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Part I: The Frozen Death Planetoid
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	There was cold, and then there was the bone-aching sort of chill that Captain Quasar and his indomitable helmsman Hank faced on the surface of Targus 6. Severe winds caused the ambient temperature to hover below negative 100 degrees centigrade, somewhere in the vicinity of 150 kelvins—so cold the desolate planetoid's major rock formations had become embrittled and crushed into grit by a frenetic blizzard that whirled the particulate matter around as far as the eye could see. 

	Which wasn't very far at all.

	"Can't see my own fingers in front of my face, Hank ol' buddy," Quasar said, holding out his gloved hand in a useless demonstration. 

	All that met his piercing, sapphire-blue eyes was a white screen of particles blowing wildly across the beam of his helmet lamp and imbedding themselves into his faceplate. The rest passed over him with the buffeting wind in a constant susurration much like the sound of one sliding down a never-ending sandy chute.

	"Humph," Hank replied via an internal comm link that continued to function despite the storm. Not one for chitchat, he often kept his responses limited to monosyllabic grunts. But in this case, discomfort inspired his curt reply.

	Like the captain, Hank wore a triple-layer EVA suit designed to keep a body warm even in the most unforgiving of outer-space environs. But it had never been tested on Targus 6, and it had not been created with a four-armed Carpethrian in mind. Hank's upper pair of limbs fit the sleeves of the suit fairly well, but his lower pair had to be crammed alongside his expansive midsection. And considering his girth, in addition to the very hairy fur that covered said girth, there wasn't any room left in his suit to spare. Thus, his every movement was stiff, awkward, and otherwise unpleasant.

	"You'd think there would've been a welcoming committee or something," Quasar said, shoving one boot in front of the other in an effort to cross the distance between point A and point B. Point A was located three meters behind them, where their transport pod had touched down under Hank's four more-than-capable hands. Point B was the entrance to a cave a mere twenty meters north by northwest. Thanks to the storm, it had taken Quasar and Hank two hours to traverse those three meters. "We told them we'd be landing, didn't we?"

	"Yes, sir," Hank said, struggling to keep up with the captain. His Carpethrian legs weren't nearly as long as a human's, and even on a good day without a vicious storm, his strides tended to be shorter. 

	"They might've thought to roll out the red carpet for us. Or whatever passes for red carpet on a world with such abominable weather. We did fly a long way to get here, you know."

	"They didn't seem impressed."

	Quasar's brow contorted, and he raised a clenched fist to his chin in thought. His glove clanked against the bottom of his helmet. 

	"That was strange, wasn't it? One would expect human colonists to harbor only the warmest of feelings for their fellow kind, regardless of how far-flung they might find themselves." He turned to face Hank, but found only more blinding white. Disconcerting, if it hadn't been for his faceplate's luminescent and translucent heads-up display, which confirmed in both primary and secondary colors that the Carpethrian stood less than a meter away. "We're sure they're human, aren't we?"

	"Uh, yes, Captain. According to Zhan's records, all six of the Targus planetoids have been home to human settlements for generations."

	"Zhan being the megalomaniac who styled himself a galactic emperor of sorts and tried to destroy Earth, sending its inhabitants packing in a mass exodus to the farthest reaches of the galaxy. An Earthling diaspora, if you will."

	Hank nodded, but soon realized the captain couldn't see the gesture. "That's right, sir."

	"After gallivanting around the galaxy on our Space Command–sanctioned missions and finally returning to Earth, we discovered what Zhan had done to the planet, and we tracked him down and showed him what's what."

	"That we did, sir."

	"By incapacitating his entire fleet!" Quasar whooped at the memory. Few things fired him up more than a victory in space against overwhelming odds. "So you're saying we stole a few of Zhan's records at some point?"

	"That's right, Captain. Including star charts of this quadrant."

	"A lot of help they've been," Quasar muttered. 

	Targus 1 through 5 had been dead ends. Literally, death everywhere: human settlers dead; what passed for plants and animals dead; weird-looking aliens dead, to boot. Something or someone had killed them all and left them to rot. With the so-called Emperor of the Universe otherwise occupied—getting his armada up and running again—Quasar was almost positive Zhan couldn't be to blame for the utter annihilation that had befallen the sister planetoids of Targus 6.

	When Quasar's gorgeous star cruiser, the Effervescent Magnitude, had slipped into orbit around this most inhospitable planetoid, one of the first things the captain had done was to ask what its inhabitants knew about the demise of Targus 1 through 5. After introducing himself, of course.

	"Greetings, far-flung brothers and sisters of Earth!" he'd said, facing the viewscreen on the fore wall of the Magnitude's bridge. 

	He stood with his feet planted shoulder-width apart, his strong hands on even stronger hips, his shoulders back, chest inflated, chin high. It was his most favorite pose, one he liked to think of as the Confident Starfarer. There would be a statue made of him somewhere, someday. He just knew it.

	"Starfarer, huh?" said an inhabitant of Targus 6 on the screen. He was a homely fellow with sallow, sunken cheeks and a lazy eye. Not much in the way of hair to speak of, just a few greasy strands held in place across his bald dome by said grease. "That doesn't make any sense."

	"How so?" Quasar said, instantly confused.

	"You can't very well fare through a star, can you? I mean, think about it. You'd burn to a crisp, for crying out loud!" He rocked his head back precariously on a spindle of a neck and chortled like a donkey's uncle. "What you want your pose to be called is the Confident Spacefarer. Now that's a lot more logical."

	"But I didn't say anything about—"

	"Read your mind, I did." The fellow grinned. Quasar wished he hadn't. Never before had he seen such a rotten mouthful of teeth.

	"I see." Quasar cleared his throat. "Over the centuries, your enclave of humanity, separated from billions of its kind, has evolved to exhibit certain rare superhuman abilities—"

	"Nothing like that. We've just developed a technological marvel we call the telepathic array. It's the only way to get a communication signal in or out, thanks to all the storm activity down here on the surface. The telepathic array reads thoughts and transfers them from one person to another like they're having a conversation. It even sends and receives mental self-images, which is why we can see each other right now." He released another equine chuckle. "We Targusians are about as human as they come, but we do love playing with biotechnology. Not much else to do around here, honestly."

	Quasar set his jaw. Time for a fresh start. "My name is Captain Bartholomew Quasar of United World Space Command, and this—"

	"Vyrnon," the fellow introduced himself.

	"—vessel is the famous Effervescent Magnitude. Perhaps you've heard of us."

	"Nope, can't say that I have." Vyrnon picked at his horrible teeth, finding something there worth gnawing on. Odd that his self-image would be so unflattering.

	"Perhaps our renown hasn't reached this far into outer space. No matter." Captain Quasar tugged at his uniform—a rare, self-conscious display. He was always on the ball, regardless of the situation. In an effort to set things back on track, he bared his brilliant teeth in a dazzling smile. "We are here to take you home, brother."

	"I doubt we're related."

	"As a fellow human being, I am offering to—"

	"Take me and my friends to a planet we've never seen, only heard of, and from what we've heard, isn't really so great anymore?"

	"Humph," Hank grunted, all four of his very hairy limbs spread out across the glowing helm console. His hands glided deftly as if with minds of their own, keeping the Magnitude in a steady orbit around Targus 6.

	Quasar gestured for his first officer to mute the viewscreen transmission. She did so, standing at her station behind the deluxe-model captain's chair.

	"What was that, helmsman?" Quasar narrowed his gaze at the back of Hank's furry head. 

	Hank swiveled in his seat to face the captain. "This Vyrnon guy has a point, sir. Earth sure ain't what it used to be."

	Quasar strummed his clean-shaven chin, a marvel of manly bone structure. "Since when have you incorporated the use of ain't into your vocabulary?"

	Hank's upper pair of shoulders shrugged. "It seemed appropriate." 

	Unknown to the captain, the very hairy Carpethrian had been teaching himself to speak Earth's standard tongue over the past year to avoid the necessity of the shipboard translation software, which could be, in a word, unreliable. And he had been practicing with the ship's janitor/engineer Bill, who wasn't known for his well-educated verbiage. 

	"The whole planet is a wasteland now, Captain. These people may see no reason to leave their home."

	"Earth is their home!" Quasar bellowed. The bridge crew reeled from their consoles to face him. Now he had all of their undivided attention, and he rather liked it. "They're human, for the galaxy's sake!"

	Commander Selene Wan, stoic first officer, raised an eyebrow from where she stood at her post. 

	"They may be human by blood, but Targus 6 has been their home for centuries," she said. "It should be no surprise that they consider themselves Targusian."

	Quasar ground his teeth. "Humans belong on Earth, not scattered throughout the galaxy against their will. It's Zhan's fault they're out here, and we're going to bring them back where they belong—whether they like it or not. It's the principle of the thing!" 

	He gestured sharply for Wan to unmute the viewscreen.

	"We don't belong on Earth," Vyrnon said. Then he chuckled. "I saw that you muted yourself there, Captain. Remember, with our telepathic array, I can read your minds. All of them." He leaned forward, and his eyes filled the viewscreen. With the lazy one refusing to cooperate, it looked like he was peering in two different directions and managing to make eye contact with everyone on the bridge at the same time. Impressive, really. "You're thinking, 'What's the deal with this uncouth so-and-so? Why're his teeth so messed up? Hasn't he bathed in recent months?' Well, those are rude questions, and you should know better than to show up at somebody's doorstep and start giving them the mental third degree. That may be how things are done on Earth, but on Targus 6, we hold ourselves to a higher standard of civility."

	Quasar nodded. "Then I would like to impose upon your civility, sir. May I meet with you in person to discuss the possibility of your people voyaging across the stars—?"

	"Across space would be more comprehensible."

	"—to the birthplace of humankind? The cradle of human life in all its forms. An emerald gem of a planet with pristine oceans and a plethora of various land masses of all shapes and sizes."

	The Targusian scratched at one stubble-strewn side of his face. "Doesn't sound too bad. But why does that furry fellow think of your home planet as an ash heap?"

	Quasar glared at Hank. "Mind your thoughts, helmsman."

	"Yes, Captain," Hank said, dipping his furry head.

	"He is a Carpethrian," Quasar explained, "and his people have an interesting way of phrasing things. What they might call ash, others may call…amazing."

	"Huh." Vyrnon belched. "No thanks." He looked like he was about to end the telepathic transmission.

	"Your sister planetoids—Targus 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5. Are you aware of what's happened to them?"

	Vyrnon squinted like he was trying really hard to remember something. "Can't say that I am."

	"Death. That's what. There is no longer a single organic cell living on Targus 1 through 5. How can you be sure that whatever occurred there won't happen on Targus 6?" Quasar stepped forward. "I'm offering to rescue you from the horrible fate that befell your fellow Targusians. I'm extending a hand of brotherhood." He reached out as if offering to shake hands with the viewscreen. "Will you accept?"

	Vyrnon shrugged. "We're in the middle of a bad storm right now. Should last a few months."

	The screen went dark.

	"Months, did he say?" Quasar blinked.

	"Yes, sir," said Commander Wan. "Right before he hung up on you."
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	Quasar squared his shoulders. If there was ever hanging up to do, he preferred to be the one to do it. 

	"Very well. We explained our intentions, and we asked to visit their planetoid. The next logical step will be to take a transport pod down to the surface." Quasar beckoned to Hank and strode toward the bridge's rear exit. "Helmsman, you're with me."

	"Captain—" Wan stepped toward him with a concerned look as Quasar passed her station. Her raven-black hair brushed her shoulders, sweeping forward as she halted herself, hands clasped behind her back in a way that complemented her tall, athletic posture. 

	"I know what you're about to say, Number Wan," Quasar said, and she bit her lip, forcing herself not to roll her almond-colored eyes at the ridiculous moniker. "But I don't give a Xenodian hornbeast's left patootie about United World Space Command's rules and procedures. For one thing, they no longer exist. We're on our own now, and I plan to continue leading every mission to the surface of every planet we encounter. Is that understood?"

	Commander Wan took a moment to glance pointedly at the bridge crew until they turned back to their tasks. Then she lowered her voice. "Protocol dictates the first officer is to lead such missions, sir, and for good reason. We don't know anything about these people, and we have no idea what will be waiting for you down there. The storm is interfering with our ability to scan the planet. If you are seriously injured or worse, I wouldn't know how to explain it to your wife."

	"She's not my wife," Quasar was quick to correct. 

	"The mother of your son—"

	"Just because she kidnapped me and stole my DNA and created a child of whom we both share parentage does not make Asteria my wife." Truth be told, having the giant Amazonian woman on board greatly influenced the captain's desire to lead every surface mission that presented itself. "Where is she at present, by the way?"

	"Leading Barty Jr. in his daily exercise regimen, sir." 

	In other words, jogging the decks and climbing the ladder chutes in between. The tyke was only a toddler, but he was already as tall and muscular as a full-grown man; his mother knew he needed to keep active, or he might get into further mischief aboard the Magnitude. Taking furniture apart was already a favorite pastime, as was attempting to decompress both the port and starboard airlocks, one at a time. 

	Quasar paused to listen for a moment, inclining his head as he stared at the floor. No sound of Asteria's gargantuan feet thumping anywhere nearby. 

	"Commander." Quasar rested a hand on Wan's shoulder in a way that was not patronizing, sexist, or inappropriate. Of course he could be all three when the situation called for it, but such was not the case at present. "Do you trust me?" He gazed into her eyes with all the respect that was due his most senior bridge officer.

	"I—" She faltered.

	"Have I ever been killed or maimed on any mission thus far?"

	"Well, no, but that doesn't—"

	"Because I've always had you and the Magnitude to watch over me from orbit like a pair of guardian angels." He gave her shoulder a semi-appropriate squeeze and removed his hand. "I trust you to do the same today."

	"But we won't be able to see you, and ship-to-surface comms will not be operational," she pressed. "You'll be completely on your own."

	"No, I won't." He flashed her a winning smile and winked, clapping Hank on the upper left shoulder as the Carpethrian shuffled his way. "I'll have the best pilot in the galaxy with me."

	"Humph," Hank grunted. To Wan, he said, "The Magnitude is set to maintain a standard orbit around Targus 6. If she deviates from that orbit, it's her own doing."

	Quasar chuckled with a knowing look. "This ship does have a mind of her own!" 

	"That is correct, Captain," a decidedly female yet equally artificial voice emanated from the ceiling speakers. "Safe journey."

	"Thanks, Mags." Quasar stopped, noting the disapproving looks on both Wan's and Hank's faces. "What? Can't I have a pet name for my own ship? Short for Magnitu—"

	"Never say it again, sir," Hank grumbled, shuffling down the hallway toward the nearest ladder chute.

	"It wasn't that bad, was it?" Quasar faced his first officer.

	She had no words.

	As she did now, unable to communicate with the captain forging his way through the storm, one arduous step at a time. According to his heads-up display, stuttering in primary and secondary hues across a faceplate nearly opaque with grit blotting out the whirling white around him, Hank was located fifty centimeters behind him. The cave they intended to reach now lay sixteen and a half meters ahead. 

	All evidence to the contrary, they were making progress.

	"If my calculations are correct," Quasar said, "and they usually are, then we should reach our destination in…eleven hours. Assuming we don't freeze to death by then. Or our faceplates don't shatter. Is yours full of particulate matter?"

	"Humph," said Hank. He cleared one of his twin throats, giving his voice an oddly harmonic quality. "I should have landed us closer to the cave."

	That gave the captain pause. He raised his gloved fist to his chin with another clunk and performed a bit of mental math. 

	"New plan," he said, pivoting to face the Carpethrian, who nearly bumped into him. "We'll spend a couple hours getting back to the transport pod, then we take off and land closer to the cave. Right next to it would be ideal. And we'll end up shaving nine hours off our journey. How's that sound?"

	Hank did not respond, but Quasar could see by his HUD that the Carpethrian had also performed an about-face and was now struggling through the storm in the opposite direction, back to their transport pod. 

	Captain Quasar did not waste any time or mental power berating himself or the Carpethrian for not thinking of this plan sooner. For the past two hours, both of them had suffered from what could only be described as the "Devoted Optimist Fallacy"—the idea that things cannot possibly continue being as bad as they are, and they will have to improve at some point. No matter that the hideous Targusian had said the planetoid's storm would last for months and may have lasted for months already. No matter that so little progress had been made by Quasar and Hank thus far. Despite all that the universe had thrown at them over the past year (or five centuries, depending on your space-time perspective), neither had yielded to pessimism. 

	Not even the surly Carpethrian. 

	"Might've been a better idea to make this course correction a couple hours ago," Hank said.

	Quasar frowned. "I don't remember you suggesting it."

	"What would've been the point?"

	Quasar narrowed his gaze at nothing in particular. "What are you implying?"

	"All due respect, Captain, but when you see an obstacle to tackle, there's little that can be done to sway you from your goal."

	"You're referring to the storm." Quasar nodded. 

	"I'm referring to this quest of yours to return humankind to Earth. Seriously, Captain. What are we doing here? These people don't want to move. They like their crappy planet. Let them keep it, and let's be on our way!"

	Quasar clenched his jaw until the muscle twitched. "Are you forgetting what happened on Targus 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5?"

	"No, sir." Undoubtedly he would never forget what the crew of the Effervescent Magnitude had witnessed on those godforsaken planetoids. Such a grotesque disregard for life in all its forms.

	"Our purpose here is twofold. Yes, I hope to convince these Targusians to return to their home planet, whether or not they recognize Earth as such. But I'm also determined to find out what wiped out their Targusian brethren. And sistren. And plantren and animalren. Do you understand?"

	It took a few seconds for the Carpethrian to respond. "I think so, Captain. But a few of those words were flagged as errors by my HUD."
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	When they eventually reached the transport pod two hours later, all was not well. The storm had wreaked havoc upon the vessel's ceramic and plasteel exterior, and the pod sat mostly buried in a drift of white particulate matter. Shoveling off the stuff by hand took another hour, and as much as Quasar hated to admit it, they fought a losing battle against the blizzard as it continued to dump more ice and grit on top of them. Nevertheless, he remained dauntless, and in time they were able to cycle through the airlock.

	"Straight to that cave, Hank, with all haste!" Quasar collapsed into the swivel chair beside the very hairy helmsman as Hank went through the preflight sequence, all four of his hands reaching around the cockpit to flip switches and tap consoles that jittered and glowed to life.

	"Permission to speak freely, sir?" 

	"Always." Quasar tugged off his helmet and gave the Carpethrian a ruggedly handsome grin, which faded as he noticed the condition of his faceplate. Every square centimeter was covered with bits of grit embedded into the surface, and small cracks expanded in intricate fractal patterns. Useless now—unless he had a death wish.

	"We should return to the Magnitude."

	"Out of the question," Quasar said. "Vyrnon and his people are counting on us, and I refuse to be thwarted by inclement weather."

	"Captain, this pod is in bad shape. I might be able to get one more flight out of it, but that's all." A frown wrinkled his furry face. "Wouldn't it make more sense for that flight to return us to our ship instead of jumping only twenty meters away?"

	Quasar narrowed his gaze at the helmsman. "Now that I think of it, protocol would have dictated that you not leave the pod at all. In similar climatic situations, you usually drop me off and pick me up later, spending the interim in a low orbit. Why didn't you?" 

	Hank kept his eyes to himself. "Commander Wan sent me a private message before we left the Magnitude. Said I wasn't to let you out of my sight."

	"I see." Upon arrival, Quasar had already been suited up, and with nary a concern for protocol, he'd launched himself out of the pod and made straight for their destination despite the raging storm. It was all Hank could do to keep up, the poor guy. "While her worries are unjustified, I appreciate her concern. As I appreciate your ability to follow orders." Clenching his jaw, Quasar pointed in the general north-by-northwest direction of Vyrnon's cave, the source of that earlier telepathic transmission. "Let's go."

	Muttering prayers in Carpethrian under his breath, Hank entered their course into the pod's navigation console and activated thrusters. The vessel lurched herky-jerky into the air as warning lights flashed all about the cockpit. But the alarms were short-lived. A second later, the transport pod crash-landed with a screeching shudder that reverberated throughout its cramped interior and mostly pulverized exterior. 

	"Did we make it?" Quasar said, straining to see outside. Like his helmet's faceplate, the pod's portholes were choked with particulates.

	"We're stuck, sir." Hank scowled as the consoles flickered before him. The pod's engines groaned, whined, and then fell silent. Kaput. "Right where we started."

	"Gah!" Quasar threw his hands into the air. "It's as if this storm is an entity in and of itself, and it wants us to fail for some reason. But no, that's crazy talk. Instead of ruminating on such impossibilities, I shall devote my time to communicating telepathically with Vyrnon." He shut his eyes and massaged his temples, frowning with deep concentration.

	"Is it working?" Hank said after a minute of awkward silence.

	Quasar cracked one eye open at the Carpethrian. "I've just started."

	"Didn't know you were a telepath, sir."

	"I'm not. And I'm not an old dog, either." He winked. "There's plenty left in the galaxy for me to learn."

	Hank cleared one of his throats. "I'll, uh, activate our distress beacon, if it's all the same."

	"You do that." Not that it would do any good. Communication signals of any kind would be lost in this monstrous storm. 

	Quasar closed both eyes and focused on sending his thoughts out to Vyrnon: 

	Hello again, Mr. Vyrnon. Captain Bartholomew Quasar here. I have arrived on Targus 6 and am currently located twenty meters from a cave that appears to be the origin point of your telepathic transmission. My transport pod is unable to move any closer and is in need of repair. I seem to be stranded and would greatly appreciate your aid. Otherwise, if this storm continues for months, as you said it might, then it is likely you will find my frozen corpse, and that of my Carpethrian helmsman, on your doorstep when it clears. Please respond.

	"Now we wait," Quasar said, leaning back in his seat and interlacing his gloved fingers behind his head, which took a little work. Naked fingers were much easier to work with. "I refuse to let any obstacle stand in our way, Hank ol' buddy. We're going to rescue these so-called Targusians and take them home, and there's nothing Zhan or his army of clone-drones can do about it!"

	Hank nodded slowly, his eyes fixed on the console before him. "They may not be Zhan's clone-drones, but there is a small army gathering outside."

	Eyebrows raised with interest, Quasar stood and leaned over the Carpethrian's upper right shoulder. On the screen, the display identified at least a dozen armed figures surrounding the transport pod, each one targeted with a red halo. Potentially unfriendly.

	"Well, that's more like it. An armed escort." Captain Quasar's grin faded at the sight of his distressed helmet. "Have we got a spare on board?"

	"Captain, they're firing!" Hank braced himself against the cockpit as the pod rocked violently, causing Quasar to lose his footing and fall over backward.

	"What the heck are they playing at?" Quasar struggled back to his feet.

	"Hull breach, sir—we're losing air." Hank fastened his helmet and gestured for Quasar to do the same. 

	Apparently, there was no spare to be had.

	"Can't see a thing," Quasar muttered. But that wasn't entirely true. As the HUD winked on, the same display from Hank's console appeared before his eyes: fourteen armed figures outside, aiming their weapons at the transport pod, prepared to fire again. "Brace yourself!"

	Another barrage sent the pod into rollicking spasms, followed by a roaring crunch as a meter-wide hole appeared in the bulkhead. Wind and particulates blasted inside, tearing through the interior like a flock of wild Beruvalon storks.

	"Return fire!" Quasar shouted over internal comms, snatching his Cody 52 pulse pistol and taking aim. The bulkhead hole and whoever stood outside seemed like good enough targets. He squeezed off shot after shot in a measured rhythm, using his HUD to see what his eyes could not.

	"Humph," Hank replied, sliding out of the pilot's seat and standing beside the captain with a Cody 3000 atom rifle in two of his hands. He fired, interspersing his glowing, electric-blue rounds with the captain's. Oddly enough, none of them hit any of their targets.

	A familiar albeit unimpressive face appeared in the bottom right corner of Quasar's heads-up display.

	"We'd appreciate it if you stopped shooting at us, Captain," Vyrnon said.

	"You started it!" Quasar replied, squeezing off another half dozen shots.

	"We're trying to get you out of there. Your hatch is frozen shut, and without engine power, there's no way you're exiting that transport pod unless we cut a big hole in the side."

	Quasar blinked. Then he lowered his weapon. 

	"Cease fire," he said to Hank on internal comms. Then to Vyrnon, "You must have received my message."

	Vyrnon frowned slightly. "If you mean your beacon, then yep, we sure did. Loud and clear. Which is to say, our telepathic array recognized it as a distress signal and relayed the message to us. Now stand back, cuz we've got some more blasting to do."

	Vyrnon and his fellow Targusians fired another volley, enlarging the hole in the pod until it was big enough for Quasar and Hank to crawl out. They were surprised to find the wind had stopped and the particulates were no longer spraying their faceplates. 

	"Just a little trick we figured out," Vyrnon said, leading them toward the cave and a twenty-ton vertical blast door that rose like a solid plasteel portcullis to greet them. He gestured toward the glittering energy fields that surrounded each of his people and merged together into one all-encompassing neon green bubble as they walked. "Electrostatic shields dissipate the storm's inertia on impact. Generated by these." He tapped the flat metallic device on his belt, the same worn by the other Targusians. "Only way to travel during a storm."

	Once they were all inside the cave, and the blast door dropped behind them with a ground-trembling thump, the pressure equalized, and an Earth-analog oxygen mix filled the air. Quasar unfastened his unsightly helmet and tugged it off, finding himself in a well-lit staging area with a second blast door blocking his view of anything farther inside the cave. Vyrnon and his people peeled off their environmental suits and placed them in lockers that lined the walls, talking among themselves like coed teammates after a rousing turboball tournament. None of them gave Quasar or Hank a second glance.

	"Looks like they're the rescuers, Captain," Hank said in a low tone. "Which would make us the rescued in this scenario."

	"Yes, I see the irony," Quasar snapped. Then he cleared his throat and raised his voice. "Brothers and sisters from Earth, I'm so glad to meet you all face-to-face. I am Captain Bartholomew Quasar of the Effervescent Magnitude, and I've come to take you home!"

	Now they looked at him, all fourteen of them in their skintight white undergarments, EVA suits having been stowed away successfully. Not one among them was physically unfit or difficult on the eyes—except for Vyrnon. He appeared to be the ugly duckling of this lot. They cast confused, questioning expressions at him, but he just chuckled and waved them toward the interior blast door.

	"Go on and get yourselves over to the decon chamber." Vyrnon slapped a couple of them on the back as they passed him, murmuring to each other with curious looks directed at Quasar and Hank. "I'll be with you shortly." Once they had exited the airlock, Vyrnon's expression changed. No longer jovial, he crossed his arms and scowled at Captain Quasar. "Thought I made it clear we weren't receiving visitors, Captain."

	Quasar raised an eyebrow. "Yet you came to our rescue. You could have left us out there to die."

	"Oh, I would have. Believe you me." Vyrnon shrugged. "But one of my people picked up your distress signal while I was in the privy. Told everybody about it before I had a chance to snuff the buzz. I may be something akin to all-powerful, but I can't be in more than one place at one time. If you know what I mean."

	Quasar didn't.

	"You're not human," Hank said, his atom rifle drifting upward to aim in Vyrnon's direction.

	"What gave you that idea?" The ugly fellow grinned. His teeth were even more gruesome in person.

	"Yes, what gave you that ridiculous idea?" Quasar said out of the corner of his mouth, hoping only Hank would hear him.

	"Not the sharpest tool in the shed, are you, Captain?" Vyrnon said.

	Quasar narrowed his heroic gaze. "I've been through a lot today."

	"You didn't seem concerned when the captain told you about Targus 1 through 5," Hank said. "You allowed us to struggle through the storm for hours until one of your people noticed our beacon. You don't look much like your people. If I had to guess, this is the best human form you can emulate, and it ain't pretty." Hank paused to growl deep in his chest—a Carpethrian custom when confronted with an unknown alien presence. "You called yourself all-powerful. I wouldn't be surprised if the storm outside was your doing."

	"This is preposterous!" Quasar threw his hands up in dismay. "You must forgive my helmsman, Mr. Vyrnon. That transport pod was very dear to him, and I'm afraid he's having some difficulty letting it go." He faced Hank. "No more of this crazy talk. I don't know how you possibly made such a bizarre leap, defying all logic, but this man is a man. Not an alien. Not our enemy. And stop using ain't. It's substandard. Is that understood?"

	"Humph," said Hank.

	Then he fired a shot at Vyrnon.
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	Quasar could only stare in disbelief as the blast of electric-blue energy jettisoned from Hank's weapon glided in slow motion through the air, headed straight at Vyrnon's palm—which he'd raised in the universal gesture for STOP. There the glowing discharge hovered, frozen in space and time.

	"This wouldn't have anything to do with your advanced technological abilities, such as that telepathic array you mentioned?" Quasar said. "Perhaps you also possess a telekinetic projector?"

	"Nope," Vyrnon said with half a grin. A very roguish expression if there ever was one. "This is all me."

	"So there never was a telepathic array?"

	"Nope."

	Quasar nodded, gripping his Cody 52 Special. "Because you're an alien."

	"Bingo!" Vyrnon chuckled.

	"The others—"

	"Sure, they're human." Vyrnon wiggled his fingers, and the energy discharge swiveled in the air. "But I'm not from around here. You could say I was banished by my own people an eon ago. Yet these Targusians took me in, just like the fine folks on Targus 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5. So many Good Samaritans around these parts." He winked. "So many easy marks. My partner and I are what you might call intergalactic con artists."

	"Your…partner?" Quasar tried to keep up.

	"I'm corporeal. She's not. But we both have one thing in common: insatiable appetites." 

	"You killed them," Hank growled. "The Targusians on those other planetoids. You and that storm out there annihilated them."

	Vyrnon gave a humble nod, taking credit for his actions. "That's right. Her name's Stormr, or at least that's what I call her. Doesn't talk, kind of hard to do without a mouth. But she likes to eat up planets, along with all their flora and fauna, and I… Well, let's just say telepathy and telekinesis require a certain amount of energy as fuel. Energy that resides in the cerebrospinal fluid of his kind." Vyrnon nodded toward the captain. 

	Quasar clenched his jaw as righteous indignation set his insides ablaze. "You plan to do the same here. With the humans on Targus 6."

	"Already have. Started picking off the older generation a while back, one by one, making my way through the herd. They think it's a plague of some kind. I've convinced the stragglers they'll be all right as long as they stick with me." He pinched the hovering energy round like he was extinguishing a candle's flame, and it disappeared with a wisp of smoke. "I'll finish off the rest of the pack eventually."

	"Not gonna happen." Hank fired his rifle again. This time he planted his furry finger on the trigger, not about to let up anytime soon. The recoil kicked rhythmically against his upper right shoulder as glowing rounds streaked toward Vyrnon's head and upper torso.

	Vyrnon smiled, tight-lipped, and swept both hands into the air, one swinging right and the other left. As if obeying his orders, the rounds split right down the middle, half of them plowing into the exterior blast door and the other half slamming into the interior door. All of them fizzled out, leaving black scorch marks but nary a dent to be seen.

	"I'll take that," Vyrnon said, beckoning with one hand.

	Hank grunted angrily as the rifle flew from his grasp and hovered above Vyrnon's outstretched palm. With the index finger of his other hand, he tapped the rifle's muzzle and sent it spinning end to end in midair.

	"Enough showing off." Captain Quasar raised his Cody 52, finger on the trigger. He struck a sideways pose favored by the ancient gunfighters of Earth, intended to give one's opponent less surface area to target. Not relevant when dealing with a telepath/kinetic, but that was beside the point. It was Quasar's second most favorite pose, right after the Confident Starfarer. "You're not going to harm the beautiful people on this planetoid!"

	"No?" Vyrnon didn't bother to glance at Quasar. The rotating atom rifle held his complete attention. "You think you can stop me, do you?"

	"Of course." 

	Vyrnon laughed at that, tossing back his head to bray like a drunken Wabusian mule. At the same moment, the rifle started firing automatically, spraying rounds as it spun around but pausing as the muzzle passed by Vyrnon. Quasar and Hank hit the floor and covered their heads, grimacing and keeping an eye out for each other. So far, neither one of them had been hit.

	"Citizens of Targus 6!" Quasar bellowed as energy blasts exploded against the walls and doors. "We beseech you: come to our aid, and we will rescue you from this abominable alien fiend!"

	"Nope," Vyrnon said. "They can't hear you. I made sure of that."

	Rolling onto his side, Quasar fired his Cody 52 at the telepath/kinetic, sending pulse round after pulse round straight at the alien's head. Smirking, Vyrnon waved the glowing rounds aside with his hand, sending them slamming into the blast door with bursts of light. Then he snatched the gun from Quasar with just a telekinetic flick of his fingers. To add insult to injury, he air-juggled Hank's rifle and Quasar's pistol without touching either one.

	"I'm not through fattening up this bunch," Vyrnon explained. "Once their cerebrospinal fluid has aged like a fine wine, then I will drain them. But for now, they will continue living inside this bunker while Stormr rages outside, devouring this planetoid to her heart's content. Not that she has a heart." He winked. "You, Captain Quasar, will serve as a suitable aperitif when the time comes. But you, my furry Carpethrian, will shed that indigestible environmental suit and march yourself right on outside. Stormr hasn't tasted your kind before. Should be a real treat for her."

	Quasar clenched his jaw as he rose to his feet. His gloved hands curled into fists. "Leave that suit on, Hank."

	The Carpethrian got up from the floor, grumbling deep in his throats.

	"Or I can peel it off you," Vyrnon said. "Either way. Stormr prefers to devour her meals in their natural state."

	Hank bared his fangs and flexed his claws, ready to fight.

	"Well, aren't you a feisty one." Vyrnon stopped juggling. Now the rifle and pistol were as still as death, both muzzles targeting Captain Quasar. "Do it now. Or he dies."

	The Carpethrian hesitated.

	"You're not walking out there, Hank ol' buddy," Quasar said. "We'll figure a way out of this. We always do."

	"Unaccustomed to facing your own mortality, Captain? You don't think you're immortal, do you?" Vyrnon paused, reading Quasar's mind. "No. You're worried about those you would leave behind. Your crew. Your…son?"

	"Get out of my head." Quasar seethed as he stared certain death in the face.

	"Humph," Hank said. Then he started shrugging out of the uncomfortable suit.

	"I agree with you, Hank," said Vyrnon. "This is a no-win situation."

	"There is no such thing!" Quasar cried.

	"Nobody's going to save the day, Captain," Vyrnon retorted. "You're trapped in here. With me. Your crew in orbit have no idea what's going on. The last of the Targusians are equally unaware. Which means after I get rid of you two and finish off Targus 6, Stormr and I will be moving on to find some other equally tasty population." He chortled in a disgusting display of perverse glee. "You may be on a mission to return your kind to Earth, but our mission is to devour every human settlement we find!"

	"So you have a ship? Or do you and Stormr magically teleport yourselves from planet to planet?" Quasar said, glancing at Hank. 

	The Carpethrian had managed to pull his furry upper arms out of the environmental suit, and he was now occupied with attempting to free his lower pair.

	"There's no such thing as magic to the enlightened. And no, we don't teleport," Vyrnon said. "Haven't been able to figure that out yet. Maybe someday. For now, we travel the old-fashioned way. My ship's sitting in a hangar on the other side of the complex."

	"Out of curiosity, how exactly do you transport the likes of a planetoid-wide blizzard?" Quasar said.

	Vyrnon smiled. "Stormr may give the impression that she's an uncontainable phenomenon, but like me, she's able to shape-shift. Just as my true form is not this handsome example of human manhood standing before you, Stormr can shrink herself to fit inside my pocket, if you can believe."

	"Impressive," Quasar said, noting that Hank's lower pair of arms were now free, and the Carpethrian was scratching absently at his rotund belly. More than likely, he was glad it could breathe again. "So without your ship, you'd both be stranded here?"

	Vyrnon frowned at the captain. "What's that got to do with anything?"

	Quasar grinned. "Everything."

	Whipping out a concealed gun from inside his fur flab, Hank fired three pulse rounds into Vyrnon, sending him to the floor in spasms. Then he lay still, and both the atom rifle and pulse pistol dropped out of the air to clatter across the floor.

	"Nice work!" Quasar stooped to retrieve his Cody 52 Special. 

	"Thanks for distracting him," Hank said, tucking his gun back into his fur flab and pulling the uncomfortable environmental suit on again.

	"Right." Quasar nodded. "That's what I was doing." He nudged Vyrnon with the toe of his boot. The alien didn't respond. "Is he…dead?"

	"Humph," Hank said, wrestling with his suit. "Stunner, sir."

	"Of course. I never know what you keep in there." He glanced at Hank's very hairy midsection. "How did you know it would work? I mean, considering the alien's shape-shifting physiology and such."

	"I didn't."

	"Well then. Let's gather the Targusians and get them onto Vyrnon's ship. Then we'll hightail it out of here, leaving these two mass-murdering alien freaks to each other." He paused, pensive. "We'd better post a warning buoy in orbit so that other starfarers will steer clear of Targus 6. We can't let anyone else suffer the fate of the Targusian planetoids."

	Hank nodded, reaching his upper arms into the sleeves of his suit and fastening the collar around his furry neck. "A good plan, sir. But how will we contact the Targusians? Vyrnon said they had no idea what was going on in here."

	Quasar strummed his chin, glad the helmet no longer impeded his ability to do so. "He must have disabled video and audio in here." If so, the camera over the interior blast door was both blind and deaf. "Earlier, it was the transport pod's distress signal one of the Targusians noticed."

	Hank nodded. "But we can't go back outside and reactivate it. Without Vyrnon's electrostatic shield, it will take hours to reach the pod. And by then, he may wake up."

	"No, we can't have that." Quasar gestured at the field generator on Vyrnon's belt. "Could you get that to work?"

	Hank shrugged. "Sure. If the stunner hadn't disabled every piece of tech on him."

	"Right." Quasar put his damaged helmet back on and signaled Hank to do the same.

	"Sir?" Hank said, following suit.

	"Trust me," Quasar said on internal comms, unable to see a thing until the HUD activated, painting the airlock in multicolored infrared lines. 

	He hit the release on the exterior blast door's control panel, and the vertical sections retracted upward, allowing an explosion of ice and particulate matter to blow inside. Struggling against the sudden influx, he rolled Vyrnon's limp, unconscious body out into the storm. Then he staggered back inside, clear of the blast door, and punched the activator on the control panel. The vertical sections slid downward, locking into place with a thud that reverberated through the floor. Aiming his Cody 52, Quasar fired a pair of pulse rounds into the panel in quick succession, blasting it to pieces and frying the components underneath. 

	"So…now we're trapped in here?" Hank said.

	Quasar shook his head, pointing as the interior blast door slid open. "That got their attention."
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	It took some doing to convince the Targusians that Vyrnon the friendly spacefarer, who'd shown them incredible wonders of advanced technology, had also been responsible for the genocide on Targus 1 through 5. But thankfully the mission recorder on the forearm of Quasar's suit had captured everything Vyrnon so willingly revealed, in addition to images from the Magnitude's visit to the neighboring planetoids. The evidence backed up everything Quasar said. 

	Once all three dozen surviving Targusians crammed themselves and their belongings onto Vyrnon's interplanetary jumper aptly named the Harbinger, according to ship's records, Hank took control of the cockpit, with Quasar standing over his shoulder. EVA suits left behind, the captain stood in his formfitting gray undergarments, while Hank enjoyed having all four of his arms free in his unencumbered natural state. Furry hands sweeping across the Harbinger's navigation console, Hank plotted their escape route as the hangar's exterior blast door rose to reveal Stormr in fine form.

	And Vyrnon, looking more or less enraged.

	The Harbinger shook violently as Vyrnon reached out both hands, fingers curled like claws, his face contorting out of shape while his limbs twitched and writhed with the effort of holding himself together. Hovering like an aura of frozen death, the blizzard swirled all about him but left him untouched.

	"He's trying to crush the ship!" Quasar said, reaching over Hank for the weapons console. The Harbinger boasted a complete array of six laser cannons, and truth be told, he'd wanted to try them out as soon as he stepped on board. "Fire at will!"

	"Better not, sir," Hank said, running through the preflight sequence, checking every system as fast as he could. "Vyrnon will send the blasts right back at us."

	Quasar froze. "Then what do you suggest? He'll destroy us all!"

	"Looks like he's struggling." Hank nodded toward the perturbed alien, who currently bore the strained expression of a humanoid suffering through a mean bout of constipation. The ship rumbled and groaned, but the computer reported no serious damage. "Hasn't gotten over the effects of those stun blasts."

	"Let's hope they linger." Quasar squeezed Hank's furry shoulder. "Get us out of here, ol' buddy."

	Hank nodded, firing up the engines. As Vyrnon trembled with fury and Stormr raged violently across the planetoid's surface, the Harbinger shot up and away with an impressive blastoff, leaving the two aliens marooned in a system now completely devoid of human life. 
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