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Rennevatio. 



	  


	Seduction. 


	She watched the mother breastfeeding her naked baby in her arms while three other children ran around her chasing one another happy and content in their nudity. 


	Being at a nudist camp everybody was naked, including herself. 


	As she smiled at the scene she thought about motherhood, ‘I wonder how it feels to give birth to a child, feed it from your own body, raise it to be honest and decent, watching it grow to adulthood and to the time when it has children of its own.’ 


	A tear ran down her cheek as she sat on the grass watching the scene. The two small girls squealed with mock fear as the boy, who she assumed, by his and their features, to be their brother, caught hold of one of them then let her go saying, “Gotcha; now you’re it,” and ran off with the other girl, circling round their mother who was smiling and laughing at their antics. 


	She brushed the errant drop from her right breast where it had landed and rose, taking her bathing towel with her and headed for the pool. 


	She seemed to be the only single person here and this realization brought on a feeling of loneliness. 


	She saw groups of women, groups of men, young girls, young boys and children splashing happily in the pool. She saw couples, of the opposite sex and occasionally a pair of the same gender, walking hand in hand or sitting by the pool, talking or lying there sunning themselves. 


	She spotted a young man and woman sneaking, by their furtive looks, into the dense undergrowth of the surrounding woods. She knew what they would be doing and wondered if they were a pair and if the woman would conceive. She noticed a young man approaching, she assumed he was approaching her as he was smiling and looking directly at her.       


	His body, was well developed and she assumed he must be an athlete, but then again she wasn’t sure if male athletes wore flowers in their hair. 


	He stopped before her. “Hello, sweet bird of youth, my name’s Jason, what’s yours,” he said as he held out his hand. 


	She took it without thinking and a feeling akin to warmth ran from her head down to her innards and she realized suddenly that this male was the first human she had touched and she wanted more than a touch, she wanted his seed, she wanted to conceive and bear a child and be like that woman breast feeding her little one.. 


	“Eve,” she said and moved toward him, not even stopping until her body was pressing against his, and the feeling inside her body grew, like heat grows in a fire when somebody stokes the embers. 


	She felt his phallus stirring and she took his hand and literally dragged him into the bushes where the other pair had gone. 


	She hurried along at a trot, branches whipping her body, arms and face and almost stepped on the couple from earlier on who were performing that vigorous act that leads to conception. “Sorry,” she said and ran on. 


	It was Jason who pulled her to a stop, it was he who pulled her to him, crushed her in his embrace and kissed her. 


	It was she who gave in willingly, it was she who lay down her thighs spread and held out her arms to him, and it was Jason’s actions that sent her senses reeling for hours on end, and it was Jason who deposited his seed inside her, then left her lying there wanting more. 


	On rising, the shell, a human body containing her spirit, slowly dissolved and took on the shape of a white dove that flew away and left the place of humans. 


	  


	Father. 


	Making her way to Father’s room, this time in the shape of a naked fourteen year-old girl, her feet slapping gently on the marble floor, wondering if that what had passed in the nudist camp with Jason was what the humans called love, for the human body she’d possessed had bled a period of time later, and she had cried for the loss of new life, wondering why her immortal body, in human form, had not conceived after receiving a mortal’s seed. 


	Today she had arrived at a decision. 


	She found him in the garden, lying back on a padded, marble chaise lounge. 


	“Father,” she said, resting her hand on the old man’s shoulder. 


	 He turned his head and gazed upon her, his smile fading. “Yes, my child, what ails you, why the face of sadness, what has befallen you.” 


	“Is our purpose in life to save humans from the own folly or is it to guide them away from it.” 


	“Isn’t that the same thing.” 


	Her left eyebrow rose and she nodded gently. “We alter their life’s course, doing our best to protect them from evil.” 


	“Isn’t that the same as changing their destiny.” 


	Her right eyebrow rose to join the other. “I mean is it not our purpose to save lives, prevent death.” 


	“We cannot prevent death, my dear, we can only delay it, as death for mortals is inevitable.” 


	“What about the pain it causes to the ones affected, to the family of a loved one.” 


	“That is part of living, the mortals call it love, and they grieve for their own loss.” 


	She thought about her escapade with Jason, and her innards burned softly and the thought was still fixed in her mind, ‘Was that love, the physical act of conception.’ 


	“We use time to change some events don’t we, to hinder a catastrophe,” she said. 


	“Yes, but some events, when changed can cause an even greater one.” 


	She had met Jason in a time when people called ‘Hippies’ were going around preaching ‘free love’ and he with her encouragement had succumbed to what she interpreted as a call of nature. She knew Father was aware of her mating episode with one of the ‘Flower people’, as he knew everything; but she wanted more than that but didn’t know how to achieve ‘real love’ for Jason had ran off before she could delve into his mind. 


	“I wish to experience love, companionship.” 


	“How would you do that.” 


	“By taking on the human form, a real human form and not a facsimile.” 


	“A female human, you mean.” 


	“Yes.” 


	“An adult human form,” he said eyeing her naked pubescent form with a raised right eyebrow. 


	“Yes,” she said and changed her shape to what she hoped was the perfect female. She stroked her full breasts and spun round slowly, stopping before him once again. “I suppose my body would be immortal.” 


	“Yes and that could be a problem as your body, flesh and bone would also be destructible and if you were to be injured it could present problems as it would start to heal immediately exposing you for what you are, an immortal.” 


	“Then should I only take on a non-human form, an animal, for example,” she said and changed to a golden retriever. 


	“You wouldn’t experience any love or companionship; not in the real sense as humans don’t have the same feelings towards animals as they do other humans.” 


	‘But humans love warmth, animals are warm,’ she said, the words forming in his mind. 


	“Yes, but you are confusing warmth and love with being warm as opposed to cold.” 


	She changed back to a pubescent girl once more. “Should I be something like a human but not human, then I can at least observe others.” 


	“You mean a robot.” 


	“Yes, a super robot, one that repaired its own injuries.” 


	“Yes of course but why not settle for being an ordinary robot.” 


	“You mean with no skills.” 


	“You can have skills.” 


	“That sounds perfect.” 


	“In the 26th century humans developed robots that were human in every shape and form. They performed all duties that a human could and more, they were skilled in most things and could be programmed quite easily to obtain other skills.” 


	“What about coition.” 


	“That too, Androids, male and female specially programmed to fill every man or woman’s desires.” 


	“They had space travel, didn’t they in the 26th century.” 


	“Yes, and I suppose you wish to travel through the universe.” 


	“Yes, please.” 


	“But you can do that now, in fact that was your first wish, to explore. You have travelled throughout the universe.” 


	“Yes of course, but I was always alone.” 


	“So you wish for rebirth; take the shape and form of a robot with human attributes.” 


	“Yes, please, rebirth, to explore humans close-up.” 


	“Then stand before me in your usual human-type form.” 


	After a few seconds, and with his guidance, she transformed once again into a young, naked, small-breasted, broad hipped, pale-skinned woman, with short red hair and green eyes and with a huge pair of wings adorning her back. She glanced round at them, giggled and said, “Oops, I don’t think I should display them,” and they vanished. “Make me as human as possible once more, please.” 


	She ran her hands over her body and sighed as her breasts grew. “Oh, what a nice sensation, most invigorating.” 


	Father smiled. “Yes, you are definitely human, and, do you still wish to be recognised as a robot.” 


	She sighed and ran her hands over her breasts once more and said, “Yes, a human robot.” 


	He raised both hands and said, “There you are.” 


	She looked at her hands, touched her face and gasped. “I’m still -.” 


	“Yes, and your reproductive organs are still there along with your desires, you promiscuous angel.” 


	She blushed. “Yes, the hippie.” 


	He smiled. “You are still you, but for all intents and purposes, a robot, your limbs, head and body will appear so on any scan as an artificial intelligence, your brain is positronic but it will return to normal when you shed your disguise, changing back to human as you were seconds ago. It is more practical to be a robot, as a human will bleed when cut, a robot will not. Only you will know the truth, nobody will know until you produce your credentials.” 


	“What do I wear.” 


	There appeared before her several piles of clothing and a large backpack. “You will find everything there. Clothe yourself appropriately; you know how female humans dress. I will provide you with documents stating your profession as an astrogator; they will ensure you a position with any space guild, anywhere on the planet.” 


	Her appearance changed as she clothed herself from memory. Now clad in jeans and T-shirt with a leather jacket she was seated on a shiny motor cycle. She said as he handed her the documents. “In which country should try my luck, Father, and how shall I name myself.” 


	“Try North America, and your name will be Melody Shine.” 


	“Farewell, Father Time.” 


	“Farewell, Guardian Angel, go safely.” 


	The motor cycle started and vanished along with its rider. 


	  


	Employment. 


	At the Florida Space Agency, Arthur Skinner finished examining the female applicant’s credentials and said, “You are in luck, Android. There is a position free on an exploratory vessel leaving the day after tomorrow. Your duties will be maintenance of the cryogenic systems during jumps and all other duties in between, navigating on so on.” 


	He looked down at his clipboard. “Have you any questions, er, PL184453 Shine, Melody.” 


	“No, I have read the manifold on Android behaviour during space travel, I have all necessary qualifications.” 


	He took out his pen. “What is you call name.” 


	“You may call me Shine.” 


	He scribbled on his clipboard. “Okay, Shine it is. Do you have any questions before you accept, about anything at all. 


	“What time is take-off.” 


	“0500. Be at hangar DL92 at 0003 hours on the 8th. Now touch the screen at the bottom of your contract for your electric signature.” 


	She complied and said, “Will I be the only android on board.” 


	Skinner looked at the ship’s roster. “No, there will be a male-type android, he will have seniority over you due to space-time. You will receive all your basic orders from the vessel’s captain, Roger Gantry and the Astrogator, Edward Taylor. This is a civilian undertaking, but there will be security guards on board as safety precautions during planet-fall.” 


	He looked her over and said, “Let’s see, size 3b,” and punched his keyboard. 


	A robot, painted a bright red, rolled toward them with a metal carry-case in his four digit hand. He said in a computer-type voice, “Size 3b, Mister Skinner.” 


	“Thank you, Peter,” said Skinner passing the case onto Shine. 


	“You are welcome,” he said, his undercarriage whisking him away. 


	“Bon voyage, Robot Shine, see you on your return, er, if I’m still around.” 


	“Still around,” she said. 


	“Yes, the trip is, or is supposed to be, long distance.” 


	“Long distance.” 


	“Don’t worry, you’re ageless, I might not be alive in sixty years from now.” 


	“Sixty, wow…” 


	“Could be ten, twenty, who knows what’s out there.” 


	She found it prudent not to tell him what she’d seen on her travels and just smiled and said, “Good bye then.” 


	  


	Taylor. 


	At an amusement park in Pensacola Florida USA in 2583AD. Edward Taylor, Astrogator; pulled on the oars and smiled at his eleven-year-old daughter, Olivia. 


	Her brow tightened slightly as she said, “How long will you be away.” 


	“Away! I won’t be that far; you can message me and I’ll call back.” 


	She stared at him, her sadness apparent in her gaze. “You promise.” 


	He stopped rowing and crossed the front of his shirt. “I cross my heart, promise.” 


	She turned her head away from him and stared at the surrounding trees, probably wishing her mother was with them, but a meteor strike while on lunar ferry duty had taken her from them four years ago. 


	“You want an ice,” he said. 


	“Yeah, sure, Dad, an ice would be fine.” 


	He regarded her sullen features and looked at the water’s surface as the boat drifted towards the shore… 


	  


	Victory. 


	Two years later a massive egg-shaped explorer starship Victory glided through space, towing its load, a huge storage vessel made up of eight massive globes that dwarfed the towing vehicle through the unending void. The globes were known as sections 1 to 8. They were joined in-line and the whole construction was known as the caravan. Its crew lay dormant in the first section, while the ship’s computer, George, altered its course accordingly while collating from its guidance system for the next hyper jump. 


	In the semi-darkness of the accommodation section, thirty-five semi-naked sleepers slept a dreamless sleep. Cables attached to their bodies led to monitors situated above their plastic cocoons, there lower bodies were encased in a plastic sanitary sack. 


	Commander Edward Taylor, the thirty-two year-old first officer, was the first to open his eyes after waking from a year-long cryogenic sleep as oxygen flooded the confines of his compartment while the temperature rose from twelve degrees Celsius to twenty-five. 


	The cocoon cover opened slowly, fully and he sat up and removed his headset and the cables, shaking his mane of black hair. He flexed his muscle-bound shoulders and chest, remove his ‘nappy’, massaged his testicles and penis gently and yawned. A computer voice greeted him and his companions as the rest of the circle of cocoons opened up. 


	“Good morning, campers rise and excel.” 


	In the ship’s mess, the crew, after their communal shower, filled their empty stomachs. Breakfast consisted of different coloured pastes in a tray and a beverage in a plastic cup. The captain, Roger Gantry, a lightly-built Scot with ginger hair, addressed the crew, “I’ll leave you lot to stuff yourselves at the company’s expense,” and then turned to Taylor. “Ed, I have to speak to George, looks like our journey is over and we have been summoned home.” 


	He turned to two synthetics. A male, bald-headed and thin, named Run and a female, curvaceous with short, blond hair, named Shine, both dressed in the black uniform worn by everyone, the only two none-sleepers in the crew apart from George. Their rest period consisted of recharging their batteries and deciphering incoming information. “Shine and Run, check navigation, find out where we are and calculate the time for our return journey.” 


	Shine replied with a smile and a nod while Run nicked his head slightly and led his companion out of the room. 


	Gantry turned back to the crew as the robots walked off. “We’ve been out here too bloody long, and I for one am looking forward to going home.” 


	  


	George. 


	Gantry sat facing the ship’s computer monitor screen in a room located next to the bridge, looked at his wrist watch and adjusted it. “Good morning, George, set the ship’s clock for 0800 hours - now.  So, tell me the good news, we are returning to base, yes.” 


	“Good morning, Roger, we are not returning to base, instead I have good news; I am receiving results from a distant satellite, a moon rotating around a dead planet, wait please ...Yes, it displays signs of habitation, but no evidence of life-forms.” 


	He gawped at the screen. “At last, an alien culture … My God! George, what are the conditions, how far away are we?” 


	          “We are approximately eleven minutes from contact. Orbit entry will take place in T-minus 11 minutes. Umbilical separation in T-minus 10 seconds …. 5 – 4 – 3 – 2 – 1.” There came a clearly audible clunk’ from astern as the towing vehicle separated from the caravan. 


	His mouth fell open. “Shit. What the frack’ are you doing, George, I didn’t-.”” 


	“Following landing procedure as I am programmed to do, Captain,” the computer voice cutting him off. 


	“What are the moon’s surface conditions, does it posses an atmosphere?” 


	“Affirmative.” 


	His brow rose. “What about the weather.” 


	“25 degrees Celsius, with no precipitation, and you had better take your seat as captain of the ship as we are about to land and I can’t...” 


	He didn’t wait to hear the rest and left the computer room at a trot. 


	All eyes turned to him as he entered the bridge panting lightly. After switching on the ship’s intercom he said calmly. “Everyone take up position, man your stations, prepare for landing,” and took his seat next to Taylor at the controls. 


	Taylor’s brow was tense, he kept his voice low, “What’s going on, Roger, we’ve separated from the caravan. Was it a meteor strike.” 


	The bridge crew members entered and took their seats. 


	Gantry looked at Taylor, grinning and all heads turned to him as he said out loud, “George has found us something, a moon with signs of habitation, but no life-forms.” He switched on the visi-screen and a brown and tan-coloured planetoid came into view, slowly increasing in size. 


	The position of the moon moved from the left side of the screen down to the bottom as the Victory moved into orbital position, following the moon’s rotation. 


	George’s voice sounded over the intercom, “Entering planetoid orbit. Touchdown in T-minus seven minutes.” 


	Several more crew members entered and took their place at the controls, muttering quietly. 


	One of the technicians called out, “Are we home yet, as that ain’t Jupiter out there.” 


	Gantry ignored him. “Do we have an update on our subject, George.” 


	“I have located a large construction on the dark side, captain.” 


	The bridge crew stopped what they were doing and heads turned towards Gantry once more. As he called out to the computer they turned bodily in their seats and faced him. 


	“Any sign of life, George,” 


	“Negative, no signs of life.” 


	Taylor looked at Gantry, slowly shaking his head. “You didn’t really expect to find life out here, did you, Roger.” 


	Gantry kept quiet, watching the readouts as the planetoid drew nearer. 


	Taylor spoke, “George, what sort of construction is it.” 


	“A pyramid, - ancient Egyptian in style and… and…” 


	As George’s voice faded Taylor said, “Oh, so that’s why he woke us, Two-ton Carmen’s ancestors.” 


	He grinned and glanced at Gantry who said, “George, what seems to be the problem,” wondering why the computer had faltered. 


	A full minute passed as they awaited a response, then George told them, “The long-range sensors report the building materials are not indigenous either to the satellite or the mother planet.” 


	Taylor said, “George, did you check the mother planet.” 


	“Yes, it is barren, no atmosphere, no buildings, nothing.” 


	Brushing back a lock of black hair from his brow Taylor looked at Gantry. “We are going down there are we not, Captain?” 


	Gantry nodded. “Would you care to join me.” 


	“Do alligators lay eggs.” 


	“All God’s creatures lay eggs, Ed,” he said and switched on the intercom. “Attention all crew members and security team. Report to the bridge immediately, suited up for Earth conditions and ready to disembark.” 


	Within minutes the crew was assembled on the spacious bridge, some making last -minute adjustments to their equipment, having obviously anticipated Gantry’s instructions. 


	The readouts showing the satellites capability to sustain human life showed green one after another.  


	Taylor read them out, “Gravity, zero point nine, temperature dayside twenty-five degrees Celsius, night side fifteen degrees, wind speed 5 knots, humidity eighty percent, rotation twelve hours and fifty-five minutes.” 


	  


	Landing. 


	Seen from outside, the towing vehicle Victory, no longer attached to the massive construction behind it, floated off silently, its six auxiliary motors, slight bulges situated close  to the ‘eggs’ rear, flared briefly, nudging it further away, slowly descending to the moon’s surface, leaving the dayside, passing into the dark. 


	On board, Taylor watched the digital diagram of the moon’s terrain, its contours displayed in basic computer graphic format on his monitor, stating height and depth as it slowly rolled by below them; he pointed to the horizon on the screen. “There it is.  Objective in view; you may proceed with landing procedures, George.” 


	“Landing gear in place.” 


	The computer started the countdown, “Planet-fall in T minus twenty seconds.” 


	The thunder of auxiliary engines situated beneath the vessel sounded and the vessel shuddered in the alien atmosphere, descending in view of their goal … a massive, triangular stone construction. 


	With a slight jolt the Victory settled onto the ground on its five, three-toed landing struts, raising a huge cloud of yellow dust. To the ship’s left, the huge monolith, straight out of the history books, stood half-lit by a pale sun now rising steadily above the horizon. 


	“Ground contact affirmative,” said George. 


	Gantry called out, “Run, have you calculated our position?” 


	The robot, standing behind his chair said, “Position calculated sir; the galaxy is unchartered and I estimate we are two hundred and twenty billion light years from Earth.” 


	There were gasps and murmurs from the crew. One voice said, “What are we doing out here, we shouldn’t be more than ten light years from Jupiter.” 


	Taylor said, “How do you explain that, George.” 


	After a number of seconds George answered. “I believe it was a worm-hole … a time warp anomaly that brought us directly here.” 


	“You used a worm hole – why didn’t you wake me or the captain.” 


	“There was no time, it occurred in nano-seconds.” 


	Gantry turned to Taylor. “What’s done is done, so let’s get on with it.” 


	George said, “The solar system I have named after you, Captain, It contains a dying sun, this one dead planet and its satellite.” 


	Several crew members were laughing, Taylor grinned as Gantry said, smiling, “Ah, well, beggars can’t be choosers.” 


	Gantry and Taylor left the bridge and returned equipped for exit. 


	They looked at their party. Tombs, the ship’s master-at-arms wearing armour was carrying a regulation stun gun in a holster on his hip. Two marines, Kelly and Potter, also dressed in space armour, stood easy, their heavier stun weapons held at port. The ugly blue-black stunners were long, like a rifle and powerful enough to subdue an elephant. 


	Run and Shine wore their normal black uniforms together with heavy backpacks; they moved as if the packs were empty. Two more made up the team, female paramedics, Spears and Caulder. 


	Doctor Erik Larsen, the science officer and ship’s surgeon, met them at the hatchway and addressed them all, “You know the rules; no live alien species are to be brought on board. Anyone injured must be taken immediately to quarantine through the medical emergency room opening, is that understood?” 


	They all nodded in unison and he pressed the switch. The door slid back with a hiss and they entered the huge cargo elevator. 


	After descending and halting, the elevators outside door slid back at a touch of a switch and they stepped out onto a silent landscape, gray and void of vegetation, the only light from a watery-looking sun. 


	Caulder said as she stopped and gazed about her along with the rest of the team, “My god, it’s so quiet, like a graveyard.” 


	“Get a look at that,” said one of the marines. 


	They turned to their front as one. 


	Taylor whistled softly. “It’s a copy of the Cheops pyramid.” 


	Grant shook his head. “No, this one is much bigger and I can make out a stairway.” 


	They carried on and arrived at a primitive stone stairway; each of the steps measured over one meter in height making climbing an arduous task for the untrained. 


	They reached the top and stood before a four-meter high, square doorway. The quartermaster Tombs and his men, switched on their powerful lamps attached to their weapons, and everybody else switched on their helmet lights. 


	With Tombs leading the way they proceeded along a high-walled, broad corridor. Shine looked at the hieroglyphics on the wall as she walked on. 


	Spears said, “What do they say, Shiny, can you decipher them?” 


	Her eyes flickered as they roved up and down. “I collect, collate and accumulate.” 


	The corridor sloped downward. 


	As they arrived at another set of steps, the same size as the others, descending into darkness, they stopped and everybody switched on their headgear lamps. 


	Caulder said, “How far have we come, Commander.” 


	Taylor looked at the navigation device strapped to his wrist. “We’ve climbed over two hundred meters and we’ve descended thirty, and we’ve travelled laterally five hundred.” He turned to Gantry. “What do these steps tell you, Captain.” 


	“That the aliens were big buggers.” 


	They descended once again and ended standing before a stone doorway covered in unfamiliar markings set out in rows. Gantry and Taylor looked at one another. Gantry turned to the robots. “Run, Shine, open this door.” 


	Run stepped forward, and pushed the centre, nothing happened. He switched to the left and the door gave a little. Shine assisted him and the great door moved slowly on four huge, metal hinges and they stopped with the two meter-thick door half open. 


	Taylor looked at it, ran his hands over it and slapped it. “It’s made of solid stone; wedge it, Shine.” 


	As shine complied Tombs shone his torch inside. He proceeded, followed by his men. As soon as they entered they spread out and came to a stop before a one-meter-high ornamental platform. 


	As the others entered, bringing more light into the room, they saw a huge, black sarcophagus placed upon it, roughly four meters long, two meters wide and two meters high with six ornate handles half-way up its sides. Gantry and Taylor moved closer to it. Gantry reached up and ran his gloved hand over it. “Its smooth, feels like marble.” 


	Run, standing behind them said, “There is an energy source beneath the object.” 


	Taylor rubbed his gloved hands together. “It’s bloody cold in here.” 


	Run cast his gaze around the room. “The room temperature is two degrees Celsius, and I cannot detect any signs of thermostatic controls.” 


	Gantry pointed to the object. “What is this, Run, it looks like a coffin” 


	Run pointed his finger, a scanner, at it. “It is not solid, it can be opened.” 


	“Then open it.” 


	Tombs said, “Do you think that’s wise Captain?” 


	Gantry ignored him and Taylor removed his glove and touched the surface, he gasped and then scratched it with his fingernail and his eyebrows rose as the surface flaked off. “It’s covered in ice, a thin film of ice.” 


	Run stepped forward, ignoring Taylor.” I will now proceed to open it if you still wish it, Captain.” 


	Gantry nodded and Run sprang up onto the platform. He placed his hands against the edge and set his weight against it. He ceased and turned to Shine who was in the doorway still looking at the massive door, her eyes flicking from left to right, her gaze descending gradually. 


	  


	Sleeping Dogs 


	Taylor called out, “Shine, we require your assistance.” 


	Shine’s head jerked round and stared at the sarcophagus. She returned to reading the transcripts for a few moments then turned suddenly and ran toward the group. 


	She looked at Taylor and said softly, “Sleeping dogs,” then copied Run’s efforts. 


	Everybody stepped back as a twenty-five centimetre meter-thick slab on top of the Sarcophagus moved. Halfway through the action, the pair moved round to the other side, one at each end and lifted the lid down with ease and set it aside. 


	Gantry, Tombs and Taylor approached slowly. Taylor sniffed the air. “What’s that smell? It’s like … like, musty almond paste.” 


	The three of them mounted the platform and by grasping the top and standing on the handles of the sarcophagus, Gantry and Taylor rose up and peered inside the stone coffin. Tombs joined them and he gawps inside the compartment from the other side. “It’s a bleedin’ crocodile,” he said, eyes wide, staring. 


	“Is it alive,” said Taylor, glancing at the two robots. 


	Run, operating his hand-scanner, climbed up between Gantry and Taylor and with his arm outstretched he played it along the supine creature’s scaly back and over its broad triangular head. He stopped and turned to Gantry. “It is quite dead sir; the body temperature is below freezing, minus thirty-nine point nine. This seems to be some sort of preservation cask, in short, a freezer; the object is possibly edible ... or was.” 


	Gantry looked around the room, he saw Shine close by. She had left them to examine the hieroglyphics set around the large room. “Shine, when you have finished sightseeing you may give us a hand with this beast.” 


	As Shine seemed not to have heard Taylor said, “Let her finish her job first, Roger; that’s what she’s here for.” 


	Gantry looked at the female synthetic as she came over; small-breasted with perfect features and she was looking at him, smiling. 


	He called out, “You carry on Shine,” and turned to Taylor. “It’s amazing, she looks and acts human, if it weren’t for that standby mode voice, one would never guess, not like Pinocchio here,” he said indicating Run with his android-plastic features that never showed emotion … unlike Shine. 


	“He’s an earlier model, his virtual IQ is much lower than hers, you can…” 


	His voice trailed off as he watched Shine returning, her broad hips swaying as they were programmed to do so, and he imagined her naked, as the robots were designed to imitate humans in all ways, and he wondered if she had a “pleasuring-implant” installed in her positronic super-brain. 


	Gantry said aloud, “Shine, Run, we can’t leave this here; it’s the find of the millennium. Let’s get it on board so we can have a closer look at it, see what sort of pet crocodile we have here.” 


	Taylor climbed down and said, “It isn’t a crocodile; its legs are too long, and look at its tail, curled up like a fern leaf. It’s prehensile, just like a monkey’s and its facial features are wolf-like. In my opinion we should let sleeping dogs lie.” 


	He looked at Shine as she stepped in front of him, her body almost touching his and he wondered what was going on inside her head at this moment as she smiled in a lascivious way peering at him from under her brow, her azure eyes sparkling. He returned her smile. “And you can explore this place later, Shine, my dear,” he said and slapped her butt gently as she turned about and stood next to Run. 


	Gantry climbed down with the others and told the robots. “Run, you and Shine take this thing out.” 


	Run looked at him, unmoving. Gantry shook his head. “Come on you bag of nuts and bolts, lift the bloody thing out, use the anti-gravs’. 


	Shine gave a series of beeps. 


	This brought Run back to life. He lowered his backpack and took out half a dozen globes and a number of metal bands. He handed two of the globes to Shine and placed the rest on the ground. He climbed up onto the coffin and dropped inside. He slid the metal bands one by one under the cadaver and attached the globes pair by pair to the ends. With that finished he climbed down and took a remote control apparatus out of his backpack. After a number of seconds the globes appeared and the creature came into view, transported on the metal bands, frosting in the moist air. 


	Taylor pointed. “Look at its hands and feet.” The creature’s hands were four times the size of a human. “It must stand three meters high at the shoulder at least.” 


	Gantry said, “Hence the large steps.” 


	Taylor glanced round the room. “You mean it walked around down here.” 


	“I was thinking of its owners, maybe they were big too.” 


	Taylor shook his head. “What a pity it isn’t alive.” 


	Tombs said, “Well I for one am glad it isn’t. 


	Gantry looked at Run and said, “Back to the ship with it.” 


	Shine stepped forward and came to a halt. She then started to shake, she tried to speak, but all that came out was, “Sleeping dogs lie, lay, delay, not, not, no, no, not, no. Day – don’t - day – can – demol – do, do, dead – do - - do – do – do – da – da - da…” 


	Taylor looked at her wide-eyed and open-mouthed like the rest of the room’s occupants, all except Run who said, “She does that sometimes, sir, especially after collecting too much data.” 


	Taylor took hold of Shine’s arm. “Come with me my dear, I’ll get you some axle grease and give you an oil change.” 


	Shine obeyed dutifully, walking albeit shakily, but with a dreamy expression enhancing her features as she looked down at Taylor’s hand. 


	  


	Food. 


	The group made its way out of the building following Run and his floating cargo. 


	They came to a halt outside the elevator. 


	Taylor pressed the com-button, Larsen’s features appeared in the com-screen. 


	“What the hell is that.” 


	Gantry said, “It’s a sort of fridge. There’s food inside, meat but I don’t think it’s edible, but it could give us some idea of what sort of people erected that pyramid.” 


	“What do you mean.” 


	“The damn thing’s covered in hieroglyphics and we need time to study them.” 


	The door slid back and Run entered with the stone coffin. 


	Taylor, still holding on to Shine peered at her features that were now blank. Her usual cheerful expression was no longer there. “Shine, you okay.” 


	Her eyelids fluttered and she swayed slightly causing him to tighten his grip. “Have you recharged, Shiny, are your fuel cells functioning.” 


	She turned to him wide-eyed and shook her head. “Not to eat – to feed– oh no, no, no, too - late.” 


	He caught her as her legs buckled and held her with some effort, laying her arm over his shoulder. She smiled and leaned against him, her actions reminding him of a movie scene. At that moment the door slid back and he entered with the rest. 


	Erik Larsen was there to meet them; he stood in the elevator’s doorway. “What have we here then,” he said, running his gaze over the figure’s surface. 


	Gantry said, “A scientific artefact. All we could find, plus lots of videos for you to look at.” 


	“I take it we are heading back home,” said Larsen. 


	“Would you care to look at our find before we do so?” 


	“Yes, I would, thank you.” 


	“We will remain in orbit until after examination and correlation,” said Gantry. “So, if you would care to join us.” 


	The klaxon gave off its wail. “Take-off in T-minus forty seconds,” said George. 


	  


	Female. 


	The whole ship vibrated as the monstrous vehicle lifted off. 


	As it left the atmosphere the massive engines grew still, quietened by the near vacuum of space, its auxiliaries guiding it into the path of the approaching caravan and with a gentle nudge the Victory joined up with it. 


	Inside Victory’s caravan quarantine laboratory, dressed in green scrubs and wearing face-masks and protective goggles, Gantry, Larsen, Tombs, and Taylor observed the carcass lying on four tables, its flat lizard-head resting between two clenched fists, its tail curled tightly beside it. Shine and Run stood to one side Run staring hard at the scene with Shine slowly shaking her head. 


	They stepped back as Larsen ran the largest scanner they had back and forth over the creature’s body using a remote. The scanner, attached to a bogey, ran on rails attached to the ceiling, and the results were displayed on several monitors on the nearby wall. On one they could see the creature’s skeleton. 


	Larsen said into the microphone, “The carcass is in good condition after thawing out. Bones and joints seem normal enough; it has one lung that seems to be encased in bone.” 


	He indicated its x-ray diagram on a light screen. “It is female; it has several dozen tiny eggs in a pouch below the spine. It has one waste outlet, and it is a plant eater, an herbivore to be more exact, we can start dissection immediately.” 


	He picked up a huge hypodermic syringe from a tray on a table near to him. “Let us see what this little lady has in store for us, I’m dying to see what age she is. I think a litre of her blood should be enough.” 


	He lifted up several scales and after choosing one he inserted the needle and pushed it deep. Pulling on the plunger he slowly drew out a greyish-yellow liquid. 


	Gantry’s face creased in a grimace. “What the bloody hell is that? 


	“It appears to be its blood,” said Taylor. 


	Larsen said, “We shall see. It will have to do though, as I can’t ascertain a blood vessel under all those scales,” He walked over to the bench, picked up a large slide from the microscope base and allowed several drops of the creature’s blood to fall onto the glass surface. 


	“We could remove some of the scales,” said Taylor. 


	Larsen ignored him and proceeded. As soon as the liquid touched the plate it burst into flames causing Larsen to drop it onto the table’s marble surface; the glass broke into several pieces causing a minute fire-bomb explosion. The doctor squealed with his left hand on fire and the heavy syringe slipped from his grasp. 


	Unfortunately it landed on the plunger and the contents squirted out over Larsen’s legs and lower body. The liquid burst into flame immediately, turning Larsen into a human torch along with the hypodermic as Larsen trod on it. 


	Tombs and Taylor grabbed a fire extinguisher each and covered the screaming man from head to foot with clinging foam. Larsen fell to the floor in a writhing heap. 


	Shine and run left the room. 


	Soon after extinguishing the struggling inferno, their extinguishers ran dry, and the now still figure burst into flame once more, this time even fiercer. 


	Tombs called out, pulling Taylor back. “He’s had it, he’s dead anyway” 


	Taylor left him, searching the room shouting almost hysterically, “We can’t put it out. We can’t put it out.” 


	The flames spread and the floor started to crack. 


	Gantry, frozen at first, now ran over to the wall and hit the fire button while Tombs and Taylor each grabbed another extinguisher from the red emergency fire cupboard next to the entrance and fought the blaze. 


	Alarms rang, deafening the room’s occupants, sounding throughout the vessel. 


	Shine and Run re-appeared through a hatchway as it opened, each carrying an extremely large extinguisher, too heavy for one human to carry and set them down, releasing the hoses. They set about the burning corpse just as Tombs’ and Taylor’s extinguishers ran dry. All the extinguishers managed to do was to dampen the flames and it wasn’t until the liquid used itself up that the flames eventually died. 


	Larsen was now a charred corpse and with the last dregs dribbling from Shine’s extinguisher the five of them stood in shocked silence. 


	Tombs said, ““Did you see how it kept on burning -- it reminded me of phosphorus.” 


	They looked at the monster on the table, each one wondering what they had brought on themselves. 


	Gantry said, “We should never have-.” 


	Taylor turned on him, his feature’s distorted. “It’s too late now, the bloody thing is here, a bloody phosphorous time-bomb.” 


	Just then several more crewmembers entered and stared at the corpse. 


	Midshipman Guy, one of the apprentice bio-engineers approached the monster, wide-eyed. He looked down at the corpse. “What the frack … Who got toasted.” 


	Tomb’s men appeared with their stun rifles looking around the room apprehensively, probably hoping to find something to maim. 


	Taylor ran his hand through his hair and stood the empty canister on the floor. He looked at the alien on the table, and Guy busy taking snapshots with his digital camera. He glanced across the room at the monitors on the back wall as he heard a barely audible peep. His brow curled and he looked up at the observation cameras with their invisible infra-red beams. They were moving to and fro on their runners and both were playing their rays over the monster as they were programmed to do. 


	He returned his gaze back to the screens; on one of them, a flat line, jumped almost imperceptibly. He looked at the symbol; it indicated brain activity, and his mouth fell open as the heartbeat line also jumped but with a louder, double-beep followed by another and another until the screen showed a regular heart rhythm. “Bloody hell, the damn thing is alive. Guy, get away from that bloody thing.” 


	Guy, startled, turned to him. 


	At the same time the monster opened its eyes, raised its head and turned to the group. It focused on Guy who was staring back at the horrified expressions of the others. 


	He turned back to the creature. 


	Shine screamed. She stepped forward with outstretched arms only to be pulled back by Run despite her struggling. 


	The alien creature half-rose on all fours uncoiling its tail and without warning it whipped out and struck Guy a blow in the abdomen, causing him to double up, gasping for breath. 


	The two marines, all ready to start the next war, let fly with their stunners. 


	The creature re-coiled its tail and gave out a blood-curdling howl, its whole body vibrating under the electro-blast. 


	The soldiers keep on firing, burst after burst, taking turns. 


	Tombs shouted, his voice competing with the beasts cries and the noise of the stunners, “Everybody, get out now. Keep firing boys, waste the damn thing.” 


	The marines, their blood up, approached the struggling beast firing incessantly as it tried to raise itself up, its limbs giving way each time. Their weapons hummed in spasms, the sounds akin to a one-note, disjointed two-man nasal choir. The four tables suddenly separated and the beast fell between them with a crash, thrashing wildly, taking hit after hit. 


	Ignoring the alien, the robot Run rushed forward, grabbed Guy - who had slumped to his knees with his arms wrapped around his midriff - and picked him up. He crossed the room with Guy in his arms. 


	Shine followed reaching out to the temperature gauge on the wall as she left with Gantry and Taylor. 


	The temperature in the room began to sink past zero; feeling the change Tombs looked at the gauge on the display: ‘Minus 12° Celsius and falling…’  He approached his men and screamed, “Out Marines, out now.” 


	As soon as he and the two soldiers exited the room, Taylor hit the door switch. The solid steel door slammed shut and jarred as the beast rose up, charged like a raging bull and rammed into it. 


	He joined the group at the plasti-steel soundproofed window, where Run handed Guy over to Shine. 


	The beast was walking around on its hind legs as if inspecting the room; it sniffed at the charcoal heap, looked up and gave a silent howl. It settled down onto the floor as if nothing had happened, its head moving as it gazed around the room. 


	Tombs said, “What’s it doing? 


	Run turned to a pale-faced Gantry. “Hibernating, as Shine reduced the minimum temperature setting to minus seventy degrees as we left.” 


	Tombs raised his voice, “Goddam, it’s inspecting its surroundings, that ain’t no animal, it’s intelligent, look at it.” 


	Run shook his head. “It is an animal, nothing more.” 


	Gantry, watching the alien, slapped his forehead. “Damn, damn, I should have realized, the sarcophagus in the pyramid was a hibernation chamber, the monster was in deep sleep.” 


	Tomb pointed to the monitors situated above the window. “Look, it’s flat-lining.” 


	One after another the screens ceased to show sign of life. 


	One of the marines, Kelly, grinned and slapped his partner on the shoulder saying, “Looks like we killed the darn thing.” 


	Taylor shook his head. “You haven’t even given it a headache, Guys, it’s hibernating once more.” 


	Run spoke up, his voice louder, “We will head for home immediately.” 


	Everybody looked at him, slack-jawed. 


	Taylor said, “So you are running the show now, are you, Tin Man?” He was sure he saw a flash of resentment in Run’s robot eyes and he added, “You are a communications item, a synthetic; keep your opinions to yourself.” 


	He looked at Gantry who nodded. “Only George can get us home, he has to bring this vessel to the worm hole we came out of.” 


	Shine, holding Guy in her arms said, “Crewman Guy is not well, he is not conscious, he has terminated.” 


	One of the medics, Nurse Bailey, running along the corridor toward them slid to a stop next to Shine and checked Guy’s pulse. “He’s dead Captain.” 


	Shine looked at the youth in her arms and started to shake, her eyes rolling in their sockets. “Life signs are pres, prep, pest, peps... “ 


	Run took Guy’s body from her and she settled down, remaining quiet. 


	Gantry said, “Bring him to the E R.” 


	  


	Three for Burial. 


	Guy’s naked corpse was stretched out on a metal table in the emergency surgery room, located in the accommodation section at the rear of the vessel. 


	Taylor, Gantry, and Run, doubling as a lab assistant looked at LeClerc, Larsen’s assistant as he indicated the large bruise next to the youth’s navel. “It’s not just a bruise, it’s also a puncture; it appears he has been poisoned.” 


	Taylor looked at the boy, not more than seventeen. He said, “Wrap him up well Doc’ it’s cold out there in space.” 


	LeClerc’s eyebrows rose. “Don’t you want to know what the poison was? Merde! It may have killed the boy, but he is just as valuable as the creature itself.” 


	Taylor looked at Gantry; he shrugged, deigning to comment. 


	Taylor said to LeClerc. “There will be three for burial service Doc.” 


	“Three, what do you … No, not the alien too.” 


	“We don’t need a wild, dangerous monster on board this ship; it goes.” 


	LeClerc insisted. “You can’t ignore this; this is a magnificent discovery, a live alien species.” 


	Taylor said. “From a long dead civilization … it goes.” 


	Gantry said, “We could return it to the pyramid.” 


	Taylor nodded, smiling icily. “That’s a good idea, Roger, by way of the air lock, and then we can nuke this shitty moon as soon as we leave orbit.” 


	Gantry stared at him. “Are you out of your mind, you of all people, you want to destroy the only evidence we have of another civilization.” 


	Taylor snapped his fingers. “Shucks, I forgot, we don’t have any weapons of mass destruction on board do we,” he said and looked at Gantry who stood there in silence. He said once more; Well Captain, you and I know the company’s regulations, no live aliens to be brought on board.” He looked at LeClerc. “A space burial for three it is.” 


	Gantry shrugged and left with Taylor by his side. 


	  


	Just Rewards. 


	Gantry and the senior members of the crews were holding a meeting. 


	The senior engineer, Al Dean, his face drawn said, “We, the crew, would like permission to bring the boy home, his parents would appreciate it, sir.” 


	Gantry gazed at the ring of faces. 


	Walker, one of the communication specialists said, “I think it would be in order, we aren’t the real navy, just civilians.” 


	The others nodded in approval; Gantry looked at Taylor, who shrugged nonchalantly, then turned back to the others and said, “It means we will have to freeze him, we can put him in a capsule with the rest of us.” 


	He heard no objections and said, “So be it.” 


	LeClerc said, “Captain, I am not too happy about the disposal of the alien, you are a pilot like Commander Taylor and the lieutenants Simms and Dawson. We, apart from the engineers are scientists-.” 


	Taylor interrupted. “If you don’t mind Doc’, if you had read the ships manifest you would have seen that the captain is a palaeontologist and I myself have a doctorate in archaeology, so stuff your holier than thou attitude and the answer is no, we are not taking that thing with us out of this orbit.” 


	LeClerc, smirking said, “How do you propose to do that, that thing could kill us all if we tried to eject it out through the loading bay hold; why anything could go wrong, it’s huge.” 


	Taylor said “You weren’t there when we boarded and you haven’t made yourself familiar with the ships design, the laboratory is equipped with an emergency air lock leading out into the spaceman’s eternal graveyard and Doctor Larsen and his killer are all set to go.” 


	Gantry coughed politely and said to Taylor, “Ed, there is something I would like to say on a personal level. As we are seeking out new life and we have found new life, and after we have deciphered the hieroglyphics we might discover we have something of value, not something to be cast aside lightly. I suggest we return the creature to the pyramid and wait for the company to send the rest of the expeditionary team, we can then set up-.” 


	Run, standing at the doorway interrupted, “Excuse me Captain for interrupting; there is also a waver clause. It does concern the discovery of any live samples. If the transportation of said samples does not in any way endanger the lives of the crew then the cargo, under strict quarantine, may be transported and the rewards gentlemen are listed here. For any live male animal, Fifty million credits, it is three times as much for a female, to be divided equally, I repeat equally, amongst the crew members.” 


	He looked directly at the captain and said, “That is section ten paragraph twenty six, sub paragraph Q, sir.” 


	Ten people started talking at once. 


	“...and fifty million...” 


	“We’ll be home before we know it...” 


	“I’ve had enough of space travel...” 


	“Find me a wife…” 


	“Gonna buy me a cute synthetic.” 


	Gantry called out, “Ladies, gentlemen, as soon as you hear the word money, it seems you lose all reason.” 


	Run said, “Captain, in subparagraph R, it says in cases like these it is given for the whole crew to decide.” 


	Taylor walked over to Run. “I’ve never heard of these subparagraphs Q or R.” 


	Run produced a mini-CD with the company logo and said, “It is all in here, Commander, if you would care to read it.” 


	Taylor looked at the disc and back at Run, a humourless smile flashed across the synthetic’s face for his benefit. 


	Taylor turned to Gantry. “Well you aren’t getting my vote.”  


	  


	Little Monsters. 


	After the regulation twenty-four hour safety check, carried out after every landing procedure, and with the decision to keep the alien by the whole crew, everyone sat happily at their last meal before retiring to start their journey back to the docking station, waiting in Jupiter’s orbit … with George plotting their course back to the worm-hole … According to Gantry. 


	LeClerc and two of the male paramedics left the towing vessel and proceeded to the emergency laboratory in the caravan to prepare Guy’s body. 


	Gantry, Taylor and the two junior pilots returned to the towing vessel. 


	The four ran through the arduous time-consuming checklist. As they finish they heard a commotion outside in the umbilical corridor. 


	Shine appeared at the doorway spattered in blood, her uniform torn at the arms and chest exposing her synthetic skin. She approached them, her body quivering as she tried to speak. 


	Taylor sprang to his feet. “Shiny, what’s the matter.” 


	She stuttered, “M-monsters, little monsters, all d-dead, eating them.” 


	Gantry came over and said, “Who is dead, who is eating what?” 


	Shine muttered, “Doctor LeClerc, technicians Marconi and Chang, little monsters killed them, eating them, they ran off.” 


	Gantry said, “I think she’s blown a circuit.” 


	Taylor pointed to the blood on Shine’s neck and hands. “Whatever she’s done, someone is out there bleeding and…” 


	“I meant what she has done to be covered in blood.” 


	Taylor gazed at Shine standing there quivering. 


	“She’s done somebody an injury, these fucking bot-.” 


	“Robots are made to protect humans, prevent them from being harmed, she couldn’t hurt anybody.” 


	Dean said, “Robots must protect humans from injury or death, unless they-.” 


	“We don’t need a lesson on robot laws, Al, not now,” said Taylor cutting him off too. 


	Alarms sounded, Taylor’s chin dropped. “The alien, she’s on the loose.”  He ran over to the close circuit console, picked out the laboratory and gasped. “It’s gone, the fucking thing’s gone.” 


	Tombs came in carrying his stunner, his face was white. “Captain, you had better see this, something terrible has happened in section one.” 


	He turned and ran off. Gantry, agile for his fifty-six years, pounded out of the room after him with Taylor right behind followed by the others. 


	  


	Carnage. 


	When they reached the accommodation section, they made their way through the crew’s section and looked inside the emergency room, its door wide open. Four naked, bloody bodies, or what remained of them, lay there. 


	Guy’s body was literally in two halves. LeClerc and the two medics, each one nearer the door as the other, lay in their own individual pools of blood; their faces bearing a semblance of terror. 


	Shine approached them, and stood between them, her head moving from side to side, her feet shifting, her eyes flickering up and down as her brain took in all the gory details. She turned to the others. “All have demised, their deaths were not natural.” She spoke as if she were reading a weather report, absolutely no emotion, which was unusual for Shine as she was always smiling or frowning, unlike Run who was always deadpan. 


	“Shine, were you here when this happened.” 


	“Yes, here horrible, fighting monsters, could not rescue, all dead it is my...” Her voice trailed off and she froze. 


	Taylor said, “Let’s have a look at the wounds then.” 


	Gantry nodded to Tombs and jerked his head towards the inner door. 


	Tombs and his men set off toward the ante-rooms. 


	They came back heads shaking as Taylor was still examining the bodies. 


	The doctor and the two medics had their throats torn out. Their clothes had been ripped from their bodies; their innards were empty from rib to groin. Guy’s spine was visible between his two halves. 


	Spear appeared suddenly with Caulder and looked at the scene, she screamed continually until Caulder slapped her face twice, hard. 


	Taylor looked at the people standing at the doorway and the corridor and said while pointing, “You six, help the medics bag em’ up.” He approached Shine. “Shine, wake up. Back on duty Shine. You did your best so snap out of it.” 


	A smile embraced her features. “We are on our way home, Astrogator.” 


	“No, Shine, not yet. Stay by me, okay.” 


	Her features resembled that of a child as she nodded and said, “On our way home,” smiling, looking at Taylor for approval. After waiting several seconds she quietened down, smiling shyly at anyone who cared to look at her. 


	Taylor looked at Run, standing there non-committal. “And you Tin Man, can clean up the mess.” 


	As Run and the others moved around the room; Taylor looked at the remaining crew members, some of them in their underwear or pyjamas. “Did anyone see what happened, did anyone hear anything?” 


	Morgan, a physicist, wearing an unfastened bathrobe, held her hand up exposing her left breast. “We were in the sleep chamber when we heard a commotion; we were half-undressed so we didn’t go out there straight away.” 


	“The door was closed when we got here,” Tombs said, “so who opened it.” 


	Taylor said to Morgan, “Did you see who opened the lab door?” 


	“No, who would be stupid enough, with that thing still in there.” 


	“Well, somebody must have done,” he said, “and that thing, as you call it, has gone.” 


	One of the nurses, Clancy, looking at several x-ray pictures, held them up saying, “Excuse me, sir, it wasn’t the monster that did this, Guy had its young inside him, they x-rayed him, they must have hatched out inside his body. They must have ate their way out and attacked the doctor and the others.” 


	Taylor and Gantry stared at one another as Tombs held up the pictures. “Fucking hell, she’s right, look at that will you.” 


	They stopped their inspection as a blond-haired woman, Croft, one of the archaeologists came forward, she was a little pale and her hands were shaking as she clutched a bathrobe to her. “That’s right, I-I was outside and-and I saw those creatures eating the d-doctor and the others. They were eating and g-growing at the same time, about a d-dozen of them. When they started they were like rat’s b-but when they had finished they were as big a mastiffs, b-b-big and black just like their tongues.” 


	Taylor glanced at Gantry. “Creatures. Are you sure?” 


	She nodded vigorously. 


	He said, “What did you do then?” 


	She swayed a little and said, “I, I just stood there, I couldn’t move, I was naked. I’d come out of the shower over there to see what the commotion was. I saw Shine struggling with these monsters.” She pointed to the doorway opposite the ER. “They ran out, over a dozen of them and the last one spotted me, it came over to me and sniffed at me, then it ran off.” 


	Taylor, curious, moved closer to her, he smelled her damp hair and said, “Almonds, how strange, I wonder if-.” 


	Tombs said, “It was you who opened the door.” 


	“No, they d-did.” She said. 


	Gantry interrupted, “Which way did they go?” 


	“They ran off that way and I went back inside the showers and I heard them pass by once more with that thing you brought on board.” 


	“Where did they go, did you see where.” 


	She pointed towards door leading into the warehouse. Her eyes rolled back and she passed out. Tombs and Taylor caught her and carried her into the sleep chamber. 


	He turned to Tombs. “Is there anybody in the cryogenic section.” 


	Shiny said, “No, I secured the station first thing this morning after making preparations for our flight home.” 


	Gantry stood there running his hands through his hair, mumbling, “Why didn’t somebody warn me.” 


	He looked at Al Dean who averted his eyes and sidled off. 


	Taylor and Tombs returned. Tombs secured the doors leading to the machine warehouse, leaving Kelly and Potter on guard. 


	  


	Roundup. 


	Gantry sat at the head of the dining table; he looked at each crew member in turn. “We have a problem, I cannot raise the computer, that means I have to go to the computer room, and we don’t know what is out there. Does anybody have any suggestions?” 


	Brier, the toxicologist raises his hand. “Have we any weapons besides the stunners?” 


	Tombs shook his head and looked at Gantry. “We have nothing more than five stunners, with one extra power pack for each, and my men have nothing when their magazines are empty and recharging takes at least two and a half hours.” 


	Taylor said. “So, listen up; their blood ignites when it comes into contact with oxygen. Our only option is to stun them. Croft said there were a dozen of them, so we will have our work cut out. It’s dark in the hall under all that machinery and equipment where I believe they will be hiding. We have cargo nets and we can use them to round them up. We can use the stunners to at least drive them, in case they are as impervious to them as the big one is. We can’t spear them or cut them or we’ll set the whole damn ship on fire.”  


	Tombs spoke up. “I have made out a list, Brook, Simms, Dawson, Brier, King, and Watson, take three of the medium-sized cargo nets, Kelly and Potter will guard you. Lever and Flynn, will take the stunners, I will be along as back-up.” 


	He rose and looked at the shocked men and women. “Let’s go people, its round-up time, after that we can eject that monstrosity and its off-spring into space.” 


	  


	The Warehouse. 


	Inside the warehouse, Tombs positioned the net teams at the end of the first three alleyways between the machinery. He moved off at a run with Lever and Flynn along the third alleyway. As they arrived there he instructed the two analysts. 


	“I will take the centre aisle, firing into every hidey-hole I see. You two keep your eyes peeled and if one of them appears, give it a blast, it should either fall or go back into hiding, if we keep this up, the guys at the other end should be able to take em’ catch and kill em’ with Kelly and Potter as support.” 


	Tombs looked down the three hundred-meter long aisle; he looked at Flynn and Lever standing, weapons poised, and nodded. The pair walked off and he counted off five seconds before he proceeded.  


	At the other end, Brook and Simms watched Lever as she walked towards them, they saw her raise her weapon and fire at some unseen object, and then move towards a massive dump truck and peer underneath. 


	Brook turned to Simms. “What’s she doing? She shouldn’t do that.” 


	Simms stared at him, “What do you mean …” he said and broke off as he heard a clatter and they turned to find Lever had disappeared while her stunner lay on the ground. 


	Simms screamed. “Kelly, Potter, over here.” 


	The two marines came running followed by the other four. Brook pointed down the alleyway to the fallen weapon. “Lever’s gone, that’s her gun.” 
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