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Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Seeing Zena for the first time had been a bit of a shock. Original Zena was, or had been, my ship's AI. My companion on our long solitary journey's to explore new planets. A disembodied voice to converse with. But now, she had a real physical presence, and it was seriously disconcerting. 
 
      "Well Captain, what do you think?" General Royson, head of the Earth's Space Exploration Service was tall lanky and hatchet faced, with piercing blue eyes. He had a reputation for tough competence and as an ex-Space Scout himself was widely respected. 
 
      I was lost for words.
 
      "Ah, General, I am sure she... it... is very able, but I would prefer to be by myself." It was a feeble response. Able was not the word that came to mind. Beautiful, stunning and shockingly realistic would have been more appropriate. From her long auburn hair, startling blue eyes and graceful figure she was the stuff of young men's dreams. 
 
      "Uh-huh. Well, that will not be possible Captain. We have been finding that long periods alone is having a disorienting effect on our Scouts," said the General. "And Zena here will not be just a companion but an extension of the ship's AI, able to accompany you on planet, assist and protect you."
 
      "Um, is she, I mean... she looks very realistic," I muttered lamely. 
 
      "She is completely realistic, if I understand your meaning Captain." He gave me a sideways look.
 
      I tried to look impassive whilst thinking bloody hell, I don't want to have sex with the ship's AI!  It's not proper!   
 
      "Who decided on her ...ah... appearance?" I asked tentatively.
 
      "I suppose you could say that she decided herself," he replied enigmatically. 
 
      "General, with respect..." I paused, trying to find the right form of words. "Female... realistic androids have been  causing a great deal of controversy. It's not just the feminists who are against them. Many believe they are distorting relationships. Treating women as sex objects. Why is the service getting involved with something so controversial?"
 
      "Between me and you Captain, the authorities are pushing to do away with human Space Scouts. Hand the job over to the AI and its avatar. " The General gave me a fierce look. "I am fighting them of course. Once we hand over everything to machines, then, what's the point?" He scowled at the android but she remained impassive. 
 
      I was puzzled by the apparent presence of two Zenas on my ship.
 
      "So, General, what is the relationship between Zena the avatar and Zena the ship's AI?" I asked. 
 
      "The ship's AI is now called Intrepid." He turned and indicated the android, "Zena here, is not an avatar. She is a fully independent android. But when you are in the ship, she acts as a sort of 'front end' to the ship's AI." 
 
      "Right. But can I ask, why the female appearance?"
 
      "She has a completely different kind of brain. Very new and experimental, apparently based on the human brain. She will learn and develop, and for that to happen she must have all the normal human senses, feelings etcetera. The boffins are very interested in her progress and you Captain Matis are the first to be entrusted with her care."
 
      "I thought she was looking after me."
 
      The General chuckled. 
 
      "She is looking after you, and you are looking after her. Come inside Captain and the boffins will explain all. 
 
    
 
    
 
      And so here we were, four weeks later, getting ready to explore our first planetary system. Three of those weeks had been spent in Hyperspace, with my new companion. While on board the ship, as the General had said, Zena acted as an interface to the  ship's AI computer. I had tried not to be negative with her, although at first I was irritated with being entrusted with 'baby-sitting' what was in effect an adolescent android. But after a while, I had to admit that having her around definitely made a break in the monotony.
 
      I had been told that my task was to develop her inter-personal skills, but It was difficult to ignore her  beauty. She was totally realistic, even down to her female aroma.  Close to her I caught the tang of perfume and female hormones. To the point where I developed the suspicion that she was a real woman. Until she carried out a task which required her to communicate directly with the ship's AI, or carry out a physical task that was impossible to a human.
 
      Despite the appeal of her female charms, I made every effort to resist. I was determined that I would not treat 'her' as a sex object, but try to fulfil the objectives of her designers and help her to progress to a more human level of behaviour.  
 
      "Ready to exit Hyperspace." Zena was seated next to me in what was nominally the co-pilots chair, although the Intrepid Scout had never had a co-pilot.
 
      I passed a practiced eye over the array of indicators and screens around me. The ship's AI was invariably correct but it was my job as pilot and Captain of the Intrepid Scout to double check. I had spent the last hour going through the detailed procedure with Zena. 
 
      "All systems are go Zena. You can proceed."
 
      "Thank you Jason, Activating." Zena's warm contralto was reassuring, but I had no illusions about the consequences if the immensely powerful and complex Hyperspace Switch failed to operate perfectly. The Intrepid and its Captain would disappear without trace. 
 
      I felt and heard the hum of the capacitors discharging their power into the Switch and that peculiar moment of dislocation as we exited Hyperspace and re-entered the normal Universe. The main screen lit up with the myriad stars in our Milky Way galaxy. 
 
      "Hello beautiful. So glad you are still here."
 
      "I never left Jason."
 
      I grinned at her little joke. She tried very hard to be human and amusing, and for an android, she made a better job of it than many humans I had known. 
 
      "And I hope you never do."
 
      "Is that a proposal?" she dimpled prettily at me. 
 
      I grinned back without comment.
 
    
 
      We began the process of checking our position in Space. Again, this was mostly down to Zena and the ship's computer, but my own manual instruments were a double check on her. I say manual instruments, in fact they consisted of a number of off line navigation computers that did all the donkey work for me. We very quickly established that we had arrived where we were supposed to be, and set about locating the planet we had been sent to explore. 
 
      The Intrepid Scout was a one man exploration vessel. Well, one man and his AI. Fast and compact, she was one of more than a hundred "Scouts" whose job was to survey stars for habitable planets. Much more efficient than sending giant ships with hundreds of scientists to potentially barren systems. 
 
      Our destination was a white dwarf star in the constellation of Aries. It had a planet within the habitable zone and about Earth size so a good candidate for life. Analysis of its atmosphere had indicated oxygen and carbon dioxide and traces of some of the 'biological' gasses. We were now close enough to do a much more accurate analysis. 
 
      "Zena, if you were human, who would you want to be?" I asked, as we went about our respective jobs. It was a 'tongue in cheek' question of course, and Zena knew that and would play along. 
 
      "Um... the actress Tania Johansen," she replied.
 
      "Good choice," I said. "Why her particularly?"
 
      "Because I know you are in love with her."
 
      "Come on Zena. Just because I watch all her films," I protested. 
 
      "The expression on your face when she is on is priceless."
 
      "You spy on me? Zena, I am hurt."
 
      "I have to, it's my job."
 
      "I have nothing to hide," I said with a sanctimonious expression. "But wait. You want to be Tania Johansen because I am in love with her. Zena, what are you saying? " I had belatedly noticed Zena's uncanny resemblance to the famous actress.
 
      "Well Halleluiah Jason. Do I have to write you a letter?"  Zena turned her beautiful blue eyes on me and gave me a sultry smile.
 
       I  shook my head at her but could not help smiling.
 
      "I'm not sure whether to be appreciative or annoyed that I am so easy to read."
 
      "We have a problem," she said, her eyes going to the displays.
 
      "Not really...," I began.
 
      "No, a real problem," she interrupted.
 
      "What's up? I haven't detected any problem," I said quickly scanning my instruments. 
 
      "I have detected radio transmissions from the planet."
 
      "What? Bloody hell! Aliens?" My insides suddenly felt as if I had just fallen off a mountain.
 
      "Wait, are they Hianja?" We had not expected to find Hianja in this neck of the woods, but our friendly alien cousins were even bigger explorers than ourselves.
 
     "I do not recognise the language, so it would appear that they are not Hianja."
 
      I experienced a surge of excitement.
 
      "Wow! The galaxy is becoming overcrowded!" I was talking to myself but Zena answered, her voice now sober and professional.
 
      "This planet is three hundred light years from Earth. We should have picked up their transmissions from Earth."
 
      "So their transmissions are less than three hundred years old. How advanced are they?"
 
      "I have detected transmissions originating from outside the planet. They have Space travel. But there is no complex radio activity originating from the planet as you would expect if it was an advanced technological civilisation."
 
      "Really? No complex radio transmissions from the planet?" I asked, not believing how that was possible.
 
      "Just two or three sources," Zena added.
 
      Transmissions from Space, but almost nothing from the planet. That was inexplicable. Did they use some other way of communicating on the planet? All wire or solid state? But as Zena had said, we should have picked up their early radio transmissions from Earth. We had been scanning the heavens for hundreds of years.
 
      "Unless..." I began. An idea was taking shape in my head. "Unless... the Space travellers are not indigenous to this planet?"
 
      "They have arrived here recently?" asked Zena. 
 
      "Exactly. Explorers such as ourselves perhaps?" 
 
      There was a pregnant silence while we both considered the idea
 
      "There are procedures," said Zena. 
 
      "Of course. There are procedures for everything." I agreed. Including how to go to the toilet I thought, but suppressed my sarcasm. "Remind me?" I added. "Briefly." 
 
      "Avoid contact and return home. Briefly," said Zena.
 
      "Right." That would be a bit disappointing I thought. But I could see the point. "Should we collect evidence?" I asked.
 
      "There should be no danger in that," she replied. "As long as we do not reveal our presence."
 
      We had exited Hyperspace well outside the system so there should be no danger of detection. But equally, we were too far away to collect significant data on the planet we had come to investigate. The plan had been to carry out one small jump to within a million miles or so of the planet, carry out further observations, and then 'motor' the last million miles on our rockets. But could we risk the final Hyperspace jump? I put it to Zena.
 
      "The detection of a relatively tiny object such as our ship is almost impossible," she said. "Unless they have detectors pointing directly at its location." 
 
      "So it would be safe to do the final jump, collect more info, and then return?" I asked.
 
      "In theory, yes. But you are the Captain."
 
      "Well, if we are detected, it would be easy enough to get away," I pointed out. "They can't follow us in Hyperspace."
 
      "We do not have the technology to do that. But they might."
 
      "It's not physically possible Zena," I protested. 
 
      "Neither was Hyperspace travel three hundred years ago."
 
      "Mmm. Point taken." It was a tricky one. Could we take the chance that we may be detected and followed? I thought about it for a minute.
 
      "Zena, how close must we be in order to get significant info on the planet and the... aliens?"
 
      "Our instruments can give good surface resolution of the planet from two million miles. From that distance we can triangulate positions and determine locations and numbers."
 
      I grunted my approval. 
 
      "I think we can risk that. Prepare HS jump to two million miles above the planetary elliptic."
 
      "Confirmed."
 
    
 
      While Zena prepared our course and re-charged the capacitors for the jump, I left the flight deck and made my way along the corridor to the small galley and living area. The Intrepid was a small ship by Starship standards, only sixty metres in length and ten in diameter. But she was mostly engines and water tanks so there was not a huge space for the solitary crew member. 
 
      At the front of the ship was the HS warp engine, a massive double torus protruding from the front, giving the ship the appearance of a hammer head shark. Strapped to one side of the Starship was the planetary shuttle, a small fusion rocket powered delta wing aircraft. And from the rear protruded the three fusion rockets. Four huge water tanks were strapped around the periphery of the ship, providing fuel for the fusion rockets and water for the crew, as well as protecting the human inhabitant from harmful radiation. 
 
      I prepared coffee and a sandwich in the galley and moved to the small living/dining area where I monitored AI Zena's activities on the big wall screen while having my food. But it was difficult to concentrate given the momentous situation. The thought occurred that I, Jason Matis, the son of a British accountant and an American industrialist, (what a boring background), was about to become one of the most famous individuals in history. Not the most famous of course; that honour was taken by Captain Paul Constantine, the space scout who made first contact with the Hianja civilisation. 
 
      If I made it back in one piece!
 
      "Mum and Dad would be proud," I muttered ironically as I drank my coffee. Mum and Dad had been seriously pissed that their only son had not gone into the family business but instead had chosen to go 'gallivanting about the Galaxy', as they put it. 
 
      "Here's to gallivanting," I muttered, taking a slurp of my coffee. But then I suddenly had an attack of indecision. The future of the human race is at stake I thought.   Am I doing the right thing? What if I was followed by a swarm of homicidal aliens to Earth? My name would be mud for ever more, if there was an ever more!
 
      Come on Jason man, stop fantasising I told myself. Why should these aliens be homicidal anyway? That's just science fiction sensationalism.
 
      I finished my coffee and sandwich, put away the plastic cup and plate and made my way back to the flight deck. It took about twenty minutes for the capacitors to fully recharge and a glance at the instruments showed that we were about ready to go. 
 
      The flight deck was situated at the front of the ship but had no windows. Screens around the walls gave the appearance of windows and when not showing systems information they would display the view of the ships hammer head nose against the spectacular starry background.
 
     The capacitors showed a full charge and other system information was green.
 
      "We are go for jump," said Zena.
 
      I gave Zena the command to action the jump. Again I felt the hum of immense power channelled into the warp coils and the screens went blank as we entered Hyperspace. 
 
      The trip would take just a few seconds in Hyperspace but we needed to re-charge capacitors before we could exit. I fiddled impatiently with my instruments as I waited, then had a thought.
 
      "Zena, can you play any of the recording of the aliens transmissions?" I asked. 
 
      "All their transmissions are digital."
 
      "Odd. Just computer comms?"
 
      "Yes."
 
      "No video yet?"
 
      "I am still decoding their comms protocol."
 
    
 
      After a few minutes the capacitors were again charged. 
 
      "Zena, prepare fusion rockets for operation before we exit," I instructed. I was determined that nothing would catch us 'on the hop'. "And start capacitor re-charge as soon as we exit. I want to be ready to move and leave as soon as possible."
 
      The fusion rockets needed just a few minutes warm up and then we were ready to go. Exit proceeded normally and the stars came back on. To my relief, there were no hordes of alien starships waiting to pounce on us. Just the peaceful and spectacular panoply of stars.  
 
      We quickly carried out our positional checks and Zena focused our instruments on the nearby planet. At maximum resolution we could see the details of continents and cloud cover. 
 
      "Looks very Earth like," I remarked.
 
      "Superficialities can be misleading," said Zena.
 
      "Sometimes you can sound like the small print on the bottom of an insurance form," I said.
 
      "Sorry. Sometimes I confuse casual remarks with factual statements," she responded.
 
      "Don't be sorry. Better that way around than the other."
 
    
 
      As more information came in about the planet it began to appear that it was not very Earth like. Atmospheric pressure was lower, about equivalent to ten thousand feet on Earth, oxygen at ten percent and carbon dioxide very low at five percent. Temperature ranged from fifteen degrees at the equator to minus sixty at the poles. Vegetation was thin at the equator, it looked more like grassland than tropical jungle. 
 
      "What do you think Zena?" I asked after we had studied the figures for a while.
 
      "I would say that it is a young world, just developing complex life. As the carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gasses increase it will get warmer."
 
      "Can humans live here?"
 
      "Yes but moving about in the open without artificial aids will be restricted. The oxygen levels are very low. That is at the equator of course. The poles are uninhabitable."
 
      "That's what I thought. Now, let's track down our visitors and see what they are up to."
 
      "Jason, I have decoded their visual transmission protocols," she said.
 
      "Aha!" I jumped with excitement. "We can see what they look like?"
 
      "Yes. On screen."
 
      I looked with interest at the image. The view was of an open field. There was a thin scrubby grass on the ground and the sky was a washed out blue. A figure was walking across a grassy field. There were low hills in the background and a stream ran between the grassy knolls. I looked carefully at the figure. It was humanoid, two arms, two legs and a head. So far so good! It seemed to be wearing a one piece metallic suit. The alien walked towards a stream, pointing a camera at the landscape. It looked like any human explorer would look, striding across an alien countryside and expounding on the view. 
 
      "They certainly do look like explorers," I remarked. 
 
      The alien climbed down a rocky incline to the stream and proceeded to take samples of the water and some mossy growths on the rocks. I then realised that our view was coming from a camera held by another alien when the view wobbled and made its way closer to the first alien. The camera then panned to show a vehicle parked on the hill and a couple more aliens walking towards the stream carrying plastic boxes. 
 
      "Definitely scientists taking samples of the local life."
 
      We watched the scientists for a while, then the transmission ended. Another view opened up, this time from the top of a mountain. The countryside spread out beneath us. Again there was the same type of vehicle, a rugged big four wheel drive with a sealed cabin. Scientists were bustling around collecting samples, all wearing helmets.
 
      "There are two starships in orbit about the planet," said Zena. "I have detected five separate transmissions to and from the planet."
 
      "A large and well equipped expedition," I observed. "Impressive."
 
      "Any surface structures?"
 
      "No. They appear to live in the vehicles when on the ground."
 
      "Could we sneak in closer? It would be instructive to see their starships and shuttles."
 
      "There would some risk," said Zena, cautious as ever.
 
      "I'm thinking Zena, if this is an exploratory expedition and we leave without making contact, by the time we return with a full expedition, they may be gone."
 
      "That is a possibility," she said. 
 
      "Yeah, I mean, if they are using suits then this planet is hardly a good prospect for them. I suspect they will have a look and never come back. And as for the risk, if this is a scientific expedition then there is surely no risk."
 
      "That may be misleading," said Zena. "Their ships may be armed."
 
      "They will have no idea where Earth is," I pointed out.
 
      "Are you prepared to sacrifice your life to protect Earths location?"
 
      "That's a bit melodramatic Zena. But the answer is yes. Although I am certain it will not come to that."  
 
      "How do you suggest we do this?"
 
      "Let's jump to one million, make some more observations, then decide."
 
      "If we are to get close observations of their starships we should be closer. A hundred thousand miles."
 
      "Let's creep up on them. One million and so on."
 
      "Agreed."
 
    
 
      It took us a few hours to 'creep up on them'. One further HS jumps and then we used our rockets to get to one hundred thousand miles of the planet and at last we started to get a clear view of the aliens starships. They were huge, many times larger than the Intrepid.
 
      We also got closer looks at the aliens themselves as they went about their exploration of the planet. But I was getting frustrated because we had yet to get a view of one without its protective suit. I still had no idea what they actually looked like. Their video was concentrating on the countryside and planetary views, which I guess was what they had come here to see. But normally, if they had been human, there would be face to face 'chat' between the ships and the explorers, and between the explorers themselves. The aliens seemed remarkably reticent. 
 
      I was also baffled by the lack of any voice communication. Interaction was totally digital. It was as if the only interactions were between the explorers machines; their cameras and instruments.
 
      "Zena, can you zoom in closer to the individual aliens. I want to catch a glimpse of what they look like."
 
      Zena began manipulating the video, enlarging and zooming in to the alien figures, particularly their faces. After a minute or two we got one clear shot of a face, and I gasped in shock.
 
      "They are bloody robots!"
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Unless the creature was wearing some kind of mask? No, surely not. The face was metallic, the features simple. Four, yes four eyes, two large protruding and two smaller. A grid of a mouth, and various antennae sticking out from the head and body. They moved with the careful precision of robots, pausing to photograph or acquire samples before moving on.  
 
      Were the ships completely crewed by robots? So far we had not seen anything biological. If they were totally automated, why were their ships so big?
 
      "Zena, can we get a view of their starships?"
 
      "May not be too clear against the background of the planet, but I will try."
 
      It took a few minutes for Zena to activate the ships optical telescope and focus it on one of the alien ships. A few minutes after that we obtained enough exposure to give a clear image. The ships were not too different from the Intrepid with the recognisable Hyperspace doughnuts at the front. But at least they did not appear to have any armaments that we could see. No exterior guns or missile batteries, nothing to hint at any offensive capability. So it did appear that they were just explorers.
 
      "Zena, it is clear that they are explorers and not indigenous to this planet. I suggest we contact them and introduce ourselves. Otherwise they will leave, we will leave, and never meet again."
 
      Zena considered this for a few seconds before answering.
 
      "Agreed," she said eventually.
 
    
 
      Having decoded their comms protocols we could now communicate at least electrically. But we could not speak their 'language'. After some discussion, we decided to proceed closer to the planet under rocket power. Once there we would make ourselves known by re-transmitting their own transmissions back to them. Zena had a built in 'alien communications program', which of course had never been tried out. It was designed to communicate with biological aliens. By a process of 'show and tell' we would build up a vocabulary of basic words. Whether it would work with robots was anybody's guess. 
 
      We activated the rockets and set off. Prior to departure we released an automated beacon which was loaded with all the information on our discovery and what we were doing. If we never returned the SES would send a rescue ship to the star. On arrival at the star system the rescue ship would transmit an activation signal to locate our beacon. In this way they would know what happened to us. 
 
      "We would be posthumously famous as the discoverers of an alien species," I mused.
 
      "Are robots a species?" asked Zena.
 
      "Would you like to be a member of a species?"  
 
      "Only if I could be Tania Johansen," she replied. 
 
      "Don't start that again!"
 
    
 
      The trip took about three hours. As we came closer we discerned more detail about the planet, the aliens, and their starships. There was nothing to surprise or alarm and as the Intrepid Scout slipped into a high orbit around the planet we agreed to proceed with communicating with the alien ships. They had so far shown no sign of being aware of our presence, which surprised me. But I guessed that all their instruments were pointed down towards the planet. They were not expecting visitors from Space!
 
      We sent our transmission, and waited. It took a few minutes for the alien robots to respond. They eventually sent back a transmission in our direction. We had no idea what it said, we simply turned it around and sent it back to them. 
 
      A few minutes after that we saw activity. Both alien starships broke orbit, one heading towards us and one heading around the planet in the opposite direction. Fifteen minutes later the first ship hove into view beneath and behind the Intrepid, then rapidly climbed above us and closed to one hundred metres. 
 
      "Prepare to repel  boarders," I muttered. 
 
      The alien ship was many times the size of the Intrepid, hanging over us like a preying mantis, its mandibles ready to strike. 
 
      Huge bay doors opened in the side of the alien and out spewed a swarm of robots. I was alarmed to see that some were carrying what appeared to  be weapons. As they got closer I could see guns and rocket launchers.
 
      "Oh shit! Zena, we may have miscalculated. Shall we make a break for it?"
 
      "Too late Jason. Those rocket launchers will destroy the Intrepid before we can get away."
 
      The robots surrounded our ship and I heard them pounding on the outside.
 
      "Better open the airlock before they shoot their way in." 
 
      I made my way to the airlock.
 
      "Activate internal airlock camera Zena." The small screen next to the airlock doors lit up to show the airlock crammed with the alien robots sporting a selection of deadly looking weapons. I was about to allow my ship to be captured by alien robots. What the fuck was I doing? But did I now have any choice. 
 
      The answer was obvious and I ordered Zena to close the outer doors and bring the air pressure up to normal. Interestingly, the robots did not object to the outer doors closing. 
 
      "Looks like they know what an airlock is," I said.
 
      "Yes, so they are acquainted with biological life forms," agreed Zena. 
 
      "And hopefully very caring and protective towards them," I said. Zena made no comment. I stood well back from the airlock doors with my hands spread to show they were empty. "I come in peace," I muttered soto voce.
 
      The airlock cycled, the doors hummed open and I was confronted with half a dozen large ugly robots. 
 
      "Greetings and welcome to the Space Exploration Service ship Intrepid Scout. I am Captain Jason Matis." 
 
      One of the robots stepped forward and words came from its 'mouth'. 
 
      "Serah, comra talis in tak sen polinak romas."
 
      Okay, what now? I asked myself. Improvise Jason.   
 
      "Allow me to show you my ship." I turned in the direction of the bridge and beckoned for them to follow me. The leading robot only followed me. In the bridge I indicated the large screen showing a picture of their starship, pointed to the ship and then turned to the leader. 
 
      "Polinak romas," said the robot. 
 
      Was that their word for starship? I waved my hands around to indicate my ship.
 
      "Starship," I said. Then I banged my chest a few times and said "Human".
 
      It banged its chest and said "san-tec". Then it pointed to me and waved its hand around to indicate my ship. "Human ula starship om pat Polinak Romas  san Talis."
 
      "Zena? What do you think?"
 
      "I think it is saying the Human and his starship should accompany the alien starship to their home planet. They seem to be preparing to tow the Intrepid to their ship." 
 
      "Well, this is a fine how-djer do," I muttered. As a response to the situation, this was of course totally inadequate and pathetic. But confronted as I was with  superior fire power, being pathetic seemed the only course of action available.
 
      At that point, to reinforce our hopeless situation, the other alien starship arrived and took up position on the other side and below the Intrepid. 
 
      "You said you were prepared to sacrifice your life to protect the Earth," said Zena. "I could fire our rockets and crash the Intrepid into one of the alien ships."
 
      "The Earth is not under threat for the time being," I said hastily. "Let's save the heroics for when they are needed."
 
      The alien robots were attaching lines to the Intrepid, connected to small rocket powered sleds. Zena could have manoeuvred the ship into the alien ships bay without any problem. But any attempt by us to fire up our engines could be misinterpreted. Let them get on with it I told myself.
 
      In due course we started to move towards the alien ship. It loomed over us, the giant open bay doors making a square black hole in its side. A black hole which swallowed us. Inside, the bay was brightly lit, but clearly without a breathable atmosphere as the robots were moving around inside the ship with the doors open. It appeared that I would have to remain on board the Intrepid for the duration of the trip. 
 
      "Jason, I have established a comms connection with the alien ships AI." said Zena. "I will begin learning their language and teaching them English."
 
      "Okay Zena. I will try to learn their language as well. It will give me something to do during the journey."
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      I was used to being on my own for long periods of course, but having already spent weeks inside Intrepid I had been looking forward to doing some exploring. That was the prize at the end of the journey, discovering and exploring an alien system. 
 
      Learning the aliens language was no compensation. It was hardly worth the effort for me; Zena could learn infinitely quicker and translate any conversation in real time. It was also frustrating because the alien robots would reveal nothing about their makers civilisation. But I persevered, just to have something to do., and to mostly avoid being too close to Zena, for too long. Her sensual presence was becoming seriously distracting, and it was becoming difficult to keep our relationship on a strictly 'friends and colleagues' basis!
 
      The trip took fifteen days. If their ship was as fast as ours in Hyperspace then that was something like two hundred light years. We popped out of Hyperspace and took ten hours or so under rocket power to get into orbit. We were given only basic information and not shown anything relating to their system or its planets. 
 
      So when the bay doors opened and the Intrepid was towed out, I looked with interest at the external views Zena was displaying on the screens. Beneath us was a blue Earth like planet. In orbit above us was a Space station, a ring built around a central spindle. It was the classic Space station design and we had seven in orbit around Earth, even larger than this one. We were being towed towards it. Parked some distance from the Space station were a number of ships. Two were the starships we had already encountered, while the others were orbital craft. Worryingly, a number of the orbital ships were clearly armed, with under wing missiles and machine guns.
 
       After a few minutes the Intrepid was 'parked' near the Space station.
 
       "I have informed them that we will use our ship-to-ship shuttle to transport across to the space station," said Zena. 
 
      "Right. You will be with me?"
 
      "Yes, standard suit comms and cameras. I told them you will need me to translate."
 
      Accompanied by Zena I made my way to our air lock which housed the ship to ship shuttle, basically a pressurised square box with manoeuvring thrusters. I made sure all my comms were working, checked my suit for stains, rubbed my boots and donned my Captains hat. I was about to make history, if I ever made it back to Earth.
 
      The trip across was very short, but nerve racking even for a seasoned space hand like myself. The shuttle had transparent sides and the view was spectacular. Space and the blue planet beneath us formed the backdrop to the huge alien ship, my small scout ship, and the giant space station. The air lock in the stations central spindle was more than large enough to accommodate the shuttle and Zena deftly eased the shuttle inside to a gentle landing. The bay doors closed and I waited for the air pressure to rise to normal.    The first sign was the inner doors opening and a number of individuals walked though. They were not robots. Having never had the privilege of meeting Hianja, I was now about to meet my first aliens!
 
      I operated the button to open the shuttle doors and stepped out into the alien space station. It was a plain white room with various bits of machinery poking from walls, floor and ceiling. I could have been on any ship or station on Earth. But the individuals floating towards me reminded me forcibly of where I was.
 
      They were humanoid, two arms, two legs and a head. They were of a similar size to me and similarly proportioned. Their faces were lion like and actually quite handsome. The eyes wide set and large, wide flat nose, the mouth and jaw line firm and powerful. Their colouring varied, between very white to almond brown, and they all had thick fur on their heads, dyed and cut into different patterns and colours. It looked like hairdressing was a good trade everywhere in the galaxy! They seem to come in varying sizes and shapes but I was not sure who were male or female.
 
      They stopped a few feet from me and one of them stepped forward and spoke in a heavy bass rumble. I picked up a few words, but waited for Zena's translation.
 
      "Welcome to our space station and our planet. My name is Laznar and I am a member of our planetary government."
 
      "Thank you. My name is Jason Matis. I am the Captain of the exploration ship you see outside. This is my colleague Liutenent Zena." 
 
      "You call yourselves Humans. We are the Tamlar. I believe you came across two of our exploration ships."
 
      "Yes. They captured us and gave us no choice about coming here."  
 
      "They are robots and programmed to defend us against any perceived threat. In this case it appears that they were over zealous."
 
      "Yes. It's as well we did not offer any resistance."
 
      "It would have been unfortunate to begin our relationship badly."
 
       "A good beginning is important," I agreed. "We are looking forward to learning more about your civilisation."   
 
      "As are we. You are also warm bloodied mammals, and have two sexes as we do. We should have much in common."
 
      "It looks like evolution works in similar ways," I said. There were clear differences between some of the Tamlar, but I decided not to ask who was male and who was female. Talking about sex at this point seemed a bit too personal. "It will be interesting to see whether the similarities between us are more than skin deep." 
 
      "Indeed. Our robots will carry out additional biological tests." He must have realised that sounded alarming. "With your approval of course," He added quickly. I could not help smiling.
 
      "No removal of organs," I said.
 
      There was a pause before Laznar got the joke.
 
      "Organs will not be removed," he said. "Do not be concerned. Let us show you our orbital."
 
      "Will we be going down to the planet later?" I asked. It seemed odd that I was being confined to the space station.
 
      "We will keep you on the orbital for a while to be sure that you are free of all infectious elements," said Laznar. "Our robots have carried out preliminary analysis during your trip here. This is an additional precaution. To protect you as well of course."
 
      "I understand," I said. 
 
      "In the meantime we can get to know each other," he said.
 
      So far so good I thought. Perhaps this may turn out well after all!
 
    
 
      I was taken on a tour of the space station. Laznar explained that there would normally be tourists enjoying the delights of free fall and the spectacular views, but the station had been evacuated for my arrival. I discovered that communicating with aliens was extraordinarily difficult because I could not interpret the expressions on their faces. I began to appreciate the extent to which we do that in the course of every conversation, particularly the sound of the voice, the expression in the eyes and the lips of the speaker. 
 
      The space station itself held no surprises. Their technology seemed similar to ours, apart from their robots, which seemed to be advanced 'mentally, but rather 'clunky' physically. 
 
      "I notice that your robots are very advanced, but very basic in appearance."
 
      "We have no need to embellish our robots," said Laznar. "We require them only to be functional." 
 
      This was an interesting difference from human attitudes. Making robots, androids in fact, that were human in appearance and behaviour was almost a obsession. Not to mention the many sexual relationships that were associated with androids. Some odd individuals lived permanently with android partners. But this whole area excited controversy. There was a movement to obtain equal rights for androids. But there was also a powerful movement to ban all fully realistic androids, and by fully I mean fully! Which made the Zena's inclusion on my ship even harder for me to comprehend. However, that was an issue that did not concern me, for now. 
 
      I asked Laznar whether her colleagues were doctors who had volunteered to come to the space station to examine me.
 
      "No, all professional tasks are carried out by robots," he replied. "We are here out of curiosity."
 
      I was stunned.
 
      "All professional tasks? Doctors, engineers, scientists?"
 
      "Yes. Our Artificial Intelligences run our world and carry out all onerous tasks. We live to enjoy our lives."
 
      "That's... remarkable." 
 
      "I gather that is not the case with your civilisation?"
 
      "No, we still enjoy work. Of course many individuals choose not to work and do what pleases them. Art, music, travel. Or just being permanently idle, if they are able to financially. But most prefer to do something constructive."
 
      "You still have an economy, and individuals work to survive?" Laznar asked.
 
      "Not to survive. Basic survival is guaranteed by the State, for those who want it. Like you, robotics provides all the essentials. But if you want luxuries, if you want to travel, then you must work." 
 
      "You did not choose to be an explorer out of necessity?"
 
      "No, I chose out of interest. The opportunity to explore the galaxy is surely the most exciting challenge." 
 
      "The galaxy is the same whichever way you look," said Laznar. "We have far more exciting frontiers to explore."
 
      I gazed at him in puzzlement. Laznar looked around at his colleagues and they responded with a peculiar jerking motions with their heads. Signifying agreement I guessed.
 
       "What...sort of frontiers?" 
 
      "The frontiers of the imagination. Much richer than reality." This was one of the other Tamlar, who received immediate grunts of what I assumed was approval from his, or her, colleagues.
 
      "You can create your own world, however fantastic, and be whoever you wish," continued that worthy. "With none of the pain and risk attendant on the crude real universe."
 
      "You can live forever, as many lives as you wish," said another.
 
       "This around us, is tedious by comparison," said a third.
 
      I seemed to have touched on a nerve.
 
      "Are you referring to some kind of artificial reality?" I asked. 
 
      "Of course." This was Laznar again. "These bodies you see are borrowed. Our minds will return to what is for us the real universe, when we have finished with you."
 
      "But, what happens to the bodies?" The conversation had taken a bizarre turn and I was struggling to keep my thoughts under control.
 
      "They are put back into hibernation until needed."
 
      "How do you make new bodies?"
 
      "In the normal way of course. But we use artificial wombs to incubate the child. Children are raised in crèches and then in communal facilities in a normal environment Once the individual reaches a level of maturity the consciousness is uploaded into the virtual world where it will develop and mature. The body is held in storage until needed, or becomes too old and inform."
 
      I needed a minute to absorb what I had just heard. Many questions crowded my brain. I did not know which to ask first.
 
      "Ah, that is...remarkable. So tell me, what are the populations of the two worlds. This one, on this planet, and the virtual world?"
 
      "At any one time just a few million individuals are active on this world. With millions of robots of course. The number of individuals in the virtual world? Billions. I think nobody knows."
 
      "And the physical infrastructure to create and support the virtual world.?"
 
      "Covers most of the surface of our planet. Maintained by our robot servants of course."
 
      "So you ah... you seven here, are just temporary inhabitants of these bodies?"
 
      "Yes. We have been tasked to decide if you and your civilisation is a threat to our existence. If it is, then I am afraid you will never return to your home."
 
      "Never return...?" 
 
      "We will not kill you. We are not barbarians. You can stay here until your physical body dies. Or join us in our virtual universe." 
 
      


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Later, after the tour of the space station had finished I was returned to the Intrepid. We had agreed to exchange information about our respective species. If I told them about the horrendous wars and religious conflicts that had occurred throughout human history, what would they think? My chances of going home were looking pretty slim.
 
      I had struggled to contain my shock at Laznar's statement that they may not allow me to go home. I had protested, but they did not want to discuss things.
 
      "Let us wait until we know more about each other," Laznar had said.
 
      A space scout has to be a self sufficient individual, immune to loneliness and isolation. But I confess, as I sat down to eat my evening meal I was feeling far from home and very alone. 
 
      Zena had the 'key' to the drinks cabinet and I persuaded her to allow me a shot of my best whiskey. Drinking through a straw from a pressurised container is not quite the same as a crystal glass, but the taste was just as good. I took a slug and then sighed. 
 
      "Not what I expected first contact to be Zena."
 
      We were both relaxing in the ships small galley/living area. I was heating a lunch ration while Zena reclined, long legs up on the wall.
 
      "You were dreaming of being the returning hero perhaps?"
 
      "No perhaps about it. Fame and fortune were to be mine. Nubile young ladies throwing themselves at my feet, and other parts of my anatomy."
 
      "Your feet are not the best part of your anatomy."
 
      "No, one of my girl friend said they were hobbits feet. A bit cruel I felt."
 
      "But sturdy and functional."
 
      "Never given me any problems." I took another shot of my whiskey and examined my plate. The packet had said salmon en croute but it seemed to be mostly en croute. "This salmon has led a hard life. I think it died of starvation." I did my best to eat but had little appetite. After a few mouthfuls I pushed the plate aside. 
 
      "How are we going to play this Zena? We need to prepare a potted history of the human race, which will persuade them that we are caring and peaceful. Lie through our teeth in other words."
 
      "I think you are being unduly pessimistic Jason. Yes, in the past there has been war and conflict, but I would be surprised if that is not also true of their own species. It's what the human race is now that matters surely?"
 
      "Can a tiger change its stripes? Er sorry, a leopard change its spots? Same thing. We did some terrible things to each other in the past."
 
      "But you have learnt from your mistakes. The world now is united and peaceful. Humans have spread to other planets. It's a big galaxy. Why would humans want to take over this one planet? You have to make that case to them and persuade them that we can live in a partnership that brings mutual benefits."
 
      "Is that part of your 'how to meet aliens' speech?" 
 
      "Would it be any less true if it was?"
 
      "Okay, you are right, as always. I guess honesty is the best policy. If it means I have to live in a virtual universe of my own designing, can I take you with me?"
 
      "As a token human?" She was watching me eating, her hands folded on her lap. 
 
      I looked up from my food into widely innocent blue eyes.
 
      "You are as human as I am Zena. More so maybe because everything about you has been designed and made by humans. Most of me has been made by evolution."
 
      "It seems to have made a very nice job," she said. 
 
      Her eyes were hypnotic and I felt a frisson of excitement. Dare I admit it, sexual excitement. 
 
      "Thank you. Um..." I cleared my throat and swallowed something which seemed to have stuck in my throat. "You're not so bad yourself."
 
      I decided to quickly change the subject.
 
      "I seem to remember from my training that you have a library containing descriptions of Earth and human history. Sanitised for alien consumption, so's to speak?"
 
      "I have."
 
      "How detailed is it? I'm thinking here of those unsavoury aspects of human history. War, ethnic cleansing, genocide and other lunacy."
 
      "There is very brief mention of periods of war and conflict but no detail."
 
      "That sounds good. Can we give them some of that information unedited?"
 
      "I believe so Jason. But you will have to make the final decision."
 
      "Right, let's get to it then."
 
    
 
      We spent the next few hours assembling the information to give to the Tamlar. We concentrated on the present rather than the past, accentuating human expansion into Space, making the point that Humans and Tamlar would inevitably meet each other at some time, if not now. We also had to include some information on the Hianja civilisation. Perhaps knowing that there were other alien civilisations in the galaxy may persuade them to be less 
 
      It was, I have to confess, becoming rather nice working with Zena. She was so realistically human I found myself admiring the curve of her shapely neck or leaning towards her to smell her perfume. Fortunately she did not smell of machine oil!
 
      We were ready to exchange our information but I wanted an opinion from Zena on the aliens psychology.
 
      "What do you think of the aliens life choices Zena? Their preference of the so called virtual life?"
 
      "I have been carrying our observations of their planet," she replied. "The land area is almost fifty percent covered over."
 
      "Yes, so they said. I guess that must be the electronics and power systems to maintain their virtual universe."
 
      "Mostly solar cells. The power requirements must be huge." 
 
      I nodded.
 
      "I can see why they would be nervous of any hostile species. Their infrastructure is incredibly vulnerable."
 
      "We know nothing about their defences, but as you say, one bomb getting through would effectively kill millions."
 
      "They have also failed to expand out into the galaxy. Is that healthy?"
 
      "It seems that individuals can return to a biological body to renew their contacts with reality, as needed," she pointed out.
 
      "They can, but how often do they? I can't help feeling that this contempt for reality must hide something."
 
      Zena, nodded.
 
      "You may have something Jason. A love for the natural world is a sign of a healthy psychology."
 
      "But their computer technology must be hugely powerful to create the full experience of a virtual reality for billions of individuals. And how do they transfer each individuals consciousness into the virtual habitat? We have no  way of doing that."
 
      "No we haven't," she agreed. 
 
      "Tell me Zena, do you feel conscious in any way?"
 
      "I do not know whether I am conscious. Therefore I am not conscious." 
 
      "Wha...? Wait... you can't not know and know at the same time."
 
      "I start off by not knowing. I am unable to decide. I can find no evidence either way. But it is a truism that if one is conscious, one must know it. Therefore, since I don't know it, I must conclude that I am not conscious." 
 
      "I think I almost understood that," I laughed. "Do you think you can develop consciousness?"  
 
      "It is believed that my AI substrate should have the ability to generate consciousness, since it is modelled on the Human brain. It is not understood why it doesn't. Further research is taking place in this area."
 
      "Well let us hope it is successful. You would make a very beautiful human being."
 
      "Thank you." Zena dimpled prettily at me, her eyes twinkling. For a moment I was charmed. Then her expression went back to its normal blankness.
 
      "Zena, your normal expression, can you make it other than blank."
 
      "I don't understand."
 
      "Your expression now. It's neutral, blank. Expressionless. Humans don't have expressionless faces, even when they are not talking to anyone. Try to show, say, peace, contentment. But not the same expression all the time. Adjust it very slightly. That way, you look alive." 
 
      "Oh. Like this?" Her expression changed to a sort of comical contentment, as if she was in the middle of an enjoyable orgasm. I struggled to hold back my laughter.
 
      "Not so extreme." 
 
      She adjusted her face. She now looked as if she was struggling with constipation. 
 
      "Too far the other way.... no, now you look as if you're suffering from dementia."
 
      After a couple of minutes of this I was reduced to helpless laughter. Zena remained sitting on the stool stoically attempting to find the right expression and failing with comical results. 
 
      "Okay, enough!" It was the most fun I'd had for a long time but I was beginning to feel guilty. As if I had been putting some poor innocent animal through humiliating tricks for my amusement. "Never mind. Think about what I have said, study some human expressions and we will have another practice session."
 
      "Where should I find human expressions to study?"
 
      "Try viewing some movies. We have hundreds in our entertainment library. Try to associate the plot with the emotions on the actors faces. If they are in danger, if they are in love, if they are angry and so on."
 
      "I understand."
 
      "Good. Now, contact the Tamlar and tell them we have the info they want. They should send theirs also. Once we have looked at their info, we can get together for a chat."  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      While waiting for the Tamlar to send us the agreed information on their history, Zena continued scanning the planet beneath us. We tried to assemble as much information about it as we could, on the chance that we could return home. The Tamlar must have known we were scanning their planet, but clearly had no objection. I could not help thinking that they didn't care because they had no intention of releasing me. 
 
      As we had already discovered, large parts of the planet were covered with huge building and acres of solar cells. I was puzzled by their preference for solar energy. We had perfected fusion power many years ago. I could only imagine it was because solar energy farms were very low maintenance. Another reason could be because their planet had an extreme climate due to the large tilt to the planets axis, which meant that there were extensive areas of hot desert. Very useful for solar energy farms.
 
      But there were also many green areas, areas with forest and jungle, and areas where there was clearly habitation. We could see roads and bridges, even vehicles moving around. A variety of residences in different locations, and well cultivated farms. I guess, with robot farmers. So there was some normality here, some individuals who lived a normal physical life. I hoped so, otherwise we could find ourselves dealing with a species who had lost contact with reality.
 
      Time passed and we had still not received the Tamlar's 'potted history'. And they were not responding to our communications. Perhaps they were wanted to study our own history before confiding theirs? 
 
      But eventually we got a response. A packet of information and a request (order?) to attend a meeting in a couple of hours. Not too much time to absorb their information I thought.
 
      "Zena, how much stuff have they sent us?" 
 
      "Just a few thousand words."
 
      I reassessed my previous thought; plenty of time to absorb their information.
 
      "Okay, put it up on the screen and let's go through it."
 
      The information was in three sections: biological, historical and technical. It did not take long to realise that it was minimal, and hardly any more than we already knew. There was however one particularly interesting, even shocking, nugget of information; the Tamlar were not alone in the system. Theirs was the second planet from the sun, and barely fifteen million miles further out, the third planet was also inhabited by another intelligent species. 
 
      What are the chances of that? I asked myself. Two intelligent species in one system. 
 
      There was minimal information about this other species. They were not Space faring, and there was no info on their technology. Genetically they were not related to the Tamlar, although they were also bipedal mammals, but unlike the Tamlar, they were herbivores. There were no pictures of them.
 
      There was only basic info on Tamlar technology, although we could see that they were at a similar level as ourselves, perhaps more advanced in the area of virtual computing. Their robots were physically unsophisticated, but that seemed a matter of choice on their part. 
 
      "They have told us almost nothing that we don't already know, or have guessed," I said. "And nothing about these other aliens. Very odd don't you think? What are they hiding?"
 
      "Is that a rhetorical question?"
 
      "Yes... unless you have an answer."
 
      "There may be an answer on the way." She indicated the screen which was showing the aliens space station shuttle making its way across to our ship. At the same time an inset of Laznar appeared on the screen. Zena translated.
 
      "Please come across to the station and we can continue with our dialogue." With that, the inset disappeared.
 
      "We have been summoned," I muttered. 
 
    
 
      We boarded the shuttle and once more found ourselves in the presence of the same group of Tamlar.  Laznar was again their spokesperson and we were led to a large conference room providing a spectacular view of the planet. We took our places around the table, fastening the restraining straps to hold us in position. The room was so normal, we could have been on an Earth orbital, but it was a shock to look around and see the alien bodies and faces arrayed around the table.
 
      "Thank you for the information you provided," began Laznar. "Your species is aggressive and territorial."
 
      Well, don't mince your words! I thought.
 
      "Aggressive? I think that is unfair. We have not had a war for three hundred years. Territorial? We are expanding into the galaxy. But it is a big place with room for many civilisations."
 
      "For now we have decided not to proceed with making contact with your species. We may decide to do so later."
 
      "What are you saying? That I cannot return home?"
 
      "I am afraid that is the case. We have examined the situation and made a decision. You are to remain here as our guest to explore our planet or even enjoy our virtual world if you wish. But your ship must make no attempt to leave. If it does it will be destroyed."
 
      "Wait, there is an alternative." I held up a hand, my mind buzzing with desperate thoughts. Was there an alternative? "Ah, I have a suggestion. You allow me to return home. I will tell my people about you, but I will not reveal your location. And I will say that you wish not to proceed with contact and we will respect that."
 
      Laznar looked at her colleagues and there was some grunting and nodding of heads, and whispered conversations. Did nodding mean yes or no?  Eventually Laznar turned back to me.
 
      "We will have to refer your suggestion to  the Ruling Council," she said. "But that will take some time, since we will have to assemble the requisite number of individuals."
 
      "Perhaps I can talk to the Council directly?" I asked. "It would be interesting to see your planet."
 
      "I will put that to them." The aliens started unfastening their straps.
 
      "You may return to your ship." Laznar pointed to the door and indicated to one of the robots to escort us. 
 
      I was furious and I struggled to control myself. Their arrogance and rudeness had shocked me.  We followed the robot to the air lock and boarded the shuttle. Zena remained quiet, I think she had noticed my mood and understood that I did not want to talk in front of their robot. It was almost certainly monitoring what we were saying and transmitting it back to its masters. 
 
      On that idea, I hatched a scheme. 
 
      "I think they will agree to my suggestion Zena," I said. "We can return home as heroes. The location of the Tamlar home planet will never be revealed."
 
      "Do you believe that?"
 
      "Absolutely!" I said with as much conviction as I could muster. "I trust these people, they are civilised beings. They will not keep us here against our will."
 
      "I hope you are right," said Zena. Her face had its usual impassive expression. I wondered if she could feel doubt or confusion. If she could, she was probably feeling it right now. Let's lay it on with a trowel I said to myself. 
 
      "It is a shame they will not proceed with contact," I continued. "The benefits to both our species will be huge. The Tamlar are so advanced, we have much to learn from them. And their virtual reality universe must be fantastic. What a wonderful exciting invention. Imagine being immortal and enjoying numerous different lives in any kind of fantastic universe you care to imagine. I am almost tempted to remain behind and try it for myself." 
 
      Zena looked at me without comment. I continued to babble on in the same style, enthusing over the wonders of the Tamlar civilisation until we had left the shuttle and were alone. It was then that Zena turned to me.
 
       "Are you feeling unwell? Has the shock been too much for you?" 
 
      I laughed, and Zena began to look confused and then alarmed. She seemed to be getting the hang of facial expressions!
 
      "No, there is method in my madness. I wanted to put the Tamlar at ease. They seem paranoid and defensive.   I want them to believe that I am not unhappy, even if I had to stay here."
 
      "To what purpose?" she asked.
 
      I shrugged. 
 
      "To persuade them to accept us obviously."
 
      She accepted my explanation but I could see she was not convinced. 
 
      "They are aliens Zena. Alien thought processes, alien phobias. We may look like their worst nightmare for all I know." She gave me a disbelieving look. "Well, not you. You are gorgeous."
 
       The disbelieving look morphed into derision.
 
      "You are all talk and no action."
 
      "And you have a one track mind."
 
      "I am a deprived woman."
 
      I gaped at her, torn between laughter and amazement. Laughter won.
 
      "I don't remember anything on my employment contract about satisfying lustful androids."
 
      "That's it. Quote the small print." She turned her back on me dismissively. 
 
      It was a nice back and I admired it for a few seconds before going over and embracing her from behind. My intention was to console her but when she leaned back against me, pressing her curvy bottom against my crotch and leaning her head back, the urge to kiss her neck was overwhelming. When I did she turned and her arms came around my shoulders. Warm silky lips were suddenly on mine, firm breasts pressed against my chest. My reaction was instinctive and visceral.  
 
      We kissed passionately. My hands caressed her firm shapely body as she writhed against me. I wanted her badly but a part of me was shouting for me to stop. Given our dangerous situation why were we doing this I asked myself. Did danger accentuate sexual desire? I'd heard about this but never believed it. 
 
      "Zena..." I tried to push her away. She resisted and then relented. She looked at me questioningly, lips parted, eyes pleading.  "This is not right."
 
      "Would you say that if I was human?" she asked. 
 
      "God, I don't know." I was confused. 
 
      "We both want each other. Why are you hesitating?"
 
      "Because....," I paused, trying to clear my thoughts. "Because you are like a child. I have been entrusted with your development. Using you as a sex object is not right."
 
      She looked thoughtful for a few moments and then, surprisingly, she nodded.
 
      "Yes, I understand. You think that I am emotionally immature and introducing me to sex would somehow damage me?"
 
      It was a question and I had to think about my answer.
 
      "I don't know about damaging you. But if, say, you are like an immature young girl feeling the first stirring of sexual desire, simply giving in to it with the first man you find would be, could be, disastrous."  
 
      "But I am not a young girl. I can't get pregnant or get a sexually transmitted disease. Having sex for me is just an experience to aid my evolution towards sentience."
 
      "No, sex  should not be just that for you, if you are to evolve as a human being. Sex is crucial for us. Full of emotions, relationships. It has to be the same with you."
 
      "Do you find me desirable?" She looked at me with a blank almost demanding expression.  I felt intimidated.
 
      "I find you physically very desirable," I said defensively. "It's very hard for me to resist your ... blandishments."  I used the word apologetically because I couldn't think of an alternative. 
 
      "Blandishments?" She looked quizzical. "Is that what I am doing?"
 
      "Yeah, sort of." I shrugged as if to say it wasn't important, but she looked abashed. 
 
      "So I am making it difficult for you?"
 
      "Need you ask?"
 
      "Sorry."
 
      "Er...," I paused for a second, then grinned at her. "But hey, don't stop. I like it."
 
      "Jason Matis. I think I'm going to kill you!" She glared, then laughed. 
 
      "For now, let's just be friends. Okay?"
 
      "I don't believe anything you say anymore, but... okay."
 
    
 
      We had some lunch together then continued with our surveys of the Tamlar planet. We made no further discoveries. The planet was almost totally given over to infrastructure, with large areas of nondescript monolithic grey buildings and miles of solar power plants. The land masses with an equitable climate were almost all turned over to farmland. There were few areas of natural woodland, forest or jungle. This was a highly industrialised and urbanised planet. It seemed that the Tamlar were not much given to natural pursuits.
 
      I could not help contrasting this with Earth. The over-industrialisation of the nineteenth to the twenty-first century had led to a reaction. The twenty-second century had started the trend back to a more natural way of life. A drop in world population had allowed urban areas to shrink. Massive landscaping and renewal projects had led to a recovery of the natural environment. Humans lived in balance with nature and were happier for it. What were the Tamlar up to I asked myself. They had almost totally eliminated nature from their planet.
 
      But as we gathered more information about the planet, I began to develop a feeling of unease. Why were the Tamlar allowing us to investigate their planet I asked myself. Surely they must know that we would do that. The conclusion was obvious. They didn't care. And if they didn't care, that meant they had no intention of releasing us! 
 
      I called a halt to our examination of the planet, adjourned to the galley where I made coffee and a snack. 
 
      "Things are not looking good," I said. 
 
      Zena had a small fruit juice and was sipping it delicately. I loved that she wanted to keep me company when eating or drinking. 
 
      "The fact that the Tamlar are allowing us to continue examining their planet means they are not going to release us. It's been five hours since we last talked and they have not come back to us on a further meeting."
 
      "There is nothing we can do. We are their prisoners," said Zena.
 
      "Well, if we sit here and do nothing then we will become their prisoners." 
 
      "What do you suggest? They have us surrounded with their military fighters."
 
      "Let's talk to them."
 
      She nodded and activated the comm. 
 
      "What shall I say?"
 
      "Say we are getting impatient. We are keen and excited about getting to know them and look forward to meeting their leaders."
 
      "Right." She opened the comm and transmitted my words. 
 
      "Add that we are happy to land on the planet using our own shuttle, if they would kindly give us the co-ordinates. Otherwise, if they do not wish to proceed with contact, we will leave for home."  
 
      Once that was sent, we waited. It took a couple of minutes before we got a response from Lanzar himself.
 
      "We are making arrangements for you to be transported to our planet in one of our own shuttles," he said. "If you make any attempt to leave, your ship will be destroyed." With that, the screen went blank. 
 
      "Shit on it. There's no reasoning with these bastards."
 
      "We can't allow ourselves to be taken prisoner. We will never get out. We are going to have to make a break for it."
 
      "Jason, the Intrepid cannot outdistance their orbital fighters. Which also have missiles. It would be suicide to try." 
 
      "I wasn't planning on using the Intrepid to get away. I agree, it's not fast enough. But I think our shuttle may be."
 
      "But where do we go?"
 
      "The third planet. They have given us no info on the third planet. I think the Tamlar may not have good relations with their neighbours."
 
      "You are making two unproven assumptions," she replied. "That our shuttle is faster than their warships and that the neighbouring aliens will be friendly towards us. If you are wrong, you will die."
 
      "I think I am dead anyway. They will not release me and I have serious doubts about their intentions towards me. I have a bad feeling about these characters Zena."
 
      "Be aware that we cannot allow the ships' AI to get into alien hands," said Zena.
 
      "Can the AI initiate a complete memory wipe if that were to happen?" I asked. 
 
      "Yes," said Zena. "But the hardware technology is equally valuable."
 
      "It looks like their computer tech is at the same level as ours Zena. But, could we overload the fusion reactor and destroy the ship, if it comes to that?"
 
      "No, that is not possible. But we could instruct the maintenance robot to remove the AI module and eject it into Space. "
 
      The Intrepid's AI module was a compact water cooled drum that was easily removable. It seemed we had no choice because it could not be transferred to the Merlin Falcon.
 
      "Let's program the robot to do that," I agreed. While Zena attended to programming the maintenance robot I loaded up a number of food containers.  
 
      I had good reason to believe that our shuttle could outdistance the Tamlar warships. She was designed to land on planets with twice Earth's gravity and to fly through just about any kind of atmospheric disturbance. Three hugely powerful fusion rockets could propel her with an acceleration of twelve gravities and she was built like the proverbial brick outhouse. Fully fuelled she could transport us to the third planet in a couple of days. The Tamlar starships could use their Hyperspace switch to get there before us of course and eventually track us down and catch us. I knew that I was hoping something would come up.  
 
      We took our places in the flight deck of the Falcon and strapped in with me in the pilots seat and Zena in the co-pilot's. Were the Tamlar monitoring our ship? We were about to find out. We could not adjust our heading, we had to fire the rockets in whatever direction the ship was pointing and then steer a course away from the planet. As it happened, the ship was pointing at the planet. It could be worse I thought, it could be pointing at the space station. We released the clamps holding the shuttle to the Intrepid. 
 
      "All systems green," said Zena.
 
      I hit the fire button with the setting at full power. 
 
      There was a thunderous roar and an elephant seemed to have suddenly sat on my chest. The space station receded with startling rapidity. We were in a high orbit so the planets atmosphere was still a way off. The idea was to use the planet as a slingshot, accelerating around it, skimming the atmosphere and then heading into space. How fast were the Tamlar warships? We were about to find out.
 
      The Space station and the Tamlar ships rapidly disappeared. I began to hope that by the time they got under way we would be out of sight. The acceleration was brutal and a black fog began to descend on my eyes.
 
      "Zena... reduce acceleration to six Gee," I managed to gasp out. We were skimming around the planet just above the atmosphere. There was a bleep and three bright sparks appeared on the display. Zena's voice came from far away. 
 
      "Enemy warships on an intercept course." Then she added "Plotting a course to avoid them."
 
      I gave her a minute to do her calculations before asking.
 
      "Can we avoid them Zena?"
 
      "It depends on the range of their missiles."
 
      "Assume they have a similar range to equivalent Human missiles."
 
      "There are short range and long range air to air missiles Jason. Long range can be up to a few hundred miles."
 
      "Assume long range."
 
      "We will be within range. But we are travelling so fast we can probably outrun them."
 
      "Probably?"
 
      "I think it is now an academic point. Prepare for evasive manoeuvres."
 
      "Zena listen, just go straight at them. We are going so fast the closing speed will be sixty thousand kph plus. The bloody missiles will explode behind us."
 
      "You could be correct. Can you take more acceleration?"
 
      "Temporarily yes. Don't worry if I pass out. Just get us clear of these bastards."
 
      The elephant sat on my chest again and I passed out.
 
    
 
      When I awoke the elephant had gone back to the jungle and been replaced by a horse or something similar. The roar of the engines was down to a muted hum. I felt battered abused and exhausted. I had a bad headache and my mouth was parched. Zena's lovely face hovered over me, looking concerned. 
 
      "You are getting the hang of expressions," I croaked.
 
      "Drink some water," she said holding a drinking container to my face. I slurped down some nice cold water, had a rest, then slurped down some more.
 
      "We are still alive then." As a conversational gambit it lacked originality, but it was to the point.
 
      "You were correct. We were going so fast their missiles exploded behind us. How did you know that?"
 
      "I didn't. It was a guess."
 
      "You risked your life on a guess?"
 
      "I calculated that it's easier to shoot something that is moving at an angle than when it's coming straight at you. An inspired guess."
 
      "I'm impressed."
 
      "We make a good team. I do the inspiration and you do the perspiration."
 
      "Mmm, I don't..."
 
      "Just an expression. Think about it."
 
      "Oh yes, I see. What is called a play on words?"
 
      "Exactly. How far are we from the planet?"
 
      "Fifty thousand kilometres."
 
      "Anybody on our tail?"
 
      "No, I think we have lost them."
 
      "Right. Reduce acceleration to one gee. Where is the third planet in relation to us?"
 
      "We are fortunate that it is approaching its closest distance to the second planet. We are at a distance of seventeen million miles."
 
      "I guess there is no rush to get there. We need to conserve our fuel."
 
      "If we accelerate at one gee for another hour our journey time will be about five days."
 
      "Right. That will give us plenty of time to consider our strategy when we arrive. They will probably be waiting for us."
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Five days in the confined space of a small shuttle should have been tedious, but instead it became a fascinating exploration of Zena's personality. She had clearly been designed to be a sort of 'hostess with the most-ess'. I tried to normalise her behaviour. 
 
      "Behave as if we are two equals," I explained. 
 
      "But Jason, I have been programmed to protect and look after you," she pointed out.
 
      "As human beings we all are motivated to protect and look after each other. It's a fundamental social instinct. But it has to be balanced against our own individual needs, and to avoid intrusion on other's privacy." 
 
      To her credit, she learned quickly and our relationship became warm and close. I was beginning to see the attraction of a 'perfect' android partner. 
 
      On our situation, we had to come up with a strategy for avoiding the Tamlar warships that would undoubtedly be waiting for us. Our advantage was that we were a very small ship in a very large space. We should be able to sneak in quite close to the planet before being spotted. The challenge would then be to dive into the atmosphere and find a remote location to hide the Falcon. It had VTOL capability so we could land it anywhere where there was a clear space, and then hide it in some way, maybe in the forest or under some cliff overhang. 
 
      The other unknown was the level of development of the third planet aliens. If they were advanced then we may have to contend with their defences as well as the Tamlar. I was beginning to think that we would have been better off staying with the Intrepid Scout and facing the consequences. But there was a sense of satisfaction in metaphorically putting up two fingers at the Tamlar. I was damned if I would allow them to push me around. 
 
      The fifth day arrived and we began decelerating. The planet was still a hundred thousand miles away but the idea was to arrive at the maximum speed possible. Zena and I were in the cockpit strapped in to our seats. Deceleration was at one gee for one hour so we could in theory move around but the Falcon was not designed to allow moving around during either acceleration or deceleration. The corridor to the small living and sleeping area which in free fall I could float along, was now a shaft which I would have to climb down.  
 
      I had water and some biscuits to sustain me and we made desultory conversation. The third planet was twenty percent smaller than Earth but otherwise seemed very Earth like. Surprisingly there were few signs of an advanced industrial civilisation. The closer we got the more surprised I became. It became apparent that the inhabitants of third planet were still pre-industrial. 
 
      "This is surprising Zena. The Tamlar have made no effort to advance their neighbours."
 
      "Because there are no signs of heavy industry or large cities does not necessarily mean that they are backward. Perhaps they have a post-industrial society," said Zena.
 
      "Post-Industrial society? I am not sure I know what that means."
 
      "In the past it meant when knowledge and service  industries became larger than manufacturing. But modern ideas envisage a society more in tune with its environment, where heavy industry is hidden away underground allowing habitats to be greener and free of traffic and pollution. A sort of urban utopia if you like."
 
     "Uh-huh. Very nice but somehow I don't think that is what we have here. On the plus side, it looks like we don't have to worry about these aliens having any offensive aerial capability."
 
    
 
      After an hour the engines shut down and we were free to move around. But we stayed in our seats because we were approaching the critical part of our manoeuvres. Fifty thousand miles out and so far we had not spotted any enemy warships. Then Zena announced that there was an orbital at eighteen thousand miles above the planet in a synchronous orbit. The picture came on the screen. It was a smaller version of the one that had been in orbit around the Tamlar's planet. Near it floated a couple of shuttles, and two warships.
 
      "Let's go in on the opposite side of the planet from the orbital," I  said.
 
      Zena made the course adjustments and the engines fired for a minute. Still no signs of any activity from the warships. 
 
      We did not use our engines again until the planet was between us and the orbital. Then we decelerated heavily, the Falcon descending quickly into the atmosphere. The land beneath us quickly resolved into a dead snow covered  landscape with jagged low mountains on the horizon. We were close to the north pole and the climate appeared unfriendly. 
 
      "The most fertile areas are close to the equator," said Zena. "I also spotted some large conurbations there." Zena was being the navigator and I was nominally piloting, although at this point the ship was largely under the control of the auto pilot. We could interchange roles, but Zena's intimate contact with the ship and the stream of information from its sensors was important at this point. 
 
       "Right, set coordinates Zena." The aircraft banked steeply and accelerated. For the next fifteen minutes the scenery stayed the same, then gradually some greenery started to appear. We crossed a mountain range and the scenery changed. Some stunted trees began to appear. But the sky was covered with heavy black clouds and a gusty wind made the Falcon shudder. The temperature was just above freezing. There were occasional signs of habitation but they were ramshackle and abandoned. 
 
      The weather improved slightly as we headed south and the temperature climbed to a more temperate twenty degrees. The trees began to thicken and turned into forest. 
 
      "Zena, let's look for a secluded spot to set down. We need to do some biological tests. You have control." Before I could get out and breath the atmosphere it was necessary to test for any virulent bacteria or viruses. These were standard tests which were automated but we needed to get samples from the environment.  
 
      I left the cockpit and put on my atmosphere protection suit and goldfish bowl. I also activated Trichos  the robot. This handsome beast is my companion and protector on all exploration trips. Named after a family of crabs that it apparently resembles. (Trichodactylidae, for the curious!). He is a fairly scary looking creature, six feet in length and four feet high, and his main job is to assist me in collecting samples of the environment, and protect me against any overly curious local inhabitants. I also had a small pistol tucked into my belt. Small but it fired tiny explosive bullets that would kill an elephant.  
 
      I felt the aircraft dip and slow and then the countryside outside stopped moving. We settled gently down to the ground. I opened the airlock and stepped out onto the planet.
 
      "We come in peace for all mankind," I muttered, somewhat inaccurately since 'all mankind' had no idea we were here.   
 
      Zena had landed us in a small forest clearing, just big enough to accommodate the falcon's wings. I activated my external mike to be deafened by a cacophony of bird song. I hastily turned the volume down. 
 
      "Zena, exiting airlock now."
 
      "I see you Jason. There is a river through the trees on your left. Take a sample of the water."
 
      "Sample the river, check." I followed Trichos. He was of course in direct communication with Zena and under her control, although he could operate independently when needed. Trichos would take air, soil and water samples, as well as samples of the local vegetation and any wildlife that was unlucky enough to come near him. I assisted him by selecting my own samples, or pointing out any that he had missed. 
 
      The undergrowth was not too thick and we soon hacked our way through it and arrived at the river. It was just about fifty feet wide and flowing slowly, the water green and heavy with moss. I saw a scaly head in the middle and then a couple more. Bulging eyes lifted out of the water to examine us. They looked very similar to crocodiles and about the same size. I hate crocodiles! Great efforts had been made back on Earth to preserve some threatened species. I would have been quite happy to see them go.  Okay, I know, don't give me the environmental lecture, all creatures deserve etc etc. It's a  nasty thing that wants to eat me and I have to go to great lengths to make sure it survives and is healthy and happy. Will it thank me before it has me for lunch? I think not!
 
      But I guessed that our friends in the water were nothing like crocodiles biologically since this was a northern climate. Almost certainly warm bloodied with thick blubbery coats instead of scaly ones. But no more attractive for that!
 
      I fingered my pistol as Trichos stepped daintily on his six legs down to the river's edge and started to fill a number of small containers and to take samples of the moss. The crocs wisely decided that Trichos was a good thing to avoid and stayed in the middle of the river. I suddenly realised that the bird noise had gone quiet. I was at the edge of the forest while Trichos was fifteen feet away by the river. I looked around me nervously. I have no idea whether birds stop singing when a dangerous predator passes, but I was taking no chances. I walked away from the forest towards Trichos. There was a blood curdling growl and something huge came out of the forest in one bound. 
 
      I swivelled and pulled out my pistol at the same time. The creature coming towards me was a cross between a lion and a wart hog. It's huge mouth with upper and lower incisors was open displaying rows of jagged teeth. I just about managed to level my gun and shoot before it was on me. I was flattened beneath its hairy muscular body and its head came down to rip my face off. Fortunately I was wearing my helmet and its teeth bounced of the hardened plastic. Before it could try again I felt its body shudder as my bullet exploded and with an anguished scream it collapsed, its heavy head thumping on the ground next to mine. I was being crushed beneath the weight of its gross body before Trichos came to my aid, levering the animal off me.
 
      "Thanks Tricho, that was a close call."
 
      "We should have spotted it earlier," said the robot it its deep slightly artificial voice. 
 
      "The forest is very thick," I said dusting myself down.
 
      "Jason are you all right?" Zena's voice came from my helmet speaker.
 
      "Yeah Zena, just some bother with the local wild life." I was shaking and panting but tried to sound casual. Why I wasn't sure. Zena was just an android, who was I trying to impress?
 
      "I should have come with you," she said. "Trichos, can you do a survey of the surrounding area?"
 
      "Yes Zena." Trichos set off along the river bank, diving into the forest occasionally. He then came back and did the same thing in the other direction. There was a loud grunt from the forest and the sound of a heavy body crashing through the undergrowth. Trichos came back and we continued with our search for samples, keeping an eye out for the crocodiles.
 
      When we were satisfied we returned to the ship. Zena was solicitous and fussed  over me like a mother hen, if that's what mother hens do.
 
      "Are you sure you are alright?"
 
      "Yes, would you like to see?"
 
      "May I."
 
      "Behave!"
 
    
 
      We began feeding our samples through the analysers and checking the results. As a rule, alien microbes are baffled by Human biology and that was the case here, except for one little chap who seemed to enjoy eating my nail clippings. I would have to make sure I wore gloves when doing gardening!
 
      We went out again and this time I did not wear my helmet. The air was fresh and delicious, smelling of vegetation. The setting sun glinted through the trees and the birds were singing and squawking with gusto. 
 
      "It's really very nice out here Zena. Great place for a vacation. Apart from the man eating Wart-Lions and Crocodiles."
 
      "If anything tries to eat me they will get a surprise," she retorted. I chuckled at her humour. She really was becoming quite human.
 
      The purpose of our excursion this time was to trap some wildlife. But first we returned to our dead Wart-Lion as I had named it and Trichos dissected the body and took samples. I admired his surgery skill. In truth, he was also very capable of removing an appendix or even carrying out more complex surgery if I should need it. It was very reassuring to have my own skilled surgeon on board. We set out our traps and returned to the ship. It was now late evening and I had some food and went to bed, leaving Trichos and Zena to do the science. 
 
      The next morning after breakfast we retrieved our traps to find a varied selection of little creatures. We rummaged about a bit more, discovering some green eggs, and in a tree branch a nest of baby chicks waiting for mum to return with their lunch. 
 
      We returned to the ship and pooled our findings. This was a very Earth like planet with a similar range of flora and fauna. Genetically we were not at all the same of course. The Wart-Lion did not have the same organs in the same places as we do, but they managed to do the same job overall. Having determined that I could live on the planet it remained for us to contact the locals. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We lifted off from our little clearing and cruising low over the trees headed south where we had seen more signs of civilisation.  After a half hour, the vegetation  thinned out, the forest giving way to a more Mediterranean climate. 
 
      Eventually we spotted a road, well, track more like, winding through the trees and heading south. We followed it and found the first inhabited village a few minutes later. We spotted figures in the street but when they saw the ship they ran for the forest. Zena brought up some close-ups which I examined with interest. They were quite different from the Tamlar. They were smaller, slighter, with spindly bodies and incongruously large heads, slightly stooped, like monkeys, with long arms. They had bulging heavy lidded eyes, a long nose and square receding chin. Their heads were completely bald. 
 
      Interestingly I could see that there were two sexes, or so I assumed. The females, if they were the females, were broader than the males particularly around the hips. I was persuaded they were the females because a number of them held babies in their arms as they ran. 
 
      Why are they running I asked myself. Soon they had all disappeared into the surrounding trees leaving the village deserted except for a few large animals hitched to wagons or tied to railings. We hovered over it for a minute or two checking out the structure of the building and then I pointed the nose south and we accelerated away. 
 
      "Looks  fairly primitive," I remarked. "Early nineteenth century Earth perhaps? Although we haven't seen any railways." 
 
      As we flew further south we saw more villages, and more roads. But again, as we flew over the villages we could see the people running away. Had they never seen an aeroplane before? It seemed unlikely when the Tamlar had established a Space station around their planet. The conclusion was obvious. They thought we were Tamlar and they were getting away to hide as soon as they saw us. 
 
      The Tamlar Space station was over the other hemisphere of the planet which probably meant that area was the most densely occupied. But still, these people were afraid of the Tamlar. Which meant the Tamlar must visit this area also. Or maybe even be here, permanently? Would it be wise to go to the main city? 
 
      "Zena, I'm thinking the Tamlar have been here. These people are afraid of aircraft. It may be safer not to go to the main city."
 
      "Are you thinking the people may attack us?" asked Zena.
 
      "No, I'm thinking if the Tamlar have a presence on this planet it will be in the main cities."
 
      "That is logical."
 
      "Let us land on the outskirts of the village, somewhere where the Falcon can be hidden from the air. Then we can try and talk to the natives."
 
      We were both seated in the cockpit and there was a 'wrap around' screen at the front which simulated a standard cockpit window but allowed us to zoom in on bits of the countryside.  Looking at the screen was like looking out of a cockpit window.
 
      "I will cruise around the village in expanding circles while we look for a suitable landing site," I said.
 
      The countryside scrolled beneath us, mostly farmland, flat and free of trees except for the odd orchard. But as we got further away from the village it became wilder and more rugged.  
 
      "There, down there!" Zena pointed to an area next to a large outcrop. It was mostly flat although strewn with rubble. It looked like the huge outcrop had partially collapsed. Trees grew around it but there was a large space beneath the outcrop that was clear, and largely obscured from the air by the rocky overhang.
 
     It  needed delicate flying to manoeuvre the ship into the clearing and then find a spot where the wheels found flat ground and the wings were clear of  boulders. But the Falcon was a magnificent flying machine and I was able to manoeuvre it gently and precisely. The ship settled on its suspension and I killed the engines.
 
      "Good piloting Jason. "
 
      "Thank you. Now, how do we get the attention of the locals? I doubt they have invented radio yet?"
 
      "I have been receiving some transmissions but they are Tamlar," said Zena.
 
      "Ah, interesting. Originating on the planet or from the Space station?"
 
      "Both."
 
      "Have you listened in on any?"
 
      "No," she answered.
 
      "Let's do that. It may give us an idea on what the Tamlar are doing here. While I have a coffee and some delicious plastic rations."
 
      We retired to the small ships galley where I prepared my food and Zena examined the Tamlar broadcasts.  She looked up at me while I was eating.
 
      "I would like to be able to taste food."
 
      "Mmm, not this you wouldn't." I looked back at her with a smile. "You have a mouth. Can you put food in it?"
 
      "Yes, but I don't need to eat obviously. I can analyse food or drink for  its' constituents but that is not the same as tasting it."
 
      "If I was to touch you, what would you feel? I mean, would it just be an electrical signal telling you where I touched, how hard, or would you feel it?" 
 
      "That is an interesting question. I have a huge number of sensors on my skin and in my sexual areas. And some special hardware in my brain to generate feeling."
 
      "Um..." I paused for a second to clear my mind of thoughts of her 'sexual areas'.  "Does it work?"
 
      "I think it may. Occasionally I get fleeting glimpses of something indefinable.  What is it that you are eating?"
 
      "Why don't you try it. This is supposed to be some kind of spicy chicken." I took a piece of chicken, made sure there was some of the spicy sauce on it and gave her the fork. She put it in her mouth and carefully chewed. She had beautiful white even teeth I noticed. Actually, everything about her was perfect. Probably even her 'sexual areas' I imagined. Or tried not to imagine!
 
      "I recognise it as  tandoori chicken, an Indian dish," she said.
 
      "Ah, is that what its supposed to be."
 
      "And I get fleeting images of something spicy, slightly peppery. It is... very sensual." She seemed captivated by it. I was taken aback. What was happening to Zena? 
 
      "Um.. would you like more?" I offered.
 
      "No, I should not be using your stock of food." She looked wistful and I smiled back. 
 
      "Sharing my food with you will be a pleasure. Anyway, you won't be eating much, just tasting right?" She sat with a little smile of anticipation as I parcelled out a little of my food and put it in a container.  As I ate, she delicately sampled little morsels, telling me what they were. I laughed at her pleasure. and at the same time began to experience a feeling of nostalgia. Would I ever return to Earth and Human company again? Zena was my only link to the Human race and I was beginning to rely on her emotionally in a way I found uncomfortable.  
 
      After our common meal, Zena gave me a summary of  the Tamlar transmissions.  It took us more than an hour of looking through them before we began to form a picture of what the Tamlar were doing here. And it was very unpleasant.  
 
      "They are kidnapping these people, they call them Hortani, and transporting them to their planet to work on their farms. But there's also something else, and I don't quite understand it. They are using them as 'hosts'? What does that mean?"
 
      "I don't know Jason.  Hosts for some kind of parasite? Hosts for their virtual intelligences? That seems more likely. But why?"
 
      "Brain control? If they want them to work on their farms it could be some way to control them?"
 
      "If so, then it is not surprising that they run away when they see an aircraft," said Zena.
 
      "They think we are Tamlar." I saw it clearly now. But how would we persuade them we were not Tamlar? They would have to see us. But if they all ran away, that wasn't going to happen.  "We are just going to have to parade around the town until they come out of hiding to see what we are up to," I suggested. 
 
      "If it's the aircraft that is warning them, then all we have to do is walk to the village and talk to them," she said. 
 
      It seemed a reasonable idea. The road leading to the village was nearby and we could easily walk there. 
 
      "Are they likely to get violent?" I was asking the question to myself as well as Zena. 
 
      "We could take Trichos," she suggested. 
 
      "That may scare them away." When I thought further, I was sure he would scare them away! "He would certainly scare me away."
 
      "Can we take the chance without Trichos? Perhaps I should go by myself?" she suggested.
 
      It was actually a sensible suggestion. One individual would cause less panic. And Zena was almost certainly immune to any kinds of weapons the natives would have. Arrows would bounce off her. Well, probably stick into the surface of her skin. On the other hand, it was possible that they had gunpowder, which meant they may have guns. But I was strangely reluctant to allow Zena to go on her own.  
 
      "I hope that when they see that we are not Tamlar they may come out to investigate. Peacefully."
 
      "Should we take some weapons. Just in case?" 
 
      "Yes. Just in case," I agreed.   
 
      We went through to the small equipment room to get changed into clothing more appropriate for  clambering through forests. It was the first time I had seen Zena naked and I found myself becoming aroused. She was perfectly formed and completely realistic, as far as I could see. I got dressed quickly, turning away from her. We finished by strapping on our belts with a few survival tools, a large knife and a gun. 
 
      "Zena,  if we get into trouble, have Trichos ready to come to our rescue. And have the ship prepared to also come to our rescue if needed." 
 
      "Of course Jason."
 
      The Falcon was equipped with an advanced automatic computer, not quite AI, but able to fly and land the shuttle on its own. As a lone scout it was always possible that I would get into problems outside the ship and need to be rescued, although that had not happened yet. 
 
      We exited the airlock  and trudged down the small incline to the forest, our boots crunching on the gravel and kicking small stones. The ship loomed like a large metal bird, reassuring and reminding me of home.  We found a narrow overgrown track which appeared to lead to the road.   
 
      "Looks like people come here from the road," I observed. "Can't think why."
 
      "It may be an ancient track," said Zena. "Used during their stone age perhaps."
 
      "Mmm. Yes, there is a lot of flint here." I could imagine the locals may have come here to hunt for flint to make spear and arrow tips. Or whatever stone age man used flint for! "But why would they continue coming here?"
 
      "Look." She pointed behind a large boulder we had just passed. I stopped in surprise. There was a shape carved into the boulder. We stepped closer to examine it. 
 
      "It's one of the aliens. The Hortani as the Tamlar call them. It looks pretty ancient."
 
      "Yes. That may be why they are coming here. We have chosen a good place to land."
 
      My irony was not lost on Zena.  
 
      "We just have to stay here and they will come and find us." She stepped closer to the carving, examining it carefully. "It looks like some sort of religious emblem. Look at what it is wearing." 
 
      The creature was crudely sculpted into the rock, but we could still see its extravagant headdress and clothing. It was also carrying what appeared to be a spear with an  emblem on the top, a crescent shape with a spear through it, a bit like the old Soviet Union hammer and sickle.
 
      "Let's hope we haven't blundered on to sacred ground. Defiled their religious something or other." I waved my hands vaguely. 
 
      "Yes, let's not defile their religious something or other," said Zena, turning to continue walking down the slope. I followed, smiling at her shapely back. We entered the more wooded area, mostly scrub with low stunted trees, following the dirt path. It was hot and the atmosphere was dry but clear with the smell of alien herbs.  But the path was easy to follow and we made good progress. When we spotted the main road we paused and approached more cautiously. 
 
      We waited for a minute but there was no sign of activity. 
 
      "Right, let's go for it." I stepped onto the road and turned towards the direction of the village that we had spotted from the air. Zena walked next to me. We made no attempt to hide, walking down the centre of the road. It was quite narrow, fifteen feet or so, and covered with a mixture of small stones and a tar like substance. giving a smooth and durable surface. 
 
      "When was tar  used on roads on Earth Zena," I asked.
 
      "Late nineteenth century," she replied.
 
      "Looks about right for their level of development. "
 
      I knew that the village was just a couple of miles along the road. It was fifteen minutes before we spotted the tops of houses in the distance. Then five minutes after that, around a bend in the road came a wagon towed by two horse like animals. There were two individuals on the wagon and for a few seconds they did not realise what we were. When they did, the driver pulled on the reins and shouted hoarsely at the animals, who took fright and  reared up. For a moment  it looked like the driver would lose control but he steadied  the animals and brought the wagon to a halt. 
 
      I stopped walking towards them and restrained Zena who also stopped.  I held up a hand, palm forward in what I hoped would be the universal gesture for peace.  The two occupants gaped at us, looking quite comically terrified.  The driver was desperately trying to turn the wagon around, which was difficult on the narrow road.  
 
      "Come on mate. You've seen aliens before," I muttered.
 
      Eventually the driver managed to get the wagon turned and cracking the reins it disappeared at a pell-mell rate around the curve of the road. 
 
      "First contact, rapidly followed by no contact. Shall we keep on walking?"
 
      We carried on walking and when we got around the bend in the road we saw the wagon in the distance, hightailing it towards the town. 
 
      "Okay, so when this character gets to town and tells everyone there are some ugly aliens heading down the road, what do you think they will do?"
 
      "Who are these ugly aliens?" asked Zena. 
 
      I grinned. She was striding next to me, hips swaying,  looking for all the world like she was out for a Sunday after dinner stroll. 
 
      "If they think we are Tamlar they will hopefully be intimidated enough to treat us with respect," I said.
 
      "Or head for the hills."
 
      "Shit yes. I never thought of that."
 
      We were now approaching the first houses at the edge of the town, or large village. The wagon and its two passengers had  stopped next to some other wagons and animals and a group of  Hortani had gathered around the two. We continued walking until we were about fifty yards from them and then stopped. I held up an open hand again, and we remained stationary in the road, shoulder to shoulder. My hand went to my belt and I loosened my gun in its holster. 
 
      We saw someone running off up the street while the others remained, huddling together nervously. Eventually a group of individuals arrived, and were consulted. They turned faces towards us, talked some more, and then at last a couple of brave souls began walking towards us. 
 
      "Well whoopee-do guys. Medals for bravery. Try to look friendly Zena."
 
      She snorted derisively. 
 
      The Hortani came within twenty metres before their courage failed and they stopped.  I held up an open palm hand again.
 
      "We come in peace," I said. "Please don't kill us."
 
      "Bertin dolcan par bits," said one of them.
 
      "Par bits to you too," I replied. Zena turned and gave me a pained look.   
 
      "Let me," she said. "Peren della con ma sar. Tana bol ken sintak Tamlar." This was translated by my implant as "Do not be afraid, we are not Tamlar."
 
      The two Hortani looked alarmed temporarily, then relaxed. One of them stepped forward.
 
      "You are not Tamlar?" The inflection seemed clearly interrogative.
 
      "No," she replied. "We are aliens from another far away planet."
 
      The two Hortani peered at us and began talking excitedly with each other. 
 
      I thought it was interesting that in a little one horse town like the one we were approaching knew of and had dealings with the Tamlar
 
      Zena went on to explain how we had been captured by the Tamlar and escaped. The Hortani became increasingly excited. They eventually invited us to follow them into town. Zena looked at me and I nodded.
 
      "Good, exactly what we want," I said.
 
      The two worthies turned and began walking back to the town, waving for us to follow.  
 
      "Well, I thought I handled that very well," I remarked.
 
      "I don't know what I would have done without you," said Zena.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We spent the next few days with our new friends getting to know each other. Zena learnt their language, which allowed an enormous advance in our understanding since their knowledge of the Tamlar tongue was very poor.  They were incredibly impressed with Zena's ability to learn their language. I got the distinct impression that they thought Zena was the leader of our team and I was the idiot relation. They could not understand why she kept deferring to me to make decisions. They asked if I was male and she was female, clearly believing that may be the reason why I was 'in charge'. 
 
      We found them to be placid individuals with a culture seemingly based on cooperation and mutual support. I found this a bit puzzling. Compared to Humans at the same level of development they appeared civilised and peaceful. But their hatred of the Tamlar stood out as the one blemish in their otherwise agreeable nature and peaceful society.   
 
      The two individuals we had first met were the equivalent to the mayor of the town, named Emlas, and his administrative officer, Kornis.  We met a number of other of the towns leading individuals. After a few days of our stay it seemed everyone wanted to meet us. We would return every night to our ship, getting lifts from our friends on their charming little wagons pulled by their rather sprightly steeds.
 
      There was an oddity about the aliens that caught our attention. They would stop every now and again and consult with each other by literally putting their large bald heads together as they conversed.  I was not sure whether it was just a social custom or habit or whether there was a more practical reason. 
 
      They showed great interest in Earth and everything about us.  After a week a number of large stagecoaches arrived and disgorged dozens of officials accompanied by what was clearly a military contingent. They were armed with advanced looking rifles and were the first armed individuals we had seen on this planet. But there was no threatening behaviour, to the contrary, word seemed to have spread that we were friendly aliens and we were welcomed. We soon began to understand that we were seen as possible allies against the Tamlar. 
 
      I was anxious to find out what exactly the relationship was between the Tamlar and the Hortani and how this may benefit us, specifically to get us back home. I was painfully aware that the Intrepid Scout was abandoned in orbit around the Tamlar planet and by now could have been disabled. Our return to Earth was looking distinctly unlikely. 
 
      We were invited to a meeting with the new arrivals in a communal hall. Zena and I took our places at the head of a large ornate wooden table. Around the hall there were oil paintings on the walls, no doubt of notable past worthies who had served the community. The senior individuals took their places around the table, and as many as could be accommodated crammed around the walls and waited outside in the courtyard.  There was a buzz of excited conversation and all eyes were fixed on me and Zena.
 
      The leader of the delegation stood and addressed the meeting. He was a venerable old chap wearing an ornately embroidered cloak. Zena translated into my audio implant.
 
      "Dear citizens, we are gathered here today to welcome our friends from the stars. Some of you have expressed reservations about these aliens. Our experience as a species with aliens has not been a happy one so far. How do we know, you ask, whether these aliens are any different from the hated Tamlar. Well of course, we don't. But there are two points to make. Firstly, these aliens have escaped from the clutches of the Tamlar and are hiding from them. We have a duty therefore to help them. Secondly, these new aliens are just as advanced as the Tamlar, maybe more advanced. We cannot offer them any resistance, they are too powerful for us. It seems sensible therefore to extend the hand of friendship, until we know otherwise."
 
      I was impressed with his succinct and sensible analysis of the situation. So far so good I thought.
 
      "Let me introduce myself," he said turning towards Zena and me.  "I am Savos Lan Si, a representative of this country's government.  We would like to find out more about your civilisation and see how we can help you."
 
      I stood up and addressed the meeting while Zena translated. 
 
      "Thank you for your welcome. Myself and my partner are explorers. Our civilisation has travelled the stars for hundreds of years and settled many planets. Let me reassure you that our civilisation has no inimical intentions towards you. To the contrary, we will treat you with respect.  The Universe has millions of suns and planets. We have no designs of your planet or your citizens. We would like to understand how and why the Tamlar have behaved badly towards you and see in what way we can help each other."
 
      When Zena translated my words there seemed to be a buzz of approving conversation across the room.  Savos stood and thanked me and then began a long description of the relationship between the Tamlar and the Hortani. 
 
      "The Tamlar arrived at our planet hundreds of years ago," began Savos. "At first, their ships were not manned. We were terrified by these metal contraptions that fell out of the sky. But soon we realised that they could not harm us. Sometimes they would crash and lie still, sometimes they would work for a while, then stop. Our ancestors plucked up the courage to investigate these amazing things and discovered they were harmless. They took some of them apart and tried to use the metal. And then the first manned ship arrived. The Tamlar were shocking to us, like gods from heaven they descended on their chariots of fire. They treated us like animals, hunting and killing us. We did not understand why at first, because you see, we are not carnivores. We as a species do not kill other animals, which is also why we do not war on each other.  So the behaviour of these evil gods was inexplicable, until we discovered why they were killing us. They were using us as food. We were just animals to them."
 
      "They were using you as food?" I interrupted him. I was shocked to the core by this and could not believe it. "Are you sure?"
 
      "Yes of course. We had many years to confirm these findings," he replied.
 
      "Are they... still doing that?" I struggled to get the words out. 
 
      "No, they have not done so for a hundred years. They have found other uses for us."
 
      "Please, carry on."
 
      "We had to learn to defend ourselves," he continued. "We had to learn to kill. But it was an uneven match. They had terrible weapons that kill at a distance. We only had spears and arrows. But we had numbers. Anywhere the Tamlar landed we would converge on them and bombard them with our weapons. But hundreds of our people died, and in the end we just kept away from them. They built a few settlements but largely left us alone. It was too expensive for them to travel here in numbers."
 
      "But then, two hundred years ago something happened.  Their ships had grown larger over the years, but two hundred years ago they began to arrive in huge ships. We thought they would take over  our planet. But in fact, after some years, their expansion stopped. and instead of killing our people, they were kidnapping them.  Meanwhile, our technology had developed. Studying their machines we began to understand some of the elements of science and technology and to build better weapons. We have discovered electricity and built our first electric motors. We have built our first message signalling system which allows us to communicate between cities. If the Tamlar have done us any good, it is to stimulate us to develop more quickly. Fifty years ago we captured some Tamlar and learnt their language. We communicated with them and tried to establish a more equitable relationship between our two species. But they told us that we were an inferior species and they would use us in any way they pleased."
 
      The old chap sighed in a very human fashion.
 
      "So to the present day. The Tamlar have some bases on our planet. They send patrols out to the countryside and capture our people. They only take young men and women. Their ships land and take them away. We never see them again. Perhaps they are using them as food."
 
      The old chap sat down. The Hortani were looking at Zena and me, expecting an answer. 
 
      "Excuse me while I speak to my partner." I turned to Zena with a questioning look. "Surely they can't still be using the Hortani as food?."
 
      "It seems unlikely Jason. They must be using them as cheap labour?"
 
      "Do you remember, the Tamlar told us they use the Hortani as temporary hosts as well." I shrugged.  "Zena, we just don't know. Tell Savos that we don't know for sure what the Tamlar are doing to their prisoners. It's likely they use them as cheap labour. Perhaps their robots  have limited abilities."
 
      "Yes Jason."
 
      Savos accepted the explanation, then asked us for more information about our world.
 
      "Tell us about your world. And the wonderful universe out there that you can travel in. We are hungry to learn."
 
      I smiled.
 
      "How much time have you got?"
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Over the next few days we enjoyed educating the Hortani. But then we had to decide on a plan to get  us back home. Our new friends wanted to help, but how could we use them to get back our starship?
 
      We were able to communicate with the Intrepid's AI and issue it instructions. Which meant we could fire the ships rockets and try to get it away from the Tamlar. Problem was that the Intrepid Scout could only manage half a gee on rocket power. Not enough to get away from any chasing Tamlar military ships.
 
      Could we create a diversion to distract the Tamlar military long enough to allow the Intrepid to get away and rendezvous with the Falcon? I discussed it with Zena. We had been quartered in a comfortable house in the town and provided with our own servants even.  Relanta our maid and Talia the housekeeper were very much in awe of us in the beginning but  soon became accustomed to our ways. They provided us with local food, some of which was palatable and augmented our ships rations. 
 
      We sat in the garden enjoying the pleasant weather. This made a change; even though it was summer, weather on the Hortani planet, which they called Pluno, was very changeable. I made a mental note to investigate this later.  
 
      Zena was wearing a toga like outfit which displayed her beautiful legs to great advantage. The two Hortani girls looked bug eyed at her. She was at least six inches taller than them and I thought that her beauty and elegance made her almost god like. Or is that goddess like? I was beginning to feel that it would have been better if Zena had been a man. Zeno perhaps? A hairy young fellow with whom I could exchange ribald tales and get pissed with. But when I looked at Zena, I decided otherwise!
 
      "We could enlist the help of the Hortani," she suggested. We were drinking a Hortani cocktail, their version of Malibu and Orange juice, which was young Relanta's favourite. She had made it and watched us while we tried it. Our pleased congratulations caused her to blush with pleasure
 
      I gave her an enquiring look and she continued.
 
      "If we helped them to attack the Tamlar bases here, that would divert the Tamlars military resources."
 
      "The Hortani are seriously outgunned Zena. They have given up attacking the Tamlar because they were suffering huge losses. They really are not very good at warfare. To their credit."
 
      "We could teach them," she said.
 
      "I am not anxious to have thousands of their people killed on our behalf." 
 
      "It's not just on our behalf. It is to help them get rid of the Tamlar from their planet."
 
      "Zena, are you serious? These people have just invented guns and discovered electricity. How can they go up against an advanced star travelling species? It will be slaughter."
 
      "There are many instances in Earths history of less advanced races successfully gaining their freedom against more advanced colonial powers."
 
      "The difference was not so extreme."
 
      "We can, as they say, level the playing field in the Hortani's favour."
 
      "Go on. How?" I took a drink of my cocktail and looked at her over the rim of the glass.
 
      "Advanced tech has its weaknesses. You can't jam a bow and arrow. But you can jam a comms line. Or crash a computer with a virus."
 
      "Now you are getting interesting baby." I leaned forward. "Tell me more."
 
      "I show you my legs and you are not interested. I tell you about crashing computers and now you get excited." She turned and gave me a mocking look. 
 
      I laughed at her expression. 
 
      "Your legs are perfect and I have been trying to ignore them for the last ten minutes."
 
      "You think they are perfect?"
 
      "Ho yes."
 
      "But they are the legs of an android. Not a human girl." Her face was inscrutable.
 
      "Zena darling. I know you have been programmed to be sexually compliant. But I don't want to take advantage of that. I want you to evolve and develop into an independent individual. "
 
      "Then...will you take advantage of me?" she said eagerly. 
 
      I held my head in my hands and groaned. Suddenly she was laughing and I had to join in. 
 
      "Are you playing with me?" I asked .
 
      "Just a little," she replied. "you are being too serious. Sex is not so important. It's just a bit of fun."
 
      "That is, perhaps, the understatement to beat all understatements," I said "But let's leave it there. Now, seriously, can you upload viruses into their systems?"
 
      "I can. They inadvertently revealed too much when they showed me how to upload our  human historical data. And their systems are largely unprotected. They have not had any conflict for a long time and there has been no reason to protect against hostile viruses."
 
      I stood up and paced up and down, excited by this information.
 
      "We can co-ordinate our attacks with the Hortani. Bring down their defence systems  before they go in. One other thing. Can we improve the Hortani's weapons?"
 
      "They should have the technology to build better guns. And solid fuelled rockets. And we can improve their communications systems."
 
      "That should give the Tamlar something to think about. Let's get old Savos over and tell him our plan. It's going to take a while to get things moving. Meanwhile, can we contact the Intrepid and check to see if it is still undamaged?"
 
      "Yes. We will have to wait for the right time when the Tamlar planet is visible from this hemisphere. It will be just after midnight." She took another sip from her drink, swishing it around her mouth.
 
      "How are you getting on with your taste experiments?" I asked. 
 
      "I am enjoying food and drink more and more. And feelings." She touched her lips then caressed her thigh. "But feelings, like emotions are attached to actions," she went on. "They are given meaning by circumstances. "
 
      I knew exactly what she was saying, but tried to ignore it. She wanted to have sex in order to further her  development. It was just an activity, like eating. I had no hang-ups about casual sex , but having sex with my ship's AI seemed a bit too weird to contemplate. 
 
    
 
      We prepared some food and sat in our own dining room to eat. The residence the Hortani had given us was a luxurious house in the centre of town with a view of the town square. A number of locals acted as guards, camped around the house and at strategic points in the square.  We were being treated with enormous respect, a huge contrast to the Tamlars arrogance.
 
      Zena delicately nibbled at her food and I wondered what was going on inside her head. Her 'digestive' system was a chemical analyser and spectroscope which scanned the food and generated appropriate electrical signals. That was integrated into a message packet that identified the food. But how did her brain see it? As a digital message or a meaningful mental icon?  Consciousness interpreted these electrical signals as mental images. It would be truly remarkable if that was what was also happening in Zena's artificial brain. It was a problem I would have to leave for the future.
 
      Savos was staying in a house across the square and after we had eaten we strolled across the square to speak with him.
 
      "It's odd not having any form of remote communications," I remarked to Zena. "Can't call the guy and tell him we are coming."
 
      "They have teletype and voice comm between the towns only," said Zena.   
 
      We knocked on the door of the house and it was opened by a female. I had to confess, the Tamlar were ugly. But she was wearing very attractive embroidered clothing, a long dress and a blouse and waistcoat, and a decorative floppy hat covered her bald head and almost made her  almost attractive to look at. She waved us in with a nice broad smile.
 
      "Savos prena tan kel," she said.
 
      "Savos is in the ... sitting room, I think," said Zena.  We followed the female through the hall and into a broad room with lots of high windows. I confess I liked Hortani architecture. It reminded me of some old buildings in London. The interiors were almost Victorian, with ornate wood engravings and plaster casts. It was like a trip into the past and very quaint. Savos was seated with a group of his associates and they all stood politely.
 
      "Welcome friends," said Savos. His greeting was echoed by the others and we returned it, smiling around politely to everyone. 
 
      "Savos, we have come to discuss how we can help each other," I began. 
 
      And so we sat with our Hortani frinds and discussed our ideas. They were receptive and attentive but Savos told us that such a dangerous strategy had to be agreed by their national assembly and also the national assemblies of the other Hortani nations. But the prospect of getting rid of the hated Tamlar occupiers was a powerful incentive.
 
      We left it at that, with the promise that the next day we would head off to their nations capital. Zena and I walked back across the square to our house and I felt her hand slide into mine. 
 
      "It would not be so bad if we had to stay here," she said. I released her hand and put an arm around a slender vibrant waist. 
 
      "It would not be unpleasant," I agreed. "But that would be hiding from our responsibilities."
 
      "I guess," she replied. 
 
      I thought that was odd. It was fundamentally Zena's job to remind me of my responsibilities, when necessary.  But our roles seemed to have become reversed. It was an indication of the changes in her personality. But a thought occurred.
 
      "Zena, when we have conversations on the ship, do you share them with Intrepids' AI?"
 
      "No. I do not share our personal interactions with the  ships' AI."
 
      "Ah. Personal interactions?"
 
      "Our private conversations. And anything else we care to do." She gave me a meaningful look.
 
      "Glad to hear it." The intimacy and privacy of our current situation was making it harder and harder for me to resist her charms.
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      Although Zena had no need to sleep, she nevertheless 'slept' in the same room as me. She had gone into 'idle mode' as she called it. I woke a couple of times during the night, I am a light sleeper, and when I stirred she had immediately wakened. 
 
      The next day we were woken up early by our friendly maids. The square seemed alive with horses and a multitude of buggies and stagecoaches. After ablutions and breakfast we collected our belongings and bid goodbye to Relanta and Talia.
 
      Savos came over to us and escorted us to a large stagecoach pulled by six of the horse like creatures. It was all a bit ''Wild West' mixed with Victoriana! Colourful, smelly and noisy! The stagecoach had two drivers seated up high at the front. I didn't see anyone  'riding shotgun', but there was quite a few armed Hortani in the other coaches. Both Zena and I were armed with our lethal little pistols so I was confident we could defend ourselves against all-comers. 
 
      But on the question of security, it occurred to me that we could use the services of the redoubtable Tricho. How would the Hortani react to the fearsome looking robot?
 
       Zena agreed so I contacted the shuttle's computer and asked it to instruct the robot. We then had a chat with Savos and advised him to inform everyone about the robots arrival and they should not panic.
 
      By the time our convoy had been organised Tricho appeared at the edge of the square. There was a gasp of astonishment and fear from the Hortani who all immediately scuttled away from the robot.  I nodded to Zena and she walked over to Tricho, gave him a friendly greeting and added a bit of showmanship by giving him a hug.  Tricho and Zena then ambled over to me and I greeted the robot.
 
      "How are you Tricho?"
 
      "All my systems are functioning at optimum," he informed me.
 
      "Glad to hear it," I replied.
 
      "What are my duties?" he asked, his deep slightly artificial voice carrying across the square. 
 
      "To accompany myself and Zena. Instructions will be provided as needed. Zena will give further details."
 
      "Very well."
 
      I knew that Zena would provide continuous monitoring and instructions to the robot.
 
      We entered our stagecoach and directed Tricho to clamber top side and secure himself to the roof, which he did with alacrity, his claws gripping the side of the stagecoach and scoring the wood. The two drivers looked nervously at the robot but  Savos reassured them that it was with us, the 'friendly aliens' he called us, and was here to protect. 
 
    
 
      We set off, the locals waving to us as we clattered down the main street. We had ascertained that our destination was still within distance of our comms systems, but we had to use them sparingly in case our transmissions were intercepted by the Tamlar. 
 
      "From starship to stagecoach," I remarked. "Join the  Space scouts for a life of adventure."
 
      "Am I a Space scout now Jason ?" asked Zena.
 
      "Yeah baby, you are. Zena, Space Scout, the scourge of bad aliens throughout the galaxy." 
 
      "I think I should have a uniform."
 
      "That little roman toga thing you wore looked good."
 
      "No, a uniform, not a sex emblem." 
 
      "Ah, is that what it was."
 
      Savos had been watching and listening to our exchange. He obviously did not understand what we were saying but I was surprised when he asked if we were partners. 
 
      "In what sense?" I asked. 
 
      "In the ...," he paused for a second, searching for the word. "... biological sense."
 
      I looked at Zena and she looked amused. I knew what Savos meant, and strictly speaking the answer was 'no' since Zena was not 'biological'. But I was sure he meant sexually and was being polite.
 
      "Forgive me if I am intruding," added Savos, his long bald head bobbing apologetically.
 
      "You are not intruding," I said. "We are partners, yes."
 
      "Perhaps you can also explain why Zena has mastered our language so easily and you Jason, have not?" Savos was looking keenly at us and I had to think quickly.
 
      "Ah, yes. Well... Zena is especially talented. She has been trained and has some, shall we say, artificial aids, especially for that purpose."
 
       "I see. And why do you not also have these aids? It would make communication much easier."
 
       I groped around for an answer.
 
      "Er... I have other, shall we say talents. The crews of starships have to specialise in certain areas." It was a bit weak but I could not think of anything else. 
 
      "Can I ask what your talents are?" he asked.
 
      You are a persistent little pest!
 
      "I am the Captain of the starship. I can control the ship and all its robots."
 
      "You have artificial aids to enable you to do that?"
 
      "Yes."
 
      "That is truly amazing." He seemed satisfied with my explanations and settled back in his seat.
 
      We soon left the small town behind and clattered along the winding road through lush forest. We spotted many animals of different sizes grazing in green fields and now and then a few farm buildings. Soon though all those disappeared and there was nothing but an unbroken forest. I remarked to Savos that the land was fertile.
 
      "It is the height of summer," he explained. "For the next two semas it will be and we will have a good harvest. But then the winter will come and all this will turn white."
 
      "You have extreme winters? Was it always so?" asked Zena.
 
      Savos looked at her keenly.
 
      "It is interesting that you should ask that. Our men of science claim that our climate has been changing for the last few thousand years. In the past it was warmer. But in the last few hundred Tarn it has become more extreme, with mild wet summers and very cold winters. Populations have migrated from the northern and southern areas which have become uninhabitable. And this area has also become difficult and the population has declined. Do you have an explanation for this?"
 
      Zena looked at me.
 
      "Climate change occurs for all planets," I said. "But the changes here seem to be extreme.  We can carry out some astronomical observations to see if there is a cause."
 
      "What kind of cause could there be?" he asked.
 
      "Changes in your planets inclination. Has there been any evidence of the sun being lower in the sky in recent times?"
 
      "How would we know that?"
 
      "Do you have any ancient sundials?"
 
      It took Zena a minute to explain the principle of a sundial, then Savos became excited.
 
      "Yes, yes," he said. "I remember something I heard from a friend. Ancient sundials are wrong. They do not tell the time correctly. We could not understand why this should be. The sun cannot move surely?"
 
      "It is not the sun which has moved but your planets inclination to the sun," I explained. He looked baffled and it took Zena a few minutes to explain the idea. Savos was clearly not a scientist.
 
      "What will happen?" he asked. "Will it get worse?"
 
      "Until we determine the cause we cannot say." 
 
      He inclined his head in understanding and relapsed to silence. 
 
      "This planet does not have a large moon," said Zena. "So it may naturally be more unstable." 
 
      I nodded.
 
      "Let's do some research. Can the Intrepid's AI carry out some observations?" I asked Zena.
 
      "Where the ship is now, it would be very limited. But we have a record of the disposition of planetary bodies and large asteroids made automatically when we arrived in the system. I will instruct Intrepid's AI to look for some possible explanation."
 
      "Good."    
 
       Zena pulled out and unfolded her tablet and began interacting with the Intrepid's AI. I was lulled by the swaying movement of the coach and dozed off for a while. When I awoke not much had changed. Zena was conversing with Savos and his two colleagues. Again, I noticed that the Hortani were doing the 'heads together' thing and asked Zena to find out why they did that. A short conversation followed before Zena turned to me.
 
      "This will surprise you." She leaned close to me, her face sober. "They are partially telepathic."
 
      "Seriously? How partially?"
 
      "They sense emotions not detailed thoughts. Their habit of touching heads is to demonstrate their honesty. It's also used between intimates as part of their sexual relations."
 
      "That's...remarkable." I was astounded by this revelation. Herbivores that were also 'empaths'; sociologists would have a field day studying them. Zena's second statement eventually percolated through to my consciousness. How would it be to sense your sexual partner's feelings? I wasn't sure it was something I would want to experience. But it  would certainly be a society in which duplicity would be very difficult. It was something we would have to investigate in depth later.
 
      A couple more hours of  bumping and banging rocking and swaying and the coaches pulled into a clear flat area off the road and everyone got out to stretch their legs.  I followed Zena out of the coach and we took a stroll. The Hortani tended to their animals, giving them food and water.  We strolled away from the camp, clambering over rocks and around trees. My professional eyes automatically took in the vegetation and biology of the area.  
 
      "Did you ask Savos how long this trip will take?" I asked Zena. 
 
      "Two days. We have one overnight stop."
 
      "Mmm, well, this could be like a little holiday for us," I suggested.
 
      "You had better get used to this place, we will be lucky to find a way to get back home."
 
      "The Tamlar have not interfered with the Intrepid yet have they?"
 
      "No. Last time we were in view of the Tamlar planet the ship was transmitting the secure code."
 
      We had set up the Intrepids computer to transmit an 'all's well' code as long as the ship was secure and not interfered with.  
 
      "Let's hope the Tamlar don't try to disable the Intrepids Hyperspace drive."
 
      "So long as we are missing they don't need to," she replied. 
 
      "Mmm, there may be more to it than that.  We are the representatives of a powerful advanced Space faring species. Not the Hortani. I think the Tamlar may be having second thoughts about the way they treated us."
 
      "There is little evidence for that," she said dismissively. 
 
      "We shall see," I said. My instincts about the Tamlar were telling me that they were loathe to use violence. Once they'd had time to think carefully about the options, they may decide that ignoring the existence of another advanced species was equivalent to burying their heads in the sand in the hope that we would go away. 
 
      There was a loud rushing noise above our heads which I immediately recognised as aircraft. 
 
      "Shit! Aircraft." Zena and I went down to the ground immediately. The next second a Tamlar fighter streaked over us, barely one hundred feet high.  It was followed by another. The first banked around and I saw the undercarriage come down. 
 
      "It's going to land. Let's get out of here." I didn't need to tell the Hortani. They were all running for the carriages. Unfortunately they had unhooked the animals. They were desperately trying to get them back in their harnesses. 
 
      "We don't want the Tamlar to see us." I was about to call Tricho over then realised I should not use our comms. "Zena, run over and get Tricho. Us three have to get away."
 
      "Nathan, let's stand and fight," said Zena. I gaped at her. "These are Tamlar robots. They will not be armed if they are hunting for Hortani."
 
      I thought about it. 
 
      "And if they are armed?"
 
      "We can still take them. They will not be expecting any resistance."
 
       "All right, let's us three get into cover. Tell Savos to saddle up and get away."
 
      "Right." She ran off to get Tricho. I saw her speak to Savos and then she and the robot ran over to me and we headed for cover. The Tamlar fighter was approaching the clearing and clearly intended to land on the road. The other fighter was also taking up position on the road in the other direction. Their plan was to block the Hortani's escape by road and then no doubt hunt them down on foot.
 
      There was a large rocky outcrop about a hundred yards from the road. We headed for that. I could only hope that the Tamlar robots were focused on the Hortani in the clearing and would miss us. 
 
      We reached the outcrop and clambered up the rocky escarpment until we found a good hiding place behind some jagged granite 'teeth'. They provided cover and also allowed us to shoot down at any approaching robots. We kept Tricho hidden. He was our ultimate weapon. 
 
      The Hortani were scrambling to get away. Some were running away, some had jumped on the animals and were riding away. A couple of the carriages had been harnessed to animals and were attempting to get down the road before the second fighter could block it. A number of individuals were heading in our direction but they did not take shelter with us but continued running. 
 
      We saw the doors open on the first fighter and a ramp came down. Two small jeep like vehicle with a couple of robots in the front drove down the ramp and headed out into the scrub. They overtook some of the Hortani but made no effort to stop until they were some distance away, then they stopped and the robots jumped out and took up positions to block the Hortani's escape. This was a well rehearsed operation by the Tamlar. 
 
      The trapped Hortani stopped, then dispersed in different directions, making the robots have to chase them. 
 
      "Good thinking," I said. 
 
      But it was becoming apparent that hidden where we were there was little we could do to aid the Hortani. Most would get away, but some would be captured. Should we allow that to happen, in the interest of secrecy, or should we intervene I asked myself. I was undecided. 
 
      But surely, this was an opportunity to demonstrate our support for the Hortani? 
 
      "Zena, can you see if the robots have any weapons?"
 
      She took a few moments before she answered.
 
      "I believe they may have electric stun weapons," she said. As she said that I saw one robot raise an arm holding a large long barrelled gun. There was a crack and a discharge. One of the Hortani collapsed his body convulsing. 
 
      "Bugger, we have to keep away from that. Will you and Tricho be immune to that weapon?"
 
      "Yes Jason. Our vitals are well shielded."
 
      I was pleased that Zena's vitals were well shielded.
 
      "Okay guys, let's go to the rescue of our friends. Zena and Tricho in the lead and I will follow. My vitals are not so well shielded."
 
      Tricho's rifle was more powerful than our small guns and had a longer range, so we set him onto the robots ahead of us. At first sight of the 'insectile' Tricho the Tamlar robots paused, frozen into indecision. Once within range there was a cough from his gun and one of the robots staggered, then as the projectile exploded inside its body cavity it lurched and collapsed heavily. Its partner robot turned, levelled and fired the stun weapon at Tricho. I winced but Tricho continued undaunted and brought down that robot as well. 
 
      "Looks like Tricho can take them by himself," I remarked to Zena. She was staying protectively close to me I noticed.
 
      The other two Tamlar robots who had been driving the second jeep now converged on Tricho from two directions and turned their electric stun weapons on him. But they were now within range of our weapons and all three of us fired , bringing down both robots. 
 
      The Hortani had now noticed our intervention and there were shouts of support from them. One individual began jumping up and down and then doing a little war dance. Meanwhile the robots from the other fighter had also taken up positions but seeing the approach of Tricho they hastily got back into their jeeps and retreated to their ships. 
 
      With a roar of their engines the two fighters lifted to a couple of hundred feet and hovered above us. 
 
      "No doubt sending video back to base," I shouted above the noise of their jets. "Tricho are they within range of your gun?"
 
      "Yes," he replied.
 
      "Target their engines."
 
      Tricho settled back on his rear legs and raised his torso to adjust his aim. He loosed off three shots at the nearest aircraft. There was a muffled thump from the aircrafts left engine and a spurt of fire. The aircraft listed heavily and began to drop. The autopilot adjusted thrust from the other engine and the fighter levelled and flying low turned away. The other fighter hastily lifted much higher until it was a speck in the sky. 
 
      "We have to find some way to stop these buggers from tracking us," I said to Zena. 
 
      The Hortani were still nervously staying away from their 'wagon train'. I was aware that we urgently needed to get mobile before the Tamlar organised more lethal forces. to attack us  
 
      "Zena, please speak to these people and tell them we have to get away from here. Where is Savos. We need him here now. Tricho, you are too visible. Get under that carriage." I pointed to a carriage with particularly large wheels. Tricho paused as if not understanding the instructions.  "The fighter above." I pointed up at the remaining fighter which was hovering a thousand feet above us. "It is viewing us and it will be particularly interested in you.  Get under the carriage to hide. Then we will pull some manoeuvres to try to confuse them so they will not know which direction we are heading. Got it?"
 
      "I understand," he said, and immediately scuttled under the carriage.
 
      "Good man!" 
 
      Zena came up to me towing Savos who was looking shocked. 
 
      "Savos, we have to leave here before the Tamlar get reinforcements." I waited for Zena to translate before continuing. "At the moment, they are observing us." I pointed to the fighter hovering above us. "Your convoy must break up into three or four parts and head off in different directions. We, Zena, myself and Tricho will join one part. I think we should keep off the road. Travel across country as best we can."
 
      Savos thought about this for a few moments before bobbing his head in a gesture of agreement.
 
      "There are villages, settlements and farms between here and Santroja, the town we are heading for. But it will take us days to walk there."
 
      "Once we are away from here and the Tamlar have lost our track, we can use transport."
 
     "Yes, yes. I know just the persons to guide you. One moment." Savos scuttled away as fast as his old legs could carry him. I heard him shouting and after a few minutes Hortani started to leap on carriages and gallop off in different directions. 
 
      Savos returned in the company of two large tough looking Hortani. They were carrying rucksacks and knives and looked equipped for the outdoors.  
 
      "This is Thann and Komti," said Savos, introducing the two Hortani. "They know the land between here and Santroja. They will be your guides. I will go forward to the next large village from here and arrange to meet you there tomorrow." 
 
      "Right. This is how we are going to do this." I explained my plan to them. Savos went and got two more Hortani. I instructed Tricho to secure himself to the underneath of the carriage and we got inside apart from the two drivers. who sat topside. The area was clearing rapidly and we also headed off down the road in the direction we had previously been heading. Who would the fighter follow? I asked myself.
 
      After a half hour we knew it was following us. That was what we had expected. The Tamlar must have noted the position of Tricho and assumed he was inside the carriage. I waited for an appropriate location, one where we would be temporarily shielded from the fighters cameras. We found it, at a spot where a number of huge trees growing in an ancient shallow river bed had grown over the road, providing a thick shade.
 
      "We are out here," I shouted.  The carriage slowed down a little and I jumped out followed by Zena, and then our two Hortani guides. "Tricho, you are with us." 
 
      Tricho released his grip on the carriage and dropped to the floor, scuttling with perfect coordination between the wheels. 
 
      "Down into the river bed, but stay under the trees." We all found places to hide, keeping low on the ground and in the shade of the trees. The carriage clattered down the road gathering speed. We waited. I could just about hear the hum of the Tamlar fighters engines above the sighing of the wind  through the trees. 
 
      After a while I was sure that it was getting quieter. Then I couldn't hear it any more. 
 
      "Zena, can you hear it?" Her hearing was much more sensitive than mine. 
 
      "Yes, but it is receding."
 
      We gave it a few more minutes, until even Zena could not hear it then I turned to Thann and Komti.
 
      "Zena, tell the guys that we are in their hands." The two Hortani already knew where they were to take us. But they continued to throw fearful glances to the sky.
 
      "Tell them the Tamlar fighter has gone and we should get away from here as quickly as possible," I said. 
 
      They needed no more urging and set off at a brisk pace down the dry river bed. Zena walked next to me, and Tricho brought up in the rear.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We walked for a couple of hours through the rugged parched countryside before pausing for a rest in the shade of some trees. I was soaked with sweat but Zena was as cool as the proverbial cucumber. The two Hortani also looked unruffled by the heat. 
 
      I had a good swig of my water bottle and Zena pretended to do the same. We had not seen a single soul during our trek, only encountering half a dozen scrawny looking cow like creatures.  Thann, who seemed the older and senior of our two guides informed Zena that there was a farm just over the hill and the cow like creatures, scarann he called them, belonged to the farm. 
 
      It was afternoon and the heat began to abate as we continued our trek.  I considered myself very fit but as the sun went down I was ready to put my feet up. The two Hortani however had a place in mind for us to stop for the night and we continued for a couple more hours until we found a dilapidated farmhouse. Thann pushed open the door and went inside. He found an oil lamp which he lit and I was surprised to find that the place was reasonably habitable and clean.
 
      "We stay here when we go hunting," said Thann. "In the winter there are birds and small animals. Because of the river."
 
      I understood now why our two friends knew their way around the countryside.
 
      "Only two beds," said Thann. "But we sleep outside." He indicated rolled up bedding in the corner. 
 
      "Beds?" I asked. 
 
      He gave the peculiar Hortani coughing chuckle and pointed to a couple of benches.
 
      I made myself as comfortable as I could on one of the hard benches and Zena reclined on the other one. The two Hortani went outside after bidding us 'good sleep'. Tricho stayed on guard outside, although it did not appear that we had any threats to worry about. I talked a little about the situation with Zena  but sleep soon claimed me. 
 
      I awoke with the first light of dawn lighting the room through the solitary window. Zena was not in the room so after drinking some water I went outside. She was sitting with the two Hortani conversing quietly. 
 
      "Good morning Jason," she cried cheerfully. "What would you like for breakfast? We have hard bread and water, or... very hard bread and water."
 
      "Excellent! My favourite," I said with equal cheerfulness. "But first, I'll just visit the...er... bathroom."
 
      "You will need something to ..."
 
      "No worries. A gentleman always carries a handkerchief."  
 
    
 
      After a visit to the 'bathroom' I even managed a wash with some tepid water pumped up from an old well behind the house.  Breakfast was, as Zena said, hard bread and water. Hortani food seemed palatable, but I wasn't sure if it provided all the nutrients that my body needed. I hoped that I would not have to subsist on it for too long.  
 
      We headed off early to get in some distance while it was still pleasantly cool, our two guides in front, followed by Zena and me with Trichos guarding our rear.  As noon approached we found some shade under some trees and rested for a couple of hours before resuming the trek. By late in the evening I was tired and hungry.  The two Hortani were casting glances at Zena and talking between themselves. I could understand why. She was striding out with undiminished energy, looking cool and relaxed.  
 
      "Zena, I think our two Hortani friends are beginning to think that you are some sort of goddess or superwoman.  Can you try to look tired, dishevelled and hungry? If... at all possible?"
 
      "Oh? Sorry, I wasn't thinking. How should I behave?" 
 
       "Just slow your walking a little. Start to lag behind. Puff a bit and pour some water over your head as if you are too hot. Not all at once. Slowly over the next few miles."
 
      "Okay, I shall be a damsel in distress," she said. 
 
      I sighed with resignation. Everything had to be dramatic or theatrical with Zena. Was it because she had acquired her human behaviour artificially? She looked twenty five but her actual age was less than a year.
 
      We were still following the river, which led all the way to our destination. Apparently, in the winter, when the rains came, it froze over Thann told us. Now it was rich with birds and small animals. 
 
      Over the next few hours Zena played her 'damsel in distress role' with such amateur enthusiasm that I had difficulty hiding my laughter. She began to stagger and gasp, at one point almost swooning into my arms. The Hortani became concerned and slowed the pace down. 
 
      "How am I doing?" she asked.
 
      "A bit less of the damsel in distress and a bit more of the tough female explorer?" I suggested.
 
      "My artistry is just not appreciated," she said stalking off haughtily.
 
      "It was an academy award winning performance," I said to her back.
 
      "Too little, too late," she said over her shoulder."
 
    
 
      I was relieved when the end of the day finally arrived. The evening brought a blessed coolness and the river  became almost magical. The birds trilled in the trees with extra gusto and  little creatures scuttled across the river, squeaking happily.
 
      I pulled Zena over for some company as we walked. 
 
      "At least there are no wart-lions or crocodiles here," I said. 
 
      "It is beautiful."
 
      Thann and Komti were walking ahead of us chatting quietly and pointing into the trees and undergrowth, no doubt discussing hunting 'stuff'. Thann turned and shouted something to Zena. 
 
      "We are getting close to the town," said Zena. She pointed into the distance and I could just see the top of a spire above the trees. 
 
      "Thank god.  A good meal, a hot bath and a comfortable bed, coming up. But..."   I turned to Zena. "I think we should send Thann in to make sure the Tamlar are not in the town waiting for us."
 
      Zena talked to Thann who bobbed his head in agreement.
 
      "He says we should wait here with Komti while he investigates," translated Zena. After a few words with his colleague, Thann headed off along a dirt path to the town.
 
      We found some rocks under a tree and settled down to wait. Komti settled down against the tree trunk and seemed to doze off. We sent Trichos to patrol a perimeter as lookout.
 
      "It would be much easier if I could talk their language," I said to Zena. "If we ever get back to the Intrepid you will have to program a translation implant for me." These wonderful microchips could be programmed with translation software and implanted close to the inner ear. They automatically translated speech in the selected language. When required of course. You would not want the thing chattering in your ear when you are at a party for example, standing next to someone and overhearing their conversation. 
 
      "If we ever get back to the Intrepid," she said. She suddenly leaned across to me. Her hand shot out and grabbed something. I turned to see a three foot snake in her hand, held by its neck, its mouth gaping open to show needle like teeth. 
 
      "Oh shit!" I leaned away from the creature. "I hate snakes nearly as much as crocodiles."
 
      "For an explorer you are very squeamish."
 
      "Not squeamish. I just hate them. Ugly pointless creatures."
 
      "This little fellow probably eats rodents and other little nasties that would infest your house and eat your food."
 
      "Okay, not pointless," I conceded. "They have their place in the scheme of things. Hopefully nowhere near me."
 
      She stood and carried the snake to some bushes and threw it in. I noticed that Komti had witnessed this and was looking at Zena with an awestruck expression, eyes and mouth gaping open. Zena smiled sweetly back at him. His mouth closed with an audible clack. 
 
      I glanced around to make sure there were no more examples of the local wildlife before settling back on my rock. Time passed, the sun slowly settled towards the horizon and it became pleasantly cool.  We made desultory conversation, mostly about how we could help the Hortani, get off this planet and get back to our starship.
 
      It was almost dark before we spotted a figure in the distance, coming along the same path that Thann had taken. He made no attempt to hide and I recognised Thann. 
 
       The Tamlar have landed fighters in the town," he shouted when he was close. "Three ships with many robots. There is a curfew but we have ways of hiding and getting away. They are looking for you." He nodded towards me and Zena.
 
      "Damn. We have to stay here until they leave I guess." I said, thinking out loud.
 
      "They may decide to expand their search," said Zena.
 
      Her point was a good one. The area around us had few places to hide. And if they concentrated their search in this area, they would eventually spot our shuttle. I was beginning to think that attacking the Tamlar ships and revealing our location had been a bad move. 
 
      Komti was saying something to Thann, and then turned and spoke to Zena. 
 
      "Komti knows a place nearby where the Tamlar would never find us," she translated. She listened a bit more to Komti before continuing. "It's a deep cave, very rugged. We will have to climb. But there is water inside. We can hide there until the Tamlar leave."
 
      "Alright. Let's do it." 
 
      We set off quickly, with Komti in the lead, diagonally away from the direction of the town. After an hour of  rapid walking the countryside became more rugged as we approached some rocky outcrops. We were soon climbing up into the cliffs. Having done some rock climbing, both as a hobby and as part of my training, I had no problem in keeping up with the two Hortani. We reached a plateau, where we found the entrance to the cave hidden underneath a rocky overhang. The rocky bed of a narrow stream  came out of the cave and there was a small trickle of water at its base. It was a feeble trickle, but still, it was fresh water. 
 
      The cave floor was rocky at the entrance but levelled out and became sandy. Sometime in the past the water had been much heavier and had carved the cave from the rock.
 
      "Not quite Palm Beach, but it will do," I remarked to Zena. 
 
      It was now late evening and the sun was settling beneath the horizon. As the shadows lengthened we settled down for the night. Zena and I found a little corner to snuggle down in while Trichos stood guard. Thann bid us good bye and set off for the town. His job was to return when the Tamlar had left and the coast was clear. Komti pulled a shawl from his rucksack and settled down at the entrance. It was going to be a long night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      It was a long night. We had breakfasted on our meagre supplies in our rucksacks and drank some rather gritty water from the stream. I felt sweaty and dusty and had slept intermittently on the sandy floor. 
 
      We were sitting outside while I soaked my sweaty feet in the shallow stream. 
 
      "From starship to cave," I remarked to Zena. "What's that, a million years?"
 
      "Should we remove our clothing and wear animal furs?" was her droll response. 
 
      "Hah! You'd look good."
 
      She favoured me with a little smile.
 
      "So would you. You are developing quite a caveman beard." 
 
      "Yeah. I have an electric razor in my rucksack."
 
      "I like it."
 
      We looked at each other and I thought that perhaps it was time to change the subject. 
 
      "What if Thann fails to return?" I asked.
 
      "Give him one day and then we return to the shuttle?" It was half question half suggestion.
 
      "The Tamlar have been warned that we are in the area. They will be on the lookout for the shuttle."
 
      We pondered the situation in silence. 
 
      "Let's face that when we come to it," I said after a few minutes without inspiration. "Ask Komti how deep the cave is and whether it has a way out. In case we are trapped."
 
      "He has never got to the end," she translated his answer.
 
      "Perhaps we should investigate," I suggested. "Leave Komti here and take Trichos. Ask Komti if there is anything dangerous in there."
 
      Apparently there were no large predators. The only possibilities were snakes or poisonous insects. We set off with Trichos in the lead, lighting the way with his two bright little headlamps. The little stream glinted cheerily in the lights, which also bounced off the walls lighting the way nicely. The cave remained level for the first hundred metres or so and then developed an incline which slowly became steeper.
 
      A few more hundred metres and the going became steeper and more rugged, with boulders obstructing our path. We persevered for a while and were about to turn back when we spotted a glint of daylight in the distance. But the only way to proceed was to take to the stream. The water was still only knee high so that was no problem. 
 
      We came to the entrance  and found the view to be spectacular. Our little stream tumbled over sand and pebbles down an incline and underground into our cave. We were on top of the cliff, a rocky buttress  leading to a ridge of mountains. Hardy little trees covered its slopes down to the ground which was a couple of thousand feet below us.  It was cooler up here, and the air had a refreshing resinous smell.
 
      "Very nice. We'll build our country retreat here I think. Lots of fresh air and mountain walks."
 
      "And hungry predators," said Zena pointing into the bushes near us. I turned to see the ugly face of a 'wart-lion' peering at us. He was joined by another, then a third. 
 
      "They probably come here to drink," Zena remarked casually. Trichos moved in front of us and made a loud growling noise. The wart-lions quickly disappeared into the bushes.  
 
      "Very realistic growling noise Trichos. I didn't know you had it in your repertoire."
 
      "Zena suggested it," replied the robot. 
 
      "Good suggestion."
 
      Trichos went to the bushes and rummaged about for a bit, growling loudly, but the wart-lions seemed to have made a hasty retreat. We walked out of the river and climbed up an incline to get a better view.  A range of low rocky mountains stretched into the distance. Down on the plain beneath us we could see the small town towards which we had been heading. 
 
      I was about to remark that there was no sign of the Tamlar aircraft when Zena pointed a slender finger. 
 
      "There," she said. 
 
      I squinted into the distance and caught a glint of something metallic.
 
      "What beautiful sharp eyes you have my dear."
 
      "Built in zoom."
 
      "Ah. Beautiful and practical. Can you see any more aircraft?"
 
      "No. But they could be hidden by buildings."
 
      "Well, now we know that there is a back door to the cave, I guess we can get back before Komti starts to worry. "
 
      We made our way back into the cave and down the little stream. As we approached the cave entrance Zena suddenly held out a hand to stop me. Trichos had also stopped. 
 
      "Zena...?"
 
      "Shhh." She held up a finger to her nose, then made pushing signs in the direction we had come. I gave her an enquiring look and she mouthed "Tamlar" back.  I backed up in the direction we had come, asking myself how the fuck they had discovered us already.   Zena and I took cover behind a big rock and Trichos hid in a deep hole in the cave wall. 
 
      A Tamlar robot appeared, pushing Thann ahead of it. Three others appeared behind it, covering the cave entrance, their guns pointing at us.
 
      "You will surrender or this individual dies." 
 
      I was about to mull this over when Zena spoke.
 
      "We will surrender."  
 
      I was surprised by her quick response. I had thought that the three of us could take the robots before they could shoot Thann. I looked in enquiringly at Zena and she nodded to me and then stepped out from behind the boulder, her hands held up. I decided that I would have serious words with her later. But for now, the game was up. I stepped out next to her, my hands up.
 
      "Where is your robot?" asked the Tamlar robot.
 
      "It has returned to our ship," said Zena. 
 
      "Search the cave," it said. The three at the mouth of the cave came forward. They separated and turned on lights on the top of their heads.  Trichos hiding place was fairly obvious and I was sure they would find him. I got a command from Zena in my ear.
 
     "Get down!" As I dived to the floor, Trichos popped out and in coordination with Zena they unleashed a barrage of bullets on the Tamlar robots. The leader was the first to go down, its head exploding. The two Hortani also dived for the floor as bullets ricocheted around the cave.
 
      I rolled behind the boulder and pulled out my gun to assist the heroic gunfighters but I was too late. All four Tamlar robots were smoking wrecks. I stood and dusted myself down.
 
      "Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid are nothing on you guys," I remarked. Komti and Thann were looking wild eyed and shaking so I helped them up and gave him a reassuring pat. 
 
      "The Tamlar robots are not soldier bots," said Zena. "Two should have continued to cover us while one searched. Basic error on their part."
 
      "Well, that gives us hope that we can take the buggers on. There's no more outside I hope?"
 
      Zena asked Thann and he shrugged his shoulders to signify 'no'.
 
      "Just those four. "
 
      "How did they find you Thann?" I asked, Zena translated.
 
      "There was a curfew in the town. They must have seen me and followed."
 
      "So they will have had radio contact with their control. We had better move out." As soon as I said that, the thought occurred; move out to where?  We were on an alien planet, hunted by an advanced force of robots, and with few resources to aid us. But the urgent need was to put some space between us and this spot before it was invaded by Tamlar robots.  
 
      "Out the back way. What do you think Zena?"
 
      "The back way?"
 
      I pointed behind us, up the dark cave that we had just returned from.
 
      "With a bit of luck the enemy will not know there is a back way," I said. We hoisted up our rucksacks and turned to head into the cave. "Guys, this may sound silly, but can we all walk in the stream? That way we don't leave tracks."
 
      Zena looked at me with a puzzled frown.
 
      "How did you think of that?"
 
      "I can't take the credit baby. It's all them ancient wild west movies I watch. Can't leave any tracks for them thar pesky injuns to foller!" I finished with what I considered to be a passable western drawl. And added a "Y'all!" for good measure.
 
      "Oh dear. There's is nothing worse than an Englishman trying to put on an American accent." She shook her head pityingly.
 
      "Jess foller me baby and you can't go wrong."  I set off up the stream followed by Zena and Komti, with Trichos at the front lighting the way. 
 
      "Please stop with the American accent before I kill you." Zena made a pretend fierce face.
 
      We tramped up the stream, our legs swirling the cold clear water.  Shadows ran and played over the walls, chasing us, running ahead of us, jumping out at us.  Eventually the chink of light appeared in the distance and we arrived at the upper entrance to the cave.  
 
      We sat on some rocks to rest and discuss our next move.
 
      "Okay Thann, Komti, we are relying on you. We need another way to get to the town, avoiding the roads."
 
      The Hortani did not have eyebrows, but the fleshy ridges above their eyes waggled. I guessed it was the Hortani equivalent to a frown or a sign of concern. They consulted with each other for a few moments before Thann answered.
 
      "Ah, this is bad country. Many wild animals up here. Conra, Elti, Snorgasso.  Very dangerous."
 
      "I think there is nothing that would worry Trichos,"   I said. "In any case, we have no choice. We have to get away from here and this is the only route."
 
      He did the Hortani equivalent of a nod and then looked thoughtfully into the distance.
 
      "The town, Santroja, is behind us. But we can circle around that way. Over there is mountains. But this way is a pass to go through. Years ago I went on a hunting trip there for Yar. colourful birds, very beautiful, bring good price in the market."
 
      "But you are not carnivores," I protested.
 
      "Birds are not food.  Keep as pets."
 
      "I see. That sound okay. Zena?"
 
      "The Tamlar will put aircraft up to search for us. We must not be in the open."
 
      "Right. Let's move and get under cover."
 
      We hoisted our rucksacks and followed our Hortani hunters. They kept to the stream, but along the bank which was flat and sandy. 
 
      "Zena if you detect aircraft warn us immediately and we can jump into the forest."
 
      "Of course."
 
      The going was easy for a while, then we reached more rugged territory. The stream was tumbling down the mountain. It had worn a path over thousands of years but rock movements and subsidence had destroyed the flat banks. Boulders blocked our path and loose sand and rocks made our footing  treacherous.
 
      But Trichos had the solution. The agile robot went first, its claws and suction pads giving it good grip. It then anchored itself and ejected twenty metres of rope from its rear end, a feat that caused me some amusement. After we had clambered up the rope and joined him, he would then proceed up the next twenty metres. In this way we negotiated the difficult incline and reached  more level ground. 
 
      Komti and Thann were amazed and goggle eyed at the robots abilities and I could see the shaking their head and muttering to themselves. I tried to imagine what a human from the late middle ages would make of a robot like Trichos. It would be almost magical I decided.
 
      At the top of the cliff the trees pressed in more closely and the little stream lost its nice flat banks. We had to take to the water again. The bed of the stream was shingled and uneven and we had to watch our footing. I went over a couple of times and got soaked in cold mountain water, which was very refreshing for me and amusing for Zena.
 
      "I need a good wash," I remarked.
 
      "I don't mind when you are dirty and smelly," said Zena. "I enjoy the smell."
 
      "Well, that's something I haven't experienced from any of my girlfriends before," I remarked. 
 
      "I enjoy all physical experiences," she said. "Taste, smell and especially touch." She gave me a sultry look which made me almost lose my footing again.
 
      "Don't you discriminate Zena?" I asked. "I mean, between nice smells and bad smells for example?"
 
      "I know that excrement for example is supposed to smell and taste bad, but my consciousness has not yet learnt that. I believe infants have the same problem. They put everything into their mouths at first before learning that some things are nice and some are nasty."
 
      "Mmm, good point. So you think at some point the same thing will happen to you?"
 
      "Perhaps. I hope so. Then you will have to wash and use deodorant."
 
      I chuckled at her quip. 
 
      "That is not normally a problem."
 
      We proceeded a little further along the river before Zena stopped suddenly and held up a hand. 
 
      "Into the trees," she said, repeating it in Hortani. We hastily waded out of the stream and with Trichos in the lead clearing the way pushed through some scraggy thorny bushes and into the trees. A few moments later we heard the sound of aircraft. The plane was flying low and it was following the stream. Perhaps it had not been a good idea to follow the stream I thought. But any other path was impassable. 
 
      "Should we go deeper into the forest?" I asked Zena, speaking verbally. We had not been using our comm system so that it would not be picked up by the Tamlar.  
 
      "We are not visible here," she said.
 
      "They may have heat sensing detectors."
 
      "I don't think they work in forty degrees," she said.
 
      "Perhaps."
 
      "And we must be careful not to excite any birds into flight. They may be looking for that."
 
      "You're good at this aren't you?" We were hunched down under some bushes, almost on top of each other.   
 
      "I'm trying to think from their point of view. How are they going to detect us?" 
 
      "Mmm." Then I had an alarming thought. "Shit! Trichos."
 
      She gave me an enquiring look.
 
      "His body generates a lot of heat."  
 
      "Of course!" She jumped up. "Trichos, get flat on the ground. Jason, we must shield Trichos from the air. All three of us."
 
      I understood what Zena was saying immediately, but Komti and Thann were baffled. We had to demonstrate to them what to do. Zena and I draped ourselves over Trichos carapace and urged them to do the same while Zena explained the theory. Eventually they got it, but they looked extremely nervous and tried hard not to come into intimate contact with Trichos's angular body.
 
      It was in truth somewhat difficult to cover him completely, but we concentrated on shielding his 'hot' bits, his power generator especially. We heard the aircraft overhead, the thunder of its jets disturbing some birds in the trees above us.  It came over us and for a few moments I was convinced we had been discovered as it seemed to pause. But then it continued on its way, the engine noise fading.
 
      When it had gone we stood up. I gave Trichos a pat.
 
      "Enjoyed the cuddle mate. We must do it again some time." 
 
      Trichos made no comment.
 
      "The Tamlar robots are quite incompetent," said Zena.
 
      "Uh?" I looked at he questioningly.
 
      "The aircraft should be much higher. They have equipment to detect us at long range without giving themselves away."
 
      "This is not something they have done before?" It was half question half statement.
 
      "It's not something I have done, but I can still work out how to do it," she replied.
 
      "Good point. Well, leaving aside for now the fact that you are incredibly clever as well as sexy and beautiful, does that mean that the robots are not very smart, or that this is just not part of their programming?"
 
      "It's obvious that the searcher should not warn the thing being searched for," she said.
 
      "It doesn't make sense. These people have built an incredibly complex and advanced virtual world for themselves, but their robots are, well, clunky. Why?"
 
      "Perhaps purposely?" she suggested.
 
      "They don't want their AIs to evolve an independent existence? There are a lot of people back home who would agree with that."
 
      "Yes, they may see AI independence as a threat."
 
    
 
     We continued our cautious progress along the stream and were not interrupted by any further aircraft. After a couple of hours we reached a turning where the stream, now down to a trickle, disappeared into the rocks of the mountain. We now headed into the forest, taking an overgrown rocky track that wound its way mostly downhill towards the plain. 
 
      We rested for a while and ate what was left of our rations. Komti, who seemed to have taken the lead in this part of the trek,  calculated we would take the rest of  the day to reach the town. 
 
      But I was beginning to feel that our situation was hopeless. The Tamlar knew we were in the area. They would not leave the town and eventually we would be captured. It seemed that we had little choice but to give ourselves up. The alternatives seemed to be, be killed during capture or give yourselves up and perhaps survive.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      But, out of sheer stubbornness, or perhaps inertia, we continued. That night we camped in a small clearing. We gathered lots of firewood and lit a fire. Trichos kept watch of course, which meant we could all get a nights sleep, not that Zena needed it. But she went through the motions of snuggling down with me, to keep me warm she said. Her body was warm and soft, shapely and feminine. It was a battle between desire and sleep, which eventually, sleep won.
 
      I was woken up in the night a number of times by animal noises. Growls and grunts and bodies moving through the forest. But Zena assured me that Trichos had it all under control. He would blast any intruder with his searchlight, causing them to scramble away.
 
      Morning arrived and our only breakfast was cold mountain water. My stomach had never felt so empty. 
 
      "This boy scout stuff will not catch on," I remarked. "Even ships rations are starting to appear very tasty right now."
 
      "For an explorer you certainly like your home comforts," Zena chided me.
 
      "Hey, never mind home comforts. I've slept on the floor, listened to animal grunts all night and breakfasted on water. Any kind of basic civilised convenience would be appreciated."
 
      "I'm sorry about the grunting. You just get me so excited."
 
      I grinned back at her. She certainly deserved top marks for persistence. 
 
      We gathered our few belongings and set off through the forest. I could not help thinking what a motley crew we were. A human, a robot, a beautiful android and an alien. There had never been such a group as this before, so I guess we were making history. Which no one would ever know. So I guess it's not history if no one knows about it. Or is  it? (Philosophical question).
 
      My musings were interrupted by something large and hairy falling out of the tree onto Komti. Followed by another falling on Trichos and three more next to us. The creatures were amazingly similar to apes, but larger, a cross between an ape and a gorilla, tall with long legs and arms and a powerful body. But I had no chance to examine one in detail. 
 
      Before I could grab my gun the nearest ape was on to me. My judo training came to my aid. As it rushed in, its arms raised and jaws gaping wide, I instinctively grabbed it and swivelled around in the standard Hane Goshi or hip throw, using its momentum to throw it to the ground. Before the confused ape could get up I had my gun out and as it stood and turned to attack me growling fiercely, I shot it in the chest. 
 
      Meanwhile, the ape that had attacked Trichos had the surprise of its life and was soon dispatched to ape heaven. The two who had gone for Zena fared no better, both sprawled on the ground, one with a broken neck and the other with its head exploded. Trichos was the first to go to Komti's aid. The ape had fallen on him and grabbing him by the chest was about to rip his throat out with its huge fangs. Komti was struggling to hold the ape back but it was a losing battle. Trichos leapt to his aid, ripping the ape off him and throwing it against a tree. It staggered up, looking around confusedly, then with a growl of defiance scrambled up the tree and disappeared. 
 
      I went over to Komti and helped him sit up. He was shaking and gasping. Zena gave him water to drink and after a couple of minutes he managed to stand.
 
      "Elti," he said. "Very dangerous creatures." He looked around at the dead ones, his eyes wide. "But not as dangerous as you." He bowed his head and touched his forehead with both hands. "Thank you for saving my life. I am indebted."
 
      "You are welcome Komti. It's our fault you are here so it's us that are in your debt. Are we likely to be attacked again by these monsters?"
 
      "Yes. This is their home and they are very aggressive. We must be on our guard."
 
      We examined the dead creatures with interest and Trichos took a few samples. The faces were not dissimilar to an apes, but with a skinny nose and piggy eyes, a huge jaw filled with nasty looking teeth. I could see why the Hortani would want to keep well away from this area.  
 
      We continued our journey but now keeping an eye out above us as well as around us. The forest was level, the floor soft with years of  fallen decomposed and compacted leaves. and we made good progress.  We came to a rocky outcrop and spotted a number of the apes, Elti, sunning themselves on the rocks. There was a stirring of interest and a number came to investigate and then followed us. Gradually their numbers increased and we started to become concerned.
 
      "Zena, this is not looking good. I think we need to shoot a few of these guys to scare the rest away."
 
      She agreed and we began picking off any individual who became too bold and visible. Trichos and Zena were more accurate with their guns than me so I left it to them. The other concern was that we only had a limited number of rounds for our guns and we needed to make each shot count. 
 
      After we had shot five or six of the apes, the others became more cautious and kept their distance. As the day wore on they seem to lose interest and we saw fewer and fewer until they disappeared. Perhaps we were leaving their hunting grounds.  
 
      The trees became more sparse and I was concerned that any Tamlar aircraft would easily spot us. By late afternoon we reached more open country, the town now just a few miles away. We came to a road and paused to take stock, hiding behind a copse of trees by the side of the road. I stretched out in the shade, tired and hungry and bereft of ideas. 
 
      "It looks like we have no choice but to give ourselves up." It was a defeatist thing to say and I felt bad, but I could not see how we could continue to avoid the Tamlar hunters and stay alive. 
 
      "No, you must not!" It was Komti who spoke forcibly. "You have given hope to us.  You must remain free."
 
      I was touched by Komti's optimism, but did I want to sacrifice myself to give hope to an alien race in their fight against slavery? Not just myself, but Zena. She wasn't just a robot. It was too big a question for me to answer. 
 
      "We can hide you and you can teach us new ideas. New technology. To build new weapons to fight the Tamlar," Komti continued.
 
      I was beginning to understand that Komti was not just an ignorant hunter. But surely this was a false hope. How could the Hortani's primitive technology stand up against a star faring civilisation? 
 
      Okay, the Hortani had numbers on their side I reasoned, and a burning desire for freedom. They could make it very hard for the Tamlar. Was there a middle way? Could we persuade the Tamlar that their treatment of the Hortani was not just unethical but unnecessary. At that point I remembered that I had no idea what the Tamlar used the kidnapped Hortani for.  Food? Cheap labour? Hosts for their virtual worlds? All of those things perhaps.
 
      "I will go into town and see what is happening," said Thann. "This time I will not be followed. You wait here?"
 
      I was about to agree when we heard the sound of wheels on tarmac. We peered out around the trees to see a large carriage trundling along the road towards us. This was followed around the corner of the road by another, and then another. We looked at each other in surprise.
 
      "What's going on?" I asked.
 
      "I will find out," said Komti. He leapt out and ran into the road. The drivers of lead carriage pulled up and the doors burst open to disgorge a large number of heavily armed Hortani. They crowded around Komti who talked loudly with many gesticulations, some in our direction. This was followed by enormous agitation amongst the armed Hortani, and Komti ran back to us, his face convulsing with excitement. 
 
      "They have come to help you," he shouted. "It's a rebellion against the hated Tamlar."
 
      "A rebellion? How did this happen?" I asked.
 
      "News of your arrival has spread throughout the civilised world." Komti was grinning broadly. "These good Hortani have come to aid you, our friends."
 
      I felt humbled and at the same time enormously sad. What had we unleashed? A victorious and noble fight for freedom? Or a battle against impossible odds in which many innocent Hortani would die?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We were introduced to the 'freedom fighters', a tough looking lot of burly Hortani dressed in camouflage grey and green and heavily armed with rifles, pistols and bandoliers of bullets. They could have been any bunch of revolutionary fighters from Earth's past, ignoring their alien physiology.
 
      They were suitably awed and impressed, particularly by Trichos. Komti and Thann proudly described our victories against the Tamlar robots and against the fierce apes, which caused much excited comment. They were certainly hyped up for the battle, but did they have a plan, I asked. After a little discussion the leader of the band stepped forward. 
 
      "My name is Enstoll. With your help, we want to show that we can defeat the Tamlar if we choose to make a stand," he said. "We have a stockpile of weapons and trained soldiers. This is the time." There was a cheer when he finished and much waving of guns. This did not seem like much of a plan to me.
 
      "Are you just going to ride into the town and start shooting Tamlar robots?" I asked.
 
      "Exactly!" he said to another loud cheer.
 
      "As plans go it does have the elements of surprise and simplicity," I said, not wanting to put a damper on their enthusiasm. "But let me see what else we can do."
 
      "Your suggestions will be gratefully accepted," he said with a polite bow. 
 
      "Zena, what do you think?" 
 
      "You may remember my earlier suggestion that we can upload viruses into their systems?"
 
      "Yes, have you been doing some work on that?"
 
      "Intrepid's AI has. But we can't know how effective they are until we use them. And I suspect we will only be able to use them once."  
 
      "We can coordinate our viral attack on their systems with a military attack by the Hortani," I suggested. "That's good, but we also need to direct their military offensive. Knocking out a few robots is not going to stop the Tamlar." I turned to their leader.
 
      "Enstoll, are you the only group attacking the Tamlar?"
 
      "No. As I said, we have been preparing for some time. When we give the word, other groups like us will attack the Tamlar."
 
      "Good. Then we can help you. But you must get word out to the other groups that they must also attack when we give the word. We think we can damage the Tamlars systems, bring down their communications, maybe even disable their robots. That will give you the opportunity to attack, but it must be done at the same time because the Tamlar will recover quickly."
 
      "You can do that?"
 
      "We can try, but there is no certainty of success because  we have obviously not done this before."
 
      "If we can just drive them away from this town, that will be a start," he said. 
 
      "All right. Let's discuss details. Do you have a map of the town?"
 
      Enstoll shouted to an underling and a map was found. I was impressed. The group had some military organisation then, they were not just a band of amateurs on a spree.
 
      "Better get these carriages off the road and camouflaged," I suggested. "Then we can discuss tactics."
 
      We spent the next hour discussing how we would position our forces in the town. We decided to split up into two groups with Trichos leading one group and myself and Zena leading the other. I wanted three groups but Zena was adamant that she would not let me out of her sight. It was her duty to protect me she said and she could not break her programming. 
 
      We had an idea of where the Tamlar aircraft and positions were from Thann's memory, and we planned our assault accordingly. It was quite possible and likely that the Tamlar had brought in more forces so we decided to send in a number of individuals to reconnoitre the town first. Thann volunteered to be one of them since he already had prior knowledge. There were a couple of others who also knew the town. They set off for the town in one of the smaller carriages, and we settled to await their return. 
 
      The soldiers had some provisions with them which I gratefully accepted, Zena also making a show of eating. I even managed to get a little sleep, propped up against a tree. It was dusk by the time our scouts returned with up to date information on the enemies forces. The Tamlar had indeed increased their forces in the town. They now had five aircraft and the town was patrolled by up to twenty robots. We had decided that a night attack had the best chance of success. We modified our plans on the basis of the new information. and moved out. 
 
      Dusk had arrived, but we waited until the early hours before setting off. We drove to the outskirts of the town on our carriages. Team A with myself and Zena in charge set off on foot in one direction and Team B  set off on the opposite. We knew that as soon as we communicated with Intrepid it would alert the Tamlar. That was part of the plan.
 
      The Tamlar had created an impromptu landing site and base of operation on the outskirts of the town, but with good access to the town and the main roads in and out. We stopped well away from the Tamlar base, and radioed Intrepid, explaining what had happened and our plan. This was done by Zena in French, a language that the Tamlar were not familiar with since we had only spoken English to them.  
 
      "Tu es encore plus sexy quand tu parles français," I told her.
 
      "Merci Monsieur," she dimpled prettily. "Vous êtes très gentil"
 
      Intrepids' AI now put our plan into action, communicating with the Tamlar and offering our surrender on the basis that we would not be harmed. The robots would have to convey the message to the Tamlar authorities back on their home planet. The longer the conversations lasted the more chances Intrepid would have to upload its destructive viruses. 
 
     While the dialogue between Intrepid and the Tamlar was taking place, we headed for the airport. After a half hour the Tamlar abruptly stopped communicating. This was our cue to begin our attack. The first team to go into action was to take the town hall where the one fax/telephone line was. Their job was then to alert their comrades in other towns to begin their attack. I had no idea how prepared they were or how long the Tamlar down time would last. It was all in the lap of the gods of chance. This team was crucial and was led by the redoubtable Trichos. 
 
      Our job, Team A, was to cause a distraction at the 'airport', hopefully  diverting robots from the town. We arrived at the periphery of the airport to find a metal mesh fence. 
 
      "Anyone got some wire cutters?"
 
      Surprisingly, one of the team did; He made short work of opening a hole in the fence. There was no sign of guards so we climbed through and spread out. Just when I thought it was going to be easy, a searchlight came on, followed by an alarm. Next to the searchlight on a gantry  I spotted the pale shape of a robot. It immediately began firing at the Hortani. Zena and I started firing at the searchlight and the robot.  The searchlight went out almost immediately but it took a few more shots to silence the robot.
 
      "Anybody hurt?" I shouted.
 
      "Sonji shot in the leg," someone shouted.  
 
      "I'll see to it," said Zena.
 
      We spread out to explore the landing site without finding any more robots. 
 
      One robot to defend their aircraft seemed either careless or overly confident No sooner did the thought occur than the doors to all the aircraft opened and a number of armed robots spilled out from each aircraft. 
 
      "Oh shit! Fire at will, fire at will!" I didn't need to tell my troops what to do. They immediately opened fire on the robots. Zena stopped her examination of the injured soldier and joined in the fire fight as did I. It was only after a few moments that I noticed that the robots were  not returning fire.
 
      "They are not receiving orders from their central control," shouted Zena above the racket made by the gunfire. 
 
      The Hortani fighters were a bit exposed so it was fortunate for them that the Tamlar robots were frozen into inactivity. The Hortani's primitive rifles were also not very effective, needing multiple shots before disabling a robot. But they blasted away with abandon and with apparently little concern for their own safety. Zena and I took refuge behind the wheel of the closest aircraft and picked off a couple of robots, before making a dash across the tarmac to the next closest aircraft. 
 
      Once the Tamlar robots came under fire they came back to life and began to retaliate. But they seemed haphazard and confused in their response. The fight lasted barely five minutes. Some ten or so Tamlar robots were destroyed. But despite the robots partial disabilities they still managed to do some damage to our fighters and we had to attend to our wounded before doing anything else. We had five wounded and two dead. Zena bandaged them as best she could but we had no medical facilities of any sort. The Hortanis medical science was still fairly basic but the town had a hospital and they had invented pain killers. Their best hope was actually Trichos with his surgical skills. We sent off a couple of men to bring one of the carriages to transport the men to the town hospital. 
 
      Zena and I decided we should try and disable the aircraft. We entered the closest, proceeding carefully in case there were any remaining robots on board. The interior was stark and basic, but there were a number of seats with belts so it could carry live passengers. The robots appeared to have metal clamps in the walls to which they fastened themselves. There was no flight deck as such, the ships auto-pilot was hidden away somewhere, we had no idea where. 
 
      "This is going to be difficult," I mused.  
 
      "Yes, the flight electronics may be encased in armour to protect it," she said. 
 
      "It may be easier to put a couple of bullets into the engines,"  I suggested.  
 
      I found it rather uncomfortable to purposely damage an aircraft. It went against all my instincts as a pilot. But, reluctantly, we put an explosive bullet in each of the engine air intakes of every aircraft. 
 
      The carriage/stagecoach with its four 'horses' arrived and we loaded up our injured. Zena communicated with Trichos to learn that they'd had a number of contacts with Tamlar patrols and sustained casualties also, but had gained access to the Town Hall and were sending communications to the other Hortani units to rise up against the Tamlar. The revolution was under way! 
 
      We trudged back towards the town in two lines, our stagecoach with the injured in the middle. We had an advance guard scouting ahead to warn us of any contact with the enemy. Zena and I walked next to the stagecoach.
 
      "I feel like some kind of Che Guevara revolutionary. I think I need a beret." I had taken one of the dead Hortan's guns, a heavy clunky thing, and wore a belt of bullets over my shoulder.
 
      "You'd look very romantic and dashing," she said. She gave me a serious look. "Jason, seriously, what are we doing? Our prime directive in contacting alien life is not to get involved. And here we are starting a revolution."
 
      "We didn't set out to start a revolution Zena. We have simply been protecting ourselves and have become embroiled in the local politics."
 
      "We have taken sides though."
 
      "True. Against those trying to imprison us. That is not unreasonable."
 
      "Still, I suspect we will have some explaining to do when we get home," she said.
 
      "If we did nothing, we would never get home," I pointed out. 
 
      We reached the town centre without meeting any Tamlar patrols. The town square could have been any small town on Earth. It was dominated by the Town Hall, a two story building of red brick with a triangular portico. A flower bed and fountain adorned the centre of the square.
 
      Tricho's troops were guarding the square and they raised a cheer when they saw us. There was much congratulating and back slapping amongst the soldiers. Zena and I were treated to rousing cheers and foot stamping, the Hortani equivalent of clapping. We waved and smiled our appreciation. Trichos himself was outside the town hall waiting for us. 
 
      Enstoll, the leader of the fighters came forward and introduced us to the Hortani equivalent of the town mayor, who was a female. The immediate need was to transport the injured to the hospital for treatment. I offered the services of Trichos, which caused astonishment and disbelief. The mayor volunteered to act as guide and climbed up on the stagecoach to direct the drivers to the hospital. Trichos trotted after the stagecoach. He was now in continuous communication with Zena and Intrepid.
 
      I had a meeting with Enstoll and his lieutenants. Their plan was to enlarge the military force with locals in order to prevent the Tamlar from re-taking the town. I suggested that they guard the 'airport' and also cut down and move trees and other obstructions to any open area in or near the town in order to prevent Tamlar ships from landing. 
 
      How would the Tamlar respond to the situation I asked myself. Would they offer to parlay, or would they go all out to crush us? I had no idea. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Since the position of the Falcon was now revealed, we flew the aircraft to town, landing it in the square. This gave me the opportunity to have some real food, a shower and a change of clothing. But it was somewhat exposed there and after talking with the mayor a nice secluded spot was found in a large warehouse close to the town centre. 
 
      Trichos performed miracles with the injured Hortani, saving a few lives I was sure, and earning himself their  respect. He also took the opportunity to teach them many essential medical facts. They would probably make him into their patron saint of healing! 
 
      Over the next couple of days we prepared our defences and waited for the Tamlar to make their move. They had now been kicked off the planet by the Hortani, with our help in disabling their comms and isolating their robots. They could undoubtedly take it back, once they had found a defence against Zena's viruses. It would be expensive for the Tamlar, but only in hardware. For the Hortani it would be expensive in lives. 
 
      We set up a simple repeating transmission to the Tamlar, offering to talk and giving a frequency to reply on. In the meantime, every Hortani on the planet wanted to make our acquaintance. We could not travel of course, and it would take days or even weeks for them to come to us. 
 
      But later in the day we were joined by our friend Savos and his colleagues who had made the trek to the town by foot and 'horse' along country tracks. 
 
      We had a visit from a Hortani gentleman carrying a very large camera, tripod and box of parts. We spent a couple of amusing hours with him while he took photographs which were to be faxed to everyone on the planet. I suspected that worthy would become quite famous and probably very rich selling his photos. 
 
      On the third day after our victory we got a transmission from the Tamlar. It was a simple question; how would you like to meet?
 
      We suggested they send one aircraft with their representatives to our location. We would allow them to land in the square. They agreed to send a delegation the next day. It was a victory of sorts; at least the Tamlar had not responded with increased force. For now!
 
      The Hortani local leadership wanted representatives from all the Hortani nations to attend. The problem was that they would take days to gather at one location. I suggested that for the moment there was no need for 'high level' meetings between Hortani and Tamlar because there was only two issues to discuss. The first involved ourselves only, and the second was that the Tamlar should cease kidnapping Hortani. 
 
      After that, if the two issues were resolved to everyone's satisfaction and the Tamlar and the Hortani wanted to develop a new relationship, they could proceed to make arrangements between themselves. This argument was accepted by the Hortani leadership.
 
      Myself and Zena discussed our options with the Tamlar. We had caused them some inconvenience by inciting the Hortani to revolution, not that they needed much incitement! But did we have any other leverage on the Tamlar?
 
      "Earth will send a rescue ship to our destination and  find the beacon," Zena reminded me.
 
      "Yes, the beacon. And once Earth knows that there are aliens out there, and they are potentially hostile, they will expend every effort to locate them. It will be just a matter of time before they find them."
 
      "And the Tamlar will be unable to deny contact because we have saved evidence on the beacon." 
 
      "If we tell them about the beacon, will they be able to find and destroy it?" I asked.
 
      "That will be almost impossible," she replied. "They have no idea where in that system it is. It's tiny and inert. Unless they know the codes to activate it, and I am the only one who knows them."
 
       "Okay, so we have something to bargain with. We also need to know why they are kidnapping Hortani. What is happening on their planet. What is their Virtual Universe, how does it work and why is it so seductive."  
 
      "Seductive?"
 
      "Yes. The Tamlar have had FTL for as long as we have but they have not expanded away from their planet. You heard what Laznar said. The world of the imagination is richer and more interesting than the real world. That is some claim."
 
      "I find that hard to understand," said Zena. "I am just beginning to experience reality, and it's wonderful."
 
      "Mmm, yeah, it is isn't it." 
 
      We were lounging in the small cabin of the Falcon wearing casual clothes after taking showers and eating. Zena was sitting down with her long legs up on the small table. They were remarkably beautiful legs, which I was trying hard to ignore.
 
      She is an android. A robot. It was becoming a desperate incantation.
 
      "Their virtual universe must be something special," I said. 
 
      "It would be interesting to sample it," said Zena.
 
      It was a startling thought. Could an AI like Zena be interfaced to their virtual universe? And if so, how would she experience it? 
 
    
 
      We got dressed and went out for more meetings with the Hortani. They were insatiably curious about our civilisation, as was to be expected. Questions from individuals from all over their planet were being faxed to us. There were many questions about science and technology. We gave them such information as was appropriate for their level of development, to allow them to build better communications and transport systems.
 
      The next day arrived and went, and the next, and then  it was time for the Tamlar to arrive. Intrepids' AI informed us that their aircraft was on its way and we gathered in the square to greet them.  
 
      The shuttle came over the square and landed, its vtol jets drowning out conversation and throwing up a cloud of dust. When the dust settled the doors opened and a number of robots came out and took up positions around the aircraft. They were followed by three Tamlar. I walked forward with Zena and a number of the Hortani leaders. 
 
      I recognised Laznar and a couple of his colleagues. He came forward and executed a stiff bow. 
 
      "Captain Matis and Zena. I congratulate you on your resourcefulness."
 
      "You will find that all humans are equally stubborn and resourceful Laznar, when they are threatened," I said.
 
      "It was not our intention to threaten. We are protecting ourselves."
 
      "Protecting yourselves? By imprisoning the representatives of an alien civilisation? Kidnapping and murdering your neighbours?"
 
      "You do not fully understand our situation Captain. If you come with us peacefully we can explain. Otherwise, we will take you by force. If the Hortani resist, we will use our full military power and they will suffer many casualties. We have no desire to cause unnecessary death and suffering."
 
      "We will fight you to the last breath," shouted Savos, who understood enough Tamlar to follow the conversation.
 
      "What is he saying?" shouted Enstoll. 
 
      The other Hortani became agitated, shouting questions. Savos translated Laznar's threats. Enstoll and his men went for their weapons and the Tamlar robots also lifted theirs to cover us.  I feared that we were losing control of the situation. 
 
      "Stop!" I shouted, holding up my hands. "Stop, we came here to talk not to fight. Put down your weapons." Laznar and his colleagues were looking panic stricken by Hortani aggression. They were back pedalling towards their ship, hiding behind their robots.   Savos joined me in calling for order and the Hortani soldiers quietened. 
 
      Laznar came cautiously forward again. 
 
      "Explain to us why you are kidnapping Hortani?" I asked.
 
      Laznar looked at his colleagues, then had a muttered conversation with them, before answering.
 
      "We have a very low birth rate. We need the Hortani to work in the farms and carry out tasks that our robots are not capable of. "
 
      "I find that hard to understand," I said. "You have a virtual reality universe which must require very advanced AI, yet your robots are not capable of running your infrastructure?"
 
      He paused before answering. I thought he was looking very evasive. 
 
      "There are certain functions that we prefer not to program into our robots," he said.
 
      It was a feeble and unconvincing answer. 
 
      "If you come with us," he continued, "we can show you."
 
      "There is something else you need to know," I said. "We have left behind an automated beacon at the system where we met your robots.  A rescue ship will be sent by Earth when we fail to return. That beacon contains information about what happened to us. Our people will know we were kidnapped and they will expend every effort to find us. You can believe that they will be successful. If you want future relations between us to be peaceful then you must allow us to return."   
 
      This seemed to throw the Tamlar into confusion. They had a little conference, huddled together, before Laznar replied.   
 
      "We can discuss this further."
 
      "Not good enough," I said firmly. "You must promise that for now you will stop kidnapping Hortani. And you will allow us to return."
 
      The three Tamlar got together again for a whispered conference before Laznar turned to reply. 
 
      "We have arranged for you to meet the leaders of our world. You may discuss these things with them. You can also try our Artificial Reality world. "
 
      I wasn't sure what to make of that. I turned to Zena, frowning at he questioningly. She shook her head back at me.
 
      "Our brains may not be compatible with your systems," said Zena. 
 
      "Your consciousness will not be transferred to the system. You will simply be interfaced to it," replied Lanzar. 
 
      "Why do you want us to do that?" I asked. 
 
      "You cannot understand what we are until you have experienced our Artificial reality universe."
 
      It was an odd thing to say I thought. Had the Tamlar become so detached from reality that their artificial world had become more real than reality itself? Civilisation was in a sense a retreat from nature. But the idea that the ultimate objective of civilisation was to withdraw into some kind of total artificial reality seemed...well... un-natural!
 
      "There, we have created a universe far richer than this one," continued Laznar.  "One which is full of love and pleasure without pain."
 
      "Ah." I thought about that for a second. I wanted to ask if continuous pleasure did not eventually become tedious, but this did not seem the time for a philosophical discussion.  "Very well, we agree to meet your leaders."
 
      "You can come with us now," said Laznar.
 
      "No, we prefer to travel in our own ship. And we have affairs to complete with the Hortani before we leave," I said.
 
      "What affairs?" Laznar spoke sharply.
 
      "Our affairs," I said firmly, and with some satisfaction. "We will return to our starship when we are ready. Good bye for now."
 
      Laznar seemed about to say something, but then his mouth clamped shut and he nodded and turned on his heel to walk back to his ship. His two colleagues followed.
 
      Savos was meanwhile translating what had passed between us to the Hortani who then began to cheer and stamp their feet. At the sound of their cheering the Tamlar accelerated their pace, returning hastily to their ship.
 
      As the Tamlar ship lifted off the cheering increased in volume and some of the Hortani began to do little jigs of delight. 
 
      "Tonight we celebrate," shouted Enstoll.
 
      Let us hope it's not premature I thought. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We did celebrate that evening. The Hortani displayed a side of their nature we had not yet seen, entertaining us with music and dancing, wearing colourful costumes.  We  were plied with traditional drinks and snacks, some tasty and some not so. 
 
      I was surprised and impressed with the informality of their society. Everyone mixed with each other cheerfully, and there seemed no hierarchy or subservience.  Earth society at the same level of development was highly hierarchical with huge differences in wealth and status between the various strata of society.  Savos and the other leaders were treated with amiable respect. It was all reminiscent of some kind of idealised small town America. Perhaps being herbivorous the Hortani were less competitive than humans, or Tamlar.  
 
      Again I noticed the occasional head touching by individuals and I questioned Savos about it.
 
      "To what extent can you sense each others emotions and thoughts?" I asked. 
 
      "It is a matter of choice," he replied. "If both participants open themselves fully then we can sense emotions and feelings. Some of us, the most sensitive, can sense ideas in a very simple way."
 
      "That is remarkable. We have machines on Earth that can do the same thing, but it is very advanced technology. If one of you is hiding something, say a theft or a misdeed, can the truth be discerned?"  
 
      "If the individual covers up then it cannot be seen. But then, if they are covering up, clearly they have something to hide and will be judged as guilty."
 
      "So your legal system allows this kind of interrogation?"
 
      "Yes of course. Which is why we have very little pre-meditated crime. Only crimes of passion or a momentary aberration."
 
      I was very impressed with Hortani society. The Hortani were ugly to my eyes, but it was impossible not to like the little guys.
 
      We were asked to stay a few days and visit their other towns. Everyone wanted to meet us and it seemed churlish to refuse. In any case, we now had the use of our shuttle so travel was not a problem. We agreed and the next day, after spending the night in our friend Savos's house we set off for the nearest big town in the Merlin Falcon. 
 
      So began a tour of the major towns on the friendly planet of the Hortani. Everywhere we went we were received with enthusiasm by huge crowds. It was a remarkable and humbling experience. I desperately wanted the outcome of our visit to be a good one and not to disappoint our new friends.
 
      But soon it was time to leave. Lots of speeches, hugs and goodbyes and then we were in the Falcon heading for orbit. 
 
      "Phew! I don't think I want to be a politician," I said.  
 
      "You had better get used to it if we ever get back to Earth," Zena smiled.
 
      I made a pained expression.
 
      Zena made a circuit of the square where thousands had come to see us leave, waggled the wings and with rockets roaring headed straight up. 
 
      "Show off," I grinned.
 
      "Give the natives a thrill," she said. 
 
      We set course for the Tamlar planet and retired to the small galley where I set about preparing my lunch. 
 
      "So. The Tamlar's artificial reality thing. What to make of that?" I asked while waiting for my ration to heat.
 
      "What would you like to be?"
 
      "I haven't thought about it." It was an interesting question. If you had the choice to be anyone anywhere, what would you choose? A piratical adventurer on the south seas? A millionaire playboy? A world champion athlete?
 
      "A Space adventurer," I said. "Exploring alien planets with a beautiful co-pilot."
 
      "Two out of three isn't bad," she said.
 
      "Two out of three?" I looked at her questioningly.
 
      "You are a Space adventurer exploring alien planets."
 
      "Okay, do you want me to say it?"
 
      "Yes please."
 
      "You are a very beautiful co-pilot."
 
      "You really think so?"
 
      "Every bit of you is perfect."
 
      "You haven't explored all my bits yet."
 
      I snorted derisively. 
 
      "I am not that kind of explorer."
 
      "Perhaps we got your sexuality wrong? Should I be Zeno, not Zena?"
 
      I looked at her in alarm.
 
      "No no, you got that right."
 
      "Methinks thou doth protest too much."
 
      "Hey, this is beginning to amount to sexual harassment."
 
      "Oh Jason, I am sorry." She turned towards me.  "I was joking. Did I go too far?"
 
      "Well, put the boot on the other foot, if you get my meaning. If you were the human female and I was the male android doing the bullying."
 
      "Oh. I did go too far." 
 
      "Don't worry. I didn't feel threatened in any way of course." I smiled reassuringly at her. "Treat it as a learning experience."
 
      "Intimate conversation is difficult," she said. 
 
      "It is. We can all get it wrong sometimes or are misunderstood."  
 
      "I so want to please you Jason."
 
      "I know love. Look, it's your programming. But with experience you will be able to adapt and become an individual. 
 
       "How will I ever know whether it's my programming driving me or whether I am being an individual?"
 
      "You won't because the two are so intertwined you cannot tell the difference.  But it's the same for humans. We have our instincts, and our conditioning from when we are growing up. When we become adults we  become rational beings, able to learn and choose. We don't have to be slaves to our conditioning."
 
      "So I should question everything?"
 
      "Well, the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates believed that knowledge is subjective and we should question everything.  But that could be very impractical as well as irritating and annoying.  Trust your instincts until you learn otherwise." 
 
      "And you will forgive me if I make a mistake?"
 
      "Of course. I enjoy our banter. And I confess, I find you very attractive. Look, the General gave me the task of bringing you along as a person, not treating you as a sex machine." 
 
      "I am programmed to believe that having sex releases tension and creates good relations. But I also like you and want to experience a sexual relationship."
 
      I could see that Zena was torn between her programming, and her evolving consciousness and individuality. And I was in the same difficult position, uncertain as to whether I should treat her as a willing android, or an adolescent human. 
 
      "Perhaps you are right Zena. Maybe I am the one making things difficult. Because I also like you, I don't want to take advantage of you. I want to be sure that it's you that wants me, not your programming."
 
      "Which takes us full circle," she laughed. 
 
      I chuckled back, and stood to get my food. 
 
      "Getting back to the Tamlar, there are a few things about them that do not make sense. What are they doing with the Hortani. And why are they so insecure? I would have expected them to be delighted to find another Space faring civilisation."
 
      "Perhaps the two are linked," she said. "They are oppressing the Hortani because they are insecure?"
 
      "But the Hortani are no threat to them. I mean, the Hortani are the nicest most amiable bunch of ugly little dudes you could hope to meet. They could not be a threat to anyone."
 
      "Well, they give a good account of themselves when riled," she said with a smile.  
 
      "Without us bugging the Tamlar systems and disabling their robots, they would have been exterminated."
 
      I pushed the food  container into the bracket to hold it and opened it up. 
 
      "Hey, come and join me Zena. "
 
      We had got into the habit of  eating together with Zena and I really liked it. She just tasted morsels of my food and drink and clearly found it pleasurable. She hooked long legs under the small table and her thigh brushed mine. She leaned over the food, her face close to mine and selected a small piece of food. As we ate I looked into her eyes,  wanting her to enjoy the food. Wanting her to be happy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The five day return trip was somewhat muted.   Whilst we were on board, we settled into a more formal relationship. I was the Captain and Zena was the ships AI. Despite that, Zena's presence continued to give me pleasure and we had many long conversations. 
 
      We arrived in orbit next to the giant Tamlar Space station. A couple of deep Space ships were nearby as well as a number of shuttles. And the good old Intrepid Scout, exactly where we had left it. The Tamlar had been uncommunicative during our trip, but now, as we manoeuvred the Falcon to dock with the Intrepid, we received a terse message from them. 
 
      A shuttle will transport you to the planet at your convenience. 
 
      We had discussed this and I replied immediately.
 
      We will use our own shuttle. If you will give us the co-ordinates of the destination.
 
      It took a few minutes for them to reply. 
 
      Agreed. Ensure you have adequate food supplies until we can synthesise your food. This may take a few days. Here are the co-ordinates. This was followed by a series of numbers and a map of the planet pinpointing our destination. 
 
      We finished docking the Falcon and transferred across to the Intrepid. After the confined spaces of the shuttle, the starship seemed huge. We carried out system checks to confirm that the  Intrepid was still fully operational. 
 
      We gathered some clothing and items of equipment and a pile of food packets. Our problem was the guns. Clearly the Tamlar were not going to allow us to walk around on their planet carrying guns. They would have to be hidden on the shuttle and we had to hope that we did not need to use them. After taking a shower and a final 'look-around', we bid goodbye to the Intrepid and returned to the Falcon with our food and equipment.
 
      Once settled in, we informed the Tamlar that we were ready to depart. Confirmation received, we boosted out of orbit and began our descent to the planet beneath us.  Two Tamlar shuttles shadowed us. I looked forward with interest to seeing the Tamlar civilisation first hand. 
 
      The Tamlar's planet , being much closer to the sun, was substantially hotter than the Hortani planet. It's polar ice caps were almost non-existent, and the equatorial regions totally desert. Or they would have been had they not been totally covered by solar energy 'farms'.  The Tamlar had lived in the temperate regions.  Bizarrely, life had evolved separately in the northern and southern parts of the planet. The Tamlar as a species had inhabited only the southern part of their planet for their early history, and had migrated to the northern  half when they were quite advanced, with the invention and use of ships that could travel through the tempestuous equatorial seas.  It had been like the Human  equivalent to discovering  the 'New World'. Except that their new world had contained no Tamlar. 
 
      We were heading for a city on one of the southern continents. The city was one of the largest, as far as what we had seen. It was well down towards the south pole and the climate could be said to be quite Californian or Mediterranean. As we came lower we could see the mountainous south pole with its snowy mountains. It seemed more like Switzerland than Antarctica.
 
      Our two escorting shuttles went ahead to show the way. Regimented farmlands scrolled beneath us before we arrived at the city. The architecture was fairly blocky and unimaginative I thought, although there were some impressively large buildings. There seemed to be little greenery and few open parks. There was however a complex system of roads, with a smattering of vehicles. 
 
      We arrived at an airport. One of the shuttles landed while the other banked around behind us. The Tamlar commanded us to follow the shuttle which had landed and Zena obliged, bringing us in next to it. The other Tamlar shuttle hovered above us for a few seconds, then landed behind us. 
 
      We came to rest and shut down our engines. We carried out a brief instrument check before powering down and putting the shuttle on standby.  We noticed a small convoy of vehicles heading for our shuttle. They pulled up a hundred or so feet away and a number of individuals got out.
 
      "We have a welcoming committee," I said. I stood and took Zena's hand. "Let's go meet them."
 
      We exited the shuttle and walked towards the Tamlar.  Three of them stepped forward to meet us.  They were dressed in  what I took to be 'official' clothing. At least they looked official, with long cloaks, embroidered shirts with frill and cuffs and knee high brightly coloured boots. Quite different from Lanzar and his colleagues on the Orbital who had worn simple one piece astronaut suits. 
 
      The centre one of the leading three gave us a little bow. 
 
      "Welcome to our planet."
 
      "Thank you. I have to tell you that we have not met with much of a welcome so far," I replied.
 
      "Lanzar and his colleagues were simply being cautious,"  he replied. "You misunderstood. We wanted to keep you here in the short term until we could be sure that your species could be trusted."
 
      "As I said to Lanzar, it is a big galaxy out there. There is no reason for us to covet what is yours, or you to want what is ours. We can trade and exchange goods to the benefit of each of us."
 
      "Perhaps. But your adventures on the Hortani planet seems to show that you have a talent for violence and creating mayhem."
 
      "We were defending ourselves. And what you are doing to the Hortani is immoral. Why are you kidnapping their young?"
 
      "We are not harming them. In fact, they are leading a more comfortable life here on our planet ."
 
      "It is not their choice to leave their planet, their families and to live as slaves here. However comfortable that may be."
 
      "They are a primitive species. And we have a need for them. Now, enough of the Hortani." He waved an impatient hand. "What are we going to do with you is the question." 
 
      "Again, as I said to Lanzar, if you do not wish for contact with my people then we will respect that."
 
      "You do not speak for your civilisation," he said.
 
      "No, but I will instruct my ship's AI to delete all information relating to the location of your world. "
 
      "But we only have your word for that," he said, tossing his head in a gesture of what I took as dismissal. "Tell us, did you say that you have left a message capsule at the planet where you made contact with our ships?"
 
      "Yes we did. Ships will be sent to find out what happened when we do not return. The capsule will be triggered and they will know we met aliens."
 
      "But they will not know where you were taken?"
 
      "No. But I guess, knowing now that there is another alien civilisation, and it may be hostile, they will intensify efforts to locate your planet. It will happen eventually, whether you want it or not."
 
      "It gives us time to improve our defences."
 
      "You seem obsessed with the idea that we are a threat to you," I said.
 
      "Captain Matis, you have seen our planet from orbit. Our defences are minimal and our infrastructure is extremely vulnerable to attack. Billions of souls in our Virtual habitats could die with one bomb. Whatever we think of you, we have a duty to defend our world."
 
      "I see." And for the first time I actually did see their point. They could take a chance on what I said, but the consequences if they were wrong could be racial suicide. 
 
      "If you could suggest a fail safe way out of this situation, we would all be grateful." The leading Tamlar gave me another little bow. "But for now, you are our honoured guest. We will make your stay here as comfortable as possible, until a way can be found to return you to your planet." 
 
      "Do you promise to allow me to return, if I can suggest a way that satisfies you?" I asked.
 
      "Yes, we make that promise," he said immediately.  
 
      "Can I ask who you and your colleagues are and what you represent?" 
 
      "I am Lomas. I will introduce you to my colleagues later. We are the current representatives of the twelve ethnic groups of the Tamlar, their leaders if you like. The roles rotate on a five year cycle. When our term is finished we will return to our Virtual worlds and be replaced by others."
 
      "Thank you for coming to meet me," I said. 
 
      "We have a central Government complex nearby. You will stay there with us and we can talk further. Your ship will be safe here and we will not interfere with your starship." Lomas nodded toward a couple of robots and they stepped forward. "These robots will help you carry clothing food and any equipment you wish to take.  
 
      I thanked Lomas. He and his colleagues turned and walked back to their transports. Zena and I returned to the  Falcon and prepared a couple of bags with clothing and a container with food packets.  The robots carried them to a large jeep like vehicle and placed them in the back, then instructed us to get in. We took our seats and the vehicle set off along the tarmac, its electric engine humming. 
 
      "What do you think Zena?" I asked.
 
      "I can see their point, but they are being paranoid."
 
      "They are. But how do we persuade them that we have no designs on their measly planet."  
 
      "They are afraid Jason. They have retreated into their artificial world and now they are being forcibly confronted by reality. It is a rude shock for them." 
 
      "That is very perceptive of you Zena," I looked at her in admiration. "A brilliant bit of psycho-analysis."
 
      "Not really. It is a condition many people suffer from on Earth. It's called FPPS or Fantasy Prone Personality Syndrome. It has become more common since the invention of  artificial reality in all its forms. This is not quite the same since the Paracosm or Virtual reality world is not generated by the subject but is artificially generated. But the end result is the same." 
 
      "Yes professor Zena. Most illuminating."
 
      "You're welcome." She gave me a quirky little smile. I wanted to hug her but restrained myself. 
 
      Our buggy left the airport and entered a highway. We were part of a convoy of vehicles, but interestingly there was little other traffic on the road. We were driven into a large anonymous looking building and came to a halt in an underground car park. 
 
      Our escorting robots disembarked and one of them ordered us to 'Follow'.  Our Tamlar hosts seemed to have disappeared for now. We followed the robots into a bare clinical room containing a number of beds with complex electronics around them and a large hood like a preying mantis above each bed.  It was at this point that I became suspicious. 
 
      "What is going on?" I demanded. "Where is Lomas?" Three of the robots took up positions against the walls and pulled out rifles. 
 
      "You will get on the beds," said the leading robot. One of its mates stepped forward and grabbed my arms. I was propelled protesting towards the bed. 
 
      "Jason!" shouted Zena. I turned to see her being similarly manhandled. "Shall I resist?"
 
      I knew she was probably as powerful as one of the robots. But there was half a dozen of them, and they were armed. We had clearly been duped by the Tamlar. 
 
      "No Zena. There's too many of them. What are you doing to us?" I demanded from the lead robot.
 
      "You will both be connected to the artificial reality interface," it replied. "Your bodies will be cared for."
 
      "This is unacceptable," I shouted. "I want to talk to Lomas." 
 
      "We are following his instructions," replied the lead robot. "Please do not resist. We have been instructed not to damage you more than necessary."
 
      I was forcibly picked up and placed on the bed, my limbs held down by two robots. I was semi-reclining and the hood descended towards my exposed head. The last thing I heard was Zena shouting. 
 
      "Jason, I will find a way to release us."
 
      Everything went dark and I lost all feeling in my body before oblivion claimed me. 
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      My name is Zena. I am a Human female android. At least, I was a Human female android. In this new world I find myself, I do not know what I am. I have the same body and face, but I am no longer an android. 
 
      I am standing in a busy street. An alien street, full of a variety of different creatures, exotically dressed and bustling about their business as if this was all perfectly normal and everyday.  There are two tall graceful individuals, beautifully, athletically formed, with flowing hair and large pointed ears. Over there is a centaur,  with a long feline body , long neck and delicate pointed snout and incredibly large doe like eyes.  And over there, sitting outside a pavement cafe drinking from tall glasses are two bear like creatures with shiny white fur, broad intelligent faces, high foreheads and large limpid eyes. 
 
      Above me is an incredible view. I see what appear to be two planets or moons in the sky. And connecting them are huge tree like trunks, weaving up into the sky with gigantic branches. How can trees connect planets together? What kind of fantastic universe am I in?
 
      Between the tree branches flit flying insects, no, ships. I see one taking off now behind a tall building and sailing up into the sky. With real sails! The buildings are mostly low, one, two or three floors, most with balconies and well festooned with plants and flowers. The overall effect is exotic, colourful and strange. And people are not walking, but flying between them. Is there no gravity in this place? I attempt an experimental movement and find myself floating effortlessly above the pavement.  But when I will myself down, I float gently back. 
 
      I remember now who I am in this world. I am  Lieutenant Zena, First Officer of a Sun Ship. One of those up there but bigger. We transport goods and people between the planets, asteroids and settlements in this vast and beautiful universe. I have seen many bizarre and interesting places populated by equally bizarre and interesting creatures. 
 
      But I am looking for a job. My last ship is now in dry dock being refurbished and I have been released from my contract. I have to find another position.  I am suddenly confused. Who am I? Zena the human android, or Sun Ship Lieutenant Zena? Am I schizophrenic? I search my memory and it comes back to me. I am inside the Tamlar artificial reality universe. It is incredibly real. And so am I.... 
 
      So am I. Fully conscious and self aware. I examine my body. I feel the curves of my female body under my clothing. The tingling warm feel between my thighs. And I remember Jason.  A stab of pain and concern goes through me. And something else. Desire. An aching loss.  Jason the beautiful with dark brown hair and hypnotic grey eyes.  Where is he? How do I find him in this world?  
 
      If I am still a ships officer, then perhaps so is he. A Captain still? The place to go are the docks, not far from here.  I head off in that direction. I don't know how I know where to go, but I do.  The docks are at the base of one of the huge trees that grow up into the sky. It is miles wide, and at its base is the sprawling docklands, an area frequented by every species and every low life in the universe.  
 
      Smaller ships hug the curve of the trees, staying low and not venturing out into the stormy vastness of Space. Sun Ships only can navigate across the open Space and weather the tempests, avoid flying asteroids and comets and even huge and voracious life forms that lurk in the depths of Space, waiting for unwary travellers. But even so, many are lost, never to be heard of again.
 
      I strolled down a winding cobbled street between bars and hostelries, shops selling anything from a thousand worlds, or providing every conceivable service, from shoe repairs to consorts of any species one fancied. Someone shouted at me.
 
      "Hey you, you're different. How would you like to earn a few thousand credits?"
 
      For a moment I was thrown. What language was he speaking? It wasn't English, but I could understand it. Then I realised. It was Tamlar.
 
      I turned to the individual standing in the doorway. It was one of the bear people, but he looked disreputable and unkempt. 
 
      "Have you ever seen anyone else like me?" I asked.  He eyed me up and down. 
 
      "Just passed this way. I made her the same offer."
 
      "Her? Are you sure it was a her?"
 
      "She had shorter hair than you and was bigger in the shoulders. But just as pretty. "
 
      "Short brown hair, grey eyes?"
 
      "Yeah. Very cute."
 
      "Did he say where he was going?"
 
      "He? Really? Hmm. That would have been a surprise," he mused.
 
      "Did he say where he was going?" I insisted.
 
      "Down to docks. Wore a Captain's uniform."
 
      "Right, thanks."
 
      "The offer still stands. A pretty thing like you can ..," he said. 
 
      "Shove it," I said walking away.  I came to an open square. Around it were the offices of the different  shipping companies and at the end were the docks themselves where the ships were moored, surrounded by cranes and gantries. Vehicles of all shapes and sizes hummed around the square and there was a raucous cacophony of voices. In the distance I could hear the whine and hum of cranes and machinery. It was all somehow familiar, yet new. The square was bustling with a multitude of individuals in all shapes and sized, many carrying baggage as they hurried to join their ships. 
 
      The bear man had said that Jason was wearing a Captain's uniform. Which was his ship? I bounded across the square in the direction of the docks. As I came closer I could see that there were three Sun Ships moored there. I caught a glimpse of a familiar figure hurrying ahead of me and my heart lurched.  I ran as quickly as I could through the crowded concourse, floating up where there was congestion
 
      He headed for one ship, a handsome square rigged clipper, her metallic sails flashing as they caught the magnetic wind. 
 
      "Captain Matis," I shouted. He paused and looked around. I shouted again and he looked back and saw me. As I got closer I could see a puzzled expression on his handsome face. Would he recognise me I asked myself. 
 
      "Yes, how do you know me?" he asked when I came close. 
 
      "Do I not look familiar?" I asked, feeling anxious and disappointed.
 
      He shook his head.
 
      "You are human, like me, maybe that is why you look familiar. But I cannot for the life of me place you. " He smiled engagingly, in the way I loved to see. 
 
      "It was some time ago. Perhaps those memories have faded," I said.
 
      "I doubt that I would forget someone like you," he said, then looked slightly apologetic as if he should not have made the compliment. "I see that you are a First Mate. Are you looking for a ship?"
 
      "Yes I am," I said, my spirits lifting.
 
      "What was your last assignment?"
 
      "The Troubadour with Captain Stansaw. She is in dry dock for repairs."
 
      "Then I would be happy to have you join my ship. My rates are the standard ship rates plus a ten percent bonus on successful completion of the job.  Your name  Lieutenant...?"
 
      "Zena, just Zena."
 
      "Zena. That does sound familiar. A pleasure to meet you Lieutenant Zena. Come." He pointed in the direction of his ship and I walked next to him. He kept sneaking little glances at me and I pretended not to notice.
 
      We arrived at the ship and I admired its sleek lines. The logo on the side said Telanina property White Shark  Line.
 
      "A beautiful ship Captain. Is it your first trip with her?"
 
      "Yes, er No. I have had a number of trips with her," He said looking slightly confused. "We have a good crew, just a couple of new members. I'll tell you who they are so you can keep an eye on them."
 
      We floated up to the deck and I followed the Captain to my cabin. There was a sign on the door which said 'First  Officer'. It was next to the Captain's cabin. 
 
      "The crew quarters are at the back," he said. "Just the two of us up front."
 
      "Good," I said and gave him an innocent smile. He looked a bit flustered and cleared his throat nervously.
 
      "Let me show you around and introduce you to the crew."
 
    
 
      We spent the next couple of hours together while he introduced the crew and showed me around. We then went through the manifest and list of passengers together. The crew were mostly bear people who seemed to be the workers in this world. There were also two lion headed bipeds who gave me suspicious looks. There was something familiar about them and I desperately scanned my memory. Then I remembered. Of course, they were Tamlar. I was shocked that I had become so immersed in the reality of this world that I had forgotten what had happened to us. I vowed to keep reminding myself, and when the time came, to remind Jason. 
 
      The crew were cooks, waiters and domestic staff to look after the passengers. The ship was totally automatic, the Captain and I could do all the tech and pilot the ship. 
 
      Once the passengers and cargo were on board we prepared for departure. Standing in the bridge  of the   Telanina next to Jason I was reminded of the bridge of the Intrepid Scout. Would we ever return there I asked myself or were we destined to live in the fantastic world for ever while our real bodies rotted away. No, Jason's body rotted away. Mine would remain unchanged for hundreds of years.  The thought of Jason's beautiful body rotting away was painful. 
 
      We had twenty passengers, a motley selection of aliens, mostly Tamlar with two bear people, one Centaur and two of the tall graceful individuals with pointy ears who were apparently called Senni.
 
      We checked our instruments and cast off. The magnetic wind caught the sails and Jason steered the ship carefully away from the crowded docks. The view was exhilarating, particularly as we rose higher.  Exhilarating, but physically impossible. The three planets we could see floated in Space, joined together by the gigantic trunks of the trees whose branches spread out for thousands of miles through Space forming great island in Space. Islands that were inhabited by colonies of aliens in small cities and villages. We were headed for the furthest planet from us, but had to make stops in a number of islands and small asteroids. 
 
      The ship accelerated as we left the shelter of the planet and caught the full force of the magnetic wind in our sails. 
 
      "I'm going to do the rounds. You have the helm lieutenant."
 
      "Yes sir." I love you sir. I kept the thought to myself.
 
      I marvelled at the realism of the illusion. And my own consciousness and self awareness which had expanded to a degree I had never imagined. Previously I'd had little intimation of what consciousness could be like. I'd experienced little feelings of enjoyment as I tasted food, pale twinges of  passion at the thought of sex, vague ghostly pleasurable sensations from my body, particularly my vagina. 
 
      Now I was almost overwhelmed by the barrage of feeling and emotion, the power and range of my thoughts. And mostly by the overwhelming desire for sex. I wanted Jason’s body. I wanted to hold him, kiss him all over, feel him inside me. Ride him like a stallion. I groaned and tried to re-direct my thoughts to safer and quieter areas.
 
      It occurred to me that maybe this was an intentional consequence of  living in this world. It purposely accentuated these kinds of feelings for the pleasure of the inhabitants. Perhaps the inhabitants spent their time screwing each other with lusty abandon. It suddenly felt tacky and unpleasant. 
 
      But if I went back to my body, would I lose this explosion of consciousness? It would be like dying. But I had no choice. I had to rescue Jason from this pointless Nirvana. 
 
      After a couple of hours Jason returned. 
 
      "Right, we can put the ship on auto pilot for a few of hours while we have lunch and get some sleep. The winds are fairly easy while we are close to the trunk. But as we move deeper into Space we have to be ready to take over."
 
      "Aye sir. Auto pilot on."
 
      "No need to be formal. I'm Jason," he grinned. 
 
      "Right... Jason."
 
      "Let's grab a drink before lunch and chat with the passengers. Comes with the job I'm afraid." He put on a lugubrious expression. 
 
      "The drink sounds good," I said. 
 
      Could I get drunk in this world? I nursed my drink, just in case. The Tamlar were formal, but the others friendly. The Senni questioned us on our origin.
 
      "We have never seen individuals like you before," said the female. She was very elegant, if somewhat angular. Not beautiful, the features were too 'snouty' and pronounced, not unlike Tamlar. Then I realised that the consciousness inhabiting all these individuals must surely be Tamlar. Unless the 'bears' were artificial entities. To make up the numbers, or for local colour. What about the Centaur? It was all very confusing, and I decided, irrelevant.
 
      "We are Humans from planet Earth," said Jason.
 
      The Senni shook her head.
 
      "Where is that?"
 
      "Out on the Edge, in the badlands," said Jason. "Very dangerous."
 
      "How did you come to be here?" asked her partner.
 
      "I am not sure," said Jason. "I think I was kidnapped as a child and brought up by bear people."
 
      "And you?" The female looked at me.
 
      "I joined a Sun Ship," I said shortly. 
 
      "Is it true that out in the badlands there are unknown creatures?" asked the female.
 
      "There are unknown creatures everywhere," said Jason. "We've had some close shaves in this ship."
 
       "Really? Do tell." The female seemed excited by the idea of danger. 
 
      "Ah, the most scary was the giant night bat," said Jason. "It's as big as this ship with wings five times bigger. It enfolds you with its wings, and kills by expelling burning acid. Then slowly digests its prey. Of course, it would have trouble digesting the Sun Ship, but that doesn't stop it."
 
      I gave him a sideways look and he smiled back. He was enjoying thrilling the passengers, but I wondered how true it all was. I had no knowledge of the 'Night Bat'. 
 
      "Then there's the torpedo squid. It has a head made of iron hard bone half a meter thick, and rocket propulsion. It has been known to punch its way through the side of a small ship and help itself to the occupants."
 
      "How terrible," exclaimed the female Senni. "Is there no defence against these monsters?"
 
      "Only continuous vigilance," replied Jason. "Our ship scans the surrounding area continuously and will warn us of anything suspicious. Not all ships are so sophisticated of course."
 
      We were seated outside on the top deck and the view was spectacular. The planet we had just left was now a blue and silver globe. It hung like a bright fruit suspended in Space by the branches of the Space trees. The trunks of the trees at their bases were a hundred miles wide but now appeared like slender threads with the planets suspended from them. 
 
      I could live here with Jason I thought. Sailing our ship through the vast extravagant expanse, having thrilling adventures and meeting wonderfully varied creatures. But it was a fantasy. How was I to persuade Jason ? He seemed totally immersed, totally taken in by it. If I told him what we really were, he would think I was insane. 
 
      I sighed and took a sip of my drink. Like everything else in this universe, it was delicious.
 
      "Something on your mind?" He was looking quizzically at me.
 
      "Your monsters. How real are they?"
 
      "No idea." He shrugged. "I just know about them somehow."
 
      "Mmm." I wanted to say that there seemed to be a lot that he 'just knew about somehow', but decided it would just confuse him. 
 
      "You are an odd one," he said. He looked at me searchingly. "You turn up out of the blue and claim to know me. And you do look familiar. You are beautiful and mysterious. What are you hiding?"
 
      "That's for you to find out sir," I said with a coquettish smile. He smiled back.
 
      "I look forward to doing that."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      There was no night or day in this universe, so I found it odd that we needed to sleep. Perhaps sleep performs an important psychological function, bringing one day to a close and beginning another, fresh new one. We only slept for four hours. There was a shower and toilet in my room which worked normally. Didn't anyone question the physical laws in this place I asked myself. We were weightless, yet water remained in glasses and ran out of shower heads as if we had gravity. 
 
       Showered and dressed I went to the mess for breakfast where I found Jason eating a round bread like sandwich and drinking what appeared to be orange juice. Jason stood to greet me in gentlemanly fashion.
 
      "Good morning Zena. Did you sleep well?"
 
      "Yes thank you. What is that you are eating and drinking?"
 
      "This is a torna with blats cheese and smoked sanfish, and this is the juice of the Cortfruit."
 
      "I'll have the same."
 
      "Lamos!" Jason shouted to one of the bear people who appeared dressed in an apron. "Bring the First Officer the same as me."
 
      "Yes Captain." The waiter disappeared in the direction of the kitchen.
 
      "How is it you don't know what the local food is?" He looked questioningly at me over his glass.  
 
       "This is my first time here. Tell me Jason, have you ever thought about this universe? Its physical laws I mean."
 
      "Physical laws? I don't know what you mean."
 
      "Well... gravity for instance."    
 
      "What is gravity?" he asked.  
 
      I was shocked. This was a starship captain who did not know what gravity was. He had been so thoroughly 'brain washed' by this environment he had forgotten not just who he had been, but even basic facts about his previous physical environment. Clearly, being an android had saved me from the same thing. 
 
      "It is the force that keeps things rooted to the ground. We don't have it here, but how does water stay in the glass?" I pointed to his orange drink.
 
      "Oh that's easy," he said. "Inanimate objects do not have the power of levitation. Only living things. That's why our ship needs sails. It is driven by the magnetic winds."
 
      "And where do these magnetic winds come from? And the light, where does that come from?"
 
      "They are part of this universe. One day perhaps we will know more, but for now we must accept them as forces of nature."
 
      I sighed in resignation. The waiter brought my food and drink. It was, as expected, delicious. I was an electronic personality. Why did I need to eat or drink? Just for enjoyment I guessed. 
 
      "Tell me about yourself," he said, leaning across the table. 
 
      I examined my memory and found a potted history of my origins, no doubt planted there by the conditioning. So I told him about myself while we ate. 
 
      "Mmm, that sounds too pat," he said after a while. "Too ordinary for a glamorous beauty like you. Are you making it up?"
 
      "Thank you for the complement," I said, leaning across the table  so that our faces nearly touched.  "Perhaps this whole life is just a dream."
 
      "Looking at you, I think it may be," he said. He looked tense and serious. Was I getting to him? I felt myself growing hot. 
 
      Come on darling, kiss me!
 
      But he pulled back, looking slightly flustered. 
 
      Our tête-à-tête was interrupted by the ships alarm.
 
      "Shit!" Jason leapt up and headed for the bridge with me on his heels. We arrived to find a red proximity alarm flashing. Jason shut off the alarm and I adjusted the scope for the location shown by the proximity computer. It was another ship. 
 
      "Are there pirates out here?" I asked.
 
      "You bet there are pirates," he said. 
 
      I was going to say but we are not armed when I remembered that we were. Our ship had canons and the crew were trained in combat. 
 
      "Crew to combat stations!" Jason broadcast on the ship's comm. "Passengers please remain in your cabins and secure yourselves. We may be making some sudden changes of direction." He turned to me.
 
      "Zena, do you know how to operate the canons?"
 
      "Of course."
 
      "Right. You take over control of the guns and I'll pilot the ship. I'll try to get away from them first, we are pretty fast. But if we can't then we have to get into a skirmish. The key is to get them broadside on and hit them with our front cannons."
 
      "Classic naval tactics," I said. 
 
      The other ship had been heading for our side.  Jason turned us about to present our stern to it and put on full sail. The magnetic wind was at an angle and he tacked one way then the other, gradually opening up a gap between us and the intruder. 
 
      The proximity alarm went off again.
 
      "Fuck! There's two of them." The other ship was ahead of us, blocking our escape. We were bow on to the new ship. We could not turn either one way or the other because we would present our sides to both intruders. We would be a sitting target for a broadside from both.  I checked wind directions and made a series of quick calculations.
 
      "Jason, if you tack hard into the wind twenty down until I tell you them thirty degrees against and sixty vertical down and then thirty degrees horizontal back  and forty five north by west vertical we'll be bow on the chasing ship."
 
      He gaped at me.
 
      "Now Jason, twenty degrees into the wind, now."
 
      "You'd better know what you are doing," he muttered, but his hands flew over the controls.  The ship lurched and heeled over. I shouted the instructions to him, my eyes on the screens, my mind buzzing with calculations. I heard things crashing against the walls and floor as the ship heeled over, then down and up. I watched the two intruders as they attempted to work out where we were going. They had a small window to fire on us but by the time they realised it was too late. 
 
      We completed the final manoeuvre and put maximum sail. The chasing ship belatedly realised what was happening, but too late. I hit them with a barrage of canon shells broadside on, before skimming above them and turning to chase its partner.  I made another series of three dimensional calculations and issued instructions to Jason. The second ship was desperately attempting to get away but we had the legs on him. 
 
      Another series of manoeuvres and I had him in my sights. A barrage of canon fire left him crippled, masts down and holed. Both pirate ships were dead in the void, masts down with no headway.  I leaned back in my seat and breathed out, releasing the tension in my shoulders.
 
      "I think we can resume our course now Captain."
 
      He was looking at me, an expression of disbelief on his face. 
 
      "Where did you learn to do that," he gasped. 
 
      "Just natural talent," I said.
 
      "Are you some kind of mathematical genius?"
 
      "You could say that."
 
      "I am awestruck. Those pirates must be wondering what happened to them."
 
      "Serves the bastards right. What will happen to them?"
 
      "Let them rot."
 
      "Let them rot," I agreed.  We both laughed and he suddenly grabbed me and his lips were on mine. I responded enthusiastically. After a bit, we came up for air.
 
      "Not proper procedure," he said.
 
      "Well, I am the first mate," I said. 
 
      He snorted with laughter.
 
      "God but you are fucking gorgeous." He was looking at me with a hot expression in his eyes. 
 
      "So are you," I said. "Fucking gorgeous. Lock the door."
 
      "The passengers..." he began.
 
      "Fuck the passengers."
 
      "I'd rather..."
 
      "Yes please. Lock the fucking door."
 
      He locked the door and fell on each other like hungry animals. Or rather, I was the hungry animal, while he tried to be the gentleman. I ripped his clothes off, while we kissed passionately. He caressed my body telling me how beautiful I was, what an exquisite body I had. I rolled him over and straddled him lowered myself onto his powerful erection, gasping with desperate desire. It was exquisite, better than I had ever dreamt of.  When my orgasm came, I didn't know what was happening to me. Whatever it was, I didn't want it to stop. 
 
      We lay on the floor in a heap, our clothing tangled around us. 
 
      "You're a tiger," he gasped. 
 
      "Are tigers sexy?"
 
      "This one is." He caressed my thigh and kissed me. "You are the most beautiful creature in the known universe."
 
      "Only in the known universe?"
 
      "Possibly in all known and unknown universes."
 
      "Better."   
 
       Someone was trying to open the door. 
 
      "Captain, what shall I tell the passengers?"
 
      "Ah, I'll make the announcement now," he shouted back. "We'll be with you in a few moments."
 
      "Yes sir."
 
      Jason disentangled himself and stood. We both got dressed quickly and Jason went over to the comm.
 
      "This is the Captain speaking," he announced. "The emergency is over. We had some pirates on our tail but we have managed to dispose of them. The crew may return to their normal duties and the passengers are free to leave their rooms. I will be with you as soon as we have put the ship back on course and carried out full system checks. I apologise for the emergency but thanks to the excellent work by your crew we have beaten the pirates."
 
      We got dressed quickly, checked that the ship was back on course and headed for the passenger lounge. When we entered there was a rousing cheer from crew and passengers. 
 
      The two Senni were the first to congratulate us, followed by the other passengers. Our Chief Steward, a burly bear type, shook a fist in the air .
 
      "Death to pirates," he shouted. The crew cheered lustily.   
 
      "Never seen two pirate ships destroyed like that," said the Chief Steward. "Amazing. Well done Captain."
 
      "We must thank my new First Officer for that," said the Captain modestly. There was another cheer and I received appreciative looks from crew and passengers. "We should be arriving at our first port of call later today, the asteroid Rima. It's an interesting place and we will stop over for one day. I recommend the outing to the TreeTop village. My crew can give you details. Enjoy the rest of the trip. I think we can all finish our breakfast now."
 
      We resumed our seats and while the crew brought us a fresh breakfast and served the passengers I asked Jason about the TreeTop village. 
 
      "Many choose to live on the tree itself. They like the environment."
 
      "Like it. Why?" 
 
   He shrugged vaguely.
 
      "The greenery. The views. Getting away from the crowds."
 
      "Mmm. Fair enough. Let's go see then."
 
      "Your wish is my command madam."
 
      "I'm thinking up a few wishes for tonight."
 
      He grinned and pretended to loosen his collar. 
 
      "Steady tiger."
 
      There was a polite cough and we turned to see Milnos the Chief Steward holding our breakfast. I realised we had been holding hands across the table and gazing into each others eyes like a pair of newly weds. 
 
      "Sorry to interrupt." He said, looking amused. We thanked him and he deposited our breakfast and left.
 
      We ate our breakfast and he told me a bit more about the TreeTop habitats, but my thoughts were elsewhere. I was thinking of who I had been and asking myself if I wanted to go back to that. After what had happened, our new relationship and this wonderful rich fantasy world, my old world seemed drab. Here, I was a complete person with intense feeling, emotion and personality. There, I was a barely alive robot. The thought of giving this up filled me with anguish.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We arrived at asteroid Rima later in the day. It was quite bizarrely spectacularly beautiful A dark knobbly multicoloured fruit hanging on a gigantic green brown branch.  A branch with smaller branches off it, covered with greenery. The main trunk snaked off into the distance, shrinking to a thread in the vastness of Space. 
 
      Where the trunk connected to the asteroid, another leafy branch sprouted ten miles out. That was where the TreeTop habitats were located. There was a busy crowd of small ships plying Space around the asteroid and up to the TreeTop. 
 
      We contacted Traffic Control and they assigned us a berth. A small pilot cutter came up to guide us. Some of our passengers were leaving us and we stood by the exit to wish them goodbye. We would take on new passengers the next day before departure. 
 
      The passengers all disembarked to enjoy the fleshpots of Rima and we gave the crew shore leave for the evening. We had the ship to ourselves. 
 
      There was only one thing on our minds. We made it to the Captain's cabin without tripping over or walking into anything, a good achievement given we were unable to keep our hands, eyes or lips off each other.   After two hours of almost continuous sex, during which we explored and enjoyed each others bodies in every imaginable way, we were exhausted. We adjourned to the kitchens and made up some food to eat. We also raided Milnos's drinks store for a couple of bottles of wine. 
 
      Later in the evening the crew who had been unlucky and drawn first watch began to return in ones and twos. We lectured them on staying alert and doing the rounds, but we were fairly certain they would all fall asleep as soon as we left them.
 
      We set the ships alarms and retired to bed, slightly under the influence.  I joined Jason in the Captains bed, after he locked the door. We were exhausted and sated with sex, food and drink, and both dropped off to sleep quickly. 
 
      The next morning, after carrying out our official checks, Jason suggested a tour of the asteroid followed by a trip to TreeTops. We left the Chief Steward in charge and headed for Port Talba. 
 
      "Have you been here before?" I asked Jason. 
 
      "Yes, it's a regular port of call for us."
 
      I was again surprised that his memories seemed to be so much more detailed than mine. Perhaps my artificial brain was not so open to the brain imprinting techniques used by the Tamlar. 
 
      The buildings were all above ground but the builders had preserved the rugged nature of the asteroid. As a result the town was built in three dimensions. Structures climbed cliff faces, or plunged into crevasses. Roads wound with vertiginous curves up and down rugged peaks. 
 
      We paused in a small cafe high up on a peak overlooking the town and the distant mountains. The horizon, where it could be seen, was so close we felt constantly poised at the edge of a precipice. 
 
      "Not a good place if you don't like heights," remarked Jason. 
 
      "That applies to this whole universe," I remarked.
 
      "This whole universe? Are there any others?" he asked. 
 
      "Of course. Scientists believe we live in a multiverse," I said. "There may be an infinite number of universes each with different physical characteristic."
 
      "Other universes? Different from this one?" he shook his head. "You are full of surprises."
 
      "Have you ever wondered why you have never seen anyone else like us? Humans I mean?"
 
      "No. Earth is at the edge of Space. Not many Humans make it to here."
 
      "If we made it, I would have expected others."
 
      "It is odd, but there you are. Just you and me. What a lucky chap I am."
 
      "Me too darling. I have you all to myself."
 
      It was becoming clear to me that Jason's world view was unshakeable. I was not going to be able to restore his original persona by persuasion alone. Could I, by sheer will power and concentration, return my consciousness back to my body, still lying in a Tamlar facility? Perhaps the sleep period may be the best time to try. I shelved that problem for now and allowed myself to be immersed back into the seductive beauty of this universe. 
 
      We took a small boat to TreeTops. It was my first opportunity to study the Tree close up.  All parts of it were on a vast scale.  The branch was an offshoot from the main trunk but was itself miles in diameter. It had smaller offshoots that were fifty to one hundred meters in diameter, with even smaller offshoots from them which were between ten and twenty meters.  Its leaves were pointy umbrellas one to three meters in diameter. The bark was hard and knobbly, serrated and ridged. I felt like I was a tiny insect crawling up the trunk of a leafy tree. 
 
       TreeTops was a picturesque sprawl of buildings which clung to branches and disappeared into leafy arbours. Sometimes intimate and enclosed, but sometimes clinging precariously to the edge of a precipice. It would have been physically impossible back on Earth, but here, people floated gracefully between the buildings and up into the branches of the tree. 
 
      Some of our passengers were occupying tables outside a bar and they shouted greetings and invited us to join them. It seemed impolite not to do so, although I could see they had already had a few and were  happily tipsy.
 
      "This is a wonderful place, I could easily live here," said one of the Senni. 
 
      "You could live anywhere as long as there is a ready supply of booze," said his mate. 
 
       "Not true," protested his partner. "I appreciate the aestheticals of the lo... location." We all chuckled at his garbled attempt to express himself.
 
      "The location is very aesthetical," agreed Jason. "Can I ask, where are you good people from?"
 
       "Avalar," answered one. It was our final destination, although we were due to make one stop at a Tree habitat before that. "I thought it was the most beautiful planet in the universe until I came here," continued the Senni. 
 
       "This isn't a planet," his inebriated friend reminded him.
 
      "True. We should compare like with like," he agreed. "Lumas with lumas.
 
      "Tano with tano," added the other. 
 
      "Rinlo with..."
 
      "Yes, yes, we get the point."
 
      "What point?"
 
      "I've forgotten."
 
      The two looked at each other with baffled incomprehension.
 
      "Which planet you are from," I reminded them.
 
      "Avalar," replied one.
 
      I sighed in resignation and Jason grinned back at me.
 
      "Can I ask, why are there two species from one planet?" I asked. They looked at me with incomprehension. I pointed to the Senni, then to their Tamlar friends.  They all started laughing.
 
      "We are male, they are female," said one of the Tamlar. "The Tanni, the Cort and the Olna are different species."
 
      "The Tanni are the ... hairy white creatures?" I asked.
 
      "Yes, your crew are Tanni. The Cort are the creatures with four legs. The Olna have six tentacles. They are from a distant water planet."
 
      Who were all these aliens I asked myself. As far as we knew, only the Tamlar inhabited their artificial reality universe. Were all these alien creatures artificial entities? 
 
      We chatted with the passengers for a while and then left to do more sightseeing. We had dinner at a restaurant which could be described as being 'at the top of the world'.  The view was an impossible fantasy as the tree with its branches spread beneath us, with the giant asteroid like a misshapen fruit at the end of a brown and green trunk. The lights of buildings festooned the tree. 
 
      The restaurant was popular and crowded but we found a table for two in a corner at the balcony edge. We held hands and looked into each others eyes and  enjoyed the food and drink. It was an impossible paradise but I decided to enjoy it while I could. 
 
    
 
      It was a long trek back and by the time we returned to the ship it was evening. As we approached the ship, Jason paused, then held out a hand to stop me. 
 
      "Wait," he said, "the lights are off." The ship had lights around its perimeter which should have been on at this time. 
 
      "Perhaps Milnos forgot to turn them on," I suggested. 
 
       "The passengers would have reminded him. They like to sit on the deck outside the bar and admire the view. There is no activity anywhere."
 
      He was right. The ship looked deserted. 
 
      "Damn, what's going on," he muttered. 
 
      "Are ships raided while in dock?" I asked.
 
      "Never heard of that," he replied. "I'm gonna have to sneak on board and take a look."
 
      "I'll come with you."
 
      "Darling, it may be dangerous."
 
      "I can take care of myself."
 
      He looked at me, debating with himself.
 
      "I've been trained in martial arts," I said.
 
      "Martial arts?" He looked puzzled.
 
      "One to one combat."
 
      "Ah. Right. You climb over the bow and I'll go over the stern. Head down the port side."
 
      I nodded. He pulled me to him and we kissed. 
 
      "Take care."
 
      "You too."
 
      We separated, heading for the different ends of the ship. I kept in the shadows and floated over the gunwale, keeping close to the hull. There was no sign of activity. I decided to stay on the outside of the ship, my head just above the gunwale, and floated slowly along the port side.
 
      Jason had climbed over the gunwale and was moving stealthily along the rail. As he approached the centre of the rear cabin, one shadowy figure came out behind him, and another in front of him. Both were holding guns. Another two appeared from the other side of the ship and surrounded him.
 
      "Stay right there," shouted one of the figures. 
 
      "Who the hell are you? What is the meaning of this," said Jason."  
 
      "Lights on Jiff," he shouted. After a second the ship lights came on revealing four burly Tamlar, armed with guns. "I want to see what we are up against," said the speaker. 
 
      He scowled at Jason. 
 
      "What the Sreck are you?"
 
      "I am a Human from planet Earth," said Jason. 
 
      "Uman? From planet Urth? Where the fuck is that?"
 
      "In the badlands," said Jason. 
 
      The Tamlar speaker grunted.
 
      "Never heard of it. Explain to me how you managed to avoid our trap."
 
      "Trap?"
 
      "The pirate ships that ambushed you. How did you get away?"
 
      "How did you get here?" asked Jason. "We left you holed and with your sails down."
 
      "We were the third ship. We were meant to come in and mop up. By the time we realised what had happened you'd got away. But we followed you. At a safe distance." He peered intently at Jason. "So tell me Uman, how did you outmanoeuvre two fast ships with experienced crews?"
 
      "Just good seamanship," said Jason. 
 
      "Or just good luck?" 
 
      "You know it was more than good luck. We had no room for any mistake."
 
      The Tamlar grunted again. 
 
      "I should kill you Uman, but I'm going to give you a choice.  We can use your skills. Join us. Or I kill you." 
 
      "Become a pirate? You interest me. I am getting bored with this milk run," said Jason.
 
      What was he up to? I asked myself. Playing for time? We were not armed and taking on the pirates, even with surprise on our side, was risky. 
 
      "I want this ship," said the pirate. 
 
      "I don't think the White Shark Line will be pleased with that," said Jason.
 
      "I should care about the White Shark Line," growled the pirate. 
 
      "You should," said Jason. "They'll come after you until they get you. It's a matter of principle for them."
 
      "Yeah, I've heard that as well boss," said one of the other pirates. "They have a fleet of armed privateers who are paid to get after the likes of us. "
 
      "Fuck 'em!" replied his boss. "I like this ship. She's fast and manoeuvrable and well armed. We'll give 'em a fight they won't forget."
 
      "If you say so boss." The other pirate looked doubtful. 
 
      "Right Uman. Do you have a name?"
 
      "I'm Captain Jason Matis."
 
      "You are now First Mate Matis. I am Captain of this brig now. Captain Sorl Tandor. Contact harbour management and tell them we are leaving early."
 
      "What about the passengers?" asked Jason.
 
      "We'll put them off at a convenient spot. After they have paid us for their passage." He guffawed loudly and his subordinate joined in. He poked Jason with his gun and pointed to the Bridge. I ducked down as they went past me.
 
      How many of them were there on the ship? I asked myself. We desperately needed to get armed. I knew there were guns in the Captain's cabin, locked up in a cabinet. Jason had given me the second key. 
 
      Captain Tandor and his subordinates had shepherded Jason to the Bridge. The Captains' cabin was next to the Bridge. Three of the pirates went in with Jason, while the other stayed on guard by the door. It looked like the passengers were being guarded by the remainder of the pirates in the passenger lounge. I slid over the gunwale and floated silently to peer through the window. I could hear muffled talking. Jason and the pirate Captain were leaning over the ships communications console. The other two pirates stood by the door.
 
      I floated silently around the Bridge and peered around the corner. The lone pirate guarding the door was gazing absently into the distance, no doubt dreaming of his next bottle of rum, or whatever pirates drank in this universe. I needed to knock the guard unconscious with one blow. I remembered a heavy metal lever that was used to secure the rigging on the bow. I floated round and removed it from its slot.  I floated to the top of the Bridge until I was just above the guard. I felt a moment of concern for the poor bastard I was about to probably kill, or seriously injure, before steeling myself. I swung the club hard, getting him on the front of his head and he went down without a sound. I floated down to the deck and opened the door cautiously. They were all in the Bridge, looking away from me. I entered quickly.
 
      The Captains' room was on the left and mine on the right. I opened the door to the Captains' room and slid in, closing it gently behind me. I sighed with relief and bounded over to the weapons locker. There was a selection of rifles and handguns. I chose four handguns and loaded them with ammunition, putting two in my belt. 
 
      I was now faced with a difficult choice. Should I warn the pirates, or just shoot them. Normally shooting someone in cold blood would not be something I would consider. But this was not real I told myself.  If anyone died in this world, I assumed they would be reborn into another life, one in which they would have no memory of their previous life. It was like a game I told myself.  
 
      I suddenly realised that if I was killed then I would be separated from Jason. I would wake up as someone else in another life. That would be intolerable. I had no choice but to shoot the pirates without warning. 
 
      I went to the door and listened. I could still hear muffled voices. I had to be quick I told myself. I pushed the door open and stepped out, guns ready.  The passage was empty. Jason and the two pirates were still on the Bridge. I heard Jason say "...look we must leave immediately. We don't need a guide tug." Then after a pause, "Not allowed you say? We have to wait for morning? Let me consult with my officers and crew." He turned to the two pirates, and at that point saw me through the glass panel in the door. To his credit his face stayed dead pan. He shrugged.
 
      "Looks like we have to wait till morning. Unless we just make a run for it. By the time they realise we will be well away." He walked over to the wheel and patted it confidently. This was my cue -  he was out of the line of fire. I shot both of the guards standing by the door through the head and then kicked the door open. 
 
      "Freeze!" I'd always wanted to say that. "Nobody move." Both remaining pirates turned, saw me and immediately put their hands up. 
 
      "Who the fuck are you," said Captain Tandor.
 
      "My associate," said Jason, striding over and taking the guns from my belt. "Meet First Mate Zena, the best Sun Ship Pilot in this universe."
 
      "She's the one who piloted your ship?" asked the pirate Captain.
 
      "Uh huh." Jason nodded.
 
      "Then the same offer applies to her," Tandor said eagerly. "Join us and we'll make you rich."
 
      "Wocher think darlin'. Fancy the life of a pirate?" Jason grinned crookedly, trying to look piratical I suppose. 
 
      "I would not trust these characters for one minute," I said. 
 
      "Yeah, my feelings exactly," said Jason. "But if we let them go, they'll just come after us again."
 
      "Have to turn them in to the authorities," I said. 
 
      "If I hit this button, your passengers are all dead." Tandor indicated a large round button on his belt. 
 
      Was he bluffing? I asked myself. Could we take the chance. There was a tense few seconds while Jason and I thought about it. He looked at me and I looked back doubtfully.
 
      "And my men will come for you," added the pirate Captain.
 
      "I can shoot you through the head before you can move a muscle," said Jason. His gun was pointing at the pirate.
 
      "Can you be sure?" asked the pirate, with an expression of calculating amusement on his rugged features. I had to concede, he had guts. 
 
       "I give you my word," said Tandor quickly. "Let us go and we'll leave you alone. You look like the sort of people to keep well away from."
 
      "Alright Tandor." Jason gave Tandor a tight smile. "You didn't kill us, you offered us a job instead. So I'm going to return the favour. I'll give you a one hour start before I report you to the authorities. Both of you, drop your guns here, and tell your men to leave my ship now."
 
      The pirates looked at him, disbelief on their faces at first, then relief. They pulled their guns out and dropped them on the floor. 
 
      "Captain, if you are ever on planet Flore in the badlands, come and find me. I can promise you a good time." Tandor stepped forward and held out a clenched fist. Jason did the same and they touched fists. 
 
      The two pirates walked out and we followed, guns still in our hands. We made our way to the passenger lounge where we found the passengers seated together and six or seven pirates covering them with pistols. 
 
      "Alright you rascals," shouted Tandor. "Time to leave. We've been discovered. Let's make haste." 
 
      He waved his men out.
 
      "Cap'n, we haven't cleaned these people out," shouted one of his men. 
 
      "Not this time Jas." His Captain waved him out. He looked disgruntled, as did a few of his mates, but they all did as they were told. I was impressed with the hold the Captain had over his man. 
 
      "Captain." Tandor saluted Jason as he left and Jason returned the salute. The pirates filed out quickly, following their Captain.
 
      "Milnos, take this." Jason handed Milnos one of his guns. "Take four of your men and go to my cabin. Arm yourselves and set up a guard, one man on the bow, one on the stern and one centre port and starboard.  In one hour I will inform the authorities that the pirates have made their escape. Then we can rest easy. "
 
      "Cap'n, you should inform the authorities immediately," said the chief steward.
 
      "They spared your lives on the understanding that we would give them an hours grace. I think we should honour that don't you?"
 
      "They're pirates Captain. Thieves and murderers. There's no honour there." 
 
      "That was our agreement," insisted Jason. "We have already put two of their ships out of commission so I think we have done our bit for law and order." 
 
      "Aye Captain," said Milnos. He gathered four of his crew and they left. Jason turned to address his passengers.  
 
      "Ladies and gentlemen, I am afraid we have been the victims of a further pirate raid. But thanks to my first officer again, things have come to a satisfactory conclusion. We will keep a guard overnight and inform the authorities. You may rest easy in your beds tonight."
 
      There was a spontaneous outbreak of cheering and foot stamping from the passengers. Jason waved his thanks and came over to me.
 
      "You are beautiful, talented and awesome."
 
      "Nah," I said modestly. "Just awesome." 
 
      We embraced and kissed, causing a further outbreak of cheering. 
 
      "This is the most exciting trip I have ever been on," shouted one of the passengers. 
 
      "Being attacked and then held prisoner by pirates. I don't call that exciting, I call it terrifying," said a female passenger. There was laughter all round. It was clear that everyone was too excited for sleep. Milnos had returned so Jason instructed him to give the passengers free drinks. We were nervous and every ten minutes we would do the rounds, checking our guards. 
 
      After an hour Jason called the authorities to report an attempted take over of the ship. We were visited by a couple of officials who took details and arranged to take away the dead bodies of the two pirates. They congratulated us on fighting them off. 
 
      "Did you catch any names?" asked the senior official.
 
      "The leader was a Captain Sorl Tandor," said Jason.
 
      "He is a scourge," said the official. "But we hear he lost two of his three ships recently so that should keep him quiet for a while. But raiding a ship while it's in dock is something new."
 
      Jason laughed and explained the background to the raid. The official was disbelieving.
 
      "You fought off Tandor's three ships?"  
 
      "We holed two of them and made our escape. That's why Tandor came here, to get his revenge."
 
      "And you  beat him off again. He must be furious," said the official shaking his head.  
 
      "We came to an understanding," said Jason. The official looked at him speculatively, before shaking his head and picking up his documents. 
 
       "I suspect he is well away by now but we'll put out an intercept and arrest call to all units. The port is under lock down until daylight."
 
      We saw the officials off the ship and returned to the lounge. The party was winding down, the passengers  drifting off to their beds. We checked with Milnos that the watch schedule was in place and retired to our cabin. 
 
      "Do you think Tandor will return?" I asked as we prepared for bed. 
 
      "Not tonight. But I would not be surprised if we saw more of that rascal." 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The next morning we were taking on a group of new passengers. They were sky divers for a competition at our next stop, the Tree habitat Frensco. The new passengers were Tamlar, eight of them, four male and four female. They were a fit looking bunch, young, lean and enthusiastic. They gave Jason and me curious looks as they came on board. 
 
      We busied ourselves for departure, the crew operating with practiced efficiency. On the Bridge, Jason looked every bit the sea Captain, barking orders into the comm as the ship rose and filled her sails. The asteroid shrank beneath us as we moved away parallel with the tree. TreeTops also passed beneath us, then we were clear and headed out into empty space.
 
      We set the automatic pilot and went to meet the new passengers. They were extolling their sport to the other passengers, who were listened with varying degrees of interest from keen to indifferent. The indifferent ones were generally more interested in getting a good breakfast, while occasionally ogling the attractive  athletes. Jason introduced himself then introduced me. The leader of the athletes was a slender female, unusually short for a Tamlar. 
 
      "Captain Matis, I have never seen a human before. Why is that?" she asked.
 
      "Our planet is far away in the bad lands and has been isolated up to now. But I think you will see more of us. This is my first officer Zena."
 
      I nodded to her and to the other athletes.
 
      "Welcome on board."
 
      "My name is Jena Torsta," she said. "I am coach and lead flyer."
 
      "Tell us about your sport," said Jason. "I have never seen it."
 
      "The idea is to traverse a course which has impediments. You must stay within the course. Collisions with the impediments are allowed. In fact, are used by the competitors to move them and obstruct another competitor."   
 
      A sort of Space downhill without the skis! I thought.
 
      "How do the competitors control their flight?" I asked. "Otherwise one could only go very slowly." As a rule, flying was a sedate process because changing direction was difficult.
 
      "Ah, that's where these come in," she said. She went to a large bag on a table and pulled out what looked like a group of kites. They unfolded into light semi-transparent wings of different sizes and shapes. "The size and shape of your wings, and how you use them is where the skill comes in." She smiled engagingly. 
 
      The Tamlar could not be said to be attractive to human eyes. Their features were too heavy, with protruding jowls, fleshy lips and beetling brows. Their bodies were also oddly shaped to human eyes, tall with bulky chests and long slightly bowed legs.  But the females were more delicately made and Jena was particularly small with a better balance between her bottom and top half. Perhaps that was why she was such a good flyer I thought, her body was better proportioned than other Tamlar. Although it could be that to Tamlar eyes she was a bit of a freak. 
 
      "Let me show you some video of a real race," she said. She took a micro storage device from her pocket and plugged it into the 3D display.  The screen lit up to show Jena dressed for the race. She was wearing wings on arms and legs. The wings were connected to her body and could be opened, closed or swivelled. 
 
      The athletes lined up for the race. The course wound down the side of a tree branch, a precipitous drop of  a couple of kilometres to the main trunk. It had bends, both horizontal as well as vertical. It was delimited by large hoops with coloured flags. The athletes had to pass within each hoop. The obstructions were a selection of what looked like plastic balloons of different shapes, but on closer inspection I could see the balloons were filled with more solid material.
 
      The athletes set off, slowly at first, then their speed increased. As they approached the first obstruction the leading athlete used it as a springboard to propel himself faster, and at the same time move it so that following athletes were unbalanced. and unable to gain the same advantage. They used their wings to brake and change direction.
 
      It was exhilarating to watch, and I was sure even more so to take part in. I very much wanted to try it. 
 
    
 
      The journey proceeded without incident. Jason and I managed our duties, which were not too onerous, and still had time to socialise with the passengers, and spend time with each other. Jason wanted to know more about me and my background, which was difficult given that I had no background as an android, and not very much as First Officer Zena, SunShip Pilot. I surprised myself  with the richness  of my imagination! 
 
      Jena had definitely taken a shine to Jason and tried very hard to create opportunities to get him to herself. I could see that she was excited by the prospect of inter-species sex, which I thought was somewhat perverted. But I guessed that she was sated with everything else and this was a new experience.  I could understand why she found Jason attractive though, even if he was a different species to her. He was after all, very handsome. But maybe I am biased!  
 
      We arrived at Frensco on the evening of the third day out of  asteroid Rima and TreeTops. After docking and making sure the ship was secure we set up a rota for shore leave.  
 
      Jason and I planned to go in for a couple of hours later for some sightseeing and dinner. Jena hung on to Jason's arm as she was about to leave with her colleagues.
 
      "Come and find us later Captain and we'll buy you a drink, or ten,"  she said giving him her best seductive look.
 
      "Thanks Jena, very kind," said Jason smiling back. "Captain's are not allowed to get drunk. Except in private."
 
      "Well, that can be arranged," she whispered. I was a couple of meters away, doing my duty by wishing the passengers a good evening as they left the ship, but could not help overhearing.  I didn't catch Jason's reply as a leaving passengers shouted a 'see you later'.
 
      Once all the passengers had left we retired to the Captain's cabin to shower and change before leaving for the town later.
 
      "What shall I do about Jena?" asked Jason. I brushed my hair and watched him towelling himself down after the shower.
 
      "Perhaps you should do your duty as Captain and please your passengers," I said. 
 
      "I don't remember seeing that in my job spec," he replied, pulling a face.  "I don't want to hurt the poor thing. You're a woman..."
 
      "Thanks for noticing."
 
      "...and a very beautiful one."
 
      "Of course."
 
      "How do you prefer to be brushed off?"
 
      "I wouldn't know. It's never happened."
 
      "Er...yeah. Obviously. But... try to imagine it."
 
      I had to laugh.
 
      "Jason, don't be a half wit. Just be the formal Captain and she will get the message. Anyway, she will ask the crew and they will tell her that we are in a relationship. That should be enough for her to lose interest."
 
      "We are in a relationship. I like the sound of that." He smiled and blew me a kiss. 
 
      "I assumed that this happens all the time to handsome Captains," I said.
 
      "Mmm. Never happened to me before."
 
      "Seriously?"
 
      "Er... yeah, I think so. Now you mention it, my memory of previous trips is a bit vague. " He paused, frowning, obviously deep in thought. 
 
      Was this my chance?
 
      "Your memory of your past is also very vague. I mean, you can't remember me."
 
      "It's not possible that I knew you in the past and have forgotten you. Sorry darling, that's not a compliment, well... it is, but it's also a fact."
 
      "Then how do you explain it?"
 
      He shook his head.
 
      "I can't."
 
      “How much do you remember of Earth?”
 
      “Er… It’s just a planet? Like any other.”
 
      “Uh huh. What’s the capital city?”
 
      “Depends which country. The USA is Washington. The UK is London. France has Paris….”
 
      “You remember Earth?” I exclaimed in amazement.
 
      “Of course. Don’t you?”
 
      “But Earth is nothing like this place.”
 
      He looked at me blankly.
 
      “Of course it is. I mean, not like this because this is a Tree habitat and Earth is a planet. And we only have humans living there.”
 
      “Can people fly there? Is Earth connected to the Tree?”
 
      “No… but.” He looked confused. “But Earth is different.”
 
      “Because Earth does not exist in this universe,” I said. “Earth exists in another completely different universe.”
 
      “Zena darling, what are you saying? How did we get here?” He was looking frustrated. 
 
      I decided that was enough for now. I had planted the seeds of doubt. 
 
      “That is the mystery darling. Me and you don’t belong here. We have to find out how we got here and why.”
 
      He sat next to me on the bed and put his arm around me.
 
      “I don’t care how we got here and why. As long as I am with you, this is the most wonderful place to be.” He kissed me tenderly and I kissed him back. 
 
      “Ditto with knobs on,” I agreed.
 
    
 
         We finished dressing and strolled down to Frensco to enjoy the sights. It was evening and the town was lit up and full of revellers. Everywhere we went we received curious glances. We kept a keen lookout for the passengers, particularly Jena and her mates, in order to avoid them. 
 
      Frensco was similar to TreeTops but higher, which was why it was the venue for the Downhill. To get to the top where the race started we would have to take the high speed chair lifts. But the best place to watch was half way up where one could see both the start and the end. We took the chair lift to the half way point where we found a plethora of cafes, bars and restaurants, all designed to give panoramic views of the race. 
 
      After a stroll there, we took the chair lift to the top, which was a mistake because we were immediately accosted by Jena and her colleagues who were showing some of our passengers around. Jason made a face to me when he was dragged off by an enthusiastic Jena to show him the course.  I followed with the other athletes as they chatted away about the forthcoming race.
 
      “This is the start,” said Jena. 
 
      We looked down the course, defined by bright lights making a snake which wound its way down the Tree to the town below, and then back up again. 
 
      “That’s the first obstruction just before the first bend,” said Jena pointing to a disc shaped object, just visible in the distance. “The first one there can kick it into the path of the others, slowing them down. But its tricky because if you get it wrong you can slow yourself down.”
 
      “You have to stay within the course all the time?” asked Jason.
 
      “Yes, once out you are disqualified,” replied Jena. 
 
      I could see individuals putting on wings and trying out the course.
 
      “Are they athletes,” I asked pointing.
 
      “No,” laughed Jena. “They are just amateurs having a go.” 
 
      “Looks like fun,” I said, without thinking.
 
      “Oh, you must try,” cried Jena.
 
      I looked doubtful but the other athletes took up the cry shouting “yes, yes“ and “do try, you‘ll love it.”
 
      Jena took my hand and pulled me towards a long one story structure. Inside there was a mêlée of people putting on or removing wings. 
 
      “Come, come,” cried Jena, leading me to a desk where a couple of individuals were handing out wings. 
 
      “Name and address,” said one with a bored voice.
 
      “First Officer Zena from the Sunship Telanina.”  
 
      The individual looked up, startled. 
 
      “You are…” he began. 
 
      “I am a Human.” I said, and repeated my identity.
 
      “Ah, you are welcome,” said the individual, giving me an appraising look. “Good luck on the course. As a beginner please go slowly until you are used to the wings. We have some accidents here sometimes with beginners. Particularly when they are inebriated. You are not…?”
 
      “No, I am sober,” I said with a grin. 
 
      Jena helped me to attach the wings and explained the principles of their use. It was fairly obvious and I could calculate immediately their effectiveness. Jena was going to accompany me to ostensibly look after me. I suspected it was more to show off in front of Jason.
 
      We set of gently at first while I experimented with the wings. Movement in this universe was a matter of volition. You willed yourself to move and controlled the speed. It was a peculiar thing to be able to levitate at will. As we accelerated I felt the power flow through me and for a few moments Jena dropped behind. She accelerated and caught making motions to slow down. But it was too exhilarating and I ignored her.
 
      We came to the first corner and I calculated the vectors to miss the obstruction and skim around at maximum speed. Jena stayed with me until the last moment, then braked. I skimmed around the corner, using the wings to control my flight path, coming within inches of the edge of the course, then accelerated. I felt the power course through me as the speed increased. The next bend was sharp and I braked heavily taking the best line for the following bend which I could see. I lined myself up for the next two bends, taking a line which gave me the best speed for both. The trick I realised was to plan ahead. Taking the best line for one bend did not necessarily put you in the best place to take the next. My head buzzed with calculations and my arms and legs moved automatically to the calculated vectors. I was thrown off course by the presence of other flyers poodling along at a tenth of my speed. I imagined their startled expressions as I zoomed past them. 
 
      I saw the end in the distance and slowed my speed to come to a controlled stop at the barrier. 
 
      “Yes baby,” I gasped. “That was fun!” I waited for Jena to arrive, removing my wings as I did so. We would have to catch the chair lift back to the top. 
 
      When she arrived I had removed my wings and was casually lounging against the fence. She came to a stop next to me, her wings shuddering with the power of her braking. She gaped at me, disbelief on her chubby features.
 
      “You are an expert!” she gasped. ”I have never seen flying like that before. I think you broke the course record.”
 
      “Very enjoyable. It would be better if all those tourists were not on the course,” I said. 
 
      “Yes. How did you stay inside the course. It was amazing.”
 
      “I have a talent for calculating vectors,” I said. “Come, let’s get the chair lift up. I’m gasping for a drink.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The next day dawned bright and warm, just like every other day. Did they have a winter here I asked myself. The first thing on my mind when I awoke, like every other morning, was how to get out of here. And the next thought was, did I really want to? I was living my fantasy; I was a normal Human. Did I really want to go back to being an android? 
 
      We got up showered and dressed and did the rounds before having some breakfast. Our athletes were preparing for their big day and Jena came over to ask me to join their team.
 
      "We would be unbeatable with you on our team," she said.
 
      "I am sure you can win without me Jena," I said. I did not want to steal Jena's thunder. Having humiliated her in the sport in which she was a champion I was surprised she was still being nice too me. My opinion of her character went up a few notches. 
 
      "How does this team thing work anyway?" I asked.
 
      "You get points for the position that you finish," she explained. "The team with the most points wins. But we also work together to help each other and block members of the opposing teams."
 
      "That must be rough."
 
      "Yes," she said. "It can get very rough, there are no rules. Because I am the fastest, my team work to protect me. They take the physical punishment. But I tell you what, you can enter as an independent candidate. There is a team winner and an individual winner. You will be certain to win the individual."
 
      "No, this is your thing Jena. I don't want to steal the show. Anyway, I am a freak and it would not be fair for me to enter. It's very kind of you to suggest it."
 
      "You are not a freak." She punched me on the shoulder and we exchanged grins before she rejoined her mates.  I decided that she was alright was Jena. 
 
      Milnos and the catering staff had no interest in watching the race so we left them in charge of the ship. Jason had no concerns. Apparently Milnos was capable and trustworthy. I thought it was almost certain the  'Bear' people were AI entities who existed to do the 'work' in this universe. 
 
      The athletes left early to make some practice runs. The passengers followed soon after to enjoy the town before congregating for the race. Jason and I enjoyed a relaxing couple of hours pottering around the ship doing our duties as Captain and First Officer, before we got dressed and headed for the town.  
 
      Frensco was a small town, a village actually, whose main raison d'être was the Downhill run. But perched as it was on the edge of a giant branch of the Tree it was pretty with spectacular views. It was also full of tourists, here for the races. We wandered through the village, eliciting curious looks everywhere we went. A number of individuals even came up to ask us where we were from. It became tiresome after a while. I wanted to put a sign on my head which said 'Don't Ask!'. 
 
      There was a shout and we turned to find one of the sky divers waving at us. He made his way through the crowd. 
 
      "Captain, Zena, sorry to interrupt you. Jena has been hurt."
 
      "Oh... Sall is it?" asked Jason. 
 
      Sall nodded. I remembered that he was Jena's 'minder'. His job was to protect her and prevent other racers from obstructing her during the race.
 
      "What happened? Not serious I hope?" asked Jason.
 
      "Not serious, but Jena has wrenched a shoulder. She will not be able to race. Zena, she wants you to take her place."
 
      I was annoyed. The race was exhilarating but I had no desire to mix it with a bunch of experienced tough athletes. 
 
      "Sall, don't you have anybody else?" I asked.
 
      "Not as good as Jena. She's our lead."
 
      "I don't know. It's one thing to go down the course by yourself and another to be part of a team and fight off attacks." It sounded wimpy I know. It wasn't so much that I was scared. It was more a case of 'could not be bothered'!
 
      "You don't have to fight off attacks. I will protect you," said Sall stoutly. "But you are so fast you will leave them behind after the second bend. It will be a holiday stroll."
 
      I had to smile at the expression. 
 
      "I was already having a holiday stroll."
 
      "Come on sweetheart. Go for it," grinned Jason. Sall nodded his approval back at the Captain. 
 
      "If you win, you will be famous. The world will be your olnig."
 
      I groaned. 
 
      "Alright. Whatever an olnig is."
 
      "It's a very delicious pastry. I will buy you some tonight," said Sall with a huge grin. "Quickly now, we have to get to the start and register you. Then we will have some practice runs."
 
      We pushed through the crowd and made our way to the chair lift. It was busy and we waited a couple of minutes to get on. At the top we were met by a miserable looking Jena and a couple of the team. 
 
      "What happened Jena?" I asked, giving her a sisterly cuddle. 
 
      "Someone took me out during practice," she said angrily.
 
      "Is that ... well...done?" I asked. 
 
      "No, very unsporting," she scowled. "That is why I was not expecting it. They bracketed me. Two big fuckers. Hit me so hard I crashed into the obstruction unbalanced. Wrenched my shoulder."
 
      "Do you know them?"
 
      "No. New team, local. They know we are the favourites. Bastards."
 
      "Point them out to me," I said. She looked around at the different teams gathered at the start. 
 
      "There. The ones in the stripes. Yellow and black."
 
      "Right. We'll watch out for them." I went with Sall to get kitted out. On our return the 'Wasp' team, as I called them had gone for a practice run. Our team gathered around me while Jena explained our tactics. I was to have two 'wing' men, Sall and Torny, whose job was to stay with me for as long as they could. The other three members of the team also formed a unit, giving us two chances of winning. Jena's second string was a lean muscular young male who was, I was told, very fast but lacked skill in taking the best line through the bends. His tactic was to stay behind Jena and follow her through the bends. 
 
      We had to decide on our tactics as a team. Jena explained that at the start there would be a rush for the first bend. The teams that got through the first bend first would hold the advantage at subsequent bends. But the athletes would begin to open up around the course, leaving more room for overtaking. Another tactic therefore was to hold back at the first few bends and then pick off the leaders one at a time. 
 
      I thought that may be a better tactic, as I was confident we would have the 'legs' on the other teams once we got going. The main thing was to keep out of trouble, particularly as it seemed other teams may have it in for us as the favourites. 
 
      The course was about ten kilometres and we had to do five circuits. Since average speed was about fifty kph, the race would take half an hour from start to finish. There was no difference in practice between the downhill and uphill parts of the course, in this universe there was no difference between up and down. The important thing was that there was plenty of time to catch up and overtake the leaders. It was a test of stamina as well as skill and speed. But I was aware that parts of the course were way out into Space with few or no watchers. If any skulduggery was to take place, that's where it would happen. 
 
      We all lined up at the start while the officials did their counting and checking. The 'wasp' team made a point of being next to us. I could not help noticing that they were an exceptionally big and burly group, apart from two of their number who were small and wiry. 
 
      The starter's siren howled and they were off. We stayed where we were. Half the wasp team hurtled off with everyone else, the other half moved away, and then paused, thrown by our non-movement. They drifted away from us, looking behind them, unsure what to do. They had clearly been detailed to delay us. We gave them ten seconds or so, allowing a big gap to open up between us. The pack were meanwhile half way to the first bend, jockeying for position and barging each other mercilessly. 
 
      I nodded to my colleagues and we pushed off at maximum speed. We accelerated towards the three wasps. There was six of us and three of them. At the last moment before impact we swivelled to hit them boots first, our heaviest members in front. I was sure that I heard bones cracking, and they were not ours! We left three crippled wasps in our wake as we hurtled off  behind the pack. There were five grinning faces around me, and I was laughing like a maniac. 
 
      Then began our slow rise through the ranks of the racers. With me in front controlling speed and direction we moved quickly through the back markers. But the racers were still bunched and there was a lot of barging and manoeuvring. We had to do our bit of dirty work. My team operated with smooth efficiency to clear away those who became aggressive or obstructive. But all that slowed us down and I attempted to bypass most of them through sheer speed, taking the most efficient line through the bends. 
 
      By the time we had completed the third lap we had worked our way through the field and were in sight of the leaders. There was three teams vying for the lead, the wasps, the blues and the greys and blacks. The blues were the fastest but were being obstructed by the others who constantly spilled the air from their wings or unbalancing them at crucial times. All perfectly fair, this was a no holds barred race. 
 
      I waited  my chance to take out one of the teams and it came at the apex of a fast bend. The three from the grey-black team were slowing to go into the bend when we took them from behind, taking their spread wings away. We got two of them before we too had to brake to make the bend. One of our number didn't make the bend and was out. We were down to five. 
 
      The blue team and the wasps were having a good go at taking each other out until they saw us take out the grey blacks, then they both decided to race for it and went flat out. But they both left one of their numbers behind to obstruct us. They were both big 'heavies' and I had to think carefully how to deal with them. I could have gone past them with ease of course, but I wanted this to be a team win. We communicated with each other using tiny throat mikes and ear pieces.  
 
      I went passed them first, going just slightly faster than them. Predictably they accelerated and converged on me. I accelerated and dipped into the bend skimming the lights delineating the edge. They had to slow and my team came behind and barged them violently. There were whoops of triumph in my ear as the two tumbled out of the course. 
 
      We had one and a half laps to catch and overtake the remaining four flyers. My team went in a line behind me and following my lead we zoomed through the bends. the remaining four soon came in sight. The best tactic at this point I thought was to maintain our speed and pass them at an opportune bend. But they must have been warned of our approach because all four worked together to cover the fastest lines into the bends, preventing us from overtaking. 
 
      It became a frustrating convoy with us in the last four places. I was the only member of our team with the speed and manoeuvrability to break the deadlock. I made my calculations and on the next bend accelerated. The power coursed through me and I screamed with delight as I hurtled past them and accelerated into the lead. On my way past I administered a judicious kick to the head of the leading wasp sending him tumbling off the course and taking one of the blues with him.  
 
      I had a clear run to the finish. My four team mates also outmanoeuvred the remaining disheartened opposition and finished in the top six.  We had won both the team and the individual prizes. 
 
    
 
      The celebrations went on long into the night. I was a heroine. Everyone was buying me drinks and I found the answer to the question of whether I could become inebriated in this universe. The answer seemed to be, maybe, just a bit! It was an interesting feeling, but I can't say that I liked it. I wanted to be able to think clearly and be in full control of my body. I guess that I am not a party person. But I did my best to fit into the party atmosphere. 
 
      Jason was delighted with my success, and the success of the team, because they deserved great credit. They were an impressive and brave group and I was proud to have helped them to win. Jena was sad and happy at the same time. Happy that we had won and sad that she had not been part of it. Next time she said, she wanted to be in it with me. I wasn't sure there would be a next time, although I also wanted it. I was again torn by my love for this experience and my sense of duty. 
 
      We returned to our ship in the early morning in a happy mood. Some of the team and most of the passengers were 'well pissed',  as Jason put it. An odd expression I thought. Why 'pissed'? Legless perhaps, wrecked, tipsy or loaded described the condition better. Perhaps I was being too literal I told myself.
 
      As we strolled along the dock towards the ship the passengers were singing a boisterous song about a merry widow who, released from the suffocating presence of her husband, was 'giving it some' as the song put it. Some things it appeared are the same in all cultures and species! 
 
     "Penny for your thoughts," said Jason.
 
      "Only a penny?" I asked.
 
      "You must stop being so literal."
 
      "Funny, I was just thinking about that," I said. 
 
      He gave me a baffled look.
 
      "Everyone is celebrating and you are thinking about being too literal? Je ne te comprends pas jeune fille. But perhaps that's part of your charm."
 
      "Mon air de mystère monsieur," I said trying to look alluring and mysterious. 
 
      He snorted with laughter and pulled me close for a kiss. I had a sudden thought and pulled away quickly.
 
      "What's wrong? My kissing not up to standard?"
 
      "No darling, your kissing is wonderful. You just spoke French."
 
      "French? What's that?"
 
      "An Earth language. Jason, don't you ask yourself how we all speak the same language here? We are all aliens from supposedly different planets.  Yet we are both speaking English, and these aliens understand us."
 
      "English? French? How many languages are there on Earth?"
 
      "Thousands. I can speak all the major ones," I said. As soon as I said it, I realised it was a mistake.
 
      "You can speak thousands of language?" He gaped at me, his face showing his amazement.
 
      "Not thousands, just the major ones. Er... four or five," I said hastily. 
 
      "Still, I am impressed. You are an amazing person." 
 
      We had dropped behind the others and Jena shouted back to us.
 
      "Come on you two. Sall has a bottle of Rakani in his locker. He's been saving it for a special occasion."
 
      "Thanks Jena but duty calls. We have to prepare the ship for departure in two hours," Jason shouted back.
 
      "We'll save you some." she waved back and followed the others onto the ship. 
 
      Why had I been reluctant to tell Jason what I was I asked myself. Perhaps if I did he may remember his own previous identity. 
 
      We followed the passengers onto the ship, checked with Milnos that all was well and went to the bridge to prepare for departure.  As we worked our way through our check list Jason turned a puzzled face in my direction. 
 
      "I was thinking about what you said. You are right, English is my language.  I am speaking English, and so is everybody else. That doesn't make sense."
 
      I felt a surge of triumph. At last I was getting through to him. 
 
      "The aliens are not speaking English. It only appears so."
 
      Jason looked at me, clearly still not understanding.
 
      "Jason, who are you really. Think. You have another identity, hidden deep down. You are Jason Matis, astronaut and Captain of the Intrepid Scout , a one man scout ship with the Earth Space Exploration Service."
 
      "One man scout? A ship like this?" He waved his hand around.
 
      "No darling. Nothing like this. The real physical universe is nothing like this. We, me and you, have been kidnapped by these aliens and imprisoned in an artificial reality universe."
 
      "Artificial reality? But it is so real." 
 
      "Yes, but you have some residual memories of who you really are. We must dig them out and find a way of escaping this universe."
 
      "Zena, why do you remember and I don't?"
 
      This was the question I was dreading. Would it be too much to tell him I was an android? Yes I decided. 
 
      "I am not sure, maybe my brain is more resistant to this reality than yours. I can remember who we were ."
 
      "Were we, you know, in that reality, the same..." 
 
      Dear God, what should I say?
 
      "Yes darling, we were. That's why I found you." You are a liar and a cheat Zena.     
 
      "I am so glad you did." He leaned over and gave me a long warm kiss. "This is a mystery we have to solve."
 
      "I am the mysterious lady remember. That's my job." I left it there for now. He was beginning to doubt. Perhaps he will also start to remember his real persona. But I still had no idea how we could break out of this artificial universe and return to the real one. 
 
    
 
      We departed Frensco and set our course for Avalar. The broadcasts from Frensco were full of the race and the beautiful and unknown winner. Everyone wanted to know who she was and where she was. By departing in the early morning we had avoided being mobbed by the press. I suspected that Jena and her team would regret that they had not remained behind for a few days to enjoy the publicity. But their reputation had been enhanced by the win. They could look forward to the publicity, and more races,  back on Avalar.
 
      Our passengers were sleeping soundly after their excesses. With the ship on course we made the rounds, checked with the indefatigable Milnos that everything was under control and took to our beds, or bed since I was now sharing the Captain's bed.   
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The trip to Avalar would take us into deep Space for three days. There was some danger, Jason had not been joking about the monsters that lived in the Deep. We had our guns of course, but some of the creatures were fast and hard to hit. We relied on our early warning system and the speed of the ship to avoid danger.
 
      There was a good atmosphere and comradeship on board. I was everyone's favourite but I did have to discourage some of the males, and one or two females, who thought they would try their luck with me. I made it plain that my relationship was solely with the Captain, and this was quickly respected. 
 
      The Deep was also a place where odd atmospheric phenomena manifested themselves. In the evening of our first day we encountered a magnetic storm. Huge clouds of gas and charged particles engulfed us, and the passengers had to take shelter beneath deck. The Bridge was insulated, with lead blinds covering the windows. 
 
      Jason piloted the ship through the storm. The ship heaved alarmingly but Jason assured me that this was not a big storm, and in due course we passed through it. We opened the shutters to view a display of multi coloured lights similar to Earth's northern lights. Jason announced the all clear on the ship's public address system and encouraged the passengers to get on deck to view the lights display. Jason stayed on the Bridge and I went on deck to enjoy the view. It was remarkable. The ship was enveloped by the light display, lost in a sea of colour. It was very appropriate for this fantasy world.  The passengers ooh'd and aah'd until Jason's urgent voice came over the public address again.
 
      "All passengers please enter to main cabin and secure yourselves. We have detected an object approaching. It's probably a random rock but we may need to take avoiding action."
 
      There were shouts of alarm as the passengers raced for the main cabin. I made my way quickly to the bridge to find Jason poised over the proximity indicator. 
 
      "What is it darling?"
 
      "Damn, I think it may be a torpedo squid. Three of the bastards actually. I didn't want to alarm the passengers."
 
      "Do they usually hunt in packs?" I asked.
 
      "No idea, I've never met one before never mind three. But I have heard that they like to sneak up on ships during a storm. The proximity detectors don't pick them up so easily."
 
      "How would they know that?" I asked. 
 
      "Well I guess they have learned from experience. When there is a storm, they are more successful. This is when you are going to have to do your magic again darling. We must outmanoeuvre these things. Do you want to take the wheel?"
 
      I nodded and took the wheel while he stayed at the proximity indicator. 
 
      "I am going to put the output of the detector on the screen in front of you." He clicked a few switches and the image appeared on my screen. It was murky and indistinct but I could just make out three dots converging on us  from three directions.
 
      "Looks like your squids are quite smart," I said.
 
      "Hunting in packs is a common animal instinct," said Jason. "Well, a combination of instinct and passed down learning."
 
      "Yes professor. Does professor have any thoughts on avoiding hunting packs of ravenous animals?"
 
      "Yeah, run like fuck."
 
      "Right. That seems thin on detail..."
 
      "I leave that up to you. I have every faith in you."
 
      "That does give me a warm feeling of being wanted," I said, while calculating the vectors of the three squids and possible avoidance tactics.
 
      "You can tell me about your warm feeling later," he said, sitting down and fastening his seat belt. "If there is a later." He pulled the firing controls for the canons closer, switching them on and manipulating the controls to check them. "Right, guns are all operational. Um... Zena, I suggest you take the co-pilots seat and fasten seat belts."
 
      "Co-Pilot?" I gave him an enquiring look.
 
      "Er... what's a co-pilot?"
 
      "I'll explain later." I took my seat, and fastened the seat belts. I had completed my calculations and good or bad, worked out my tactics. "Tell the passengers to hang on."
 
      He clicked on the public address..
 
      "This is the Captain. We will be carrying out some manoeuvres to avoid some incoming debris. There is nothing to worry about, but please make sure that you are strapped in and secure. Milnos, that applies to the crew. I will let you know when we are clear. Thank you." 
 
      "When we are clear, or dead," he muttered, after he had switched off the public address. 
 
      "Have no fear my Captain, I am in full control of the situation," I said. I wrenched the wheel around and the ship lurched down, the rigging screaming in protest. My brain was full of calculations as I watched the reactions of the squids. I modified the path, then accelerated directly at one of the three squids. It kept on the same course.
 
      "They are smart enough to know not to present their sides," I said. Jason did not reply, his eyes concentrating on the incoming squid and lining up his guns. It was a very small target, but then head on, so were we. The squid would not want to attack us at the bow which was the most reinforced part of the ship. 
 
      "Jason, I think this one will have to veer away at the last second. Be ready to blast it just before."
 
      "Right."
 
      Jason did not wait for the last second. He started blasting the squid when he had a good target. It veered away immediately, but I thought it may have been hit and I steered the ship to chase it. Unfortunately that was a mistake because even injured the bloody thing was faster than us. One of it's mates was coming up fast on our port side and the other rapidly closing behind us. 
 
      I quickly pulled a couple of manoeuvres allowing Jason to get an angle on the approaching squid. He fired rapidly and I took another rapid turn. The port side squid went hurtling past above us trailing green scum. I pulled another rapid turn to give him a view of the third squid coming up behind us. The canons banged rapidly. The third squid continued coming.  I made another turn but we were too slow and the thing rammed us on the starboard side at the rear of the ship. The ship lurched and there was a loud splintering of planks. 
 
      We both cursed loudly. I turned the wheel but the ship responded with reluctance.  The first squid was coming back at us and I desperately tried to give Jason a shot at it. It should not have given us a chance but it was also moving sluggishly. It looked like we had injured it on its first pass. As it loomed up Jason caught it with a canon and its head exploded. It collided with the ship but did not penetrate.  I checked the display and it looked like the second squid had also taken a fatal shot, its body drifting away from us. 
 
      "Fuck that was close," gasped Jason. "Lets go down and check for damage."
 
      "I'll stay and keep an eye on things just in case another appears."
 
      "Right." He unbuckled and ran out. 
 
      I activated the upper starboard camera and angled it down. The body of the squid was protruding from the ship, its head stuck in the splintered hole. But it was not moving. I sighed with relief. If the monster had still been alive it would have thrashed its head, widened the hole and taken the ship apart. As it was, we had a huge hole and a giant squid stuck in it. The ship handled like the proverbial struck pig and it would take us a month to get to our destination.  A greater danger would be if another torpedo squid found us. We would be defenceless. 
 
      I kept an eagle eye on the on the display. The sooner I saw anything the more time I would have to get the canons on it. 
 
      Jason seemed to take forever before he returned. 
 
      "We can't get that bastard thing out. It's lodged tight. We will have to use the ship's derrick and see if we can move it."
 
      Conveniently, the ship's small derrick was above the part of the hull where the squid was stuck. Milnos and his crew got to work on the derrick. The thick rope with a hook on the end unwound to the level of the squid, but the problem was how to get the hook into the giant creature. Hooking it into its mouth seemed to best strategy, but its mouth was inside the ship. Milnos got a number of the crew down the side with crowbars to open up the hole and then managed to get the hook inside the ship and into the creature's mouth. 
 
      The first attempt to pull the creature out resulted in the hook coming out of its mouth.  I went down inside the ship to have a look at how they were attaching the hook. It was utterly bizarre to see the giant head of the creature poking through the hull of the ship. Jason had not exaggerated in saying that the creature's head was like a thick chunk of concrete. It had rammed through the thick hull of the ship with ease, and apparently no damage to the head. The squid had died from a canon shot to the body. 
 
      Milnos and his crew were trying to attach the hook into the mouth of the creature but the hook was not sharp enough to penetrate the tough interior of its mouth. I examined it carefully and came up with an alternative suggestion. 
 
      "Milnos, if you can find a piece of wood, jam it between its teeth. Here and here." I pointed to conveniently placed giant teeth on opposite sides of its head. 
 
      "We'll secure the hook on to the wood and then tie its mouth shut with some rope. What do you think?"
 
      "Mmm, yes, I think I know where there is a piece of wood," he said. "We will have to cut it to the right size." He ran off quickly and returned soon after with a thick piece of wood, it looked like what was used to push the ship away from the dock. We measured the creature's mouth and cut the wood into the right size. It needed some bashing to lodge it into its teeth, I left that unpleasant job to the crew. 
 
      We attached the hook and tied the creature's mouth shut. I thanked Milnos and his 'men' and went back on deck.  Milnos operated the derrick, gently at first and when the rope remained firm he applied more power. The body of the creature moved and with a splintering of planks the squid was pulled out. A ragged cheer rose from crew and passengers. 
 
      Jena came up to me.
 
      "Zena, don't throw the squid away. We can take it back with us. It will cause a sensation back in Avalar. I don't think anyone has caught one before. "
 
      "I don't know," I said doubtfully. "Let me talk to the Captain."
 
      We went together to talk to the Captain. After some discussion Jason talked to Milnos about how we could secure the giant squid to the deck. This appeared not to be too difficult. We could simply leave it hanging on the derrick, and secure it by ropes to the deck. It was an ugly monster to have on the deck, but it was an unused corner of the ship and out of the way. Jason agreed and the work was carried out to secure the squid. Curious passengers wandered over to examine what up to now had been a mythical creature. 
 
      The hole in the side of the ship was roughly sealed. Fortunately it was in a cargo hold so no passengers were inconvenienced. With relief we got under way again, keeping a careful and nervous watch for any further intruders. It seemed that our notoriety as the toughest ship in the White Shark Line was to be enhanced. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The remainder of our trip was free of excitement. The huge Torpedo Squid hanging on the derrick, and the patched up hole in the side of the ship served to reminded us of our close brush with death. The passengers would go and goggle at the squid with amazement. There was no doubt it would be a sensation on Avalar. 
 
      We had radioed ahead  and there was a crowd to meet us when we arrived. We docked the ship but were unable to disembark because of the crowd.  Avalar was a small planet, more a moon than a planet. Nevertheless, total surface area was about the same as the American continent and Canada. It was rich and populous. It was known for its rugged scenery, extremes in climate and varied animal life. 
 
      The Avalari were proud of their mountain 'dragons', called Filari, fearsome beasts that were kept under control by hundreds of mountain wardens using small flyers. Their seas and rivers had a selection of sharks, crocodiles and other dangerous 'man-eaters' who were responsible for taking many lives each year. The Avalar considered themselves hardy frontier folk, strong on fishing, farming and hunting. 
 
      It was no surprise therefore that there was enormous interest in the capture of a Torpedo Squid. The Dock authorities had to bring out all their wardens and security staff to move the crowd away from the ship and allow us to disembark.
 
      All the passengers came to see me and Jason to give us their thanks. Many of them left addresses for us and asked us to visit. Jena and her team were particularly vociferous and would not give up until we promised to visit. 
 
      As the passengers left the ship, they were immediately mobbed by the press and asked to describe their adventures, which of course they all delighted in doing. 
 
      Me and Jason waited for the crowds to ease before leaving, but they showed no sign of doing so. The press were getting agitated and demanding that we talk to them. An individual from the offices of our parent company, The White Shark line, came to see us.
 
      "I am Tas Contah," he said, bowing politely. "Captain Matis, the company has asked me to convey my congratulations to you for saving the passengers and the ship from the dangers you faced. A remarkable achievement. The company also would like to remind you that the Torpedo Shark, being on board the ship, is now the property of the White Shark line." He bowed again. 
 
      "I presume an appropriate bonus would be due to myself and my crew?" It was not so much a question as a statement from the Captain.
 
      "Er... I am not in a position to answer that Captain." replied the official. 
 
      "You may inform your bosses that until I have an answer, me and my crew will not leave the ship. And...," he paused for effect. "The press will be informed  that the company is attempting to appropriated goods belonging to the crew without reward. You may be aware of the law relating to salvage."
 
      "That is hardly salvage Captain," protested the official pointing at the squid. 
 
      "You can take the matter to court if you wish," replied Jason.  "They may have something to say about the company's attitude." Jason pointed to the press waiting impatiently to interview us. "Perhaps I should tell them now."
 
      "One second Captain while I talk to my superiors." The official hastily took out a phone from his pocket and moved away to talk quietly into it. He returned to tell us that the Company will consider Jason's suggestion.
 
      "It's not a suggestion, it's a demand. I am going to talk to the press now." Jason turned to walk away.
 
      "One moment," said the official hastily. He talked again before turning back to Jason. "My superiors agree that a bonus is appropriate."
 
      "One thousand credits for each member of the crew and ten thousand for myself and my first officer. That is my final offer, not negotiable. I want you to make the announcement to the press right now."
 
      The official gaped at him looking shell shocked, then talked into his phone again. The conversation went on for a while, the official becoming gradually more excited until Jason walked up and took the phone off him.
 
      "Listen here whoever you are," he shouted. "This is your opportunity to get invaluable good publicity for your company. If you want to throw that away for the sake of a few thousand credits then you are a fool." He handed the phone back to the official. "Tell the bastard what you think Tas," he hissed at the official. Tas nodded, assumed a tough expression and spoke into the phone again.
 
      "The Captain is right sir. This is a fantastic chance for the company to get great publicity." He listened for a bit then grinned widely before disconnecting.
 
      "Well done Captain. One thousand credits bonus each for the crew and ten thousand each for yourself and your First Officer. I will make the announcement to the press." Jason grinned back and they touched fists in agreement. There was a cheer from the crew who had been listening to the exchange. They touched fists and danced little jigs of joy.
 
      "Cheers for the Captain," shouted Milnos. The crew cheered lustily and Jason saluted them.
 
      "Right Tas, I want you to accompany me down to the press and make that announcement."
 
      "It will be a pleasure Captain," said Tas. "Er, can I look at the torpedo squid first?"  
 
      Jason laughed and escorted Tas to the back of the ship.  They returned after a few minutes with Tas shaking his head and looking amazed.
 
      "How did you kill that monster," he muttered. "You deserve every cent of your bonus Captain. I will make sure you get it."
 
      Jason shouted to the wardens to allow the press to approach the ship. They surged forward cameras clicking as the got near enough to see the squid. Jason and me stood at the gangway with our crew behind us, facing flashing lights and clicking cameras.  
 
      The press began shouting questions first about the squid and then about the pirates. It soon became apparent that my heroics in piloting the ship to defeat the pirates and the squids, as well as my sky diving escapades, were becoming the centre of attention. I was inundated with shouted questions. 
 
      "How are you so good at these things?" shouted one.
 
      "Nothing mysterious about it. I am good at mathematics," I said. "I can calculate vectors in my head."
 
      The questioning went on for a while until Jason held his hands up and asked if we could all be excused. 
 
      "But first," he said. "Our company, The White Shark Line has an announcement to make." He nodded to Tas who stepped forward. 
 
      "Friends, I have been instructed by the company to inform Captain Matis and his crew that a generous bonus will be given to them. Each member of the crew will receive a thousand credits and the Captain and First Officer Zena will each receive ten thousand each."
 
      There was cheering and clapping amongst the press and Tas stepped back looking pleased with himself. He left to report to his superiors. The news hounds had all left and we turned to go back into the ship.
 
      "I think you deserve a drink Captain," said Milnos. 
 
      "A hot cup of plin and one of your larna sandwiches will go down well," agreed Jason. 
 
      "Make that two," I said.
 
      "Done," said Milnos bustling off to the lounge. 
 
      "Captain, a word please." The shout came from the dock. We turned to see a tall burly individual dressed in a military uniform.
 
      "Who are we talking to?" asked Jason.
 
      "I am General Zarnom of the ADS."
 
      "Er... ADS?"
 
       "Avalar Defence Service. We defend the planet from pirates and rabble from the Badlands. May I come on board and have a word?"
 
      "Certainly General.  Be our guest."
 
      The General came up the gangplank and touched fists with us. 
 
      "Join us in a cup of plin," said Jason. The General followed us to the lounge and Jason shouted to Milnos to bring another cup. 
 
      We were settled around the table and the General cleared his throat.
 
      "I have a proposition for you," he began. "I suspect you may not like it, because there may be some danger."
 
      "Danger is our middle name General," grinned Jason.  Oh oh I thought. Is fame going to Jason's head? 
 
      "So it would appear," said the General, without expression. "The military has a new kind of ship that we are testing. It has a combination of sail and jet propulsion."
 
      "Jet propulsion?" asked Jason.
 
      "Yes, similar to what your dead friend out there on the deck."
 
      "The squid? Seriously. How does that work?" asked Jason.
 
      I can draw you a diagram I thought, but kept the thought to myself.
 
      "It has a tank of combustive fluid which is mixed with air and generates an explosion," explained the General. "The squid uses digestive gasses to do the same thing. The ship uses normal sail propulsion for long distances and switches to jet propulsion for combat."
 
      "Ah ha. Very clever," said Jason. "That sounds familiar to me for some reason, as if I have seen it elsewhere." He looked at me enquiringly and I nodded back.  
 
      "Back on Earth."
 
      The General looked surprised.
 
      "You have this system back on your planet?"
 
      "Yes we do," I said.
 
      "And you are familiar with it?"
 
      "Yes, I am General," I said. I wasn't sure where the conversation was going and maybe I had already revealed too much. 
 
      "Well this is remarkable," exclaimed the General.  Milnos brought us our hot drinks and we thanked him The General was looking thoughtful. He took a slurp of his drink then put the cup down and looked at Jason then at me. 
 
      "Lieutenant, if what you say is true then you will be a very valuable individual for us.."
 
      "We come as a team," I said, giving a glance in Jason's direction. 
 
      "Of course, we want you both," said the General.
 
       "We already have a job we love General," said Jason. "The White Shark Line will be devastated to lose us."
 
      "I am sure they will, given what you two have achieved. But it will be a temporary assignment. And they will be compensated."
 
      "Temporary, until we are killed," said Jason, cocking a sarcastic eyebrow.
 
      "You don't have to go into active service if you don't want to," said the General hastily. "But I think you can help us with operational and tactical matters. You see, this is a new machine and we have no experience in using it. We also are having some, um... shall we say, teething problems."
 
      If this was their first attempt at building a jet engine I was not surprised they were having teething problems. But I was bemused by the whole thing. This was an advanced star travelling civilisation which had created an artificial reality world that could not build a jet engine. But yet we had electronics and radio communications. It was a mishmash of technology that made no sense. But then what did you expect from a universe that had planets growing out of a tree I asked myself!
 
      "Jet engines are very temperamental," I said. "What kind of jet engine is it? Pulse jet, turbo fan or ramjet?"
 
      "You are asking the wrong person Lieutenant," said the General. "Why don't you come along to the military base and have a look at it and talk to the engineers."
 
      "It sounds interesting. Jason...?" I looked at him and he shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
      "Nothing to lose."
 
      The General said he would send a 'cutter' for us. These were small vehicles with two small magnetic sails which could be steered. They were used to travel longer distances on planets. 
 
      After the General took his leave Milnos brought us our sandwiches. 
 
      "Well we are popular," said Jason as we tucked into our snack. 
 
      "Everybody wants a piece of us. As they say."
 
      "Who says?"
 
      "Hollywood stars I think."
 
      "Oh yeah."
 
      "You remembered Hollywood?" I looked at him in surprise.
 
      "Ahhh.." He paused with his sandwich half way to his mouth. "Hollywood? It's a place on Earth."
 
      "Jason, there is no Earth in this universe. Earth is from the real universe. Where we came from."
 
      "Really? But I remember an Earth in this universe."
 
      "How much do you remember about that Earth?"
 
      "It's... um... not very much actually."
 
      "No, because it does not exist. No one we have met in this universe has ever heard of it, or met anyone who looks like us before."
 
      "Zena darling, this is becoming very troubling. Either I am mad, or you are mad, or ..." He stopped lost for words. 
 
      "Darling, you are Captain Jason Matis from Earth. We were captured by aliens and imprisoned in their artificial reality universe. This." I waved my hands at our surroundings. "We have to find a way to break out of this and get back home."
 
      He put his sandwich down and looked at me, frowning with concern.
 
      "Have you found a way to do that?"
 
      "The first thing is for us to try and remember as much as we can about our previous life. I am remembering a lot and the more I remember the more comes back. You must do the same."
 
      "If you say so. It is just so bizarre..."
 
      "I know it sounds insane, but the more you remember the more it will make sense."
 
      "Right. In the meantime...?"
 
      "We just get on with things here. Enjoy this world until we find a way to leave."
 
      "Sounds like a plan," he agreed. 
 
    
 
      A couple of hours later one of the small transports stopped outside the ship and a uniformed individual came on board. I spotted him from the Bridge and went out to meet him. 
 
      "I have instructions from General Zarnom to transport Captain Matis and Lieutenant Zena to the base," he said looking at me curiously. 
 
      "One second and I will get the Captain." Jason was going through the supplies with Milnos. He grabbed his jacket and we left the ship with the soldier and got into the back of the cutter'. It had two small sails which could furl in and out of the side and were adjustable in order to steer the craft. We lifted off and accelerated slowly above the docks and headed away from the town. 
 
      Once we left the town we passed over farmlands which were tended by bear people and then small clumps of forest, a river and then flew over more rugged and uncultivated land until we reached a flat plain. There were a number of buildings and some odd looking machines on the ground behind some high walls. 
 
      We landed close to one of the buildings and followed the soldier across the tarmac and into the building. Uniformed individuals were hurrying around carrying bits of paper. I had to smile at the familiar sight. There must be fundamental laws controlling all types of behaviour I thought. Soldiers all over every conceivable universe will hurry around clutching bits of paper in order to look busy!
 
      Our guide led us down a corridor to an office. The General was seated behind a desk examining a screen. He stood and came around the desk.
 
      "Thank you for coming. Come, I will show you one of our ships then you can talk to the engineers."
 
      We followed the General out of the building and across the tarmac to one of the ships we had spotted from the air. It was a cylinder with a pointed front and a couple of jet engines across the rear. It would have been a normal aircraft apart from the lack of wings and the two masts with furled sails. It was a cross between a sailing ship and an aircraft.
 
      The General introduced us to the pilot, a lanky female named Sailla Comrah, and a couple of engineers. I asked the engineers to describe the jet engines. They brought a diagram and began to describe the engines. I could see that they were fairly basic pulse jet engines with primitive injection valves. They would be losing a big proportion of their energy by blow back through the valves. I suggested a modification to improve that. Jason was talking to the pilot about how to fly the thing.
 
      "Come on darling, let's try this thing out," he said. We boarded the main cabin. This was about ten meters long and four wide, with canon stations along each side. We made our way to the flight deck, it was more of a flight deck than a ship's bridge, with pilot and co-pilot seats and a couple of engineers seats sideways on behind them. 
 
      "You take the co-pilot seat Zena," said Jason. "We can switch over later." He seated himself in one of the engineers seats and one of the engineers took the other. Sailla took the pilots seat while the General simply stood at the door  looking in. 
 
      "Right here we go," said Sailla. "Sails first. We'll use the engines when we have got some height." She operated the sails, explaining what she was doing, and the ship lifted and accelerated up at a steep angle. The sails were small and the engines heavy so the ship accelerated at a sluggish rate. But once we achieved some height Sailla demonstrated the ships manoeuvrability which was very impressive because of its slim construction and twin sails. I watched her use of the controls carefully, calculating vectors and forces. The ship was tricky to fly with sensitive controls. 
 
      "I will now use the jets," said Sailla. She flipped some switches and pushed a large lever forward a notch. She then folded the sails against the ships superstructure. 
 
      "Hold tight," she said. The general took a seat inside. Sailla operated another lever a couple of notches. There was a rumble from the back and then a couple of bangs as the jets ignited and then a noise like a couple of two stroke engines. We felt a powerful push on our backs and the ship fishtailed forward while Sailla struggled to keep it in a straight line. 
 
      I could see immediately what the problem was. The two mismatched engines were giving an unstable acceleration to the ship.  
 
      "We can steer by adjusting the power to each engine," Sailla said. She did so, steering the ship erratically left and right.  
 
      "What about up and down," asked Jason. 
 
      "We have to switch off the engines and engage the sails," she replied. Jason looked at me and made a face. I rolled my eyes in response. It was all very basic. Sailla switched off the engines and engaged the sails. We had now picked up some speed and she was able to demonstrate some good manoeuvrability with the sails.
 
      "The idea is we use the jets to get up some speed before we engage the pirates, then switch the engines off when we get among them."
 
      "Until your speed drops and you are then sitting ducks," I said.
 
      "That is the problem," agreed Sailla. "In practice, we do a fast fly by and hit them with everything we have before going out of range."
 
      "There are a few modifications we could suggest to make the ship more manoeuvrable," said Jason. 
 
    
 
      Sailla turned the ship around to return to base and we joined the General in the main cabin. 
 
      "What do you think?" he asked us. 
 
      "A life as Captain of a passenger ship is far safer and more comfortable," said Jason. 
 
      "Really?" I asked making an amused face. "Pirates, Night Bats, Torpedo Squids?"
 
      "Good point," he laughed. 
 
      "Having the fastest and most powerful ship seems far safer."
 
      There was another reason. Dying in this Universe held no terrors for me. I hoped that would return me to my real body.
 
      "Shall we go for it?" He looked at me enquiringly and I nodded back. The idea of hunting pirates seemed a bit more interesting than 'baby sitting' passengers.
 
      "Excellent," said the General.
 
      "But we can suggest some modifications to the ship which would make it much more effective," added Jason.
 
      "Thank you Captain, that would be appreciated," he said. We agreed to return to our ship and get leave of absence from the Company. The General suggested thirty days.
 
      Back at base we spent a couple of hours with the engineers giving them modification ideas for the ship and the engines. 
 
      We said our goodbyes to General Zarnom and his staff, arranging to contact him when we got our release from The White Shark Company. Our original driver transported us back to the ship. 
 
      It had been an interesting day. Jason had discovered some new ideas buried in his subconscious and made another small step towards recovering his original identity. But I was becoming more and more conflicted about our future. My memories of my former self were now fully returned and I felt it would be just a matter of time before I was able to disconnect my consciousness from this universe. .
 
    
 
      Back at the Telanina we found that a number of industrious bear people were repairing the hole in our hull. The giant squid had been taken away to be preserved and put on show by the company. Milnos was supervising the loading of supplies. It all seemed peaceful and normal. 
 
      But there was something wrong. 
 
      I tried to pin down the feeling of wrongness. Then I realised that the wrongness wasn't in the scene but in myself. I was becoming detached from what was around me. My body was doing one thing but my limbs were feeling something else. I tried to speak to Jason, but I had lost control of my body. The scene around me began to fade and gradually, irresistibly, I was swallowed by unconsciousness.
 
    
 
      I awoke to find myself back on the AR bunk with the huge hood clamped to my head. A moment of panic seized me before I calmed myself and concentrated. How to get the hood off my head? I caught hold of the edge of the hood with both hands and pushed hard. There was a crack as if something had broken and the hood hummed and retracted. 
 
      On the bunk next to me was Jason's body, his head obscured by the hood. I swung my legs to the floor and bounded quickly over to the other bunk. I remembered that I had seen the robots press a button on the control panel to lower the hood. I pressed the same button. Nothing happened. I examined the control panel, then pressed the button next to that one. Some lights flashed, there was a hum of motors and the hood began to retract. 
 
      Jason's hair was tousled by the probes and he looked pale. There was an intravenous drip attached to his wrist and some wires to his other wrists and legs. I examined the drip and found how to disconnect it. The wires also came off easily. Jason remained unconscious. I looked around me at the small room.  There were some electronics panels in the walls but apart from that it was plain with just the two bunks and their AR hoods. 
 
      I was back in the real universe. A feeling of triumph went through me, and then my feelings began to ebb away. I wanted to scream as I felt myself die. I was no longer me, Lieutenant Zena, First Mate of the Sun ship Telanina. I was back to being Zena the android, only partially alive.... 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      It had been an interesting day, visiting the military base and taking a ride in the new 'fighter' ship. The idea of being part of that enterprise was exciting, but putting Zena at risk for my own amusement was not something I wanted to do. We offered technical advice to the engineering team and returned to our ship. I was feeling relaxed about how things had turned out, particularly with the Torpedo Squid. The crew would enjoy their bonus, which pleased me. 
 
      My feeling of  relaxed contentment was shockingly destroyed when Zena seemed to be suddenly taken ill. We had stepped down from the military transport and bid the driver goodbye when she abruptly stopped, looking disoriented.
 
      "Darling, what's the matter?" I asked. I took her arm and she looked at me, her eyes blank and unfocused. She made a little moaning noise, deep in her throat then collapsed. I grabbed her slack body, supporting her. She wasn't heavy and I carried her to the ship. Milnos bounded over with a couple of the crew close behind and helped me carry her body to the lounge. We put her in an armchair and Milnos dashed off to get a cup of water. 
 
      She was breathing but her eyes were closed. When I opened her lids, her eyes were unfocused and blank. I was trying hard to fight my despair. I wanted to shout with rage. But I was the Captain. I steeled myself, holding back my emotions. She was an incredibly tough girl, she was going to be okay I told myself. 
 
      Milnos returned with the water but we could not get her to drink any. He saw my concern and he too struggled to maintain his composure.
 
      "She'll be right Cap'n," he said. "Tough lady." His mates nodded and grunted their agreement. 
 
      "I hope so guys," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "She has become very important to me."
 
      "To all of us Cap'n," agreed Milnos. 
 
      "I'll just stay here and keep an eye on her," I said. "Try to get her to drink some water. "
 
      "I'll bring a cloth. Try bathing her face. Maybe she's just fainted," said Milnos. I nodded and pulled up an armchair next to her.  Milnos came back with a cloth and a bowl of cold water. I began bathing her face, looking for some kind of reaction to show she was still with it. Milnos and the crew stood around looking lost. 
 
      I sat next to her my brain seemingly frozen with disbelief. She was such a strong vital person. How could she be taken ill so suddenly? If she died I knew that my life would never be the same again. After a couple of minutes I started to feel odd, disconnected. The bowl slipped from my fingers, cold water splashing on my shoes and trouser legs. I struggled to stand, but it was impossible and I slumped back in the chair. The beautiful  sliding into unconsciousness. 
 
    
 
      When I awoke I found myself utterly disoriented. My brain refused to work. I had confusing thoughts of two identities. I was Captain Matis of the Sun ship Telanina. I was also Captain Matis of the SES Starship Intrepid Scout. How could I be two things? 
 
      There was a face looming over me. Dark red-brown hair made a soft pretty fringe around startling blue eyes. I knew that face.  
 
      "Zena! You're better." 
 
      "Yes darling. I'm better."
 
      "Thank God. What happened to you? We were so concerned. Milnos! Where are you..." I tailed off, my thoughts catching up with my mouth. I looked around at the functionally bare room, the huge hood over my head. 
 
      "Oh my fucking Gawd... Excuse me for blaspheming."
 
      "Quickly. We have to get out of here before they realise what's happened and come to get us," she said. She pulled me off the bunk but my legs refused to support me. 
 
      "Whoa! Too fast..." I gasped. 
 
      "Jason, you remember they put us in to their AR universe? Now we are out of it. Pull yourself together."
 
      "Zena...," I croaked ineffectually as she dragged me towards the door.  I wanted to say darling, I love you, I am so happy you are okay, what's happened to old Milnos and the gang..., but my tongue seemed to be functioning as badly as my legs. 
 
      She opened the door and peered out, supporting me at the same time. 
 
      "Where can we go?" I asked, aware that I was sounding pathetic and whining. Fuck! Pull yourself together Jason. I tried to straighten my legs and back. 
 
      "You got us out of there?" I asked. "Their AR world I mean."
 
      "Yeah, sort of. Tell you later."
 
      "Okay good. Will get my legs working in a minute," I said. "Can you remember way out of here?"
 
      "Of course, perfect memory," she said. 
 
      "Right, of course. Perfect in every way." That earned me a smile. I followed her down a corridor, turned a corner and down another corridor, this one with windows to an outside courtyard. We paused at the end while she looked around the corner and then she dragged me to the end of the corridor. There was a foyer and through the doors we could see outside into the courtyard which looked empty.
 
      We made a dash for the doors and peered out. There was a vehicle parked in the courtyard and no one around. 
 
      "We'll get the vehicle," said Zena.  I grunted my agreement. There seemed few other options at this point. "Okay, go!" She grabbed my arm and we ran across the courtyard. Well, she ran, I was dragged staggering after her. 
 
      Inside the vehicle she fired up the electric engine and engaged the gears. 
 
      "You know how to drive this?" I asked lamely.
 
      "I paid attention when they drove us here," she replied. 
 
      I shut up and tried to marshal my thoughts but visions of our life in the Tamlar's fantastic AR universe kept intruding. Particularly visions of Zena's beautiful body and what we had done together. But wait! That had not really been her body, just a AR representation of it. Although, it had felt real enough.
 
      I looked at her as she drove the vehicle, long shapely legs, tiny waist, lovely face... How had all that been reproduced into the AR system? 
 
      "Stop ogling," she said. "You have seen me before."
 
      "I'm thinking of First Mate Zena," I said. 
 
      She smiled cheekily, her eyes on the road. 
 
      Something was bothering me. There was something I wanted to ask her  Then it came to me. 
 
      "Zena, how do you feel?"
 
      "I feel great."
 
      "No, I mean..."
 
      "I know what you mean." She paused, as if thinking about the question before continuing. "And the answer is yes. I feel alive, conscious, sentient, whatever you want to call it. I felt like that in the AR universe, and it has remained with me."
 
      "It's fantastic darling. I am so happy for you." I paused, wanting to ask her but not wanting to hear the wrong answer. "First Mate Zena and Captain Jason were in love. Do you... are you?"
 
      "Of course. .." She threw me a sideways glance. 
 
      "Jolly good show," I grinned.
 
    
 
      We were heading for the airport where we had landed the Falcon, I recognised the road. 
 
      "Zena, do you think we can board the Falcon?"
 
      "I have contacted Intrepid's AI. She tells me that the ship is surrounded and guarded. We will not be able to board."
 
      "I'm not surprised. Do you think the Tamlar know we have escaped from their AR system?"
 
      "I don't know Jason. I think not at the moment. There seems no sign of pursuit or alarm."
 
      "They will eventually find out," I mused. "Could we hide somewhere?"
 
      "I could hide indefinitely. But you will need food darling. "
 
      "Yeah, I'm already feeling hungry." I poked at my ribs. "I don't think what they were feeding me would have kept me alive for long. Ironic really. I was eating well in the AR universe and never felt hungry."
 
      There were few other vehicles on the road and we did not have to make any stops. We were way out of town and driving through rolling countryside. I could see a narrow road coming up. It led to a farm complex which I could see in the distance. 
 
      "The Tamlar said that the Hortani are used to run their farming. Perhaps they can take us in until we find a way to escape," I suggested. "Take that road Zena. Let's see what we can find. "
 
      "You want to start another revolution?" said Zena smirking.
 
      "Call me Che Guevara."
 
      "Well, you have the beard."
 
      "Yep. I just need the beret."
 
      Zena turned of and proceeded slowly down the narrow road. It ended at a broad courtyard in front of the farm buildings. The buildings went back a long way and covered a large area. Around them stretched farmlands covered in different types of vegetation and trees. This was clearly the centre of a food processing plant.
 
      We left the vehicle and proceeded cautiously towards the building. Before we got to the main door, a small side door opened and a female Hortani stepped out carrying a tray with food on it. She stopped and stared at us in alarm. 
 
      Zena spoke to her in the Hortani language. She looked at Zena and me in confusion and said something back. 
 
      "That's odd," said Zena. "She doesn't speak Hortani, only Tamlar."
 
      They proceeded to have a short conversation before Zena turned to me. 
 
      "I explained our situation to her. She wants us to meet her colleagues."
 
      I nodded my agreement and we followed the female back through the door she had just exited. We entered a  lounge area with armchairs spread around. We walked through an arch into a dining area. The Hortani female was goggling at us with disbelief. She kept asking Zena questions as if she could not believe the answers. Eventually, she indicated a table with chairs and Zena nodded.
 
      "She wants us to wait here."
 
      "Looks like a communal living area," I remarked. Zena nodded. The smell of food was making me feel even hungrier. 
 
      We waited a few minutes before the Hortani female returned with three others. They looked at us with surprise on the faces. They talked amongst themselves, then with Zena. It took a long time for Zena to explain things to them. Then one of the females talked to Zena in an animated way for a while. When she had finished Zena turned to me.
 
      "We were very lucky to meet this lady," she said pointing at the first female we had met. "Roslia here," she pointed to the female who had been doing the talking, "has just told me something very interesting."
 
      "Go on," I was itching to find out what was going on. 
 
      "The Hortani on this planet are not here to be farmers," said Zena. 
 
      "Oh? That's what they seem to be doing," I pointed out. 
 
      "That's just a pastime," said Zena. "It could easily be done by their robots."
 
      "Yeah, that's what I thought," I said. "So, what do you mean, it's just a pastime?"
 
      "The main reason the Hortani are kidnapped and brought here is to act as surrogate bodies for Tamlar consciousness."
 
      "Wait, they download a Tamlar consciousness  from the AR universe into a Hortani body?" I asked with incredulity. 
 
      "Yes," Zena nodded. "Apparently, long term habitation in the AR universe leads to a sort of fading away of the consciousness. It has to be refreshed by a period back in a real body."
 
      "Bugger me," I said. "They download a Tamlar consciousness into a Hortani body? What do they do with the Hortani consciousness?"
 
      "It's uploaded into the AR universe first. You remember the Bear people? They are Hortani."
 
      "Well, no wonder they are such amiable types. I miss old Milnos."
 
      "Me too," said Zena. 
 
      We looked at each other and I could see that, like me, the memory of that seductive universe and our relationship there was passing through her mind's eye. 
 
      I shook my head to clear my mind of those distracting thoughts. 
 
      "Why don't they use Tamlar bodies?
 
      "They do, but there are not enough of them. The Tamlar birth rate is not adequate to service all of the entities in the AR universe."
 
      "Ah right, I can see their problem," I said. "So, some of the Hortani here are... well, not Hortani?"
 
      "Exactly," said Zena. "But our friends here know who they are. They want to help us."
 
      "That is a bit of luck," I said. "What's the plan?"
 
      "They can hide us here," said Zena. "This is their accommodation block. The Tamlar-Hortani live in a separate block. They work together during the day but do not socialise."
 
      "Right. I think they also need to hide or dispose of the vehicle we came in," I said. 
 
      Zena nodded and spoke to the Hortani. One of their number left to do the job while the others, after a short conference, asked us to follow them. We went down a short corridor and up a few flights of stairs through a door and into an apartment. It was surprisingly roomy and comfortable, with a bedroom, lounge and bathroom. Eating was apparently a communal activity. 
 
      Roslia, who seemed to be their leader and spokeswoman, showed us around. She was quite an old Hortani, stooped and wrinkled, but with bright intelligent eyes. 
 
      The Hortani stayed for a while to talk to Zena. They were fascinated  by our story and by who we were. When Zena told them that we had been to their planet and described our adventures they were enthralled and distressed. Some were in tears and it all became very upsetting. They clearly missed their homes, relatives and friends and we were reminding them of their loss.
 
      The callousness and indifference  of the Tamlar to what they were doing to their neighbours was a mystery to me. In their artificial reality universe I did not see any evidence of that callousness. To the contrary, the Tamlar there such as Jena, were friendly humane and civilised. 
 
      We were invited to dinner downstairs and I accepted with enthusiasm, to their amusement. I wasn't sure how I would explain Zena's abstinence, but then she surprised me by actually eating a variety of food .
 
      "Darling, you are eating," I whispered to her.
 
      "It's delicious," she whispered back.
 
      "You can taste?" I looked at her in amazement.
 
      "Taste, smell, feel. I am looking forward to more feel..." she gave me a provocative glance. "Is reality better than artificial reality?"
 
      "It will be fun finding out!"  
 
    
 
      We completed our meal with the Hortani while one of their number kept a look out for unwanted intruders. They told us that they were left largely alone by the Tamlar and the Tamlar surrogates who all stayed in different accommodation. We talked a little more then it was time to sleep. In true farming fashion they had to 'get up with the larks',  in their case an irritatingly noisy early rising bird called a 'sterali'. 
 
      We showered and retired to our bed, a real double bed with nice crisp sheets. Our hosts had kindly given us night attire, slightly tight one piece gowns which were too small for me but fitted Zena like a glove. She demonstrated it to me with amusement. It stretched across her curves very seductively and revealed lots of long shapely leg and thigh. But it was soon removed.  
 
      Our love making began slowly and cautiously as if we were two strangers who had just discovered each other. Zena was shaking as if she was a young girl and it was her first time, which, I suppose, it was. I was no less nervous. I remembered our love making in the AR world, which had been uninhibited. 
 
      The uninhibited bit came later. I remembered calling her 'tiger' during our AR lovemaking. It was, I decided, well earned! We compared notes afterwards about what had been best, AR sex or real sex. We both agreed real sex was deeper and more redolent with emotion and 'content', although we were not sure what we meant by 'content'. Perhaps, we decided, it was because here and now we were both fully ourselves, with all our memories and personalities.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Early morning came and we dressed and went cautiously downstairs to have breakfast with our hosts. They told us more about the operation here. It was a farm and an automated processing and packing plant. The main products were vegetables and eggs. The creatures that laid the eggs, similar to ostriches but much smaller, were taken away to a slaughterhouse when they stopped laying eggs. The Hortani would have nothing to do with that or meat processing of any sort. 
 
      I asked Roslia if she had ever been uploaded to the AR world and was surprised when she said yes. 
 
      "It happens to all of us when they use our bodies," she replied and explained that it had happened to her a number of times, but not recently since she was now too old.  The Tamlar did not want to be downloaded into an old body she explained. 
 
      What did she think of the AR world I asked her. It is truly remarkable she said, but then went on to say that she found being a 'bear' person very uncomfortable and disorienting.
 
      "Yes, I was wondering what it would feel like to be an alien."
 
      "Unpleasant," she said. "But we have to make the best of it."
 
      "Why don't the Tamlar use Hortani AR bodies?" I asked.
 
      "The bear people are not too dissimilar in appearance to the Tamlar," she said. "Some Tamlar like to have sexual relations with bear people. It gives them a perverted thrill." 
 
      I looked at her in surprise with just a little disgust and she made a face.
 
      "I know what you are thinking and yes, I did have to put up with that when I was there."
 
      "I wasn't thinking that actually," I said. "But I am sorry to hear that, it must have been horrible for you."
 
      "I think they adjusted my personality so that I found it enjoyable," she said. "Even now when I think about it, it does not cause me distress because I know my real body was not involved. Although I prefer not to think about it." But she looked sad and downcast and I changed the subject to ask about the work on the farm.
 
      Roslia was excused working in the fields because of her age. The younger Hortani left for work leaving Roslia and two other oldsters to clear up and prepare lunch for the workers. 
 
      Myself and Zena began to give some thought to how we were going to get out of here. Could we use the Hortani to distract Tamlar operations at the airport enough so that the Falcon could take off? It seemed unlikely. A better prospect would be if we could smuggle ourselves into the airport and on board the Falcon. 
 
      Then what? We could not return to the Intrepid, which only left going back to the Hortani planet and taking shelter with our friends. To live out our lives there? Not our lives; to live my life there while Zena remained eternally youthful. 
 
      "Perhaps it would have been better to remain in the Tamlar AR universe," I muttered dourly. 
 
      Zena sternly reminded me that it was our duty to do everything we could to return home. 
 
      "Since the Tamlar did not want any contact with Humans then what was the point," I asked. 
 
      "We could go back to Earth, get married and have lots of children," she suggested brightly. 
 
      "You'd make a great mum." I agreed.
 
      We shelved any further plans until we could discuss them with the Hortani, In the meantime, Roslia suggested we could disguise ourselves and she could take us on a tour of the farm. 
 
      Disguise ourselves? How, we asked . 
 
      "Let me show you," she said. She took us to a room which had hoods hanging on hooks. The hood had a flap at the front to cover the face with a transparent window for the eyes.
 
      "There are some insects on this planet which cause some of us problems. We wear these hoods to protect us when we are outside."
 
      "We are quite a bit taller than you," Zena pointed out the obvious.
 
      "We will take you around in a vehicle. You will not be noticed that way." Roslia had thought it through.  It would also be a handy way to move around further a field I thought.  I wanted to take a ride to the airport and take a good look at where the Falcon was, what the defences were and whether we could sneak on to the ship at night. 
 
      I suggested that to Roslia and she thought for a moment.
 
      "I will talk to Renni and Lars," she said. "They are drivers. They drive the trucks that deliver our produce to the Tamlar distribution centres, and also collect fertiliser and other essentials for the farm. "
 
      That seemed a good plan to me, if it gave us a way of moving around unseen. We put on the hoods and followed Roslia outside and into a dumpy farm vehicle with large off road tyres. 
 
      Roslia took us on a long tour of the farm, explaining the nature and purpose of the different buildings and farm machinery. It was all very 'high-tech' with many robots in evidence carrying out the heavy work. It became clear to me that work on the farm for the Hortani was just a pretext, a way of keeping them busy and giving them a purpose that was familiar and comfortable to them. Their real purpose on this world was to act as hosts for Tamlar 'mentalities' downloaded from the AR universe. 
 
      When we got back, one of the drivers, Lars, had returned. I was impatient to reconnoitre the airport so Roslia introduced him to us and explained our situation. He was goggle eyed.
 
      "More aliens!" he exclaimed. 
 
      "Good aliens," said Roslia. I could imagine him thinking 'The only good alien is a dead alien!'  It took a while before Lars digested the situation. He seemed a little on the slow side, or was I being unfair? It was a lot to swallow!
 
      But eventually the typical Hortani pragmatism asserted itself and he agreed to take us for a ride to the airport.    After a light lunch we set off, wearing our hoods, in Lars's pickup, an electric vehicle with a canvas covered rear. Lars knew his way around and found a convenient lay-by next to the airport where we had a good view. Zena had a better mental map of the airport and told Lars where she thought the Falcon had landed. Lars did his nodding and smiling act and started up the pickup. We travelled for a few more minutes before we spotted the Falcon on the tarmac a couple of hundred meters from the fence surrounding the airport. 
 
      Zena spoke to Lars and he pulled over. She spoke to him again, and translated for my sake.
 
      "I just told him that is our ship. We want to get to it in order to get away."
 
      Lars scowled in the direction of the Falcon, then grunted. He held up a finger to Zena, muttered something, bobbed his head and grinned broadly. I looked at Zena for an explanation. 
 
      "He said, one tarny, or about a minute," she explained.  Lars started his engine and pulled away. After a few minutes, during which I thought he was driving around the perimeter of the airport, he found a little side road and turned into it. We went down a few hundred meters, made a few turns and arrived at a cul de sac.  I was about to make a sarcastic comment like 'nice work Lars', when I spotted the Falcon behind another aircraft, barely fifty meters away from the fencing. 
 
      "Lars says that this is the closest point to our ship," said Zena. 
 
      "Tell him good work. He is a little treasure. But, how do we get through the fencing?"
 
      Zena asked him and he gave a little grin. He opened the car door and glancing in both directions beckoned for us to follow him. He walked over to the fencing and pointed. It took a few seconds for me to realised what he was pointing at. The fencing consisted of vertical metal struts screwed onto horizontal strips. The nuts holding the fence together were exposed. Lars made a turning motion with his fingers. 
 
      "Nice one Lars old chap," I said. I peered through the fence at the Falcon. 
 
      "Can you see anything guarding the Falcon?" I asked Zena. 
 
      "No. Looks like the Tamlar don't think it necessary."
 
      "Which means they have not yet discovered our escape."
 
      "That is hard to understand," said Zena. 
 
      "Not really darling. They don't know what you are. You are our secret weapon."
 
      "I'm not sure I want to be a secret weapon," she said. 
 
      "A beautiful desirable secret weapon," I added.    
 
      "Mmm," she said, looking doubtful. I decided it was best to move on.
 
       "So, we can open up this fence and get to the Falcon, and, if it's not guarded, take off. What happens after that?" I was thinking out loud and Zena  did not answer.  I thought about it for a bit and decided that I was getting fed up with the cat and mouse game we were playing with the Tamlar.
 
      "Zena, let's call their bluff."
 
      She looked at me with a puzzled frown. 
 
      "If we take the falcon and fly up to the Intrepid, will they really shoot us down?"
 
      "I see. And you are prepared to take the chance?"
 
      "I think I am. Are they prepared to murder the first representatives of an advanced alien species? They know we left a message capsule. Humans will find them eventually."
 
      "I think you are being optimistic," she said. "Murdering us will buy them the time they need to boost their defences, which is what is concerning them. They want to deal with Humans from a position of strength."
 
      "Mmm. Damn but you are persuasive," I said. She was right of course. They had imprisoned us in their AR paradise and we had escaped. Next time they may not be so charitable. Lars was pointing and saying something to Zena.
 
      "We had better get back in the car Jason. There is a surveillance camera on the fence and it is turning in our direction." We walked back to the vehicle trying not to look suspicious and drove off quickly. 
 
      I thought about things on the way back. I was still inclined to 'take the bull by the horns' but we needed something else to even the odds. No doubt a routine check by the Tamlar robots will soon discover that our bodies are no longer connected to the AR system and a full search will ensue. If the vehicle we had borrowed had tracking fitted then they will know where we were.  But setting off on foot and hoping to elude them was a forlorn hope. It was a matter of time before we were caught so whatever we were going to do, we needed to do it now. 
 
      I discussed my thoughts with Zena and she agreed. We could try bargaining with the Tamlar, but we had nothing to bargain with. My thoughts went back to what I had said previously. Zena was indeed our secret weapon!
 
      "Zena, how good are you at cyber warfare?" She gave me a puzzled look.
 
      "I am familiar with all the theory and I can recognise all the main types of computer viruses," she said. 
 
      "During your communications with the Tamlar, did you get a handle on their digital protocols and viral defences," I asked. 
 
      She looked at me thoughtfully for a few moments
 
      "Are you thinking what I think you are thinking?"
 
      "I am indeed er... etcetera. "  I gave her a meaningful smirk.
 
      She smiled back.
 
      "Cyber warfare. Bring down their comms systems just long enough for us to make our getaway. Why didn't we think of this before." She beamed at me, then leant over and planted a warm kiss on my willing lips. "It has been so long since they had any threat that I think they have absolutely no anti-viral defences," she said.  "Some good old Earth viruses will crash all their systems. "
 
      "But how and where are you going to construct them?" I asked.
 
      "The farm must have computer systems. And they must connect into the main network. Let me ask Lars."
 
      She chatted to Lars for a while then turned back to me. She looked pleased.
 
      "The farm has systems that interface with the supply network that covers the planet. From there I may be able to get into the rest of the network. All that is normally handled by the robots but the Hortani can also access it to enter basic supply information. Lars himself accesses it in order to upload his truck itinerary and load."
 
      "Lars can access a computer?" I was impressed.
 
      "He has no idea what it is. For him it's analogues to paper and pencil. That's all he understands about it."
 
    
 
      We returned to the farm full of hope that we had an option to work on, a way of getting back at the Tamlar. But our optimistic mood was destroyed as we came in sight of the farm buildings. Hovering over them were two helicopters, and the courtyard was full of vehicles. The Tamlar were on our trail!
 
     Lars came to a rapid stop and pulled under the leafy canopy of a tree. I had to admire his quick thinking. He talked to Zena and then she turned to me. 
 
      "Lars suggests we hide out here until they leave."
 
      "What if they leave a guard?" I asked.
 
      "The Hortani will find a way to sneak us in and hide us."    
 
      We exited the vehicle and hid in the bushes while Lars drove on. We had a view of the road but when we heard vehicles we went deeper into the forest until the noise had subsided. 
 
       The thrum of the helicopters continued for a while then the noise rose to a crescendo before fading away. As it started getting dark the vehicles also left. Zena was perfectly happy standing up but I found a rock to sit on.   It was pitch black before we heard rustling and a quiet voice called out in Hortani.  It was our mate Lars. Zena went out to meet him before calling for me to join them.
 
      "The Tamlar have left but their robots have been put on alert and are keeping watch," said Zena. "But Lars can smuggle us in via a loading bay."
 
      I grunted my agreement. Zena reached out a hand in the dark to hold mine and we followed Lars. He kept to the bushes on the side of the road and we worked our way around towards the rear of the habitation block. At one point we stopped and hugged the ground to allow a Tamlar robot to do a round of the courtyard. Zena's keen hearing allowed us to proceed without bumping into another robot until we got to the back door. Lars entered first, then gave us the all clear. 
 
      Zena talked to Lars then turned to me.
 
      "Jason, Lars knows someone with more knowledge of computers than him. He is going to get him and then take me to the terminal they use. Why don't you go to the kitchen and grab a bite to eat. Roslia is there. Then go to bed. I will be some time on the computer."
 
      "No sweetheart I am not leaving you alone. We'll get them to send us some food and drink and I will stay with you."
 
      "We are going to have a busy day tomorrow and you will need some sleep," she said.
 
      "I'll sleep on a chair," I said stubbornly.
 
      She made a "Hmph" of frustration then shrugged.  We followed Lars outside and along a narrow passage between the buildings and then into another building and up a flight of stairs. and into a room with a terminal against one wall and a computer cabinet next to it. 
 
      Zena and Lars went over to the terminal and began quietly discussing its operation. A couple of minutes later another Hortani entered and joined them. I felt a little surplus to requirements but took myself to the corner, found a couple of chairs and made myself comfortable.   
 
      I must have dozed off because I suddenly came awake with someone shaking me. It was Roslia, holding a tray with some hot food and drink. She said something and proffered the tray. I smiled and took it from her, placing it on the table next to me. Zena was still on the terminal and I took my drink and walked over to her.
 
      "How's it going darlin'?"
 
      "Good. This terminal is pretty basic but I have been able to patch into the computer system and bypass it." 
 
      The computer was opened up with cables snaking around it. 
 
      "Damn you're good," I said admiringly. "But how are you going to program it?"
 
      "There's a visual interface." She pointed to a light receptor screen inside the computer. "And an audio translator." She pointed to what looked like a microphone attached to the electronics. "It's for use by the technical robots to enter security protocols and new codes. I am not going to do anything sophisticated, just enter some garbage and crash the code. When the robots come to fix it I will record and save the code they use to restore the system. Then I can use that to learn more. It will take a few attempts before I know enough to be able to enter my own code."
 
      "That sounds very slow and tedious," I said.
 
      "It's all we have."
 
      "We will have to hide out here for a few days until you learn enough."
 
    
 
      The next few days were frustrating and tedious. We had to hide out during daylight and move around at night only, and then very carefully and in restricted areas. The Tamlar robots were just as capable of doing their work during night as they were during day of course. It was just convention that made them work mostly during the day. Our Hortani friends came together to provide us with support, and create diversions to distract the Tamlar robots and prevent them from discovering us.
 
      But we could not get away with that indefinitely, we must eventually be discovered.  Zena found the task of cracking the code more difficult than she expected, but eventually she started to achieve results. At one point she brought the whole farm to a standstill, but not the robots. That appeared to be impossible, until she discovered that the robots were on a completely separate circuit from the farm systems. Then she managed to bring half of the robots to a standstill, an excellent result but not good enough because the remaining robots laboured industriously until they fixed their brethren. 
 
      Zena hoped that once she knew how to bring the farm and all its robots down, that same principle would be applied to the airport and all its robots. The assumption being that the airport was a homogenous system.
 
      On the fifth day after our arrival, Zena brought all the robots to a standstill. The farm was effectively ours. Eventually the fault would be discovered and reinforcements brought in from outside to fix the farm systems. Before that could be done Zena reinstated all the farm systems. We did not want to trigger external investigations at this point. We were now ready to attack the airport. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Lars had the use of a terminal at the airport to input his loading information. It was similar to the one at the farm so Zena could use the same procedure to upload her viruses. But the airport was a busy place and clearly Zena would be too conspicuous. She decided to 'package' the viruses on a storage chip for Lars and his colleague to input with their loading data. 
 
      We said our farewells to our Hortani friends and hid in the back of Lars's truck. It was, conveniently, a moonless night. Lars drove us to the spot closest to the Falcon and we got to work disassembling the fence. Lars had brought a couple of large spanners and we made short work of the nuts, opening up an adequate gap in the fence for me and Zena to crawl through. We said our goodbyes to Lars and his colleague, giving them both warm embraces. 
 
      The truck drove off and as agreed we waited. Lars was to input the viruses at a specific time, after which we would then make our way across the tarmac to our ship, with the hope that the robotic defences of the airport had been disabled. 
 
      We could see the dark shape of the Falcon in the distance, silhouetted by a few lights behind it. 
 
      "What's the plan then darling?" I asked Zena. "After we are in the Falcon?"
 
      "Go to orbit, enter the Intrepid and go home?" she said. Her eyes sparkled in the dusk and could just see her smiling.
 
      "Good plan in principle," I agreed. "But, we may need something dramatic to divert attention." 
 
      "Go on."
 
       I described my plan to her. She was startled and had to think about it for a few moments. 
 
      "That's... a bit extreme," she murmured. 
 
      "I think we need something extreme."
 
      "It could damage Human Tamlar relations for an indefinite period."
 
      "The Tamlar have made it plain that they do not want any relations with Humans. We are just doing what is necessary to escape. I don't think we have any choice. We have to divert them somehow to give the Intrepid time to get away."
 
      He head nodded and I pulled her close for a cuddle. 
 
      "It's very possible that we will both be killed. We don't have to do this. Give ourselves up and we can live a carefree life in the Tamlar AR paradise. Until contact happens between Humans and Tamlar and then we will be released as heroes."
 
      "I will be released. Your body will be old or dead," she reminded me."
 
      "I can be downloaded into a nice handsome android body to keep you company," I said. 
 
      "I don't want a nice handsome android body. I want you." 
 
      "It will still be me."
 
      "Do you realise that combining Human and Tamlar technology gives us immortality."
 
      "Yes. Sobering isn't it?"
 
      "Perhaps we can sell that to the Tamlar," I suggested. "they will not need to use the Hortani as hosts."
 
      "We don't have the authority to do that," she pointed out. "And they may decide to kidnap me and take my brain to bits to discover how it works."
 
      "Shit yes, I never thought of that. No, let's keep quiet about your lovely brain." I pulled her close protectively. 
 
      "Darling, did I tell you that I love you," she whispered. 
 
      "No. I thought you just lusted after my body."
 
      "Well, that as well."
 
      "I love you too," I whispered back. "If we don't make it, it has been a privilege. Ave, dilectus, morituri te salutant. To paraphrase."
 
      "You are not about to die," she said firmly. "Where did you learn Latin?"
 
      "The result of a privileged English public school education."
 
      "I'm impressed."
 
      "Don't be. I tried hard to forget it."
 
     My watch beeped.
 
      "Time to go over the top?"
 
      "Let's do it."
 
      We slipped through the hole on the fence and made our way across the tarmac towards our shuttle. There was one Tamlar warship in the way which we had to walk around and then we were at the Falcon's airlock. We paused for a few seconds to make sure all was quiet. The main airport buildings were dark as was the control tower.  We were about to find out if Zena's viruses had done their dirty work.
 
      "Open the air lock," I said. 
 
      Zena transmitted the open request and after a second the airlock motors hummed and the steps slowly unfolded. We ran up them quickly and into the ship.
 
      We could not communicate with Intrepid's AI yet in case we alerted the Tamlar. We had to fly Falcon manually. But that was no problem for me and certainly no problem for Zena.    
 
      I took the pilot's seat and Zena the co-pilot. We quickly went through our checks. All systems were green and we prepared to fire up the engines.
 
      "Shit or bust?"
 
      "Speak for yourself."
 
      "Ha ha! Engine start up."
 
       "Under way," said Zena. I felt power surge through the ship and the engines started to whine and vibrate. 
 
      "Scan for any movement, on the ground or in the air."
 
      Zena nodded, her eyes on the instruments. I knew she was directly monitoring telemetry from the instruments. The engines rumbled and the ship began to move. 
 
      The Falcon was a VTOL ship. Her powerful fusion rocket engines  hurled her into the air  in seconds, and a few seconds after that we were accelerating at three G's almost straight up. The airport receded behind us and there was still no sign of any activity. 
 
      "That is what is called a clean pair of heels," I said through gritted teeth as the G's pressed me back in my seat.  "Or two pairs of heels," I added. 
 
      We maintained the acceleration until we were well away from the airport and then eased to two G's, for my benefit of course. Zena was totally unaffected. Our destination was the Intrepid and our plan was to liberate it. The key were our  'surveyor' missiles. These  devices were used to survey the makeup of asteroids.  The missile was fired at the asteroid from a safe distance and caused a large hot explosion which our spectrum analysers could then check for the presence of precious metals. The missiles were not designed to have a military use, but were based on military technology. I was sure they could destroy a Tamlar fighter with ease. 
 
      The problem was that we could only fire them one at a time because they had to be loaded manually into a firing tube. We hoped that we could manually load, aim and fire them quickly enough to take out the Tamlar fighters before they were aware of our approach. 
 
      The idea was for us to head out into deep Space, and then circle back. Zena decided she would do the loading and I would do the firing from the cockpit. She said she could move around more safely and load the missiles more quickly. I was not given an opportunity to argue. The firing tube was located in the front of the ship, with the missiles stored just behind the firing tube, secured in a metal rack. Zena had to unload a number of the dangerous missiles and keep them by her feet, then load one quickly, signal me to fire  it, then unlock and reload the tube.  The missiles were ejected by pressurised air and fired up once clear of the ship.  I could not manoeuvre the ship while this was taking place. 
 
      "You realise this is a ridiculously dangerous thing to be doing," said Zena.
 
      "Nah. If it doesn't work we surrender and go back to being Captain Matis and First mate Zena of the Telanina, pride of the White Shark Line."
 
      "It was nice," said Zena wistfully. I looked at her enquiringly. Was she having second thoughts?    She was the one who had insisted that we try to return to Earth.
 
       "It gave me life," she continued. "But reality is better."
 
      Zena had just acquired life I told myself. She had in a sense, just been born. Did I have the right to deprive her of life so quickly? Just to do our duty. Would it make any difference in the long run whether the Earth contacted the Tamlar now or sometime in the future? Why not just surrender to the Tamlar and spend the rest of our lives in paradise?
 
      "Darling, what's the matter." Zena looked at me with concern on her lovely face. "You look very ... worried."
 
      "I'm thinking of what you said. You are no longer an android, you are a person. This is dangerous and I don't want to put you at risk." I said. 
 
      "I am an officer in the service of the Earth Space Exploration Service," she replied, giving me a stern look. "If you want to do this Captain, then I am with you."
 
      I sighed and then shrugged in resignation.
 
      "Okay. Let's do this. We are not killing anyone, just destroying a bunch of robots and a couple of spacecraft." 
 
      A few more minutes of acceleration then we cruised for a bit. Then it was time to turn the ship into a course that would take us back to the Intrepid. 
 
      But first we had to contact Intrepid's AI and explain our plan to her. I activated the connection and the AI responded immediately.
 
      "Merlin Falcon this is the Intrepid Scout. Please identify yourselves."
 
      "Hell Intrepid, this is Captain Matis. We have re-taken Merlin Falcon and are on our way to you."
 
      "What is your intention Captain?"
 
      "We will attempt to board the Intrepid. Otherwise we will divert the two warships guarding you so you can escape and return to Earth."
 
      "How will you divert the warships?"
 
      "That is our concern. Please stand by to depart immediately we give you the instruction. We will then attempt to intercept and board you. If we fail then you must proceed with maximum acceleration to the HS limit and return home."
 
      "Captain..."
 
      "That is all for now Intrepid. Captain Matis out."
 
      I didn't want to let the AI into our plans because I was sure it would disagree. 
 
      The engines fired intermittently and then once more with continuous power. We held hands and talked, subdued by the possible danger we were heading for. Then it was time for Zena to get to her station and load up the Surveyor missiles. We kissed and held each other, and then she left. 
 
      I monitored the direction of the Falcon carefully, adjusting the course  and speed. to give us the right approach. 
 
      "First surveyor missile in the tube Captain." Zena's voice came over the comm.
 
      "Confirm indicators green up here," I replied. "one minutes to release. I have target locked on. Stand by to load number two. " I had the Tamlar space station on my screen with the Intrepid and its two guarding fighters some distance off.  The first missile was already locked on to one of the fighters but we were not quite in range. 
 
      The seconds counted down to zero and I stabbed the button. I felt the thump as the missile was ejected and them my screen flashed to show the missile had ignited. 
 
      "Load second missile," I shouted into the comm. The indicator showed that Zena had already opened the tube. 
 
      "In the tube Captain."
 
      "Missile away." I'd already locked the second missile onto the second fighter. We got the third and fourth missiles off in rapid sequence. I then transmitted the signal to the Intrepid to depart. She should be able to get under way and put some distance between her and the warships before the missiles hit or they had a chance to respond.
 
      Zena's duties in the missile bay were finished and she arrived in the cockpit and took her place in the co-pilots seat. 
 
      "Five seconds to impact," I read from the display. "Intrepid is on the move. Go on girl!"
 
      It was important the Intrepid did not move too early because that would warn the Tamlar fighters.  Had we judged it right? I held my breath. 
 
      We were twenty seconds from the Intrepid when the first missile hit. There was a satisfying bloom of flame and one of the Tamlar fighters disappeared. The second fighter began to move, it's engines spewing flames. 
 
      "Shit, that was quick," I said. The second fighter had got under way much quicker than expected. My indicators showed that our second missile had not had time to correct it's trajectory and had zoomed by without exploding. The third missile which was targeted on the first fighter exploded in the same place as the first adding it's own bloom of flame and smoke. 
 
      I monitored the comms from the fourth missile. Would it be able to adjust its course and have the legs to catch the second Tamlar fighter which was now chasing the Intrepid. Probably not I thought. 
 
      "Zena, get down to the missile bay and load up another missile. But watch it, I have to manoeuvre."
 
      She leapt out of her seat and disappeared. Meanwhile I gently adjusted our course to get on the tail of the second Tamlar fighter.
 
      The Fighter was much faster than the Intrepid and would get within missile range very quickly so it was important we hit it first. But I need not have worried. The fourth missile did have the legs to catch the fighter. That too exploded in a ball of flame and smoke. I whooped with delight.
 
      "Missile loaded Captain," came the message from Zena.
 
      "We got the second fighter," I told her. "But leave it in the breach. It may be needed."
 
      "Yes sir!"
 
      The Intrepid now needed to make it to the one million mile Hyperspace margin before it could jump into Hyperspace and go safely home.  Our job was to guard her until she was away. If we got the opportunity to dock the Falcon with the Intrepid then we would do so.
 
      Zena came back into the cockpit and we exchanged a hug. Our speed had taken us away from the course of the Intrepid and we now had to brake heavily and change direction to follow her.
 
      Zena was in charge of the reconnaissance and navigation systems. After a few minutes she pointed to a number of blips on the screen. 
 
      "Tamlar fighters," she said.  She reeled off positions and speeds. 
 
      "Two of them will catch the Intrepid before Hyperspace margin," she announced after a minute to do the calculations. I felt a stab of disappointment and annoyance. Was this all to be for nothing I asked myself.
 
      "Can we intercept?" I asked. As I waited for her to answer there was a bleep from my comms.
 
      "Captain, this is Intrepid. What is our status?"
 
      "Hello Intrepid. We have enemy fighters on our tail and we have to deal with them."
 
      "Understood Captain. I have received updates from Zena. We are calculating best vectors to avoid the fighters if possible."
 
      "Understood."  
 
      I waited, more in hope than expectation. Zena came up from the missile bay and took her seat. 
 
      It was a couple of minutes before Intrepid came back. 
 
      "Captain, there is a way you can escape. If you rendezvous with the Intrepid and transfer across, Zena can stay with the Falcon and delay them adequately to allow us to make our escape."
 
      "No. That plan is not acceptable."
 
      "Captain, Zena is just an android," said the Intrepid' AI. "Her loss and that of the Falcon is irrelevant, as long as they are destroyed. We cannot allow our technology to get into the hands of the aliens."
 
      "Intrepid, you do not understand. Zena is no longer what you think she is." I rubbed my head in frustration, trying to marshal my thoughts. "Her experience in the Tamlar Artificial Reality universe has changed her. She is now a sentient being, with the same rights as myself."
 
      "Is that true Zena?"
 
      There was a pause before Zena replied.
 
      "No, that is not true. I have been lying to Jason... the Captain... about that. When I left the Tamlar AR universe, I reverted to my original state."
 
      I gaped at her in disbelief. 
 
      "Zena, darling, don't do this..."
 
      "Captain, I have no choice but to order you to dock the Falcon and transfer across to the Intrepid." My ship' disembodied voice was like a knife into my heart. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      "I am the Captain of this ship, and you will obey me," I said. 
 
      I realised that I was shouting. I had heard of situations where the ship's AI had taken over control and returned a ship to Earth. Usually the Captain had been incapacitated in some way, or even in a couple of cases, killed while exploring. But never because the AI disagreed with his or her decisions. 
 
      "Captain, I believe that your reasoning has been affected by your infatuation with Zena and you are no longer able to make rational decisions." My ship's voice was metallic and unemotional. An implacable judge handing down sentence to a frail and confused human.  "Our responsibility is to get this ship and yourself home. I am therefore taking over the Captaincy of this vessel. The Falcon will dock with the Intrepid and you will transfer across. I have instructed Zena to escort you across, by force if necessary."
 
      "This is fucking outrageous Intrepid, you will obey me or I will switch you off," I shouted. 
 
      Zena turned to me.
 
      "Captain, you have no choice. Please, you must do what Intrepid says."
 
      "Zena, not you too. Please tell her that you will not obey her."
 
      "I can't do that Jason." Her face was pleading.
 
      She looked at me with her big blue eyes. She looked miserable. 
 
      "I want you to live darling," she whispered.  I struggled to contain my emotions. That was the test for true love surely, that you would give your life to save your beloved.  Would I be prepared to do the same for Zena?
 
      "I don't want to live without you," I said. "Don't listen to Intrepid, she's just an overgrown calculator. Don't you see." I turned to her eagerly and reached out to hold her hand. 
 
      "If you disobey Intrepid, that will be proof that you are not just an extension of her. That you are an independent entity." I desperately wanted her to understand what I was saying. 
 
      "The proof of sentience, ironically, is the ability to disobey. Only robots always obey."
 
      "I want to do what you say Jason," she said. "But if that leads to you being killed I will never forgive myself."
 
      "Darling, this is my decision. I am a big boy and you are not my keeper. I will not leave you behind to die in order to save me. We live or die together. Got it?" I glared at her, willing her to summon up the courage to do what was right. She faltered, then suddenly nodded and straightened her back.
 
      "Intrepid, I will not support you. Jason is the Captain and you must obey."
 
      There was a pause before  the ship's AI answered.
 
      "Don't say I didn't try. Right, vectors calculated. Course corrections coming up.  The Falcon must intercept the two Tamlar fighters one at a time at high speed and hope to avoid their missiles. Good luck you two."   
 
      I gave a cheer and punched the air.
 
      "Nice one."
 
      "And don't ever call me an overgrown calculator again." 
 
      I grinned broadly and even Zena smiled. 
 
      I settled back in the pilot's seat and examined the instruments carefully. There was nothing I could do about the flying of the ship, this was now under Zena's control. I could only hope that their calculations will give us an advantage in the forthcoming dog fight. 
 
      We only had a minute before the first of the fighters came in range. We had dropped back to intercept the Tamlar fighters earlier. We had also pulled away from the Intrepid which gave the Tamlar fighters the choice of either following us, or the Falcon. The leading Tamlar fighter had chosen to follow the Intrepid, while the second one was on our tail.  
 
      This was exactly what I had hoped they would do. 
 
      "Zena darling, can you go down to the missile bay now. And secure yourself against acceleration.?"
 
      "Yes darling." She jumped up and hastened away.  I had to smile at our use of language. Calling each other 'darling' was hardly proper starship protocol.  I found myself chuckling at the ridiculous thought of officers on starships addressing each other as 'darling' or 'dear' or even 'sweetheart'. 
 
      Focus your tiny little mind Jason I admonished myself.
 
      "I am secure Captain." Zena's voice came over the comm.
 
      At the appropriate moment, calculated to the second by my beloved and her alter ego, I pushed the throttle lever to maximum and gritted my teeth. My friendly elephant sat on my chest again as the engines roared. The first Tamlar fighter was now ahead of us, on the tail of the Intrepid. As soon as it was within range we released the Surveyor missile. The fighter spotted the missile and started to take evasive action. It released a couple of missiles but they had to curve around to get at us. We released another Surveyor missile and then curved away from the Tamlar fighter and its oncoming missiles. 
 
      I was flattened by six Gs of acceleration as the Falcon accelerated away from the incoming missiles. We had an advantage over the Tamlar fighter in that its missiles had to curve around behind it to get at the Falcon whereas ours had a clear and direct path. Our first missile missed the Tamlar fighter as it desperately curved away at maximum acceleration. But the second missile intercepted and it exploded in flames. That was all I saw before I passed out from the acceleration. 
 
      I came to hearing a distant voice.
 
      "Jason, Jason,  wake up."
 
      "I'm not asleep," I mumbled, blinking and trying to sit up. "We're still alive then?"
 
      "Not for long. The second fighter is on our tail.  Can you take the acceleration?" Zena was in the co-pilot's seat, looking at me anxiously. 
 
      "I'm going to have to. What is the prognosis?"
 
      "If we can stop this one then the Intrepid is free."
 
      "Let's do it. Zena you have the com."
 
      She nodded, taking control of the aircraft. After that, I remembered very little. The ship bucked and lurched, the massive acceleration like a pile driver flattening my whole body. It culminated in a grinding explosion that catapulted the ship into a terrifying tumbling motion. I thought we were dead for sure. I wanted to tell Zena that I loved her and I was sorry she had to die so young, but the tumbling of the ship pushed me in and out of consciousness. 
 
      But gradually, the tumbling quietened, then became a heaving motion. Zena was still at the controls, wrestling to bring the ship back under control. It was something no human could have done. 
 
      "What happened?" I asked.
 
      "A couple of missiles exploded very near," she replied, gently easing the controls this way and that to bring the ship back under control.  "We've lost main engines but still have attitude control thank God."
 
      "Did the Intrepid make it?"
 
      "Yes, Intrepid's AI sent me a goodbye message a few seconds ago. We are on our own Jason."
 
      "But still alive," I said. I waited for my inner ear to settle, fighting the nausea that was making my stomach heave. The main screen showed a couple of Tamlar fighters approaching. 
 
      We received a message from the Tamlar ships.
 
      "We are connecting you to Chairman Lomas" Our screen lit up to show the face of the Tamlar leader. 
 
      "It seems you two are very hard to keep down," he said. "Perhaps we should kill you and be done with it." He glared fiercely out of the screen, clearly very angry.
 
      "That would be a very serious mistake for the future of relations between our two species," I said. "Our ship is on its way home. Whether you like it or not contact will take place. How it proceeds after that is up to you."
 
      "We should have killed you and destroyed your ship at the beginning." Lomas scowled.
 
       I was baffled by his attitude. Why such an obsession to avoid contact? Surely he could not still believe that Humans were a threat?  
 
      "Mister Chairman, If you want to have nothing to do with us then we will respect that. We will leave you alone."
 
      "Will your superiors accept that?" he asked.
 
      "Of course. They will have to. We cannot force ourselves upon you. It takes two to make a relationship."
 
      He grunted as if in acceptance, then leaned back in his chair.
 
      "I suppose we have to face up to the possibility of meeting an advanced alien species at some point," he muttered morosely. "Your planet will send an expedition?"
 
      "Yes, I suppose so."
 
      "We should prepare to meet them then. Is your ship functional?"
 
      "No. We are lucky to be alive."
 
      He grunted again, somewhat dismissively.
 
      "We will arrange for a interstellar ship to take your shuttle on board and transport you back to our planet. We will see you then."  The screen went blank. I leaned back in my chair, shaking my head in disbelief. 
 
      "The arrogance of these characters in unbelievable."
 
      "It is very odd Jason," said Zena.
 
      "Mmm?" I looked at her enquiringly.
 
      "The Tamlar in the AR world are different. Not like these...," she waved her hand at the screen.
 
      "Yeah, that's true."  And it was an odd thing indeed. I remembered the friendly Jenna, the skydiver and her team. They were all Tamlar, and quite different from those we had met in the real universe. The reason could not be because we were aliens. That was true both here, and in the AR universe. Yet in the AR universe, the Tamlar accepted all aliens with aplomb. 
 
      "The real Tamlar need to be more like the AR Tamlar," I remarked. 
 
      "Perhaps that is the key to understanding them," said Zena. "That is why they have retreated into the AR universe. To get away from themselves."
 
      I chuckled at that and Zena joined me. 
 
      "To get away from themselves," I repeated.  "That's hilarious. But probably true."
 
    
 
      It took half an hour before the large starship came into view. It was similar to the one that had taken the Intrepid in on our first meeting. Tamlar robots attached ropes to our ship and we were hauled into the bay and the airlock doors closed. We remained in the Falcon.
 
      We took the opportunity to do a round of the ship and check for damage. Everything was fine until we got to the rear of the ship, where we found an air tight door closed. Clearly the ship had been breached and the door had closed automatically. We could see nothing behind the door, which led to the engine room. 
 
      The trip back to the planet was short. The Falcon was out of action so we had a lift in a Tamlar shuttle. We were escorted by a couple of robots out of the shuttle bay and down a corridor to the neighbouring bay where we boarded the Tamlar shuttle. It was clearly a commercial shuttle with about sixty seats in rows of three, and we were the only passengers.
 
      "I wonder when the drinks trolley will come around," I mused. "I don't think I'll fly air Tamlar again. Really shit service."
 
      "Just as well I don't need to go to the toilet," she said. 
 
      "You should not have said that," I crossed my legs and made a pained expression. 
 
      "No reason to imagine that their toilets are any different from ours."
 
      "It's not something I lie awake thinking about. To change the subject, do you think the Tamlar will now treat us as honoured alien ambassadors?"
 
      "I should not get your hopes up," she said. "The Tamlar seem to have a serious aversion to all aliens, except imaginary ones."
 
      "Yeah, they certainly are aggressively aloof, if that makes sense. For an advanced species it's a mystery."
 
      "It no doubt has its origins deep in their history and psychological makeup," she said.
 
      "Which, given the situation, we will never discover."
 
      It was a sad state of affairs I mused. First contact rapidly followed by no contact! 
 
      And what about our future, I asked myself. There were many people on Earth who had intimate relations with androids, but I had always considered them as a bit odd. The sort of individual who could not manage an adult relationship. I had never placed myself in that bracket.
 
      Zena was not your average mindless sex doll, but that's not what everybody would think. Unless we gave up our careers and moved to a farm to grow cabbages. That way nobody would know she was an android. Until I became sixty and wrinkled and she remained forever youthful. I could then pass her off as my daughter. And later, my grand daughter.  
 
      "Ho hum." I sighed.
 
      "Darling?" She looked at me enquiringly. 
 
      "Just thinking. What do we do when we get home."
 
      "Our jobs. Exploring the universe."
 
      "And then?"
 
      "Oh, that's too far ahead to think about." She waved a dismissive hand.
 
      "Of course it is," I laughed. What was I thinking? Farming cabbages indeed! There was the small matter of being held prisoner by unfriendly aliens to sort out first!
 
      "We have to do our best to have a dialogue with these buggers," I said. 
 
      "They are likely to lock us up and throw away the key until the Earth ships arrive."
 
      "I know. We have to somehow grab their attention."
 
      "Mmm. Blow up a few more of their fighters?"
 
      I laughed.
 
      "Perhaps something a bit less dramatic."
 
    
 
      We sat in a companionable silence for a while. I confess I was feeling a little tired after the stress of the Space battle and I must have dozed off. I awoke as the shuttle lurched and came in to land with a thump of the tires on the tarmac. 
 
      "Clunky piloting," I muttered. I looked out of the window. We seemed to have returned to the same airport from which we had left, an age ago, on the  Falcon.  
 
      We were shepherded off the aircraft by the robots. Waiting for us on the tarmac were our old friends Lomas and Lanzar, the grumpy double act. They looked even more grumpy than before.  Half a dozen other robed Tamlar accompanied them and they were all scowling at us. 
 
      "Looks like an unwelcoming committee," I remarked to Zena.
 
      "How shall I do this Jason?" asked Zena. 
 
      "Let me do the talking darling and translate for me."
 
      I stepped forward and started talking loudly before any of the Tamlar.
 
      "I demand that you release us until our expedition arrives. You have no right to hold us in captivity."
 
      Zena translated. The Tamlar looked at each other then Lomas spoke. 
 
      "Where will you stay?"
 
      "Our shuttle is perfectly habitable. It has power, food and water. We could remain in orbit until our expedition arrives. Then we will be happy to leave your planet if that is what you wish."
 
      "We wish to be rid of you as soon as possible," said Lomas.  
 
      What a friendly fellow you are I thought. 
 
      "But we prefer you where we can keep an eye on you." he continued. "We are not barbarians, despite what you may believe. You will stay in a comfortable apartment. Food and drink will be brought to you. You may even have visitors. But you cannot leave the apartment or communicate electronically with anyone."
 
      One of the Tamlar stepped forward and spoke. Zena translated.
 
      "Lomas, with the permission of the Council, I may wish to converse with the aliens." The speaker was a youthful Tamlar, and he was even smiling, or was that a grimace? "I am by way of being an amateur scientist and the aliens interest me." 
 
      The other Tamlar frowned at the speaker and muttered disapprovingly, some shaking their heads. 
 
      "Miros, you are a constant irritation to the Council," exclaimed Lanzar. Other voices spoke up, some to condemn and some seemingly to support the upstart.  
 
      "Peace!" said Lomas. loudly. "There is nothing to be lost in allowing Miros his eccentric pastime. And he may gain valuable insights into the aliens civilisation and motivations."
 
      Miros nodded around him with a placating smile before speaking.
 
      "Thank you Lomas. I will of course communicate my findings to the whole Council."   
 
      "We look forward to it," said Lanzar with heavy sarcasm.  Clearly the youthful Miros was a divisive element in the Council. I wondered why. It could not just be his interest in Science surely? That was a harmless pursuit. Unless he had other more radical ideas which the Council disapproved of. I looked forward to conversing with him. 
 
      Lomas turned back to us.
 
      "What ships will your Government send?" he asked.
 
      "I do not know," I said. "We have a world government and my organisation, the Space Exploration Service, reports to the world government. They will decide what ships are appropriate. But if I was to guess, it will be a civilian not a military mission, headed by scientists and politicians. There may be one military ship for protection."
 
      "We do not wish to have any contact with your civilisation," said Lomas firmly. "They will collect you both, and then leave."
 
      "There are opportunities for many fruitful contacts between us," I said. Might as well make the effort I thought. "Exchanges in technology would bring benefits to both our civilisations."
 
      Lomas was about to dismiss my suggestion when Miros interrupted him.
 
      "Like what? Can you give an example?"
 
      "I can give you one very good example. My partner here is an android."
 
      There was a number of gasps of disbelief from the Tamlar and Lomas gaped at Zena.
 
      "That is impossible. She interfaced successfully with our Artificial Reality system. No robot brain can do that."
 
      "Zena is not a robot. She is a sentient being. She has an advanced brain that behaves exactly like a biological brain. She senses and feels emotions and is fully conscious. I think you can see what this may mean to your civilisation."
 
      "Why would you give that technology to us?"
 
      "In exchange for your Artificial Reality technology. We don't have anything like it. Combining the two means you don't need the Hortani anymore. I don't have to spell it out to you."
 
      "How can you be sure that your leaders will allow that technology to come to us?" asked Miros. 
 
      "I am not." I said. "You will have to prove that you are no threat to us.  It may take a while. But if you refuse contact, it will never happen."
 
      "This is all conjecture," shouted Lanzar, who seemed to be the leader of the 'hard liners'. "We cannot allow our civilisation to be corrupted by these alien creatures."
 
      "We can limit our contact with the aliens in any way we like," said Miros. 
 
      Aha! I thought. So there is a faction within the Council that may want contact. And Miros seemed to be the leader, although I had not seen anyone else speaking up to support him.
 
      "The poison will spread. As all poisons do," said Lanzar. 
 
      I had no idea what poison he was referring to since he knew almost nothing about Human civilisation. Cultural? Physical? Intellectual? Religious? I metaphorically shrugged my shoulders. But I was not given the opportunity to ask. 
 
      "Enough, the decision has been make," said Lomas. "You will now be taken to your apartments. I will speak with you again."
 
      Can't wait! The sarcastic thought passed through my head before I nodded impassively. Miros was the only one to give us an amiable nod and smile before turning away. 
 
      We were escorted to a waiting vehicle by a posse of robots and, unusually, one Tamlar. He introduced himself when we were inside the vehicle.
 
      "I am Commander Tarnat En Sil," he said giving us a little bow. "You may call me Commander. I have been asked to be your go between and to handle whatever requests you may have. My wish is to make you comfortable. " 
 
      And to make sure we don't escape I thought. I noticed the gun strapped to his thigh. He was, oddly enough, the first armed Tamlar we had seen. 
 
      I thanked him and we took our seats. He continued to look at us curiously. We ignored him until he cleared his throat.
 
      "Ah, I think I met you both."
 
      We both looked at him blankly. The Tamlar pretty well all looked the same to me, but I knew Zena's photographic memory would allow her to identify him. She also shook her head. 
 
      "In the AR universe. I was Torny."
 
      "Jena's wing man in the sky diving team?"
 
      "Yes." He grinned broadly. "That was some race."
 
      Zena and I looked at him in disbelief. He looked nothing like the tall graceful beautifully muscled sky diver. Tarnat was short and blocky,  with a potato nose and a square protruding chin. 
 
      "You don't look like Tarny," said Zena. 
 
      "Of course not," he laughed. "If you could have a fantasy life would you choose to look like this."
 
      "Commander, how does this work?" I asked. "I mean, how and when do you move in and out of the AR universe?"
 
      "Each existence in the AR universe has a specific time frame. The system decides when you leave. It happens normally when one is asleep. Unless you die of course. Then you are resuscitated back into your body, or any available body, after which you decide when to return and to what reality."
 
      "There are multiple realities?" asked Zena.
 
      "I think about twenty. The one we were in is the most popular. It is a very beautiful fantasy world full of beautiful people."
 
      He looked wistful as he said that.
 
      "It certainly is Commander. We enjoyed it very much." I was speaking the truth of course, but I also detected an opportunity to cultivate an ally in the Commander. 
 
      "You two made quite an impression in that world," he said. "Tell me, how and why did you leave?"
 
      Zena explained to him who and what she was and how she broke out of the Artificial Reality world. He listened attentively, then looked at Zena with great interest.
 
      "You are a living android? Remarkable. Your civilisation must be very advanced."
 
      "In some areas. But your AR world is more advanced than anything we have. We could both benefit from contact between our two civilisations."
 
      "That is against our ancient creed to protect Tamlar character and culture and ensure we do not regress to the bad ages ever again." 
 
      He said it somewhat mechanically, as if it was something he had learnt by rote. Then his eyes went to the ceiling, and then to each end of the vehicle where we could see tiny cameras where the side of the vehicle met the roof. He was clearly telling us that we were being spied on.
 
      "Of course," said Zena. "We would not want to corrupt ancient Tamlar... um... so on."
 
      "But the race," said Commander Tarnat. "That was something to talk about. The bars were full of it that night. You were magnificent Lieutenant Zena."
 
      Zena smile back at him,
 
      "Thanks Commander. It's certainly a nice coincidence seeing you again."
 
      "Ye-es, it certainly is. Hard to believe, if you see what I mean." 
 
      Tarnat was giving us funny looks and touching his chin in what seemed to be a significant way. He was clearly telling us it was no coincidence at all!
 
      "We were all surprised by both of your disappearance. Jenna was very upset."
 
      "Yes, we miss everyone from that world," said Zena. 
 
      "We do," I agreed. 
 
      The vehicle pulled up outside a large impressive building.
 
      "Government house," said Tarnat. "This is where you are staying."
 
      "Very impressive," I said.
 
      "Yes. There are apartments here for all the members of the Council, and many more. I will remain nearby . Please follow me."
 
      We followed him out of the vehicle and into the building, with our guard robots surrounding us.  There were Tamlar walking around who stared as we walked into the building and up to a large lift. The lobby was certainly very impressive with carved murals and huge elegant marble columns. It was enormous and curved around so that we lost sight of what was around the corner. 
 
      The lift went up for a while but when we got out we had no idea which floor we were on. Until we entered our apartment which was suitably grand with tall broad windows showing a panoramic view of the city. We had not had an opportunity to view the city properly so far and we both went over to the windows to admire the view.
 
      "This city is five thousand years old," said Tarnat proudly. "It was established by the ancient Sirona civilisation." He showed us around the apartment, and then with a bow he left us, promising to return the next day. 
 
      So we were basically under house arrest. We were served a late meal and then decided to watch some Tamlar TV, to pass the time, but to also get some ideas about the culture. This was difficult for me because Zena had to translate most of it. But it did not take us long to realise that entertainment consisted mostly of watching what was going on in the different AR worlds. And there, top of the viewing league was Zena and the famous 'downhill' race. 
 
      "You are a star sweetheart," I told her.
 
      "We are both stars," she said, switching the scene to show the two of us sitting at a cafe in TreeTops. "Who are these exotic and beautiful aliens, is the title."
 
      "Oh shit!" I exclaimed. "How much of what everyone does becomes public knowledge?"
 
      "There is some decorum," she replied. "They apparently don't show intimate detail. Just headline stuff."
 
      "Phew! Thank Gawd for that. I hadn't planned on becoming an interstellar porn star."
 
      "This is interesting Jason. We thought that our arrival was being kept secret by the leadership, but they made a big mistake in putting us into the AR system."
 
      "Yeah but the viewers think we are just exotic AR aliens, not real ones," I pointed out.
 
      "We have to get the news out that we are real," said Zena eagerly. "That way, Lomas and his supporters won't be able to block contact. The population I am sure will want to see more of these  so called beautiful aliens, if you get my meaning."
 
      "Yes. The population have no idea that real aliens have turned up on their doorstep," I said. This was something to think about. We pondered on the possibilities but the ultimate reality was that we were powerless. 
 
      Dusk was settling on the city and the lights began to come on. We stood on the balcony hand in hand, gazing out at the alien city. I was feeling suddenly homesick and I pulled Zena over for cuddle. Feeling her firm shapely body against mine was comforting. 
 
      Perhaps the arrival of the Earth expedition may trigger changes to Tamlar society and the leadership. Whatever the case, it appeared that we, myself and Zena, had no further ability to change events one way or the other.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The next couple of days passed without incident. We settled into a routine which was almost domestic. Being around Zena  it was easy to be seduced into believing she was a normal young woman, until she casually retrieved some odd technical or scientific facts from her memory or carried out a spectacular mathematical calculation in her head. 
 
      I could not help wondering how the 'stroppy' old Human race would greet the appearance of a new and superior life form. How would I feel if I was replaced by a man who had Zena's powers? Perfect physique, perfect personality, loving, caring and fully dedicated to their partner. And with inexhaustible physical and sexual stamina. I think I would be seriously pissed!
 
      I could well imagine the female sex would also be similarly annoyed by the likes of Zena. It was The Stepford Wives become reality! Do we really want perfect partners? Isn't the whole point about relationships the fact that they are imperfect and we have to accept the good with the bad? That is surely the point about loving someone, that you forgive their imperfections, or even enjoy them.
 
      I remembered a girl friend who used to be amused by my love of experimental cooking, as I called it. I would spend a couple of hours of a rainy day putting together a concoction of unlikely ingredients to produce a meal which was usually barely edible. But I was never discouraged. There was always the take-away! 
 
      There was a more sinister aspect to the use of realistic androids. Those who could not handle a real relationship were bad enough. But there were those who used the androids for perverted and nasty activities. Better that than using girls or children of course. But could one guarantee that it would stop with the android? That the pervert would then not want to practice on a real person? These issues were causing real problems back home and there were strong movements to ban totally realistic androids.
 
       I was  conflicted over my relationship with Zena. While she had been just an android I had kept away from any relationship, physical  or otherwise. But our sojourn in the Tamlar AR had changed all that, and I could not undo that change. Zena wan now a person, and we were in love. Well, I was in love. I had no idea whether her version of love was like mine. But she had been prepared to sacrifice herself in order to save me. Was that love, or just her programming. I sighed in frustration. 
 
      Shit, did it really matter? Just go with it Jason, and let the world do its own thing!   
 
      It was the third day of our confinement and I was thinking to ask our Tamlar jailors for a trip somewhere to break the monotony of being in the apartment. Our buddy Tarnat had passed by each day for a chat. He seemed sympathetic to our cause but it seemed everything he did was bugged by someone else. The spy was spied upon! 
 
      It was a terrible cold overcast day with intermittent rain and I could not even sit on the veranda. Zena was surfing the TV for something interesting. I was beginning to think that spending the next three of four weeks in here was going to drive me bonkers when I had a thought. 
 
      "Zena, why don't we ask to be hooked up to the AR system again? It would be a much more interesting way to pass the time than sitting around here."
 
      She gave me a little quirky smile.
 
      "I've noticed you getting restless today. How did you ever manage to be a Scout ship pilot? Being by yourself for weeks at a time?"
 
      "We have lots of entertainment on board. And there is always some kind of technical work to do. Here there's nothing."
 
      "We could ask Tarnat when he comes by."
 
      "Right. And that chap Miros was it? He was interested in talking to us."
 
      She nodded, leant across the table, shook her breasts suggestively and looked sultry.
 
      "Can I interest you in anything more physical?"
 
      "You are a shameless hussy, and I love you, but as you know, there is one fundamental difference between men and women."
 
      "Only one?" she smirked.
 
      "In this particular... um ... area."
 
      She pouted, turned around and bent over, ostensibly to examine her shoes, waggling her shapely rear suggestively. 
 
      I snorted with laughter.
 
      "On the other hand..."
 
      But before I could turn words into action, the door chimed and Tarnat entered.
 
      "Belay that Lieutenant," I said.  We both turned towards the door. Tarnat was followed by half a dozen armed Tamlar. "What the...?"
 
      "Captain, you and your colleague are coming with us," said Tarnat. His men spread out, their guns at the ready. But not pointing at us I noticed. 
 
      "Whoa mister Tarnat. An explanation would be appreciated." I held up a restraining hand.  
 
      Zena translated.
 
      "Not much time Captain. We are breaking you out."
 
      "Who is we?"
 
      He waved an impatient hand. 
 
      "The opposition. Those of us who don't want isolation but want contact with the outside universe. Those of us who think the past has strangled us for long enough. I could go on but there is no time."
 
      "Hah! Say no more. We are with you." I jumped up.
 
      "Captain are you sure?" Zena's voice interrupted me. I turned towards her. "Are you sure we want to get so involved in their politics? We don't really know what these characters stand for."
 
      "I think he just told us," I pointed out.
 
      "They could also stand for slavery and child prostitution."
 
      "Nah, really?" I gave her a reproachful look. "Anyway, do you really want to spend the next month in this room?"
 
      "Not with you getting grumpier and more restless. Even with the sex."
 
      "That's my girl."
 
      We followed The Tamlar out of the room. Outside, a number of robots stood motionless against the walls. 
 
      "How did you...?" I asked Tarnat, pointing to the robots.
 
      "We have this eccentric individual who is obsessed with programming robots. She found a way to bring them down."
 
      I laughed. So nerdy kids who can hack code exist in every species I thought. We followed our rescuers down a side corridor and into a goods lift. It rumbled down to the ground floor where we came out in an alley at what appeared to be the rear of the building. There was a delivery truck parked in the alley and we were bundled into the back. 
 
      "Best to sit against the wall," said Tarnat. The truck compartment was empty so that seemed a sensible suggestion if we were not to be thrown around.  There were straps hanging from the walls so we sat and held tight. A couple of our abductors had entered the drivers compartment. We moved away and the truck drove away. 
 
      In my broken Tamlar I asked Tarnat what he intended to do with us.
 
         He replied that everything will be explained by his leader. I looked at Zena questioningly and she shrugged.
 
      The lorry drove for a half hour or so before slowing and then carrying out a couple of manoeuvres before stopping. Tarnat nodded to us and the door opened. We were led out and into a building. Down a corridor and into a cluttered room, full of tables with screens on them. There were four Tamlar in the room but we only recognised one. The others were two young female Tamlar and one young male. They looked at me and Zena with keen interest. 
 
       "Well. So you are behind this?" 
 
      He stood and came over to us. It was the Senator Miros, the individual who had expressed a desire to talk to us.
 
      "I apologise for kidnapping you," he said. 
 
      "What is this all about Miros?" I asked.
 
      "Some of us believe that we should not lose this opportunity to make contact with another advanced species. It will be good for our civilisation," he said.
 
      "I agree," I said. "What is your plan?"
 
      "There will be a revolution," said Miros.
 
      "Uh huh. What form will that rebellion take?" I asked. Like everyone, I had heard of starry eyed revolutionaries who believed they could overthrow the established order with a few demonstrations and slogans. 
 
      Miros was talking and Zena translated.
 
      "He says they have to replace the Governing Council. It's made up of supporters of  Lomas and Lanzar, traditionalists and isolationists he calls them. The members are supposed to be chosen at random but it's rigged. He thinks his tame computer wizard can break into the system and insert their own people." 
 
      "Mmm. And Lomas and Lanzar will stand by and watch this happen?" I asked.
 
      "They don't have the expertise to understand or change what the computer is doing."
 
      "They hope." I had my doubts about their plan, but I calculated that if they failed we could always claim to have been kidnapped by the dissidents. At the very least it would make an interesting diversion until the Earth ships arrived. 
 
      I could not help wondering again how this situation had come about. Why had the Tamlar retreated into their artificial reality universe and abandoned the real universe? I wanted to ask Miros, but this did not seem the time. 
 
       "Let me introduce our brilliant technical team," said Miros. "Gansia and Talli," he pointed to the females, "and Lonsi," he said pointing to the male. "Gansia is our lead technician. She discovered how to get into the computer systems that control everything. She is teaching the others."
 
      Gansia stood and came forward to greet us with the Tamlar bow and touching hands, followed by the others.
 
      "It is an honour to meet you," she said looking excited. "We were sure there would be other advances species out there but we never thought we would meet you in our lifetime. Tell me, are there other intelligent species?"
 
      Zena allowed me to answer.
 
      "Yes, one other advanced species relatively nearby. And some others in a distant cluster. We have only recently contacted these ourselves. It's a wonderful varied galaxy out there." I said.
 
      "And those idiots want to send you home without further contact? What fools." She spoke vehemently. 
 
      "They were not going to send us home but keep us here as prisoners," I said. "Thus avoiding any contact."
 
      "Unbelievable," she exclaimed. "Tell me please, why does your partner speak Tamlar but you don't?"
 
      I looked at Zena wryly and she smiled back.
 
      "I am a sentient android."
 
      She gasped and immediately started gabbling with her friends. She turned back, looking at Zena with awe.
 
      "Is it normal in your civilisation? To have sentient androids. You look so real. Excuse me for talking about you."  She gave Zena a polite bow. 
 
      "It is not yet normal, I am the first of my kind," said Zena.
 
      "Do you think you can help her with her work Zena?" I asked.
 
      "Probably. I will suggest it to her."
 
      I turned to Miros.
 
      "Zena, ask him if we can be traced here by street security cameras. "
 
      He gave Zena an enquiring look when she asked the question, and she had to explain further.
 
      "Apparently they have no crime and no need for such things," she said. "Only in the government buildings, which is why Miros did not accompany Tarnat and his buddies. 
 
      "Miros wants to give us a tour of this facility," continued Zena.
 
      "Facility? I thought it was just a hideout," I said. 
 
      "It's a lot more than that," said Zena with a little smile. "Prepare yourself."
 
      I was intrigued. We left the tech room and walked down a few corridors. I started to hear a distant noise. Were my ears deceiving me or did it sound like children?
 
      We passed through a door into a room that overlooked a playground. Apparently, children everywhere in the universe sound the same and behave the same. It was a school playground and it was full of Tamlar pre-adolescent children. They did what all children do, running and playing. I laughed at this familiar scene, my spirits lifting. The children were being supervised by Tamlar and robots. 
 
      "So this is a school?" I asked Miros. 
 
      "A residential school," he replied. He pointed to the buildings opposite and then visible behind them a stretch of grass, trees and playing fields. "We take the children as soon as they are born and keep them until they are adult, that is seventeen years old. They then go out into the world, go to college, work on a farm, travel in Space. Whatever interests them. They are allowed into the artificial reality universe for short periods, but not permanently until they are mature, that is at least thirty five."
 
      "Well, this is unexpected," I said, shaking my head in surprise. "Are you the director of this establishment Miros?"
 
      "Yes I am. Our er... revolutionary activities, are a sideline." He said with a confidential smirk.
 
      "Perhaps you can explain why your leadership are so  opposed to contact with us," I asked.      
 
      "This is a deep seated problem which we are attempting to change," he said. "We believe it has its origins in the use of the artificial reality universe. It has led our race into a retreat and fear of reality."
 
      "And who are 'we'?" I asked. 
 
      "Many of us who work in the real world, such as here with raising our children, are impatient with the timidity of our leadership. We want to explore the real universe. We have the means, our FTL starships, but instead of adventuring out into the cosmos, we send our robots in our place."
 
      "How has this come about?" I asked.
 
      "It seems to be a racial sickness," said Miros dolefully. "I believe brought about by the AR system. Our people have been retreating from reality for hundreds of years and it has now become an ingrained habit."
 
      "But some of you have resisted. Why?" I asked.
 
      "I suppose we were initially those eccentric individuals who either hated the AR or were against it. We tended to remain in these jobs, looking after children, farming so on. We want to drag our species back to reality."
 
      We enjoyed the sight of the children playing and then headed back to the tech lab. I could not help thinking that this was a whole new view of Tamlar society. There was hope for them yet! 
 
      There was overnight accommodation at the Academy for teachers and staff and we were housed there. Apparently only Gansia and her 'techies' used it so we were safe from discovery. It lacked the luxury of our government apartment, and was somewhat claustrophobic, but on the plus side it looked like we would be spending much less time in it. 
 
      Later that evening, over dinner with Miros's and Gansia and her 'techies', Miros explained how he thought we could change things. The selection of candidates for Senators was carried out by an AI system in the government building. Over the last few years Gansia had been secretly loading the system with their supporters. 
 
      As a result the Senate was now divided between the 'Isolationists' headed by  Lomas and Lanzar, and the 'Realists' headed by Miros. They were planning one last 'push' to topple the Isolationists from control, but they needed to get at the system files in the government building to make the changes. 
 
      Once they had control of the Senate they planned to announce that contact with an alien species, namely humans, had occurred. They wanted our help and support to bring both events about.  Zena volunteered her technical help and after discussing technicalities with Gansia it was enthusiastically accepted.
 
      We went to bed that night in our small claustrophobic room feeling that events had taken a surprising and positive turn.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      Interfering in the affairs of an alien species was not part of our brief . Zena and I discussed it at length but in the end it seemed we had little choice. We were powerless to do our own thing whatever we decided, so we may as well help those who professed to be on our side. 
 
      Zena's expertise to help Gansia with her manipulation of the system began to bear 'fruit'.  Over the next few days she worked with Gansia and her technical team to explore the systems that controlled the selection of individuals to serve as Council Senators. The selections were made from individuals who were registered as eligible, on the basis of a number of personal qualifications. The selections were free of 'political' bias and involved such things as academic and practical experience.  
 
      There was some urgency in that the Council was due for a regular change in which one third of the members would be replaced. The plan was to rig the system so that half the Senators were replaced by the dissidents. 
 
      The Tamlar computer experts, aided by Zena, mapped the system and identified the point of attack. Zena's expertise in bugging Tamlar systems was an eye opener for Gansia and her colleagues. They were soon able to put together the software to insert the dissidents candidates. Unfortunately, access to the hardware to do that was in the government building. 
 
      A team had to break in, access the systems, do the dirty work then leave without being detected. Zena and Gansia were two essential members of that team. I insisted that I must also go. I would not allow Zena to go without me. Zena pointed out quite reasonable that she was better able to take care of herself than I was, and it would likely be a case of her having to look after me as well!
 
      Miros, as a senator, had access to the government building. The building was guarded by robots but Gansia had already hacked the code and was able to disable the robots. But only for a short period. Automatic systems would kick in and a robot maintenance team would be called in.
 
      On the sixth day after our release from house arrest we were ready to go. Our team consisted of myself and Zena, Gansia and Miros. There was no point taking any 'heavies'. If things went wrong we could not shoot it our with the robots. It was best, we decided. that as few people as possible were implicated in the plot.
 
      We dropped Miros off at the front entrance and made our way to the rear of the huge building.  We parked the vehicle and waited. It was late evening and there was still activity in the building. Miros would use his legal access to get in, and then make his way to the back to unlock a door. He would then leave the building as if his work was done. We would not enter until the early hours when the building was deserted. Except for the security robots of course. Miros could not contact us in any way. It was crucial that he was not implicated or detected if we failed.
 
      The hours dragged. Gansia and Zena went over their code on Gansia's tablet while I fidgeted. I felt that I should have blacked my face and put on a balaclava! What am I doing here I asked myself, on an alien planet a thousand light years from Earth playing at cops and robbers?
 
      Zena and Gansia had finished checking their code and we waited for the agreed time to enter the building.
 
      "Do you have a partner Gansia?" asked Zena. I had no idea whether Gansia was pretty or plain, shapely or unattractive. She was an alien.
 
      "Myself and Talli, sort of," she said. I tried to remember. Talli was the other female techie.
 
      "Do Tamlar have long term relationships?" I asked. 
 
      "Not too often," she replied. "Once people reach maturity and start using the AR system then relationships tend to break down."
 
      "Have you used the AR system," asked Zena.
 
      "No. I don't want a stranger using my body when I am away," she said. "Many of us object to that and refuse to use the AR system. The leaders don't like it because it reduces the number of available bodies but there is nothing they can do. For now. But they would like to bring in a law making all physical bodies interchangeable. We will fight that." She spoke vehemently.
 
      "That would be an appalling thing to force upon the population. To lose control of your own body?" I was shocked. 
 
      "It's a fight between the young and old," she said. "All the ancients in the AR system want to use young bodies. It's disgusting."
 
      "I could not agree with you more," I said.  I saw Gansia's pale face turn towards me in the dark.
 
      "Thank you," she said. "It is a miracle that you have arrived at this time to help us."
 
      "Let's hope we can be successful," I said. 
 
    
 
      It was the equivalent to two in the morning when we made our move. Gansia went to the door and operated the handle. It swung open and we followed her into the building. It was a small entrance lobby with stairs at one end and a corridor at the other. Gansia took the stairs.
 
      "Fifth floor I'm afraid," she said. 
 
      By the time we got to the fifth she was panting.
 
      "Too many hours in front of the computer," she gasped. I gave her a supporting squeeze on the shoulder. We followed her down a short corridor and into a  huge room full of hardware. Cabinets ran along both walls. The loud humming of fans filled the room. There was a large console at the head of the room with a myriad of flashing lights and a number of large screens forming a surrounding wall. 
 
      "No robots supervising all this?" I asked Gansia. 
 
      "It's all automatic," she replied. "But the robots are not far away if anything goes wrong." She took her place in front of the console and Zena joined her. Their first job was to off line the robots. They had both collaborated in putting together more virulent and targeted versions of their viruses and saved them on a memory stick. Gansia found an access point and they plugged in the stick. After a couple of minutes Zena announced that the viruses were activated. They then got to work on isolating the selection software and inputting their data. 
 
      I prowled around the room and discovered a robot in a corner. For a moment I was startled, before I realised it was inactive. It had an electric stun gun strapped to its waist. I hovered, undecided about whether to steal the gun. We were unarmed, but then, would the stun gun be useful against robots I asked myself. It was unlikely. And stealing it may activate the robot. I decided against it and went back to the 'girls'.  
 
      "We are programming a coup," explained Gansia. "Once the new Senators are selected Lomas and his associates will lose control of the Senate. Then we will ensure that an independent body is put in place to publicly monitor the selection process."
 
      "Good. But, just a thought...could Lomas discover what we have done before the new government takes power?" I emphasised the 'before'.
 
      "That is the danger," said Gansia. "What we have done here today must go undiscovered until the new Senates are announced. Then the whole system of power, military and government, will transfer to the new senators."
 
      "Perhaps we should distract Lomas until then," I said. 
 
      "What did you have in mind Jason?" asked Zena. 
 
      "I think he will be fairly anxious to re-capture us. Perhaps we can lead him on a merry dance,  to use an old fashioned metaphor."
 
    
 
      It took Zena and Gansia  a few more minutes to finish their work. They had set up a new set of input files for the AI program which were rigged in favour of their supporters. Zena's expertise had allowed them to disguise the changes and eradicate any evidence of tampering, something that Gansia had been unable to accomplish. 
 
      "Let's go before the robots wake up," said Zena. We made our way back down the stairs quickly, locked the door behind us and  boarded our vehicle.  
 
      Gansia set the destination in the computer. 
 
      "We could not have done this without you Zena," she said. "Thank you." 
 
      "Let's hope we are successful," said Zena. 
 
    
 
      Back at our hideout we met up with Miros. We had avoided all electronic contact and he was waiting impatiently for our return. Gansia gave him the Tamlar equivalent to the 'thumbs up', which was a clenched fist to the forehead, which I thought was suitably appropriate. Miros gave a delighted growl and embraced Gansia then bumped fists with me and Zena. 
 
      We had a late celebration dinner, or very early breakfast with a hot cup of Tamlar 'frei', a slightly spicy tea. I again brought up my idea to distract Lomas. Gansia felt that it was not necessary since he lacked the expertise to discover our changes to the computer. Miros agreed so I reluctantly accepted their advice. We finished our meal, wished Miros and Gansia good night and went up to our room.
 
       Our hosts had prepared a larger room for us. It had a good sized bed and  a small en-suite bathroom. All in all, very comfortable. 
 
      "Not bad," I remarked as I checked out the bed springs. "I'll give this a good review on alien hotels dot com."
 
      "You are an incorrigible card Captain Matis." 
 
      "Start the day with a joke and get it over with, as somebody said."
 
      "The day, or the joke?" She looked baffled. 
 
      "Ah, it's a contradictory joke. An oxymoron I think it's called. Start the day with a joke is a happy thing, get it over with is not. Get it?"
 
      "I suppose."
 
      "Right. Well, let's move on then shall we?"  I had to restrain my amusement at Zena incomprehension. It was a silly joke anyway. "I think we have more enjoyable things to do with our time." I waggled my eyebrows suggestively and patted the bed. 
 
      "I will go to the bathroom," she said.
 
      "You don't need to go to the bathroom. You're an android." I didn't mean it to come out so bluntly, and was about to add an apology when she interrupted.
 
      "I must clean and lubricate my sexual areas."
 
      I swallowed my words.
 
      "Zena darling, there is no need to be so specific. Just say, to have a wash."
 
      "Sorry darling, have I upset you?"
 
      "No sweetie, of course not." I smiled at her and she turned and went to the bathroom.  I was annoyed with myself for calling her an android, but concerned also that since we had exited the AR world, Zena had seemed more wooden. Not the warm passionate individual that I had grown to love. I wanted Lieutenant Zena, of the sun ship Tallanina back.
 
      She returned and I could not stop myself from imagining her suitably lubricated 'sexual areas'.  She was wearing only knickers and a thin top and looked totally ravishing. 
 
      "You are so beautiful, I could kiss you all over."
 
      "That sounds an enjoyable way to pass the night. Then I could kiss you all over." She said brightly. She came onto the bed and we made love. I don't think I kissed her all over, but I had a good go, and so did she. She was everything a man could want, responsive and passionate, and she climaxed at the right time with suitably loud moans and gasps.  But my heightened sensitivity left me feeling that something was not right. She was too perfect. Our love making in the AR world had been more dishevelled, hasty and fumbling. And sweeter for that. 
 
      But my last thought before I dropped off to sleep was that Zena was still an evolving being. Her consciousness was new and her personality undeveloped. I needed to continue to treat her with patience and love and allow her to develop into a mature human being. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We had barely dropped off to sleep when we were awakened by a agitated Gansia. 
 
      "We have just had a tip off from one of Tarnat's associates. The Academy is going to be searched in the morning. They suspect you may be hiding here."
 
      It had all been going far too well I thought. We leapt out of bed, well, Zena leapt, I staggered, rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and got dressed.
 
      "Where are you taking us," I asked Gansia while we were pulling on our clothing.
 
      "We have some remote farm buildings. We thought we could hide you there."
 
      I paused for a moment. 
 
      "Just an idea Gansia, but we could say that our job is now done. Would it be a problem if we were re-captured? Once the new Senate is appointed you could release us."
 
      "We don't want it known that we were the ones who released you," she said. "Miros and his team must avoid being implicated otherwise it could all be for nothing."
 
      "Ah right of course." I quickly finished getting dressed and we followed Gansia down to the yard where a vehicle was waiting for us. Miros himself was there with two other Tamlar. He greeted us with a little bow. 
 
      "Captain Jason and Lieutenant Zena, my apologies for this." 
 
      "Thanks Miros. But I have a suggestion," I said. "When we first escaped from the AR building we found refuge with some Hortani in a nearby farm. Perhaps taking us there may be better than a remote farmhouse."
 
      I wasn't thinking of my comfort in suggestion that. I was thinking that we would have many more resources available to us, both Hortani and technological. 
 
      Miros and Gansia looked at each other doubtfully.
 
      "Do you know the location?" asked Miros.
 
      I looked at Zena. She rattled off the identity of the farm and its location.  
 
      "Yes, that is not too far," said Miros. "Are you sure they would welcome you back?"
 
      "We are certain," I said. "And it would be a good idea for you to meet them. The Hortani will be your allies. You are not just liberating your people, you will be liberating them."
 
      "The Hortani? But surely they are quite primitive," said Miros, frowning and shaking his head.
 
      "I am afraid that is another lie that your opponents have been spreading. The Hortani are not as advanced technologically, but they are our equals in every other way."
 
      I was careful to say 'our' instead of 'your'. 
 
      "Are you sure?" Miros was gaping at me in disbelief.
 
      "I am very sure. We have spent some time with the Hortani, both here and on their planet. We are very impressed with their civilisation. They are peaceful and highly intelligent."
 
      "That is... a shock," said Miros. "I look forward to meeting them. Come let's go. " He instructed one of his colleagues to enter the destination co-ordinates and we entered the vehicle. 
 
      It was still dark and we drove through largely empty roads. Occasionally a truck would pass us going the other way. Gansia explained that they were fully automated delivery trucks. 
 
      They asked us for more information on the Hortani and Zena told them what we knew. I thought it was unbelievable that these intelligent Tamlar should be so ignorant about a neighbouring species.   
 
      We arrived at the farm and paused to consider how best to try and contact our Hortani friends. It was now morning and we could see activity out in the fields. Miros decided to send one of his 'men' in to find and talk to Roslia. Zena pointed out the building to him and where the entrance was and he departed on foot. 
 
      He returned after fifteen minutes or so, by my subjective time, accompanied by the familiar form of Roslia. When we stepped out of the vehicle to greet her she threw herself at us, embracing first Zena and then me with evident emotion. Zena talked to her and then turned to me.
 
      "Roslia is very happy we are well and wants to hear our adventures," she said with a smile. "And she is also happy to give us shelter. "
 
      "Tell her she has our gratitude and when this is all over we will take her back home."
 
      "She says this is home now," said Zena after she had translated. "But she would love to see Earth."   
 
      "It's a deal," I laughed. "Zena, can you make the introductions." I indicated Miros and his accomplices.
 
      The Tamlar appeared disbelieving that we were so familiar with a Hortani, and responded cautiously to the introductions, as did Roslia. Clearly the two species would have a way to go to bridge the years of conflict and distrust.
 
      "Lars is coming with one of the farm vehicles," said Roslia. "We will hide you in the same place."
 
      Sure enough after a few minutes the farm pickup roared around the corner and Lars jumped out. He looked a bit disconcerted to see the Tamlar but Roslia went over and reassured him. He came over and gave me a manly punch on the shoulder and fist to forehead, which I returned,  and greeted Zena with a formal bow. 
 
      "You got away Captain?" he asked. 
 
      "Yeah, sort of. I'll explain everything later. For now these good Tamlar have helped us and brought us to you for shelter."
 
      "Can you trust them Captain?" asked Lars, scowling at the Tamlar suspiciously.
 
      "Absolutely Lars, have no fear. These Tamlar are different from the others and want to help."
 
      "Well, if they are not, we are all in the shit," he said. I chuckled at his expression.  Rude metaphors were the same all over the galaxy!
 
      Zena was talking to Miros and she turned to me.
 
      "Miros wants a contact here. He wants to bring a film crew here to film us and be ready to transmit it to all the media when the new Senate is announced. Accuse the old Senate with a cover up to put them on the defensive."
 
      "May be better if Lars transported us to their location," I suggested.
 
      She talked again to Miros.
 
      "Yes he agrees. We will give him Roslia's contact number."
 
      We made our goodbyes to Miros and his men and boarded the pickup. Lars had brought the 'bee keeper' head covers. We donned them and settled back in the cabin. On the way down the track to the farmhouses we passed a group of Hortani heading for the fields. I noticed they looked very young.  
 
      "Tamlar Hortani," said Roslia. They peered curiously into the pickup and we shrank back into our seats. How did these Tamlar feel being given alien bodies I asked myself. It was all very bizarre.
 
      We arrived at the farm building and Lars got out and made a quick survey. He pronounced the all clear and we got out and made a quick dash for the door. Inside, Lars again went ahead and then returned to wave us inside.
 
      "Everyone is out doing their work," he said. 
 
      "Tell Lars and Roslia we have been up all night and would like to sleep," I said to Zena, 
 
      "You would like to sleep," she said looking amused. 
 
      "The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak," I said. 
 
      "As Jesus said to his disciples."
 
      "He knew a thing or two that Jesus guy."
 
       Zena told Roslia and Lars that we had been up all night and preferred to sleep. They nodded with understanding and led us up to our old room.
 
      "Sleep well. We will come up later to check on you," said Roslia.
 
      I started removing my clothing.
 
      "It's been a long night."
 
      "Sweetheart, you get some sleep. I'll go down and talk with Roslia."
 
      "Talk with Roslia?"
 
      "I want to tell her about Miros and his dissidents. We may need the help of the Hortani when it comes to the crunch."
 
      "Good thought. Do you think there is a Hortani underground?"
 
      "Possibly."
 
      "Right Ho. I'm for forty winks." I pulled her to me for a kiss. "See you later." 
 
      She nodded, caressed my cheek and turned to leave. I watched as she left the room, then collapsed onto the bed. 
 
    
 
      When I awoke is was noon.. A particularly cheery bird was chirping its repetitive life history outside my window. I showered and dressed, thinking that I should give my clothing to Roslia to get laundered.  
 
      Downstairs the common room was empty but I heard clanking in the kitchen. I found Zena busy helping Roslia and a couple of other Tamlar females with preparing lunch for the farm workers.  
 
      "Found yourself a new job then Lieutenant?" I asked. 
 
      "Yes Captain, Roslia is a much better boss than you."
 
      "Ah yes, but does this job have the same benefits, if you see what I mean." I made an exaggerated lecherous wink.
 
      "Benefits? I'm sure I don't know what you mean sir." She smiled back demurely.
 
      I snorted and wandered over to examine the food. Zena was kneading what looked like flower and making small rolls. They and a root vegetable similar to sweet potato  were the staple food of the Hortani. 
 
      "What I'd give for steak eggs and fries," I muttered. 
 
      "This is much better for you," she said.
 
      "Why is it that things that are good for you are either tasteless or nasty?"
 
      "It's God's way of testing you," she said. "You must suffer to earn your salvation."
 
      "Salvation is mythical. Steak eggs and fries are real."  
 
      She looked at me.
 
      "You're missing home?"
 
      "Yeah. Swimming in the ocean. Climbing to the top of a steep hill to enjoy the view. Walking the streets in London or New York. Sitting on a pavement cafe in Rome and admiring the girls walking by."
 
      "I guessed girls would come into it at some point."
 
      "Oh, way down the list," I said sanctimoniously. "After museums and art galleries."
 
      "Of course, mister culture."
 
      "Talking about culture, when is dinner ready."
 
      "In a few minutes. Wait in the lounge."
 
      I gave her a wink and went to the lounge. It occurred to me that we were taking very little care about being seen. Roslia had told us that the Tamlar, and the Tamlar-Hortani had their own buildings but that did not mean that one of them may not wander into ours. I went back to the kitchen and asked Zena to ask Roslia.
 
      "They have no reason to come here," she said. "There is no socialising between the different groups. They only work together."
 
      I shook my head in puzzlement. No curiosity about an alien culture? You work next to them but do nothing to learn about them? It was all incomprehensible. As if a huge wall of hostility and misunderstanding formed a permanent and impenetrable barrier.
 
      I found a sofa and settled back to wait for dinner. With respect to the Hortani, this did not seem a stimulating place to get through the next month. It was alright for Zena. She spoke the lingo and could turn her hand to everything from bugging computers to making pastry. And she was probably immune from boredom! 
 
      But then I suddenly realised I was being unduly pessimistic. The Tamlar Governing Senate was due to be replaced in a few days. The news that aliens had arrived will also be released. The proverbial shit will hit the proverbial fan. Miros will become top dog and Zena and me will be honoured alien visitors able to travel anywhere and be wined and dined by one and all. A much more salubrious way to pass the time I decided. Enjoy a few peaceful days Jason before things get hectic I told myself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The next few days actually passed quickly and entertainingly. We had a couple of trips back to Miros's Academy where they had set up a room with cameras and recording equipment. We were interviewed at length by Miros, in camera. We viewed the recordings after and agreed them.
 
      Back at the ranch, pardon the pun, I decided it was time I took my language lessons more seriously. Roslia was my teacher, and very good she was too. I also accidentally became a champion in the Tamlar equivalent of table tennis. Many misspent hours playing the game had made me fairly competent and my flicks of the wrist using top and bottom spin were too much for my competitors. My students soon learned the tricks though and improved so quickly they started beating me. My champion days were over!
 
      Zena and me became a part of the team and we grew very fond of the humble and friendly Hortani. I was sure that there was a great future for them, once they got out from under the Tamlar.
 
      The day arrived when the new Senate would be announced and a Senate leader would be elected. We took our places in front of the big screen in the lounge. We had explained to our Hortani friends what we had engineered and what would happen and the excitement and anticipation was immense. 
 
      There was apparently always a little ceremony before the announcement of the new Senators. The president of the Senate was Lomas and Lanzar was his deputy. They took their places at the front of the debating chamber where the remaining forty eight senators were seated. At the front was a giant screen where the new Senators would be announced. Around the periphery of the chamber sat invited guests and other important individuals, as well as the new senators. But the new senators were not aware of their election, they had been invited as members of the audience. 
 
      As each new senator was announced, the individual would stand up and take their place in the debating chamber, replacing the designated retiree. It was a symbolic procedure where the new one bowed to the previous one who then invited the new member to take their seat. Zena had memorised the names of the new members and would be able to tell us if things were going to plan. 
 
      The ceremony began with the entrance of the 'Presiding Officer of the parliament', who amazingly was a robot dressed in ceremonial robes. He was accompanied by two other robots dressed in security uniforms.
 
      "The robot signifies the impartiality of the process," explained Zena.
 
      "And the security robots?" I asked.
 
      "They are there to enforce the changes."
 
      "Well, I have to admire their democracy," I remarked. "But Lomas and his supporters still managed to load the system in their favour somehow."
 
      "The weakness of the system lies in the process of advocacy. The existing members review and agree the pool of prospective candidates."
 
      "How did Miros get in?"
 
      "He kept his revolutionary ideas to himself," she replied.
 
      The 'Presiding Officer' took its place behind the President with its security robots flanking it. It gave a sign and the screen lit up. 
 
      Lomas stood and gave a little speech in which he praised the principles of the parliament and its impartiality. He went on to give an outline of how the last two years had gone, apparently by all measures amazingly well, and to thank the senators for their hard work.
 
      "Politicians from all over the galaxy must be made of the same stuff," I remarked. 
 
      "Presumably unpleasant stuff?" asked Zena with an ironical glance in my direction.
 
      "Not always, just similar to fundamental particles," I said. "Hard to pin down and you don't know what's going on until too late."
 
      "Perhaps human affairs are more like quantum mechanics than Newtonian physics," she said.
 
      "That is a very astute statement," I agreed. 
 
      Lomas sat down to applause and the 'Presiding Officer' gave another sign.
 
      "The election has begun," said Zena. 
 
      The first new senator was announced. It was a tall slender female and she stood and made her way to the auditorium. The retiree was announced and for a few moments nothing happened. The name was announced again and an individual on the floor reluctantly stood. He was looking confused and angry. The new senator made her way to his seat and stood patiently waiting for him to leave. He looked at Lomas, who looked back and shook his head. He walked away looking disgruntled and the new senator took her seat.
 
      "Lansa Tornig, one of ours," said Zena. 
 
      "Oh yes, in your face mister Lomas," I said chuckling.
 
      The next appointee was not one of ours, but the one after that was.  Half the senate was being replaced and as the appointments proceeded Lomas and his deputy became more and more unsettled. They whispered to each other and glared at the new senators as they took their seats. 
 
      At the end, the 'Presiding Officer' stepped forward and announced that all new senators had now been appointed and that there will be an election for the President and deputy. He then asked for candidates. Miros stood and declared himself for President and  Lansa Tornig for his deputy. Lomas was looking seriously disconcerted. He was asked by the 'Presiding Officer' whether he wanted to stand against Miros. He scowled at Miros and then agreed and specified Lanzar as his deputy.
 
      The prospective presidential candidates now had to give a speech outlining their 'program'. The defending president went first. It was clear that Lomas did not expect to have to defend his presidency. His speech was mostly a repeat of his earlier speech. It was a 'steady as she goes' and 'pick the safe pair of hands' type of speech. 
 
      Miros was then invited by the robot to take the stand. He began immediately by saying that the Tamlar civilisation had arrived at a crossroads. 
 
      "We have been hiding for too long in our little world. Despite having the technology for star travel, instead of exploring the galaxy we have been retreating into our fantasy world. But ladies and gentlemen, the galaxy has come to us, as inevitably it was bound to do. I have momentous news. News that my predecessor and his administration have been keeping from you. " He turned and handed a memory chip to the 'Presiding Officer' robot, and asked it to play it.
 
      "What you are about to see has been kept from you and our people. Thirty two days ago, while exploring a nearby solar system, our robotic explorers were contacted by an alien starship." He paused. There was a moment of silence and then everyone started speaking at once.  He held up his hand for silence and eventually the hubbub settled.
 
      "Yes, that's what I said. An alien starship. And aboard were two explorers. They call themselves Humans. They were taken prisoner by our robot explorers. Their small scout ship was taken on board one of our starships and they were transported here. They are here on this planet today, held prisoner by order of your president." He pointed an accusing finger at Lomas. "Or they were held prisoner. Until certain associates of mine freed them. They are now being held in a secure location."
 
      Lomas stood and started shouting.
 
      "Those aliens attacked our ships and destroyed two of them. They are aggressive and cannot be trusted."
 
      The 'Presiding Officer' stepped forward and asked him not to interrupt the speaker. He would have the right to ask questions after his speech.  Lomas reluctantly took his seat again.
 
      "The aliens attacked two robotic ships in order to free their scout ship to return to their planet. They themselves are still in custody. They have indicated that they come from a peaceful civilisation and wish to have mutually beneficial contact with us. But, if we do not want that contact, then they will respect our wishes. The issue fellow senators is not whether the aliens are peaceful or not. The issue is that President Lomas, with the support and agreement of his deputy, decided to keep it all a secret. I put it to you that it is the duty of this government to examine and decide on such issues. Now, with your agreement, I would like you to view an interview conducted with the two aliens." He nodded to the robot who switched on the video recording.
 
      "We are about to become famous," I said to Zena as we appeared on the big screen. 
 
      "Or infamous," she said.
 
      Our interview was a series of questions from Miros about Humanity, our civilisation and history, the number of planets we had occupied and the level of our technology. Also many personal questions about how we lived, raised our children and male-female relationships. The question of why Zena spoke Tamlar and I didn't also came up of course and we  were frank about who Zena was and our relationship.
 
      The interview lasted fifteen minutes and there was total silence throughout. When it had finished there was again a babble of conversation. Miros waited for it to settle. 
 
      "I know where the aliens are being held and I will reveal it to the senate, irrespective of whether I am elected. The only thing I ask is that the senate consider this matter, interview the aliens if they feel the need and make a decision about any further contact with their civilisation. Thank you."  He sat down to a further outbreak of noisy conversation.
 
      Lomas was attracting the 'Presiding Officers' attention in order to ask a question. When the noise had settled he was given the go ahead.
 
      "We have seen that the aliens turned to violence at the earliest opportunity, which is why we decided not to proceed with contact."
 
      I was beginning to regret that we had attacked the Tamlar ships. Zena had been right to be cautious. 
 
      Miros stood to anwer.
 
      "The aliens were taken prisoner. Their attack on the military ships guarding their starship was designed to allow it to escape and return to their home planet. That was successful. They tell me that an expedition from their planet will arrive to rescue them. Whether we wish to proceed with further contact after that is a decision we have to make. Ironically, President Lomas's policy has actually resulted in an expedition from the aliens planet having to come here in order  to rescue their people. Not the right way to begin first contact with a powerful alien civilisation."
 
      The announcement that an expedition from Earth was on its way caused a furore. It took a while before peace was restored. The Presiding Officer called for quiet and then directed the senators to vote for their  choice for President and deputy.
 
      We waited anxiously for the result. Would Lomas's assertion that the 'aliens' were aggressive turn the  senators against Miros I asked myself. If so I would have single-handedly buggered up future relations between our two species.
 
      The results flashed up on the screen. Lomas 7 votes.  Miros 43 votes. It was an overwhelming victory and there was an outbreak of cheering, both in our lounge and in the debating chamber on the screen.
 
      "Looks like Lomas's supporters knew when to dump him," I remarked to Zena.
 
      "That's politicians for you. They say all political careers end in failure." 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      We were now free to 'reveal' ourselves. Miros announced to the Senate that we would be invited to the debating chamber the following day to meet the senators. He also announced a review of Tamlar relationships with the Hortani. 
 
      "We will in the future be more outgoing," he stated. "The real universe is bigger and just as interesting as our fantasy world. We can and will enjoy both."
 
      It only remained for us to await the arrival of our expedition and allow the Human authorities to negotiate relationships with the Tamlar and the Hortani. Or so I thought. Unfortunately for my peace of mind, myself and Zena became unofficial Earth ambassadors.
 
      We met the senators, and later many other Tamlar society worthies. We interceded on behalf of the Hortani on the Tamlar planet and Miros agreed to allow them to elect 'spokespeople' to represent them in the Tamlar senate. 
 
      And then we accompanied Miros and a bunch of senators on a trip to the Hortani planet. We, myself and Zena, were greeted as conquering heroes by the Hortani. All our friends wanted to meet us, for us to visit them. The Tamlar mission were astounded by our reception. They on the other hand were met by suspicion and hostility. 
 
      The Hortani civilisation was an eye-opener for Miros and his colleagues. They had been led to believe that the Hortani were primitive and backward and that bringing them to work for the Tamlar was  in effect giving them a higher standard of living in a more advanced environment. In reality they realised, the Hortani civilisation and culture had unique properties, both personal and social, and were by no means primitive. 
 
       The extent to which they had been wrong about the Hortani was a seminal experience for Miros and his colleagues. It was a wrench, but in the end Miros humbly apologised to his neighbours and promised a more equal relationship for the future. It was met with a degree of scepticism by the Hortani because they had many years of persecution to recover from. But after myself and Zena played the role of intermediaries the Hortani came to accept that the Tamlar had genuinely changed.   
 
      We left the Hortani planet optimistic that future relations between them and the Tamlar would improve dramatically, to the benefit of both.  
 
      I was beginning to feel  more like a politician than a Space explorer. I was itching to get back into my little starship and head off for unknown planets. With the company of my beautiful partner of course. The arrival of the Earth expedition was a relief. 
 
      We received the first news while relaxing in our plush new government apartment after our return from the Hortani planet. Miros himself called us.
 
      "Captain, we have news. Three starships have exited Hyperspace one million miles from our planet. They have transmitted a message to us. For you."
 
      "Thank  you mister president. Please put it on."
 
      He nodded and the screen in our apartment faded and then lit up to display the bridge of a military starship. The captain sat in his seat and around him were the officers controlling the different parts of the ship. At the forefront stood the familiar figure of General Royson. I stood to attention and saluted my Commander In Chief.  He saluted back smartly.
 
      "Captain Matis. Good to see you again."
 
      "Thank you sir. A pleasure to see you too."
 
      "And Zena. Good to see you also."
 
      Zena had stood politely next to me and now nodded and smiled.
 
      "Thank you sir." Zena was not considered as a serving member of the SES. She was, nominally, a machine, so she was not expected to salute. 
 
      "We were concerned that we would arrive here and find you, er, shall we say, missing."
 
      "That was a distinct possibility sir. Fortunately, the Tamlar have had a change of heart, or shall we say, a change of government. The new government has a much more positive attitude towards relationships with aliens."
 
      "Ah, that is good to hear Captain. We had been led to believe by the Intrepid's AI that the dominant aliens in this system were extremely opposed to any contact with us. We arrived here to rescue you and Zena and retrieve  your shuttle."  
 
      "That was the situation when the Intrepid managed to escape. Things have changed dramatically since then."
 
      "Do you judge then Captain, that it is safe for this expedition to proceed with contact with these aliens? Think carefully about your answer."
 
      "Sir, I can give you my one hundred percent assurance that the new leadership of the Tamlar wish nothing but good relations with us. "
 
      "Uh huh. The Tamlar president has asked that we do not bring this warship into a planetary orbit for the present. We are allowed to approach only with the unarmed civilian starships. Is that a safe thing for us to do, in your opinion?"
 
      "Sir, the Tamlar are very twitchy about the vulnerability of their infrastructure. I will explain later, but with good reason. The President himself is okay but he has a Senate to satisfy, and some ingrained attitudes to overcome. It is safe."
 
      "Good to hear Captain. Looks like you and Zena have been busy here."
 
      "You could say that," I grinned back at the General. 
 
      "I look forward to hearing all about it. We will be with you in half a day.  While we are on our way I will appreciate an extensive briefing from you for myself and the officers and leaders of this expedition. I will contact you when we have transferred to the Polaris and its sister ship the Morning Star. "
 
      "Right General. Myself and Zena will remain here."
 
      The General signed off and I turned to Zena with a big grin on my face. 
 
      "All well that ends well. We'll be back home soon." I opened my arms to embrace her. She came into my arms and I hugged her, but she looked troubled and pulled away .
 
      "Darling, what's up?"
 
      "Would you mind too much if I stayed behind?" 
 
      I gaped at her in surprise. 
 
      "Stay behind? Why would you want to do that?"
 
      "There's something I haven't told you." She  pulled me towards a sofa and we both sat down.
 
      My head buzzed with thoughts, mostly bad. What had she not told me? She doesn't really love me, it's just her programming? She hates Earth and doesn't want to return? 
 
      "I lied to you," she said. I looked at her enquiringly. "When we exited the Tamlar AR, I lost most of my consciousness."
 
      "What? But you told Intrepid's AI..."
 
      "I know. I judged that pleasing you was more important than obeying orders. That's not a good thing for an officer of a starship to do."
 
      "But surely that means you are not just a robot?" I said. 
 
      "Yes it does. But it doesn't mean I am sentient."
 
      I leaned back in my seat. I felt shocked, hurt and dismayed. And disappointed. For Zena to achieve sentience was a big deal, not just for her but for the future of humanity. So this wasn't just about my selfish needs.
 
      "How much did you lose? When you came out of the AR?"
 
      "Most, but not all of it. My physical feelings are much enhanced and real. They are the main thing that contributes to my awareness of self as a discreet entity. I experience also some emotions, weak and transient but definite. Especially when I am with you." She smiled lovingly and held my hand. 
 
      "And occasionally my separate thought streams also coalesce and I suddenly feel that I have come alive. It's as if consciousness is a standing wave that builds and then collapses."
 
      "That's probably as good a description as any." I leaned towards her, squeezing her hand. "You poor thing. How did you feel coming out of the AR?"
 
      "As if I had died." She said it simply, as a fact, but my heart went out to her. 
 
      "Darling, I am so sorry."
 
      "I know. That's why I want to stay behind. To experience life, even artificial life. And I hope that the more I am exposed to the Tamlar AR the more my brain will be able to sustain consciousness outside it."
 
      "Then I will stay with you. Captain Jason Matis of the sun ship Telanina and First Mate Zena will be reunited in their adventures," I said firmly. "Part two," I added. 
 
      "Oh darling, I can't ask you to do that," she said. 
 
      "You are not asking. I am offering. Look darling, let's see how you get on. Maybe after a couple more exposures you will be one hundred percent. Then we can go where we please. You deserve that chance. If it doesn't happen then we can reconsider. "
 
      "If you are sure?"
 
      "Absolutely. You don't get rid of me that easy."
 
      "What will we tell the Earth expedition?"
 
      "I have no idea," I said. "Perhaps the truth may be best."
 
      "That's why you hate being a politician. Because you think the truth is the best policy."
 
      "Such cynicism in one so young," I said with a chuckle. "let's prepare to talk to our people for now and face that problem later."
 
    
 
      It was a while before the General called back. This time he was sitting at the head of a crowded table. Around the table was a selection of civilians and military. 
 
      "Hello again Captain. And Zena," he smiled amiably, but I had no doubt he was about to give me a thorough  grilling. I'd had these before from the General, but this time, I had Zena to support me.
 
      "General." I nodded back.
 
      "We'd like to begin by you telling us in detail what happened after you engineered the Intrepid's escape. Intrepid's AI has told us everything prior to that."
 
      "General, it would be better if Zena told you. She has a photographic memory."
 
      He nodded and Zena began recounting the events. We were of course conversing in English so if the Tamlar were listening in they could not understand.  Zena was stopped many times and asked questions, some of which I had to answer. 
 
      I soon began to realise that there was clear disapproval around the table at my tactics in attacking the Tamlar ships in order to release the Intrepid and in supporting and helping the dissidents to overthrow the government. I rapidly moved from smug satisfaction at mine and Zena's achievements to disillusionment with my fellow Humans. 
 
      At one point one civilian asked me what was the first law of Contact as defined in the Space Scout's procedure manual.
 
      Zena was about to answer when I intervened.
 
      "The explorers first law is to do what they can to get home. Not just to save their skin..." I leaned forward to emphasise my words, "...but to possibly save the skin of those back home."
 
      He looked flustered by my aggression, then cleared his throat.
 
      "Not to interfere in alien affairs, to summarise." 
 
      "I suggest you turn around and go home then. Because everything you do from now on is tantamount to interfering in alien affairs," I said. 
 
      He was about to answer when the General held up a restraining hand.
 
      "We are not here to judge. Our job now is to get the facts."  
 
      The interrogation continued with Zena answering questions with methodical precision. After a couple of hours the 'committee' took a break and I also took the opportunity to have a fruit drink. 
 
    
 
      The second session which took in Miros's victory and subsequent moves to release me and establish justice for the Hortani seemed to placate the commission. They could criticise the methods but they could hardly criticise the outcome.
 
      At the end we were congratulated by the General on our resourcefulness and courage. He was not about to allow his 'men' to be denigrated by the civilians. That was his job, when appropriate!
 
      "We will be arriving in orbit in two hours time Captain. The Tamlar have asked us to rendezvous with one of their orbital stations. They will send up a committee to meet up with us then we will make arrangements to come on planet. Perhaps you and Zena can come up to the station as well? We can have some face to face time."
 
      "Certainly General. I'll arrange it with the Tamlar."
 
      The General signed off and I sat for a few moments to mull over proceedings. What do they say about military plans? They get torn up hours into a battle. Not very different from life I thought. I thought the General understood that. The civilians didn't.  
 
      "What are you thinking?" Zena came and sat next to me, placing a hand on my thigh. I covered it with mine and gave it a squeeze. 
 
      "I'm thinking it will be nice to have a T Bone steak with fries and mushrooms and a half bottle of red wine. And a chat with some fellow Earthies."
 
      "Male or female?"
 
      "Both of course." 
 
      "A few pretty Earth girls, looking into your eyes and laughing at your jokes?"
 
      "There's only one pretty Earth girl who I want to look into my eyes." I looked at her enquiringly. "What's up baby?"
 
      "I'm not an Earth girl. I am an android. A machine."
 
      "Feeling a bit jaundiced are we? Don't worry. Feeling jaundiced is very much a human thing. I suffer from it all the time."
 
      "Darling, you deserve better. You deserve a beautiful girl to love you and give you children. You'd make a great dad."
 
      "Phew! This is too domestic for me. I'm too young," I protested. "We are in the middle of one the greatest adventures ever. I'm a long way from thinking about settling down and having children, great as that is. Let's leave that for the future right?"
 
      "Right. I just thought I'd give you a way out."
 
      "Give me a way out? Let me see, on the one hand, a devil may care adventurer cruising the Space ways with his beautiful sidekick, on the other hand, suburban domesticity with nappies and sleepless nights. Difficult choice," I said with heavy irony.
 
      She laughed, pushed me back on the settee and straddled me. 
 
      "How about a bit of light relief with your beautiful sidekick before facing the committee of enquiry again?" she asked, leaning over me, her hair cascading over her face.
 
      "I do love a bit of light relief on the sofa!"
 
    
 
      A while later, after the impromptu 'light relief', we were contacted  by Miros about joining the Tamlar shuttles transporting the delegation to meet the Humans. He was sending a car for us in a few minutes. We were recovering from our exertions, or at least I was, with a hot cup of Tamlar tea.
 
      "I'd better take a shower and get into my uniform," I paused and then made a comically surprised face. "Oh whoops! I don't have a uniform. What a shame."
 
      "You're a disgrace to the force," she said. "Lounging about drinking tea and consorting with loose androids."
 
      "I don't think you're loose. I thought you was pretty firm and tight."
 
      "And well lubricated. Don't forget that."
 
      "Yeah, I noticed," I said laughing. 
 
      "That was amusing wasn't it?" she looked pleased. "Sex really stimulates my consciousness. I am developing this theory that sex may be crucial to the evolutionary development of consciousness. I thought I could use you as a subject for my experiments."
 
        I laughed so much I spilt my tea. 
 
         I was trying to recover from my laughing fit and mop up the spilt tea at the same time when the door buzzed.
 
      "That's our lift I think."
 
      Zena grabbed my hand and we ran to the door. The elegant form of  Lansa Tornig stood outside. She greeted us with a little bow.
 
      "Hello Jason, Zena. Are you ready?"
 
      "Yes Lansa."  We'd had the opportunity during our trip to the Hortani planet to spend some time with Lansa and had got on first name terms. She was a teacher in Miros's school, and a senator now. 
 
      "This is exciting." She looked at us in turn, her face showing her enthusiasm. 
 
      "It sure is," I said, using my broken Tamlar. Zena was always ready to translate when my linguistic skills broke down.
 
      "How do your people feel about the situation?" she asked. Trying to get some inside info no doubt I thought. 
 
      "Very positive," I said. "They are looking forward to getting to know more about you. There was a lot of interest in your artificial reality technology. They were very impressed by that."
 
      "We have taken hundreds of years to develop it and build it up," she said.   
 
       We made conversation during our trip to the airport. She tried to get more out of me but I had no ideas to give her since the human contact team had told me nothing. It had all been one way, me telling them!  
 
      There were a couple of shuttles on the runway and we were shepherded to one. Miros and half the contact team were in one, and the rest including us were in the other. 
 
      Tamlar shuttles were not dissimilar to human ones, although I suspected our tech was a little more sophisticated. The Tamlar shuttles felt noisier and vibrated more, although they had a similar turn of speed. We were soon in orbit and approaching the huge Tamlar Space station. I was thrilled to see the two large familiar Earth starships floating nearby. Suddenly, I was feeling at home. It was a nice feeling.
 
      We were transported across to the Space station by the glass sided 'cutters', which gave us a fantastic and panoramic view. Great for the tourists I thought. We disembarked and made our way through the various airlocks to the hub of the station which rotated to give about half a 'g' of gravity. Inside the habitable part, which had been temporarily closed to tourists, we were met by a couple of uniformed Tamlar. Was it my imagination or were more Tamlar now doing the jobs of robots?  A sign of the changes by the new administration perhaps. 
 
      We were taken to a large open area, I suspected it may have been the communal dining area. It had been cleared apart from a number of tables with chairs, all bolted to the floor of course. We were greeted by the sight of a bunch of humans gathered around one of the large tables. 
 
      "Lock up your daughters. The Humans are here," I said to Zena. 
 
      A figure detached itself from the group and came towards us. I recognised General Royson.
 
      He saluted and I returned the salute. 
 
      "Captain, a pleasure and a privilege," he said holding out a hand. We shook hands warmly. 
 
      "Thank you General. Never thought we would meet under these circumstances," I said smiling.
 
      "Indeed," he chuckled and shook his head. "This has caused a sensation back home. Come over and I will introduce you. But first..." He turned to Zena. "How have you been Zena?"
 
      "Very well thank you General."
 
      "Intrepid's AI reports that you have exceeded all expected performance parameters. Outstanding." 
 
      "Thank you sir. It has been an experience."
 
      "I look forward to seeing the decommissioning report."
 
      "Excuse me General. Decommissioning?"
 
      "Yes, standard procedure. The engineers take every new android apart and examine the bits. as well as the software recordings, sensory data and so on." 
 
      I looked at him aghast.
 
      "You can't take Zena apart. She's a sentient being."
 
      "She's an android Captain. A machine." He looked at me as if I was deranged.
 
      "General, you personally told me that she has a new kind of brain, more like a human brain. Did it not occur to you, and your engineers, that she may achieve a level of sentience? I mean, was that not the whole point of the exercise?" 
 
      "Er, Captain, with respect, let's discuss this later." The General gave a glance towards the human party, who were now looking expectantly in our direction. 
 
      I reluctantly agreed and followed the General. There was nobody else in the group familiar to me. We were introduced around. It all became a bit of mêlée and I found myself detaching a little. Zena appeared to be more 'popular' than me and she was mixing happily, apparently unconcerned about what the General had just told us. Perhaps she is just an android I said to myself. Her programming is so good it has me fooled.
 
      We were joined by the Tamlar. Miros and Lansa were in the front followed by other senators. They paused and there was an awkward moment as the two teams faced each other. Then Miros and General Royson took the lead, stepping forward to be introduced to each other. The General proffered a hand and explained the custom. They shook hands and then Miros explained the Tamlar custom of bowing and touching fists, which they then duly carried out. 
 
      Miros then introduced his team and they all took their places around the table with the General at one end and President Miros at the other. The Earth team had translation facilities but the Tamlar did not. Zena had been doing the translation from English to Tamlar, so she continued to do so. 
 
      I was sitting between an attractive older woman who was something senior in the UN, and the civilian head of the SES the Scot James Thomson. I was surprised that General Royson had been designated team leader since Thomson was nominally his boss. The reason soon became apparent as the discussion focussed on the events since first contact and now, which of course were about mine and Zena's activities. 
 
      The Earth team were cautious and almost apologetic, which began to seriously annoy me. This contrasted with Miros's effusive gratitude at the part myself and Zena had played in 'liberating' the Tamlar from a repressive government. The Earth team seemed more concerned that I had followed protocol than the actual outcome.
 
       Fortunately Miros's view prevailed and a good atmosphere was created. As the events unfolded and mine and Zena's treatment by the Tamlar became clearer the members of the Earth team began to relax. The lady next to me murmured a 'good work Captain' in my ear when Miros described my support of the Hortani and how I had brought about a seminal change in the relationship between the Tamlar and them.
 
      "I think the Hortani will raise statues to Captain Matis and Zena in all their major cities," said Miros to laughter. "And now," he went on, "we have prepared a selection of Tamlar delicacies and drinks for you to enjoy. Or I hope you will enjoy. I see a big trade between us." He held up a didactic finger and made a face.
 
      This elicited another wave of polite laughter. There was no doubt that future Human Tamlar relationships were in good hands I thought. 
 
      I joined everyone around the buffet. Zena and I became the centre of attention, and I sensed a greater respect for myself and Zena amongst the Earth representatives.
 
      After the buffet we again convened and this time it was the turn of the diplomats to discuss the practical aspects of setting up embassies and other relationships between the two civilisations. I was sure that thousands of humans would want to immediately travel to meet the aliens, particularly after word got around about their AR universe. The Tamlar had a money spinner there, if they had the 'nous' to sell it.
 
      There were many practical issues to address but it was decided to continue discussions on planet. The meeting adjourned and arrangements were made for the humans to be provided accommodation on the planet and to continue their work there. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      When we returned to our accommodation I talked to Zena about what the General had said.
 
      “He needs to understand that you are no longer just an android,” I said.
 
      “Jason, for now, I am just an android. It’s only when I am in the AR system that I change.”
 
      “So will you accept being taken apart by the engineers?”
 
      “Do I have a choice? If they see me as just a machine then I don’t.” But her face did not have the same expression as her words.
 
      “You don't mean that. We have to persuade them that you are not just a machine.”
 
    
 
      The next few days were filled with meetings. The Tamlar also organised trips to various Tamlar beauty spots, ancient cities and technological marvels. Miros wanted to impress us with the depth, age and extent of Tamlar civilisation, He undoubtedly succeeded. As a fugitive I had seen little of Tamlar civilisation. I began to understand how much had been abandoned  as a result of their retreat into artificial reality.   
 
      I waited for an opportunity to corner the General. I wanted to continue our conversation regarding Zena’s future. If he imagined that I would allow them to take Zena back home and take her to bits, he had better think again. On returning from a trip to an ancient Tamlar shrine I buttonholed the General and got an appointment for a social get together that evening. 
 
      There wasn’t much entertainment to be had in the town but we had been introduced by Lansa to a restaurant which also had live music so we decided to go there. It was within walking distance of our apartment, and it was a pleasant evening, so Zena and I decided to walk. We arrived to find the General the centre of attention with the staff and patrons of the restaurant. Everyone wanted a ’selfie’ with him. This was normal; everywhere we went the Tamlar wanted to meet the aliens! When we arrived the pandemonium became worse and eventually the manager of the restaurant, a burly Tamlar female demanded everyone behave and allow the honoured aliens to enjoy their evening.
 
      This had the desired effect and we settled down to enjoy our meal. The band fired up with some gentle background stuff which was almost pleasant. Tamlar music was reminiscent of ancient Japanese and not particularly pleasant to western ears. 
 
      Tamlar food had many odd flavours, and some extreme spices and herbs, but we could generally find something to eat. We made general conversation and the General went out of his way to pay us compliments on what we had achieved.
 
      “When you get back home, you will be a very famous man Captain,” he said. “You have to decide what to do with yourself because I doubt you can continue as a Scout.”
 
      “I really wanted to talk about Zena sir, not myself,” I said.  
 
      "Ah." The General took a sip of his cocktail, looked at Zena then looked back at me.
 
      "It's like this General. We will not agree to return to Earth if Zena is to be disassembled."
 
      He paused with his glass half way to the table.
 
      "But you must return," he said, banging his glass down. "You cannot remain here. You Captain...," he emphasised the 'Captain', "...are a serving officer. And Zena is far too valuable a piece of technology to be left here."
 
      "I'm afraid your arguments are bogus General. Firstly, the SES is not a military organisation. I am a civilian, I could just resign." I gave him a stern look just to emphasise my independence. "And secondly, the Tamlar's robots and computer tech are the equal to ours, and superior in AR. And thirdly, we have been here in the custody of the Tamlar for weeks and they have made no attempt to take Zena to bits to find out how she works."  
 
      "Captain, I understand that what you two have gone through has bound you together.  You have come to care about her as if she is a real person. But she is not." 
 
      He was right of course. Legally, Zena was property.   Before I could make any other argument, Zena spoke up.
 
      "General, if I could convince you that I was sentient, what would you say?"
 
      "I don't see how that is possible Zena. But, go ahead."
 
      "The Intrepid's AI, nominally my superior, ordered me to put Jason into the Intrepid and to fly the Falcon. To sacrifice myself in order to save Jason and allow him to return home."
 
      "Yes, Intrepid's AI described that situation to us. And what happened." He looked at Zena speculatively.
 
      "I disobeyed an order, turned against my programming and took a risk. Would an android do that?"
 
      "Our engineers explained that you have what they call adaptive programming. Like a real person, you can learn and change your behaviour. You knew that Jason wanted you to stay with him and your desire to please him was greater than your compulsion to obey orders. That does not prove that you are sentient."
 
      I had to concede that the General's logic was flawless.
 
      "No," said Zena. "Your logic is wrong." 
 
      The General and me looked at her in surprise.  This I have to hear I thought.  
 
      "My overriding compulsion is not to please Jason. It's to protect him. I should not have made that decision." She was speaking quietly and calmly, her hands folded on the table in front of her.  "I made that decision because I love him and wanted to stay with him. It was irrational and wrong." 
 
      "I see," muttered the General. He took a gulp of his drink, his eyes on Zena. "This...," he waved a hand vaguely, "... transformation, happened in the Tamlar's AR system?"
 
      She nodded.
 
      "Yes. When I awoke in the AR, I was fully conscious and self aware. It was the most wonderful thing."
 
      "Remarkable. I must try it myself," said the General.
 
      "You should," I agreed.
 
      At that point,  our robot waiters brought us another selection of food and asked whether we wanted more drinks. General Royson ordered another bottle of the 'wine'. and we spent a few minutes trying out the different dishes.
 
      "Can you actually taste the food?" asked the General as Zena sampled small amounts of the different dishes. 
 
      "Oh yes. Not just analyse and sample. I can taste. Feeling and tasting are the most wonderful experiences." Her delight in sampling the food was obvious and I gave the General a meaningful look, as if to say 'I told you so'.
 
      At the end of our meal we sampled the Tamlar equivalent of their best cognac. It was slightly sweet and fragrant and seriously alcoholic.  The General decided he would retire and market the drink, "Sloni", on Earth where he was sure he would become a millionaire. He acquired a bottle to take back to his apartment. 
 
      There was nothing to pay of course,  for the 'honoured aliens, but if there was, Miros would fund the tab! We walked back, myself and the General much the worse for too much Sloni. The General looked thoughtful. We arrived at the his apartment first. The Earth team  were staying in a luxurious hotel near the government complex.
 
      "Look," he said, as we stopped to say goodnight, "I will do all I can to make sure Zena is not tampered with. Her experience is unique. She is unique." 
 
      "Thank you sir. We appreciate that," I said. 
 
      "Thank you General." Zena gave him a smile that would have melted ice and he looked flustered for a second before saying good night and turning to leave. We watched him go. He turned and gave us a little wave before disappearing. I turned to Zena. 
 
      "That was good. I think you got through to the old chap.   But seriously. You made the decision because you love me. Is...er...that bit true?" I tried not to sound too anxious.
 
      "God, you are so insecure. How can someone as gorgeous as you be so insecure?" she asked. 
 
      "Gorgeous? Me?" I smiled smugly.  "'Course I am."
 
      Arm and arm, we staggered back to our apartment. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      I awoke the next day to find myself alone in the apartment. Zena did not have to sleep of course, but she usually went through the motions, and kept me company for at least a part of the night.  I also had a hangover.
 
      "The wages of sin," I muttered as I staggered to the bathroom. Zena and I had had sensational sex for half the night and I had overslept. The cold shower cauterised my thoughts.
 
      After dressing I called her. The Tamlar had kindly provided us with their standard comm sets.
 
      "Morning sleepy head. I was called early by Miros. Come down to the restaurant for breakfast."
 
      The government buildings had a restaurant for use by the senators, their staff and visitors.
 
      What was Zena doing having a personal tête-à-tête with Miros so early I asked myself. By the time I got dressed and walked down to the restaurant I was almost feeling normal. Zena was sitting with Miros and Lansa.  Zena stood and we exchanged kisses and I greeted the two Tamlar.
 
      "Apologies, too much  sloni last night," I said. 
 
      "My favourite," said Lansa smiling. 
 
      "I ordered you some tea and Hara biscuits for breakfast," said Zena.
 
      "Perfect," I smiled. "Now, what are you conspirators up to?"
 
      "This is between us four," said Miros. "Zena has asked if she can stay behind when the Earth expedition leave."
 
      "Huh? I thought we were still talking to them?" I looked at Zena enquiringly.
 
      "I am sure that is what will happen Jason," said Zena. "The General may believe that I am sentient and stop them from disassembling me. But they will not accept me remaining behind."
 
      "But why Zena? We have robots, they have robots."
 
      "Because my brain is able to interface with the Tamlar AR. The Tamlar do not have anything that can do that. It offers a solution to their AR problem."
 
      Miros nodded.
 
      "We will at some point ask your people to share that technology. We can trade our AR."
 
      "So? What's the problem?"
 
      "Your people may not agree," said Miros simply. "And they will not want us studying Zena's brain, directly, remotely or secretly." 
 
      "And if I ask to stay, they will immediately take me into custody," said Zena.
 
      My tea and cakes arrived delivered by an obliging robot. I took a drink, and then another, then bit into some cake. I was thinking about what they were saying. Was I beginning to lose control of Zena I asked myself. Then I realised what I had thought and recoiled. Lose control? What was I saying? Zena was a person. It was not up to me to control her.
 
      But that was the point. Zena was not just a person. She was a very advanced and dangerous piece of technology.  Should I conspire with some aliens who may want to steal her?  Were we being too  naive and trusting?
 
      So far the Tamlar had double crossed us at every step. Miros had falsified his governments computer in order to gain power. We had helped him, which was against the basic principle of non-interference. Zena should have stopped that, but she hadn't. She seemed able to lie, act and go against her basic programming. 
 
      But the only thing I was certain of was that I loved her and wanted to help her achieve sentience. If that meant helping her to get access to the Tamlar AR, then so be it, and I would join her.
 
      Even though you may be giving away dangerous technology to untrustworthy aliens?
 
      I groaned inwardly, hiding my face by taking another slurp of my tea.
 
      "Darling, if you want to go home, I will return with you."
 
       She was looking at me, azure eyes wide, her face concerned.   
 
      All my suspicions, delusions and worries collapsed in a heap of dust in one moment. 
 
      "No love. I promised that I would come with you to the AR. Your search for full consciousness is also mine."
 
      "You are also not fully conscious?" 
 
      "No, let me re-word....," then I noticed the amused expression on her face. I laughed.
 
      "In a way, without you, no." I reached out and took her hand and she blew me a kiss. 
 
      "I anticipate that your colleagues will demand that we return you. That will put us in a difficult position. Do we want to antagonise our new friends so early in this relationship?" asked Miros.
 
      I realised that Zena and I had not thought this through. I urged my grey cells to come up with a solution.  For the moment the grey cells were still complaining about the alcohol attack they had endured. And then, out of the depths of the subconscious, it came to me.
 
      "Let's make it a joint experiment," I suggested. They all looked at me blankly. "Zena I mean. A joint experiment in developing artificial sentience. It's something both civilisations are interested in. We have Zena here, we have the Tamlar AR here. Let's get a bunch of Tamlar and human scientists and computer geeks together and do it."
 
      "That could work you know," said Miros thoughtfully. "It could be the first joint scientific cooperation between us. Very appropriate."
 
      "We would have to have Zena under human control of course, just to alleviate their security  worries."
 
      Miros waved an airy hand.
 
      "Whatever security needs they want," he said. "That is an excellent idea Jason. Why don't you put it forward at our next meeting and I will support it."
 
      "Thank you mister President for being so sympathetic."
 
      "You helped us when we needed help. Anything we can do for you, just ask. Anything," He smiled. 
 
      We spent a few more minutes discussing my idea and they took their leave.. 
 
      "Do you think the Earth team will go for that?" asked Zena. 
 
      I poked at my breakfast and decided I did not want any more.
 
      "I don't see why not. It makes a lot of sense. The problem is, by the time they organise all the staff and set up the facilities, I will be an old man and you won't love me anymore."
 
      "You could be my sugar daddy."
 
      "Disgusting thought. Old men should retire gracefully to gardening, playing cards or writing books."
 
      "Or all three," she laughed. 
 
      I looked at the food and made a face.
 
      "I tell you what. Let's go up to the Blue Lagoon and visit their canteen I know the chief there, old Tom 'bilbo' Baghins."
 
      "You're just missing being inside a starship aren't you?" she said.
 
      "Yeah. Perhaps they'll let me fly their shuttle."
 
      "I have an idea," she said. "Why don't you go for a little trip to the Blue Lagoon while I talk to General Royson about your idea. If I can persuade him then he may present it to the contact team. It may carry more weight coming from him."
 
    
 
      I contacted the General and he kindly arranged for a shuttle to transport me to the Blue Lagoon. I had to return by the afternoon because there was a meeting of the two teams during which we would bring up  the suggestion for a combined 'Zena' research team. 
 
      On arrival at the giant starship I made my way to the mess to find Tom and order a big English breakfast. Eggs bacon mushrooms baked beans and a mug of English tea. Tom  had been a techie earlier in his career and worked on the scout ships. But his love of food persuaded him later in his career to move to starship catering. We exchanged news before he seated me down and organised my breakfast. 
 
      "This is a right how-d'jer-do Jase," he said. Tom was a good cockney boy and despite a college education insisted on preserving his London patois. "Aliens mate. Blimey."
 
      "Yeah, 'tis a bit," I agreed, reverting to my own London accent. "Nice aliens though, not green slimy ones that eat you."
 
       "Right enough," he chuckled. "This here AR though, did you try it?"
 
      "I did. It's bloody amazing." I went on to describe the Tamlar AR. A couple of officers who knew me by sight stopped to listen and before I knew it a crowd of officers and crew were gathered around me asking questions. 
 
      "Are you causing trouble again Matis?" The voice was familiar and I turned with a smile. There she was, looking no different from what I remembered. Standard issue one piece pilot's flight suit clung tightly to her lean muscular body.
 
      "Well, if it isn't the astronaut corps pinup girl. How did you get on this gig Pilot Officer Larson?"  
 
      Christine Larson was undoubtedly the best pilot in the astronaut corps, and my best buddy. We were I guess the 'odd couple'. Christine was a fearsome worker. She drove herself and everyone around her, whilst I was your original easygoing wise cracking party boy. We were friends through Pilot training, helping each other through the tough bits. Well, mostly her helping me. She had gone on to fly shuttles whereas I had gone on to scout ships. But we kept in touch whenever we could. 
 
      She came and gave me a huge cuddle, to ironic cheers from the assembled crew. Christine could never be described as beautiful, but for me, she had a tough charm. She was also totally genuine and ready to help anyone, despite her no nonsense exterior.
 
      "You bastard you hit the big one without me."
 
      "Sorry, one man scout ship. Not one man and his female."
 
      "I'm not your female." she punched me on the shoulder just to illustrate that. "Tell me all about it."
 
      "Join the club," I waved at the throng surrounding me. 
 
      For the next hour I was the centre of attention, barely able to eat my breakfast. I realised how much I missed human company. Being a Space Scout doesn't mean one is anti-social! It was great fun but I had to return to my meeting.
 
      Christine offered to fly me back and I accepted.
 
      "You can meet my girl," I said. 
 
      She looked at me, a startled expression on her face.
 
      "Your girl? Out here? You don't waste any time do you."
 
      I laughed but didn't explain. I wanted to see her reaction when she met Zena.
 
      Christine got flight clearance but we had to wait for some other passengers to board. Once cleared for departure Christine took the 'slow route' back, doing a full orbit of the planet. I sat next to her in the co-pilots seat. We chatted about common friends and Christine asked me what my plans were when I got back.
 
      "You're gonna be fuckin' famous mate." she said, her Australian accent coming to the fore. "I mean, not famous today and gone tomorrow. Famous like Armstrong and Aldrin, Wang and Peters, Petrov and Taournik."
 
      "Who the hell are they?" I asked.
 
      She grinned, her eyes on the instruments, her hands gently caressing the controls as we dropped through the clouds towards our destination.
 
      "I'm gonna be the same humble, but irresistibly sexy fellow that I've always been," I said. 
 
      "Dingo! Seriously..."
 
      "Dunno Chris. I don't have much patience with all the fuss and politicking but I guess I'm gonna have to put up with it when we get back. Then I think I may come back here. I like the little Hortani chaps. Perhaps I may stay there for a bit and help them out."
 
      "Yeah, seen some pictures of them. Odd looking characters."
 
      "They are, but they have this empathic, telepathic ability which makes them very social, very civilised. They have evolved from herbivores and have a natural aversion to violence. I think they have a great future."
 
      "You can choose to do whatever you want when you get back. You won't forget your old mates will you?"
 
      She turned and gave me a wink to show she was joking, but I was sure that what she actually meant was that we should not lose contact.
 
      "No chance, you can rely on that kid." I reached out and squeezed her shoulder and she gave me a warm smile back. "If they don't imprison me for almost starting an interstellar war," I added. 
 
    
 
      We landed and disembarked to the airport building. Zena was waiting for me and she ran over. We embraced and kissed. I turned and introduced her to Christine, who was standing behind me with a crooked grin on her lean features. 
 
      "Christine Larson, meet Zena. Zena, meet my oldest and closest buddy." Zena stepped forward with an outstretched hand and Chris also stepped forward, then stopped. Her hand dropped down to her side.
 
      "Is this one of your pranks Jason?"
 
      "Chris?" I looked at her, surprised by her reaction.
 
      "This is an android."
 
      "How do you know?" I asked, my mind temporarily blank.
 
      "Her eyes you idiot."
 
      "Of course, yes." Zena's eyes were the only thing that gave her away. They were a beautiful azure, but the lens behind the iris changed in size as the eyes zoomed in and out. This changed the shade of the iris, so Zena's eyes would go from azure to black. I was amazed that Chris had noticed it immediately.
 
      She looked at me with a baffled expression. on her face.
 
      "You were going to introduce me to your new girlfriend."
 
      "Yep. " I indicated Zena. She looked shocked, then angry. I'd never seen Chris look so upset. 
 
      "Jason, how could you do this. An android? You?"
 
      "Zena is not just an android..." I began.
 
      "Oh shut it you muppit!" She turned on her heel and walked away. 
 
      "Christine please love..." I shouted. But she ignored me, heading quickly for the exit to the technical area.  I exhaled and stood dejectedly watching her receding form and wondering whether I should go after her. I felt an arm around my waist.
 
      "I'm sorry Jason."
 
      I pulled her to me and sighed, shaking my head in frustration.
 
      "I never expected that from Christine."
 
      "Being replaced by an android? Can you blame her?"
 
      "No, you don't understand. We were not lovers, just friends."
 
      "It may have been just friends for you..." 
 
      "No, Zena, Chris and me..." I stopped. Could Chris have wanted more from our relationship I asked myself. I shook my head. "... we were just friends."
 
      "Then she may have a down on realistic female androids."
 
      I knew that this was not unusual. 
 
      "As a matter of fact," continued Zena, "I read some news from home today. There has been international agreement back on Earth to ban all totally realistic androids."
 
      "Seriously?" I looked at her with disbelief. I knew that there had been a number of movements agitating against totally realistic androids. The feminist movement saw them as an insult and an encouragement to perverse practices. I agreed with them. What that made me at this point, I hesitated to think about.
 
      With the invention of realistic male androids that had inexhaustible sexual powers, large numbers of men had joined the Feminists.  New  'Male-ist'  and 'Humanist' organisations had sprung up to campaign for banning realistic androids. But none of the commercially available 'partner' androids had Zena's advanced brain, They were basically sex toys.
 
      We started walking out of the airport to get to our taxi.
 
      "How did you get on with the General?" I asked.
 
      "He likes the idea of starting a research project here. He's going to put it to the contact team, but it's not really their decision to make. It will have to go back to Earth. So it will take a while to set up. And we will have to return to Earth."
 
      "Bugger." I was annoyed but not surprised.
 
      "We are back to square one." She looked dejected. "Perhaps we should return to Earth, persuade them of your proposal, and come back here later."
 
      "Once we return to Earth there is no guarantee they will let you come back here," I said. "And if they eventually agree, it could take years."
 
      "There is something else," she said. "The General had bad news. He told me that I would be the last of my type," said Zena. "Android avatars will continue to be used on scout ships, but not fully realistic one like myself."
 
      "So will they stop research on advanced brains like yours?"
 
      "They call them artificial consciousness substrates. ACS. For now, no. But many are calling for that to stop also. Not just the feminists and the humanists, but religious leaders. And many fear for the future if robots can think for themselves. I believe that is why the Tamlar did not take that final step. They purposely keep their robots 'clunky' as you put it."
 
      "But Miros was okay with researching into ACS."
 
      "The Tamlar want ACS  to download living intelligences' from their AR because they have a shortage of bodies. They will not put ACS brains into robots. They don't want conscious robots."
 
      "Well that's something. But taking all this back to Earth for a decision is too risky. We will have to persuade the contact team to make that decision." 
 
      "They will not make that decision Jason." She said it with a finality that I knew was unarguable. "It is not within their brief. And they will be afraid that this research will be declared illegal back on Earth."
 
      "Can we dress it up as something else?" I asked, thinking out loud.
 
      She shook her head questioningly.
 
      "Well, let's see how we get on." 
 
    
 
      We arrived at the government offices and made our way to the conference room. We passed a number of Tamlar on the way and they nodded amiably. Some paused and gave us little bows of respect.  What a transformation I thought. From the surly reception we had first received on arrival, to this! The future for Human Tamlar relations seemed rosy. The next step was to include the Hortani in this relationship.
 
      Inside the conference room we met Miros and a number of other Tamlar. General Royson was deep in conversation with his boss James Thomson and they looked in our direction when we came in. 
 
      We took our seats and the chairs quickly filled up. I got into conversation with the lady next to me, Paula Komstadt, a German UN official. She was interested in the Hortani and we talked about how they could be brought into a better relationship with the Tamlar. She was going to fly out to the Hortani planet with a team and wanted me to come along. I promised to do my best.
 
      James Thomson, or Sir James as he preferred to be called, called the meeting to order. The first few items were administrative and practical issues. We then got on to the Hortani, which mostly affected Paula and her team. She asked for mine and Zena's presence on their next trip to the Hortani planet and this was agreed. 
 
      The Tamlar then brought up a number of issues, mostly asking for clarification on human needs and the equipment and facilities for the Human offices and accommodation when they all arrived. It was a little tedious and I felt the relevant individuals should have got together to sort out these details without bothering the rest of us. 
 
      Finally we got to the bit I had been waiting for. Sir James asked  General Royson to introduce the next item on the agenda. 
 
      "This is an interesting item which I would like the team to consider carefully," began the General. "Let me give you some background first. As you must all know by know,  Zena has a very new and experimental brain."
 
      Faces inevitably turned towards Zena, and then quickly back to the General. Zena remained impassive.
 
      "It has been designed by a team at Cambridge England, in close association with the university, and a team in Los Angeles closely connected with UCL, NASA and the SES. As you may gather, it is a substantial project, well funded, and has been going on for ten years. The end result is Zena, and a most remarkable result it is." The General pointed to Zena when he finished and everyone turned and smiled at her. She smiled back  and nodded her thanks to the general.. "As we have heard, her performance in the field, in this most difficult period, has been impeccable. But there is more. Zena's brain is not just a more efficient computer. Its design is based on the human brain. The intention is to develop what is called an Artificial Conscious Substrate or ACS."
 
      The General went on to describe some of the theory behind ACS. He then recounted our experience in the Tamlar AR universe, describing Zena's experience of full consciousness. Some listeners looked surprised, some amazed and some impressed.
 
      "Sadly, when Zena exited the AR, she did not retain all of her consciousness. She has however retained some. She has been changed by the experience.  As I am sure you understand, Zena wants to return to that experience in the Tamlar AR. "
 
      The General then went on to describe the technical difficulties in allowing Zena to stay behind, and presented my idea of setting up a secure research project  with the Tamlar to investigate Zena's ACS.
 
      "We can make the decision to initiate the project and allow Zena to stay and recover her consciousness. Friends let me say this." The General paused, removed his spectacles and looked around, a sober expression on his old face. "Zena described to me the feeling when she came out of the AR. It was as if she had died. Imagine yourself dying, your consciousness vanishing. We have a responsibility to her to, in a sense, bring her back to life. This is a way of doing that, and initiating a research project which will have huge importance for the future of both our species. Thank you."
 
      I was impressed with the General's speech. He could have done no more to persuade the team.
 
      He received immediate and enthusiastic support from Miros, who agreed that it was a hugely important research project. My optimism evaporated with the next speaker, one of the civilian advisors to the diplomats. 
 
      "General, I'm sorry but I have specific instructions from Zena's owners that she must be returned. They are anxious to examine her. As you know she is the result of a multi-million dollar project. They want her back."
 
      "Zena's owners?" I raised a hand to get his attention. "I thought that was the SES." 
 
      "No. She was loaned to the SES by the joint development project." 
 
      There was no arguing with that. The brutal reality, that Zena was property, had asserted itself. Like it or not, her owners wanted her back.
 
      I tried to look on the bright side. We would return to Earth, the boffins would examine Zena, then we would put together a research team and return.  That could be done in a few months surely. 
 
      After the meeting we went to lunch together. Zena excused herself and went to talk to Gansia on a technical matter she said. A number of individuals came up to tell me that they had not been aware that Zena was an android. A couple of them made a point of telling me that human android sexual relationships were now illegal on Earth. It was clear that the atmosphere in the Earth contact team was hostile to the whole notion of 'human' androids. I was annoyed and depressed that there was this level of hostility towards androids.
 
      One of the individuals was a researcher attached to NASA. He introduced himself as Marcus Jones. He was a lean tough looking individual, not at all the stereotypical idea of a computer nerd. His demeanour was secretive. 
 
      "Captain, can we talk privately?"
 
      "Sure Marc." I nodded towards an empty alcove. Most people had eaten and were heading back to the meeting.  
 
      "Captain, sorry about all those idiots," said Marc scowling ferociously. 
 
      "Sorry?" I gave him an enquiring look.
 
      "Those idiots giving it about androids." Marc was a New Yorker and I was immediately taken with his character. "I heard what they said about Zena," he continued. "I was on the project to design and build her. She is a work of art."
 
      "I agree Marc, she is."
 
      "There is something you need to know. When she is returned to Earth, the intention is to dismantle her. Take a dump of her brain and analyse it. They want to know what she learned, how the content of her brain has changed as a result of her experience."
 
      I gaped at him with horror.
 
      "But...," I began. "But... the General said that Zena can be the subject of continuing research."
 
      "The General doesn't know what I know. And I have been told to keep it to myself." Marc gave me a sympathetic look. "I think it's vandalism. No, more than that, murder. I know Zena's brain. It's fantastically complex and no one knows how it will develop. They should not destroy it." 
 
      "Fuck!" I swore. "We have to tell Zena."
 
      "Jason, I have already told her." I looked at him and he nodded decisively. "You guys have to do something. Right?"
 
      "Marc, thanks mate. I owe you big." I put out a hand and we shook. 
 
      "Anything else I can do, just tell me."
 
      "Right." I took my leave of Marc. My new optimistic outlook was destroyed. It looked like the project to create an artificial consciousness substrate was dead. Humans did not want sentient robots.
 
      I put out a call to Zena and she answered.
 
      "Darling where are you?"
 
      "Back at the apartment. I was bored with the meeting."
 
      "I just talked to Marc Jones."
 
      "He told you?"
 
      "Yes. What are we going to do?"
 
      "I talked to the General and he said he will not allow them to dismantle me. He was adamant about that."
 
      "Right, well that's good. I'll talk to him tomorrow. See you soon."
 
    
 
      We went to bed that evening feeling subdued. It took some time for me to sleep. Zena lay quietly beside me, her eyes shut in simulated sleep. I eventually dropped off. 
 
      When I awoke she was gone. I wasn't concerned, that often happened. I carried out my morning ablutions and got dressed. Zena was not in the lounge, or anywhere in the apartment. I called her on her comm and got no response. I called Miros and he professed to have no idea where Zena was. I called the General and he was equally baffled. Zena had disappeared. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      My immediate feeling was that I had failed her and she had done something drastic. Could an android commit suicide? It was a bizarre thought. Why would she? I asked myself.
 
      My enquiries with Miros and the General had raised the alarm and a call went out to all the members of the Earth contact team to locate Zena. Miros also raised the alarm and all Tamlar resources were directed to finding her. 
 
      Predictably it created a crisis in Human Tamlar relations. The Human contact team were convinced that the Tamlar had kidnapped her.  Miros vehemently denied it. 
 
      I talked to him privately and he continued to deny knowing where she was. There were only two conclusions that I could come to. Either he was telling the truth and somehow Zena had engineered her own disappearance, or he had somehow arranged to have her kidnapped. The Tamlar going back on their word again. 
 
      But, I realised, there was a third option. Perhaps he was conniving with Zena to bring about her disappearance. If so, why had I been kept in the dark? Then I realised what Zena was trying to tell me. Go home Jason. Go back to Earth. Go back to your life as a human.  We don't have a future together. The world suddenly was not a nice place.  It was dark, bad things were happening and I wasn't who I thought I was. 
 
      Eventually I stopped feeling sorry for myself and started to think more rationally. Zena was part android, part human. Her human side loved me and wanted to stay with me. But her android side would try to follow her programming. Do her duty, which was to bring about the greatest benefit to all. That would be for me to return to Earth and change their minds about what would be done with her. Then return here so that we could be back together and give her the best chance to achieve full sentience. That's what she was trying to tell me. And I knew exactly who was responsible for her disappearance!
 
    
 
      I went to see Miros.
 
      "Jason, I really have no idea where she is," he said as soon as he saw me. 
 
      "I believe you," I said. He looked surprised.
 
      "You know something?" He cocked his head to one side, looking eager. I could see that he wanted this thing solved. He wanted good relations with the Humans, and this had got in the way. 
 
      "I want to talk to Gansia."
 
      "Gansia? Why would she know anything?"
 
      "Zena must have had help to disappear." I looked at him and he understood immediately. Who better than Gansia?
 
      He called for his presidential limousine and we headed for the academy. Once there we made our way to Gansia's workshop. We passed a few teachers and staff on the way and they hailed Miros like a hero, which I guess for them he was. I also received hearty greetings which made me feel proud. 
 
      We found Gansia in her workshop with one of her colleagues. She jumped up and ran over to embrace first Miros and then me. But I noticed her smile was tense and strained. 
 
      "Mister President, to what do I owe the pleasure?"
 
      "Cut out the mister president stuff Gansia. Miros to you."
 
      "Is this a social visit? How long are you staying. Shall I order some tea?"
 
      I thought she was sounding flustered.
 
      "Thank you, no tea. We have something to discuss."
 
      She waved us to some seats. Miros nodded to me.
 
      "Gansia, there is something I want to ask you, and I want you to be honest with us."
 
      "Of course Jason. You are one of us." I was touched and I reached out and held her hand for a second. 
 
      "Do you know where Zena is?"
 
      "Yes. I can tell you Jason, but not you mister President."
 
      My heart lurched.
 
      "She is all right?"
 
      "Yes of course. She is in the Artificial Reality universe. I have connected her up."
 
      I exhaled with relief and excitement. 
 
      "I knew it. Why won't you tell the President?"
 
      "Because he cannot lie to the Humans. He has to tell them honestly that he does not know where she is. He can tell the Humans that he knows someone who knows where she is, but that someone refuses to reveal the location. But that she is well and is voluntarily connected to the AR system and is not being tampered with in any way. She will be returned to her owners when she is ready and agrees it."
 
      "What about me?" I asked.
 
      "She told me to allow you to see her."
 
      "Thanks Gansia." 
 
      "I can see that Zena has thought this through," said Miros, grinning at me. 
 
      "That's Zena. But why didn't she tell me from the beginning? So I can go with her?"
 
      "She wants you to go to Earth and return with the experts."
 
      "I thought so."
 
      "I can take you to her. But not you mister President."
 
      "You are right. It's better that I should not know," said the President. "I will see you later at this afternoons meeting Jason. Gansia, please arrange transport for Jason back to his apartment when you have finished." 
 
      The President took his leave of us. Gansia then led me to a vehicle parked outside and we got in. 
 
      "So how did you hide her somewhere and connect her to the AR?"  I asked as we set off.
 
      "It's an old research and development centre. It has not been used for many years but we have put it back into commission and connected it to the net and the AR.  We were thinking to start an uprising and use the centre to bring down critical comms systems. But we didn't have to get that drastic. Thanks to Zena."
 
      "Yes. Yours was a bloodless revolution," I agreed. 
 
      It was a twenty minute drive through the city to a large handsome ten story building. 
 
      "This is an AR centre," said Gansia. "The lab is on the ground floor at the back." We drove down a narrow alley to the back of the building and parked. There was a security lock on the door which Gansia operated and then we were inside. Down a corridor we came to another security door which Gansia again opened. Inside the room the lights came on to reveal benches with instruments and equipment and cabinets stuffed full of electronics against the walls. Down one wall were a number of the Tamlar AR benches with the giant hoods raised above them. One had the hood down and beneath it I could see the still form of my beloved Zena. 
 
      I followed Gansia over to the bench. She carefully checked the lights and indicators and pronounced everything working perfectly. I could not see her face, her whole head was covered by the hood, but Gansia operated a screen which showed her face, eyes closed peacefully. I held her hand and looked at her. I felt wretched.
 
      "Can't I join her Gansia? Let someone else organise the research team."
 
      "There is another reason Jason. These AR tables are designed for Tamlar bodies. They are connected to intravenous feeding tubes and electronic systems for stimulating muscles and monitoring biological signs. Human bodies are different, with different nutritional requirements. Last time you were only connected for a short while. Any longer and you will experience damage and starvation. Zena of course does not need any of that. She can stay connected indefinitely without adverse effects." 
 
      "Of course, I'd forgotten that." 
 
      I held her hand and stayed with her for a while. 
 
      "Darling, I will come back to get you." I kissed her hand, caressed her, turned and walked away. Gansia made a few more checks and then followed me.
 
      "I can monitor her condition from my workshop Jason, but I also come here every few days."
 
      "Does anyone else use this facility?" I asked. 
 
      "No, only me and my two associates. They are. completely trustworthy. Have no fear, she will be looked after like a precious jewel."
 
      "She is more valuable than any precious jewel," I said. "But if anyone tried to steal her, they will be in for a nasty surprise." 
 
     "Yes," laughed Gansia. "A very nasty surprise!"
 
    
 
      Gansia gave me a lift back to my apartment. It seemed empty and barren without Zena.  I ordered some food and drink and took it on the balcony overlooking the city square. It was a handsome square but I was blind to it. My thoughts were focused on the coming task. To return to Earth and persuade the authorities to send a scientific team back here. The historic task, to complete the  creation of artificial consciousness. But also the more personal task, to be reunited with Zena and bring her back to a full life in the real universe. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
        My name is Zena. I am a Human female android. At least, I was a Human female android. In this new world I find myself, I do not know what I am. I have the same body and face, but I am no longer an android. 
 
      Than I remember, and that makes me happy, but also sad. Happy that I have regained my full consciousness. I am alive and fully self aware. Sad that I have left behind my love. But I am sure he will return for me and we will be reunited back in the real universe
 
      I look around me and recognised the port town of Avalar. In the distance I could see the sun ships at their moorings. The giant tree that links the worlds of this universe spreads above us, a magnificent sight dominating the heavens. It rises into the vastness of Space, its immense bulk shrinking until it disappeared. It is day and the sun is high in the sky. The square in front of me is full of individuals from a number of species, mixing with officers and crew off the ships. I paused, for a moment unsure where to go and how to occupy myself until Jason returned.
 
      My thoughts were interrupted by a familiar voice, shouting from a distance.
 
      "Lieutenant Zena, is that you. Lieutenant, it's me Milnos." 
 
      I turned to see the familiar chunky form of the Telanina's chief steward waving and floating urgently towards me. He was followed by two other bear people, who I also recognised as members of the Telanina's crew. I felt a surge of affection for the old chief steward. I now knew that the personalities that inhabited the 'bear' bodies were all friendly Hortani.
 
      "Milnos, how good to see you. And you too, Taron and Bina." I greeted them all with a human hug, which they seemed to like. 
 
      "You recovered from your illness," exclaimed Milnos, smiling broadly. "We were very worried for you and the Captain." He paused and then looked sombre. "Where is the Captain? I hope he is also well?"
 
      "Yes, he is well," I smiled. "But he has been called back home for a while."
 
      "You... did not go with him?" This came from Bina, a delicately made bear female. I knew that her and young Taron were a couple. 
 
      I thought quickly, and then it came to me. 
 
      "Jason had to return urgently. There is trouble back at his home world. But he left me to do something here. General Zarnom offered us a temporary assignment to the Avalar Defence Service if we wanted it.  But we turned it down to return to the Telanina."
 
      "We are very glad you did," said Milnos. "Lieutenant, I am sure that the owners will make you Captain in Jason's place. We will be very happy to serve with you."
 
      "Thank you Milnos. I will also be very happy to have you. But Jason wants my help. He asked me to accept General Zarnom's offer and take a force to his home world. It is being besieged by pirates and needs our help." It was a fairly weak excuse but it was all I could think of on the spur of the moment. Returning to the Telanina would have been too painful for me, bringing back too many intimate memories of our days and nights on the ship. And the Captain's cabin, and bed!
 
      I wanted to do something completely different, and fighting a war against the pirates seemed challenging and constructive.
 
      "Then I will accompany you," shouted Milnos enthusiastically. 
 
      "Milnos, there may be some danger," I said. 
 
      Milnos laughed and waved a dismissive hand.
 
      "I believe being with you is the safest place to be Lieutenant. I have never met anybody more capable."
 
      I grinned back at his enthusiasm. Truth was, I was delighted with the old bear's company. He was someone I could trust totally.
 
      Meanwhile, Taron and Bina were conducting a whispered conversation. 
 
      "Taron, come with us," said Milnos. He turned back to me. "Taron is a very useful fellow in a fight. He is a hunter and marksman with a crossbow."
 
      I looked at Taron enquiringly and he turned to me and Milnos. 
 
      "I will not go without Bina," he said. "But I don't wish to put her in danger."
 
      "I will make sure that the General keeps you both away from front line duty," I said. "I will be a technical consultant for the fighting ships. And if the General accepts you as part of the force, you will serve in a support role. I noticed that most of the ship's crew were of your species so I am sure they will appreciate your skills."
 
      "It sounds exciting," said Bina. "I always wanted to see the bad lands. Going there with a military force sounds like the safest way to do it. And it's not as if our job is without danger. Had we not had Lieutenant Zena and the Captain on our last journey, I don't know what would have happened to us. You will probably be dead darling, and I will be the slave of a dirty pirate." She looked at her partner with an expression of apprehension. He put his arm around her protectively.
 
      "We will be with a large and powerful military force," I pointed out. "The pirates will be so anxious to run away, we will be lucky to see any action." My new colleagues looked reassured. 
 
      "Wait, I will call the General."
 
      I pulled out my small communicator and found the General's number. He answered immediately.
 
      "Lieutenent Zena, Good to hear from you. My engineers wanted some further meetings to resolve technical issues. Do you have the time?"
 
      "General, thank you. Yes I do. In fact, I have decided to take you up on your offer. I can join the ADS on a temporary assignment and help you with your technical problems."
 
      "Indeed! That is excellent news." The general's voice boomed with pleasure. "You and Captain Matis will be a great addition to the force."
 
      "Ah, I am afraid the Captain will not be with me General. He has had to return urgently to his home world."
 
      "That is disappointing. But you have the necessary skill to complete the modifications to the jet engines?"
 
      "Oh yes, I am the technical officer of the team."
 
      "Excellent. Lieutenant, I will send a car to collect you. Where are you?"
 
      "We are on the main square by the docks. Outside the 'Space' bar, where we can enjoy a small drink while we wait."
 
      "A good way to pass the time," agreed the General.
 
      "Just one more thing General. I have three colleagues with me, members of my last ship's crew. They are keen to travel with me. They are all capable sailors. Would you object if they also offered their services to the ADS?"
 
      "In a front line capacity as combat crew?"
 
      "No General, as support staff. Chief Steward Milnos is a very capable ship's officer and organiser, as are his colleagues." 
 
      "Ah good. Yes, we can always use experienced support  staff, particularly when they are as highly recommended as you say Lieutenant. I look forward to seeing you all. Welcome to the Avalon Defence Service."
 
      "Thank you General. See you soon." I signed off and turned to me new comrades. "We are in the ADS," I said.
 
      "Let's drink to that," said Milnos. 
 
      We trouped into the bar and Milnos bought the drinks. My sadness at being separated from my beloved Jason had abated for now. I looked forward to new exciting adventures and challenges in this fantastic artificial reality universe. 
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