.”

“So what do you want to talk about?” 

Dr. Galvin started down the corridor and gestured for Dina to join her. “How is everything going between you and Tom?”

Dina refused to look at her. “Everything’s fine between me and Tom.”

“I hear his father is on board.”

“Yes, he is.”

“You haven’t met General Sharples before, have you?”

“I haven’t met any of Tom’s family before. I told you that.”

“Have you met the general yet?” 

The blood rushed to Dina’s cheeks. “I just met him outside the lift.”

“How did that go?” 

Dina thought fast. These psychologists never asked a question they didn’t already know the answer to. “It went fine. He said he was very pleased to meet me.”

“Did you know he was coming on board?”

Dina stole a sidelong glance at Dr. Galvin and threw caution to the wind. What the heck? Why not go for broke? “Did you know Judith McCurdy?”

Dr. Galvin stopped dead in her tracks. The self-satisfied smile evaporated off her face. “How did you find out about Judith?”

“General Sharples mentioned her. He called her a passing flirt. He said the wrong relationship with the wrong woman could ruin Tom’s chance for advancement. Tom was involved with Judith, wasn’t he? She threatened his prospects, didn’t she?”

Dr. Galvin shook her hair out of her eyes and started walking again, but she didn’t regain her cheery demeanor. “I think you better ask Tom about Judith.”

Dina grabbed Dr. Galvin’s arm and pulled her back so hard she nearly jerked the old lady off her feet. “I’m not asking Tom. I’m asking you. Who was she and what happened between her and Tom?”

“I’ve always liked you, Dina, even when everyone said you shouldn’t get involved with your superior officer.”

“What’s that got to do with this?” 

“I always thought of you like my own daughter even though I don’t have one. I want to protect you, but I can’t do that very well in this job. Your being on the landing team is dangerous enough without you searching for threats on board this ship.”

“I’m not searching for threats. I only want someone to tell me the truth. You asked how things are going between me and Tom. They would be going fine if I only knew what connection he had to Judith.”

“You don’t have to worry about Judith. I would be stepping out of line if I told you something you should hear from Tom. I can promise you that his connection with Judith has nothing to do with his relationship with you. You have no reason to suspect him.”

Dina smacked her lips in annoyance. “I guess you’re not going to tell me anything more than that.”

Dr. Galvin started walking again. “Tom’s a sore subject for you just now, so let’s talk about something else. Have you heard from any of your family back on Earth since you came back from the last mission?”

Dina’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She had no choice but to fall in at Dr. Galvin’s side and answer these questions. Dr. Galvin could pull Dina from the landing team otherwise. “I heard from my brother. He’s still managing that foundry on Lake Baikal.”

“You must be proud of him.”

“He’s done well for himself.”

“So have you, Dina. You’ve exceeded all your goals of joining the Armada and traveling through the stars.”

“The Armada let me get away from home. I can study alien biology in interesting places. My brother and I always loved plants and animals. Tom reminds me of him sometimes.”

“Tom’s a nice man,” Dr. Galvin breezed. “I can see why you love him so much.”

“I would be friends with Tom even if we weren’t dating. I know a good man when I see one.”

“You make friends more easily with men than women.”

Dina’s head shot up. “What makes you say that?”

“You told me that yourself once. You have more male friends on board than female ones.”

“I’m friends with Tania.”

“You train with Tania. There’s a difference. You’re starting to make friends with her, but you can’t deny you trust men more than women. You don’t love or trust Tania and you don’t trust me.”

“I never trusted you,” Dina growled. “I told you that many times, but that’s not because you’re a woman.”

“Why is it, then?”

“You’re the psychologist here. Why don’t you tell me?”

“You trust male authority figures like Tom, Matthew, and Captain Doyle. Women don’t have the authority to command your respect.”

Dina focused her gaze on a spot down the corridor. How did this conversation turn against her so fast? For someone who just wanted to talk, Dr. Galvin seemed to be doing plenty of psychological evaluation. “I don’t like men analyzing me any better than I like you doing it.”

“Are you sure about that?” 

“Maybe that’s why I love Tom. He never analyzes me, and even if he did, he always approves of me.”

Dr. Galvin hooked her arm through Dina’s elbow. Dina fought the urge to pull away. “How about I put you at ease by talking about myself? You don’t want anyone analyzing you. I can understand that, so we’ll analyze me instead.”

Dina whipped around. “What?”

Dr. Galvin laughed. “I can be just as ruthless with myself as I am with my other subjects. Listen and I’ll tell you everything you need to know to analyze me yourself. I’ll give you enough dirt on me so you never have to dread another psych evaluation again.”

Dina stared at her. “You can do that?”

“You know I like you, Dina. You’re like a younger version of myself. I grew up in the Southern US, too, and I escaped to college to get away from my drunken father.”

Dina held her breath waiting for the doctor’s next words. Where was this going?

“I got interested in human relations watching my mother navigate a marriage to an alcoholic. That’s why I studied psychology—to find out what made people act the way they did. I married another psychology student in college, but after graduation, he turned cold and analytical. He wouldn’t stop analyzing me, so I left him. A few years later, I married a gruff grandfather type, a military man like Captain Doyle.”

“Did you have any children?” 

“Sadly, no.” 

“So how did you wind up in the Armada?” 

“After graduation, I spent a few years in private practice. Then I met one of my college professors at a conference. He invited me to work with him on a research project interviewing returned prisoners from the Anrove Nebula War. I spent two years talking to them and learning about their experiences. After the project ended, the Armada funded two years of intensive rehabilitation for the prisoners. I already knew them and their stories and the issues they faced, so the Armada hired me. After two more years, they renewed the funding to give the prisoners follow-up support. That’s when I saw an opportunity to help the Armada staff by working as a frontline psychologist. I wanted to share their experiences and understand them better.”

“That’s a long way from helping returned prisoners,” Dina remarked. “I guess your experience with them doesn’t help you much here.”

“You’d be surprised. The military causes psychological trauma in ways you can’t imagine.”

“Trauma? It’s not that dangerous. Our landing team has faced more danger in the past year than the rest of the Savannah crew combined, but none of us have suffered any trauma.”

“The military doesn’t cause trauma by being dangerous. It quashes the free thinking that would make people truly resilient. That makes ordinary, safe situations psychologically traumatic when they don’t need to be.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Dina left Dr. Galvin at the briefing room where she would meet and evaluate Tania. Dina waited until the lift door closed before she let herself relax. 

Her evaluation was over. She could go home and relax until eight bells. Then Captain Doyle would brief the team one more time before they left for the planet.

Dina started to enter her destination on the lift’s control console, but she changed her mind and exited instead on the upper Engineering concourse.  Engineering staff clustered below her on the main floor. They crowded around a tall man with a thick topknot of black curls. He towered over the others. He had to stoop to hear each person over the engine noise. 

He spotted her on the upper concourse and his head shot up. Even after five years together, his sharp eyes sent a shiver through her. He signaled to her in the engine room sign language. Wait for me. I’m almost finished here.

Tom Sharples wasn’t as husky as Captain Doyle, but his height gave him a commanding air over everyone, even those of higher rank. He sized up people and situations with lightning speed and unerring accuracy. 

A few more years as Captain Doyle’s First Officer would earn him command of his own ship and Dina would join him. Someday, he might get to be an admiral or even a congressman. Everyone admired Tom Sharples and even Captain Doyle delegated important decisions to him. 

Tom gave orders to each member of the engineering team. One by one, they left to carry on their work. Tom tucked his handpad under his arm, stepped into the lift, and joined Dina on the upper concourse.

He didn't try to speak to her over the noise. He escorted her out of Engineering and into the corridor. Quiet enfolded them and they walked in silence to the crew quarters. He slid aside a compartment door between the medical ward and the starboard access shaft and Dina entered her own quarters.

As soon as the door closed, Tom wrapped his arms around her from behind and crushed her against his body. He nuzzled his face into her neck. “You don't usually come down to Engineering in the middle of a shift. What's on your mind?”

Dina breathed a heavy sigh and sheltered in his embrace. “This could be our last chance to be alone like this.”

He raised his head. “What do you mean?” 

“We're leaving tomorrow and we'll be down on that planet for at least three weeks. We won't get much chance to be alone down there.”

He closed his arms around her again. “Then we should take advantage of it.”

His mouth covered hers. They breathed in unison and Dina pressed her body against his. The nectar of his kiss flooded her mind until she pulled away. “We both have to get back on shift in a minute.”

“We still have tonight together.”

Her heart wrenched when she pulled away from him. “Something about this mission doesn't sit right with me.”

“You mentioned that at the briefing.”

“We ought to study the planet before we launch a landing mission. We should take weeks to prepare for a landing like this.”

“The word came down from the Coalition Chancellor to get a team down there right away,” he pointed out. “We're rushing to rescue the Chancellor's son. That's the real reason behind this mission. The Coalition doesn't really care about this planet.”

“Are you telling me you don’t have any misgivings about this mission at all?” she asked.

He shrugged and straightened his jacket. “Landing missions are always uncertain. It’s not ideal, but we can handle it. We’ll be armed and we have our contingency plans.  We’ve done it dozens of times before. If anything goes wrong, we'll fall back to the Savannah. That’s the way we always work it.”

Dina turned away to straighten her hair in front of the mirror on the opposite wall. At twenty-five years of age, she stood almost two meters tall, not much shorter than Tom. A scar traced the corner of her upper lip.

She finished her hair and fiddled with the knick-knacks on the shelf below the mirror. She didn’t want to turn around to continue her conversation with Tom.

A ragdoll of a little girl in a dress occupied the central position on the shelf. The doll’s unblinking button eyes stared straight out into the room. Dina smoothed down her gingham skirt and arranged her yarn hair.

“I’ll be spearheading the negotiations with their political leadership,” Tom told her. “The records show these people living in cities, so they must have an advanced civilization.”

Dina still didn’t turn around. “That’s what I thought.” 

“We don’t know what we’ll find until we get down there. Incorporations completely reorganize the population’s culture, but I don’t let it worry me. We’ve been on enough of these runs to know we can handle anything.”

“I’m not worried about that.”  

“What are you worried about, then?” 

“Nothing. Forget I mentioned it. We’ll be busy between now and tomorrow with your briefing and fitting out the pod for launch. I just wanted a minute alone with you before we go.”

He didn’t come back to her the way she hoped. He watched her from across the room. “Don’t discount your instincts. If something doesn’t sit right, you should tell Doyle.”

“I already did that. He would take me off the mission if I brought it up again. That would mean staying behind while you go down to the planet. I don’t want to back out. Besides, I’m the ranking biologist on board. No one else can report to the Coalition.”

“True. If you don’t go, the whole mission would probably be scrapped.”

“There you go."

“I still think you should listen to your instincts. If something doesn’t sit right with you, you should act on it.”

“We shouldn’t have to run Chancellor Mathus's errands for him."

Tom chuckled. “That’s life in uniform. I don’t like it, either. I’m supposed to be in command of this mission, but I’m really just a grunt for someone farther up the food chain. We all are. Being in command isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, you know.” 

“That’s easy for you to say. You went straight from Cadet Camp to being First Officer of the Savannah. You’ve been in command all your life.”

Tom ran his fingers through his hair and straightened his jacket again. “You should try it sometime.”

“No, thanks. I’ll be your grunt instead.”

He finally came up to her and wrapped her in his arms. “Good.”

“Who’s Judith McCurdy?”

His head shot up and he dropped his arms instantly. “It seems like you already know who she is.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about her before?”

“There was nothing to tell.”

“Tell me now.” 

He puffed out his cheeks and sighed. “She worked on the team for three years. She was our anthropologist before Marcus came on board.”

“She was more to you than an anthropologist. Your father called her a passing flirt.”

“She was a lot more than a passing flirt, but he never knew that,” Tom snarled. “He never visited me once in all that time. None of my family visited me. They were all too busy with their own careers or they would have known I was as serious about Judith as I am about you.”

“So what happened? Why did she leave the Savannah?”

He looked her straight in the eye. “She wanted to settle on Earth to raise children, so it didn’t work out between us.”

“I see. So settling on Earth didn’t fit with your political ambitions. Now I know what your father meant about me jeopardizing your future.”

He softened and put his arms around her again. “My relationship with Judith ended long before you came on board the Savannah. You’ve been the only woman in my heart since the day I met you. You have my word of honor on that.”

He pulled her close, and this time, she let it happen. She relaxed into him and her fears started to fade. “Your father didn’t seem to think much of me.”

“I don’t care what he thinks. I don’t care what anybody thinks.”

“You have to care if you want to rise in the political world. What will you do if they don’t accept me?”

“Do you mean my family or the political world?”

“Either one.”

“They’ll accept you as soon as they get to know you. They’ll love you as much as I do.”

Dina rested her head on his chest. “I hope you’re right.”

“I am right. Trust me. You can adapt to any situation and I won’t do this without you.” He kissed her hair. “I’ll make them love you.”

She leaned back to study him. “Do you have history with any other women on board I should know about?”

“Of course not! I would tell you if I did. You know that.”

She shook her doubts out of her head. “Maybe my evaluation with Dr. Galvin got to me more than I realized.”

“Don’t give it another thought. Psychology is for screwed up people. It has nothing to do with us.”

“Except when we have to get evaluated, you mean.” 

“I don’t pay them the slightest attention. No psychologist will ever turn up anything screwed up about me.” 

“Some of us have to pay attention to them.”

Tom kissed her on the forehead and took a step toward the door. “I’ll tell you what. When we get back from this mission, let’s get married.”

Dina spun around and gasped. “What?”

“We’ve been together for five years and we both want to stay together. When we get back from this mission, we’ll both be in line for promotion, which means I’ll have my own command. If we’re married, the Armada will make sure we stay together. Come on, Dina. Marry me. You know you want to.”

“Of course, I want to. You just never mentioned it before. I didn’t know you wanted to.”

“I didn’t mention it, but I thought about it. I thought about it a lot and I want us to stick together no matter what. I’ll get my own command soon no matter what happens with this mission and I want you to come with me. Come on. Tell me you’ll marry me.”

She beamed at him. “Okay. I’ll marry you when we get back from this mission.”

He laughed out loud and swept her off her feet. He spun her around before putting her back down. “Let’s celebrate! Let’s have a special dinner, just you and me, here in your quarters tonight, to celebrate our engagement.”

“Okay, but let’s keep the engagement quiet for now. We can tell everyone when we get back from the planet.”

Tom bit back a grin. “Of course, Lieutenant. I’ll be the picture of professionalism.”








  
  
Chapter 5




The podcraft skimmed the treetops. Dina studied the jungle through her porthole, but it concealed the planet’s secrets under a carpet of foliage. Tom leaned over her shoulder to check the display console. His smell wafted into Dina's nostrils. Memories of last night calmed her nerves. 

He pointed to a clear patch on the screen. “That’s our spot. It’s big enough to land the pod safely and the jungle will hide it from prying eyes. Set us down, Lieutenant.”

Dina touched the controls to stabilize the rudders and keyed in the landing sequence. The pod banked, leveled out, and dropped through the canopy. The engine wash tore at the branches.

She cut the engines and peace returned to the jungle. Tom raised his eyes to the ceiling and listened. “Scan the area. Make sure there’s no one nearby.”

Dina pressed a button and scanned a one-kilometer radius around the pod. “There are some large carnivores nearby, but no sign of humans. We’re a dozen kilometers from any human habitation.”

Tom waved to the rest of the team. “Stand by to defend the door.” 

Tania, Matthew, and Marcus unbuckled their restraint harnesses and climbed out of their seats. Dina charged her weapon and the electric vibration buzzed up her arm. 

She dropped to one knee and trained her weapon at the door. Tania took the position next to her. Tania, Dina, and Marcus formed a defensive arch around the door while Tom and Matthew flattened themselves to the walls on either side of the doorway. Every nerve tensed in anticipation of what they would find on the other side of that door.

Tom’s hand hovered over the door release. His shoulders tightened and his voice split the silence with a sharp edge of command. “Stand by.” 

He shot the lever to break the hatch seal and the door swung open. Compressed air hissed out and warm jungle humidity flooded the pod. The pungent aroma of wet vegetation stung Dina’s nostrils. 

Tom took a deep breath and strode out first. He sealed his back to the pod’s hull and slid down it to the far end. He trained his weapon out at the jungle searching on all sides. The others followed until all five stood with their backs against the pod. 

Then Tania inched forward and the others moved out one at a time to form a semicircle. Tania strode straight out into the jungle with Marcus on one side and Dina on the other. Tom and Matthew kept their backs against the Pod to cover the sides.

Animal voices rang through the dripping canopy. Tree lizards flitted through the branches and chirped to each other. Iridescent moths opened and closed their wings in silent rhythm.

The arch widened and pushed forward until Tom and Matthew turned their weapons backward to close the arch into a circle behind Tania. The circle widened to ring the pod, but there was nothing here. Nothing threatened the team or the pod. Nothing but tree lizards surrounded the pod in every direction.

Tom straightened up. His shoulders relaxed and he lowered his weapon. “Stand down.”

The landing party softened their stance and started to look around. Dina scanned the area with her handpad. “It’s almost exactly like some parts of Earth. The human population must have brought plants with them when they landed. They may have brought animals, too.”

Tom cast a hard glance over the undergrowth. “Which way is it to the human settlement?” 

“The nearest village is twelve kilometers that way. I’ll get a reckoning from the pod’s computer to find the road leading to the village.”

“Let’s get moving. We’re attracting too much attention to the pod.” He signaled to Tania and Matthew. “Landing protocols! Put your handpads away. Conceal your weapons and move out. We don’t know how the population will react to our arrival, so be ready for anything.”

He watched them hide their weapons under their clothes and set off through the trees. They followed the contours of the land until they found a trickle of water, which led them to a footpath. Tom kept the lead position and Dina brought up the rear with Tania, Matthew, and Marcus between them. 

They walked for two hours climbing hills and crossing ravines. They pushed through solid walls of vegetation and forded streams. 

The jungle hypnotized Dina into a steady, marching rhythm. It erased all memory of the Savannah with its sanitized air. The Savannah and its biology lab ceased to exist. She might have lived on this planet her whole life.

The trees thinned out and the streams widened into irrigation ditches. More signs of human life appeared on both sides. Foliage no longer blocked their path and human footprints marked the soil. 

They found the road after another hour. Fell deer and water oxen dotted cultivated fields on both sides. A river flowed next to the road, but Dina didn’t see any boats.

The first sod house popped out of the middle of a field. From a distance, she mistook it for a mound of dirt sprouting grass and bushes. Smoke rising out of the roof gave it away. 

Something caught Dina’s attention from behind, but when she looked back, she didn’t see anything except the empty road stretching behind her. 

Late afternoon progressed toward evening, but the team still didn’t see any people. Another hint of movement made Dina glance back over her shoulder again. 

This time, she couldn’t mistake a shape moving in the undergrowth between the river and the road. The branches parted and two giant male jaguars padded out of the undergrowth on broad, soft paws. Their spotted coats rippled with muscle and their eyes didn’t miss a single detail of the surroundings. 

Dina snapped out of her reverie and her hand shifted instinctively to her weapon. The cats stalked into the road with their heads lowered and nostrils flaring. 

They didn’t even try to hide their presence. Dina’s mind went into a tailspin. These couldn’t be jaguars from Earth. Jaguars didn’t hunt in pairs. They didn’t hunt during the day and they didn’t walk right out into the open like that. They crept on their bellies and then pounced. These cats didn’t care who saw them.

The cats fixed their eyes on her. Her hand closed on her weapon and the cats broke into a sprint heading straight for her. 

Dina shouted to her teammates, “Look out!” but the cats were already halfway across the road. She brought up her weapon and leveled it at them, but they were too fast. One of them launched into the air coming straight for her. She fired and the blast hit him in the shoulder.

The cat bellowed in pain and surprise. Dina didn't have time to fire again before his wide-open mouth blocked out her whole field of view. His weight flattened her and her weapon sailed out of her hand.

The other cat sprang at Marcus and hit him with his hand still gripping the weapon concealed under his shirt. He didn't have time to draw it before the cat knocked him over.

Weapon blasts rent the air on every side, but Dina couldn’t see anything beyond the big head and dripping jaws looming in her face. She managed to throw her arms up between her face and the cat’s fangs. He drove for her neck, but she fought him away and curled under his chest for protection. 

The cat bounded back to catch her again, but she rolled to one side and jumped to her feet. The cat batted his paw at her. His claws flashed in the sun and she didn’t hesitate. She set off running down the road as fast as she could go. Where were her friends? They would drive this cat off with their weapons if only she could find them. 

She got one glimpse of the other cat dragging Marcus toward the bushes. Blood speckled the cat's jaws and chest. Marcus's head lolled sideways at a sickening angle and a gaping red hole opened in his neck.

The cat dragged him several yards before Tom fired at the creature. The shot clipped the cat's ear and the animal let go of Marcus with a growl. The next moment, the cat sprang at Tom with teeth bared.

Dina couldn’t help Tom and she didn't have time to look around for Matthew or Tania. The first cat recovered from his surprise and chased her down the road. That cat could easily run down any human. He didn’t even have to run at full speed to overtake her. 

She had to run until her lungs exploded to get away from him. If only closing her eyes could block out the sight of Marcus's broken neck. She charged down the road toward where she hoped she would find the village. The people on this planet must have some way to combat these animals. 

She glanced over her shoulder and immediately wished she hadn’t. The second cat leapt and landed on Tom’s shoulders. It knocked Tom face down in the road. The cat’s blood-splattered jaws closed on her fiancé’s neck. She couldn’t watch anymore and she ran on in blind panic.

Houses and fences flanked the road. Pastures and gardens lay closer together everywhere. One by one, people appeared in their doors to stare at her. Children ran through the yards and gardens. They pointed at the cat chasing her, but not a single person stepped out to help her. 

She tripped on a pebble and staggered off her feet. There was nowhere left to run but farther down the road. Her stumble encouraged the cat. He put on a burst of speed and sprang. This was the end of her life. She was a meal for a cat. Would her family back home ever find out how she died?

She felt herself flying through the air. An almighty thud thumped through her body and she inspected tiny pebbles on the road at close range. She lay on her stomach with blood seeping out of a gash in her chin. The cat’s jaws close on her neck and she went limp waiting for the end. 








  
  
Chapter 6




To Dina’s surprise, the cat didn’t bite her. His teeth pressed into her skin, but instead of breaking her neck, he just held her still. Two human feet stepped in front of her eyes. She examined the microscopic detail of the grain in the leather boots. “Are these the slags Hector told us about?” 

She couldn’t see anyone else, but another voice answered the first. “Pack them up and send them to the market. I’ll find places for them.”

“Consider it done,” the first voice replied.

She couldn’t figure it out, but she could have cried in relief when the cat let go of her neck and his weight lifted off her back. Her ribs expanded and her lungs filled with air. She looked around and gulped when she saw one of the jaguars dragging Marcus's body into the bushes and out of sight. 

“You can stand up now.”

The person standing in front of her must be talking to her. Dina got to her feet and discovered a sandy-haired man regarding her with a blank stare. 

A ring of faces surrounded her. They all eyed her with the same empty expression. The men wore their hair short and their faces clean-shaven. The women kept their hair tied back in long twisted braids down their backs. Everyone wore heavy leather boots with laces crisscrossing up to their knees. 

“Thank you,” she told the man.

“What for?”

“For whatever you did to scare that cat off me.”

The man frowned. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You must have done something. He wouldn’t just run off like that if you didn’t do something to scare him.”

She bent down to pick up her weapon, but he picked it up first. He could move with surprising speed when he wanted to. “You won't need this.”

Dina stiffened. “I might not need it, but it's mine. Can I have it back?”

The man squinched up his wrinkled face, but he didn't give it back. “I think you better come to the village.”

“Isn’t this the village?”

“No, this isn’t it, but we aren’t far away. Come to my house. We have a lot to do.”

She looked around for the rest of the team. That’s when she spotted Tom lying face down in the middle of the road. 

Her heart skipped a beat. She hated to see him mauled and destroyed, but she had to face the hard truth. She couldn't leave him lying here on a strange planet. She had to figure out what to do with him. She had to get him back to the Savannah. The medical staff would take care of his body until the ship returned to Earth. They would deliver him to his family. 

She dragged her feet back to the spot where he lay, but she couldn’t look. She turned away with a lump in her throat. Her Tom, her love—he was gone. She would never marry him now. She made up her mind to call off the mission. Her instincts were right. This planet was too dangerous.

Then she noticed the small hairs curled against his skin on the back of his neck. They were still wet from the cat's jaws, but they weren't wet with blood. In fact, there was no blood on him at all. 

She touched his neck to find the bite marks. He startled her out of her skin by stirring and rolling over. “Dina, you’re all right!”

She gasped out loud. “You’re all right! You aren’t dead!”

“I'm okay. I guess that cat just wanted something to chase. I saw him bite you and I thought you were gone.”

Dina helped him up and threw her arms around him. She would never let him go again. “This man wants to take us back to the village. He scared that cat off me.”

“I told you I didn’t,” the man broke in.

Tania and Matthew appeared at the roadside surrounded by village people. “What happened to you guys?” Dina asked Tania. “Why didn't you fire on those cats when they attacked us?”

Tania glanced at the villagers. “We never had a chance. These people….” She broke off.

“We never got a clear shot,” Matthew added. “These people surrounded us and blocked our fire It makes no sense. When the cats saw the people surrounding us, the cats ignored us.”

“I raised my weapon to fire,” Tania told her, “but one of the men stopped me. He stood in front of me so I couldn't shoot.”

Dina studied the villagers more closely. They stared back at the landing team without offering a word of explanation. Even the children kept their distance. They stared at everything with the same wary reserve. They never smiled at the strangers or talked to each other. 

Tom glanced toward the bushes where the jaguars disappeared. “We can't go after them. We'll have to wait for another chance to get Marcus's body back.” He headed down the road toward the village.

Dina put out her hand, but she stopped herself from touching him here. “Wait a minute, Tom. We have to fall back to the Savannah. We've lost one of our team. We have to switch to our contingency plan.”

Tom shook his head. His voice told her not to argue. “We've made contact with the human population. We lost Marcus, but we can still accomplish our mission.” He followed the man who invited them to his house.

Dina hesitated, but when Tania and Matthew fell in line behind Tom, she had no choice but to go along. What else could she do? She couldn’t fall back to the Savannah alone and Tom was the ranking officer on this mission.

The man led them to another conical dirt house. More people crowded around the strangers until the who crowd stopped at a garden bed in the middle of the road. 

Cheerless faces stared out from every doorway and from every fence and gate. The villagers discussed the strangers in whispers, but no one made any move to interact with them. 

No one offered hospitality. The houses didn’t have a single identifying mark or artistic decoration to distinguish one from the next. Only farm implements and hand tools hung from the walls and leaned in corners.

“This must be the village,” Tom remarked

“Where’s the man who scared the cat away?” Dina looked around, but the man had disappeared into the crowd. “He must their leader. We can negotiate with him.”

Tom lowered his voice and grimaced at the lackluster crowd. “They don’t look all that interested in talking to us. Someone should have at least asked who we are and what we want. I’d rather deal with outright hostility than this.”

“Maybe they’re waiting for us to go away,” Matthew suggested. “Maybe this is their way of expressing hostility.”

“We aren't going away. We have a mission to complete here. We have to find Alexander Mathus.”

“Let's ask the children where to find their leaders. They'll tell us.” Tania waved and smiled at a gang of children behind the nearest fence. The children scowled back at her and muttered to each other.

“Come on, Tania,” Dina exclaimed. “They might not find two women together so threatening.”

Tania and Dina walked over to the fence under the children's watchful eyes. They stood in a stiff, straight line. Not a sparkle enlivened their eyes. 

Dina did her best to smile at them. “Hi there. Who’s in charge here?”

Something stirred in their expressions, but no one answered. The younger ones exchanged glances, but they didn’t reply.

She tried again. “You must have some leaders in this village. Just tell me who they are. I just want to talk to them.”

Whispered conversation passed through the adult onlookers. Dina waved to them, too, but they didn't return the simplest greeting. She pursed her lips. “I know you can understand our language. Just tell me who’s in charge here and I’ll leave you alone.”

Tania nudged Dina and nodded behind her. The man who scared the cat away was elbowing his way through the crowd toward them. 

Dina smiled at him. “Are you the leader of this village? We have a proposal to make to you on behalf of your people.”

“You’re making people uncomfortable talking to these children. You should leave them alone.”

“We aren’t doing them any harm by talking to them. We just want to find out who's in charge here. Maybe you can tell us.”

“If you have to talk to someone, you can talk to me, but leave the children alone. They could get visited for this.”

“What do you mean by ‘visited’? Visited by whom?”

“They could get in trouble.”

“How could they get in trouble? We aren’t doing anything. We just walked into this village.”

“They won’t talk to you,” he told her. “They won’t talk to anyone. They aren’t even supposed to talk to each other, but I guess there’s no way to stop children from doing that.”

His words made no sense to her. “Why aren’t they supposed to talk to people?”

“That’s the understanding we have,” he replied. “The less they talk to people, the better.”

Dina blinked at him. “I don’t understand you. Everybody has to talk to everybody else. It’s the human way.”

“Not here. It’s safer if they keep to themselves.”

She couldn’t stop her voice from rising. “But you live in a village. Why do you live in such a close-knit community if you want to keep to yourselves?”

“We live in a village because we have to. We have business to transact as a group, but we try to keep to ourselves. The children don’t understand it, either. They come to an understanding as they grow up why it has to be this way, but they learn not to talk to people they don’t know. They learn that from a very early age.”

“Then who should we talk to? Who speaks on behalf of the group?”

“No one. You shouldn’t even talk to me, but you can’t stay here. You can’t stand here talking to the children like this. They’ll get visited and so will you. If you can’t stop talking, come with me. You might as well come to my house. At least you’ll be out of the street.”

He shuffled away. He walked hunched over. His strange gait made him look older than his years. Dina glanced back at Tom, but he only shrugged. She followed the man and Tom joined her. Tania and Matthew came last. 

The crowd parted to let them pass back up the road to a house on the main street. The man opened the door, crossed the threshold, and let the door bang closed behind him without inviting the team inside. 

They waited, but the man didn’t come back out. This must be the house where he wanted to take them, but he didn’t return to invite them in. Dina exchanged glances with her comrades, but after a long wait, she plucked up her courage. She pulled the door open and stepped into the house. 








  
  
Chapter 7




Light slanted into the house through the hole in the conical roof. A fire smoldered in the middle of one big room and smoke billowed up into the beams. 

A platform attached to one wall served as a bed. Low wooden chests lined the walls. A few pots and pans hung from the rafters along with bundles of plants and joints of meat. Hand tools hung from pegs on the walls. 

The man sat on the ground next to his fire, but he still offered no word of greeting when the landing team entered. 

They copied him and crossed their legs to sit on the floor. Dina sat on one side of him and Tom took the other. More people snuck into the room to listen to their conversation and to glare at the strangers, but they kept to the room’s outer walls and didn’t come near the visitors.

Tom cleared his throat and broke the silence. “My name is Tom Sharples. I'm Second in Command of a starship. It’s called the Savannah and it’s in orbit around this planet. This is Dina Dyer, our biologist. Our people want to form diplomatic relations with you and we’re here to make peaceful first contact with you.”

“I don’t have the authority to talk to you about any of that,” the man countered. “I told you I could get visited for talking to you.”

“Who would visit you?” Dina asked.

The man shook his head. “You don’t understand. It’s best if we don’t talk about it.”

“You’re right. We don’t understand,” Tom told him. “Why don’t you explain it to us? If we shouldn’t be talking to you or to the children, who should we be talking to?”

“No one.”








