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Through the Portal

It was lonely at the top.

The thought made Gaian smile.  But, it came to him, out of the quiet of the chamber.  

He was actually a bit lonely.

Century after century...day in, day out.

Nothing ever really changed, did it.

All species followed established patterns after a while.

Easily computed.

This human female, with the red hair.  She was different.  Her thought patterns could not be analyzed of categorized or...predicted.

Humans rarely came here and then, only by mistake, brought by other species who had abducted them against their will.

Gaian did not know how he felt about that situation.  He could have intervened, but that was not his purpose.

His purpose was...to learn and expand his knowledge base.

The Ancients were very specific and clear on the matter.

This human female.

Perhaps he could learn from her.

Gaian sat back and... studied the specimen, his arms crossed in a leisurely, wait and see mode.

His black gloved finger methodically tapping his metallic lips.

“Are there any bugs on this planet?”  Calli Hertz checked the trees and grass surrounding the log upon which she sat.  Her weapon was carefully poised beside her, laying just over the log’s support, to her right.  

“There are bugs on any planet.” her teammate, Anthony Colletti had pulled an impatient face.  He was taking water samples from the mammoth pond by which they sat.  

“I’m asking, are there any honkin big bugs.”  Calli clarified, as if she wouldn’t waste time on asking about ‘regular’ size bugs.  “The kind that swoop down unsuspectingly and shit in your hair, say.  Or the kind that suck your face off when you least expect it, kind of bugs, Tony... as well you know, so stop giving me the business.”

“I haven’t seen any, honey.”  Mac McAroy stood, ever vigilant, by the edge of the forest, surveying the land with the trained eyes of an observer.  “I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

“I love you, Mac.”  Calli was instantly happy, turning to other more important matters.  “Can I swim in the pond?”

“You want some alien ‘bug’ crawling up your ass, Hertz?”  Tony was still examining the samples, his brow furrowed critically.  “We are on patrol.  Act like you’re a soldier at least, geessh.”

“I’m just as much a soldier as you are.”  That cute little up-turned nose snubbed the guy.  “General Hathaway gave me a medal just the other day.”

“It was two years back and it was for cleaning and maintaining your weapon, idiot.”

“It meant a lot to the General.  He was very happy with me that day.”  Calli stood, ready for battle.  “You’re just being a butthead cause you didn’t get a medal.”

“He was happy because you hadn’t shot any foreign dignitaries that week.”  Tony grinned, keeping the fact from his BFF.  As he often did.  

Wouldn’t do to let the woman know just how cool he thought these weird conversations were or how much he enjoyed them.  “Which lasted two days, as I recall, yeah?”  He shifted knowing eyes.  “The Premier of Canada, right?”

“He wasn’t really all that important...it’s Canada, for Christ’s sake.”  Calli sighed heavily, waving a dismissing hand.  “He shouldn’t have made a pass at me.  Which wasn’t cool, by the way.  Not at all.”

“You didn’t have to shoot the guy in the foot.” 

“I wasn’t going to...he grabbed the weapon.  What kind of dreeb makes such a stupid move?”  Calli wanted to know.  “I was going to give him a flesh wound only, hand to god, Tony which is what I told the General.”

“He took your medal back, didn’t he.”

“He did not.”  Calli showed it, for she was wearing it on her fatigue lapel.  “See?”

“That’s not Regs.” Colletti pointed out.  

“The General said it was fine.” she carefully cleaned the tiny ribbon with a loving finger.  “Since when are you into ‘Regs.” she pulled an adorable face.  “Look at your hair.”

“Don’t get started on my hair.” he gave over a warning face.  “You should have had to chop yours off from day one.”

Calli hastily grasped the lush red strands.  “Mac said if I joined the program, they wouldn’t make me, which...they haven’t. What’s wrong with my hair?”

“Don’t get me started.”  Tony advised.  “There...all safe, you can go for a dip...Dip.” he waved his hand to the pond.

“I’m out of the mood.” Calli snapped. “God knows what’s in that water.”

“I just told you...”  The man held up the vials.  “It’s fine.”

“You wouldn’t tell me if it wasn’t.  And then some alien fish would swim up my hoo-hah and you’d think it was funny.”  Calli knew the score.

“I would.” Tony admitted.  “Cause it would ‘be’...funny.”

“Not if it swam up your hoo-hah, it wouldn’t.”

“I keep my hoo-hah out of dangerous places, little girl.”

“Since when?” Calli’s mouth dropped agape for such a bald-faced lie.  “What about visiting Mama San Shirley’s at the base?”

“Never you mind what I do in my own private time, is my business, little miss snoopy drawers.”

“I don’t care if you catch something.” Calli rolled her eyes.  “Like that hasn’t happened before.”

“This is supposed to be a covert mission.”  Major William Forbes came on scene, his XR250 assault rifle cradled lovingly over his muscular arms.  “I can hear you bitches from a hundred meters out.  Can you tell me why I might be able to do that?”

“Cause she’s a nudge, Col.”  The people in William Forbes unit considered that ‘Major’ thing unfair and a total miscall by the Powers That Be.

Forbes had lost his rank because of an unfortunate little incident which occurred just outside what passed for the local bar on some desert planet about two years back.  Or that was the story floating around these day

The tale was the stuff of legend, or so it was said, but the truth of the matter was, Forbes was drunk as a skunk, out of his head over the loss of a fellow soldier that fateful night and simply just did not give a fuck about regulations or the fact, striking a fellow officer was a court-martial offense.

Anyone on base who did not refer to the guy as his rightful designation...Colonel...was either a newbie or someone with a death wish.  

It was a sore spot to any fellow soldier who had ever served with William Forbes.  Even though, Forbes himself, had told everyone who would listen and some who didn’t wish to do so...he was a Major now, live with it.  

The glory days of being a Colonel in this man’s army was long gone. At least for him.

General Hathaway ignored the title altogether, himself, referring to Forbes as...Colonel.

“I’m not a nudge.  I don’t think.” Calli defended herself, as was her way.  “I don’t know what that is, exactly, but I’m not one.”

“If you don’t know what it is.” Will approached, flicking her sun-burnt nose with an affectionate finger.  “How can you be sure you aren’t one.”

“Well, I’m just not.” Calli searched the guy’s pockets for... “did you forget my Twinkie?”  Those green eyes lifted, full of devastation.

Forbes shook his head, grabbling inside his fatigue pocket, producing.  “Put it lower this time...hoping you would accidently graze the old rod...it needs some female stroking.”

“Get Annie to stroke it.”  Calli grimaced, going to sit and eat her treat.  “There aren’t any Hostiles on this planet.  Can we go home now?”

“Are we there yet, Col?”  Coletti teased his favorite victim.

“We just got here, honey.”  Mac could always reason and calm the girl.  “Let’s wait at least the recommended fifteen minutes before we ‘Evac’, kay?”

“Whatever you think best, Mac.” she beamed him a soft smile.  

“Good girl.” the deep baritone soothed.

Calli concentrated on eating the twinkie, opening her canteen as an afterthought.

Gaian listened to the exchange, a smile playing about his lips.  

Yes, she was ...different.  There were many beautiful females on this planet.  None of the human persuasion, granted.  None of them were as nonsensical or charming, in the being’s opinion.

Perhaps it was time to greet his new guests.

He could not be certain they would not stay, if his presence was not announced.

The main facilities for the guests were far from this remote spot, after all.

Surely, their primitive machines would pick up on that fact sooner than later.  

The drones were slow and tedious, however.  It would take forever to cover the area needed.

Gaian was looking forward to meeting this red head in person, so to speak.

Of course, that could go awry, if matters were not handled diplomatically.

Humans were often quick to judge and even more quick to fire a weapon first and ask questions later.

Not that the puny weapons bothered the being.

Still, first impressions and whatnot.

The being asked himself...why did he wish to make this human’s acquaintance, but he already knew, in essence.

He was hoping for the ultimate encounter where ‘knowledge’ could be ascertained, in the most simply and fastest method he knew.

A sexual encounter was always most revealing, no matter the species.

Originally such things had not interested him until, he had taken the initiative to ...initiate one.

He could be anatomically correct, if he so desired.  Any species could be duplicated but humans were one of the most erotically susceptible ones in existence...to date.

So primitive...so sensual in their responses.

The smile returned.  

He rose, making his way to the transport chamber.

This venture could prove most enlightening.  

Still, he would have to move carefully.  The one they called ‘Colonel’ was very territorial where the female was concerned.

Gaian sensed the male felt along similar lines concerning this sexual encounter thing.  He hid it well, but, it was there, simmering just under the surface.

Gaian wondered why the human male kept such obvious emotions to himself.  Was it considered a taboo subject on their world, if you already had a female, this...Annie person...to wish another?

How childish and immature.  What did one thing have to do with the other.

Perhaps it is one of the things which would be answered through association with these humans.

It was about time some came to visit.

“Move your big ass, Herz.”  Coletti hit the object in question with the butt of his assault rifle.  “You’re holding up the parade.”

Calli hastened her steps, having stopped to stare at a strange looking flower that turned out to be a ‘group of insects’ masquerading’ as a strange looking flower.  “Did you see that, Tony?” she hurried to catch up to the guy.  “And my ass isn’t big.”  

She checked.  “Is my ass big, Mac?”

“Your ass is just fine, Calli.  Watch out for the vine.” he directed her steps safely around the object.

“See, my ass is just fine.” Calli narrowed her eyes to her nemesis.  “You’re just jealous cause your dick...isn’t.”

“Good one.”  Forbes chuckled back from the front of the ‘line’.

Tony shifted a sage look.  “Then you haven’t seen it, have you.”

“Everyone has seen it.”  Calli was pretty sure of her facts.

McAroy chuckled.  “Can’t dispute that one, Tony.”

The younger man gave it up.  “She’s whack-o.  I don’t have any trouble getting or keeping a chick.  Never have, never will.”

Calli...couldn’t dispute that one.  She gave it up with a shrug of those slender shoulders.

Mac grinned down at her.  

Forbes held up a fist and silence reigned.

He motioned them closer.

Even in the ‘unit’ circle, each member was facing out, weapons prepared and at the ready.

Forbes whispered.  “Alright, we fan out...five hundred yards.  Tact 2.”  

Everyone checked their shoulder units, switching over.

“Anything spotted, two clicks.  Silent running people.”

The unit fanned out in each direction, moving stealthily and low through the dense trees and shrubs.

Calli sat quietly, her eyes scanning and rescanning.  Her senses were telling her, danger lurked out there somewhere.  She watched...and waited.

The green gaze slowly moved inch by inch over the foliage.  The wind was soft and gentle above her in the trees.  She craned her neck, searching out the trees above for a beat, then...

Her senses kicked in, her finger tightening on the trigger of her rifle.  

She stared...it wasn’t there a second ago.

“Hello.”

Calli sat quietly, searching the area, then...quickly refocusing on the...man...the...thing.

She kept silent.

“I will not hurt you, Calli.  Not for this world, or any other.”

It knew her name.  Which meant, they had been bugged, not the big honkin ones, but...

How did a guy ‘bug’ the entire out of doors?

Drones?

She hadn’t seen or heard one but...didn’t mean they didn’t exist here.  Which meant, a more advanced species.

“I do not have any twinkies but, if you really wish.  I can get one...or two.”

Calli scratched her nose and...kept silent.  She hadn’t had time to switch the communication device on.  She was on her own.

“You don’t look like us.” she ventured an opinion.

It...smiled.  Or maybe it didn’t.  It had a face, sure but it was metallic and shiny.  

“I can if it will make you feel better.”

“No.”  She waited.  Was it alone?  “My mom always said, be yourself. To hell with anything else.”

“Your mother was a wise being.”

“She was a drunk.” Calli stated off-handedly.  “But, yeah, she had moments of brilliance which surprised even me.”

“Would you feel more comfortable if we joined your unit?  Please feel free to contact them, if you wish.  I would rather speak privately for a time, if you are agreeable but...I understand the human need to...”

Calli hit the switch.  “Contact made.  Advise.”

Gaian straightened, sighing lightly, putting his hands behind his back.  

In moments ‘reinforcements’ arrived.

Each male’s weapon trained and at the ready.
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Trapped

“I believe the gesture is...”  Gaian held up his hands slowly, ever so much so...  “I surrender?”

Each member of the unit remained silent, each to their own thoughts.

“Calli.”  William Forbes motioned,  “Come over here.”

“Is that because I’m a girl?” she immediately took umbrage, standing, but Gaian noted, the weapon did not deviate one millimeter from its target.

“It’s because I gave you a fucking order.” Forbes snapped.

“Oh.”  The girl willingly trudged over.  Will’s attention did not waver.  The ice blue eyes trained steadily on the newcomer to the group.

“...And you would be?” he encouraged interfacing on some level with a minute wave of the weapon’s barrel.

“Your host on this auspicious occasion.”  Gaian smiled in what he hoped could only be conceived as a friendly manner.  “Welcome to the planet.  I believe it is fondly known among my former guests as...the Pleasure Dome.” the being glanced up.  “We are surrounded by an energy shield which protects the surrounding areas.  It also provides amazingly beautiful sunsets.”

Each set of eyes in the unit were cool and unwavering.

“Tough room.” Gaian nodded amiably.  “I hope you can stay until sunset.  May I inquire as to why you have come to our little piece of the galaxy?”

“What are you?”  Forbes asked point blank, those blue eyes quietly intent now.

“I am...what you see but if you wish, I can be...whatever makes you comfortable.  I can be human.”  Gaian demonstrated his abilities.

Calli Hertz stepped closer to William Forbes, stifling a small gasp of surprise.

“I thought perhaps someone older would calm some nerves.” Gaian swept his new ‘form’.  An older gentleman, short cropped speckled grey hair, beard to match, neatly trimmed.  “No?”

He transformed again.

Calli...scowled darkly, stepping away, back into ‘form’ taking her spot in the unit ‘circle’.

“One of your own?”  Gaian was now a middle aged, military type, blonde hair, muscular build, dressed in similar fatigues.

“...What...”  Forbes repeated, this time, the tone was more than chilly.  “Are you.”

“I am an android...an advanced one, granted.” Gaian morphed into the sleek black metallic being which showed itself to Calli Hertz.  “I mean you no harm.  I trust you can say the same?”  

“Answer the fucking question.”  Forbes snapped.

“I thought I had.  I...am the host here.  This planet is for recreational use by all beings.  It is a place where imaginations can take flight.  Where dreams can come true.  Where reality is suspended, if one so desires.  We are in high demand by the other species.  And...we welcome you.”

“Who is ‘we’.”  Mac had listened and learned.  

“We is...me.  Many years ago, the ones who created me inhabited this planet.  They have since moved past the need for ‘permanent’ environments.”  Gaian shared what he could.  “I was left behind.  To protect and guard but, over time, such assignments were lost in antiquity.  Now, I just welcome visitors.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s all you do.” Forbes didn’t.  “Where are all these ‘guest’s you claim are here?”

“You would have found them eventually but I must insist, no weapons.” Gaian motioned to the guns leveled at him.  “They make guests uneasy and take away from the festive atmosphere.”

“I must insist...the weapons stay.”  Forbes smiled to lessen the remark.

“They are quite useless against me.”  Gaian told the truth.  “Keep them if you must but when we encounter another guest, please lower them.  I will explain you are newcomers and not yet familiar with the rules.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Forbes motioned again.  “Lead on...”

“I know you are here for ‘meet and greet’.”  Gaian stated.  “Which means, only to observe and report back, correct? So please, again...the guests would be alarmed by any show of force.  Which I cannot allow, do you understand these parameters?”

“Sure.”  The Colonel nodded minutely then motioned with the weapon again.

Gaian drew in a cleansing breath.  “You humans are so distrustful.”

“We are.” Forbes could readily agree with the statement.

Gaian lifted his head slightly.

Calli gasped, hastily grasping William Forbes’ forearm to steady herself.  

Mac shook the effect, his stomach lurching as if he had just stepped off the ‘Blue Monster’ at Chicago’s famed Ride-a-Roller coaster theme park.

Coletti staggered, but Gaian righted the young man with a steadying hand.  “Easy.”

Forbes stood his ground, his legs feeling like they would buckle under the stress of what just happened. He held tight to his weapon.

Gaian checked on everyone’s safety.

“Are we all here?”  He waved a hand to the large complex just up on the hill to the Unit’s right.  

“This is the main exhibit hall.  The buildings you see in the background farther down the valley, are housing, of course.  Everything is quite self-explanatory.”

“H-How did you do that?” Calli’s green eyes were large and wide with...shock but no fear shone within.

“The principles are really quite simple in nature but wouldn’t you prefer to explore our attractions?”  

Forbes motioned and his unit joined him.  “...We’re fine here.”

Gaian seemed acutely disappointed.  “There is food and entertainment.”

“No, thanks.” Forbes shook his head curtly.

“We could have walked but it would take until after sundown.  I thought you would wish to be where you could rest if you so desired.”

“...Nice of you to think of us.  We’re fine here.”  Forbes forced a smile.  He now held his weapon to the ground for he sensed, whatever this thing was, his assault rifle would have little, if any effect upon something with as much power as this thing seemed to possess.

Gaian compressed his mouth tightly.  “I am sorry if I have frightened you.  It was not my intent.”

“Not afraid.” Forbes held the things’ eyes steadily.  “Just...regrouping. It’s what we humans do.”

“Ahhh.”  That, Gaian could accept.  “Well, if you change your mind?”

“You will be the first to know.”  Forbes stated.

“If you need anything?” 

The Colonel nodded his gratitude.  “We’re good.”

Forbes used sign language, which he made sure each member of his unit knew upon recruiting.

It was a required skill set.

No one spoke.

The Colonel signed.  “This thing can probably read this but it’s all we got at present.” he shielded his hands that only, hopefully...his team was privy to the words being ‘said’.  “We’re in deep shit.”

“What is it?” Coletti asked, his handsome features composed and quiet.  “It can transport like the portal...but with no physical means to do the job.”

“I doubt it will allow us leave.”  Mac had thought about it.  “To bring reinforcements?”

“To what ends?”  Calli wanted to know.  “I don’t think it’s afraid of us in the least.”

“It has to have a power source.”  Forbes had been thinking as well.  “We find it.  We disable it.”

“What if it can’t be disabled?”  Mac wanted to know, a wry grin on his face.  

“...Then we’re up shit creek, like I said.”  Forbes replied.

“If we’re not back by check-in time, Hathaway will send out a search party.” Tony knew procedure.  “Maybe that’s not a good idea until we find out what we’re dealing with.”

“Unless I communicate with Base, that is exactly what will happen.” Will nodded.  He worked on a hunch.  Lifting his communicator.  “Red Fox to Base.”

“Base...report.”

All members allowed their shock.  “...Need additional time on planet.  Will report at next check in time.  Request a twelve-hour window.”

Seconds went by and Hathaway’s voice came across loud and clear.  “Trouble, Gentlemen?”

“No sir.” Will took a calculated risk.  “Nothing we can’t handle.  Just need some time to assess the situation which has now developed.”

“I will trust your judgement call, Colonel.  Keep us apprised.  Check in time...as usual.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Will wondered if he had just made the worst call of his life.  “Red Fox out.”

He scrubbed his face, his palms rubbing his eye sockets wearily after a fashion.  “I hope to hell I just made the right call.”

“No other call you could make at this point.  We can’t have anyone walking into an unknown liability.  It’s our job to get it straightened out.” Mac said.

“You guys don’t know what the hell you’ve fallen into and you know it.” Calli shook a woeful head.  “Macho assholes.  Just ask the thing what it wants.”

“And if it doesn’t want anything?  What’s our next bargaining chip, sweet pea?”  Tony wanted to know.

“We don’t got no bargaining chips.”  Calli had realized a long time ago.  “Reality check.”

“What do you think it wants, Calli?”  Mac cut to the chase.

“...Something we probably don’t want to give.” she whined.

“He showed himself to her.” Tony was thinking as well, never a good thing, most times.  “Why...her?”

“The weakest link.” Calli shrugged.  

“You had a weapon.”

“Which meant crapola.” the woman pointed out.  “These things won’t hurt that guy...you all sense that.”

The silence was telling.

“He said he was an android...I don’t buy that for one second.” Forbes didn’t now, at least.

“All those people in there.”  They could hear the noise and merry-making. Mac had a theory.  “Could this be staged?  What if they aren’t real.”

“He said, ‘where reality is suspended’.”  Tony acted stupid but he wasn’t, possessing total recall when he wasn’t drunk or obsessed with getting in some woman’s nether regions. 

“We can’t trust our own eyes then...so keep alert at all times.” Forbes was forming a plan of action.  “We will watch each other.  Balance and checks, people.  Keep your thoughts focused and pure...especially you, Coletti.”

The small joke broke the tension, each member relaxing somewhat.
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Forming a Plan

They were a package.  William Forbes had known that from day one.  You don’t get a Mac McAroy without getting a Calli Hertz in the bargain.

The Colonel watched the two sitting over by the fire.  Thick as thieves.  Will didn’t know the dynamics of what kept those two so close.  

He had never asked except to wonder aloud one night when he had too much to drink, a problem which were getting more and more frequent, were he truthful with himself.

“So, what’s the deal?  She belong to you, Mac?”

“Calli belongs to no man.” was the ready reply.  “She is a free spirit. Nothing on this Earth would make me try to change her.”

“I had my reservations, you knew that.”  Will shared.  “A woman on a unit?  An off-world one at that.”

“There are other women who do the job.” Mac reminded.

“...I’m not sorry.”  Will wanted no misunderstandings.  “She hasn’t once given me cause to be.  But, still...”

“She can take care of herself.”  Mac knew.

“But you feel responsible for her...why?”  

“I don’t actually but,” the man was having a hard time explaining.  “It’s me, not her.  I’m just old-fashioned, I guess.  Its in me to protect and nurture.”

“Tell that to a feminist and she’ll take your old ass out.” Will teased.

“She might try.” Mac grinned over.

Will concentrated on the here and now once again.

Calli leaned, whispering in the other soldier’s ear.  Whatever was said, made Mac chuckle and shake a woeful head.  Calli dimpled, clearly pleased with herself.

“You want me to turn you over my knee?”

“Ohhh, I would love that, Mac.”  Calli was all for such a move on the older man’s part.

“You sure about that?”

Something in Mac’s expression quieted the girl’s.  “I’m sorry.”  She immediately settled down.  “Don’t be mad at me.”

“I’m never mad at you, girl.” the man’s expression softened.  “Just behave.”

Calli headed for her sleeping bag, with but one apologetic glance in Mac’s way.

Will Forbes wondered at the exchange.

Calli seemed okay if the relationship moved unto a more physical stage.  Mac refused to allow the possibility.

Calli Hertz was good for moral.  She could make a man feel like a man.

She clicked with Coletti right off the bat.  Forbes always teased that it was because neither had progressed past the pubescent stage.  But it was more.  

Kindred spirits came to mind.

Brother and sister, maybe?  But Calli Hertz was the one woman Anthony Coletti had not once hit upon.

There were the usual sexual innuendoes, of course.  Tony couldn’t survive without making some crack about sex to any woman on the planet...but, Calli could hold her own.

Not once acting as if she was offended or pissed.

And soon, Tony backed off.  Now, he was her protector, her confidant and friend.  

Mac was her rock, but Tony was her BFF.  Will hadn’t even known what the hell those initials stood for until those two got together.

Forbes watched the woman situate her sleeping bag, that cute little ass displayed to perfection with the flickering fire light in the deeply dark woods.

Tonight, things were quiet.  Boring even, which gave Forbes time to cultivate the finer things in life, like...Calli Hertz’s ass.

At first, the man was careful not to allow any such failings on his part.  

He was a married man and for a time, happily so.

Or...so he assumed.

He and Annie had been together for two years now and Forbes was a one woman kind of guy.

Too bad, Ann had turned out to be...different.

Ann had done something Will could not...would never...forgive.

She defiled their marriage bed with another man.

Will had been livid.  He still didn’t know the identity of said ‘future dead guy’.  But, he would, sooner or later.

Things would happen then.  Unpleasant things.  Illegal things...bad...things.

Will Forbes was many things but forgiving and mild tempered was not any of them.

Fortunately, no kids were in the picture.

One of the ‘issues’ Annie took exception to.  One of the many.  Plus the hours away from home and hearth, lack of communication...a biggie that one.

Will was quietly introverted, set in his ways but Annie knew all that before the marriage.  She tried to change him, mold him into something he could not be, even to please her.

There was a lot of tension at home.

General Hathaway was good at sensing such things. The officer offered some down time from the unit but Will refused because talking with Annie was like running in circles.  It got a guy right back to the beginning and no where else.

Ann wanted what she wanted.  A home...kids, lots of them..and a man who showed up each night at six.

Which was not Will Forbes.  Never had been.  Why none of this was apparent two years ago?  The guy couldn’t have said.

The Colonel’s musings were interrupted.  “...Will, how you and Annie doing?” Mac asked quietly, having studied his commanding officer now for a while.

“Ann and I aren’t ‘doing’ anything, Mac.” Forbes’ blue eyes were turned the man’s way.  “We’re not doing one damned thing and I think you know why so, what’s this about?”

Most people on base had guessed the situation and Mac was more astute than most.

“Annie went out on you.”  The older soldier nodded thoughtfully, propping his foot on a nearby rock.

“You fucking right she did.” Will bristled.

“And that’s something you can’t forgive.”

“That’s something I can’t forgive.”  Forbes confirmed.  “Would you?”

“Depends on the circumstances, I suppose.”  Mac mused openly.

“Oh, is that what ‘you suppose’.” The Colonel laughed mirthlessly.  “Doesn’t sound like you but just for argument’s sake...what ‘circumstances’ are we talking here?”

“Whether I was partially at fault for the problem between us, I guess.” the other man did not back down, but Forbes had not expected Mac would.

“You’re saying, I am...partially responsible.” Will nodded quietly.

“Annie needs a man who will put her first, like most women.” Mac rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “Don’t see a problem with that, actually.”

“She knew I was military.  She knew my time would have to be divided.  We talked it out, before hand.”

“Living it is another kettle of fish though, for a woman.”

“Guess so.” Forbes couldn’t argue the point.

Both men stared each other down.  Will broke first.  “What are you trying to say here, Mac? It’s my fault the marriage went South?”

“I’m saying,” the statement was amended.  “Maybe both parties were in the wrong and things might be salvaged if both parties, meaning...you.”  Mac stated emphatically.  “Would get the fuck off his high horse and go discuss matters in a civilized, mature manner.”

“Just forgive and forget.” Forbes nodded sarcastically.

“Could have been you crossing that line and I think Annie would be willing to at least communicate on the issue.”

“Is that what you think?”

“Yeah, it is.” Mac stepped closer, lowering his tone.  “But all it seems like to me you are doing...is wanting to get into Calli’s basics.  Tell me I’m wrong on that one...Sir.”

Forbes swallowed the pain of accusation for the other man’s respect meant a lot.

He covered the moment with a quick smile.

“Oh...that’s right.  Calli is your property isn’t she.  I forgot for a moment.”

“I wish she were.” Mac took the insult like the stand-up guy he was but his temper flared.  He could just control it better than William Forbes.  “But she is...my friend and I look out for her and I’ll be fucked if I allow you use her for a rebound fuck so you can move past Annie.”

Forbes closed his eyes, for hearing it aloud somehow cheapened the entire mess.

He glanced to Calli Hertz.

She was studiously picking imaginary bugs from that beautiful red hair...strand by silky strand.

The man’s eyes scanned the heavily forested area, as Forbes searched for a rebuttal...any rebuttal.

For what could one say to the bald-faced truth.

“That’s...not what I’m doing.”  He hoped it wasn’t at least but Mac was seldom wrong about anything, actually.  

“No?”

Forbes’ brow furrowed darkly.  “No.”  He hoped he was a better man than that.  “I...I’m hurting, Mac and Calli just...makes everything a little better, that’s all.  I won’t step over any lines.” he was able to look the guy in the eye finally.  “She’s part of the Unit.  I...respect that she’s earned the spot.”

“Yeah, she has.” Mac snapped.  “And it’s been hell for her facing the obstacles assholes like you and all the rest of your fucking macho squad leaders threw at her.  She had to work three times harder for the same spot most of them fuckers were handed over cause they blew their commanding officers cock...you can tell them I said so, if you want.”

Will lowered his head.  “I know that.  But, I hope I wasn’t one of them bastards after a while?” he sought out the brown eyes.  “I tried to give her a chance, didn’t I?  Most times?”

Mac backed off.

“Calli puts on a front.  She isn’t as strong or together as people believe.  Tony...”  He hooked a thumb back to the camp fire.  “He gets it.  Those two?  They are cut from the same cloth.”

Both Mac and Forbes searched the young Marine out.

Coletti was combing his hair and admiring himself in a shaving mirror.

“Tony?  I don’t have to worry about.”  Mac finished the lecture.

“You don’t have to worry about me, Mac.” Forbes determined.  “I was just looking, like any guy would, right?”

“Well.” Forbes knew the subject would be shelved for a while.  “Calli is a ‘looker’ alright.  But, she is also vulnerable and one scared ass little girl.  Keep that in mind while you...look.”

Mac walked away.

He motioned to the girl as he past.  “Calli, come rub my shoulders.  My neck is killing me, kid.”

The woman blinked her awareness, dropping the long strands of hair.

“I’ll give you ten bucks.”  Mac sweetened the pot.

The girl was up like a shot.  “Make it fifteen, Mac. There is a new pair of heels at Bergman’s calling to me.” she bargained, beginning the deep massage she knew the man preferred.  “I have the money but I need the tax.”

Mac grinned.  “Far be it from me to deprive a woman of her dream heels but you have to do the entire thirty minutes.”

Calli was happy, concentrating hard on the task set forth for her, that little tongue darting side to side on that full, sensual mouth as was her way when she truly thought hard about something.

Forbes caught himself envying McAroy’s ‘right’s to the woman.

He hastily dismissed the thoughts, concentrating on their surroundings.

“Coletti, let’s explore.”  He motioned and was soon joined by the burly Marine.

They disappeared into the thick foliage.

Calli resumed her task, humming a pretty song.

Mac grinned for it was, of course...a Disney song.
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Forbes found a spot, his back to the rock formation.  No one could approach from behind without his knowledge.

Hedges hid his bulky form from both sides but his view was unfettered for he was high above the site the Unit had chosen for camp this night.

Calli was asleep, hunkered down in her bag for the night was cool, the wind strong out here on the plains surrounding the compound.

It was late and Forbes could see, many people were still out and about, late night party goers, he surmised.  The insides of the huge pavilion were lit with light and music.

They had moved away from the compound and the noise.

Tony slept close to the girl, whether he really slept, Forbes did not know.

He doubted it though. 

Each male was alert and active, expecting some sort of trouble.

Mac stood, his back braced against a large tree truck, weapon on its shoulder strap, smoking a cigarette.

Forbes would give his eye teeth for a smoke along about now.

The Colonel didn’t know what to expect from the ‘Robot Guy’.  Calli had christened ‘him’ that earlier in the night, as they sat around the fire, eating their MREs.

Forbes also didn’t know what he would do if ‘trouble’ arose.

Robot Guy out-gunned them, clearly.  Will wished he could get some input from the Geek Squad on base, on this latest challenge.

Maybe those guys would know more about the matter.  They were supposedly tech geniuses.

Android...AI...Robot Guy, whatever it was...Will had no idea how he would handle the question once it was asked.

That he would handle it, he had no doubt but ‘how’...was an elusive entity at this stage of the game.

It didn’t seem hostile on face value, but Forbes sensed, given provocation, the ‘thing’ could turn deadly on a dime.

It was just something he felt, deep down.  His instincts served him well in the past.

He would rely on them in this instance as well.

His gaze wandered again to...Calli Hertz.

Forbes hadn’t really lied to Mac earlier.

Sure, a guy thought about guy things and Calli Hertz was something a lot of guys thought about, he knew.

The talk in the shower room ran rampant on most days.

Nothing he or Mac could take exception to...just guy stuff.

About how pretty that red hair was all long and flowing down her back some days.  About those green eyes that robbed a man of any coherent thought when they took on that ‘vacant’ quality that said...what the hell are you goons talking about now.

The thought made Forbes smile.

Her thoughtful come-backs were becoming legend.  A guy would test his mettle against the sharp, sarcastic wit and come away scorched and sizzling most times.

General Hathaway could hold his own with the small slip of a thing, but Forbes thought, maybe the deep respect and admiration Calli held for the guy, weighed her natural instincts to maim and kill any would-be ‘attacker’.

The soldiers loved ‘giving the girl the business’ though because they knew she wouldn’t take it to heart or even personally and she could field anything they could throw.

The night was star-filled.

Two full moons hung in a dark inky void, shining their soft light over the panoramic view afforded the man from his lofty position.

He would never get tired of the beauty of another world’s vistas.

Or at least, Forbes hoped he wouldn’t.

If it ever came to that, he would know, it was time to retire.

This place reminded him of the country road where he asked Annie to marry him.

It was late October, in Vermont.  It had been cold as hell.

Snow was laid out on a large open field.  They had taken a hay ride of all things.  

The old farmer had pulled the horse over for a brief rest.

Will had hopped off the wagon, presenting the ring.  

Everyone had applauded and Annie had blushed.

It was hokey...but it had worked.

“It wasn’t hokey at all.  It was romantic and lovely.”

The man stiffened, rising hastily, his weapon lifting then...he slowly lowered it.

The apparition looked just like her.

He could even smell the soft whiff of her perfume.

He stared, transfixed.

“...You aren’t real.” he reminded himself more than...

“Is this what you do?” Annie Forbes swept her hand about the surroundings.  “It’s cold.  Aren’t you cold?”

“You...aren’t real.”

“Will...we need to talk. Don’t you think?”

“You aren’t Ann, so don’t pretend you are.” his tone was abrupt, short.  “I’m not falling for it, Robot Guy.”

“What are you talking about?  Of course, I’m real.”  

It looked like Ann, it sounded like Ann...but, it just wasn’t.

“What game are you playing?”  Forbes wondered and wasn’t averse to speaking his mind.  “I’m not buying it.”

Forbes hastily moved that he could keep his Unit in view at all times.  “Is this a diversion?  Won’t work.”

“Will, talk to me.” the image pleaded.  “How can we ‘fix’ this?”

The human spared it a glance, his hand holding the stock of his weapon with skilled hands, the safety still ‘on’, at this stage of the game.  “...It can’t be fixed.”

Why was he bothering, Forbes wondered.

Did he need to address some ‘issues’?  This was beyond stupid.  Standing here conversing with a figment of his imagination.  “You aren’t even real.” he grated the fact.

“I’m sorry for what I did.  It meant nothing to me...nothing, darling.  I swear.”

“It meant something to me.” the man snapped, not for one second losing his concentration on his team.  His eyes constantly seeking them out.

“Have you never made a mistake? One you regretted with all your heart?”

Forbes had, of course.  His profession was ripe with such decisions.  “Sure and I paid the price.  Each and every time.”

He also knew the toll such mistakes took on a man’s soul.

“We can fix this if we just work it out together.”

“Well, see...there’s this one big image that keeps that from becoming a reality.” he knew it would always be between them now. “The image of you, parting your legs for another man.”

“You have never been unfaithful to me?”

“I have never been unfaithful to you.”  He could honestly say.

“Not even with...Calli Hertz?  I have heard the talk, Will.”

“That’s all it was.” he had hesitated, he knew.  Why had he hesitated.

“You don’t want her.”

“...I’m not doing this shit.”  He grated.  “Get the hell out of my head, you scheming bastard.  If you want something from me, come out and say it face to face.”

Annie...disappeared.

“Well, where is the fun in that?” The Robot Guy asked politely. “Sorry, I had to know some parameters.  It’s nice up here, right?”

“Stop fucking playing with my head.  It could get someone very killed in the near future, if not sooner.” Will prophesied.

“If you mean me...I can not be killed.”  Robot Guy sighed evenly.  “Others have attempted to end my existence but apparently, it cannot be...ended for some obscure reason even I do not understand.”

“Maybe because you aren’t alive to begin with.”

“I feel alive.” the ‘thing’ seemed puzzled by the conundrum.  “You are very likely correct, however.  I am somewhat of a machine, I say...somewhat because I am other things as well.”

“Let’s put it on the line.  What do you want from us?”  Forbes asked point-blank.  “That you can’t get with anyone else you claim is on this damned planet?”

“The guests are very pleasant, do not get me wrong.”  Gaian replied.  “It is just that, they do not react as your species.  Which is something I find...interesting.”

“You have no right to play with people’s lives.  You are aware of that fact, aren’t you?  It is just wrong on so many levels.”

“I have found, over the centuries that ‘wrong’ is subjective...just as ‘right’.”  The being sat on a nearby rock formation.  “What is ‘wrong’ in one century becomes the accepted ‘norm’ in another more progressive one.”

“Not where I come from.” Forbes couldn’t debate where human lives were concerned.  “Do you not hold life in reference?  It is given over by the Creator of all things.  Do you think you are just as powerful?”

“I am not certain.” Robot Guy wasn’t.  “My power is extensive but I truthfully wish no specie harm or pain or suffering.”

“And yet you hold us here because...you can.”

“I do not hold you at all.” the thing was clearly offended.  “You may leave any time you wish.”

The news was unexpected.  But then, a thought occurred.  “Even Calli Hertz?”

“Of course. Especially our Captain Hertz.”  A soft smile graced its ‘face’.  “I wish she would stay.  But, I would never force my will over hers, unless it is something she finds...acceptable.”

“She won’t.” 

“Perhaps if presented correctly...she will.”  It was debated.  “But, no...please feel free to come and go as you wish on this planet.  You are always welcomed.  I imagine your General Hathaway will insist someone return.  I do hope Capt. Hertz is among those he chooses.”

“I will make certain...she isn’t.”

“Because you wish her for yourself.” it was nodded amiably.  “We could...share her, if she is so inclined.”

“...That is just...not ever going to happen.”

“Never say never.” it...smiled.

“I do not wish her for myself.  It’s just that, she is not what you think she is.” Forbes tried another route.  “...Calli puts on a front but that is all it is.  Deep down inside, she is...different and vulnerable, can you understand this?”

“I understand you are lying to yourself about wanting her sexually but yes, I can understand vulnerable.”

“You said you wish no being harm.”

“I said that.” it nodded solemnly.  “I meant it.”

“...Then forget this fixation you have with Calli.”

“I will...if you will.”

Forbes sighed heavily.  “I have a woman.”

“Annie.” the thing waved an expressive hand.  “That did not go as we all hoped, I’m sure.  She is a lovely woman in her own right but...very predictable.”  It scrunched its nose.  “Do you not think?”

“...We can leave this place.”

“Yes.”  It lifted its head.  “But first, I would like some time with Calli.  You may watch.  You may stay close, if it would make you feel better but, I fear, I must ask for this time.  A few moments only.”

“To do what?”

“Convince her of my merits, of course.”

“Do you have any?” Will snapped his growing impatience.

“None that would interest you but...a human female?  Definitely.”

“And if I say...no.”

“It is not up to you to make such a decision.”

“It is up to me.  I am her commanding officer.”

The statement was given consideration.  The Robot Guy crossed his arms, sighing lightly.  “Good point.”

“Well, this should be exciting.  I do not think we should disturb her sleep.  She seems the type to resent such a thing, am I correct?”

“No...go ahead, disturb away.”

“You are being underhanded.” it actually chuckled.

Forbes’ blinked his awe.  It was more than uncanny to hear a machine...chuckle.

“I will have to watch you more closely.” it arose, inclining its head regally.  “Until tomorrow then.” And...it was gone, just like the apparition of Annie.

Forbes allowed the quiet to settle into his soul.  He needed some ‘quiet’ along about now, he found.

What the fuck...had they fallen into this time?
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“Good morning, humans.”

Calli sat up, rubbing her eyes like a little child upon awakening.  “My God, man.  What time is it?”

“I thought all military personnel awoke with the first light of dawn.”

“In old 1940s movies.” Calli whined.  “Mac, shoot him.”

“Don’t tempt me.” the man kinked his back, grimacing.  “He’s right baby girl.  Up and at em.”

“Get your mama to ‘up and at em’.”  Calli pulled the sleeping bag over her head.  “Even General Hathaway lets me sleep until seven most days.”

Robot Guy smiled for her surliness. 

“This is not going as planned.” Robot Guy’s good mood increased.  “I can make flapjacks, as soon as someone informs me...what it is, exactly.  I do know, humans eat this ...object.”

Calli...sat up.  “Pancakes?”

“We have our MREs.  Thanks anyway.”

Calli rolled her eyes at Forbes’ not so gentle reminder...never take anything from the enemy.

She resumed her former position, grumpily.  Mimicking the man’s tone and manner.  “We have our delicious MREs...Thanks anyway.”

The muffled sarcasm came from the vicinity of the sleeping bag.

“Come on, Grinch.  I’ll put on the coffee.”  Tony swatted her ass sharply on his way past.  “Haul it out.”

The woman grumbled but...hauled it out, stretching sleepily.  “Coffee?”  She sniffed, fluffing her hair absently.  The lovely lushness was messy and comically awry but still beautiful, Forbes noted.  

He also noted...Robot Guy was ‘noting’ the exact same thing.

“I’m going to die young because General Hathaway keeps sending me on these horrible trips where I have to freeze on the ground or burn up in a desert heat.  I’m not cut out for such hardships.”  The girl protested her lot in life.

“What were you cut out for.”  Tony asked, casting the girl a look.  “Being some old man’s sugar pie?”

“Ohhh, Tony.”  She warmed to the notion.  “Do you think I could?”

“I have all the wealth you would ever need, Calli.”

Each man present looked to...the Robot Guy.

“...You do?” the girl was clearly interested.  “...You have...money?”

“As much as you want.”

“...Really?”

“Hertz.”  Forbes used his best ‘command’ tone.

The girl’s brow furrowed.  “Why do you always ruin every chance I have at happiness?”  She snapped.  “I wish you would tell me that.”

“It’s my job...get up and get your ass moving.  We’re headed home.”

“Ohhhhh.”  She was disappointed.  “I wanted to see the castle.”

“Look all you want...on the way back to the portal.” Forbes snapped off a curt ‘thumb’s up’ meaning... ‘get your ass moving’ and I won’t say it again.’

Calli sighed heavily, pushing out of her sleeping gear, automatically rolling it up for storage.  “I hate you.” she muttered dejectedly.  “What’s wrong with liking money...it’s not even un-American as far as I know.”

“Perhaps you could ask your General Hathaway if you could come back here, Calli...I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you explained...”  Gaian was beginning to know how to ‘work’ the girl.  “Your influence with the person who is in charge of this planet...is of the utmost importance to that...person.”

“You ain’t no person.” Tony pointed out, handing Calli a cup of coffee.  

“Don’t be rude, Tony.” she inhaled the amazing aroma.  “Oh, gosh...this smells heavenly.”

“Would you like some cream in it?” Gaian sweetened his pot.

Calli’s eyes flew to Forbes’ face but seeing his expression, hers fell and she offered a sincere pout.  “No...thank you.”

Robot Guy pulled a sympathetic face.  “He is not very nice, is he.”

“No.”  Callie’s pout deepened as she cut Will Forbes a look.  “He’s an old buttwipe, if you ask me.”

“No one did.”  Colonel Forbes snipped.  He walked over, taking the cup of coffee from her hands.  

Calli’s mouth fell open for the man drank from the cup, handing it back casually.  His eyes issuing a challenge to the Robot Guy.

Who cocked his head then...put his hands behind his back, keeping his features perfectly straight.

He cut his gaze to Calli who...widened her emerald ones.

Her cup was refilled to the brim...and cream had been added.

She shut the hell up and tasted the delicious brew hastily, hiding the fact from her commanding officer.

She downed her head stifling a giggle.

Forbes threw her a glare but he did not note the coffee cup.

The woman put on her most innocent face, clearing her throat gently.  “I will haul it out, Colonel...right away.” she pretended to do just that, sending the Robot Guy a ‘thank you’ grin behind Forbes’ back.

She drank her coffee, savoringly, her gaze resting gently on the...being.

“Shall I escort you to the portal?” Robot Guy asked politely.

“We can ‘escort’ ourselves.” Forbes assured.

“Oh.”  Robot Guy’s manner altered visibly.  Becoming decidedly...cool.  “It would be rude of me if I did not...extend every amenity to my guests.”

Forbes...wisely chose his battles.  He sensed the thing was going to draw lines here.

“...How can we refuse such a gracious offer.”

“How indeed.”  The polite rhetoric was back in place.  “Capt?  Perhaps you would grace me with your presence.”  He lifted a gallant hand.

Calli knew the atmosphere had altered.  She forced a smile.  But, she placed the coffee aside, Forbes noted.  “That would be cool.”

She hadn’t bothered to check with the Colonel because there was no need to put him in such a spot.  She looked at the Robot Guy’s hand.  “...I don’t know what that means.”

He chuckled, lowering his arm.  “It is of no consequence.  Shall we walk?”  He lifted a hand to the grassy path that...had not been there before.

Calli blinked then...forced another smile.  “Sure.”  She ducked her head, having twisted her hair up into a messy bun, holding it with a hair clip.  “We could do that.”

William Forbes caught her eyes as she passed, his own glance a reassuring one.  He nodded minutely that he approved of her decision and that...he was here.  

Calli felt better when Tony came alongside her.

The Robot Guy seemed to smile but said or did...nothing more.  “...It is a lovely day, yes?”

“Not if you’re carrying a pack.” the girl made mention, shifting the load more comfortably on her shoulders.

“I will carry it if you...”

“Hey.” the girl’s manner altered.  “I carry my own weight.”

“...Alright.” the being backed off.  “Just trying for amiable.”  He tried another tact.  “How about this then. “ 

Gaian waved his hand and the temperature lowered to a cool, balmy setting.

Calli...sought out Tony Coletti.

“It’s cool kid.”  He wasn’t impressed.  “Don’t sweat it.”

Calli...nodded, settling her frayed nerves.  “Okay, Tony.”

“I think you are very beautiful, Calli.”  Robot Guy knew he had to make some quick points.  “I’m sure most males tell you this, of course.”

The woman shifted him a stare.  “...No.”

“Really?” he allowed his amazement.  “Are human males idiots?”

Calli’s mouth...twitched, despite herself.  She put a stray strand of hair behind her ear.  “I’m not though...not really.  Annie?”  She sought out William Forbes.  “His wife?  She is really a stunningly beautiful woman.  I mean...she really is. You would like her a lot.”

“I like you... a lot.”

The girl didn’t know how to respond to flattery for it never came her way in life.  She was floundering, clearly.

“I like you very much and I would deem it an honor to become better acquainted with you but that is forward, I am told by those in the know.” the massive metallic shoulders were shrugged.  “I do apologize but my time is limited and I am struggling here.  I do not know...your customs or ways.  I do not wish to offend, of course.”

Calli was...flattered.  Clear and simple.  “I..eh...”

“I am very drawn to you.”  

“...Why?” the girl was distrustful, first and foremost.

“That would take some time to explain.  I would love to find that time.  I can certainly put my emotions into words, but...”  The being leaned closer, enjoying her fragrance.  “That scent is...” he closed his eyes inhaling deeply.  “Very...arousing.”

Calli moved back.  Her expression...cautious and leery.

“In a good way, you understand.” it was hastened to explain.  “It is difficult with an audience in tow.  One I sense, is judging and critiquing my every utterance which I am certain...must appear gauche and inept to males who have far more experience than I in such matters.”

Calli glanced to her contemporaries.  “It...you’re doing...okay.  I mean, it’s...”

“I hope you mean that sincerely.” the being halted his steps, taking her hand in his.

Calli gasped.

Gaian brought the small appendage to his lips.  “Is it not allowed, my touch?”

“It’s...warm.” Calli was shocked, she stared at his ‘hand’...

“You expected cold metal.” he smiled down at the small, upturned face.  “No, Calli.  I am not some cold, empty vessel without feelings or..

“Back the hell off her, Asshole.”  Tony stepped up, his weapon lifted.  

“Tony!”  Calli scolded.  “Stop.”  She put the barrel aside.  “Cut it out.  He’s just...being nice.”

“You are so stupid, woman.”  Tony’s temper flared.

“Don’t call me that!” Calli’s temper flared and she was ready for battle, those green eyes flashing a fire Gaian found very attractive.

“He is correct.  I overstep boundaries.”  He held up pacifying hands smart enough to know, one did not come between these two.  “I apologize.”

Calli...settled but gave Tony a ‘fuck you’ glare.  “Well...it’s just that.  We don’t know you and they think you might wish us...”

“Please do not say it.” Gaian shook a woeful head.  “I wish you no harm.  None.  But, only time will prove my sincerity.”

Calli nodded slowly.  “I will speak to the General.” her smile touched Gaian’s heart.

He smiled back.  “I hope to see you again...very soon then.”

The woman felt the awkwardness return.  “I have to go.”

“I know.”  The being waved a gracious hand.  “Safe journey...to you all.”

Forbes stepped, gently guiding Calli away from the danger.  Which was allowed, to his amazement.

Forbes held the portal open while his team vacated this God-forsaken place.  His stare held Robot Guy’s easily.

“I will see you again.”  Gaian knew.  “...This is not ended.”

“Not by a long shot.” Forbes turned, entering the portal with but one look back.  A look that promised all sorts of things.
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“I just don’t think it advisable, Sir.” Forbes stood by his decision with adamant conviction.  “I feel it is not safe for Capt. Hertz to return to that planet.”

“It may not be safe to do anything other than return, Colonel.” Calli had her own opinion on the matter.  She never called one of Forbes decisions in the past, never but... “You saw how he got when you refused something he wanted.  We all saw it.”

“Another reason to keep clear of him, Hertz.” Forbes temper was simmering just below the surface.  He disliked intensely, her questioning one of his judgement calls.

“Do you think his power is limited to that planet cause, I don’t, Sir.” Calli tried to keep her words respectful because they stood before General Hathaway and it wouldn’t do any good to piss off both Forbes and the Big Guy in one setting.  “What if he decides to come here?”

“First and foremost, it isn’t a ‘he’.” Will snapped.  “It’s a machine.  Secondly?” he turned to face her, forgetting military protocol for a beat.  “The Portal is shut down.  Nothing can get through the security we established on this base, not to date, anyway.”
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