

  [image: cover]




  

     



  




  ARMLET




  ROSS RICHDALE




  SCIENCE FICTION




  © 2011 Ross Richdale




  Purrbooks




  ISBN 978-1-877438-58-5




  





  


  [image: ]


  XinXii Edition


  eBooks from independent authors


  www.xinxii.com




  





  *




  The armlet sisters, Kolina and Sofia Lagerfelt are given by their dying grandmother is more than a piece of jewellery. It has been handed down through the family for countess generations.




  Kolina places the armlet on and is connected to Eboff, a voice in her mind. Eboff is an advanced computer with news that she is the descendant of a starship crew that crashed on the planet a millennium before. Only when other ancestors of this crew are found that technology far superior to that now known on the planet can be accessed to save the world from nuclear annihilation.




  Their journey travels through strange fog that they later realise causes jumps in time that is necessary in their search. Natalie an orphan from their past finds them and they travel back to the present to rescue Alan, a wounded soldier on the front line. Both these two also have armlets but a final armlet one proves more elusive for it has been stolen and used by an enemy spy.




  But is it too late? Their world is at war and the nuclear holocaust has already begun.




   





  




  CHAPTER 1




  The rumour that the enemy's tanks had reached the northern suburbs was close to the mark. At six hundred hours that morning, a sombre mayor declared Ngrama, the capital city of Zylandria, an open city and requested calm. There wasn't any though! Thousands of refugees fled north along the coastal road in the late morning sunlight. Most were on foot but the occasional horse drawn vehicle moved forward through the throngs.




  A roar above made horses whinny and hundreds of eyes stared in fear at the sky as a fighter plane flew in from the ocean. A group of girls headed for a roadside ditch but stopped when someone called out, "It’s one on ours."




  Faces turned from despair to hope when the refugees saw the white triangle edged in black on the aircraft's fuselage. This was the first friendly aeroplane seen since dawn. Perhaps the navy had arrived and they could be evacuated to offshore islands still under the government's control.




  The Zylandria Air Force fighter, though, was alone. It slowed to just above a stalling point as if the pilot was searching below and followed the highway until it flew over a covered wagon pulled by a couple of draught horses. This wagon was different from the dozens along the ten-kilometre stretch of highway in that two young women sat holding the reins. Both had long blonde hair and had resisted the trend their fellow citizens to cut it short.




  The fighter's engine roared as it rose in a steep climb, circled out above the ocean and returned over the silent crowd. The younger woman on the wagon looked up and waved as the squat fighter flashed over.




  "He waved back, Kolina,” she screamed. "He waved back. I saw him!"




  "So what, Sofia?" her elder sister replied. "What good can he do up there?"




  Sofia pouted. "Perhaps the Duke of Westronia has arrived and we'll all be evacuated."




  The Duke of Westronia was Zylandia's and indeed the whole Western Alliance’s last battleship.




  Kolina shrugged. "I think it would be a wiser precaution if you went into the wagon and cut your hair short in the Basonian fashion. Perhaps even add a dark tint to it." She glanced at her sister. "You should put on a blouse that covers your arms, too."




  "And walk with a stoop so I don't tower above the bastards' heads," Sofia muttered. "If they catch us it won't make a lot of difference anyway."




  "I guess not," Kolina replied. “Get up there, Maurice and Mandy.” She shook the reins and the two draught-horses increased speed a fraction. Tired pedestrians nearby looked annoyed but when they saw the two women on the wagon, they'd smile and step aside.




  "May God bless you my friends," one elderly peasant woman said as the wagon went by.




  "Thank you. Take this for your family." Kolina smiled as she reached down and offered the lady a small loaf of bread.




  A wrinkled hand reached up and took the gift while watery eyes of sympathy glanced at each of the pair in turn.




  "And don't let that saying slip from your lips when the Sunbars arrive," Sofia warned.




  The enemy from the south was called this derogatory term that literally meant Sun bastard. The ancient religion the Basonians followed believed in numerous gods, the most powerful of which was Sustashine the sun god who watched over all daytime activity. He surrendered his power at night to Sustoon, the moon god, a lazy fellow who only appeared in full once a month and at times never at all. Together with these was Sushaze, the god of weather and Sasgrow, the god of the earth below. There were numerous other gods and superstitions that the Basonians followed in complete contrast to the mainly secular Zylandrians.




  "I will try to remember," the old lady replied. "But I shall never bow to their heathen gods."




  She stepped back and was soon out of sight behind the wagon.




  "It'll be hard for the old ones," Kolina whispered. "The beliefs of a lifetime cannot be forced from their bodies."




  "But the Sunbars will try," Sofia said. "Did you listen to Freedom Radio last night?" She referred to the private Western Alliance station that boomed in throughout the country in spit of Sunbar attempts to jam the broadcasts. Adults largely discounted a rumour that its broadcasts came from a satellite orbiting Myco, their planet. It was more likely that the transmitter was on one of the closer islands.




  "No. You know I prefer the Defence Forces Radio."




  The eighteen year old pouted. "Perhaps you should, Kolina. The Sunbars have declared all people like us as heretic outworlders who will be forcibly sterilized so our species will not be perpetuated." Sofia flushed. "That's after we are sent to their comfort houses for six months."




  In spite of her effort to remain aloof, Kolina paled. Enforced prostitution for young women was a well-known fate for those in the occupied territories.




  She turned and glanced at her sister's frightened eyes. Sofia was five years younger than herself but her little kid sister wasn't that any longer. She was an attractive woman as tall as herself. "So how do they categorize us?” she whispered.




  "Any female over a metre seventy-five tall with blonde hair." She grimaced. "We both fail on all counts."




  Kolina looked annoyed. "So you'd rather be covered in acne, have dark hair and be only a metre sixty tall?"




  "At the moment, yes." Sofia whispered. "To be male would also help."




  "Yeah, and be dead on the Northern Front after a suction bomb sucked all the oxygen from your lungs." Kolina's anger subsided when she glanced across at her sister again. "I know it's hard, Sofia," she continued in a softer voice. "But be proud of what you are. I know I'm proud of you."




  "Are you?" Sofia bit on her lip and stared away out over the horses at the crowd ahead.




  "I am," Kolina whispered. "It's been a hard five years since Mamma died but we made it, Sofia. To come third in the whole Year 13 class at high school was no mean achievement."




  " 'Pose," Sofia muttered as she flicked the reins and urged the horses to go a little faster. "I'm scared Kolina," she whispered. "Really scared."




  Kolina reached across and squeezed Sofia's arm. "Only a fool wouldn't be," she replied. She really knew their flight was a waste of time but it was better than just waiting for the inevitable back home on the farm.




  *




  Forty minutes later, they were interrupted again. A jeep with a massive black and white triangular flag flying from a pole above the rear bumper appeared along the beach on the wet area below the high tide line to avoid having to thread through the refugees on the road. It pulled to a halt a little in front of the wagon and a soldier in military fatigues and helmet stepped out from the passenger's side. He ignored the pedestrians and waited by the roadside until the wagon drew up beside him.




  "You two are the Lagerfelt sisters, I believe?" he said. Alert eyes switched between both girls.




  "Yes we’re Kolina and Sofia Lagerfelt. What can we do for you?" Kolina replied.




  "I am Lieutenant Chelton Jaenen. Your grandmother is concerned about your welfare, Ms Lagerfelt and has requested that we search for you. I am here to escort you along the coast to where she is waiting."




  "Grandma!" Sofia said. "Isn't she safe on one of the western islands?"




  "She came back and was attempting to find you when..." Jaenen hesitated. "There's no easy way to tell you this."




  "Perhaps you could come straight out with it," Kolina muttered.




  "I'm sorry but your grandmother had a heart attack and is not expected to recover. As her only living relatives it is essential that she speaks to you both."




  "So that's why the fighter plane came over earlier?" Sofia gasped.




  The lieutenant nodded. "We needed to find you and that was the only possible way. The manager at your office in Ngrama told us you had were using your farm horses and wagon."




  Sofia frowned. "Poor Grandma," she said. "But why did she come back here. Surely she..."




  "It's the armlet isn't it Lieutenant Jaenen?" Kolina said.




  "My orders are to get you to her, Ms Lagerfelt. I am not at liberty to say any more. Could you please transfer your luggage to the jeep and we'll be on or way."




  Sofia turned to her sister. “What armlet, Kolina?" she asked. "What do you know about Grandma but never told me?"




  "Just something I was told years ago when I was younger than you, about fifteen I think..."




  "Ladies!" the lieutenant cut in. "Please, we must go. My driver will take over the wagon."




  "No," Kolina said. "He need not give up any hope of freedom for our sake." She stepped up to a middle-aged man walking by. "Kind sir," she said. "Would you and your family like to use this horse and wagon team? My sister and I won't be needing it any more."




  The man stopped mid-stride and gaped. "Me, madam?" he asked. "Why me?"




  "Your lucky day, I guess," Kolina said. "Well, do you want to use it?"




  The man looked overwhelmed but a woman beside him poked him in the ribs. "Take it, Johan. One does not disobey a Dame of the Realm."




  "Zylandrian nobility?" The man spluttered. "I never knew." He flung his cap off his head and bowed awkwardly. "They should never have made us a republic I...”




  Kolina smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder. "If you reach Southspit Naval Station please give the horses a feed of oats from the bag in the wagon and release them on the commons. That's all I ask. Your family can have the other food and supplies aboard."




  "Hurry, please," the lieutenant called out. "Enemy fighters could arrive at any time."




  Kolina flung a bag into the back of the jeep, smiled at the driver and clambered abroad to where Sofia already waited. "Thank you Trooper...err..." Her eyes riveted into the young guy hardly any older than Sofia.




  "Andersen, Ma'am. Peter Andersen." The youth flushed bright red.




  Sofia grinned. "Good Peter. Let's get along to find Grandma, shall we?"




  Andersen turned to the lieutenant who nodded and climbed into the front passenger seat. "Take it away, Peter," he said.




  *




  After an uneventful trip they reached an area where the beach fizzled out into a rocky outcrop and Peter had to take the jeep back onto the road. There were fewer refugees here and they made steady progress until another vehicle appeared ahead with blue and red lights flashing. The red triangle and white paint signified that it was an ambulance. In this savage war one thing the enemy did respect were the hospitals and ambulances. In return, the Western Alliance never used these facilities for anything except medical duties.




  But why was an ambulance coming in this direction? Kolina's heart race for she seemed to sense that it involved them somehow. When the ambulance pulled to a stop the driver waved their jeep down. Peter applied the brakes and the jeep screeched to a stop. Lieutenant Jaenen frowned and walked across to the driver, muttered a few sentences and returned with purposeful strides.




  "Your grandmother is aboard the ambulance, Kolina. Hurry, she is in her last few moments of life."




  Kolina nodded, glanced apprehensively at Sofia and walked across to where an ambulance attendant had opened a rear door. Sofia jumped out and followed her into the other vehicle.




  Kolina suppressed a gasp. She had seen her grandmother only six months earlier but the frail woman lying on the stretcher seemed to have aged twenty years. Her gaunt face contracted around facial bones and thin quivering lips. Olivia Lagerfelt though was alert and when she spoke, her voice was strong.




  "Kolina, I found you. Thanks to these fine young men I found you." The old head turned slightly. "Sofia, is that really you?"




  "Yes, Grandma," Sofia bit on her bottom lip to hold back a sob.




  "You are not a child, Sofia but a beautiful woman just like your sister." Olivia smiled. "I was once too, you know but time halts for nobody. You will need to help Kolina in the difficult times ahead. Do you promise me that?"




  "Of course, Grandma. We are friends as well as sisters."




  "I'm glad." Olivia coughed and saliva dribbled out the corner of her mouth.




  The attendant wiped it away with a paper tissue and glanced at the girls. "Her time is near," he whispered.




  "Yes, young man but I'm not senile," Olivia snapped. "Will you please leave? I have important information for my granddaughters."




  "Thank you. We'll look after her," Kolina said.




  The man nodded and left. Kolina turned back to the frail lady. She noticed the shining object just above her grandmother's left elbow but couldn’t remember it looking so bright. "I always admired the golden armlet since I was a child, Grandma. You still have it, I see."




  "As the young man said, my time is almost over. I will explain if my old ticker will hold on a few moments. Kolina, as the eldest surviving Lagerfelt it is essential that I hand it onto you." In common with Western Alliance tradition, family names always came from the maternal side of a family.




  Kolina glanced at her grandmother. The armlet was tight on the thin shaking arm and she doubted if she could get it over her own wrist let alone further up her arm.




  "It'll fit my dear," Olivia said. "It was handed to me by my mother when I was only a little older than Sofia. Your mother, Talia is dead so I now hand it on to you."




  "But why, Grandma?"




  "Just put it on," Olivia snapped for the second time in as many minutes.




  "Do it, Kolina," Sofia whispered.




  When Olivia shook her arm, the armlet loosened and Kolina noticed for the first time that there appeared to be seven or more bands made out of solid gold. The armlet expanded and dropped down to Olivia's elbow. She reached across and pulled it off with frail but firm fingers. Tears formed in the old lady's eyes as she held the armlet out for Kolina own fingers.




  *




  Kolina placed it over her left hand. It expanded so was easy to move up. Once it was half way up her upper arm it contracted and seized her. Hundreds of pricks cut into her skin and pain shot through her whole arm. Kolina shook her head as tears formed in her eyes. It was momentary, though for the armlet expanded slightly and the pain disappeared as quickly as it came.




  "You are brave, my dear,” Olivia said. "I screamed in agony when I first put it on. There will be no more pain... ever."




  "I believe you Grandma. This is a great honour, I know but you still have not told me what it does."




  "The Basonians were wrong in one aspect but right in another." Olivia reached out and gripped both of Kolina's hands. Her eyes were intense. "Their religion is corrupt and was formed out of superstition. They thought we were gods and some still do. That's why they hate us so. They believe us to be the immortal enemies of their own gods."




  "So how were they right, Grandma?" Sofia bent over the bed to also look in her grandmother's eyes.




  Olivia moved her eyes a mere fraction. "Your ancestors and mine arrived on Myco in a crippled starship. The armlet is an advanced machine and is not magic or godly as our enemies believe..."




  "What does it do, Grandma?" Kolina asked.




  "I'll tell you one day, Kolina. I'm proud to call you both my beautiful granddaughters. Farewell." Olivia smiled just before her grip on her granddaughter’s hands went slack and her eyes glazed over.




  "It's too late, Grandma," Kolina whispered. She bent forward to kiss the pale forehead.




  "Grandma!" Sofia howled.




  "She's gone, Sofia," Kolina said. "She held on to give me the armlet. It was so important to her and she fought to remain alive until she could do that. I only hope I can live up to her expectations."




  "You will, " Sofia sobbed. "I know you will."




  *




   





  




  CHAPTER 2




  Lieutenant Chelton Jaenen stepped up to the two Lagerfelt sisters when they emerged from the ambulance. "I offer my deepest sympathy," he said. "At times like this it must be doubly hard."




  Kolina had an arm around a sobbing Sofia. She glanced up. "Thank you, Chelton, can I call you that?"




  The lieutenant smiled. "Of course."




  "Grandma was our only living relative. It does make it hard as she was always there for us. However, she was old and had a good life. I believe it was her time."




  "And did she convey her last requests to you?"




  Kolina nodded and reached across to cover the armlet. However, the lieutenant was not looking at her arm so she assumed he knew nothing about it. Sofia glanced over and squeezed her hand.




  "We have each other," she whispered.




  "Yes," Kolina replied. "We have each other."




  "I hate to rush things but we must be going," Chelton said. "We have a rendezvous with a submarine twenty kilometres along the coast. These are dangerous waters and it can only wait until thirteen hundred hours."




  "What about Grandma?" Sofia interrupted.




  "The ambulance will follow us back and we will evacuate her body to the submarine. Olivia Lagerfelt is a well respected senior citizen and the prime minister herself has requested that she is given the last honours that she deserves."




  "Well that's something," Sofia whispered.




  "You can ride back in the ambulance if you wish," Chelton said.




  "No, thank you," Sofia glanced at her sister for support. "Unless Kolina wants to."




  "We'll go in the jeep," Kolina added.




  *




  If it wasn’t for the war it would have been a beautiful day. The sun shone and only brown smoke on the horizon spoiled a cloudless sky. Long lines of waves rolled into shore and crashed on the sand. There were no ships in sight nor were any aircraft flying overhead. The jeep was now beyond the hordes of refugees and the coastal highway was empty. It was as if the ambulance and their jeep had the country to themselves. To Kolina it was the lull before the next storm.




  She sat behind Chelton and almost dropped asleep.




  "Kolina!" A voice blasted through her head.




  "What is it?" Kolina jerked up in alarm and caught Sofia's frightened eyes.




  "What's wrong?" Sofia said.




  "Someone called my name."




  "Oh hell," Sofia gasped. "Was it Grandma?"




  "No, of course not," Kolina scoffed. "I think I nodded off and dreamed it."




  Sofia relaxed a little. "Could be. Your eyes were closed. Chelton said that we'll be at the rendezvous in quarter an hour. I guess you never heard him"




  "Good," Kolina said and leaned back to watch the waves breaking on the beach.




  "You do not need to talk. Just think and your thought waves are transmitted to me. My probe has physical contact with your nervous system. That was one of the reasons you felt pain when you put me on."




  Kolina gulped but refrained from speaking aloud. "You're the armlet?" she thought.




  "Yes."




  "So the Basonians are right. There are gods and goddesses?"




  "No, they are wrong. There is no magic either."




  "So what are you?"




  "Like your grandmother said, I am a computer."




  Kolina frowned. "What's that?"




  "It’s an electronic device or machine. If development on this planet is not hindered by the Basonian philosophy everyone will be using them in about twenty years."




  "So everyone will wear armlets?"




  "No, I am a the result of another five centuries of progress. I am an electronic brain enhancer to protect human protocol. Olivia called me Eboff."




  "So why did Grandma pass you onto me, Eboff?"




  "I can help and protect you.”




  Kolina pouted. "Why just me?"




  "You have the genes of her race that are a millennium ahead in evolution than the humans of this planet."




  "It's not fair."




  "You mean that Olivia's decision to hand me onto you was a poor decision? If that is the case I can withdraw my communication implants, you can remove the armlet and continue your life as before... not that it will last long." There was almost sarcasm in the last comment.




  Kolina flushed and glanced over to where Sofia was staring out the other side of the jeep. The two men in the front seat had lapsed into silence so all she could hear was the rumble of the engine and the waves crashing on the beach.




  "No, I'm thinking of Sofia. She needs protection as much as myself and probably more so. If the enemy catch us her life will be sheer hell."




  "Hell, a place that some religions regard as the abode of sinners when they depart from their mortal world? The Basonians have a god called Sashellion that they believe resides there."




  "No." Kolina felt angry. "If she is raped and tortured her life will not be worth living."




  "That is an interesting comment."




  "Why?"




  "Olivia stated that the bond between you two was strong so she suggested a solution that I have acted upon. I was to only suggest it if you signified the need. This you have done."




  "What is it?"




  "Reach up to your armlet, Kolina."




  Kolina reached up and touched it. The middle section felt loose. Even as she held it, the section expanded in circumference until she could lift it away from the original armlet.




  Eboff spoke again in her mind. "This is called a remote terminal or slave. If Sofia places it on her left arm she will be given all the protection that you will have. It will be linked to my systems like the wheels on this vehicle are linked to the engine that drives them."




  "So she'll still need you?"




  "Us, Kolina. If you are ever killed you will not be able to physically hand your armlet onto her. Until then we can override any commands she makes. A comparison would be our military hierarchy. You're the general and she'll be the lieutenant."




  "I don't like that."




  "It was programmed that way on your grandmother's request."




  "But will Sofia be protected if she’s away from me?"




  "If you set the active mode."




  "What's that?"




  "Your ancestors built numerous safety devices into my program. One is the choice of using either the passive or active mode. Your grandmother used the passive mode for the last fifty years of her life. I made suggestions but did not act automatically to protect her. In the active mode I can protect you automatically."




  "In what way?"




  "A scenario. You're walking home on a dark night. A male attacks and strikes you to the ground. In the passive mode I can calm your terror and suggest what you do to defend yourself. If you were struck unconscious, I could not help. In the active mode I could render the attacker harmless even without you asking me to do it."




  "How?"




  "An electrical impulse would paralyse him long enough for you to escape."




  "Okay but what's to stop you from controlling me?"




  "Built-in commands can override anything that is not judged ethical in your society. Your ancestors did have trouble with computers that became more intelligent than themselves so they programmed in many fail-safe features. For example even if you asked me to, I could not kill the male that attacked you. The fail-safe override would not allow it.




  "Fair enough but why did Grandma switch to the passive mode all those years ago?"




  "She became a pacifist and believed force never achieved anything. This worked well for most of her life."




  "Until the Basonians developed the suction bomb and the balance of power swung their way?"




  "Yes. The threat of mutual terror kept the peace for a hundred years."




  "Okay," Kolina thought. "We'd better have the active mode for both of us."




  "It shall be programmed in."




  *




  "Kolina!" Sofia yelled. "Are you okay?"




  Kolina felt a dig on the arm and turned to see her worried sister gazing across the rear seat. "Yes, I'm fine. Why?"




  "You seemed to be in a sort of trance. You were moving your arms and lips as if you were talking to somebody but no words came out. You appeared angry, too. It was scary."




  "Grandma's armlet was talking to me."




  "What!"




  "Well sort of. It was like when someone talks to you in a dream. It is real until you wake up."




  "But you weren't asleep."




  "I know."




  "So there is real magic?"




  "That's what I thought but no, it's just a machine called a computer."




  Sofia shrugged. "Oh yeah!"




  "Grandma's ancestors invented it to protect her. That is why she wanted to hand it onto us."




  "Us! You, you mean!"




  "There's an armlet for you, too." Kolina repeated the description Eboff had given her, slid the new armlet off and handed it to Sofia. "If you put it on you will be protected too."




  Sofia twisted the armlet around in her fingers and examined it. "It's not as nice as yours."




  "Grandma had this new one made for you. I guess Eboff had to take bits off my armlet to create it."




  Sofia bit on her lower lip and her blue eyes stared into Kolina's. "Will it hurt?" she whispered.




  "It will," Eboff said in Kolina's mind.




  "No, of course not,” Kolina lied. "Just slip it up your left arm like I did."




  "Okay..."




  Sofia moved the armlet up her arm. Once it was above her elbow she gasped and shook her arm so violently she clouted Kolina across the shoulder. She shut her eyes but couldn't stop tears from building in her eyes.




  Peter jammed on the brakes and the jeep screeched to a stop. Chelton spun around and reached out to the sobbing teenager. "What is it?" he yelled.




  "You said it wouldn't hurt," Sofia sobbed and glowered at Kolina. "You lied." She tried to wrench the armlet off but it had already tightened around her upper arm.




  "Oh don't be a baby!" Eboff scolded through Kolina's mind.




  "What did you say?" Sofia yelled half in surprise and half in a sob.




  Kolina resisted a smile. "I said nothing."




  "I am Eboff. Both you and Kolina can hear me but the troopers can't. I said not to be a baby. The pain's gone now anyway, hasn't it?"




  Sofia glowered but nodded and rubbed her arm. She appeared to be listening to another conversation but Kolina heard nothing until Eboff came back into her mind. "My slave is reassuring her. She doesn’t have your fortitude does she?"




  "She's only eighteen, Eboff."




  "Yes, I'll make a note of that in my memory banks."




  "What's going on?" Chelton repeated.




  "I'm okay," Sofia replied. "I felt carsick and thought I was going to vomit that's all."




  "You do look pale," Chelton said with genuine concern in his voice. "We're almost at the rendezvous point. Can you hang on or a few moments?"




  "The feeling's gone. I'm okay now," Sofia gave Kolina an icy scare. "Kolina could have warned me, though."




  "Probably she didn't know," Chelton said and flashed at grin at them both.




  *




  When the coastal highway cut inland across a small peninsular, Peter turned into a side road that continued to follow the coast. Clouds of red dust blew up behind and enveloped the following ambulance.




  "There are only a few more corners to go," Chelton said to the passengers. He glanced at his watch. "We've maintained radio silence but the submarine should be waiting."




  There were eleven corners, Kolina counted them, before they drove down into a U shaped bay surrounded by a narrow beach. Native forest covered steep hills right down to the high tide line. The bay looked empty until Chelton reached to the dashboard and brought a microphone to his lips. He uttered a crisp sentence of seemly nonsensical words and a speaker crackled a terse reply.




  "It's here." He glanced back at Kolina. "Speed is essential. The water is deep so the submarine will surface close to shore. They will launch a rubber life raft to come and get us. While they're recovering your grandmother's body from the ambulance we'll all get aboard the life raft. Squeeze up close together as the ambulance crew will be coming with us."




  Kolina nodded while Sofia stared out across the bay. Fifty metres away, the calm surface began to bubble and a shiny conning tower rose up. Water poured from the sides until the whole submarine appeared. It was a beautiful sleek craft with its entire stainless still hull glittering in the bright sunlight. Three hatches opened simultaneously and crew emerged. Two at the front clipped on an ugly machine gun, four at the rear dragged out a long grey rubber object that inflated with a hiss into a life raft while an officer on the conning tower unravelled a flag on a short flag pole.




  The ambulance pulled in behind the jeep and everyone emerged from the vehicles.




  "Get down to the shore," Chelton said. "Be careful you don't slip in. It's deep."




  "How can we help?" Kolina asked.




  "Catch a mooring line they throw us. Then just hold on and wait." Chelton turned to Peter. "Come on. We'll go and help the ambulance crew get Ms Lagerfelt's body."




  "Right, Sir."




  *




  Kolina and Sofia had just reached the water edge when the howl of high-powered engines made Kolina glance around. Three Basonian Air Force fighter aeroplanes appeared. The three engines and double tails were easily distinguishable from their own smaller fighters.




  "In the water!" Kolina screamed. She grabbed her sister and jumped.




  Both girls hit in the water with a splash. Just before she went under Kolina heard the submarine’s machine-gun open fire and caught a glimpse of tracer bullets curve across the sky. The shadow from one fighter crossed them and she saw two cylinders drop from under its wings.




  Her mind froze in terror for she knew these were the deadly suction bombs. Within seconds all the oxygen would be sucked away and for ten minutes the area would become a vacuum before air rushed back. By then all humans would be dead from asphyxiation. Nobody can hold their breath for that long. The screaming roars in her ears became silent as green water covered her face. She held Sofia as they sank but kept her eyes open. Bubbles floated by.




  Sofia had her mouth open and huge bubbles floated out.




  "Hold your breath," Kolina wanted to say but of course couldn't talk beneath the water.




  "I am," Sofia screamed.




  She heard Sofia! But how could this be?




  Kolina had her own problem now. She couldn't hold her breath any longer. But to go to the surface would also be fatal!




  "Breathe with little breaths Kolina and Sofia," the voice said in her mind. "Don't panic. You will not drown. I have formed a bubble of fresh air around you both."




  "It's Eboff," Sofia's voice again came to Kolina's ears. She felt her sister's hand squeezing her own and could see her sister's hair floating before her eyes.




  She gasped when her lungs sent agonizing cramp through her body. She had to get air! By now her head spun and waves of purple clouds floated by. Unconsciousness was about to overwhelm her.




  "Breathe," Eboff shouted. "Don't hold your breath. Don't go to the surface. Stay under the water and breathe."




  Kolina did. Fresh air rushed into her body, her lungs became replenished and the pain subsided.




  "Can you hear me Sofia?" she thought




  "Of course I can hear you, Kolina," Sofia's voice was loud and indignant. "We're using our armlets and I can breathe. Look at me!"




  Kolina reached out and moved Sofia's hair aside. Their eyes met and the younger girl gave a tiny smile.




  "A bubble is around us, Kolina. I can see it." Sofia's wide eyes looked over Kolina's shoulders.




  Of course she could see it, too. There was a row of hazy lines beyond Sofia's shoulders.




  "Stay under the water. There is enough oxygen for twenty minutes. By that time it will be safe to surface." Eboff's soft voice gave Kolina the confidence she needed.




  The problem now was stopping themselves from floating to the surface. Kolina grabbed an underwater root and pulling Sofia down towards her, held on and forced herself to breathe in the normal way.




  *




  Time passed slowly, the bubble became steamy and the air turned stuffy as they used up their air supply.




  "My sensors have detected a movement of air above. Fresh air has replaced the vacuum. It is safe to surface now," Eboff advised a few moments later.




  "Come on," Sofia gasped.




  Together the two sisters rose and broke the surface together.




  "Oh my God," Sofia sobbed as she swished wet hair away from her eyes. "The bastards. Utter bastards!"




  A scene of utter devastation met their eyes.




  *




   





  




  CHAPTER 3




  It was quiet, too quiet. Except for lapping waves on the shore there was no noise. Kolina also noticed different smells, too or rather an absence of any. The forest around looked the same but she could not smell the aroma of the trees, hot sand or even the salt in the air. Her thoughts about this though, were supplanted by a more disturbing view.




  Chelton, Peter and the two men from the ambulance lay sprawled across the sand. She saw Sofia swim the few metres to shore and pull herself out. Ignoring Kolina's call to be careful the girl raced up to the men. She knelt down and burst into tears.




  Kolina followed and saw the reason for Sofia’s anguish. All the men were blue lipped and had the glassed-over eyes of the dead.




  Sofia leaned over Peter and reached for his wrist. "How could they?" she howled as she dropped his limp arm. "What harm has he done to anybody?"




  "Probably none," Kolina whispered. She fought her own emotions by turning and gazing out over the bay. "Oh hell," she muttered.




  Sofia turned too. The lift raft was floating twenty metres off shore but it was under nobody's control. The entire crew was slumped over like a bundle of rag dolls.




  "The submarine!" Sofia cried.




  Kolina looked up at the cloud of smoke bellowing from the empty conning tower. A noise reached her, a hissing noise




  "Sofia,” she screamed. "Get down!"




  She launched herself at the younger girl and succeeded in pulling her onto the sand... just as the submarine exploded.




  A flash of light and rattling thunder accompanied a wall of fire that catapulted into the air. Chunks of steel hurtled across the water and a heat wave like burning syrup tore across her head. Secondary explosions, probably from exploding ammunition filled the air accompanied by screaming whistles and lines of white smoke.




  "Stay down," Eboff said in Kolina’s mind. "Flying debris could decapitate you."




  For an eternity, the explosions and whistling continued. Chunks of stuff dropped around the pair but their luck held out for nothing hit them. The noise changed to that of gurgling water and hissing steam. Kolina glanced up and gasped.




  The submarine was sinking but it was not a dramatic flip-over with spinning propellers and stern rising in the air like a movie Kolina had once seen. Instead it just settled lower in the water. Waves covered the bow and stern while a gurgling replaced the other noises as water reached the hatches. Within seconds only the conning tower was above the water. There was a bang from inside somewhere and the submarine disappeared. Water hissed and black smoke dissipated until only a circle of rainbow coloured oil remained where the submarine once floated.




  "It's okay," Kolina said. "All the crew would have been dead before it sunk."




  Sofia turned. "It's not okay, Kolina. Nothing is okay. Those bastards have killed everyone here but why? "




  "They tried to kill you two," Eboff said. "Everyone else was just in the way."




  "Why us?" Sofia screamed out loud.




  "Bigotry, fear, superstition. Despot regimes always need a scapegoat. You are that scapegoat."




  "A war between gods," Kolina said. She was not in the mood to try just thinking her words.




  "The leaders of Basonia probably don't believe it any more than we do. However, most of their citizens are poorly education and the belief in their gods helps the leaders to stay in control. Their reason for attacking this country was portrayed as the only way to destroy the evil goddesses."




  "How do you know?" Sofia snapped.




  "They have begun using crude computers and communication devices in addition to the radios that you know. Our orbiting satellites have intercepted all their messages and I have access to this communication."




  "So why haven't you stopped them before it got to this?" Sofia swung her arms wide to wave at the bodies around.




  "Two reasons."




  "Go on," Kolina whispered.




  "My programming will not allow me to kill or hurt any humans even if their philosophy is different from that of the Western Alliance."




  "And the second reason?" Sofia retorted.




  "Your grandmother had me set to passive control. It is fortunate Kolina altered this mode."




  "Why?" Sofia muttered.




  "If I was in the passive mode today, I could not have been able help and you’d both be as dead as the gentlemen lying on the beach at this moment."




  "Oh hell." Sofia's voice dropped to a hushed whisper. "I'm sorry, Eboff."




  "You don't need to apologize to me. I am a computer, not a live identity. Think of me as being another part of your conscious mind ... your conscience, perhaps."




  "Eboff," Kolina thought. "Can I talk to you without Sofia knowing?"




  "You're doing it now. What do you want to know?"




  "Our chances, Eboff. We’re alive and I thank you for that even if you are part of myself."




  "But?"




  "The submarine's sunk, Chelton and Peter are dead and I don't think we can outrun the enemy. Isn't it inevitable that we'll be caught? I'm worried about Sofia "




  "Remember I said you could override Sofia's armband?"




  "Yes,"




  "All her communications are transmitted through me."




  "So?"




  "At this very moment she is asking my slave the very same questions except for one thing."




  Kolina frowned. "And that is?"




  "She is more worried about your health than her own."




  Kolina nodded and turned to face Sofia. She noticed the faraway look in her sister's eyes. "I love you little sister," she said and tucked an arm around Sofia's waist. "Thank you for wanting to protect me."




  Sofia eyes jerked up. "You listened in, didn't you?"




  "No. Eboff told me."




  "Oh hell. I won't be able to have any secrets now, will I?"




  "I think you can."




  "So what are our chances, Kolina?"




  "Eboff never got that far."




  "It will be difficult but our superior technological knowledge should give us an advantage." Eboff's voice echoed through both the girls' minds. "We must leave here now, though. An enemy tank squadron will arrive within an hour."




  "How can they get here so quickly?" Kolina asked in alarm.




  "The Basonians have taken Southspit Naval Base. They are coming from both directions. All the refugees fleeing Ngrama will be caught in a pincher movement."




  "So where do we go?" Sofia whispered




  "I suggest we take Lieutenant Jaenen's jeep and head inland to the mountains. It is the only route available."




  *




  Sofia stood with her hands on her hips and glowered at Kolina. "I am not leaving here until we have paid our last respects to Grandma, not to mention Peter, Chelton and the two ambulance guys."




  "But what can we do? There's no way we can dig five graves by ourselves or even one actually."




  "I can't leave Grandma's body here for the Sunbars to violate."




  "I have a suggestion."




  The two sisters glanced at each other.




  "Go on, Eboff," Kolina said.




  "If your grandmother's body was returned to the islands what would finally happen?"




  "Grandma wanted a cremation like most citizens."




  "So give her one here. If she could have a say I'm sure that would be her own suggestion."




  "So you say," Sofia retorted.




  "I was part of your grandmother for over seventy years, Sofia. A simple ceremony from you two would be appreciated by her even more than the elaborate state funeral planned."




  "Eboff is right, Sofia," Kolina said.




  Sofia shrugged her shoulders. "I guess... but how can we do it?"




  "Leave her where she is, pour petrol over the ambulance and set it alight."




  Sofia looked up. "I know we can't reach the sailors on the life raft but we could drag Peter and the others into the ambulance, too? They deserve..." She stopped and bowed her head.




  Kolina walked across and took both of Sofia's hands. "That's a wonderful idea, Sofia. We'll do it."




  *




  It was quite difficult to drag the four bodies and lay them in the ambulance but the determined sisters managed. After they found a basin and plastic tube, Kolina siphoned petrol from the tank and poured it over both the interior and exterior of the vehicle.




  The ceremony was simple and in line with the one Kolina remembered from their own parents' funerals. Finally, Sofia stood back as Kolina spilled a line of petrol across the sand. She stood back and glanced up.




  "Goodbye Grandma. Goodbye Peter and Chelton. Goodbye you two ambulance men. We promise we will find out your names and tell your loved ones of your brave deeds," Sofia sobbed and added a quote Kolina remembered from school. "When you remain in your loved ones memories you have reached immortality."




  "That was lovely, Sofia," Kolina whispered. She stuck a match and tossed it on the line of petrol.




  *




  The ambulance was still burning but was a blackened hulk when Eboff insisted they move off. The enemy was close and they had to travel several kilometres along the coastal highway before they reached the local road that headed for the mountains. Kolina took the wheel and neither of them glanced back as they headed around the bend and back to the highway.




  *




  On the summit of the hill above the bay, a camouflaged lookout was built in the branches of a huge wapa tree. The two Basonian marines who had hidden there for ten days were part of an advanced force that had infiltrated the coast to report on Western Alliance ship movements. They had witnessed everything that happened from the submarine's arrival to this latest episode.




  Sergeant Minix watched with satisfaction as two fighters dropped their deadly cargo to kill the enemy below. The third came in low along the bay and dropped two torpedoes that cut through the waves like sharks just beneath the waves. The nose cones were designed to create a hole in the submarine’s hull before they exploded. Minx knew the craft would sink within moments. There would he a forty-minute wait until the air below was guaranteed to be fresh then his companion and himself could go down and search the two vehicles.




  His companion, Private Sanco studied the shoreline with binoculars. The man paled and turned "You might want to look at this Sarge," he said and pointed his binoculars down at the shoreline.




  Minix focused his own binoculars on the scene below and swore. The two women who had jumped into the water just before the suction bomb drop had emerged from the water.




  "They were under water for twenty minutes, Sarge," Sanco muttered. "No mortals can hold their breath that long."




  Minix stared at Sanco. "Our reason for invading this accursed land may have born fruit after all. If those females were not affected by our suction bomb it can only mean one thing..."




  "They are not only our enemy but those of our gods."




  "What are they doing now?" Minix whispered.




  The pair watched the scene below. The accused goddesses dragged the enemy bodies into the ambulance and then walked around with a basin and tossed liquid over it.




  "Sashellion water," Sanco muttered. "They use it to cover the souls of the dead so they will go to Sashellion's afterworld beneath the soil. Careful, if they glance up they'll see us."




  "At this distance?" Minix taunted.




  "Goddesses have super vision and hearing. They might even be able to hear us talking."




  Minix grimaced. "They aren't interested in us... Oh shit did you see that?"




  Below, one of the females had reached out with her hand. He was sure flames had shot from her finger tips for a sheet of fire flickered across the sand A second later there was a boom and the ambulance exploded in a ball of fire and black smoke.




  "She can burn water!" Sanco gasped. He chanted a protection prayer and pounded his heart three times in the traditional way to ward off evil spirits.




  Minix cursed the superstitious fool beside him but his own confidence had waned. Females with long hair who didn't need to breath air and could shoot flames from their fingers were not human. If they weren’t goddesses then what were they?




  "At least they can't fly," Sanco cut in. "They're driving away in the jeep."




  Minix nodded and reached for the field radio. "I'll report this to the captain." He managed a smile. "You never know we might even get a mention in dispatches and earn extra home leave for our discovery."




  "More likely, we'll be told to follow them," Sanco muttered. "I think this is a dark day for us Sarge. One cannot fight the gods with ordinary weapons."




  *




  "I saw something flashing on that top summit," Sofia said as Kolina drove the jeep around the second bend.




  "I'll run a satellite check."




  Sofia grinned. She was getting used to Eboff now. It was as if he was really talking and not just creating words in her mind. A moment later he spoke again. "Infrared photography confirms that there are four humans in the area. As well as us, two are positioned on the hill where you saw the flash."




  "So somebody was watching us," Kolina muttered. She changed gears and roared around the next corner. "If they call in the air force we could be in trouble."




  "No aircraft are in the vicinity but the tank column is only eight kilometres north of the turnoff we have to take."
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