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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  ALIEN GENES 1: DAUGHTER OF ATUK





  “...Ms. Petra Theunissen has written a fantastic story full of past lives and ancient enemies. Cathy is the blunt modern heroine, who takes nothing from any one including her alien self/ancestor in her quest for destiny. Eqin is the self-sacrificing hero who falls in love with the extraordinary human. Their relationship is chaste throughout making their budding romance, sweet and tender. The minor characters enrich the story that is complex and thoroughly engaging making it an excellent mental escape. I was captivated.”




  ~~Reviewed by Kathy for Coffee Time Romance




  “...The author definitely displays a very imaginative mind.”




  ~~Reviewed by Amanda for Eternal Night




  To my husband, Christopher, who is my greatest fan, and our daughter, Catherine, who will be my greatest fan.




  Chapter 1




  12000 BC




  The guards yawned as they stood staring into the quiet of the night. The pebbled streets leading to the temple were deserted. Barring a few torches here and there, the city was enfolded in complete darkness.




  One of the guards noticed something moving in the shadows. His body stiffened.




  “Halt! Who goes there?” he commanded.




  There was no response, and the shadow didn’t move again.




  The other guard took a sip from his earthen water jug.




  “Must be your imagination. You drink too much of your wife’s wine.”




  The first guard scowled and spat on the columns at the temple’s entrance. “Shut your mouth,” he growled.




  Suddenly, a creature jumped from the shadows and lunged at the two guards. The light from a distant torch reflected off the jagged blade of a warrior dagger as it flashed past the guards’ heads.




  The attack was swift and without mercy. Within seconds, they lay lifeless at the temple’s entrance.




  The creature with the face of a scarab slipped past the bodies and disappeared through the entrance. Without making a sound it headed down the marbled corridor, moving with the agility and speed of a cat. As it made its way unseen along the interior of the temple the flames of the torches dimmed. It was if a cold breeze had blown through the structure.




  At the High Priestess’s chambers the creature paused, seemingly waiting for something. After a few moments, it moved quietly through the opening.




  There was a long silence; then the muted sounds of a struggle followed by another lengthy pause. The creature returned, holding its prize—the High Priestess’s golden necklace.




  It looked around before hurrying back to the large columns of the temple’s entrance. The bodies of the dead guards lay where they had fallen. The attack had remained undetected.




  Out of the shadows of the deserted streets, a man approached the intruder. He moved with the same catlike quality of the assailant, but he was shorter and stockier. By the way he approached the creature, he seemed to be in charge.




  The newcomer took the necklace and nodded approvingly.




  “You performed well. Your descendants will be well-rewarded.”




  The assailant didn’t respond right away. He took off his mask slowly and carefully as if waiting for something. Only when the other man handed him a small bag of what seemed like jewels did he speak.




  “My Lord, she said to tell you that she would return,” he said matter-of-factly.




  The second man’s body stiffened, but after a few moments, he smiled. “The defiant words of a dying woman. You should not trouble yourself with them.”




  “I do not, My Lord, but I believe you should. She had great powers.” He took out a small oval device from under his clothes. “If it was not for this...”




  The other man interrupted him mid-sentence. “Do not dwell on things that do not concern you,” he said coldly. “Your task is accomplished. Now we must return home before we are discovered.”




  The assailant nodded. His face showed little emotion as he looked up at the night sky.




  Suddenly there was a bright flash of light and then they were gone. There was no sign that either of the men had ever been there.




  * * * *




  2004 AD




  Cathy held her backpack protectively over her head as she ran through the cloudburst towards the old campus building, wishing she’d stayed at home. She should have known she’d be caught in the rain when she saw the mass of clouds building through the morning. But no, instead she decided to listen to the weather forecast. With all the modern technology, they were still wrong.




  She swore as she stepped into a deep puddle of cold rainwater, and grimaced as she felt it soaking her jeans and sneakers. Pulling open the heavy wooden door of the old building’s main entrance, she slipped inside. The small hallway was crammed with students. Apparently, she was not the only one who’d been caught unawares by the cloudburst.




  Cathy looked at her watch. It was twenty past ten.




  She frowned.




  Late for class again. Damn. I should have gotten up earlier.




  Professor Anderson disliked it intensely when students came late to her class.




  Cathy hesitated, and looked out of the window.




  The rain had stopped, and the sun was starting to peek through the clouds. It struck her how fresh and green everything looked after the unexpected downpour. At that precise point, a coffee was more attractive than a lecture on ancient history. Besides, she didn’t have the stomach for the Professor’s acid comment on her late arrival, and she needed to dry off her clothes. She hated being wet.




  Cathy went back outside and hurried across campus to the coffee shop, deliberately ignoring the little voice telling her she was being irresponsible for not attending class so close to the final exams. She’d attended regularly throughout the year, and missing one class wouldn’t make that much of a difference, she reasoned.




  The coffee shop was an insignificant place, slightly hidden away under the stairs leading up to the university’s newly built amphitheatre, but she loved it. She took in the sweet smell of the garden’s spring flowers. It was amazing how that smell could rid her instantly of any feelings of guilt.




  She went inside the darkened shop and bought herself a large cup of steaming coffee. She needed it to help her through some of the reading she still had to do. Holding the cup she sat down, took out a book from her backpack and opened it.




  “Studying again, I see.” The voice was teasing.




  She looked up. “Hi, Darren.”




  Darren was a gangly final year student whom she’d met in her first year. He wasn’t exactly good-looking, but he had a wit as sharp as a razor and an intellect that matched her own. His parents had been divorced when he was very young, and his mother had to struggle to make ends meet. He was determined to get a university degree, and managed to get a bursary as well as taking on a part-time job. She knew that he worked hard, but he never complained, seemingly taking it all in his stride. It was what she liked most about him.




  As he sat down opposite her, she noticed he seemed tired, and wondered fleetingly if he had been up studying again half the night.




  Seemingly unaware of her concern, Darren leaned over and picked up her book. He read the title out aloud and shook his head. “Why don’t you read some other things?” he asked.




  “Like what?” She wasn’t taking him too seriously. He’d always been a tease.




  “Alien Abductions in Modern Times”, Darren kidded, but she noticed an edge to his tone. “Or maybe something like ‘They Are Living Amongst Us’.”




  “Aliens? Do you think that will help me pass my Ancient History exam?”




  He looked at her sharply. “Don’t you believe in it?”




  “In what?” she asked, thrown off-guard by his sudden change in demeanour.




  “Alien abductions.”




  For a moment, she was speechless. Then she smiled. “You’re kidding, aren’t you? Little green men carrying off big strong humans? No way.”




  “It’s not a joke,” he said earnestly. “It does happen.”




  His sudden seriousness took her by surprise, and she wasn’t sure how to react. Alien abductions?




  “Since when do you believe in aliens?” When he didn’t respond, she added, “You can’t possibly believe in that stuff?”




  He leaned towards her and furtively looked at the other students seated nearby before whispering, “They do exist, you know, and they’re among us.”




  Still smiling, she shook her head.




  “No way, Darren. That’s just ridiculous.”




  She was determined not to fall for his joke. Not again. She’d made that mistake too often. But his gaze didn’t leave her face for a moment and she felt faintly uneasy.




  Then his expression suddenly changed and he leaned away from her, speaking in a brusque tone.




  “There’s no need to be so flippant. You’re being very narrow-minded.”




  She looked at him in surprise. His behaviour was quite unlike him and it took the wind completely out of her sails.




  “Come on, Darren, you honestly cannot believe that there are alien creatures running around on this planet. If there are, where are they? Surely, we would’ve known about them by now. Or are you implying that they don’t look any different?”




  “Excuse me,” a voice unexpectedly interrupted, and both Cathy and Darren looked up, somewhat irritated. “Do you mind if I borrow this chair?”




  She looked up at the young man, fleetingly noticing his piercing green eyes.




  “No, feel free,” she said before returning her attention to Darren.




  “Thank you,” he said, and when Cathy realised he wasn’t moving, she looked up again.




  “Was there anything else?” she asked, feeling a bit annoyed that the discussion with Darren had been interrupted.




  He shook his head. “No, not at all.”




  He took the chair and sat down at an adjacent table.




  Darren leaned forward again, and looked around suspiciously before answering her in a low voice. “They look like us, they know our ways and they know how to blend in. They’ve been on this planet long enough to have had children with us. That’s why we don’t recognise them as aliens anymore. For all you know, I might be one of those children. Or you.”




  Cathy frowned. She wasn’t in the least amused by his suggestion. If she hadn’t known Darren for such a long time, she would have thought that he’d gone completely mad. He certainly acted like it.




  “Yeah right, I’m an alien. Good one, Darren! First I’m being narrow-minded and now I’m an alien.”




  He glowered. “I’m not saying that at all. All I’m saying is that you should watch out. They are among us, and they are watching us.”




  Cathy shifted uneasily in her chair. She’d never heard Darren talk like that. It wasn’t a joke any longer. “Are you alright, Darren?”




  “Actually...no.” His blunt admission didn’t come as a revelation, but he didn’t elaborate. Instead, he got up as if the discussion had never taken place.




  “I’ve got to go now. See you later,” he said impassively and left without as much as a look in her direction.




  Cathy watched him go out the door, feeling as if she’d just been in a scene of a very bad movie.




  Could he be doing drugs?




  It would certainly explain his strange behaviour. Or was he just playing a joke on her and taking it too far?




  She tried to focus on her book again, but it suddenly seemed so trivial, she closed it and put it back in her backpack. She took a sip from her coffee, and grimaced. It was cold. She grabbed her bag and got up, needing to get out. The coffee shop suddenly seemed pressingly small.




  Outside, Cathy ran into Sue, Darren’s girlfriend.




  “Hi, Sue.”




  Sue, startled, guiltily tried to hide the cigarette she’d been smoking. “I needed a smoke,” she tried to explain sheepishly. “You won’t tell Darren, will you?”




  Cathy shook her head. “I thought you’d given it up?”




  Sue nodded, appearing uncomfortable. “I did, but...well, things are a bit...I needed one.”




  She waited for an explanation, but it was clear that Sue wasn’t going to give one.




  “Has it got something to do with Darren?”




  Sue seemed surprised by the question.




  “Yes, how did you know?”




  “What’s up with him?” she responded without answering Sue’s question.




  Sue avoided her gaze and exhaled a puff of smoke. “What do you mean?”




  Cathy hesitated. It seemed the other woman didn’t want to discuss Darren with her, but she needed to know what was going on. The discussion with him had unnerved her.




  “He doesn’t seem to be himself,” she said carefully. “Did the two of you have a fight or something?”




  Sue took several quick puffs from her cigarette before answering curtly. “No.”




  “Oh.” Cathy knew that she should back off, but she couldn’t help herself. She was concerned for Darren.




  “I guess he’s a bit tense...all the studying for the final exams and stuff...”




  “I guess,” said Sue, putting out her cigarette on the side of the rubbish bin before tossing it in. She fumbled in her backpack and took out another pack of Marlboros, lighting her next smoke with a visibly shaking hand.




  Cathy patiently waited for her to say something but after a while it was clear that she wasn’t going to elaborate about Darren’s behavior. Reluctantly, she decided to let it go. She’d find out eventually what was going on.




  “You missed a good guest lecture.”




  Sue changed the topic. “Oh, really?”




  “Yes. The guy was good. He knew everything about ancient Egypt. It was as if he’d been there.”




  “Who was he?” Cathy said, feigning interest. She couldn’t care less about the guest lecture. Her thoughts were still with the bizarre discussion she had with Darren.




  “Some Professor from the University of Cairo. A Professor Ali...Abid...or something.”




  “Well, I’m sure you’ll fill me in some time.”




  Sue didn’t react. It was as if she’d forgotten about the other woman, staring blindly at the well-kept campus lawn.




  Cathy glanced at her watch, suddenly remembering she had an appointment with her hair stylist at half past twelve. Twelve o’clock already. She’d have to rush if she was going to be on time. She waved good-bye to a distracted Sue and rushed to her car.




  With her mother in Beijing on a trip for the UN, her father had asked her to accompany him to an end-of-the year business function at one of the posh hotels in the city, and she was really looking forward to it. She didn’t often get a chance to interact with so many high-profile people. It helped having a renowned executive for a father.




  * * * *




  After she had her hair done, she drove home to her parents’ double-storey home in the suburbs. Her father’s metallic green Mercedes was already in the driveway, and she parked her car next to his. With a bounce, she got out, and walked into the house throwing her car keys carelessly on the telephone table in the entrance hall.




  “Dad, I’m home,” she shouted down the passage.




  “About time,” her father yelled back from the study. “You’re late. The function starts in an hour. You know I like to be there early."




  “Oh, I’m sorry, Dad,” she shouted back. She knew he wasn’t really angry. Although he tried to be stern about it, there was little she could do wrong in his eyes.




  Her father came walking down the passage from his study, already dressed in his formal tuxedo. He was a tall, light-haired man with the same shade of blue eyes as hers. For a man in his early fifties he was remarkably well built.




  “You’re a student, Cathy. You don’t have enough problems yet to forget appointments. Now hurry up,” he said, clearly trying to sound unsympathetic.




  She smiled brightly at him and rushed up the flight of stairs to change. When she came down half an hour later, he was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. The pleased expression on his face told her that she had chosen her outfit well, and she curtsied jokingly in front of him.




  “Shall we go?”




  “You look very nice,” he complimented her. “You have your mother’s poise and beauty.”




  She smiled, flattered. “Thanks, Dad.”




  “You’ll make the men’s heads turn,” he added, before walking out ahead of her.




  The hotel was less than twenty minutes’ drive from their suburb. Cars were already parked outside and it was clear they weren’t the first guests to arrive. As they entered the reception area, a waiter dressed in a black uniform offered them a drink. Her father took up the offer, scanning the crowd while sipping his sherry. She knew he was looking for a familiar face, and before she knew it, he’d disappeared into the collection of guests, leaving her standing alone like a lost sheep. It was a good thing that she’d become used to his occasional inconsiderate behaviour. Had he been her boyfriend, she’d have dropped him like a hot potato. Fortunately, he wasn’t. But it didn’t take him long to return.




  “Honey, there’s someone I want you to meet,” he said, ushering her unceremoniously through the crowd.




  She sighed. No doubt that once again it was some young businessman he thought would be a good catch, and she’d end up being bored out of her mind the rest of the evening, too polite to tell the poor sod to get lost. When it came to men, her parents were like pit-bulls. When they thought they’d found a match for her, they held on for dear life. She loved her parents, but it was really getting out of hand. She would need to have a serious talk with them.




  “Ah, here we are,” her father suddenly said, clearly pleased. “Cathy, I would like you to meet Professor Al-Abud.”




  The name rang a bell, but it took a few minutes before she knew why—he had to have been the guest lecturer she had missed that morning. She held out her hand in greeting. “What a surprise, Professor. Apparently I missed a very good lecture this morning.”




  “Oh, you are a student?” the Professor asked, appearing intrigued.




  She nodded, shaking his hand briefly. “Yes, I study Ancient History.”




  There was something in the old man’s dark eyes resisting her from looking away, and she had to force herself to look at her father.




  “Sue, Darren’s girlfriend, mentioned Professor Al-Abud. She said his lecture was brilliant,” she explained.




  The Professor turned to the man at his side. “See, you should have been there.”




  She hadn’t immediately noticed the younger man standing next to Professor Al-Abud, and she looked up, offering her hand in greeting. She was instantly struck by his tall stature and piercing green eyes. She frowned, convinced she’d met him before.




  But where?




  The Professor motioned towards his colleague. “Miss McNeal, meet my colleague, Dr. Eqin O’Connor. Dr. O’Connor, meet Miss McNeal.”




  “Pleased to meet you,” she said.




  “Pleased to meet you, too,” he replied with a telltale Irish accent. Judging by his tone, he was really pleased to meet her, and she blushed. He took her hand in his and she noticed how perfectly it fitted. She felt strangely at ease with him, as if she had known him all her life.




  Out of her corner of her eye, she noticed her father pucker his brow, and instinctively knew he didn’t approve.




  “Cathy is a postgraduate student,” he stated.




  Professor Al-Abud looked at her. “Is that so? Do you enjoy your studies?"




  She turned to the older man to answer his question.




  “Yes, I do. I planned to study corporate law, but after a few months I realised I wasn’t passionate enough about it so I changed my major. I think it’s important to be passionate about what one is doing.”




  “Yes, indeed. Unfortunately, that is not always the case. Sometimes we have to do what we have to do.”




  There was a moment of awkward silence. The Professor’s words seemed out of place and she wasn’t sure how to react. Her father excused himself, detecting someone else he needed to make small talk to, leaving her alone with the two foreigners.




  When he’d left, she spoke again. “I’m looking forward to your next lecture, Professor.”




  Eqin nodded in agreement. “So am I.”




  She looked at him surprised. “Why? I would have thought that you’d heard the Professor’s lectures several times.”




  The Professor smiled scornfully. “Dr. O’Connor does not attend many of my lectures. He feels that he is already knowledgeable enough.”




  He exchanged a meaningful glance with Eqin that didn’t escape her observant eye, and she wondered what that was all about.




  “I don’t see the value of listening to the same unbelievable theories,” said Eqin.




  “The theories are quite believable, my young friend,” the Professor said.




  “Yes, and the pyramids weren’t built more than twelve thousand years ago and no advanced civilisation existed before that time,” Eqin responded sarcastically.




  Cathy frowned. “I thought the pyramids were built around 2500 BC. Is that not the case?”




  He shook his head. “You see, that is what I am saying. This is what your theories are creating.”




  “I didn’t state that as a fact. I merely asked a question,” she said coolly, feeling a bit annoyed by his comment.




  The Professor smiled sympathetically. “I must apologise for my colleague. He gets somewhat carried away. Of course the pyramids were only built in the third millennia BC.” There was a moment of silence before he added, “Let us not spoil a good evening by debating the validity of mainstream thought. Would you excuse me for a moment, I see the host has arrived. I want to share a quick word with her.”




  Cathy stared at the old man as he walked away. Even for his age he was remarkably agile, walking with a most unusual, strangely athletic stride. It was almost feline, and yet, at the same time, he held his back very straight. A strange man, she thought.




  “He’s intriguing, isn’t he?” suggested Eqin as if he had read her thoughts.




  His gaze was resting on her and she blushed profusely. Self-conscious, she turned back to him. “Eh ...yes, I suppose....” She suddenly felt tongue-tied. “I get this...peculiar feeling around him. I can’t quite place it.”




  “You’re right. He is a peculiar person. Maybe it’s because he is from another world.”




  “He’s not that old,” she remarked.




  He frowned. “You don’t understand...” But before he could finish his sentence, Professor Al-Abud had joined them again, glancing sharply at Eqin. She felt a sense of unease.




  Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a person whom she would have rather avoided, heading in their direction.




  Oh no. Not Darlene!




  She quickly tried to excuse herself, but her luck failed her miserably. The red lips pecked her on the cheek before she had a chance to duck, and she had to resist the temptation to wipe her face in public as the lips withdrew. The heavy floral scent of the older woman was overpowering.




  “Hello, darling,” said Darlene. Her voice was deep and sultry. “I haven’t seen you in such a long time. I thought you’d left the country.”




  “Hello, Darlene,” she replied evenly.




  The heavily made-up, middle-aged woman turned towards the two men, giving them a quick up and down. She evidently liked what she saw. “I’m Darlene, and who might you be?”




  Her words were so heavily loaded with sexual innuendo that Cathy looked away appalled. The woman was married, after all!




  The two men, on the other hand, seemed unaffected by Darlene’s simmering attempts at sensuality, although Professor Al-Abud did hold Darlene’s hand a bit longer than was required, and smiled a bit more admiringly than was appropriate.




  Fine wrinkles of amusement started forming around Cathy’s eyes when she realised that Darlene was falling hook, line and sinker for the old man’s charm. She caught Eqin’s gaze and saw her own amusement reflected in his eyes, but neither said a word.




  Professor Al-Abud brought Darlene’s hand gently to his lips, eliciting a coy giggle from the older woman in the low-cut shiny red mini dress.




  The old man introduced himself. “I am charmed to meet you, Madam. I am Professor Al-Abud. This is my colleague Dr. O’Connor.”




  “Well...hello,” drawled Darlene. She gave Eqin an appreciative look. It was clear that she wasn’t averse to flirting with younger men. “You’re a doctor. Is that a medical doctor or one of those clever academic ones?” she asked coquettishly, moving closer to Eqin, and pressing herself up against him while waiting for him to take her outstretched hand.




  “I’m a doctor in Egyptology,” Eqin said evenly.




  “My! Egyptology. You must be a very clever man.” Darlene replied admiringly, but Cathy wondered if she had any idea what Egyptology was.




  She couldn’t watch the older woman make a fool of herself a minute longer.




  “If you’d excuse me, I’ll just get a drink from the bar,” she said in an attempt to remove herself from Darlene’s company.




  To her surprise, Eqin stepped forward and caught her arm. “Wait, let me get it for you.”




  She could hardly miss the desperation in his voice and for a moment, she almost agreed, but then she shook her head. “No, thank you. I’ll get it myself.”




  However, Eqin was not easily discouraged. “No, I insist. Not getting a woman a drink is extremely impolite in my country.”




  Her eyes narrowed. Since when?




  But she was outmanoeuvred, and backed off reluctantly. Her gaze followed him as he headed towards the bar.




  Darlene caught her staring, and giggled coquettishly. “Oh my! Isn’t he a darling? You shouldn’t let him slip through your fingers. But then, you aren’t really interested in men, are you?”




  It was on the tip of Cathy’s tongue to respond to the woman’s last remark, but then she decided it was simply not worth the effort. Without a further word, she went to look for Eqin. She was surprised when she found him comfortably seated on a bar stool, drinking from a tall glass. Her drink was nowhere in sight.




  “I was just about to bring your drink over,” he said, taking a sip from his glass.




  “Yeah, right.”




  She sat down next to him at the bar counter. He was rather self-assured for someone who had just met her. Placing her order, she could feel Eqin’s gaze on her, and again went red.




  He winked at her teasingly. “At least we have a chance to get to know each other better.”




  She glanced at him, trying hard to appear indifferent. “The speeches are about to begin. My dad’s waiting for me.”




  Eqin hesitated, and then said almost grudgingly, “Yeah, I guess we won’t be sharing a table.”




  She looked over his shoulder, and saw her father gesturing at her from a distance. He pointed meaningfully at the empty chair next to him, and she nodded. Looking at Eqin, she said, “I have to go. It was nice meeting you.”




  She picked up her glass, walked over to her father’s table and sat down. The lights had been dimmed and people were taking their seats. She looked around to see if she could see Eqin or Professor Al-Abud. Their table was close to hers, and she glanced in their direction, vaguely hoping to catch Eqin’s eye, but the two men appeared to be engrossed in an intense discussion.




  After a while their exchange ended and their attention became focussed on the guest speaker. As if sensing her, Eqin took his gaze off the speaker and looked directly at her, smiling. She blushed self-consciously, embarrassed that he’d caught her staring. She averted her eyes for a moment, then looked back at him and returned his smile. She had to admit she liked him. He was self-confident, apparently easy-going, and not too unpleasant on the eye.




  Just then, she noticed the Professor had turned towards him, and she caught the old man’s eye. He seemed angry, leaned over towards Eqin and exclaimed something. Eqin’s face instantly fell. He shook his head and said something to the older man, but the Professor had already turned his back on his young colleague.




  How odd.




  She was sure the old man had reprimanded Eqin about something.




  They certainly seem to have an unusual relationship.




  The rest of the evening Eqin seemed to avoid her gaze. Only once did Professor Al-Abud look in her direction, but she couldn’t read his expression.




  The incident left her feeling ill at ease. Something about it was not right, but she couldn’t quite place it.




  She quietly hoped that she would get another opportunity to speak to Eqin, but at the end of the evening, she found their seats empty. They had to have left early.




  Feeling disappointed she picked up her handbag. “Daddy, I’m just going to freshen up and then I’ll meet you at the car, okay?”




  “Yes, sure. Don’t be long.”




  Cathy nodded, and walked down the darkened passage towards the ladies’ rooms. Most of the people had already left, and the hotel was suddenly uncomfortably quiet. Cathy had never been a nervous person, but for some reason, she got the distinct feeling she was being watched.




  Her high heels made a muffled sound on the luxurious carpet as she continued down the passage. Although she knew it was empty, she struggled to shake her paranoia. She was convinced someone was following her. She stopped and looked over her shoulder. The passage was empty. There was no-one in sight.




  With her heart hammering in her chest, she started walking again. Then she stopped abruptly. There it was again. The faint sound of muffled footsteps. Someone was definitely following her. She turned around and stared down the darkened passage. Where was...he? She knew he was there. She could sense his presence.




  “Cathy...”




  Alarmed, she swirled around. “Eqin!” she gasped, trying to regain her composure. He’d been standing behind her all the time.




  Where did he come from?




  “Are you alright?”




  “You gave me a fright,” she admitted with her heart still beating loudly in her ears.




  “I’m sorry.”




  “Were you following me?”




  He opened his mouth to say something, but then seemingly changed his mind. She frowned. His strange behaviour made her feel ill at ease.




  What does he want? Why isn’t he saying anything?




  “I have to go,” she said, avoiding his eyes, and tried to squeeze past him, but he didn’t budge. She looked up. “Please...”




  He hesitated and then moved aside almost reluctantly. As she brushed past him, he grabbed her arm, holding it tightly as if not wanting to let her go. Their gazes met.




  “Watch out for Professor Al-Abud,” he said in a low voice.




  Cathy was stunned. She didn’t know how to respond. When he let go of her arm, she rushed down the passage without looking back.




  Her father was already waiting impatiently for her.




  “Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you for ages,” he said irritably.




  Cathy avoided a direct answer. “I was held up.”




  Her father looked at her fleetingly. “I don’t like that guy.”




  “What guy?” she asked, creasing her forehead.




  “That O’Connor-guy. I don’t like the way he looked at you. He’s trouble.”




  Cathy managed to grin. “Oh, you’re just overprotective, Dad. No guy is good enough for your only daughter.”




  “No, I mean it. I don’t like him. He’s trouble. Stay away from him,” her father ordered sternly.




  She didn’t answer. Any other day she would have argued with him, but perhaps he was right this time. The incident in the passage had left her shaken. There was something about Eqin...something that was hard to define. She was convinced he wasn’t who he claimed to be, but why warn her about Professor Al-Abud? She was probably never going to see the old man again.




  Or was she?




  Chapter 2




  That Tuesday, Cathy was sitting on a bench under a tree, when a familiar voice interrupted her reading.




  “Hi.”




  She looked up, startled, as Eqin sat down next to her. Her heart was beating a bit faster, but she tried not to show it. The incident four nights ago was already forgotten. There was something about Eqin that drew her like a magnet.




  “Oh, hi,” she answered steadily.




  Eqin motioned towards her book. “Studying?”




  Cathy nodded her head. “Yes.”




  He looked around. “Lovely campus. Really peaceful.”




  “Yeah, it is,” she replied. He was right. It was a peaceful campus, especially when the sun was shining.




  Some distance away, Cathy saw Darren walking past and waved at him, but he didn’t see her. He was walking slowly like an old man with his back bent and his eyes fixed on the ground. She frowned. What was wrong with him? She had never seen him like that.




  Eqin had to have followed her glance, because he asked, “Friend of yours?”




  “Yes,” she answered, unable to mask the concern in her voice. She felt Eqin’s gaze on her.




  “You seem concerned.”




  She nodded. “Yes, I am,” she admitted.




  “What’s wrong with him?”




  She shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t know. He hasn’t been himself lately...saying strange things...”




  “Like?” he prodded.




  She closed her book. “I don’t know...just strange things...and he seems depressed...” She watched Darren disappear into the library, and frowned. “Something’s wrong with him.”




  “What things has he been saying?”




  Cathy glanced at him, wondering why he was so interested in what Darren had to say.




  “He said there were aliens among us.”




  Eqin didn’t flinch and when he didn’t respond immediately, she quietly added, “You don’t seem surprised.”




  “Should I be?” he said, looking her straight in the eye, and she felt herself go red—again. The man had the ability to make her feel like a fool.




  Before she had a chance to answer, he looked at his watch, and got up. “I’m so sorry, but I have to go. Professor Al-Abud asked me to attend his lecture, and I’m already late. Maybe we can have coffee next time?”




  Cathy packed her book in her backpack and got up. “Yes, that would be...nice.” She spoke the words against her better judgement—her father’s warning already forgotten.




  “I’ll see you later, then,” he said as he waved goodbye.




  “Yes, I guess...” She suddenly felt a bit disappointed. Despite her father’s reservations, she liked Eqin. He seemed like a perfectly nice guy.




  * * * *




  Eqin didn’t go to any lecture. Instead, he went back to his hotel room. Cathy was no fool, and he knew she was getting suspicious when he asked her about Darren. So, he made up the story about the lecture. It was an easy way to avoid any more questions. There was something about that girl... He had never met a woman like her before, and he had to admit that he found her company refreshing.




  Swiping his key card through the hotel room’s lock, he sensed the presence of another person.




  Hasan. I should’ve known the old man would be waiting for me.




  He closed the door behind him and took off his leather jacket.




  You are spending too much time with her, Eqin. The Professor’s words formed in Eqin’s head without sound. He had turned away from the window where he was standing.




  Eqin didn’t immediately react. He could sense the old man’s anger, and didn’t want to provoke him any more than was necessary.




  Hasan’s face was expressionless.




  She is human. Do not forget it. The words came slowly.




  Eqin replied to the comment in the same silent form.




  She is not human.




  Hasan was adamant.




  She has human DNA, and therefore she is human. Like all the others.




  Eqin sighed, threw his jacket over the back of the wing-backed chair, and sat down defiantly.




  She is not like all the others.




  There was a long moment of silence before Hasan queried him.




  What do you mean?




  There’s something about her...She’s different...




  Eqin pondered quietly as he tried to answer, picturing the young woman—the way she moved and talked, and the way her smile reached her blue eyes. Yes, she was definitely different.




  Hasan was watching him closely.




  You are getting too involved.




  What do you mean? I thought I had to get close to her?




  Hasan suddenly seemed anxious. No. Leave her to me.




  Eqin frowned.




  Why? he queried, but the look in Hasan’s dark eyes prevented him from asking more questions. Hasan didn’t particularly like him, and he had no doubt that the old man would jump at the slightest excuse to have him recalled.




  You are still my protégé. I do not need to explain myself to you.




  Hasan’s message was sharp, enmeshed in an icy hauteur. It was clear he wasn’t prepared to discuss the matter any further, and Eqin got up to walk towards the window. He looked out over the city. The humans’ almost primitive architecture had always amazed him.




  Suddenly, another voice in his head.




  Eqin!




  Recognition caused Eqin to freeze up—Cathy! How is that possible?




  Hasan had to have noticed his change in demeanour, because the old man asked, What is wrong?




  Without turning, he answered evenly, trying to keep the alarm out of his reply. Nothing.




  Are you certain?




  Still facing away from Hasan, he answered firmly.




  Yes, I’m sure.




  He could sense that Hasan didn’t believe him, and he waited for the old man to ask more, but he didn’t. After a moment of silence, Eqin heard the door click behind him. Hasan had left the room. The old man’s lack of concern disturbed him.




  He couldn’t possibly suspect anything, could he?




  He took out a necklace from his pocket and held it up against the light. He had to give it to her as soon as possible. There wasn’t much time left.




  * * * *




  At that precise moment, Cathy woke up with a fright, soaked in a cold sweat. She had gone to bed early, and although it was not quite dark, she’d switched on the bedside lamp. Suddenly the darkened room was drenched in light, and she sighed with relief.




  What a nightmare.




  She’d been dreaming that she’d heard Eqin speak with Professor Al-Abud. They were discussing her.




  How absurd.




  She got up from the bed, and sat down at the dressing table, looking at her reflection. Her face was drawn and there were dark rings under her eyes.




  She ran her finger down her mirror image and sighed. She couldn’t afford to let the stress affect her. The final exams were too close.




  Determined not to let the nightmare affect her rest, she got back into bed, but she struggled to get back to sleep. Her mind was racing over everything that had happened and after several hours of fruitlessly trying to fall asleep, she eventually dressed for breakfast.




  * * * *




  Munching absent-mindedly on her wholegrain toast, she casually paged through the daily paper. Outside the birds were cheerily welcoming the new day, and for once, she felt remarkably relaxed. She was in no hurry to go anywhere. Her classes were starting only later that morning.




  Suddenly the shrill sound of her mobile phone pierced through the early morning quiet. The peaceful moment was instantly broken and she frowned irritably. Who would phone that early in the day? She leaned over to grab her mobile from the side-table and checked the caller identification.




  Sue. Who would have guessed? What does she want?




  For a split second, she hesitated, trying to decide whether to pick it up or to let the voicemail take a message. Then she decided it had to be important and pressed the call answer button.




  “Hi, Sue.”




  Without greeting, Sue got straight to the point.




  “You have to help. It’s Darren. Something’s terribly wrong with him. He left a few minutes ago. He said he’d decided; that he’d found a solution to his problem. I think he is going to kill himself.”




  Sue was raving, evidently panic-stricken. “Help me, please.”




  Cathy went cold. “Where did he go?”




  “He said he was going to Uni, but he doesn’t have any classes today.”




  “Okay, I’ll meet you there.”




  Sue sounded relieved. “Thanks, Cathy.” Abruptly, she disconnected.




  Cathy picked up her car keys. It wasn’t how she’d envisaged her morning, but what type of friend would she be if she ignored Sue’s plea for help?




  * * * *




  Her cell rang again as she arrived at the university.




  Sue rattled out her words, anxious.




  “I spoke to one of his friends. He said he saw him going to the Engineering Faculty. I’ll meet you there.”




  “Good,” Cathy replied, and then added hopefully, “Maybe he just went to study in one of the tutorial rooms.”




  Sue didn’t answer, and Cathy knew why. Sue was scared witless Darren could have done something stupid.




  She met up with Sue a few minutes later and together, one by one they checked the tutorial rooms. After vetting most of the rooms without success, Cathy turned to Sue.




  “It looks like your fears were unfounded.”




  “There are still the men’s rooms,” Sue replied.




  Cathy puckered her brow. “Don’t be silly. If Darren had done something stupid, someone surely would have alerted campus security by now.”




  “There’s still the one tutorial room on the top floor. It’s hardly ever used,” Sue insisted.




  Reluctantly Cathy followed the other woman. By the time they reached the tutorial room, she’d convinced herself they’d been overly concerned and that Darren was fine. Her hand was already on the doorknob when a voice in her head urged her to stop.




  Wait!




  Cathy whirled around. “What did you say?”




  Sue faced her, annoyed. “Nothing. I didn’t say anything. What are you waiting for? Let’s go.”




  She impatiently stepped in front of Cathy, but Cathy put her arm out and prevented her from opening the door. “No, don’t.”




  Sue frowned. “What is wrong with you? He could be in there.”




  She tried again to push her way past Cathy, but Cathy refused to let her pass. “You mustn’t.”




  Somehow, she knew what would meet them if they opened the door, and she didn’t want Sue to face it.




  With a sudden burst of power, the other woman shoved Cathy aside. The door swung open and for a few moments, she stood frozen in the doorway. Her eyes grew wide and her face turned pallid. Then she let out an agonising scream. “No!”




  Cathy couldn’t bear to watch Sue’s distress, and moved forward to put her arm around her, but Sue stepped away as if sickened by the act of compassion. Cathy fleetingly glanced at the body before quickly looking away again. It was a sight that she would have preferred not to see. She knew it would haunt her for the rest of her life.




  Sue was weeping hopelessly, shaking.




  “We have to help him. We have to do something!” she cried.




  Distressed by what she’d seen, Cathy shook her head. “He’s dead, Sue. There’s nothing we can do.”




  Suddenly Sue started wailing like a wounded animal. She ran to the body, and threw herself over it. “Oh, my God. No! No! Darren...”




  Her screaming alerted other students and a crowd began to gather. In the ensuing turmoil, Cathy was pushed aside. She stood away from the crowd, watching from the sidelines as if in a trance. In the background, she could hear the high-pitched sound of an ambulance siren and realised distractedly that someone had to have contacted the emergency services.




  How silly. They can’t do anything for him. He’s dead.




  * * * *




  Someone touched her arm. “Cathy.”




  Cathy looked up into a pair of piercing green eyes.




  “Eqin,” was all she could manage to say. She couldn’t find the words to express the turmoil inside her, but she didn’t have to. Eqin put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer.




  Campus security had set up a perimeter to keep spectators away. One of the guards came over to where Cathy and Eqin were standing and looked questioningly at her. “Do you know what happened here?” she asked.




  Cathy swallowed hard. “We just found him. He is...was...a final year student,” she stammered.




  “His name was Darren,” Eqin answered evenly. Cathy skimmed his face.




  How does he know?




  The guard made a note in her pocket book.




  “You’ll have to wait here until the police come,” she said. “They’ll want to speak to you.”




  It didn’t take long for the police to arrive. Cathy tried to answer their questions as well as she could, but she struggled to keep focussed. She felt strangely detached from it all. Eqin answered most of the questions and she wondered fleetingly how he knew so much. When they were finally allowed to leave, Eqin guided her firmly through the curious bystanders.




  Suddenly Cathy remembered Darren’s girlfriend. “Sue...”




  “A medic is taking care of her. She’s in shock,” Eqin said. “So are you. We should get you to a doctor.”




  Cathy was shivering uncontrollably.




  “No.” She didn’t need a doctor. He wasn’t going to take the pain away. She closed her eyes in an effort to get the picture out of her mind, but it didn’t help




  “How could he?” she murmured. “I didn’t think...”




  “He was very troubled,” Eqin said softly.




  “Maybe if I’d talked to him...”




  Eqin interrupted her. “Don’t go there, Cathy. It will drive you mad if you do. There is nothing you could have done.”




  “If I hadn’t been so absorbed in my own problems...” she continued. She felt somehow responsible for what had happened. Maybe if she’d spoken to him or done something...




  It was as if Eqin read her mind. Facing her, he put his hands on her shoulders and said seriously, “Cathy, listen to me carefully. You were not responsible for what happened to him. It was his decision.”




  “I really cared for him,” Cathy said, fighting back the tears.




  “He knew that,” Eqin said, pulling her closer.




  His gently words opened a floodgate of tears and for a long time they stood at the arched entrance of the faculty building while Cathy cried against Eqin’s shoulder for a friend whom she would never see again.




  She felt strangely safe with him. Had she known who he really was, she would have probably thought twice about her father’s warning.




  * * * *




  Eqin looked at his mentor. The old man was stern: You are disobeying my order, Eqin.




  What order?




  Eqin made the query somewhat insolently, although he knew very well to what the old man was referring. Hasan’s eyes narrowed, and Eqin knew he had to tread very carefully.




  I ordered you not to get involved any further with the human. Hasan was fuming.




  Which human?




  “You know very well which human, Son of Erique,” Hasan snapped sibilantly.




  Eqin frowned. Hasan was vocalising. And, being called by his formal family title was not a good sign. His response was careful, considered.




  I like her.




  “She is human!” Hasan spat out the last word with so much venom that Eqin stepped back wearily. “You are breaking the law and you are placing our mission in peril!”




  Something in the old man’s voice prevented Eqin from arguing. He was in trouble. Serious trouble. Hassan resumed telepathic conversation.




  I have requested that you be sent back. A brusque statement.




  Back? I don’t understand. Eqin was feigning surprise.




  You have become a danger to this mission. I have requested that you be sent back and not be allowed to return to Earth—ever.




  Eqin jumped up in anger. “You can’t do this.” He, too, was vocalising.




  Yes, I can and I have already done it. You will leave tonight.




  Eqin glared at the old man. He knew there was no point in arguing. Hasan had made his decision and there was no turning back. He turned away and grabbed his jacket. He needed time to think.




  Where are you going?




  Eqin shrugged.




  For a walk. I should at least be allowed to enjoy the planet while I still can, shouldn’t I? After all, I won’t be back. The remark was overflowing with sarcasm.




  You are not going anywhere, Son of Erique.




  Ignoring the man, Eqin slammed the hotel door behind him. A couple glanced at him briefly as they walked past. Further down the passage a cleaning lady pushed her trolley out of the lift. It all seemed pretty normal, and Eqin smirked. As long as there were people around, he was safe. Hasan couldn’t stop him without giving away who he really was.




  He hurried down the stairs. He had to get to Cathy.




  * * * *




  Cathy woke up with a fright. The room was dark, too dark to see. Half asleep, she rolled over to the other side of the bed, trying to see on her radio-alarm what the time was.




  Half past one in the morning.




  Rubbing the sleep out her eyes, she sat up. It was unusually bright outside. Had to be a full moon, she thought.




  She slipped off the bed and wandered towards the window. Pulling the curtain aside, she looked out onto the garden.




  Cathy! A voice in her head again.




  Almost like the nightmare she had the other night. The only difference was that this time she was definitely wide-awake. It wasn’t a dream.




  Eqin? She barely moved her lips. She answered the same way he’d sent her name.




  Yes, it’s me. I need to see you.




  Where are you?




  Down here. In the garden.




  She looked down. Her gaze skimmed the garden, but she could see only the camellia bushes and the bougainvillea creeping up the side of an oak tree, waving its branches back and forth in the wind.




  Eqin sent again.




  Over here.




  She diverted her gaze and then she saw him. The area was brighter than the rest, as if he was radiating some sort of energy. She rubbed her eyes again. Am I dreaming?




  What are you doing here? It’s the middle of the night.




  Please come down. Hurry. He urged her on, not answering her question.




  Cathy felt compelled to respond. There was an imperative about him that was hard to ignore.




  I’m coming.




  She quickly slipped on her dressing gown, then crept down the stairs and out into the garden. Eqin was still waiting for her at the same spot. Even in the moonlight, she could see his face light up when he saw her.




  “Eqin, what are you doing here?” she asked. The sound carried through the silent night.




  There was an intense look in his eyes. “I wanted to say goodbye.”




  Cathy didn’t understand. “I thought you were only leaving the end of next week.”




  “Not anymore. I’m leaving tonight,” he responded. “I can’t really explain. I haven’t much time. I had to see you.”




  Cathy frowned. “Eqin, this isn’t right. We shouldn’t be meeting like this.”




  “I didn’t have a choice. I needed to give you something.” He fumbled in the pocket of his jacket.




  Eqin!




  The unspoken, sharp voice pierced both of their minds, and Cathy whirled around—but not before Eqin surreptitiously shoved something into her hand.




  She was taken aback when she recognised the man appearing from the shadows. “Professor Al-Abud, what are you doing here?”




  The old man ignored her. His dark, blazing eyes were fixed on Eqin, who stared back seemingly unaffected by the older man’s wrath. Hasan was furious.




  You have transgressed every instruction.




  Eqin’s mouth tightened. He said nothing. Hasan continued.




  She will not remember you or your visit—I will make certain of that.




  With her heart beating loudly in her chest, Cathy backed away from the old man. She knew he was referring to her although she didn’t understand any of it. The old man’s rage alarmed her. She could feel the presence of a power, a fierce source of energy she had never experienced before. She cringed as the man came closer and she was within his reach.




  Eqin had to have noticed her fear, because he held out his hand. She slipped hers into his and he squeezed it reassuringly.




  Leave her, Hasan, he warned. She’s done nothing to you.




  “What is going on?” Cathy asked. Her voice was trembling with fear.




  Hasan’s dark eyes turned towards her and he started to move closer. He suddenly reminded Cathy of some kind of insect—like the scarabs she’d read about in her ancient history books.




  She is human. That is enough.
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