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      Cal’s father is a drunk. Letty’s rich parents fight all the time. Tony lived on the streets with his mother until she died. Opi’s stepmother wants her huge inheritance. Sasha’s foster family is abusive.

      Kidnapped by aliens, they must train as the crew of a galactic fighter to combat an enemy that threatens the entire Milky Way.

      They hate each other, but if they don’t train well, they will still be sent into battle to die!
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            CALVIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Not even 8:00 pm and Dad already drunk. The stench of stale beer and stomach acid assaulted Cal’s nose as he sat at his desk, even from the den four doors down the hall.

      As if the smell weren’t nauseating enough, the sounds echoing down the hall compounded Cal’s misery. He could hear Dad mumbling loudly to himself and occasionally singing off-key—an ancient song from long before Mom and Dad were even married by some guy named Michael Bolton. Dad’s wheezy, vodka-tainted voice whined the words: “When a ma-an loves a woman,” then faded to a boozy mutter, lost in the background noise from the small TV set by Cal’s bed.

      Cal knew why Dad remembered the words. His mother’s favorite, Dad had said. He had sung it to her the day he proposed. At her funeral barely two years ago, Cal had heard Dad humming it, tears streaming down his face, as the minister muttered what he no doubt considered words of consolation, but to Cal’s ears sounded like so much static.

      They still lived in the house on Radler Street in a quiet neighborhood where Cal attended the quaint, brick high school within walking distance of home. They’d be moving soon; Dad had already lost his job and the car. Moving out of the house in which he had grown up seemed too cruel to contemplate, but Cal knew that Dad hadn’t made a house payment in nearly a year, and the notice tacked on the front door listed their house for foreclosure next month.

      Alcohol had drowned Dad’s job performance and cost them their only means of support months ago. He had sold much of the furniture in the house to buy food and liquor, as he tried, and failed, to cope with Mom’s loss. Only Cal’s angry protests had turned his father away from Cal’s TV as he sought to convert any available possession into cash.

      Like Dad’s job performance, Cal’s grades had gradually deteriorated. Between Dad’s drinking and the looming foreclosure, school had somehow seemed to lose its importance.

      The off-key singing went up an octave and sputtered into a call for his son. “Cal. Cal! I’m hungry. Can you cook us something?”

      Cook something? Maybe a piece of shoe leather or a boiled pair of ancient jeans. His father was out of luck. Cal had eaten the last breakfast cereal, dry, before his father awakened from last night’s bender.

      Cal knelt beside his bed, reached far into the dusty hollow beneath his box spring and retrieved an old shoe box, the top taped at the rear to the body of the box to make a hinge. Lifting the top, he scanned the small pile of bills. Dad didn’t know about his stash, or he would have pilfered it long since. Though mainly money received in birthday and Christmas presents over several years, Cal had added some of his earnings garnered from a year’s servitude at the nearby burger joint before things had gone from bad to worse. Now, the money slowly slipped away as he used it to buy food whenever Dad ran completely out of funds. Which he usually did.

      Carefully, Cal selected a ten. Enough for a couple of large burgers and maybe fries, plus one Coke. His father liked Coke. Maybe if he brought a large one back with fries and the burger, Dad would lay off the bottle for the rest of the evening.

      “Hungry,” the whiny voice continued, heavy with self-pity.

      In a way, Cal ached for his father. In another way, he resented the self-centeredness that slowly sapped his father’s life. That other part wanted to shout back, full of fury, “Just go ahead and die! What use are you to anyone, lying on the couch and drinking us into bankruptcy? Leave me alone!”

      Ashamed, he stuffed the box back into a dark, far corner under his bed, well out of sight. Out of Dad’s reach or knowledge. He stood, resigned, determined to try to distract his father, maybe help him for one night to forget the beckoning lure of drunken forgetfulness.

      Out the west window, a sliver of new moon perched just above the rooftops across the street. He swiveled to take in the pictures by the window, the bookcase stuffed with paperbacks, the trophy for his digital clock science project, a photo of himself dressed in his uniform for the third dan black belt test in Taekwondo. By tradition, he could not progress to the fourth dan for three years, and by that time he would be out of school and probably living with his Aunt Fredene who had offered to take him in last week.

      His pivot finally took him to his desk, just left of the window. His history text, open and ignored, lay illuminated by the yellow glow of the desk light. Angrily, he slapped the book closed. All that he had loved spread around him, and all of it about to be lost. He swallowed hard and turned to the bedroom door, determined to buy the burgers and try to sober Dad up for at least one night.

      As he turned, he saw a flicker of movement in his right eye, as though a shadow had moved across the window.

      And as he turned toward the motion, the Watcher took him.
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            LETICIA

          

        

      

    

    
      It had started soon after Mother came home. She breezed into Letty’s room, the cloud of Rose, her favorite perfume, over-applied as usual, threatening to strangle Letty with its cloying damask fragrance. A hug, and she flitted away. Mom never bothered to stay long; she made her obligatory appearance and then continued on to more interesting diversions. Occasionally she would ask about school, but tonight she had quickly left for the kitchen, no doubt to see what Maria, their cook and housekeeper, had prepared for the evening meal.

      Daddy had arrived earlier, not bothering to stop by Letty’s room at all. No doubt he sat at his desk in the study, returning all the calls he had avoided during the day, awaiting Maria’s announcement of dinner and enjoying an evening cocktail. Dad had a strict routine: one drink, dinner, and then he worked until ten, disappearing into bed usually about the time Mom turned on the TV or picked up a book.

      Letty tried to bring herself back to the English test that loomed on tomorrow’s horizon. She loved literature, spending hours reading the “modern” masters like Hemingway and Thomas Wolfe. Not Tom Wolfe of The Bonfire of the Vanities, but Thomas Wolfe, giant of a man and prodigious writer. His Look Homeward, Angel, a sumptuous and romantic soufflé of the English language, reduced most authors before or since, in Letty’s opinion, to nothing more than hacks.

      She hadn’t had more than half an hour study time before she heard the first argument of the night erupt. Inevitable, she thought. Daddy had gone ahead and bought the Bentley, despite Mom’s objections, and she wasn’t about to let him forget it.

      “—not like we don’t have the Mercedes and your M Four!” The sentence escalated in volume word by word.

      Letty didn’t want to hear it. She dived onto the pristine pink spread and buried her head beneath a pillow. Why couldn’t they either learn to get along or just go ahead with a divorce? They were never happy anymore. The last time she had seen her father smile had been the day she visited him at the company main office. And Mother only displayed her plastic “happy face” at luncheons downtown with her equally rich and supercilious “friends.”

      Letty often wondered how friendly they’d be if Mom and Daddy were still as poor as they had been on her sixth birthday. She had received a single gift, a small baby doll with red hair ribbons and a lace nightgown, but they had smiled at her and sung “Happy Birthday” and laughed out loud when she had blown out the candles on her small cake, and it had been the happiest day of her life.

      After a moment on the bed, she arose and went to the dresser, fluffing her tangled, bushy mop of dark hair back into a semblance of organization but ignoring the need for makeup. The way Mom dressed nowadays made her never want to use makeup again. She wandered back to her desk, staring down at the blank computer screen. That essay on Wolfe and the study for her next test still awaited her.

      She had barely taken up her pencil when her dad’s voice rose again. “You’re one to complain! You spend a thousand dollars a month with that idiot trainer. He has the brain of a mouse! But then, it’s his body that you want, isn’t it? Are you just doing sit-ups, or is he doing push-ups on you?”

      The last words, heavy with accusation, seared Letty’s mind. Her mother screamed an epithet at her father, followed by a stream of verbal abuse. Before she realized it, Letty flew out of her chair, throwing the pencil across the room, heading for the door to confront both parents.

      Before she reached the door, she stopped, seeing a hazy-edged circle in the air, poised directly in the doorway. Not simply gray, but a sparkling loop, a dark muted charcoal background filled with dazzling dots of light that gyrated and vibrated in a dizzying dance. What was that?

      And the Watcher took her.
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            ANTONIO

          

        

      

    

    
      Tony peered from behind the row of garbage cans, scanning the slice of the street visible from the alley opening. Odorous with the tang of rotting food, dried urine, and the decay of several dead rats, the alley seemed oppressive, as though the building walls to each side wanted to slide noiselessly together to crush him along with the detritus spread along their length.

      Something stirred and a large spider, covered with black velvet, crawled from beneath a paper sack and paused, scanning for possible food. Tony drew back in disgust. As often as he slept in the bug-infested environs of the city’s slum, he had never gotten used to spiders and the occasional scorpion. They had never bothered Mama, but she was far braver than he.

      Mama. Dead now, her cold, lifeless form carried to the city morgue, where it would undoubtedly be sliced up for analysis and then buried in a pauper’s grave in the city cemetery. Or, more likely now with cemetery property so precious, cremated and her ashes scattered, or the remains of her body donated to the teaching hospital in the city. Billy, the mumbling, boozing derelict who often slept near them had told him that doctors in training always needed corpses to dissect. Billy should know. He had been an EMT at one time for the city ambulance service.

      Tony shivered, ashamed that he had not gone with her. When the ambulance had arrived to take her remains, the policeman had tried to persuade him to come as well, but he had run away quickly before the officer could pursue him. If the officer had gotten him in the police substation, he would never have escaped, consigned to city protective services and sent to a home. It had happened once before, and Mama had barely managed to get him out.

      Shuddering again, he threw an empty can at the spider, which scuttled away. He had to move anyway—he couldn’t spend the night in the alley. He considered returning to the butcher-paper tent under the bridge where he and Mama had spent their last night together. Would the policeman come back to check the spot? Perhaps, but at least Tony could feel a bit closer to Mama one last night. What tomorrow might bring he could not even imagine.

      At least Tony had snagged Mama’s purse and extracted the few dollars and her pitiful collection of possessions before he went to find the cop. A yellow-metal chain bracelet that she had claimed to be real gold, thin and without jewels. A tiny bottle of perfume—because it smelled like her—a scarf, a few baubles, and some change. The rest, including an empty purse, her meager stash of clothing, and her shoes, he had left.

      As soon as Tony had awakened this morning, he had known, feeling the cold skin, registering the half-open eyes that saw nothing. She had waited until he fell asleep before pulling out the syringe. And it had killed her. It still protruded from her arm.

      What drug had she procured on her last “errand”? It didn’t matter, she had used them all, and they had slowly wasted her body as she lost all hope, as her looks at him became less loving and more vacant. She had sold her body sometimes, he knew, to earn enough for a little food and those drugs. And it had shamed her, even though she had never done it around him, always telling him she had to “run an errand.” Her body had been her only asset once his father had deserted them.

      He had tried to steal as much as he could, slipping into stores and lifting a few dollars from cash bins or from a store register left open for a moment. His mother had surely known that he had become modestly proficient at stealing, but whenever he proffered a few dollars that he had “earned,” she accepted them solemnly and thanked him politely. He couldn’t go into most of the local stores anymore. The proprietors had grown accustomed to his antics and warned him off if he tried to enter.

      His mother had been pretty once, in a wild, untamed way, her blonde hair streaming down to her shoulders, her face full of life and good humor. But beauty and verve and happiness, and eventually her life, had slowly eroded away.

      He dared not stay here too much longer. The gangs would soon be roaming. Standing, he slipped out of the alley and left, along the storefronts toward the bridge. Overhead, clouds had begun to reflect the city light, their lower edges roiling in the remaining twilight. The air was heavy, stagnant, the curling cloud-bottoms hinting of rain.

      Steel shutters covered darkened windows in the rows of businesses on either side of the street. No sane store owner stayed open after dark. Doors to each establishment were barred with stout iron gates. Above the ground floor, some lights showed behind window curtains, as many owners lived above their stores. The brick façades, stained with age, echoed the door and window frames, which mostly displayed peeling paint or weathered wood.

      Tony’s stomach felt hollow, but with dusk upon him he was afraid to walk all the way north to the closest fast food restaurant. In addition, the few bills in his mother’s purse would barely purchase one meal. He needed a stash, some real money that could last him a few days.

      The street held only a few remaining souls who hurried along the sidewalks, most surely headed home. Here a dowdy housewife with a sack of groceries, there a worker from that fast food restaurant back up the street a mile or so in a better neighborhood, each in a dreadful hurry to reach refuge. Nobody was brave, or stupid, enough to be out late in this neighborhood.

      Directly ahead, an old lady ancient enough to be taking steps like a wounded bird, minced along, purse slung over her right shoulder. It barely clung to her, threatening to slide onto the crook in her elbow. She should know better, Tony thought, but at her age she was probably forgetful.

      A warm wind sprang up, whistling down the nearly-deserted street, tousling Tony’s streaked brown hair and tugging at his tattered shirt, presaging the oncoming rain. He quickened his steps as he approached the old woman, then slowed, making his steps soundless below the whistle of the breeze. Julio and Eban had showed him how to do this, and he had been successful more than once.

      Close behind, he accelerated, rushing past on the outside, grabbing the purse and ignoring her strangled cry. One hand explored the bottom of the purse as he ran. He found a little change, which he pocketed, but nothing else of interest except a woman’s billfold, zippered shut. Grabbing the billfold, he dropped the purse in plain sight and continued down the street at a run. Ignoring the credit cards, he latched onto the bills. A bonanza! Two tens, some fives, and a myriad of ones. More than forty dollars.

      Tossing the billfold, he continued to run. Pocketing the paper money, he hurried toward the expressway and its massive, mile-long elevated roadway, under which many of the homeless spent their nights. Gangs rarely bothered the wretched humanity that collected there in the evening. No one had much money. Besides, what fun could there be in harassing people so helpless and hopeless that they rarely did anything but cower under a blanket or behind one of the massive concrete pillars?

      As he approached the bridge, a group of teenagers rounded a corner just ahead. They saw him immediately. One called out, “Qué pasa, chico?” The rest hurried toward him. Impulsively, Tony turned left into another alley and accelerated, running down its length, searching for a hiding place. Too late, he recognized that the brick wall ahead meant a dead end. Few doors were placed along the alley’s length. Frantically, he checked each one. All were bolted.

      A large trash container stood near the rear of the alley, the kind that garbage trucks grab and lift up to empty. He slipped behind it, hoping they would think he had entered one of the doors along the alleyway. Listening, he heard them swing into the opening from the street, jabbering among themselves. One cried out, “Hey, chico, come on out. We know you’re hiding.”

      Terrified, Tony flattened himself against the rough wall as steps approached. What could he do? If he tried to run, surely they would catch him; they blocked the alley. They might simply rob him, but if they were in a bad mood they would beat him senseless. If they didn’t kill him. At sixteen, he was fairly husky even though short, and he was good with his fists, but he was no match for six gang bangers.

      A flash of light accompanied by a zapping noise, as though an electric spark had sprung from a power line, turned the dark brick walls a dull red. Then the alley again became dark and quiet.

      Peering from behind the garbage vessel, Tony saw the group of bodies sprawled in a row before him, as though dead. And something else, a hazy, formless circle of black-white-gray, like TV static, that hung above the alley floor, pulsing with menace. A sharp tang, like the smell in the air after a strong thunderstorm, assaulted his nostrils.

      And the Watcher took him.
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            CAL

          

        

      

    

    
      White.

      Cal’s overall impression as he awoke. White ceiling above, white walls around him, a cream-colored floor. Where ceiling met wall, no seam showed, simply a neat corner. Along the edges of the ceiling, rows of long panels glowed, providing a soft light that the flat-finished, featureless walls reflected palely.

      A big room, it stretched at least twelve to fifteen strides past his feet and some distance behind his head. He reclined on a bed of some sort, not much longer than his height, between white sheets, on a firm but not uncomfortable mattress. The bed had no sides or adornments, not even a pillow, simply a platform with a mattress and two sheets.

      He checked under the sheet; his body bore not a stitch of clothing.

      Turning to his right and propping himself on his elbow, Cal saw that he had company, although only he had regained consciousness. Four additional platforms stretched in an even row to his right. The one closest held a girl, her skin caramel, with a head of bushy dark hair. The outline of her body under the sheet made it clear that she wore no clothing either. She had a strong nose and clear features, pretty if not beautiful.

      To her right lay a young man, vaguely Latino, with a wispy mustache and tan skin. Shaggy brown hair with a few sun-blond streaks adorned his head, not the typical Latino black. He looked oddly worn.

      The last two beds held another girl, white with very pale skin, as though she were ill, and a young man about Cal’s age with even whiter skin and white hair. Cal decided he must be an albino.

      A faint aroma tingled his nostrils. He couldn’t place the scent at first. He finally decided that it was a tantalizing hint of ozone. He continued his scan to the rear, behind the beds. There, in the upper wall adjacent to the ceiling light panels, a series of narrow slits spread in a row parallel to the ceiling. Cal assessed that they were some sort of ventilation apertures, as the air in the room, especially with the ozone overtones, smelled fresh and clean.

      His neighbor suddenly lifted her head, making him jerk in surprise. Wide-spaced dark eyes returned his gaze. Reflexively, she clutched the top of her sheet to her breasts. Her attitude, he guessed, was because she had discovered her nudity.

      “What the hell are you staring at?”

      “Our surroundings,” he said softly. No use waking up everyone at once. “Mainly, I’m trying to figure out where we are. The last thing I remember is being in my bedroom.”

      Though surprised, her belligerence persisted. “What, you think I’m the welcoming committee? Why the hell would I know anything?” She sat up suddenly, clutching the sheet and glaring at him. “Did you take my clothes off?”

      As she sat up, Cal could make out a slender waist and nice bosom despite the cloth, and muscled arms that pronounced her an athlete. Her ethnic background puzzled him. She seemed to have an African heritage, but her skin was merely a deep tan. Cal revised his opinion from pretty to very pretty.

      Still, her general attitude irritated him. “Yeah, I ran over and peeled off your clothes so you’d be naked like me. Wanta see?”

      Those wide-spaced, hypnotic eyes widened, then the attitude came back. “So you’re the local wise guy? Listen, you stay away from me or I’ll call the cops.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, and where are they? Looks to me like we’ve been kidnapped and held for ransom. Except I’m not worth anything. The last thing I remember is being pissed off at my dad, and now I’m here.”

      She gasped, glanced around, and said, her voice creaky, “Weird. That’s the last thing I remember, being furious at my dad and mom, and getting up to go yell at them.”

      “Were they drunk?”

      The question surprised her. “Oh no, that is … No. They just argue all the damn …” His comment appeared to sink in. “Your father—he’d been drinking?”

      He blushed, realizing he’d said more than he meant to. Finally he blurted, “As usual.” He turned toward her, careful to keep the sheet in place. “So that’s it? We’re mad at our parents and we’re sent to hell?”

      She frowned. “I don’t believe in hell. Or heaven. We’re born, we die, that’s it.”

      Cal steadfastly refused to get involved in a religion discussion with a girl, however pretty, that he didn’t know. “So, where are we?”

      Her expression hardened again. “No idea. Not hell. I was already in hell, just listening to my parents fight. Like your mom yelled at your dad for being drunk.”

      He shifted his legs over the edge of the platform, wrapping the sheet around his waist and legs for modesty’s sake. Shaking his head, he replied. “My mom’s dead, so she’s not pissed off at anything anymore, I guess.” He didn’t want anybody’s pity, least of all some girl’s.

      He realized, on further inspection, that the far wall behind their beds held rows of drawers, also white, set flush into the wall. He hadn’t noticed at first, as the cabinets blended in almost completely with the wall surface.

      The girl thought a minute, then observed. “My folks are all screwed up. They should get a divorce. But they just yell at each other. One of the joys of getting rich.”

      Cal stood up, wrapping the sheet around him. “Okay, I’m presentable, right? I want to inspect those drawers.” He moved toward the rear wall. “Must be nice to be rich.”

      “Not so much. I mean, I have enough to eat and the house is nice, but my folks … Anyway, that doesn’t answer the question of how we got here.”

      “Got me? Kidnapped? Don’t know what the heck for. My dad doesn’t have two quarters to rub together. If I hadn’t hidden my box of savings, I’d have starved to death weeks ago.”

      Cal passed the other three beds, its occupants still asleep, arriving at the back wall and the cabinets. He pulled out a drawer, finding row after row of gray shorts. Men’s underwear.

      “Hey, got clothing here.”

      That got the girl’s attention. She watched as he pulled out additional drawers and inspected, taking a quick inventory.

      The next drawer up had white T-shirts, and the one at chest level, the tallest, held folded slacks of various sizes that looked like the bottom half of a uniform. In the next set of drawers were what appeared to be women’s underwear and bras, not fancy, but with a good variety of sizes. Another drawer held socks of all sizes, and the large bottom drawer, double-wide, contained shoes that resembled sneakers in several sizes.

      Cal started pulling out underwear and T-shirts and throwing them to the young woman. She tucked her sheet more securely under her arms and caught the items.

      Cal tossed her several sizes of panties and bras. She picked, mulled, discarded. “Turn around,” she told Cal.

      He did, taking advantage of her activity to drop his own sheet and don shorts and a T-shirt. In a moment he heard steps and she joined him, clearly more at ease, wearing bra and panties.

      “I figure you’d see this much skin if I were in a bathing suit,” she told him. “Just don’t stare too hard.”

      With a fleck of humor, he gestured at his T-shirt-and-short-clad body. “Same goes.”

      He had trouble not paying too much attention; up close, her looks improved. Not classically beautiful but energetic, athletic, magnetic.

      His attempt at wit got a trace of a grin as she went through the drawers and picked her sizes in outer wear. He did the same, and shortly they were dressed, still standing by the set of bins.

      “You’re so good at finding things, could you find one thing more?”

      The edge had left her voice for once. “What?” he asked.

      “The bathroom facilities. I … could really use them.”

      Come to think of it, so could he. Cal began to explore the back wall, headed to his right, moving slowly. He suspected that any doors to the room, including one to bathroom, if it existed, lay behind concealed panels.

      At the rear corner he kept going right, moving down that wall back toward the front of the room where his bed lay. Two thirds of the way down the wall, a subtle change in texture stopped him. Yes, a tiny, almost invisible line ran up the wall; it had to be a door. He began to feel along the wall for a button or anything that would activate the panel.

      It opened so suddenly that he jumped back. Inside the revealed room he could see a sink, and to the left, an ordinary porcelain toilet.

      The young woman rushed over. She looked anxious and uncomfortable. “May I?”

      “Sure.”

      She darted inside, searched frantically, then said “Ah!” Touching a spot on the side of the door, she smiled at him as the door closed.

      When she came out, he hurried in. The facilities were clean and usable, although cramped, and the tiny shower just past the toilet wasn’t half the size of a decent closet.

      As he left the bathroom, he saw the Latino youth in the middle bed stirring and struggling to sit up.

      “Where am I?”

      The girl said sarcastically, as though expecting this from each of the room’s denizens as they awoke, “You’ve been kidnapped and are being held for a million dollars in ransom. Got it on you?”

      The Latino kid’s panic drained away and he managed a thin smile. Cal admired the way the girl had disarmed his potential fear and confusion. He peered under the sheet and then grinned back at her. “Ain’t got anything on me. I’m nekkid.”

      She gestured toward the still-open drawers. “Clothes in there.”

      He shrugged, threw off the sheet, and moved to the clothing drawers.

      “Hey, watch yourself,” Cal said. “You don’t need to walk around naked in front of the young lady.”

      “She your girlfriend?”

      “I just met her, like I just met you. But I still try to be polite.”

      “Hey, chico, don’t order me around. Tony does as he pleases.”

      Cal didn’t have any fear of a kid at least six inches shorter than he was. He’d practiced his forms every week and kept in shape, mainly with sit-ups, push-ups, and curls, using ancient dumbbells he kept under his bed. He took a step toward the youth’s bed, but the girl spoke up.

      “Is that all guys are capable of, fighting over the fair lady? Listen, chico,” she echoed Tony’s words as a sort of parody, “I can take care of myself. He didn’t mean anything by it. I’m Letty. So you’re Tony?”

      “Yeah.” As Tony donned a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, he eyed her admiringly. Mainly, Cal decided, because of the tough image she projected. Both Tony and Letty stared over at him.

      He cleared his throat. “Calvin. Everybody calls me Cal.”

      Just then the other young man bolted upright in his bed.
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      Interesting situation, Letty thought. Alarms clanged in her mind. In a room with three naked boys and another naked girl. Well, one naked boy and two who had formerly been naked. So far, the two dressed boys seemed polite enough. The bigger one was tough and capable. She didn’t kid herself that she could fight off both of them, if it came to that. And now the third one sat up, looking around in confusion.

      “Is this the police station?” he asked. He stood, his sheet falling to the floor, and Letty averted her eyes. He didn’t seem self-conscious, or even aware of Letty’s shock.

      “It’s not the police station,” Cal said sharply. “Get some clothes on. You’re embarrassing Letty.”

      The albino stared vaguely at Cal, at himself, and at Tony and Letty. “It’s not my fault I’m naked. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. The last thing I remember is Frawley hitting me with his belt.”

      His reply shocked Letty and Cal into silence.

      As she watched, Cal tossed the albino some clothing. He had light blue eyes, not pink like albino rabbits she had seen, and silver hair. His skin appeared so translucent and clear that she expected to see his veins, but his skin was simply smooth and pale. The only visible color besides his blue eyes appeared to be a reddish-purple bruise across his left cheek.

      As he started to dress, Letty asked Cal, “No dresses in the drawers?”

      “Everything looks unisex to me.”

      “I don’t wear ’em much anyway.”

      Tony said, “Too bad. It’s nice to see a pretty girl in a dress. Or not in one.”

      “Oh, shut up, Tony.” Cal tossed the words over his head. “She’s in a room with boys, and she’s modest like most nice girls.”

      Letty felt surprised and appreciative.

      Behind him, Tony said sullenly, “I don’t know any nice girls. You don’t get to meet nice girls when you live under a bridge and wonder where you’ll get your next meal. ’Sides, I didn’t mean nekkid, just in pants like she is now.”

      Cal didn’t reply. Letty felt a little guilty about taking the remark the wrong way. The good news: Cal sounded as if he wouldn’t put up with any funny stuff. At least she didn’t have to worry about the boys ganging up on her.

      Letty grabbed the sheet that she had tossed on the bed when dressing and spread it out. She couldn’t stand to have any mess around her, even the platform bed with its single covering. Glancing at the albino, she asked, “What’s your name?”

      Perched back on his bed, he said, “Alexander, but my parents called me Sasha.”

      “Sasha?” Tony laughed. “What kind of a nickname is that?”

      “Russian,” Sasha said. “My parents emigrated to the US years ago. Father worked as an engineer; Mom did programming. They worked for the government, but they died in a car accident. Now I live—or did live—in a foster home with an asshole foster father and his fat pig wife. And their two kids. The son is meaner than a snake and the daughter is … just weird.”

      “What do you remember just before you woke up here?” Letty asked.
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      Sasha thought a moment. Odd—he remembered very clearly what was going on before he lost consciousness.

      “It’s funny,” he told the other three. “I was starving, so I snuck down to steal some food.”

      “You had to steal food from your foster parents?” Cal asked.

      “Yeah, they weren’t real nice people. They and their kids ate dinner first, then I got any leftovers. Only there weren’t usually leftovers.

      “Last night—I guess it was last night—I was really hungry. I picked the lock to the attic, which is where they locked me at night, and snuck downstairs.”

      “Sounds like a crappy bedroom,” Letty said.

      “Yeah. They had just floored the attic with lengths of one-by-three lumber and left it unpainted. It was more a prison than a bedroom. Cobwebs dangled from the roof trusses, and you could see the roofing nails sticking through the wooden sub-roof. You had to be careful to duck down the nearer you got to the eaves, or you got a nail in the scalp. No walls, either, just the roof slanting to the attic floor. And it was usually stuffy.

      “Frawley told me if I complained to the social worker, he’d tell her I tried to sexually harass his daughter and they’d lock me up forever. My bed was a baby bed, maybe five feet long—I had to curl up to lie on it. For clothes, they gave me whatever the son wanted to throw away.”

      Cal and Letty shook their heads in unison, Letty looking disgusted.

      “Anyway,” Sasha went on, “I picked the attic lock like I had done a hundred times before. That’s odd—I remember it so clearly. Entering the kitchen, which was dark except for a little light from a streetlight through the window over the sink. Opening the refrigerator door, I remember the light spilling out around me, almost like a pool of water. Seeing all that food that Frawley and Sweety-Poo—that’s what he called the Fat Pig wife—refused to share with me.”

      “Frawley caught me, I remember that. He had his belt, and hit me from behind, scared the crap out of me and knocked me down. He yelled at me about stealing food, then told me he was going to give me a beating I wouldn’t forget. Then …”

      Sasha paused, suppressing a shiver. “I know it sounds crazy,” he continued, “but a lightning bolt out of nowhere struck Frawley right in the chest. I can still see him flying backward, landing with a thump on the linoleum floor.

      “That’s all I remember.”

      “You’re not crazy,” Tony said. “I saw a flash of light also, and it sounded like some sort of spark.”

      Cal added, looking at Sasha, “I had a different experience, but like you, I remember up to a point, and then I’m here all of a sudden. It sounds like all of us were taken sort of suddenly.”

      Letty’s face suddenly lit up as though the light had dawned. “There’s a pattern here,” she announced.

      “What do you mean?” Tony asked.

      “Our backgrounds. My parents have made my life a living hell, arguing all day every day for two years. I can’t—couldn’t—even sleep anymore. Cal’s mother is dead and his father’s an …” She hesitated and then said, “… an alcoholic. Tony, you told us that you’re living on the street.” She glanced across at Sasha. “From the bruise on your cheek, that foster father of yours—and probably, your whole foster family—treated you almost like an animal. So, every one of us has home trouble of some sort.”

      The others seemed to digest that. For his part, Sasha found himself in agreement.

      Finally, Tony muttered, “I don’t hear no trouble. All of you got a roof, all of you got food, all of you get to go to school. Trouble? You’re livin’ like kings, sounds to me.” He stared out from under lowered lashes at Letty.

      Sasha watched Cal’s ears turn crimson—Cal must feel as embarrassed as he did. After a silent moment, Cal said, “Trouble comes in different packages, Tony. But yours sounds tough.”

      Letty agreed with a nod of her head. “But I can tell you, having two parents who yell all the time isn’t fun either. You got a mom or dad?”

      “Dad deserted us years ago. Mom, she worked as a whore sometimes to feed us, but she got onto drugs. She OD’ed a couple nights ago.”

      That quieted everybody, even Sasha, who usually just said whatever crossed his mind. Letty and Cal both appeared embarrassed. “I’m so sorry,” Letty said, putting out a hand toward him. “That’s really bad, Tony.”

      Tony had been near Letty. As she reached out, he drew back. “Don’t need no pity.”

      After an embarrassed silence, Letty went on. “That doesn’t change the fact that we all had home trouble, some worse than others, and now we’re all here. Anybody want to guess why we’ve been abducted?”

      Cal ventured, “Not sure we’ve been kidnapped. Given your observation—we all had trouble back home—that doesn’t sound likely. Tony and I aren’t worth anything.”

      Letty shrugged. “My folks are rich. They’d pay a good ransom, I guess—if they ever realized I’m gone. Mom comes in my room once every other day or so, I guess to see if I’m still alive. Dad hasn’t set foot in my room in months.”

      Tony changed the subject. “Not that it’s anything new to me, but I’m hungry.”

      Sasha agreed. “Me, too. Whoever has us, I wish that they’d pass out sandwiches or something.”

      Before anyone could reply, the other girl stirred, sat up, and began to scream.
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      The screaming girl had a nice body, Tony thought, but all that hysteria made him uncomfortable. He watched as Letty rushed over to her, climbed on her bed, and began to comfort her, putting arms around her and drawing up the sheet.

      Cal went to rummage in the clothing bins. Tony observed as Cal collected a pile of clothing, which he took to the bed on which both girls were now perched, depositing the assorted pieces next to Letty.

      With another order to keep their eyes to themselves, Letty began to dry the other girl’s tears. Shortly she had the girl dressed and guided her on a quick excursion to the bathroom.

      Really, really weird. Five teenagers in a room with no obvious exit door, some clothing drawers, and a strange, pasty illumination. At least the air seemed fresh.

      It had to be a jail.

      The big, white kid hadn’t treated Tony very well, and he seemed to have a cocky attitude. Tony thought about taking a shot at him, but as he saw nowhere to run, he decided against it. The guy projected a tough image, as though not afraid of anything in particular and he had well-developed muscles. Tony shrugged mentally. If the kid irritated him, he would bide his time, then let him have it. Rule one of the street: Don’t fight without an escape plan. Rule two: If you do fight, put the guy down. You don’t want him coming after you later.

      Not only had his old clothes been taken, but also the money he’d stolen. It infuriated him, made him want to strike out at something or somebody, but he knew how to hide his emotions. You never showed your emotions when you were on the street. Wait, size up, scan for weaknesses. Then strike when you have the advantage. For now, he would just smile and appear not to care. He called this demeanor “Dopey Tony,” as if he didn’t know much, didn’t care much, just sat around and smiled, sorta happy-go-lucky. Never let on. Never let on anything.

      That Letty girl was pretty, but not his type. Smart, and not a clinger. She didn’t need anybody, even parents.

      What kind of jail kept men and women in the same cell? And what was with the strange, pale kid? Tony had never seen anyone like him.

      When Letty started talking about how bad everybody had it, he couldn’t help but laugh. Bad? They had no idea about bad. Then she’d turned those pitying eyes on him, and he wanted to strangle her. Nobody needed to offer him pity; he could take care of himself. Should have kept my mouth shut, he grumbled to himself.

      Since Tony had instantly disliked the big kid, he turned to the silver-haired one.

      “I never seen any guy with such white hair. Did your mom or dad have hair like that?”

      Sasha gave a half-smile. “I’m an albino. I don’t have much pigment in my skin or hair, so that makes me sort of pale white.”

      Tony had never heard of such a thing. “I never heard of an al—whatever.”

      Not put off, Sasha chuckled. “Cross my heart. It’s a condition that you inherit from a parent. My dad had it. He’s dead. Mom, too.”

      Tony had to feel a bit empathetic. “I know about foster homes. Lived in one once. The dad was pretty mean, but luckily, he ignored me, just sat around and watched TV. Least they ate pretty good, and I got a mattress to sleep on at night. And he didn’t beat me. The mom actually went to collect the money. I’m not sure but what he thought I belonged to her. She needed to collect the money ’cause he didn’t make much at his job.”

      Sasha continued to explore the wall while they talked, running his hand along the smooth edge of the storage cabinets, poking in the drawers. Just clothing, as far as Tony could tell. Certainly no food.

      “How do you get in that toilet room?” he asked Letty, who was still sitting on the bed with the screamer.

      Cal gestured. “There’s a door there where Letty went a moment ago. You can tell a bit of difference in the texture. Stand in front and run your hand on the left side and it opens.”

      Tony did as directed. When he came out, Sasha quickly took his turn.

      Back on his bed, Tony watched Letty comfort the wimpy girl, whispering in her ear and holding her hand. When Sasha exited the bathroom, Tony told him, “I think you’re right.”

      Sasha stopped by Tony’s bed. “About what?”

      “This has to be some sort of jail or police station. But why keep us with the girls?”

      Sasha shook his head. “Maybe entertainment? That would make it a mighty fine jail, but those girls aren’t the type.” He moved toward the far corner of the room, his hands still on the wall surface, seeming to investigate the wall carefully. “Or maybe it’s a space issue? Some of the jails in town are pretty crowded.”

      That could be true, so far as Tony knew. “Thought LA had plenty of jail room.”

      “Not LA, Chicago.” Sasha blinked, turned back to Tony. “Jeez—you from Los Angeles?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Didn’t you just hear me say Chicago?”

      As Tony’s brows lifted, Sasha raised his voice to the others, now that the screamer had quieted, continuing to cling to Letty and sniffling softly. “Hey, you guys. Where are you from?”

      Puzzled, Cal said, “Dallas.”

      Letty’s brows arched, looking from Sasha to Cal. “Denver.” She shifted back to her companion on the bed. “And you? What’s your name, by the way?”

      The young girl—she was clearly the youngest of them all, sniffed and struggled to sit up. “Estedda kah alereh,” she muttered. At Letty’s frown, she went on, “Okah alzekah orewey, kah alereh phil eh delph.”

      What language was that? Tony thought in confusion. Not Spanish, not even the Spanglish of the southwestern US. He didn’t know much about languages, but it surely wasn’t English.

      Letty seemed to recover a bit as Tony watched with interest. “I’m sorry,” Letty said. “I don’t speak your language. Do you speak English?”

      The younger girl pivoted between Sasha and Letty. She shook her head. “Of course I speak English.”

      Before Tony could stop himself, he said, “What you said a minute ago wasn’t English. It was gobbledygook.”

      Letty shot him a warning look. “Quiet, Tony.” She turned back to the other girl. “I’m glad you speak English, but what you said a moment ago didn’t sound like it to me.”

      “But I …” The younger girl stopped, hesitated, then said, “Maybe I was just still too scared. Anyway, you asked where I was from, and I live in … I did live in Philadelphia.”

      Letty was silent as Tony digested that answer. Then she said, “And your name?”

      “Ophelia.”

      Tony spoke up again, following Sasha’s question with one of his own. “Were you at home, or at least in your hometown, the last you knew?”

      Ophelia nodded, yes. Tony repeated his question to the rest, and they also nodded, in turn.

      “Holy crap,” came from Cal. “We’re from all over the United States. Then—why are we here?”

      “Kidnapped,” Sasha blurted. “I thought we were in jail, but we’re from all over. Somebody doped us and hauled us here. For ransom?”

      Ophelia began to tear up.

      “Stop it!” Letty said sharply to Sasha, then she turned to Ophelia. “Don’t listen to him. I don’t know why we’re here, but we weren’t kidnapped for money.”

      Silently, Tony had to agree. Who’d kidnap a street rat for money? He didn’t know anybody who’d give the price of a hamburger for him. He watched as Sasha returned to the wall, moving down from the left rear corner toward what Tony thought of as the front of the room.

      “But it makes sense,” Ophelia objected. “I’m worth—that is, my Mom and Dad were worth a lot. Maybe a billion. Dad remarried after Mom died, and then he passed away. Last night I heard my stepmother talking to her son about changing the will. It’s supposed to be probated soon, but she’s flirting with the lawyer, and she’s pretty clever. Maybe she had me kidnapped. Maybe she—” Her face filled with horror. “Maybe she got someone to take me away to kill me!”

      “Who are you, Cinderella?” Sasha asked, looking back from his wall exploration.

      Letty turned on him furiously. “Oh, for God’s sake, be sensible! Listen, Ophelia, we’re all in the same boat, so I doubt any kidnapper that would want you would want us. My folks are well-off, but not in your family’s class, and these guys are all poor, more or less.” She threw Tony and the other guys an embarrassed glance. “I mean, no insult intended, but you said you’re all broke.”

      Tony couldn’t object to the truth. “Then why are we here?”

      Sasha had continued to explore, reaching the next corner. “Did you notice? There’s no door. At least, I can’t find one.”

      The others looked blank. Tony had already decided the door was well-hidden, but there had to be one. He joined Sasha in the second corner and began to explore the adjoining wall. Just a smooth, flat coating without … Wait. Could it be?

      “Here.” Tony gestured to Sasha. “Isn’t this a seam?”

      Sasha moved beside him. “It is. Well done! It’s got to be some sort of door.”

      As he said that, it began to open.
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      Ophelia still clung to Letty. Barely sixteen, she felt assured and comforted by Letty’s mature presence. She realized that the older girl couldn’t be much more than maybe seventeen, but her reassuring demeanor helped Ophelia slowly regain her own composure. The thought of her stepmother having her kidnapped terrified her, so she held onto Letty as though she were a life preserver and somehow kept from dissolving into tears again.

      Then a door opened.

      Ophelia couldn’t help herself: she screamed. Even the two boys before the door jumped back with yells as a figure walked in. Tall and quite human-like, thinner than most men Ophelia had seen, his skin color was odd, almost grayish. The man—it had to be a male, Ophelia decided—wore a dark uniform with a pentagonal gold pin on each collar. The coat didn’t have any obvious buttons or straps holding it closed. Ophelia blinked, regarded the form tall, angular form again, made a second take on the ridged face and elongated skull.

      It hit Ophelia with a jolt. The figure could not possibly be human!

      The alien stepped further through the door, and Tony and Sasha gave him plenty of room. Putting his hand out in a sort of greeting, he spoke.

      “Vedda elrokah evedon, rotole.” He smiled.

      Two things registered simultaneously with Ophelia. First, he wasn’t speaking English. Second, she understood him.

      “Era pou vedda. Roko dinere lias?”

      She said the two sentences automatically. He had said, “Welcome to our starship.” She replied in kind, “I don’t feel welcome. Why have you taken us?”

      “You speak his language?” Cal said sharply. “Where the hell is that spoken in the Philadelphia area?”

      At first surprised and perplexed-looking, the alien seemed to catch up. “My apologies,” he said in perfect English. What Ophelia considered “TV-announcer English.”

      “All of you have received some tutorials in my language,” he continued. “It seems that the young lady remembers a bit more at this point.

      “But we can discuss that later. My greetings, and those of our commander, to each of you. My name is Galigan, and I formally welcome you to the starship that we refer to as Naval Training Cruiser Five-Eight-Seven-Two-Three. You have been our guests overnight, referring to your timeframe, and I hope you all slept well.”

      Everyone stood in a stunned silence, until Cal blurted, “We’re on a spaceship?”

      Before Cal’s question could be answered, Tony said, “Why you kidnap us, man? For slaves? For ransom? Why’re we here?”

      Evidently surprised by Tony’s rat-a-tat questions, the tall alien surveyed him curiously, then let his focus stray to the rest, finally settling on Ophelia. She shrank against Letty, trying to somehow become invisible, only a shadow to Letty’s substance.

      The alien shifted to Cal. “Yes, we are in a spacecraft, thirty-six thousand kilometers above your world in a geostationary orbit. We use stealth techniques similar to some of your military aircraft, so we are not detectable from below.”

      Galigan stood as tall as Cal, his face narrow, with a slender, aristocratic nose, large, dark eyes, and a broad forehead. His demeanor showed intelligence, and his composure had a calming influence that gradually slowed Ophelia’s pulse. He might be an alien, but somehow, his presence didn’t seem ominous.

      He shifted back to Tony. “We certainly want no ransom. Let me just say that we have ‘borrowed’ you for a while.”

      Before he could say more, Letty blurted, “Borrowed or whatever, why put both sexes together? Girls don’t want to dress or undress around boys, and I sure don’t want them even thinking about what I’m doing in the bathroom.”

      Despite her complaint, Galigan remained serene. “Have the young men bothered you?”

      “Well, no. I mean, they’ve been gentlemen, though Tony is a bit crude.”

      Crude? Ophelia agreed with that.

      After a moment, Galigan said, “Mr. Morales—Tony—has a rather crude background, I think you would agree. But he will not accost you. We have inserted ‘suggestions’ in his mind. He understands proper behavior.”

      “Messin’ with my mind?” Tony erupted in outrage.

      Galigan smiled apologetically. “Just mild suggestions, absolutely no orders placed.” He turned back to Letty. “Young lady, it is extremely important that the five of you continue to live in … proximity. Important for your future and for ours.”

      “But we have only one bathroom!” Letty exploded. “I don’t want to go to the toilet after a bunch of guys! Can’t we have at least a second bath?”

      “I’m sorry. Learning to live together, share the facilities, and become a unit is very important. I’m afraid the facilities will remain as they are.”

      Tony’s face twisted, brow creased. “What you mean a unit? You want us to become buddy-buddy? Ain’t gonna happen. Don’t like the big dumb kid, and I’m not so damn fond of the girls.”

      Galigan did not so much smile as grimace. “Explanations will be forthcoming. For now, you need to follow me.” With that, he turned and retreated through the door, which stayed open.

      Tony didn’t hesitate, but jumped through the door. Cal followed quickly, but Ophelia drew back, leaning into Letty even more earnestly, her grip tight. They’re crazy, she thought. They want to follow this madman from another planet to God knows where. She clung to Letty all the more firmly.

      Gently, Letty drew away from Ophelia’s embrace. “Come on, Ophelia. Let’s see what’s going on. Think of it as an adventure.”

      Ophelia shook her head, frozen to the bed.

      “You really are a complete wuss,” Sasha observed, though he hadn’t moved either. “Does everything in the world scare you?”

      As Ophelia shrank back, Letty barked, “Don’t be a jackass. Are you running out the door?” She held out a hand to Ophelia.

      Truth to tell, Ophelia had gone far past terrified, nearly frozen in place. But Sasha’s sneering countenance jarred her into motion. Darned if she would let that jerk make fun of her! Taking Letty’s hand, she slid off the bed. As they passed through the door, Sasha hesitantly brought up the rear.
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      Letty’s assessment had hit very close to home; Sasha felt as scared as the Ophelia chick. Damned if he would admit it though! He followed hesitantly, a good ten steps or so behind Letty and her whiny companion.

      Why could that Ophelia speak the alien’s language? He had said that all of them had been subject to “tutorials.” Sasha had read about “sleep learning,” where recordings could be played to sleeping individuals, and they would remember what was played when they awoke. Had these aliens (and were they really aliens?) managed to do that somehow? He had admitted that “suggestions” had been inserted into their minds, so why not another language? Things were moving too fast, but he determined to bring it up with the other four when they had time.

      Up ahead, the tall, gray-skinned alien had vanished around a gradual curve in the corridor. Tony, leading the way, had also vanished; Cal followed close behind.

      They were traveling slowly enough to give Sasha time to glance around the corridor. To a certain extent, it reminded him of the hallways in the movies about the USS Enterprise. Light panels and air inlets ran along the top of walls on both sides at regular intervals. Small, screened openings dotted the walls near the floor at the same intervals, more than likely air returns. At about half that frequency, small panels at head height alternated on the left and right bulkheads. Each panel contained a small screen, several small lights arranged in neat rows, and a raised dome of shiny material pierced with tiny holes like an embedded microphone.





