THOSE LEFT BEHIND by Victoria Hibbard (c) 2001

Introduction 

The year is 1990. Six years have passed since the Visitors arrived on Earth. In the time since, an era of uncertainty prevails in Los Angeles. The members of the Los Angeles Resistance still meet covertly, but all deals are off. With Nathan Bates dead, the open city is a thing of the past. All that's left to defend the citizens from the Visitors are the Resistance, and members of the Fifth Column. 

As a high ranking officer, and head of the Fifth Column, Phillip has vowed to prevent Diana from accessing too much power. Authority has been divided between Diana and Lydia, creating an air of chaos aboard the Los Angeles Mothership. Due to this, an uneasy quiet has resulted. The members of the Resistance are left to wonder what awaits them. 

They need not wait for long. In the aftermath of the Loma Prieta Earthquake, new members are added to the ranks of the Resistance. New recruits are added to the Mothership. Meanwhile, Diana hatches a covert plan that she hopes will secure her into position to overthrow Phillip, overthrow the Leader, and elevate herself as the Supreme Ruler of Earth. 

Author's Note 

Dear Reader, 

It has been some 15 years since I've seen an episode of V, with the exception of the original Miniseries and The Final Battle. While I was introducing my son and my nephew to these movies that I was such a fan of in my teenaged years, my interest in all things "V" was reignited. This interest was contagious. Together, my son, my nephew and I used the internet to comb for websites related to "V". It was at these websites that I found many pieces of wonderful Fanfic. 

I have always been a closet writer. As a teenager, I was disappointed at how the series so abruptly ended. I envisioned many other plots, and shared them with friends of mine who were also enthusiastic fans of "V". Despite our common love for the show and most of the episodes, we all agreed that some of the elements presented in the series...well...sucked. In my story, (since it's my story), I changed a couple of things to better suit my liking. 

1. Forget Elias dying. No way. Even though he didn't evolve as a major, central character in my story, there was no way I could tolerate him being toasted.

2. Elizabeth did evolve into a major character, but minus a large degree of her hokey powers. I wanted to concentrate on the elements that made her more human and more Sirian...not the elements that set her apart from all she was. I decided to gloss over the bit about her quest to find the Anyx. I figured that a person in her position should concentrate more on a quest to find herself. 

Please keep in mind several things when reading this story. First, there is little in the way of proof reading. I make no claims to be a professional writer...and I make even fewer claims to be a professional editor. Second, it has been 15 years since I last saw any of the weekly episodes. Many of the characters present in my story existed in the series, but my memories of certain events is a bit fuzzy. I also read many of the "V" novels, and borrowed some of the story lines to enhance my telling of things. Most notably, "Death Tide", by A.C. Crispin and Deborah Marshall lent some influence to my work. (I loved that one!) However, it has been years since I last read it. Lastly, before I began my storytelling venture, I read tons of other fanfic, as well as material on a variety of websites. It helped to refresh my vague memories. I ran into characters in other fanfic pieces that somehow seemed familiar to me, as if they'd been in the series. Most notably are Howie, the Fifth Column physician from Visitor Fields, and any references made to the large population of Fifth Columnists on board the mothership in Miami. (I think this last one was in one of the novelizations...). I'm not 100 % sure though. If I, in any way, intruded on elements invented from the fanfic work of another author, I apologize in advance. I sincerely hope this is not the case, but none of this occurred to me until after I'd written everything. Please consider any possible intrusions as a form of flattery, and not plagerism. 

With this, I hope you enjoy my version of what could have been. My son already has the whip out and is demanding the sequel. As I conclude this note, I'm already forming it's beginnings. Enjoy...and...Preta-na-ma. 

Victoria Hibbard 

10-7-01

Chapter 1: Call To Duty

Setting: A modern, mid-sized city on Sirius IV.

Dusk was beginning to fall. The setting sun, reflecting off of the airborne particles of pollution, was turning the pastel pink daytime's sky into a hellish shade of red. As temperatures began to cool, the city's civillian population stirred from their daytime rests. It was rather common for shops and businesses to close for a few hours during the heat of the day, only to come alive again in the evening. School children in their uniforms clustered at a street corner where the shuttle would pick them up and escort them to their evening class sessions. Their carefree chatter carried on the slightly stale breeze. Pedestrian traffic on the sidewalks increased as the sun set. Many of the passersby were dressed for evening social activities. Their duller, neutral daytime shades of clothing were exchanged for glossier, flamboyant colors. Men wore their shirts open nearly to their waists, exposing their strong, muscled chests. Women glossed their scales to enhance thier patterning, and wore tops that bared their shoulders. Every now and then, a group of soldiers would pass by. Wearing their red uniforms and their odd "human suits", it was no longer strange to see them amidst the average population. However, the school children on the corner, awaiting their transport, were quick to gawk and giggle at them.

L'ura barely noticed as she threaded her way past the shops, through the throng of other pedestrians. Due to severe pollution, only authorized vehicles were permitted to use the street. Most everyone these days got to the places they wanted to go either with public transport shuttles, or on their own two feet. L'ura had been walking for several kilometers now. She was thirsty, since she'd left the Public Hospital's Memorial Gardens during the heat of the day. Her trip had been most unpleasant. She'd had to sign documents to authorize the cremation of her recently deceased father's remains, and then she'd made arrangements to have them interred next to her mother's remains. With a numb sorrow, she'd chosen her father's memorial marker. It was identical to the one she and her father had chosen for her mother two years ago, which again, was identical to the one her parents had chosen for her brother upon learning of his death. Well, nearly identical. Her brother's marker was carved with recognition insignia, memorializing his brave service with the Sirian Forces. Also, the compartment in the wall behind the marker, where her brother's cremated remains should have been, was empty. In the notification transmission her family had received, informing them of his death, the Powers That Be had given an official explanion to them that his mortal remains were infected, as were the remains of many brave soldiers, with a lethal bacteria. For this reason, all of the dead were to be interred on Earth.

Remembering this made L'ura grimace as she passed by a cafe that was enticing customers with a sign that offered "Fresh, Sparkling, ...Clean and Refreshing...Water from Planet Earth! Patrons were lined up at the service window to sample this delicacy. Perhaps these foolhardy consumers didn't know what L'ura knew. There was a deadly bacteria on that planet. Even though Sirian researchers had found an antidote to protect the remaining military personnell from succumbing to it, L'ura didn't trust this Earthly water. At least their own water, whatever little of it remained, however polluted it was, wouldn't kill anyone. Despite her thirst, Zon could strike her down dead before she'd sample any of that cafe's new house specialty. She trudged the remaining blocks to her apartment without refreshment.

The apartment, her family's home since she was a hatchling, was silent. No one to greet her now, nor would there ever be again. She would never see her mother sitting at the table, planning the family meals with their allotment of ration coupons. The sounds of her father, clucking his tounge and dramatically sighing as he corrected the assignments from his university students, would never be heard from his office again. She would never hear her brother practicing his English in his room. He would never clown for her again, wearing his "human suit", one eye in, one eye out, as he slowly and comically enunciated his English grammar assignments for her. "SeeeeeSheellllls, SeeeeeeShelllllllls by the SeeeeeeeeShooorrrrre." "Peter Piper Pithed a Peth of Pithled Pethers...I think I know why they call these Tongue Twisters, L'ura. You try," he'd said. Tongue Twisters indeed. These sorts of phrases weren't meant to be spoken by anyone with a biforcated tongue. L'ura literally felt like her tongue had been tied in knots when she finished. But now, in the silence, her eyes and mouth burned hot and dry. A low-pitched, soft growl began in her throat to replace the silence. This sound, not unlike the purr of a cat, was a Sirian grief call. It was involuntary. The sound continued as L'ura went into the kitchen, and checked the water meter. Yes, she had more than enough allotment in the tank to have a drink. She filled a glass with shaking hands and took a long swallow. As she made her way back into the main room, she noticed the red light blinking on the transmission recorder. Curiosity overcame her, although she knew it was likely to be a co-worker from her office or a former collegue of her father's offering their condolences. L'ura reached for the activation button. At the same moment, an odd sense of revulsion filled her, seeming to tell her that if she pushed the transmission button, she'd be sorry. However, she was too late. Her finger had already activated the recording.


"Greetings, L'ura Katthka, this is Commander Dale with the Sirian Terran Forces. You have been drafted to Serve with the Seventh Regiment to be deployed to Planet Earth. You will receive an official visit tomarrow morning at 08:00 with your Regiment Recruiter. Your Regiment Recruiter will have orders as to where you are to report for service, and when. This visit is mandatory. Plan to be at your residence at this time to receive your orders. Dale Out."

Chapter 2: "Who are the People in Your Neighborhood?"

Setting: Bay Area, California, 1989.

The group of resistors had been traveling since dawn. In the driver's seat of the van, Ham Tyler steered the vehicle, his flinty eyes fixed on the road ahead. He made no conversation with Kyle Bates, the young man seated beside him. Kyle had been listening to the Freedom Network Broadcast on the radio, but now his attention was diverted. Ghostly plumes of smoky dust particles clogged the air. In the distance, he could plainly see what had been the structure of the Nimitz Overpass, now reduced to rubble. It looked like a triple decker, cement sandwich had caved in on itself."It's just like Elizabeth dreamed about,"he muttered. Visions of destruction and ruin were nothing new to Kyle since the Visitors had first arrived in their gigantic mother ships just over five years ago. However, the ruin of the huge artery of the Bay Area transportation system was not an act of lizard warfare. This was done by the cruelty of mother nature herself. An earthquake, magnitude of 7.1, had rocked the area only a week ago. Though estimates were not exact, many hundreds, possibly thousands, were dead. Even more were injured or homeless. Meanwhile, the silver spector of the San Fransisco Mothership hovered overhead, seemingly unaffected by the unstable ground below. It served as a reminder to Kyle that no matter what kind of threat the Visitors posed to his existence, nature had just as many ways to take his life. Some days, it just seemed that death lurked around every corner.

"Yeah, maybe your girlfriend dreamed this whole thing up in advance...so maybe now she'd like to dream up a way for us to get through this traffic. I'd like to get our cargo and get the hell out of here before dark," Tyler grumbled beside him. Kyle startled, forgetting that he'd even made a comment in the first place.

Their "cargo" was actually a group of Bay Area resistors and their munitions. Their headquarters had been severely damaged in the earthquake, and was no longer a safe hideout. The Visitors had taken advantage of the disaster to declare a state of martial law on the citizens of San Fransisco and it's surrounding communities. During the day, most of the Scaly Patrols worked to help "rescue" the injured and dead from the various structural collapses. At night, however, they patroled the streets to keep safety and order for the citizens...and to make the lives of the local resistance effort a living nightmare. With no current HQ, and little prospect of finding one that wasn't as badly damaged (or crawling with lizards), most of the resistance was temporarily clearing out. Many of them had headed to the Central Valley to hide out and help out with the resistance efforts to erradicate the Visitors from the state's Capitol. From what the Los Angeles group had heard, things weren't any better in Sacramento. Many suspected that some of the state's top legislators, including the Govenor, may have been converted. A resistance cell that called themselves "Grapes of Wrath",was reportedly headquartered in the small farming community of Lodi, California, at an abandoned Community Center. Lodi, formerly known for it's production of wine grapes, was now known as a safe haven for both the Central Valley, and for the Bay Area. Located only 45 minutes from the capitol, they were pretty much out of sight to the Sacramento Mothership. Also, they were close enough to lend aid to the Bay Area's resistance efforts. In fact, both groups were almost interchangable.

Five resistors, however, had opted to go south. Los Angeles and it's suburbs was a huge place to protect. The Resistance there had made themselves famous. In fact, many of their fighters had near legendary status. Equally as legendary, however, were the stories of the alien leader Diana, and her reign of terror on board the Los Angeles Mothership. Depite the heroic efforts of the Los Angeles Resistance, they had one of the smallest outfits per capita, in the state. Currently, only a handful of people regularly participated in raids. This was not a well known fact. The five brave souls volunteering their services to Los Angeles for the time being were about to learn, if they didn't know already.

***************************************************************

The back of the van was now very crowded. Maggie Blodgett sat elbow to elbow with her burly boyfriend and fellow resistance member, Chris Faber. Next to him sat a San Fransisco newcomer by the name of Kim Chang. She was of Chinese-American descent, small, pretty, and young. She looked like a college co-oed, and possibly weighed 100 pounds soaking wet, but one look at the way she helped to load rifles into the van, and any illusions of a innocent schoolgirl were lost. Next to Kim sat Paul Keifer. He was as bland as water at first sight. Average height, average build, no distinguishing features externally, it almost seemed as though he might actually be a visitor. Visitor's human suits were typically void of any pigmentations natural to human skin, such as freckles, moles or age spots. They also lacked scars. So did Paul. However, once he opened his mouth and started talking, it was quite apparent that he was not a Visitor. He made no references to any visitor without inserting the word "fucking" in front of it. In fact, he'd been quietly dubbed "Fucking Paul" by his fellow resistors. Fucking Paul was often one of the first chosen when Visitor infiltration assignments were needed, because of his oh, so unassuming appearance.
Beside Fucking Paul was Chuck Shanklin, a middle aged man of military bearing. He seemed to be the sort of man that Ham Tyler would take a liking too, since their mannerisms were similar, but Tyler made it no secret that he had little respect for men of the Navy. Shanklin had served in the Navy from Vietnam up til his retirement just before the Visitors had arrived.
Then, there was Tonya Follows. She was young and attractive like Kim, but taller, and perhaps a bit overweight. She seemed pleasant enough, but Maggie could sense grief seeping from the girl's pores. According to Brandon Watts, the bald headed, vulgar mouthed young man who finished up the group, Tonya was a "lezbo", who had just lost her girlfriend in a raid about a month ago. Brandon made it no secret that he found Maggie immensly attractive. Maggie was not impressed. In fact, she felt something akin to revulsion as she observed Brandon. Sure, his loyalties were on the right side, but his swaggering "youth gone wild" kind of attitude reminded her of Daniel Bernstein. Even worse, Brandon acted like a teenaged punk, but he was now the same age that Bernstein would have been, the same age that Kyle Bates and Robin Maxwell were now.It somehow seemed obscene for a young man in his early 20's to behave as though he was a high school rebel. However, Maggie had to force herself to remember that for the Brandon's, the Robin's and the Kyle's of the world, life as it ought to be had stopped just as they were almost ready to go out on their own and leave their childhoods behind. Maggie had been a different woman at 22. She was waging a profound war for her emerging identity and her independence. The Twenty-somethings of today were taking up arms to declare their rights to live. Maggie tried to chalk Brandon's attitude up to identity crisis.

The ruins of San Fransisco were all but memories as dark fell. Talk had ceased in the back of the van as the bumpy ride to Southern California lulled some of the riders to sleep.

"Are we taking them to the H.Q.?" Kyle asked. Ham had pulled over so that he and Kyle could switch, and Kyle could drive.

"Where the hell did you think we were taking them, to DisneyLand?" Tyler replied with little more than a grunt.

"What I mean is...have they all been checked out? Are they all legit?"

"As far as I know, yeah, but for the moment, I don't care. We need warm bodies to help us. If they ain't legit, we'll find out soon enough and take care of business."

"Oh, that's just great. No one ran a check on them?" Kyle asked incrediously.

"Did I say that?" Tyler retorted, "Yeah, they all pass the muster as far as their loyalties. But as for what we really got back there? Let's see, a retired old salt, a foul mouthed computer nerd, a deisel dyke and a skinhead...Well, there goes the neighborhood, kid. I can't believe I drove all the up here for this lot."

Kyle didn't mention to Ham that he'd left out Kim, the Chinese girl. It seemed to him that Kim might be around the same age that Tyler's lost daughter would be. Despite the fact that Kim was not of the same race as Tyler's Amerasian daughter, their oriental features might be close enough to remind Ham.

"Well, you're right. We do need the help. They all volunteered to come here. Maybe we shouldn't stick to first impressions." Kyle even noticed to himself that his observations were beginning to sound remarkably like those his girlfriend Elizabeth might voice. If anyone was a target of bigotry in a world that judged people on preconceived notions, it would be Elizabeth. She was the first and only hybrid of a Visitor/Human mating. It never ceased to amaze Kyle that despite all of her apparent differences, she always knew what to see and what to say to bring people together.

"You been hanging around Elizabeth too much. You're starting to sound like her." 

"I was just thinking that myself,"Kyle mused, "Y'know, maybe she's starting to rub off on you too, cuz you're turning into a damn mind reader"

In the darkness of the van's interior, Kyle could faintly see what almost passed for a smile on the older man's lips.

The trip was uneventful until they neared Los Angeles City Limits. There, set up about half a mile up the road, was a Visitor Checkpoint that hadn't been there earlier.

"Son of a bitch...bet they ain't looking for drunk drivers,"Tyler muttered. The van lurched sickeningly as Kyle manuevered it into a clumsy U-turn. He remembered a road about a quarter mile ago that might serve as an effective detour.

"What the fuck?" Brandon wailed as he was jolted from his nap in the back. His head lolled and fell into Maggie's lap as the van picked up speed. Maggie shoved his head away, almost violently.

"Do we have company?" Tonya shouted, snapping out of her doze. She instinctively reached for one of the rifles in the middle of the circle of travelers. Others began making grabs for guns as well.

"Let's hope not" Tyler shouted back. One glance in the rearview mirror told him that despite Kyle's quick reflexes, they had been noticed.

Kyle floored the pedal, hoping to nurse more speed out of the ancient, battle scarred vehicle. He made the turn onto the side road and began muttering curses as the van lost speed. The road had a steep incline. Moments later, a Visitor Squad Jeep made the turn, and began an effortless pursuit of the lumbering van.

"They're gaining on us!" Kim Chang announced to a group that was already well aware of that fact. Her statement served, not as a warning, but as a call to battle. Chris Faber lunged to the back, an Uzi in his grip. He opened one of the rear doors, aimed the muzzle at the pursuing vehicles, and shot for all glory. Sparks glanced off the body of the jeep where bullets grazed it, but pursuit was not slowed.

"Bite me. Those fucking scalies are getting so close, I can smell mice on their breath," Paul muttered. He aimed a rifle out the back, but before he could shoot, the blue bolts of the inevitable laser fire scorched the asphalt where the van had just been seconds ago. His aim ruined, Paul moved back, while Shanklin took position. The Retired Navy man emptied his rifle of it's teflon coated bullets. One hit took out one of the pursuant jeeps front tires. Before the Visitor driver lost control of the jeep, it's passenger was able to lob off another volley of laser fire. The rear bumper was hit. It fell off and hit the pavement with a violent clang. The impact was nearly enough to throw Shanklin out of the van. Quick hands grabbed him, but he lost his grip on the rifle. It went the way of the bumper. The open rear door was hanging by only one hinge. It would go soon, too. The van reached the hill's summit, and began a faster descent. Kyle began searching the side of the road for any convenient turnoffs. Tyler noticed another set of headlights appearing over the ridge of the hill they'd just crested.

"Put some speed on, kid. Here comes more!"

The resistors in the back were still armed and ready. 
"Toss off some grenades!" Brandon shouted.
"Not in this slow bucket of bolts. We're likely to get blown to Sirius ourselves," Chris responed dryly. Another violent burst of laser fire cut off any further conversation. Kyle made a sudden turn that no one in the back of the van could anticipate. It was a chore to keep themselves positioned inside the van, and to keep the ammo and guns from sliding out the open rear door. With the turn, Kyle burst out of the wooded hills and onto a street that was quickly becoming more residental. The second jeep appeared right behind them moments later. Despite being in a more more populated area, the Visitors unleashed another volley of laser fire. One shot made it inside the van. Maggie howled in pain as peices of what had formerly been the metal wall behind her head was turned into white hot, sharp shrapnel. A chunk sliced the top of her head. Her scalp began to bleed copiously. With blood running into her eyes, she could no longer see, and was therefore out of commission. She could only smell the ozone of the visitor's weapons and the gunpowder of theirs. She could hear the squeel of tires on pavement as Kyle navigated through city streets, and she could hear the curses of the others when the jeep kept up it's pursuit. Finally, one last round of alien fire took the rear door off it's last remaining hinge. The heavy metal door, cut free from it's morings, flew straight into the windshield of of the jeep behind them. With the driver's vision obscured, he swerved the jeep, lost control, and crashed into the tree of some poor resident's front lawn.

Kyle didn't stick around to see if anyone got out of the van to pursue on foot. The van was making some terrible noises. One of the tires was flat. He was also aware that Maggie Blodgett had been hurt. In this condition, they'd never make it to Headquarters.

"Bernstein's. Step on it!" Ham stated.

The idea was just forming in Kyle's mind as Ham spoke it. They could make it to the Safe House at Stanley and Lynn Bernstein's. It wasn't far.

Chapter 3: Open House

The crippled van lurched into the Bernstein's driveway. Ham Tyler jumped from the passenger seat, opened the garage door, and motioned for Kyle to manuever the van inside, next to Stanley Bernstein's silver sedan. As Kyle did so, the interiror door of the garage opened, and Stanley Bernstein stepped through.

"What's going on?" he asked, plainly dismayed. He was wearing nothing but boxers and a T Shirt.

"Looks like you're gonna have some company tonight,"Tyler gruffly stated. The van's engine came to a shuddering stop. Chris Faber exited from the torn up back of the van and pulled the garage door shut.

"We got wounded here. Patch a call through to Julie, would ya?" Faber requested. The next to exit the van was Maggie, guided by unseen helping hands, to Chris's outstretched arms. He helped her down, as she pressed down on the gash in her scalp with the heel of her hand.

"Oh, my, what happened here?" Stanley asked, eyeing Maggie. Streaked in gore, she was hard to recognize.

"Just go do what the man said, will ya?" Ham grumbled.

Kyle and the five San Fransisco resistors piled out of the van, and gathered up the weapons. Kyle paused for a moment, listening at the metal garage door for any noise outside that might suggest that they'd been followed. He heard nothing but a dog barking in the distance. When he turned around, eveyone else had already gone inside. He shot a glance at the poor, injured van. It had been through alot, and would be around to get them through more, but not without some expensive repairs. Kyle had a good idea just who'd be financing a majority of those repairs. (He pretty much figured he'd be doing alot of them, too.)

Inside, Lynne Bernstein was leaning over Maggie, who sat in a kitchen chair, a towel pressed to her wound.

"I'm fine, Lynne. Scalp wounds bleed alot. Julie will stitch me up, and I'll be just like new," Maggie was saying, rather shakily. Her nurse's training spoke the truth to the older woman, but she said it as much to console herself as to ease Lynne's worry.

"You're damn lucky," Tyler muttered.
"Let's just hope there's no concussion,"Chris said, plainly worried.
"Anyone else hurt?" Stanley asked.
"Just the Mystery Mobile" Kyle said, in reference to the group's affectionate nickname for their dilapidated vehicle.

Juliet Parrish arrived at the Bernstein's house just as Kyle and Ham were getting around to introducing the new resistance members to their hosts. She wore a white lab coat, suggesting that she'd just gotten off of work not long ago. In her hand, she carried a black leather brief case stuffed full of first aid supplies. Her eyes instantly spotted her friend Maggie on the kitchen chair, a bloody towel held to her head with one hand. Her other blood streaked hand held a glass with an amber colored beverage in it.

"Oh, boy, what happened to you?" Julie asked. She could smell the sweet hint of alcohol on Maggie's breath when she responded.

"We got followed when we tried to bail out of a Scaly Checkpoint. I got hit by some shrapnel," she explained. Julie examined the wound, pulling bits of debris out of the cut with a pair of sterile tweezers. Next came the Novacaine injections, and finally, eight stitches. A more thourough examination reassured Julie that Maggie didn't seem to have a concussion.

Lynne sat beside her husband Stanley on the couch and watched Julie work. She said nothing. In fact, on the exterior, she seemed as calm as one could expect to be while running a safe house for resistance members in the middle of Visitor occupied territory. Inside, however, she was a jumble of mixed emotions. Long ago, she had given up any of her fears in helping the fighters. Her home was their home when they needed it. She had no more worries about what the Visitors would do to her if they found out that she and her husband were aiding and abetting the resistance. Both she and Stanley had survived an interrogation by the alien's commander, Diana. It had been a horrible experience, but more horrors awaited. Her father in law had not survived. The Bernsteins had all been arrested and tortured because her beloved son Daniel had turned them in. Later, the resistance had done the same to Daniel. Her traitor son had suffered, in the end, as his grandfather and his parents had. Knowing that her son and her father in law were now dead, and knowing that her son had been a traitor to his own family and to his own people had hurt worse than any torture Diana could ever hope to inflict upon Lynne. Just remembering Daniel hurt. He was the only child she and Stanley had ever been able to produce, and she had loved being his mother while he was growing up. She still wondered where she went wrong. Other times, she refused to think about Daniel at all. However, when Maggie Blodgett, the young woman who had cozied up to her son during the Visitor's first occupation to get information for the resistance from him...the young woman who was one of the key people involved in her son's capture and subsequent death...sat bleeding in her living room on this night, it was hard for Lynne to suppress the memories, and the anguish. She wasn't angry with Maggie, really. How could she be? Daniel had really gone off the deep end, and not even his mother's love could bring him back. He had become a danger to himself and to others. But Lynne was hurt and weary. Next week would mark Daniel's twenty third birthday, if he'd lived to see it. Daniel may have had the heart of a traitor, but Lynne's heart was a mother's heart. She would always love him. She would always silently remember her son's birthday. It would always hurt.

***************************************************************



The Bernsteins were accustomed to leaving "strangers" in their house while they carried on their everyday existences. Both had jobs that barely managed to pay the mortgage and the bills. They used to be somewhat well off, perhaps considered amongst the upper middle class. There were no class divisions now, really. Most of the stately homes on their street were abandoned. The Bernstein's former next door neighbors, the Maxwells, had been smuggled out of the neighborhood in a gardener's pick up truck, never to spend another night in their home again.Their home had gone into foreclosure with the bank, but it had not even been put up for resale. No one was buying homes these days. Both of the parents, Robert and Kathleen were now dead. Their three daughters, Robin, Polly, and Katie, were scattered from here to Chicago, as far as Lynne really knew. Then, of course, there was the daughter Lynne had heard that Robin had given birth to. The StarChild, as the girl was called, Elizabeth....
Lynn had known that her son Daniel had a crush on the Maxwell's eldest girl, Robin, almost since the day he'd hit puberty. Then, the Visitors had come, and it seemed that Robin had grown a fixation on the handsome Visitor Youth Leader,...a young man by the name of Brian. Whenever Lynne Bernstein thought of Brian, a vile taste filled her mouth. He'd been a charming one, for certain. In many ways, it was easy to blame Brian for her son's corruption. They were always hanging around together. Brian had become a frequent guest at the Bernstein's house whenever Daniel had his say. Then, of course, there was the way that the poor Maxwell girl had mooned over him. Bad news, that Brian had been. To imagine how easy it must have been for him to take advantage of that poor teenaged girl...and then to get her pregnant with God Knows What. Lynne had never met Elizabeth Maxwell, and she wasn't certain she wanted to. True, the child's mother had been a typical, boy crazy teenager, but her father was a two legged walking snake, no two ways about it. She was glad Brian was dead. Maybe he had poisoned Daniel's mind, and spoiled the Maxwell's daughter, but it was good to know that he wouldn't be around to corrupt his own child.

A bit further down the street, Lynne drove past the former Dupres home. Oh, yes...Eleanor Dupres. No one could forget her. A social climbing phony from the start, Eleanor had, like Daniel, become a traitor to her own. She, too, was dead. Her final act had been an act of betrayal. She'd tried to convince the resistance fighters that the Visitors, whom she'd previously allowed to use her home as an embassy headquarters, were holding her hostage. She failed. The visitors killed her too before they all choked to death on the red dust that the resistance had manufactured and brought to the "Embassy". This had been on V-Day. The Dupres house was abandoned now, too. Lynne wasn't a superstitous woman, but she'd believe it if someone told her that the house was haunted.

So many houses, with so many stories to tell. Who would guess, by looking at the outside of the Bernstein's modest home, what stories it could tell, and what stories it continued to harbor. Lynne could only hope, as she continued on her way to work, that no one ever would guess.

Chapter 4: Faces and Places

Rendevous Station was a busy hub, located just outside of Earth's solar system. This was where several Gigantic Motherships housed refreshment crews, impending transfers, and new recruits. Ship One processed the new rank and file. Here is where L'ura received her basic training, refresher classes in English, and her assignment. She was going to be deployed to the Mothership over Houston, Texas, United States. English was the predominant language spoken there, but L'ura was also being given lessons in basic Spanish as well, since Spanish was frequently spoken in Houston. 

She'd also been assigned her human name, which was to be Laura, and fitted with her "human suit". Her scale patterning had been evaluated so that her human guise would be appropriate. Darker skin tones and darker hair went to those who had darker green scales and deep brown, red, or black pattern mottling. Laura's scales were a much lighter green than that, and her pattern mottling was in shades of amber. Therefore, her skin color was to be that of a caucasian human, and her hair color was to be a shade that was called "ash blonde". It was decided that hazel colored eyes looked the best with her combination, so her contacts were ordered in this color. She was to wear her human suit at all times now, speak only her assigned language, and use only her assigned name.

She'd thought it hysterical when her brother had paraded around his room in his human suit, making jokes out of speaking his assigned language. Nothing about it was funny now. The suits were hot, and even the lubricating oils she applied to her scales first could take away the constant all over body irritation to her skin. They smelled strange. Worst of all, Laura's sense of touch was noticeably blunted. Even a simple task, such as properly grabbing a writing implement, or shooting a laser rifle took practice at first. It was hard for her to judge her own grip. And then, of course, there was human hair. It not only sprouted from the wig in an easily tangled waves that had to be groomed daily, but there was even a sparse bit of hair down below, covering her genitals. Laura hadn't known about this little bit of human suit trivia. It was the strangest thing she ever did see. Finger and toe nails were oddities too. No claws to grip with, only these brittle, transparent substitutes. It was no wonder why the humans were a doomed race. With no venom to spit, and no claws, how could beings such as these defend themselves?

The weeks of training went by in a blur. Laura was kept busy enough not to feel the grief over her father's death to overwhelming porportions. She'd conquered her fear of drinking the water. She'd seen enough of her collegues drink it, and none of them keeled over. When desperation had forced the issue, Laura had finally taken her first sip of Earth Water. Amazingly, it was everything that sign at the Cafe had proclaimed it to be...and then some! Though water was still not a commodity to be wasted, at Redevous Station, the rationing of it was far less stringent. Laura was permitted to drink as much of it as she wished. Her food rations were also more generous, but the food was very strange indeed. Live prey had more fur on it than any creature she'd ever eaten on Sirius IV. The rodents dispensed in her food rations had long, whiplike tails that were easy to grasp, but rather akward to swallow. She could shove the whole rodent down her throat, and the tail would still be dangling from her lips in a rather unattractive fashion. Eating neatly took practice, she learned.

At last, Laura grew accustomed to the tortures of the human suit, the eye contacts, and speaking in a language that was not the language she thought in. She'd also quickly learned the rigors of her assigned job. Her skills with computers and her rapid command of her assigned language had earned her a position in the Communications Division. Installing and repairing communications devices, monitoring and decrypting encoded messages, and dispersing messages would all be tasks she'd be doing on Earth. She and the other recruits drafted into the Seventh Regiment were ready to be deployed.

Squad Commander Dale summoned Laura into his office the afternoon before she was scheduled to leave for Houston. Dale appeared to be a caucasian human male of middle age. He seemed quite at home in his human suit. It was hard for Laura to imagine what he looked like beneath it.

"There has been a change in your assignment, Laura," he informed her matter of factly.

"A change? Have I not performed satisfactorily?" Laura asked, a feeling of foreboding steeling over her.

"Oh, you've done quite well, Laura. However, I'm told that instead of reporting to the Houston Mothership, you have been reassigned. You will be deployed to the Los Angeles Mothership, tonight, at 22:00 hours. You'll arrive in Los Angeles at 07:00 tomarrow morning.."

Laura knew not to question the orders Dale had just given her. He dismissed her, and she saved her reaction for when she was alone in her quarters. Los Angeles! How could her superiors be so insensitive? They'd drafted her before she'd had a chance to properly mourn her father's passing, and then reassigned her to the one place in all of Earth that she did not want to go. To Laura, Los Angeles was a venom pit, a city of death. Her brother had died there. So, too, reportedly, had Supreme Commanders John, and Pamela. It was rumored that they'd been shot by none other than Diana herself, the Commander of the Los Angeles Death Trap. Laura wasn't the only one that didn't want to go to Los Angeles. No one else did either. She'd heard whispers in the hallway, proclaiming that Diana was stark raving mad. Some said that the red dust bacteria had infected her brain, making her crazy. Others declared that she'd always been a head case. Then there were the spooky rumors that John and Pamela's spirits haunted the mother ship with the intent purpose of driving Diana insane. In fact, so many had met untimely deaths in Los Angeles, that some believed that scores of ghosts wandered the halls of the ship, creating an aura of paranoia that Diana's living presence only helped to exaccerbate. Laura wasn't sure how much of that drivel she believed, but she wasn't anxious to find out what was true and what wasn't. One fact she knew to be true, was that more workers reported to Rendevous Station for Stress Leave from Los Angeles than from any other ship anywhere on Earth. New York was a close second. The mothership hovering over Miami, Florida, was said to be the best assignment, but it was an assignment that was hard to get. Laura hadn't heard anything in particular about conditions in Houston, and she wished with a vengence that she was still going there. Unfortunately, this was not the case. Laura had only a few hours in which to eat a quick meal, take a shower, and gather her personal belongings. Aside from the strange array of grooming implements for her hair and pseudo skin, her toothbrush, her scale lubricant, a spare pair of contacts for her eyes, two pairs of dark eyeshades, several uniform changes, a standard issue military laser pistol, a personal communications decoding device, and a few basic text manuals, Laura had little else in the way of posessions. She did, however, have a couple of personal momentos nestled amongst her military issue belongings. The first was a holoimage, or "picture" as she'd learned to call it, of herself, her father, her mother and her brother when their family was still whole. The second was a message chip that she could play in her personal communications decoding device, or her PCD as they were called. The message chip contained a recording of the only communication transmission her brother had been able to send back home to his family on Sirius IV from Earth. Lastly, she had a chrono that her father had given to her as a gift upon her graduation from the Public University. Laura had to wear her military issue chrono while on duty, but she was permitted to wear personal artifacts, such as her own chrono, while off duty. A quick glance at the chrono in her suitcase told her that 22:00 hours was rapidly approaching. She closed her suitcase, and made her way down to the Docking Bay.

Awaiting transport to Los Angeles were six others. Three of them appeared to be Hispanic, two of them Black, and one other Caucasian. Laura learned that the Black man, and one of the Hispanic women had been pulled from other assignments to help even out the racial distribution on the Los Angeles ship. It was believed that if the racial demographics of the population on the motherships more closely matched the population of the city, there would be less unrest and more cooperation amongst the humans in the area. Why skin color mattered at all to humans was a concept Laura couldn't quite grasp. But, perhaps racial demographics was why Laura had been switched at the last minute. She was only left to guess as the shuttle that would transport them to Earth landed, and the group was ordered to board. In transit, Laura made small talk with the other passengers. The Hispanic male was called Orlando. Originally from Los Angeles, he'd been injured on the job severly enough to need treatment at Rendevous Station's more advanced Medical Facility. He was now well enough to return to duty, and Laura deduced that he wasn't happy about it.
"The key to surviving in L.A. is to not trust anyone too much. Don't do a job so bad or so good that you get noticed. Be a nobody. You don't want Diana taking any interest in you. Nothing good has ever happened to anyone that sucks up to her, I'll tell you. She's a real Bruha," Orlando warned her. Laura smiled. Bruha translated from Spanish to English meaning witch.
"Lay low, then, right?" Laura asked, practicing a bit of English phrasology she'd picked up.
"That's it. Lay low. See, things aren't too bad if no one notices you. Actually, things can be pretty interesting if you like watching Officer Politics. Just don't go getting in the middle of it yourself."

Orlando spoke as much for the benefit of the other Los Angeles recruits as for Laura's. All listened to him with rapt attention. They'd all heard some stories.

"I hear that Diana is Loco...Mucho Loco." said Catalina, one of the female Hispanic recruits.
"Yeah, and that she has a real bad temper," added the Black female, Valerie.
"It's all true. That's why I say to be a nobody," Orlando stated.
"What did I ever do to deserve this shitty assignment?" Christopher moaned., but not without a little humor. He was assigned the appearance of a rather handsome, brunette haired Caucasian male.
"I don't know, but Diana likes pretty boys. You should take care to avoid her if at all possible. The last place I'd want to wind up is in her bed. That's just way too personal," Orlando warned.

Orlando's prophecy proved correct. The shuttle landed in the Los Angeles Mother Ship's Docking Bay at 07:00 hours. Laura and the others filed out of the shuttle and stood at attention. There to greet the newcomers was Diana herself. In addition, a tall, blonde haired, female officer was there to receive them. She introduced herself as Fleet Security Cheif Lydia, in a crisp voice that suggested that she'd spent some time aboard the Mother Ship over London, England.
"Welcome back, Orlando. I trust you're well recovered," Diana stated without much emotion, as she stood before him, observing him.
"Yes, Commander. I am ready to return to work," Orlando replied. His voice was carefully measured to contain exactly the same amount of emotional warmth as Diana's.
Next in line was Valerie, then Catalina. Diana spent enough time to learn their names and their assignments, and little else. She stopped before Christopher next, and inquired of his name and rank. Her eyes traveled up and down his body as she did so. She even gave him a sly smile. It turned Laura's cold blood to ice blood. Perhaps even a twinge of jealousy made itself felt. Laura liked Christopher's humorous complaints on the shuttle, and she especially liked his looks. She was willing to bet that he had an exquisite pattern beneath that human suit. Venom seeped into Laura's mouth as she watched Diana survey Christopher. Yes, definately jealousy. She swallowed the venom and tried to look as impassive as possible. Diana had moved on to Dominic, the Black man next in line. She scrutinized him quite throroughly as well, and rewarded him with another one of her sly smiles. So, it seemed that perhaps Diana was simply one of those women who was constantly in season, and always needing a man to keep her bed warm when the climate cooled. This observation seemed to be accurate. Esmerelda, the other Hispanic woman, was barely afforded Diana's time of day. Then, it was Laura's turn. Diana was standing in front of her, and Laura tried hard not to show any sort of amazement what so ever. The nightmare stories that were told of this woman's exploits hardly seemed possible. Laura was a good head taller than her new Commander, despite the fact that Diana's boots had high heels, and Laura's were flat. Laura could see right over her head. True, Laura was quite tall by Sirian standards. Fleet Security Cheif Lydia was perhaps even a smidge taller than Laura, another surprise. It wasn't often that Laura met women taller than she was herself.
"And you're Laura," Diana addressed her.
"Yes, Commander," Laura answered impassively.
"Good. We need another Communications Specialist."
"I am happy to be of service." It was a canned reply, but it was the only appropriate one.
"Is that venom I smell on your breath, my dear?"
Laura was taken aback by Diana's astuteness.
"Uh, n-no," she stammered, "Uh, I just got over a mild infection of one of my venom sacs, though." Quick thinking saved Laura's answer. It was even the truth.
Diana stepped closer to Laura, with another one of her sly smiles. She reached out, and gently grasped a loose tendril of Laura's fake hair in her fingers. Letting it briefly slide over her fingers in an oddly carressive sort of way she told Laura,
"Well, we should have you looked at to be certain that you're well."
Diana's odd actions were making Laura very nervous. It seemed that she was equally as interested in her as she was in the men. A tight knot of fear formed in Laura's belly. It was the same sort of feeling she'd been having since the day she'd felt that fledgling sense of forboding when she'd heard her draft message.
"In fact, you will all be receiving full physicals prior to beginning your assingments. I know you all have had them at Rendevous Station, but the doctors there don't appreciate what a high concentration of red dust was let go in this area. I am very interested in keeping the health of all personnel on board my ship at an optimum." Diana announced. Then, after a security briefing from Lydia, the recruits were released to their quarters.

Chapter 5: The State of Confusion

Kyle Bates was a man who was a few years years shy of his thirtieth birthday, and filthy rich to boot. None of that showed, especially the second point. Working in his garage with a soldering torch, he was doing his best to secure a new back door onto the van that had just recently suffered so much damage. The "new" door had come courtesy of Chris Faber, who had swiped it from a totaled van at a junkyard.He'd also taken the totaled van's rear bumper to replace the one lost the night of the chase.


Elizabeth Maxwell stood just outside the garage door, quietly watching Kyle work. With soldering goggles on to protect his eyes, he looked a little comical. He was working so intently that he didn't even notice she was there. A radio played in the garage. Over the din of the torch, Elizabeth could barely make out the words to the song. It was Faith by George Michael. As the song ended, almost at the precise moment, Kyle turned off the torch, stepped away from the van, and removed his goggles. His face and the hair on his forehead were damp with prespiration.

"Is it fixed?" Elizabeth quietly asked.
Kyle startled a bit, not realizing that his girlfriend had been standing there, watching him.
"Hi, sweetheart. Uh, yeah, I sure hope so. I just have to check and see if this door will open and shut right. It's a pefect fit, though," he answered. Perfect fit, yes, right color, no. The van was white. Chris had only been able to find a green door. Kyle wondered if it would matter. White vans were so common, that if this one were ever seen on the street, no one would remark on it. White vans one green rear door were much rarer, and more noticeable. However, Kyle knew that Chris had gotten only what he could get, and a green door was better than no door. He might have to spring for a paint job. To Kyle's delight, when he tested the green door, it worked properly.

"Yup, it's fixed," Kyle said, admiring his handiwork. Inside and out, the van looked no worse for wear than it had the night they'd taken it to San Fransisco. "I'm ready to go inside and get something to drink. How 'bout you?"

"Sounds good," Elizabeth answered. She followed Kyle inside, and sat at the kitchen table while Kyle rummage through the refridgerator. He produced two colas, one of which he tossed to Elizabeth.

"You look a little down,"Kyle commented as he sat down across from her, "Is something eating at you?"

"As usual, but I'm trying to shut it off. Last time I felt this way, there was that Earthquake in the Bay Area, and there was nothing I could do to stop it." Elizabeth was referring to her remarkable intuitive abilities. She had the ability to sense things before they happened, but she was often not clear on precisely what was to happen. Today was no different.
"Kyle, do you suppose we could ever have an earthquake like that?"

"Yeah, I'm afraid so. We've had some real doozies in Southern California in the past. Some people think that California is bound to shake itself free from the cotinent and sink into the sea, but that's a load of crap. Most folks here in L.A. are so used to earthquakes, that if one ever happens, they'll know what to do. We even have building codes here. Anything we build, we build strong enough to withstand earthquakes," Kyle answered, as honestly as he could.

"The thought doesn't frighten you? Elizabeth asked.

"No, not really. You see, honey, it's all called Mother Nature. We get Earthquakes here in California. In the East, they get hurricanes. The Mid-West gets tornadoes. Everybody has something to look out for. If we were to spend all our time dwelling on what could happen, there would never be any time to experience the good things in life, right
?"

"Yes, I know you're right. I've just been feeling a little off today."

"Maybe it's got something to do with your mother coming back in to town this evening?" Kyle asked.

"No, it's not that. I have a feeling she'll arrive here right when she's supposed to. If that changes, you know I'd tell you right away. It's just that...." Elizabeth paused for a moment, trying to collect her thoughts. Yes, she had a feeling, alright. Something bad was going to happen to someone she cared about, but for the first time, she was completely in the dark as to who it was. Usually, Elizabeth was good at knowing the 'who' in her feelings. Not always the 'what' part, or even exactly the 'when'. This she haltingly explained to Kyle, and as she looked at him from across the table, she felt the first concrete sense of knowledge regarding the matter, and it filled her with some relief.

"One thing I know for sure," she concluded, "It's not you. And, I'm pretty sure it's not Mother, either, although I think have a feeling that maybe she'll be affected by whatever happens to whom."

As Elizabeth talked it out, a few more things made themselves clear. This was usually the case when she talked about her feelings with Kyle. Keeping them inside, all to herself never helped, she was learning.

Kyle was in the shower, cleaning up for the resistance meeting planned for later that evening, after dark. Elizabeth decided to do some house cleaning to take her mind off of the turmoil in her brain. She was nearly done loading the breakfast dishes into the dishwasher when she heard a car pull up outside. Peering out of the window over the kitchen sink, she was delighted to see a familiar brunette haired figure climbing out of a beat up brown Mazda.

"Mother!" Elizabeth exclaimed, as she bolted out of the kitchen, through the living room, and out the front door. Robin Maxwell didn't even have time to shut the car door before her daughter's slender arms wrapped around her.

"Wow, Hi, Elizabeth!" Robin replied, returning her daughter's hug with some surprise. Elizabeth wasn't usually so demonstrative.

"You made it back safe!" Elizabeth cried, finally releasing her mother from her tight embrace.

"Well, yeah, I did. Can't say the same for my car, though. I won't be taking it back to Chicago, or much of anywhere else, until I get some work done on it," Robin said. She was still catching her breath, amazed at her daughter's strength.

Elizabeth glanced at her mother's car, and saw a tendril of steam coming from under the hood. With a quick motion her mother didn't see, she flicked her reptillian tongue, and "smelled" hot antifreeze.

"It's the radiator. Darn thing has been overheating on me ever since I went over the Rockies. I wasn't sure I was going to make it on my own," Robin informed her daughter.

"Maybe Kyle could fix it. You should see how he fixed up the van."

"Oh, you mean the Mystery Mobile? That thing hasn't conked out yet?"

"Nope. Kyle fixed it."

"Well, I think maybe I should just think about saving up for a new car. This thing has had it." With that, Robin opened the hatch back of the car and extracted her suitcases. Elizabeth helped her mother with them, and they went inside. Kyle was already out of the shower and dressed, his hair still wet and uncombed.

"What a surprise. I didn't think you'd be here yet. Lemme help with your bags," Kyle said, a bit embarrassed over the unexpected company.

"Oh, that's OK. We got them all already. Good to see you again," Robin replied. She gave Kyle a quick and chaste hug, remembering that she'd once had a crush on him.

"How did Chicago treat you? How's your sisters?"

"Polly and Katie are doing great. You know that Polly's a senior in high school this year? Katie's starting third grade. I can't believe how fast time flies," she replied, "Oh, and the girls told me to give you a special hello, Elizabeth. Polly asked me if you'd ever want to come to Chicago with me for a visit soon."

"Oh, that would be wonderful. When, Mother?"

"Maybe when Polly graduates in June, we can go then," Robin suggested, "But I have some things I need to take care of here." A dark look passed over her face, but then was gone. She was mindful not to alarm her daughter, who always seemed to be sensitive to her moods. "Anyways, how is everyone doing? Mike, Julie, Maggie, Ham..." she made another face when mentioning Ham Tyler.

"Why don't you come to the meeting tonight and find out for yourself?" Kyle suggested, "Everyone will be there. We even have some newbies."

It just figured that she hadn't even been in town for 15 minutes, and she was already being drafted into resistance activities, but then again, Robin had pretty much expected that. She spent her time shuttling back and forth from Chicago to L.A. on a regular basis, not really setting down roots anywhere she went. It kept Robin from having to focus on what direction her life was taking, and what she wanted for her future. 

"Count me in. I have some presents to hand out. Gifts from the folks in Chicago."

"Power Packs?" Kyle asked, hopefully.

"Bingo. About a dozen of them. They just had a big, successful raid down there, and they were able to snag lots of them."

"Get out of here! That's cool! Maybe you can tell the group about it. We could sure use some good ideas. If not, good news and a dozen power packs will do just fine."
***************************************************************
An abandoned fire station was the current resistance headquarters. The fire station used to service the community that Marjorie and Sean Donovan had been abducted from. The entire population of the town, with the exception of one teenaged boy, had been taken. No one had returned. The location was perfect. The fire station had bunks, a kitchen, a large garage that still housed the fire trucks, and a cavernous general purpose room. There were generators to supply power, and the water had never been turned off. This place was a real find, and the resistance hoped to keep it theirs for a long time to come.

Julie Parrish sat at the strategy table set up in the general purpose room. She was wearing a white lab coat, as usual these days. It seemed that all she ever did was work, but she was grateful for the job. After Nathan Bates, the proprietor of Science Frontiers, had been killed, Julie's future had been very uncertain to say the least. She had been employed by Bates, and maintaining a very precarious existence, using her position at Science Frontiers to provide information to the resistance. When Bates died, his entire estate, including all interest in Science Frontiers, had been willed to his estranged son, Kyle. At once, offers began pouring in for the purchase of the corporation. Kyle had feared that some of the offers might not be legitimate, that some of them might be false companies fronted by the Visitors, trying to trick Kyle. With the help of a good lawyer, Kyle had researched all options carefully before selling out to a company called EcoSound. Headquartered in Seattle, Washington, EcoSound hadn't offered top dollar, but Kyle knew they were a good operation. Most of their research involved finding cost effective, ecologically safe ways to generate power. Julie had been invited to transfer over, and she'd accepted. It provided her with opportunities to find ways to eradicate the damage that the first Red Dust had wrecked on the ecology, as well as research other possibilities to get rid of the Visitors without harming Earth's environment. Unfortunately, heading up the Los Angeles chapter of EcoSound required lots of hard work and long hours. Fortunately, her new superiors at EcoSound were more than happy to allow Julie to work alongside the resistance. The heads at EcoSound knew that the Visitors were not good for the Earth's ecology, or for business.

Next to Julie sat Mike Donovan. Mike's future was not as cemented as Julie's. Employment in his prior field of news reporting was hard to come by. Currently, he was a sound engineer at a local radio station that fed broadcasts to the Freedom Network. From a financial standpoint, his job was not very lucrative, but as for resistance intelligence, he couldn't be richer. His primary job was to keep the station on the air at all costs. He not only supplied valuable (if not covert) information about resistance activities to the station for relay to other resistance efforts elsewhere, but he was in line to receive plenty of valuable information from those other resistance cells to relay to Los Angeles. This was one way that all the resistance cells had to keep in touch with the others. Mike had known about the successful raid in Chicago even before Robin Maxwell had arrived to give them all the details. He'd also arranged the transport of the five new resistance members from San Fransisco.

As for the romance between Mike and Julie, it still existed on some level, but it was on the same unsure footing as the future of the rest of the world. Julie worked exhaustingly long hours at EcoSond, which left little time to deepen a relationship. Mike had long since learned that pressing Julie for more of a commitment made her tense and uncooperative. It was odd. He'd married Marjorie after they'd met in college. Marjorie had never worked during their marriage, and she'd had plenty of time for him. Maybe too much time. She'd really had nothing else in her life except her husband and her son, while Mike had all the benefits of family and home, in addition to an exciting and rewarding career. Julie, on the other hand, was so involved with work that it seemed she had no time for anything else. Marjorie and Julie were polar opposites. Julie had once told Mike, not long ago, that she was beginning to long for something more, but that the timing just wasn't right. She simply had to stick it out with EcoSound, working constantly, until they established themselves. Mike had no one else he wanted to be with, so he simply had no choice but to wait it out. There was plenty to do in the meantime.

If anything had changed in the life of Ham Tyler, no one knew about it. He didn't share the personal details of his life with any of the others. Not even his close associate, Chris Faber, knew weather or not Tyler dated anyone, or did anything else except find new ways to bring down the Scalies. Chris, on the other hand, had found Maggie. Life was not altogether unpleasant anymore.

Also at the table was Elias Taylor. The young Black man had his hands full of life right now. Anyone that knew him knew that he was unstoppable. He had lost his brother Benjamin in the first occupation, his restaraunt, the Club Creole next, but he never stopped striving for a better life. He'd started up a new restaraunt in a different part of town with the insurance money granted him from the Club Creole's destruction. Together, he and his wife, Miranda Juarez Taylor ran it. They were also raising their brand new baby daughter, Hope, and caring for Elias's ailing father and former resistance member Caleb. Tonight, Caleb was recovering from heart bypass surgery, and Miranda was looking after him and Hope, so she was unable to attend the meeting.

William, the Visitor who had joined forces with the resistance, and given up his Sirian ways of life to live amongst the humans, was also present. He now worked at Elias's new establishment, as did his wife, Thelma. Life wasn't easy for the two Visitors, struggling to make ends meet on a world that was utterly foreign to them. In addition, they were now supporting two hatchlings. Their first, Samantha, was barely a year old. Their second, whom they'd named Benjamin in honor of Elias's fallen brother, was barely a month old. Neither of the hatchlings were old enough to be fitted for human suits yet, nor would they be until they reached approximately 5 years of age, and the suits could stretch to accomodate their growth. Babysitters were simply impossible to find for baby lizards, so Thelma and Willie worked staggered shifts, which left them little time to see each other. Even when Elizabeth offered to watch the little ones so that their parents could steal a few moments alone together, it was hard. Times were beginning to take their toll on Willie and Thelma's young marriage. Thelma had protested Willie coming to the meeting, since they were both off that night, and could have some time together, but Willie knew he had to come. At the last minute, Thelma opted to go too. They'd loaded both the hatchlings into their car seats and brought them to the meeting. Samantha was snoozing on her father's lap. Benjamin was being passed around to any resistance member interested in holding him. At the moment, he was the center of Maggie Blodgett's attention. The infant was making soft gurgling noises as Maggie cooed to him, just as one would coo to a human child. Maggie had to admit, he was awfully cute in an ugly sort of way. Ham Tyler was not amused.

Nor was Brandon Watts, the skinhead fighter from the San Fransisco resistance. He never expected to see baby gators at a resistance meeting, but seeing the two siblings dressed up like humans in baby clothes...pink flowered pajamas for Samantha and a blue terrycloth sleeper for Benjamin, made him sick.

"What kind of resistance is this?" he'd voiced aloud, "Why the hell are you letting those two in with their kiddie crocodiles?"

"Let's get some things straight here, Baldy," Ham stated, leering at the young man, "You don't talk about Willie or his wife like that. Second, when I want to hear your opinion, I'll beat it out of you. As for what kind of resistance effort we are? Well, if you're lucky, we'll let you stick around, and you'll find out." Then he swiveled his gaze to Willie and Thelma.

"Last I knew, these meetings were adults only. Let's keep it that way, alright?"

"Oh, Ham, cool it, will you?" Julie interjected. "I'd rather them be here with the kids than not be here at all. Now, time's wasting, so let's get started. Welcome back, Robin. I hear you have some gifts to share."

"You bet, Julie," Robin replied with a grin. She emptied the contents of her duffel bag out onto the table. Mixed in with the power packs were treats for the resistance members. A Hershey Bar, a little squished, but still edible, was for Julie. Next was a six pack of Budwiser, cans to be distributed to Mike, Ham, and Kyle. Then came an assortment of Slim Jims, Hershey's Kisses, a pack of Wrigley's Spearmint Gum for Chris, and two jars of real instant coffee.

"HoooWeeee, you hit the Mother Lode, girl," Maggie crowed. She handed Benjamin back to his mother and got up. "I'm putting on some coffee water. Who wants some?"


Chapter 6: The Not So Secret Underground

Gifts dispersed, introductions made, and steaming mugs of instant coffee in hand, the members of the Los Angeles Resistance, old and new, regarded each other in an awkward silence.

"So, what's different about tonight, guys?" Chris Faber quipped as he shoved a wad of gum in his mouth. "We've been here for two hours, and we haven't accomplished much."

"Yeah, I know what you mean," Julie said. She hesitated before she began her next statement. "It's like being in the dark. I don't know about any of you guys, but I feel like someone pulled the plug. It used to be that I always had a notion what we were up against when I worked for Bates....."

"Yeah, but since he's gone, we have no idea who Queen Iguana is sucking up to." Elias finished.

"Or who she's converting," Kyle added.

"Well, we know that Diana has made eradicating the Fifth Column a priority," Mike said. "Phillip made that much clear to me the last time we spoke."

"Yeah, and when was the last time you spoke to your Gator pal? Ham questioned dryly.

Mike ignored Ham's derogatory remark.

"It's been a couple of months. He told me he had to do some traveling to other motherships, and that he might be gone for some time, but if anything of major importance came up, he'd find a way to notify me."

"I know the Fifth Column in Chicago was getting paranoid. They were starting to lay really low," Robin added.

"What about San Fransisco?" Kyle asked, directing his question to any of the five new resistors sitting in the group.

"It was pretty much status quo until the Earthquake. There was a network on board the ship still, and they communicated through a group that has been living in the City. Unfortunately, I suspect that their clubhouse may have sustained some damage, like ours. No one has heard from them after the quake hit," Kim offered.

"Yeah, and communications are pretty shaky over there right now. With the phone companies down for the count, the fucking lizards found it really easy to move in and take over. Even if they didn't sustain any damage, contacting us to tell us might have been too dangerous," Paul stated.

"We did alot of our communications relays through Grapes of Wrath in Lodi," Tonya said, "That's how we got through to you guys."

"Yeah, I know," Mike responded with a sly grin.

"What about this group? What's the story on them? Do they have Fifth Column contacts?" Julie asked.

"I'm not sure how many, but I'm sure they do. The group in Lodi specializes in alot of espionage activities. Actually, it's group members live all over the Central Valley, some as far south as Fresno, and others as far north as Roseville. They keep tabs on the State Legislators, and government affairs, and they have tons of information on who's been converted, who's just a suck up to the Visitors, and who can be trusted. You can bet they get some of their facts from the Fifth Column." Shanklin said.

"Yeah, I've worked with them a couple of times, on some hits," Paul added.

"Hits?" Elias asked, "Like raids?"

"No, as in hits. When they get the word that a high ranking official has been converted, they take care of business."

"Whoa!" Julie exclaimed, "They just go in and assasinate them?"

"Sounds like my kind of outfit," Tyler commented darkly.

"What choice is there?" Brandon said, "Once they get converted, their brains get turned to hamburger. It's doing them a favor."

Julie bit her lip to keep quiet, but she couldn't help squirming in her seat.

"It's not like they just go in and start shooting with blindfolds on," Kim said, almost as if she could read the disquiet in Julie's heart, "They only do it when they are totally sure that there is no other option."

"And, the word from Sacramento is that the Governor has not been converted, but one of his top aides was, and...." Tonya started; then Brandon interrupted her,
"Now he's taking a nice little dirt nap, courtesy of the Grapes of Wrath."

"The whole idea of resisting is to wipe out the Visitors, not wipe out humans," Julie protested.

"Yeah, but they have do what they have do. The Visitors have been cutting back on the number of officials they've been converting. Converts don't do them any good if they're dead. Lodi adopted a Zero Tolerance policy on it, and I hate to say it, they've been getting results. We were preparing to vote on a similar strategy until the quake hit," Shanklin said.

"Better Dead than Red," Brandon quoted from an old Cold War catch phrase.


"Some of members of Grapes of Wrath even say that if they get caught, they'd commit suicide, so they won't be converted," Kim added.

"Easier said than done," Mike replied, remembering a time when he'd briefly held that choice in his own hand. Diana had taken that option away from him before he'd even made a final decision.

"Are you people suggesting that this should be our plan of action? Willie asked. It was the first real contribution to the discussion he had made all night.

"Should what be our plan of action? I'm not sure we've done more than gather some facts about the activities of other resistance cells," Julie said, a bit puzzled.

"Yes, what I mean is..well, never mind..." the timid Visitor trailed off uncertainly.

"Yeah, never mind, Snake Eyes," Brandon hissed.

"I warned you not to talk to him like that, punk," Ham admonished. Then he turned to Willie, "As you were saying....."

"I really don't know what to say," Willie stammered, a bit shocked that Ham Tyler was sticking up for him.

"Say what you meant. Come on, someone has to have a plan for what to do next, and maybe you're the one."

"Yeah," Elias encouraged, "Willie..the man with the plan..."

"Well, I don't know that it's a good plan, but..." he started to trail off again, but Julie reached over and gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder.

"Good or not, we all want to hear it," she said.

"If we don't know who Diana is working with anymore, and we can't talk to the Fifth Column right now, then maybe we should go under the covers ourselves and....find out..." He stammered.

"You mean, UnderCover!" Maggie said with a smile.

"Yes, I suppose that is it."

"Not only do I think it's a good idea," Elias said, "But I think it's the only one."

Throughout the entire meeting, Elizabeth Maxwell kept quiet, but she listened intently to the conversation while she tended to Willie and Thelma's sleeping hatchlings. Even their rhytmatic, peaceful breathing could not soothe the growing disquiet she felt in her soul. As the resistance tossed around their questions and made their plans, Elizabeth began to get a clearer sense of the coming menace; at least in the sense of where it was originating. They were right, in one respect. Things had been awfully quiet in Los Angeles as of late. A few attempted raids for power packs or supplies, a few skirmishes with Visitor Patols, and that was pretty much the sum of what the resistance had been up to and up against in the recent months. However, Elizabeth had a better idea of just exactly what the human race was up against than perhaps any other member of the resistance. She had met the Leader himself, and been briefly subjected to his mind control, and his power. Though she (and Kyle) had managed to escape, she was still left with the knowledge of what he wanted. Power. Absolute power. He would use any means available to him to get it. She knew, with a sense that went beyond a mere knowing that the Leader had been furious that Elizabeth had slipped from his grasp. She also knew that without her, he would vow to find another way. Elizabeth was but one of the instruments he'd intended to use, but he had others. Diana was one of them. 

Diana had been awfully quiet as of late.

Elizabeth didn't trust the quiet.

The menace was coming from above.

Even more troubling to the Starchild was the feeling that someone she loved was going to get hurt, but she still had no idea who.



Chapter 7: The Best Hatched Plans

Two years had passed since the death of Nathan Bates; the power hungry, wheeling and dealing governor of Los Angeles. Two years had passed since the Leader, Elizabeth Maxwell, and Kyle Bates had narrowly escaped from an explosives rigged shuttle with their lives. Two years had passed since the Leader had placed the Inspector General, Phillip, officially in charge of the Los Angeles Mothership pending an investigation of who had planted the bomb. Diana knew, with a certain smugness, that Phillip would never know she had been the one to do it. Even though her plan, to kill the Leader and Elizabeth, and take over as the Supreme Leader had failed, she was not disappointed. She had gained some valuable insights. Let Phillip believe he had the upper hand. Let Lydia be his puppet. They could go on believing they were in charge all they wanted. Diana knew who would be in charge in the end, if she played her cards right.

It no longer mattered to Diana weather or not Phillip was a member of the Fifth Column. She merely pretended, to avoid suspicion, to care. Lydia might think it strange if Diana were to suddenly discontinue her pursuit and prosecution of any discovered Fifth Columnists. Suspicion was not something Diana wished to arouse. One lesson she'd learned: Keep your plans to yourself. One cannot be betrayed if one does not take anyone into their confidence.

Secondly, Diana supposed with some irony, her new plans might actually bear a close resemblance to some fundamental Fifth Column beliefs. Of course, she was nowhere close to swearing her allegiance to any such group. However, she, like many Fifth Columnists, was becoming very Anti Leader. Unlike them, her reasons for harboring these new beliefs had nothing to do with feeling a sense of wrongness over invading Earth, eating it's inhabitants and stealing it's water. Her new beliefs were a culmination of several facts that were making themselves blatantly clear with the passage of time.

Fact Number 1: The Leader was inept. Time after time, he had put fools in charge of important operations that Diana knew she could better handle herself. John, Pamela, Lydia....the list was getting to be nauseatingly long.

Fact Number 2: The Leader had a penchant for blaming anyone but himself for his own ineptitude. Furthermore, in the five years that she and the other commanders had been slaving away, trying to secure Earth for his trophy cabinet, he had done nothing more than toss around threats and orders in an attempt to help. Quick to point the finger, but slow to lend a hand.

Fact Number 3: The Leader's "Great Plans" were taking too much time, and costing too much money and lives. Despite her rank, Diana, and other officers of similar rank earned a pittiance for their efforts. She had done a calculation of her earnings, in Sirian Credits, versus what they'd be worth in American Dollars, British Pounds, German Francs, Japanese Yen, and other currencies on Earth. She had come to the same shocking realization each time. Elementary school teachers in California earned more per year than she did. Further research had shown her why. Sirius IV was going bankrupt. So, too, would the Leader, eventually.

Fact Number 4: The Leader was a liar. This realization, at one point, had hurt to admit. Diana had been lied to, as had everyone else. Her sympathies did not rest with anyone else, however, because no one else she knew had shared the experiences with him that she had. They had been intimate. He had told her that she was the only one he loved. He had told her that she was the only one he trusted with these important visions of his. She had made countless sacrifices for him, and giving up five years of her life to command a mothership over an alien planet was the least of them. In fact, when the Leader had begun sharing his plans with her, Diana, in her youth, had imagined that she would be by his side. She dreamed of the two of them ruling together, harvesting the fruits of their labors, and raising their offspring in the abundance. How quickly those dreams had been shattered when she'd learned that she was pregnant. Upon finding out, Diana had been overjoyed, but the Leader had not. He had urged her to have an abortion, convincing her of how badly he needed her intelligence and authority to guide the mission. She could not effectively accomplish this if she were mothering a hatchling at the same time. Finally, Diana agreed. In a cloak of secrecy, she had the abortion performed by a "physician who would be able to keep his mouth shut". Unfortunately, no one should have given that doctor a license to practice anything, let alone medicine. Diana could have done it better if she'd performed it on herself. The result had left her unable to ever carry another child. Now, she wondered if that had been intentional. As for the Leader loving no one else but her? Well, she'd come to learn in time, that Pamela had been correct all along, damn her. The Leader's bed was a heavily traveled path...and now she knew that Pamela had been speaking from her own personal experience, to boot. (Another reason why Diana was glad she'd shot her!) Once Diana had removed her rose tinted glasses, the truth was getting uglier by the day. The Leader cared for no one else but himself, and he was prepared to lie to anyone and do anything to get what he wanted.

Then, lastly, Fact Number 5. Sirius IV was done for. The two years that Diana had spent being demoted to having 100 percent authority only when it came to matters concerning science hadn't been spent idly. She had toiled countless, silent hours gathering data from the dying homeworld. Soil, atmosphere and water samples were measured and remeasured. Then, experiments had been conducted. Could anything on Earth be transported and manufactured on Sirius IV to improve conditions? The resounding answer was NO. Even if all of the water on Earth were sent over, what wasn't consumed would become equally as scarce and polluted in 100 years or so. Vegetation that was abundant on Earth didn't grow in Sirian soil samples. Whatever sympatico was needed, whatever magic ingredient that was necessary, simply didn't exist. The two worlds were simply too different. Or, perhaps, the technology required to create the balance simply didn't exist yet. If that was true, Diana knew that the people of Sirius IV did not have time for technology to catch up to necessity. If something wasn't done, life on her homeworld would be extinct in a century's time.

The reality was shocking, and sobering. The Leader was wasting precious time sending squadrons of motherships over to conquer a planet and bring it's resouces home. He could not accept reality, because he wanted to be a tyrant, not a pioneer. He had forced Diana into that role. Now, she knew for herself what this planet had to offer her people, and the only action she regretted was that she'd nearly blown this lovely world to bits not so long ago. Of course, she hadn't known the truth then. The truth had spoken to her and made it necessary to think long and hard about how to right the wrongs. The Leader had done enough right to make Diana's new plans possible. The motherships, capable of transporting many thousands of Sirians at one time, had been built. She invisioned the day when the residents of her homeworld, ship by ship, would be transported to Earth. It would be their new home. Every man, woman and hatchling would inherit this place of promise, and they would all have her to thank for their bounty. As for the Leader, he could just rot with his lies and his twisted visions in his barren realm. Diana had no place for him in her new order. In fact, she knew that if her visions were to succeed, he'd most likely have to be assasinated sooner or later. Perhaps, she herself would dispatch him to his next incarnation, as she had done with John and Pamela. As humans were fond of saying, paybacks were a bitch.

As for the humans...well, Diana mused, perhaps not all of them were doomed. They would have to simply accept the new order of things. Yes, in order to accomodate the influx of Sirians, a great many humans would have to die to prevent overcrowding. Of course, they wouldn't die in vain. Their remains would be disposed of in the only respectful way possible: they'd be consumed. Their deaths would sustain life. Diana honestly could not understand why the humans were so mortified over this prospect. It was simply the natural order of things. The circle of life. In fact, she herself would find it an insult if her mortal remains were left in some crypt to moulder and waste away. She was a scientist at heart, and any good scientist knew that there were plenty of good uses for the dead. Organs could be donated to save the living. Anything left that wasn't fit to donate should be consumed for nourishment. What was so horrible about that?

Despite her visions, Diana knew who was in charge now. She watched him closely, without him knowing. What did the Leader have that she herself did not? Power, for one. And, why was that? Because, he had all the wealth, she surmised. Yes, he flaunted it, and promised his followers that they too would have a share in it if they followed his command. Diana had been disillusioned by it, as had the rest of the masses. Now she realized, that other than wealth, and an appetite for power, he had little else. None of his self serving promises had borne fruit for the inhabitants of Sirius IV. None of his promises could. Sirius IV could not be saved. In order to sway the masses, Diana knew she needed a plan, and her plan would have to be based on the truth. She would be able to deliver what she promised. Unbeknownst to anyone, Diana could hear the cries of anguish from those on the dying home world. They haunted her dreams at night, and crowded the corners of her mind during the day. There was simply no shutting them off. The voices of anguish had been getting louder and louder every minute she had squandered doing the Leader's bidding on Earth. There were times when the cacophony of the suffering threatened to overwhelm her. In order to stop the voices, and in order to stop the suffering, she would have to give them what they needed......

First, she would acquire the wealth needed to make herself visible. This, she was quietly accomplishing. By investing in shares of human stocks, under an assumed alias, she had gathered an impressive portfolio. One company in particular, an environmental research firm called EcoSound, was proving to be a lucrative investment.(Yes, watching Nathan Bates and learning his secrets had been worthwhile. She had long since learned that humans were not as stupid as she had been led to believe by you know who...) Next, she would begin spreading the secrets of her wealth. This would have to be done very carefully, and could not be done until her personal wealth surpassed that of the Leader. She had plans on how to accomplish this, too. There was simply no trusting most of the officers she worked with. She would earn her trust among the innocent and the new...and also among those she herself created Eventually, all eyes would be focused on her. Then, while continuing to amass more wealth, she would begin transporting the population of Sirius IV to Earth. The Great Leader would be nothing more than another tyrant to be learned about in a history book. Diana would be the Leader, and the Great Provider for All. The voices of agony would end. Her day of glory was coming. 

Her wealth was growing. So too, she hoped, was the fruit of another plan she was devising. Within the last month, seven recruits had been sent to the Los Angeles Mothership. Of the seven, one had been an injury returning to service, two had been reassignments from other motherships to even out the racial demographics on board her ship, and one Diana herself had specially requested to be rerouted from Houston. Her wish had been granted, but not to fill the need for a Communications Specialist, as Rendevous Station had been led to believe. Diana had given them all thorough physicals, but she'd really been interested in the health of just one of them. That one was, of course, her new Communications Specialist, Laura. During her physical, Diana had inseminated Laura with the sperm of a human donor. She highly doubted that Laura was aware of this, but that was not her concern. Diana was only concerned with another success, like she'd had when mating Robin Maxwell with the former Visitor Youth Leader, Brian. Other attempts at mating Humans and Sirians had failed miserably, but she'd always used the same formula: a Human mother, and a Sirian father. This would be the first attempt with the opposite. If her plans succeeded with Laura, there was no telling who else they might benefit.



Chapter 8: When It Rains

Laura was beginning to wonder if the rumors about the horrors of Los Angeles weren't a bit inflated. Yes, it paid to walk on silent footing, follow orders, and talk quietly. This was not a place to question commands or leave tasks undone. However, once the day's work was finished, relaxation was permitted. She was getting used to the cuisine, and even finding that she liked some of it. Good company was easy to find, too. 

Her immediate supervisors were two officers, one male, the other, female. The man, Frank, was a middle aged man made to appear either Hispanic or Native American; Laura wasn't sure which. Though he'd originally been assigned to Alaska during the first occupation, the Red Dust had made it unwise to have a mothership hovering there anymore, and he'd been reassigned. He was fluent in both English and Spanish, and he served as one of the communicatios liasons between Los Angeles and the motherships hovering above the Spanish speaking nations. Laura enjoyed working under him. He took his responsibilities as seriously as anyone else, but he had a great sense of humor. Carol, her other supervisor, was also middle aged, perhaps five or six years Frank's senior. She was a robust woman, very busy and very capable. Carol was also a transplant. She had worked with Lydia onboard the Mothership over London, England. Lydia depended on Carol to keep communications operating at all times, and Carol did not disappoint her. Laura was astute enough to wonder if Carol worked on special assignments for Lydia in addition to her regular duties. It seemed they spent alot of time in confidential meetings. Sometimes, Lydia's rather attractive brother, Nigel attemded the meetings. However, Laura didn't dare ask.

Though she enjoyed most aspects of her work, Laura particularly liked her off duty time. She took special pleasure in trading her regulation chrono for the one her father had given to her, and trying out "beauty secrets" designed to enhance her human appearance. It seemed that human females had means to make themselves attractive to males, just as Sirian females did. Instead of Scale Gloss, however, human women used face paint. They called it "make-up". Diana was rather fond of using it, Laura noted, but almost all women tried it at least once in awhile. Human women also "teased" the hair on their scalps. Laura had seen human television broadcasts to learn some of the ways women wore their hair. "Big" hair was the rage. Bouncy, and full of body. Diana had perfected the methods, and Lydia seemed quite adept at it as well. Laura's own trials were beginning to produce the desired results. The trick was all in a special grooming lacquer called "hair spray", applied in great doses to the wig. Other hair styles, such as ponytails or braids were popular too, but Laura found she was not good at braiding. After she spent time teasing her hair and painting her face, Laura would then select a pheremone fragrance to wear at her pulse points. It amazed her that human women did this too, and they called it perfume! Then, she'd be ready for an evening in the Recreation Lounge.

There would be assembled all those lucky enough to be off duty. Food, drink, and gossip were plentiful. Good looking men were too, if human guises were any indication of what was beneath. Laura had seen Christopher on more than one occasion, and each encounter had been friendly. However, Laura's eyes were opening to wider vistas than just him. There were simply so many! No wonder eligible bachelors were hard to find back home...they were all here! There was no shortage of attractive females, either. It seemed that Christopher was friendly with another woman too, by the name of Andrea. In her first days, Laura might have been a little jealous, (in fact, she had been when Diana had focused her attentions upon him), but now, she realized that he was most likely experiencing the same sense of wonder she was. There were couples in the mix, too. They would mingle with their friends, and then excuse themselves to private corners for secret caresses and intimate conversation. Sometimes, Laura wished she could know that, but then again, she was still young. At twenty-two, she had an awful lot of living to do before she "settled down".

Burning curiosity was beginning to fill her about what it was like down on Earth's surface. Initally, she'd been afraid of the notion. Her brother had died down there, at the hands of the resistance and their toxic Red Dust. She had no desire to meet the same fate. However, others, such as Orlando, had reassured her that the Red Dust was no longer a threat, at least in warm climates. She watched as squad vehicles left the docking bays, and later returned, all personell alive and well. Finally, curiosity was making itself felt. Then she'd learned that at last, her curiosity was about to be sated.

Tonight, Laura spent a little extra time "fixing herself up" before heading off to the Recreation Lounge. She'd traded in her regulation coveralls for a more appealing, off the shoulder dress that she'd purchased with some of her earnings at the commisary. It was a light blue minidress made of a sparkling material. Designed to fit snugly, but not too tightly, it accentuated her long legs perfectly. Her hair had come out perfectly, full bodied and soft looking. She had rimmed her eyes with the right amount of "eyeliner" to achieve that doe eyed look that the glamorous human women on the night time dramas wore. When she entered the Recreation Lounge, she turned heads. At once, she was beckoned over to a group of revelers that included Christopher.

"Hey, good looking, would you like a mouse?" Christopher offered her with a smile.

"Actually, that sounds good," Laura replied, "I'm starving!" 

Christopher reached into a cage along the wall and produced Laura's snack. She accepted it with a smile and devoured it, happy that the tail hadn't gotten stuck between her lips. Especially since she noticed that Andrea was there too, watching. Christopher helped himself to one next.

"So, have you ever been down Terran-side yet?" Laura asked him.

"Yeah, I've been down twice. Looks like I'll be going there more often, too. I'm being assigned to Urban Patrol," he answered.

"Me and Christopher will be knocking around the neighborhoods together," Andrea added, rather smugly.

Laura chose to ignore the tone of Andrea's comment.

"I'm doing my first job on the surface tomorrow," Laura stated, "What's it like?"

"You've never been down to the surface?" Christopher asked in amazement. Laura shook her head.

"That's obvious," Andrea interjected, "Her voice reverberates more than mine . She's a freshie."

"Mine does too!" Christopher replied in a mock exasperated tone.

"Well, you're still a freshie too," Andrea countered with a quick smile and a wink.

:"Poor Laura...all cooped up on the mothership. Well, you're in for an interesting experience," Orlando stated, joining the conversation. His presence relieved Laura of watching Andrea make plays for Christopher.
"First, be prepared to stumble around like a dizzy mouse for a couple of minutes. The gravity is different...it's heavier. You may feel like you weigh more, or like your feet will sink through the pavement."

"The air smells different, too," Christopher added, "I can't describe how it smells, because there are so many different scents. Maybe the word I could use is...alive..."

"Whatever you do, keep your tongue in your mouth. You don't want to get caught smelling the air that way," Andrea warned her.

Laura laughed at that. She had heard that humans were supposedly revolted by Sirian tongues, not that human tongues were anything to brag about. Wide, short and awkward, Laura couldn't imagine how humans could eat or speak with tongues like that. Even worse, the idea of passionately kissing someone who would stuff one of those fat things in her mouth was disgusting. Imagining a human flicking their unweildly tongues to sniff the air simply sent her spasming into uncontrollable bouts of laughter. When she shared her musings with the group, they too snickered in amusement.

"Ugh...I would sooner die before I'd kiss a human! You're right, Laura...those tongues! It's a wonder they don't suffocate each other when they kiss!" Christopher hooted.

Andrea gave Laura a sly look.

"Maybe you should have asked your brother about what-" Her statement stopped abruptly when Orlando elbowed her in the gut.

"Ooops. my apologies, Andrea! And just look, I've managed to spill your drink all over your dress. I'm soooo sorry!" He said, grabbing for a napkin from a tabletop dispenser. As he helped Andrea mop up, Laura gave them each a quizzical look.

"As you were about to say, Andrea?' she asked.

"I'm afraid I've lost my breath thanks to Orlando's clumsiness!" Andrea spat in a fury. She stalked off from the group, assumably to change into fresh clothes.

"Yes, I'm afraid I can be clumsy," Orlando remarked, "And I do apologize for my rudeness. Also, I must apologize for retiring. I have an early assignment tomorrow morning. Terran-side, as well. Perhaps we'll see each other down below, Laura?"

Uh, perhaps so," she replied. Orlando clasped her hand in a typical Sirian farewell that lingered perhaps a bit longer than the usual.

"It is getting late. Good luck tomorrow," Christopher bade her.

***************************************************************

The squad vehicle touched down at the Visitor Legation just as daily business was beginning. Laura gathered up her equipment box and took a deep breath before stepping onto the ramp. Ahead of her, Frank and Carol announced their business to the guard on duty. They were here to repair some faulty transmitters. Laura followed behind them, trying not to stumble. Orlando had most definately been speaking the truth. There was a discernable difference in the gravity that made keeping her balance a trifle difficult. She felt dizzy, too. As they walked along the pathway from the gate to the enterance, Laura's senses were assaulted to the point of near overstimulation. The air was crisp and cool, nothing like the near tropical temperatures she had expected from all she'd heard about the local climate. She could feel a heaviness to it, too. In fact, she could even smell it. The sky had a leaden cast to it. She couldn't see the sun at all. There were plenty of other sights to take in, though. All around her, the humans that held low level clerical and janitorial jobs were streaming in to begin their day. Real humans! A man with thinning hair stood just outside the main door, puffing on a cigarette. He exhaled a thick cloud of smoke. A slight breeze wafted it in Laura's direction. At once, her stomach churned at the nauseating, acrid odor.

Inside the building, things weren't much different from being inside the mothership, at least atmospherically. Frank and Carol led the way to the area where they'd be working. For the next several hours, they toiled, disassembling various motherboard units, examining every circuit, until Carol discovered the problem.

"Looks like tampering to me," she announced, detaching a small device wired in among the circuitry.

"Ah, it certainly does. Looks like someone's been spying," Frank replied. "Fifth Column, or resistance, you think?"

"We'll have to get it analyzed. There's no telling anymore," Carol answered, dropping the device into a small compartment in her equipment box. 

Laura helped to repair the circuitry, swallowing the gorge that had been threatening to heave out of her stomach all morning. As the hours stretched by and lunch time approached, it got worse. 

"Well, I suggest we break for lunch, finish this up, and we should be done a bit early," Frank declared. Around them, humans were leaving their work areas, obviously accustomed to taking their meal breaks at this time.

"Sounds good," Carol responded, "How about you, Laura?"

The thought of eating suddenly caused her stomach to spasm in warning. Her head began to swim, and she could suddenly feel her pulse pounding in her ears. Her legs felt weak.

"N-nno" she stammered as the room began to grey out.

"She doesn't look so well," Frank commented.

"Laura, are you alright?" Carol asked. To Laura, her superior's voice sounded distant and tinny.

"Let's get her outside into the fresh air.." she heard Frank say. Suddenly, two hands, one on each of her arms were supporting her; leading her. She stumbled along, her vision seeming to clear. Then another wave of dizziness overcame her, and the greyness descended again.

Outside. Suddenly, they were outside into a courtyard. Laura was led to a bench along a wall, and she collapsed onto it, resting on her back, her face to the sky. She was hardly aware of the glare despite the fact that her shades were tucked into the breast pocket of her coveralls. Frank and Carol's voices sounded distant as they radioed for a medic team. Laura was beyond panic. All she could imagine was that she was being poisoned by Red Dust, and that she was going to die here. Her fear caused her breath to come in short hiccuping gasps that made her dizzier and sicker. The gorge that she'd been able to keep at bay all morning suddenly and violently exited, and she choked, unable to cry or scream for help. At last, the world began to lose it's focus, and all went black. As Laura lost consiousness, rain began to pour from the overcast sky. She was completely unaware, and it was her first rain.

When Laura regained consiousness, she was in the Medic Bay of the mothership. Changed out of her wet and soiled garments, she was resting on a bed in a fresh gown, covered with a warming blanket. Despite the warmth, she still shivered a little.

"Welcome back, Laura. I understand you've had a trying day," 

Laura shifted her gaze to follow the voice and found Diana standing at her bedside.

"I was so sick," Laura croaked. The back of her throat still burned from choking, but she found that she could breathe easily again, "Red Dust, I think..."

"Oh, no, my dear. I can understand your concerns. However, it was not the Red Dust that made you so ill," Diana replied, matter of factly.

"Was it something I ate, then?" Laura asked. She mentally went over her menu that day, trying to remember if she'd eaten anything at all.

"No, not at all. In fact, you're not ill at all, really."

"Then was it all in my head?" Laura struggled to sit up, dismayed at the thought. At once she got dizzy, and slumped back onto the pillows.

"Oh, no. It's quite simple, darling. Your symptoms are not unusual at all for someone in the beginning stages of pregnancy," Diana answered. She smiled reassuringly at Laura, and smoothed a tendril of hair from her patient's forehead.

"Huh?" Laura cried, "Pregnancy? Um, I hate to doubt your medical opinion, but I don't see how that could possibly be so. I can't be pregnant. I'm a...what's the word...I'm a virgin. I've never mated....."

"Well, what you say could well be true, but my diagnosis is correct. This I assure you, my dear."

"How is it possible then?" Laura asked softly.

Diana pulled a rolling stool to Laura's bedside.

"You should know that I requested that you be reassigned from Houston for a very special reason. That special reason, is, quite simply, you. I suspected so, and I can see I was right," she began.

"Special?"

"Oh, yes, quite. You see, several years ago, I conducted an experiment with human woman and a Sirian male. The result was this woman." 

From her lab coat, Diana pulled out a picture and presented it to Laura. It was of a tall, blonde haired woman, who looked to be human.

"Her name is Elizabeth Maxwell," Diana continued, "And she is the first interspecies hybrid of the Human and Sirian races. She's rather remarkable. And, I might add, she looks quite a bit like you, at least in a human sense. Her bone structure and yours are very similar, you may notice. The two of you are about the same height, and..."

"What point are you trying to make?" Laura asked, taking a second look at the picture. A strange sensation settled over her. Diana was right. 

"My point, quite simply, is that she is your neice. Elizabeth Maxwell is your brother's child."

"Brian?" she gasped, not quite comprehending. Then, Andrea's aborted comment surfaced in her memory.

"Yes, that's right....." Diana said. She then proceeded to tell Laura the entire tale of Brian's voluntary cooperation in her experiment. Next, she relayed all of the information that had been given to her by Father Andrew Doyle, the man who had witnessed Robin Maxwell toss the vial of Red Dust toxin in with Brian, in front of their own child, Elizabeth. Terrified for Elizabeth's life, Father Andrew had brought her to Diana on board the mothership. She then told Laura of Elizabeth's rapid growth and amazing abilities. It seemed hard to believe, but then again, Laura had heard that there was a Human/Sirian hybrid in existence, and that the Leader had even wanted to bring her to the homeworld. However, she had never known that the Starchild was her own neice.

"I understand this," Laura responded, "But what does this have to do with me?"

"I inseminated you with human sperm during your exam," Diana answered matter of factly, "And it seems that it took. Lightning has struck twice for the Katthka family, my dear."

"YOU WHAT??!!??" Laura screeched, her reverberating hiss filling the entire medical bay. Fortunately, she was the only patient at present.

"Calm yourself, my dear. Don't you realize how special you and your brother are? You and this child are our species only chance for survival..."

"No, NO..!" Laura cried, "I DON'T CARE! GET IT OUT!"

Diana produced a hypodermic needle, and before Laura could protest further, Diana injected her with it. As clouds descended upon her conciousness, she heard Diana's voice drifting on above her.

"You will see my reason, Laura. Don't forget who's mission you are here to serve."


Chapter 9: Thanks, Praise, and Pretenama

Julie was pleasantly surprised to be given half the day off the day before Thanksgiving. It had been ages, it seemed, since she'd clocked out before the sun set. With half a day's freedom granted, Julie wrestled for a parking space at the local Safeway, pulled her shopping list from her purse, and entered the store. Her high spirits were almost dashed when she stepped through the automatic doors. The store was mobbed. Customers with loaded shopping carts clogged the checkstands; the lines backed up into the aisles. Then she remembered the familiarity of it all. This was always how the stores used to be the day before a major holiday. The scene was so utterly typical, that it harkened back to a time that Julie could scarcely remember; the time before the Visitors had come. It had just been so long since Julie had a chance to do something so mundane as Thanksgiving Dinner shopping, that she'd forgotten.

All at once, her spirits lifted. It didn't even matter that her cart was uncooperative; wanting to turn when she didn't want to, and wanting to go straight when she needed to turn. Julie practically hummed as she selected bags of bread stuffing, cans of olives, pickles, ....ooops...out of cranberry sauce...., a sack of potatoes... The selection of turkeys was pretty well picked over, but that was not a concern. She'd heard that Elias had already taken care of the birds. A bottle of inexpensive wine made it into the cart, though it was not on her shopping list. With a little extra time on her hands, Julie thought it might be nice to surprise Mike at the radio station.

After she battled her way to the cashier, paid for her purchases, and pulled out of the Safeway parking lot, it was nearly 3:00. Perfect timing. She would catch him just as his shift ended. Her VW made it into the radio station's lot just as Mike was exiting the front doors. She waved and pulled up beside him.

"Hey, handsome, need a lift?" Julie called with a wide smile on her face.

"What brings you here?" Mike asked, with a pleasantly astonished statement.

"I got sprung early for the holiday!" she answered, "I thought maybe we could meet at your place."

"Yeah, you bet!" Mike climbed into his blazer, and Julie followed him to his apartment.

The shadows of evening were creeping in through the bedroom windows before Mike and Julie untangled their bodies from each other's. The bedsheets were a tangled, twisted mass that had been kicked to the foot of the bed at some unknown point. Lying in the semi darkness, with Mike's arms wrapped around her, Julie felt that familiar sense of knowing that things were almost perfect. If only she didn't have to work so hard. If only the Visitors weren't here. If only, if only, if only.... She knew Mike had his own laundry list to ponder, too. If only the Visitors were gone. If only Sean weren't converted and stuck in some Visitor Youth Boot Camp somewhere. If only, if only, if only....But tomorrow was Thanksgiving, and Julie could be happy for this moment. For now, it was enough to lie here and watch as Mike peacefully surrenedered to sleep. As she drifted off herself, she knew, as always, that the moment of the present was the only promise she could count on. Be Thankful for it.

Mike's bedside alarm buzzed at the ungodly hour of 5 a.m. Unlike Julie, he was not off for the Thanksgiving holiday. Beside him, Julie roused too. She was used to waking up early. They shared a good morning kiss, savoring the fact that they were waking together, but Mike knew he couldn't linger in the bed a moment longer. With a sigh, he got up and shuffled, naked, into the bathroom for a shower. Julie forced herself out of bed, and grabbed Mike's robe from a crumpled heap of laundry tossed in a corner on the floor. Then, she headed into the kitchen to make a couple of mugs of instant coffee from the allotment Robin had divvied out to everyone when she'd returned from Chicago.

"I thought I'd lost you for a moment. I was kind of hoping I'd still find you still in bed, in the buff," Mike said with a cocky grin as he walked into his small kitchen.

"Well," Julie replied lightly, "I think I have something better for you." She handed Mike his mug of steaming coffee.

"Hmmmm...if it's not as good, it's a close second," he responded, stradling the other kitchen chair, "So, what are your plans for today...a whole day off! Do you even know what to do with yourself?"

"Well, I know I'll be spending part of the day slaving over a hot oven at the firehouse," Julie answered, savoring the smell wafting up from her cup.

"Beats slaving over a microscope, I guess. What time is dinner planned?"

"Not too early, not too late. Around four, I'm told. You'll be off by then, so you won't miss a thing."

"I wouldn't dream of it," Mike answered. He gave Julie a sweet, lingering kiss, and then unceremoniously downed the rest of his coffee. "I gotta run, or I'm gonna be late," he said.

"You sound like me today," Julie quipped.
******************************************************************

Julie stopped at her own apartment to shower, and change her clothes. For once, she didn't need to wear a lab coat. Instead, she wore jeans, a sweatshirt, and a pair of Nike's. With the groceries she'd purchased the day before, she set out for the firehouse.

Elias, Miranda, Caleb, and baby Hope were already there when Julie arrived. Caleb was parked in front of the TV, fipping through the channels with a clunky remote control. The baby was asleep, reclining in a gently swaying wind up infant swing that was set up nearby.

"Sure do miss that Macy's Parade," he commented. He had lost a considerable amount of weight since his surgery, but Julie noted that his color looked good, and he was alert and appeared to be on the mend.

"Yeah, I miss it too," Julie replied, suddenly remembering the Thanksgiving mornings she'd spent as a child, parked in front of the big console TV in her family's livingroom, eager for Santa Claus to make his appearance at the end of the parade.

"Would you mind giving little Hopesie a wind up?" Caleb asked, looking proudly at his granddaughter.

"Sure thing," Julie said, obliging his request. The baby startled at the noise for a moment, then settled peacefully back to her nap.

Elias Taylor sauntered into the greatroom, wearing a big grin and a big chef's apron.

"I thought I heard voices out here. Good to see ya, Julie," he greeted. Then he turned to his father.

"Hey, Pops, any football on yet?"

"Just checkin'," Caleb grumbled goodnaturedly.

"There's still some squares left in the football pool if you're interested. Pot's up to forty bucks," Elias informed Julie.

"Yeah, sure, why not."

As the morning wore on, the smell of roasting turkey filled the firehouse. It seemed like a beacon to the other members of the resistance, who began arriving in groups. First came Chris and Maggie, bearing a tray of deviled eggs. Next came the San Fransisco party, with bowls of Chex Mix, cheese and crackers, sliced salami, soda pop and pretzels. Willie, Thelma, and their babies, Samantha and Benjamin arrived soon after. With them came an assortment of vegetarian delights on a platter, such as celerey and peanut butter, whole olives, carrot sticks and sliced zucchini. Ham Tyler arrived, unceremoniously offering up a bag of dinner rolls. Then came Kyle, bringing the cranberry sauce that Julie had missed out on, Robin, with a bowl of cooked, glazed yams, and Elizabeth, who presented a pumpkin pie.

"Now, mind you, folks, this isn't just any pumpkin pie," Kyle crowed proudly to the group, "this is Elizabeth Maxwell's very own home-made-from-scratch Pumpkin Pie!"

Elizabeth gave a wide grin as she placed her pie on the greatroom table.

"Wow, honey, that's fantastic!" Julie said, admiring the Starchild's creation. She knew of no other four year old on Earth that could make a pumkin pie, especially one that looked so appealing. It was even topped off with a dollop of whipped cream in the center.

"Yeah, great, but how does it taste?" Ham Tyler scoffed sarcastically.

"Well, I don't know," Elizabeth answered honestly, "Wouldn't it be rude to eat a piece of it before I brought it?"

"Never mind him, Elizabeth," Robin said, rolling her eyes at Ham.

Brandon sauntered over, munching on a handful of pretzels.

"So, what's in it?" he asked Elizabeth, "Besides pumpkin.... did you mix in the bugs and snails and mousie's tails?"

Elizabeth regarded his question in mute puzzlement. Robin, however swiveled towards Brandon with her fist raised.

"Screw you, you Nazi!" she hissed, preparing to take a swing. Kyle put one hand on Robin's shoulder and firmly pushed her back. Then, without warning, he finished what Robin had prepared to start. His fist caught Brandon in the jaw. Chewed pretzel bits flew from his mouth. Before Brandon could recover and make a lunge for Kyle, Julie stepped in between them.

"That's enough," she stated firmly. "It's Thanksgiving, and the last thing we need is a brawl. Brandon, keep your rude comments to yourself, and Kyle, keep your hands to yourself." She sounded like she was admonishing schoolchildren in a playground fight, but her words took their effect. Kyle backed down, and Brandon sat down in a molded plastic chair, rubbing his jaw. Without offering any apology, he turned his attention to the football game on the television. Julie looked at Elizabeth and noticed that her statement had changed from puzzlement to hurt.

"Elizabeth, honey, since you seem to be a budding chef, why don't you come help Elias, Miranda and I in the kitchen. We need some help peeling potatoes," she suggested.

"Sure, okay," the Starchild replied. Her mood seemed to lift instantly with the offered distraction.

Mike Donovan made his appearance at quarter to four, with several of bottles of wine to add to the growing table of condiments.

"Gotta have it for the toast," he said, striding in to the kitchen.

"Absolutely," Julie replied. She gave him a quick kiss before returning to her task of stirring gravy.

"MMMmm, mmmm, folks, that bird is about done!" Elias announced enthusiastically. "Time to carve him up!" As he donned a pair of oven mitts and pulled the turkey from the oven, Julie heard a commotion coming from the greatroom. She turned the heat down on the simmering gravy and left her post at the stove to peek into the other room. There were two more arrivals. Stanley and Lynne Bernstein had come to join the resisters for Thanksgiving Supper.

"I'm so glad you decided to come!" Maggie cried, delighted. She rushed forward to help the Bernsteins with their offerings. An apple pie, another pumpkin pie, a bowl of peas, and a tin of store bought cookies were heaped onto the table.

"Did we make it in time?" Stanley asked, sniffing the air.

"Just in the nick of time!" Maggie answered, "Welcome to Resistance Headquarters!"

Robin abandoned her task of setting places at the dinner table with Chinet plates, rushed forward, and heartily hugged her former neighbors.

"Oh, my God! It's so good to see you both!" she cried happily, "It's been so long!"

"Robin, you look wonderful! Such a sight for sore eyes," Lynne responded, surveying the girl. Correction. The young woman. Robin had managed to grow up all the way, and Lynne had somehow missed it.

"Well, just look at this! The gang's all here, the food's all ready, I say it's time to EAT!" Elias declared. He carried in a huge platter heaped with sliced turkey. Behind him, Julie followed with the stuffing and the gravy. Miranda and Mike had their hands full too, and finally came Elizabeth with the mashed potatoes.

"Stanley, Lynne, I'm not sure I've ever had the chance to introduce you to my daughter, Elizabeth," Robin said, cheerfully. Despite the fact that Elizabeth looked the same age as her mother, Robin no longer seemed to pay that fact any mind. To Lynne, it almost seemed insane! Yet, she'd heard from the news, and from references that resistance members at her safe house had made to attest to the fact that this young woman was no ordinary individual, and that her growth had been astonishingly fast. Now, here it was in fact, right before her eyes. Lynne and Stanley both scrutinized the young woman, both of them looking for anything in her features that might bear a resemblance to either of her parents. Yes, Lynne could see a bit of that Visitor Youth Leader in the Starchild, particularly in the set of her jaw, and in her build. Tall, like he had been. But what was more heartbreakingly noticeable was Elizabeth's resemblance to Kathleen, her dead grandmother. Indeed, she did look of Kathleen, and of Polly, the Maxwell's middle daughter.

Elizabeth smiled politely. "Nice to meet you. Mother and Kyle have both told me of you two," she said. Then, she figeted a little under the Bernsteins' gaze.

"My, you are the spitting image of your Grandmother," Stanley finally said, breaking the awkward moment.

"Well, you folks can explore the family tree some other time. However, I'm starving, so if you would kindly move out of the way, I'd like to get to the table." This remark came from Ham Tyler, as he attempted to navigate his way through the tangle of people congesting the path to the feast ahead.

"My apologies, Mr. Tyler. I'll just take these peas into the kitchen and put them in to warm for a few minutes," Lynne stated, elbowing her way past him.

"Mmm, never mind that, Lynne, just hand me that bowl. We'll eat them the way they are and be happy about it!" Elias said, gently removing the Saran Wrapped bowl from her hands and setting it on the table. "I'm so hungry, I could eat a barn full of horses."

The members of the resistance seated themselves. Plates and bowls of food made the rounds, and glasses of wine were poured. When everyone had dished up what they wanted, Caleb cleared his throat.

"I remember standing with some of you just before our first raid, and I suggested that we all say a prayer. Once again, I think we should," he announced.

Julie smiled, remembering how Caleb had looked to her to lead the prayer that day, but she'd turned the tables and asked him to instead. Again, she gazed at Caleb. 

"Please do," she said. Around the table, hands clasped and heads bowed. Caleb took a moment to gather his thoughts and reflect. The men and women surrounding him were of many different backgrounds, of at least three different faiths, and two different planets. How to begin?

"Lord, Almighty,' he began, "You have gathered all of us here in the name of love, friendship, and peace. We all may have our own ways of seeing you, but you have shown us that you have only one way of seeing us. We are all your children, and we are blessed. Tonight, we give Thanks to You, for bringing us together, and keeping us together. We Thank You for Your mercy, and we Thank You for the strength you have given us. So many times, we have asked of You, but tonight, we gather to eat this meal that You have blessed for us, and to Thank You and Praise You for all You have provided for us....and.....well,...Amen."

"Amen," came the echos of others.

"Pretenama," Willie and Thelma whispered together.

"Oh, yeah, and Pretenama, too," Caleb added.

"Good Food, Good Meat, Good God, Let's Eat," Kyle said with a smile. 

"I'm with you, kid," Ham responded, quite seriously, "And while we're eating, suppose you two Golden Gate Girls wanna tell us what happened at the Legation the other day? "

"We lost our bugs," Kim replied dejectedly.

"Yeah, they discovered them, but they didn't discover us," Tonya added as she buttered a roll. The two women both had landed clerical jobs at the Visitor Legation. Their faces weren't known in these parts, so no one suspected that they were with the resistance. Kim worked as a file clerk, and Tonya as a receptionist. They had planted the bugs.

"Security is real tight. The bugs screwed up the whole communications grid. A few technicians came to the Legation on Monday and found them, and fixed it up good," Kim said.

"Speaking of techs, I wonder what the deal was with that younger Scaly chick. You know, the technician that keeled over in the back courtyard, and the medic squad pulled her out," Tonya mused.

"Maybe she ate a bad rat," Kim returned before she shoved a glob of mashed potatoes in her mouth.

"Huh? What happened?" Julie asked.

Tonya, who'd seen most of the whole thing, relayed the scene to Julie.

"Was she clutching her throat and choking, like with the Red Dust?" Julie probed.

"Um, no, more like she was clutching her gut and spewing," Tonya answered.

"Hmm, doesn't sound like Red Dust. Maybe Kim is right, and it was something she ate. I just hope there isn't some Visitor Virus making the rounds. I wouldn't want Thelma or Willie getting sick like that."

"Hey, can we change the subject? Somehow, the idea of a lizard losing her lunch is killing my appetite," Maggie stated bluntly.

"Sorry. We're just supposed to be the eyes and ears at the Legation, so I'm just telling you what I saw," Tonya said.

"Well, money is always a nice topic," Elias said, "And I have the results of tonight's football pool. I will announce the winner over dessert."

Plates of pie and cookies were passed around once dinner was devoured. Those tasting Elizabeth's first attempt at home cooking were in for a shock. When the Starchild attempted to do something, she rarely failed. Tonight was an exception. Even Elizabeth herself made a face when she tasted her dessert.

"This just didn't come out like Lynne's did. It didn't come out at all," she sighed, discretely flicking her tongue into her napkin to rid her mouth of the taste.

"Well, it was your first try. Better luck next time," Mike soothed.

"It wasn't my first try. It's just the only try that came out looking like a pumpkin pie," Elizabeth admitted.

"Well, sweetie, maybe you just take after your Mother," Robin joked, "The best chef in our family is Sara Lee."

"It sure looked delicious, and I did not find it too awful," Willie said.

Brandon knew not to say anything by now, but he couldn't resist giving the Starchild a nasty smirk.

Ham Tyler ate indiscriminately from both pumpkin pies, and Lynne's apple pie, too. Even bad home cooking was better than his usual fare. He only looked up from his plate, and actually cracked a real smile when Elias announced that he had won the football pool.

Chapter 10: Solitary Confinement

Crazy. Nuts. Looney. Loco. Every day, it seemed, Laura learned a new word for 'insane' to add to her vocabulary, but every term meant the same thing: Diana. Diana was the definition for all things deranged.

Sitting in her newly assigned quarters, which were now in close proximity to Diana's, Laura pondered her predicament. There was nothing she could do to end this pregnancy. Any attempt to try might result in death, or possibly conversion. She could only hope that her condition might somehow terminate on it's own. With each day that passed, that chance grew less. Diana monitored Laura's progress closely, and she was always pleased. Laura was healthy, and it appeared that the child growing within her was too. To insure her continued health, Diana put Laura on Medical Restriction, which kept her from having to perform duties that could be hazardous or overly strenuous. This also kept Laura on board the Mothership, under Diana's close watch.

Diana couldn't watch Laura all the time, though. For her own best interest, Laura decided that she'd best appear to be accepting and understanding of her circumstances. It prevented her from having to undergo a torturous session in the conversion chamber. In fact, Laura felt she was getting to be quite a good actress. She had Diana fooled, or at least she hoped. Her Commander appeared to be clueless to the fact that Laura was actually...pissed. Yes, pissed was the term that best described her true state of mind. Anger led to the need to take action, in Laura's opinion.. Any action she took had to be quiet.....covert...sneaky...but she knew she simply had to do something. It was a matter of her own survival.

First, she armed herself with information. When Diana was busy, or not around to notice, Laura accessed file information. Her experience with computers and communications gave her a certain amount of knowledge about how to hack into files that she didn't have clearance for, without being discovered. In classified Personnel Files, Laura learned all of the facts surrounding her brother's death. There was an official notation, and an addendum in Brian's file. The official notation stated that he'd been captured at the home of Visitor Youth Member Daniel Bernstein; address listed as 1211 Aspen Drive, Los Angeles, California. Betrayed by Bernstein to the Resistance, Brian had been subdued and abducted. At the time this notation was made, Brian's status had been Missing In Action. The addendum stated the information that Diana had been given by Father Andrew Doyle. Brian had been killed with the Red Dust by Robin Maxwell, a known Resistance Member and the mother of Brian's daughter, Elizabeth. Though Robin Maxwell had never been captured and brought to justice, Daniel Bernstein had. He had been sentenced to death for his betrayal.

Other files were trickier to access without extreme caution. Laura knew that if it were discovered that she had snooped in Diana's personal Scientific Logs, she would most certainly be killed. However, she couldn't stop herself from trying. She was rather surprised how easy it was. Maybe Diana didn't believe that anyone would be foolish enough to try such a thing, or maybe it was just that Laura was a gifted hacker. Whichever the case, Laura had managed to gain access to some of Diana's lower and mid level research notes. The things she read were shocking. There were details of Juliet Parrish and Sean Donovan's conversions, and notations concerning experiments or procedures conducted upon other human subjects. Among those subjects were Michael Donovan, Ham Tyler, Tony Leonetti, Robin Maxwell, Marjorie Donovan, and all four members of the Bernstein household; Stanley, Lynne, Abraham and Daniel. Laura learned that Diana obtained some biological samples from all human prisoners. These specimens included, but were not limited to: blood, hair, urine, skin, sperm from males, and sometimes, ova from females. Samples Diana obtained, she preserved in a special Cryogenic Organsim Preservation vault located in the Life Sciences portion of her laboratory. This vault, Laura learned, also housed strains of all known pathogens that infected Earth's vertebrate inhabitants. In addition, there were stores of vaccines to innoculate all Sirians against any potentially transmittable pathogens. Of course, she also had a securely sealed quantity of the Red Dust in there, to allow her the chance to find a suitable method to eliminate the toxin, or stop it's regeneration in the Frost Zone.

The remainder of the information Laura gathered came from Diana herself, although Laura was careful to remain objective about anything she was told. Despite her paranoia, it almost seemed as though Diana wanted someone she could confide in. Realizing this, Laura slowly began to take advantage of it. Oh, so carefully, she would let down her guards. As each day passed, she allowed Diana to believe that she was looking forward to the impending birth of this hybrid child. Now that she was all alone...her parents and her brother dead....it would be nice to have someone of her own flesh and blood to call family again....Then, to Laura's surprise, Diana began to share thoughts of a more personal nature with her. One day, while commenting on how lucky Laura was to be able to create life this way, Diana confided to her about an abortion she'd had when she was just seventeen. She told her that she'd wanted to have the child, but her parents found out and became furious. They'd demanded she have an abortion before she utterly ruined her career. Then, Diana explained that she'd been far enough along for the child's gender to be known, and if he were alive today, he'd be fifteen years old. In fact, Diana had said, Michael Donovan's son, Sean was the exact same age, and she imagined that if her son were alive, they'd probably be alot alike. That was why she liked to keep Sean around, away from his father. Laura found this to be absolutely disgusting, but she pretended to be understanding.

Then came the real shocker. Just yesterday, Diana had told Laura about the voices of the dying Sirians that spoke to her, pleading for help. She then said that she believed she was "chosen", not by the Leader, but by a higher power to be the Salvation for the Sirian people.

"And you too, my dear, are chosen. One day, you'll see how this contribution you're making will secure this bountiful world for our people," she'd imparted. A faraway look had been in Diana's eyes as she spoke. Then, she'd regained her focus. "Let's just keep this between you and me, for now. No one else would understand."

Time was growing short, and Laura still did not know what to do. A bulge was beginning to form in her lower abdomen. Soon, it would be obvious that she was pregnant. Diana had a plan for that, too. When Laura began to show, Diana would put her in quarantine, so that no one would know about the nature of this conception. Her pregnancy was to be kept a secret, so that no one would try to interfere. Diana would merely inform anyone that needed to know that Laura had contracted a contagious infection, and that she had to be isolated to prevent it's spread. There, Laura would remain until she produced the child. Then, she would be miraculously cured....and Diana would have this child to begin her plans of Sirian Salvation.

"You must leave. Run." A whisper in Laura's ear snapped her out of her thoughts. She looked around for the source of the voice, and found no one. She was alone, or at least, as alone as a expectant woman could be.

"Run? Run to where?" she quietly wondered aloud, and then she quickly admonished herself. "Great, lunacy is contagious. Now I'm hearing voices."

That night, in her sleep, the message repeated itself. Laura still did not know who had spoken to her. In her dream, however, she felt a presence, guiding her. She was led to the Docking Bay, then aboard a shuttle descending to an unknown destination on Earth. Stealth, speed and secrecy would be needed. Laura awoke with a start, alone in her bunk. Her heart was racing, her hands trembling. A sense of urgency seeped into her foggy awareness. Glancing at her chrono, she realized that dawn was an hour away. Diana was not likely to be awake at this hour, nor any other officer. A plan was beginning to form in the back of her mind. Most were still sleeping, but communications emergencies could happen at any time, day or night, and they had to be dealt with promptly. Communications Specialists often worked on call. It would not be unusual to see one, repair case in hand, boarding a shuttle on the docking bay. Only Frank and Carol, her supervisors, knew that Laura was on Restricted Duty, though they did not know the real reason why. She hoped they would not be up and about, though she doubted it. There had been no recent communications disruptions, so they had no reason to be on duty.

Laura worked quickly. She dumped the contents of her black repair case out, and hid them in the back of her small wardrobe. Then, she replaced the tools of her trade with personal effects, as many as she could fit. There was no room for a change of clothing, but her important possesions; the ones she treasured for their sentimental value, were small enough to conceal inside the case. Donning a clean uniform, and carrying her case, Laura took a deep breath. Then, she opened her door, and peered into the corridor. It was clear. Quickly, she made her way off of the level, and down to the docking bay. Once there, she relaxed a little. Diana hadn't caught her sneaking out of her quarters. Now, to find a shuttle.

Five minutes passed before a shuttle departure to Earth was announced. An Urban Patrol Squad was preparing for a shift change. They boarded the shuttle, and Laura followed them. The shuttle then lifted off, accelerated out of the hangar, and manuevered towards the Earth's surface.

"Hello, Laura! What a surprise to see you here!" one of the Shock Troopers stated. He removed his helmet. It was Christopher.

"Uh, hi...I ..um..didn't recognize you under your visor," Laura stammered. Shit! If there was only one time in all of creation that she did not wish to see Christopher, now was it!

"They got you working on your own now?" he asked her.

"Oh, it's just a routine service call. Umm, routine maintainance. I won't need help," she answered. So far, at least to her own ears, her story sounded credible.

"So early?" Christopher asked, making a face. Laura's heart skipped a beat. Did he suspect something?

"Yes, well, routine maintainance is best done before normal business hours, so it doesn't disrupt communications durning peak usuage." This, she quoted nearly verbatim, from one of her text manuals.

"Ah, I see. Well, I'm a little worried about you being down there alone. If you run into any trouble at all, you 'com me, and tell me where you are, and I'll be there." Christopher said. He smiled at her, and replaced his helmet. At that time, the shuttle touched down with a gentle thump.

"I will," Laura told him, past the lump in her throat.

The troopers filed out. Laura was the last to leave. 

The exterior landscape was unfamiliar. They were not at the Legation. Instead, the shuttle had touched down at a small command post located within a business district. The command post was set up in a building that had once been a small convenience store. Laura headed towards the building, slowly, waiting for the right opportunity. She observed as the freshly relieved Patrol group assembled and boarded the shuttle that would now take them back to the Mothership. The troopers starting their shifts divided into pairs and split up to patrol their various beats on foot. Now was the time. She subtlely diverted her course. Instead of going inside the Command Post, she walked around to the rear of the building. There was no one posted outside the windowless, rear delivery door of the shop, and the door was closed. There were two green dumpsters back there, and Laura ducked behind one of them. She could not be seen from the street, or from the Post. Now she had to work out her next plan of action. There wasn't much time to rest, but she had to give her nerves a chance to settle. 

From her vantage point, Laura examined her surroundings. She had absolutely no idea where she was, or where she was going. All she needed to know was where to go next. There were only four options: North, South, East, or West. She noticed a smaller side street to her left, and a busier street to her right. As the smell coming from the garbage dumpsters began to overcome her and make her nauseated, she made her choice. Left. 

Down this street, things were much quieter. The shops weren't open yet. Avoiding pedestrians was easy. There weren't any. She hoped she wasn't attracting too much attention from the occasional passing motorist. Before long, the cityscape began to change from business to residential. There were several apartment complexes on both sides of the street. She noticed, with some alarm, that the sun was rising higher in the sky, and traffic was beginning to pick up. Humans were leaving their homes to begin their work days. Wearing her uniform, Laura was sure to attract attention before long. A creepy feeling began to descend upon her, telling her to get off the street. She detoured onto the grounds of one of the apartment complexes. It had gates and shrubbery that at least partially concealed her figure from passing traffic. Better yet, there were sheltered "huts" of sorts that concealed the complex's trash dumpsters. Laura ducked into one of them and breathed another fetid smelling sigh of relief. As she did, she saw a maintainance man in white coveralls walking towards a building several yards away. He produced a key, and unlocked the door. Then, he moved out of sight, on his way to his next task. Laura knew that this was not one of the units humans dwelled in, but she had no idea what purpose it served. Her question was answered about fifteen minutes later. A heavyset human woman with a small child tagging along besider her approached this small building. In her arms, the woman carried a basket that looked as though it contained clothing. Laura bit her lip and watched. A few minutes later, the woman and the child exited the building. The basket the woman carried was empty. This was simply too good to be true.

She checked to make sure that the woman was out of site, and that no one else was lurking around. Satisfied that the coast was clear, Laura ducked into the small building to learn where the woman had put those clothes...assuming that what she'd carried in were, in fact, clothes. Inside the building along one wall, there was a row of white, square machines with hinged lids on top. Along the other wall was another set of machines with round, clear glass doors. One of the machines along the first wall was clearly operating. Laura lifted the lid. The machine stopped it's motion. There were soapy suds and water mixed in with the contents of the basket. She reached in and pulled out the first item her hand grasped. It was a pair of elastic waist, goldenrod colored sweatpants.They were wet. She reached in again, quickly extracting the other items, one by one. All she needed was a top, and she found one easily. It was a plain, grey T shirt. She wrung as much of the water as possible from both items, and replaced the rest of the woman's laundry back into the wash recepticle. Then, she hurriedly stripped out of her uniform, and put on the damp clothes. Both the pants and the shirt were too big, but Laura didn't care. She cinched the sweatpants around her waist with the belt from her uniform, and let the shirt hang over. Then, she contemplated where to dump her uniform. There was a small, metal trash can in a corner of the room. It had a black, plastic liner bag. There was only a few peices of litter inside the bag. Laura debated over tossing her uniform in with the litter and leaving it, but then she realized that this idea might not be so wise. A uniform in a garbage can would arouse suspicion. There wasn't enough garbage inside the bag to hide the uniform, either. Another idea seized her. Depositing her old garments in with the trash, she removed the liner, tied it up, and took the entire bag to the garbage dumpster she'd been hiding behind. Now, she looked like an average human properly disposing of her household refuse.

Laura was able to leave the shelter of the apartment complex in reletive safety now, as long as she was careful to avoid any patrolling troopers. In fact, she thought it best to do so before the woman who's laundry she'd stolen returned to see Laura wearing it! Better yet, it was best to get out of the neighborhood entirely. Enough time had passed to make Diana aware that Laura was missing. The Mothership was probably being searched right now. It wouldn't be long before it was discovered that she'd been seen entering a squad shuttle, nor would it be hard to learn which one. Then, Laura could be traced to this area.

Without any human currency, Laura knew she could not use their modes of public transportation. She would have to walk, but this was nothing unusual. Walking was her usual method of transportation on her homeworld. She kept up a brisk pace, but not an overly hurried one. She changed streets at random, and her garments dried in the chilly morning breeze as she walked. Her steps guided her along an unknown path, past businesses, houses, and parks. The city seemed to go on forever. It was much larger than the city she'd grown up in on Sirius IV. She walked through a commercial district where there was a grocery store, and other shops. Humans passed in and out of various buildings, carrying on with their daily business. A few streets later, things were quieter. It was mostly residential, except for a group of buildings situated on a large lot. A sign in front of the largest building read "Rosemont High School". Just below the marquee was an announcement board, with various postings on it, such as "Winter Carnival and Dance, December 3. Midterms December 10 - 15. Holiday Break December 18 - January 2...See You All in 1990!" The large parking lot of the high school campus was empty. According to the human's calendar, Winter Break had just begun. She thought about hiding here, until she noticed that several youths were cruising the parking lot on wheeled boards. Laura thought better of it, and moved on.

Wandering through a maze of endless neighborhoods was taking it's toll. Late afternoon shadows began to descend. In the Winter, the days were short. Soon, it would be dark. She was getting tired. Aimlessly, she turned onto a street, wondering where it led. Then, she stopped cold. A Visitor Patrol squad vehicle was parked midway up the street. Two uniformed troopers were casually strolling along the sidewalk across the street. One of them saw her, and waved her over. In a panic, she turned and fled in the opposite direction, back the way she had come. 

"Hey, you! Stop, or I'll shoot!" shouted one of the troopers. Laura glanced over her shoulder and realized that she still had a large enough lead that if anyone tried to shoot, they'd likely miss. She pushed herself to run faster, tightly clutching her repair case to her body. Behind her came the bootfalls of her pursuants. Then, came the whoosh! of a laser pistol. She smelled the ozone, and it only steeled her determination. Faster, she ran, rounding the corner of a street, and then another. Though she could no longer hear the troopers behind her, she knew they'd find her again soon, unless she could find a place to hide. Her attention was drawn to a house with an overgrown front yard. There was no car parked in the driveway. Shrubs, that had not been trimmed back in what seemed to be ages, lined the side of the dwelling. Without stopping to think, Laura sprinted across the lawn, and squeezed in behind one of the denser bushes, her back pressed up against the exterior of the house. With her keen sense of hearing, she could tell when the troopers rounded the corner. One of them was talking into a comlink.
"--In pursuit of a fleeing human female, caucasian, wearing gold pants, grey shirt, with a black purse. "
Then, static sounded as a voice on the other end responded, but Laura could not make out what was said.
"No, the subject is young...early twenties, maybe...She's tall...I'd say between 5 foot 8 to 5 foot 10..., thin build, dark blonde or light brown hair..."
More static sounded as the troopers walked right past the house where Laura was concealed. She forced herself to breathe calmly, slowly and quietly.
"No, we do not have an I.D. on the subject....I suspect Resistance, though."
Now, Laura could hear the dispatcher on the other end of the trooper's comlink.
"State your location."
"We are currently on the 1200 block of Aspen Drive, heading West.
"What's your status?"
"Negative. The subject is not in sight."

The troopers continued past the house. They continued all the way up the street, and they passed back on the other side of the. Laura knew they would. The shadows deepened as night began to fall. She remained quiet until she knew for certain that the troopers had moved onto another street. Then, she cautiously inched her way out from behind the shrub, and made her way along the side of the house until she came to a tall, weathered, wooden fence that separated the back of the property from it's neighbors. The fence had a gate, and Laura pushed it open. The rear of the property was just as overgrown, but it was completely concealed behind the perimeter fence. Closing the gatequietly behind herself, she tiptoed into the dark yard. The weedy, unkempt lawn bordered a concrete patio. Leading into the house from the patio was a dual paned set of glass doors on a track. Laura cautiously approached the doors and peered inside. There were no lights on in the room she looked into, or anywhere else inside, it seemed. In fact, from what she could tell, the house looked as utterly derelict from within as it did from the outside. There was some furniture, but little else. The more Laura gazed through the glass, the more she felt convinced that no one was home, and no one had been for some time. Finally, she screwed up the courage to try the door. It was locked. Cursing her luck, Laura looked around on the patio. There was a two wheeled bicycle parked along the wall. It was rusted and festooned with cobwebs. The tires were flat. Next to it was a small, three wheeled bike...a tricycle. It was in a similar state. There was also a black, rusty kettle of some sort, with a grill inside of it. Laura supposed that humans would use this thing to prepare their food. On a weathered wooden tray attatched to the cooking kettle were some rusted utensils with long handles. One of them was a two pronged fork. She selected it, and proceeded to use it to break the lock on the glass doors. After several tries, she finally suceeded. Bringing the warped tool with her, she slid the door open and stepped inside.

She didn't find much of interest on the lower level of the house. Most everything portable of value was removed. Only large objects, like furniture, remained. Wandering into the kitchen, Laura opened cabinets and peered into drawers. Anything perishable was gone, but there were some canned goods. She realized, faintly that she was starving. Selecting a can at random, and a knife from one of the drawers, she cut the top off, dipped her finger into the can's contents, and took a taste. Whatever Baked Beans were, they were...well, if not delicious, at least they were palatable. Laura didn't bother with eating utensils. She slurped the beans right from the can, and continued wandering around the other rooms. Upstairs, she found what had presumably been the family's personal living space. There was a commode room, with a sink and a bathing facility. The other rooms appeared to be sleeping areas. One looked as though it might have belonged to a small child. The bed was little. It was stripped of blankets, and a fine layer of dust covered the mattress There was a sparse assortment of forgotten toys scattered on the floor. In a corner was a small chest of drawers. Some of the drawers were left half open. One had a few articles of clothing in it still. The garments were of a very small size. Judging by the pastel shades of material, Laura assumed that the child who'd previously occupied this room had been female. 

Across the hall was a large bedroom, that had it's own private commode facility. There were two closets, and two chests of drawers. These too, had some drawers askew, a few items of clothing spilling out. The bed looked large enough to accomodate two people. It was stripped bare as well. The room next door was also a bedroom. It was the neatest looking one that Laura had encountered so far. All the drawers were closed, and there was nothing littering the floor. A bulletin board nailed to the wall over a student sized desk gave the only indication as to who might have slept in this room. Pinned to the board were several momentos. One of them was a paper certificate, honoring someone named Polly Maxwell with First Place in the Rosemont Junior High Science Fair.

Laura stepped back, blinking. Maxwell. Wasn't that the last name of her brother's killer? Certainly it was, but the name on the award was Polly, not Robin. She let out a sigh of relief, and continued down the hall to the last bedroom on the upper deck of the house. If the last room had been neat, this one was an absolute disaster area. The closet door was open, and non essential personal items were scattered all over. Books, a couple pairs of shoes, papers, and a few items that Laura could not name were littered in haphazard heaps on the bedroom floor. There was an out of date calendar pinned to the wall. Laura was stunned when she realized that the calendar was six years old! Other things were hung on the walls too. A huge poster, depicting a group of nattily dressed men, was labled Duran Duran. There was a large, framed photograph of a group of uniformed musicians. It was labeled "Rosemont High School Honor Band- 1983". The bed was stripped bare like the others, but carelessly tossed on the mattress were what looked like text manuals. Squinting in the semi darkness, Laura made out the title of one of them. It was called "Principles of the American People: A Study in Democracy". Quite a wordy title for a text book on political studies to have, Laura thought, as she flipped open the cover. Her heart nearly froze. Written in a square on the inside of the front cover was a declaration that this text book belonged to Robin Maxwell.

Laura's stomach made a sick lurch. What twisted act of Providence had led her to the one house, in all of Los Angeles, where her brother's murderer lived? Or..used to live, as what seemed to be the case. She backed out of the bedroom, and into the hallway, jumping at her own shadow on the wall. Laura wanted to run, as fast as she could, away from this house; far, far away. Then, she realized with a start, that she could not. Those troopers could still be out there somewhere. They had thought she was a fleeing human resistor, but if they knew that she was really runaway military personnel,....For all Laura knew, half the city of Los Angeles could be crawling with search teams, looking for her. If she was caught and turned over to Diana, the hell she was experiencing now was nothing compared to what she'd be subjected to. Stumbling upon an abandoned house was a stroke of luck she wasn't likely to get again, regardless of who this house had once belonged to. One thing, Laura decided on for sure. She wouldn't be making her bed in Robin's room.


Chapter 11: Venom Hits the Fan 

Diana was absolutely livid. Standing before her were Frank and Carol, her two Communications Specialist Supervisors. They stood at attention, not even daring to blink. 

"You never put Laura on the roster to perform a routine maintainance check?" Diana asked in a barely civil tone. 

"No, Commander. There was no routine maintainance scheduled to be performed until next week," Frank responded. 

"Laura never notified either of you that she intended to do any off schedule routine maintainance?" 

"No, Commander," Carol answered in a clipped British accent, similar to Lydia's. 

"So, then, what you are both implying is that Laura committed an act of insubordination..." 

"She never reported for duty, and if that is an act of insubordination, then it would seem so," Carol said. 

"You two are dismissed for now. I highly suggest you keep a better watch on the performance of your other subordinates, or
your next work assignments will involve cleaning cages in the mess hall." 

Lydia sat in Diana's private office, silently watching the interrogation. When the two supervisors left, she cleared her throat. 

"I fail to see how Frank and Carol can be held responsible for Laura going AWOL," she asserted, 

"I can see how you and your lax security staff can be held accountable," Diana spat back, "I"m just trying to get to the bottom
of this, which is supposed to be your job, but since you seem to be having trouble doing it, I guess it's up to me." 

"Oh, I see. You've spent more time with this young lady in recent weeks than anyone else, and you didn't see this coming, but
somehow, I was supposed to?" Lydia retorted. 

"Are you aware that Laura accessed classified information? It seems she hacked her way in, bypassing your security
measures?" 

"This has been brought to my attention. There was evidence found to suggest she accessed her brother's service record.
However, as for the other information you claim she obtained, those records were stored in your own personal scientific
research logs, with security measures you implemented yourself." Lydia's response was smug. 

Angrily, Diana turned toward the guard standing at the door. 

"Send Christopher in," she demanded. 

This was the second time Christopher had been questioned by Diana. When the alert had been posted that Laura had failed to report for duty, he'd gone to her supervisors and notified them that he'd seen her on board the shuttle that had taken him to his Command Post at the start of his shift. He hadn't intended to tattle on her. He'd just wanted to let Frank and Carol know that she had reported to duty and had gone on a scheduled maintainance check. Now he wished he'd kept his mouth shut.
For some reason, Laura had lied to him. Knowing that hurt a little. He'd considered her a friend. However, he still did not want to get her into any trouble. He entered Diana's office apprehensively, unsure of what she wanted. He'd told her everything he knew about the situation. 

"Ah, Christopher, sit down," Diana said, almost kindly, offering the young man a chair. Wordlessly, he did as he was told, noting to himself that Lydia was also present. 

"How well would you say you know Laura?" Diana asked him. 

"We are friends, I suppose, but I haven't known her very long," he responded honestly. 

"Were the two of you more than friends? Intimate, perhaps?" 

"No, uh, no..strictly platonic." he stammered, unsure of how to proceed, "I might have liked to..um..socialize more with her, but there's another woman I like too, so....well...I"m just platonic with both of them." 

"Yes, it is so difficult to make up one's mind when torn between two prospects, isn't it?" Diana responded, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 

"It is the truth. I am not the sort to play games with women," Christopher answered levely. 

"How noble of you. Well, did Laura ever hold you into any confidence? Did she tell you things, perhaps, that she might not tell others...like., if she were having any personal troubles?" 

"Well, I know that her father recently passed away," Christopher stated, "And I know she was proud of the chrono she wore
off duty because it was a gift from him, but other than that, I can't really say she ever did confide in me personally." He didn't dare tell Diana that he and Laura had socialized in groups that frequently gossiped about their Commander, wondering about her mental stability. 

"I see. So, she never told you if she was having any romantic difficulties, perhaps...or.." 

"Can we get to the point?" Lydia interrupted, "Christopher will be starting his shift soon, I believe, and I have other matters to
attend to as well." 

"The point is this.." Diana hissed, more at Lydia than at Christopher, but she turned to the young man again and continued,"Did she ever seem unhappy or discuss with you, or within your earshot to anyone else, about any plans to run
away?" 
"No, Commander," Christopher responded without further elaboration. He knew that Laura had wished she was still going
to Houston instead of Los Angeles, but she'd never talked about going AWOL. He decided not to mention that, either. 

"One last thing, then. Did Laura ever confide in you about any health concerns she might have?" 

Christopher thought for a moment, chosing his words carefully. 

"I knew she got sick on her first Terran assignment, but she never told me what it was that made her so ill, and I didn't really think it was any of my business to ask," he answered, "but, I have noticed that ever since that day, she's never quite looked well. I don't know precisely what it is, but I just sensed something different about her, so I was a little worried. Honestly, I wondered if maybe she was having some sort of nervous breakdown." 

"Nervous breakdown?" Diana asked, "What would lead you to think that if she never confided in you about anything?" 

"I don't know that she was...it was just what I was wondering, because she seemed to be...more withdrawn, and, well, maybe sad or upset about something. Depressed? Knowing that her father died, I wondered if maybe she was having some trouble coping. " 

"And you never asked her what was troubling her?" 

Christopher squirmed in his seat uncomfortably. 

"Maybe I wasn't a very good friend to her. I should have asked her, I guess, but I just thought that it would be best to let her bring it up if she wanted to talk. But, you know, I am worried about her, and I hope she's ok...or..well, I hope she's found soon, and I hope she gets help." 

Lydia gazed at the young man, and felt a pang of sympathy for him. Christopher was about the same age as her younger brother, Nigel, so she already had a tender spot for him. In addition, he really did appear to be troubled and confounded by Laura's disapperance. 

"Well, Christopher, I think there might be a way you can help your friend," Lydia said. 

"How?" He gazed back at Lydia with a hopeful statement. 

"I'm going to change your patrol beat-" 

"Oh, you're just going to assume the authority to do this without discussing it with me?" Diana interrupted. 

"Perhaps, if you'd listen for a moment, you'll see the wisdom in this. We know that Laura has been ill, and we also know that she is bereft. The area where Laura was last seen has been searched thouroughly, and has produced nothing. I suggest we search a new area....the area her late brother used to patrol. Perhaps Laura, in her grief, is trying to find some answers, or cope with her loss by visiting places Brian might have gone. If she's found by anyone other than Christopher, she might try to run away....." 

"Very well, then. Christopher, you are to begin patrolling the Rosemont High School area. I will provide you with a list of potential spots where she might be found, but exclude nothing. I want that girl found!" Diana ordered. 

"I will have Nigel oversee this. He knows the area well, and would be of good value supervising Christopher." Lydia added. 

Silently, she wondered to herself what all of the interest was in this girl. Yes, Laura most certainly had hacked her way into classified information, and then run away. This was suspicious behavior for a Fifth Columnist, and it certainly was possible that Laura was one of them. This was not the first time Fifth Columnists had committed acts such as these. Naturally, for that reason, it was imperative to search for her. Lydia noticed, however, that Diana seemed much more interested in finding this girl than any of the other missing and presumed AWOL personnel. Interested wasn't the only word Lydia would chose to describe Diana's demeanor. Panicked, or at least, supremely stressed, were appropriate adjectives. She hoped, at least, to
learn why, if the girl was not found. Lydia had a strange feeling that Diana was up to something. 



Chapter 12: Hide and Seek 

Robin had returned from Chicago nearly two months ago, and she was still no closer to confronting the issue that had brought her here. She watched as Kyle and Elizabeth struggled to erect a Christmas tree in the livingroom. Memories flooded back to her unexpectedly. This was a scene that played over and over every year that she could remember as a child. Her Dad always wanted to get the biggest tree on the lot, and her Mom was always worried about weather or not it would she had lots of needles. Then, they'd playfully argue about how straight it was. If they couldn't agree, they'd confer with Robin, Polly and Katie. 

"Hey, Robin, is it straight?" Kyle called to her, snapping her out of her reverie. 

"It's not straight, Kyle. And, we should turn it more, so that the fat side is in the front," Elizabeth argued. 

"I think it looks fine the way it is. Once we decorate it, no one will notice which side is the fatter side..." 

"Well, what do you think, Binna?" her father asked in Robin's memory. 

"What do you think, Mother?" Elizabeth asked. 

"What ever you two decide is fine," Robin responded. Her bottom lip trembled, and she hastily jumped up and walked into the kitchen to avoid allowing anyone to see the tears that were threatening to spill. 

Kyle appeared in the kitchen a couple of minutes later while Robin was sniffling into a napkin. 

"Hey, what's wrong? Did me or Elizabeth say something that upset you?" he asked. 

"Um, no..not at all," she replied, "It's just memories, that's all." 

"Oh, yeah...I guess Christmastime can do that," he answered, leaving the rest unsaid. Robin knew what words he'd use to fill in the blanks. After all, his father was dead now, too. Even though Nathan Bates and Kyle had pretty much been estranged, losing his father had still hurt Kyle. 

"Maybe it's the Elizabeth that's rubbing off on me, but I kind of get the sense that there's more to the story than some painful memories. Am I right?" Kyle asked. 

"Yeah, there's a little more to it, but I really don't want to unload it on you. It might remind you of...things..." she trailed off, wanting to smack herself. She'd just managed to remind him of them, she was pretty sure. 

"Look, you're not going to upset me. Maybe I could even help." 

"It's just that...well...Polly is going to graduate high school in the Spring, and she needs money for college, so I have to get it for her." 

"As in, you're looking for a job, or you're looking for a loan?" 

"Neither," Robin barked, a bit impatiently. She then bit her lip and looked at Kyle apologetically. 

"What I mean is that my Dad's will is out of probate...I guess his insurance company is convinced that he's dead enough for their purposes...See, when my Mom died, my Dad used the money from her life insurance policy to pay off the mortgage on the house. Then, when he died, he willed everything to me, Polly, and Katie. Of course, I've been given power of attorney over Polly and Katie's shares until they turn 18......." 

She rambled on, sounding a little confused. 

"Well, now the house is ours...but I don't ever want to live in it again. Too many memories. The money we inherited from my Dad's estate was mostly used to pay taxes and the lawyer. There's only a little left. We each still have some money that my parents set aside in college funds for us, but...well, they only had 12 years to save for Polly, and just 3 for Katie, so what's in their funds may not be enough. I need to sell the house." 

"Wow. You mean the house you grew up in?" Kyle asked. 

"Yes, although, I'm not sure how well it will sell in today's market. L.A. just isn't what it used to be." 

"What sort of shape is it in?" 

"You've seen it, Kyle. It's the one right next door to the Bernstein's." 

"No shit? That's your house?" 

"Sure is...but you know why we can't live there. Too suspicious, for one. The Visitors would know right where to find us. And, of course, too many memories. I just couldn't live there without my parents. It wouldn't be right." 

"Yeah, I guess I know what you mean. Well, a new coat of paint, some work on the lawn... it should sell. Lizards or not, there's lots of people that just can't resist living here in Smoggy ole' Los Angeles." 

"I'm going to have to clean it out, too," Robin said," We all kind of left in a big hurry to join the resistance at the mountain camp. After my Mom died, Dad and I went back a couple of times, like to get things for Polly and Katie to take with them to Chicago, but we just never got around to finishing everything that still needed to be done. I'll need to get a U-haul...and.."
Her eyes clouded over, and the tears spilled out again. 

"I wish you'd said something a long time ago, Robin. This isn't something you should have to do yourself," Kyle said. 

"I'll help, Mother," Elizabeth said softly. She'd been standing in the kitchen, quietly listening. 

"Oh, gosh, Elizabeth, this isn't something you should have to do either," Robin sniffled. 

"I want to help." 

"So do I. Maybe we could ask Ham to loan us the Mystery Mobile for hauling loads. You know Elias would help. I hear he used to be really good at moving things," Kyle joked. 

Robin managed a smile as she wiped away the rest of her tears. 

"Maybe it won't be so hard with help," Elizabeth said. 

*************************************************************** 

The day after Christmas, Kyle was granted permission to use the van, but Ham insisted on coming for the ride. Elizabeth and Robin sat in the back, on the floor. Robin had a pad of paper in her lap, and she was busily scribbling notes on it. 

"Today, I just want to give the place a once over to get a good idea where to start," she said. 

"Just how many loads are you gonna need to haul to the dump?" Ham asked a bit impatiently. 

"Well, I don't know exactly. It's been a long time since I've been back there," Robin replied. 

Ham muttered something unintelligeble under his breath, and then he cursed aloud. 

"What the hell is up with all the Snake Patols?" he swore, surveying the area through the windows. 

"Roadblock!" Kyle announced. 

"What's going on?" came Robin's voice from the back. 

"Hold on..we may have to abort this mission," Ham said matter of factly. 

"No, we won't. I don't think they're looking for us," Elizabeth said. Her eyes looked a little glazed. 

Kyle squinted through the windshield at the road block ahead. A pair of shock troopers were stopping motorists, showing each of them something, and then waving them through. 

"Great, here they come. Act casual." 

The two troopers approached, one on the driver's side, and one on the passegner side. The one on Ham's side shoved a picture in through the window at him. 

"Have you seen this girl?" he asked. He motioned for Kyle to look at the photo too. The other trooper cracked opened the side door of the van. 

"Ain't seen her," Ham responded gruffly, hiding his surprise. The woman in the photo was obviously one of their own. 

"I haven't seen her either," Kyle said. 

"Laura?!" the trooper at the side of the van cried. He pulled the side door the rest of the way open. Robin and Elizabeth blinked in surprise as the sunlight spilled inside. 

"Everyone out of the van," the first trooper ordered. 

Muttering to himself, Ham opened the door and got out. With the muzzle of his laser rifle pointed at him, the trooper motioned for him to join the others on the opposite side of the van. 

"I think you've made a mistake," Elizabeth told the young shock trooper who was scrutinizing her, "My name is not Laura..." 

"Yeah, and as you can hear, she's not a Lizard," Ham retorted. 

"You're right. I am mistaken. You just look alot like her," the trooper apologized. 

"Not as much as you'd think," Ham muttered quietly under his breath. 

"Move on, then," the first trooper ordered. He gave the interior of the van a quick visual while everyone resumed their places inside. Seeing nothing, he waved them through. 

"God, I wonder what that's all about?" Robin questioned, "I was so scared, I almost peed my pants. Maybe we should head back." 

"No, keep going. If we haul ass out of here now, we'll look suspicious," Kyle said. 

"Maybe we should check in on the Bernsteins. They may know a little something," Ham suggested. 

*************************************************************** 

"Oh, they were here all right. They've knocked on every door on the block looking for this girl," Stanley said to the resistors that showed up unexpectedly. 

"Did they tell you anything about why they were looking for her?" Kyle asked. 

"Do they ever tell us anything?" Stanley responded. 

"No, we have absolutely no idea why they are looking for her, but I wish they'd leave. They've been here off and on since last week. I've seen them poking around at the high school, they've been watching all the customers going in and out of the local 7-11...they were even asking the kids playing at the video arcade next door to it," Lynne informed them. 

"In fact, I'm not sure how safe it is for you here right now. They wanted to come inside our house and look around," Stanley said, "It was a very short visit, but it made me nervous. They even looked inside the windows of your house, and went around to the back yard and poked around." 

Robin rolled her eyes. 

"Did they go inside?" she asked. 

"No, I think they know that breaking and entering is illegal," Lynne said. Ham snorted sarcastically. 

"Like they'd care," he said. 

"Well, it's my house, and I at least need to take a look around to see what needs to be done while there's still some daylight left," Robin stated. She produced the house key from her pocket book. 

"You're not going alone," Kyle said. 

The Bernsteins saw them out, and the group looked up and down the street carefully before proceeding next door. For the time being, there weren't any Scalys in sight, on patrol. Robin struggled for a minute with the lock. It was stiff from disuse. Finally, it cooperated, and Robin opened the door and stepped inside. Kyle, Ham, and Elizabeth followed her in. As soon as Robin closed the door behind them, she knew something was wrong. Elizabeth seemed to know too. Her face was ashen. 

"She's here," Elizabeth breathed. 
*************************************************************** 

Laura crouched in the larger of the two closets in the master bedroom, her laser pistol in hand. The last week had been an absolute hell. Somehow, they knew she was in the area, and they still hadn't given up looking for her. A few nights ago, they'd come into the back yard of the house, shining flashlights in the window. Fortunately, Laura spent most of her time on the upper level of the house, where the beams of the flashlight couldn't reach her. At first, she'd worried that they might discover evidence that someone had gained access to the house through the rear sliding glass doors, but she had the tool she'd
used to do it with her still. To her relief, the patrol had moved on. 
The patrols weren't her only source of worry. Lack of clean water was. The utilities had been shut off. Some of the canned fruit she'd consumed were packed in water, but her supplies were running low. She noticed that the next door neighbors had a small, in ground lake in their back yard, but she was afraid that it was too dangerous to sneak over the fence and get some of their water. With a child growing inside of her, making constant demands on her body, Laura was becoming weak. She spent most of her time sleeping on the nest she'd made of the bed in the master bedroom. That's where she'd been when she
heard the disturbance downstairs, and the voices. She could hear them on the lower level, splitting up. They were looking for something. Then came the sound of footfalls on the stairs. The door to the room across the hall opened, and then she heard a man's voice in the room she was hiding in. 

"Well, well, well, looks like Goldilocks has been sleeping in Papa Bear's Bed." 
She put a shaking finger on the trigger of her pistol. The door to the closet flew open. Laura fired the first shot, and then sprung from the closet, spraying venom at the intruder. Both of her defenses missed their mark. A foot snaked out, and caught her ankle. She fell to the floor clumsily, losing her grip on the pistol. Before she could react, the man had her pistol in his hand, pointed at her. 
"Don't move, Gator Girl," he hissed at her, "or I'll blow you sky high." Then he called to his companions. 

"In the master bedroom, folks. I found our Lizard on the Loose." 

Kyle was the first to enter the bedroom where Ham had the prisioner at gunpoint. Robin and Elizabeth came in shortly thereafter. 

"Well, Robin, looks like someone's claimed squatter's rights to your house," Ham stated, keeping his steely gaze locked on the young woman sprawled on the floor. 

"This day is getting more interesting by the minute," Robin replied. She scrutinized Ham's prisoner silently, and she watched as the girl's face went from frightened to absolutely mortified, as though she were suddenly realizing what a serious predicament she was in. The girl began to scream hysterically. Her cries were reverberated oddly, riccocheting off the walls.
Then, almost as if she'd forgotten about the gun pointed at her, she began to make a scramble to get to her feet. Ham lunged forward and buried the muzzle of the pistol at her throat, ripping the false human skin covering her scales. With his other hand, he grabbed at her shirt and pulled her into a standing position. 

"I suggest you shut your mouth before I put another hole in your head," he calmly warned her. 

"Don't hurt her, Ham!" cried Elizabeth, "Please don't hurt her!" 

The girl managed to stop her screaming, but her breath came in ragged gasps. Ham removed the pistol from her neck and released his hold on her shirt, but he kept the weapon trained on her, lest she get anymore ideas about running...or spitting. 

"We're not here to hurt you, " Elizabeth stated calmly, "but we know that there's people looking for you. You're Laura, right?" 

The Visitor nodded mutely, eyes locked on the pistol in Ham's grip. 

"Why are the Snake Patrols after you? Did you piss off Diana?" Kyle asked. 

An odd humming sort of noise began to issue forth from the girl's throat. Robin, Kyle and Ham looked at each other in puzzlement. They'd never heard this sound. Elizabeth was the only other person in the room who knew what it was. She was not equipped with tear ducts to cry with, but once or twice, when she'd been really upset, this sound had come from her own throat. 

"Did Diana hurt you?" Elizabeth asked. 

Laura nodded, the low pitched sound still filling the room. When she finally spoke, her voice sounded even more distorted than usual. 

"She's crazy.." Laura gasped.."She put this thing in me...." her voice broke off as she attempted to stifle another wave of her strange crying. 

"What thing?" Robin questioned, and then her eyes flew open wide. It had just dawned on her that this girl looked like she could be pregnant. 

"This THING!" the girl hissed, putting a hand on the protrudence of her abdomen. 

Elizabeth closed her eyes for a moment, and bit her lip. She already knew what sort of child this woman was carrying. She could sense it's awakening presence as surely as she'd once felt that of the twin brother she'd lost. A surge of excitment shot through her, despite her sorrow for it's mother's predicament. At long last, Elizabeth would not be alone. Soon, there would be someone else like her in existence. 

"Pretenama, Laura. It is not a thing," Elizabeth told her, "It is a living being, just as I am. You have nothing to fear." 

No one in the room spoke for a moment as the implications settled in. Ham lowered the gun, almost resignedly. As callous as he could be at times, he was not about to shoot a pregnant woman if he didn't have to. 

"Well, she was sure smart to run from Diana," Kyle said, "What do we do now? We can't let the Lizards find her." 

Robin shook her head in disgust and amazement. 

"Oh, my God," she said, "You poor thing! That Leather Assed Bitch forced you to have sex with a human so you'd get pregnant with a hybrid?" 

"No..she inseminated me without me knowing during an exam," Laura replied with her eyes downcast. She knew it was unwise not to answer Robin's question, but she had no intent to look her brother's killer in the eye. 

Kyle went to the window and peered out. He then crossed the hall, and looked out the window of what had been Katie's room. 

"Well, I don't see any snakes in the area, but I suggest we take Laura and get the hell out of here before they come back." he said when he returned. 

"Your forgetting about the road block. How will we get her out, past that?" Robin asked. 

Ham smiled grittily, remembering the last time he'd pulled an operation like this, but he was unaware of the irony. 

"Well, we take some lighweight stuff here, like a couple of night stands...and...we roll Laura up in that rug in the family room, toss her in the back of the van with you two and the other stuff, and off we go. Moving day, that simple." 

Chapter 13: Slip of the Tongue

Being rolled up in an Oriental floor rug was an experience Laura would rather not repeat. It was dusty, it smelled moldy, and it was hot. The ride in the van was uncomfortable, but not because of the bumps in the road. She couldn't believe that she was sharing space and breathing the same air as her brother's murderer. The paralyzing, hysterical fear she'd felt when cornered in the house was turning into anger. With this, her venom glands were stimulated. Laura wished she could direct her spray of anger right into the eyes of Robin Maxwell, but she was forced to swallow it. Rolled up in the rug, with her arms pinioned to her sides, there was no escaping. Furthermore, that cold hearted human male wearing a black leather jacket, the one called Ham, had her weapon. If she made any attempt to spit at Robin, the man would undoubtedly shoot her.

Laura wondered what else she might have to serve as a weapon. The humans had allowed her to bring her repair case containing her personal effects, but nothing she had would work for her defense. Besides, her repair case was tucked away in the drawer of one of the nightstands the humans had packed into the van. Around her, she could hear the muffled voices of the humans, discussing their plans of what they intended to do with her.

"I'm taking her to H.Q. Then, I'm gonna call Julie in. She'll wanna get a load of this."

"Yeah, Ham, great. What if our pregnant iguana rats out our location?" Kyle asked.

"Let her try. I'm sure she's just dying to tell Diana all about it...." Ham said sardonically, "If Lady Lizard Laura gets any ideas, I'll turn her right over to the shock troopers that are looking for her, and..."

"Enough, guys." Robin interjected, "It looks to me like Laura's had it. I mean, if what she says is true about what Diana did to her, then we ought to give her a break."

"IF what she says is true," Ham replied, "Which is why we need to call Julie in, and we need to have someplace quiet for Julie to check her out."

Laura felt something touching the top of her head, and realized it was a hand, stoking her crest, hidden beneath her human wig. Elizabeth had reached in to the center of the rug.

"Are you ok in there? Can you breathe?" Elizabeth asked.

Laura couldn't really respond , but she nodded. Elizabeth felt the motion.

"Good. We'll take good care of you, I promise."

Laura remembered the photo Diana had shown her, and she recognized this girl as her neice. She wondered if the girl knew who she was. After all, Diana had said that Elizabeth had remarkable, precognitive abilities. Laura wondered what was so remarkable about that. She had them too, at least to a small degree. So had her mother. In fact, Laura remembered the time when Brian had departed for his assignment on Earth. Her mother had cried for days, claiming that she had a feeling she'd never see her baby hatchling again. Mother had been right. As for Laura, she'd been plagued with a feeling, ever since she'd learned she was heading for Earth herself, that she was heading for trouble. She'd been right, too. How was that for remarkable precognitions? Maybe Elizabeth's abilities weren't present because she was a hybrid. Perhaps it was a genetic trait passed down to the Starchild from her father's side of the family.

After some time, the van lurched to a stop. Laura could hear the movement as the resisters climbed out. She heard Kyle discussing plans with Ham to paint one of the rear doors the same color as the other one. The rug, containing Laura, was lifted out of the back, and she felt herself being carried somewhere. Finally, they set the rug down and unrolled it. Laura was released from her prison and allowed to sit up.

***************************************************************

"I'll bet she's hungry," Elizabeth said, gazing pitifully at Laura. Laura sat in one of the fire station's molded plastic chairs. Still wearing the same grey T shirt and gold sweatpants, and her human wig tangled in knots, she looked quite pathetic. Thin, too, Robin noted. Except for the small bulge beneath the girl's stained T-shirt, Laura looked as though she were wasting away. Her cheekbones were hollow looking, and her arms poked out from beneath her sleeves like sticks.

"Well, we're fresh out of mice, so she'll just have to starve til Julie gets here," Ham commented coldly.

"I'm sure there's something here for her to eat," Elizabeth replied, "and she needs water too." She got up and went into the kitchen, rummaging through the cupboards. A modest amount of non perishable foods was always kept on hand at the Headquarters, in case anyone needed to hide out. The leftoverrs of the vegetable platter that Thelma and Willie had brought for Thanksgiving Dinner had long since been eaten or tossed out, but Elizabeth found some suitable alternatives. There was still an unopened can of olives, a box of crackers, a jar of peanut butter, and a can of condensed Cream of Broccoli soup. Elizabeth prepared the soup and fixed up a snack tray of the other items, hoping that her feast turned out better than her pumpkin pie had. At least, Elizabeth thought to herself as she poured a glass of water, there was no way to ruin that. When she was finished, she was rather proud of the meal she'd concocted for their guest. She brought it in and set it down before the young Visitor.

"I made sure that I only put things here that you can eat," Elizabeth told her, "The stuff in the bowl is called soup. It's really good. You should try it."

Laura eyed it skeptically. She then lifted the spoon and hesitantly flicked out her tongue to sample it's contents.

"Disgusting," Ham muttered aloud as he watched. Laura leveled a defiant gaze at him. Then, she loaded up another spoonful of soup, and proceeded to flick her tongue several times into the spoon. Then, with a satisfied smirk on her face, she sampled the other items on the tray. She noticed that the other man, Kyle, was hiding an amused grin behind his hand.

"You'd think, that with all the things you Scalies had to learn about humans before you came here to rape our planet, that you'd know some table manners," Ham remarked.

"You'd think, that with all the time you've lived on this planet, you'd have better social ettiquite. It's rude to watch someone eat," Laura shot back.

The door to the fire house opened, and Julie stepped in. Mike Donovan was with her.

"What is this all about?" Julie asked, in alarm. She had received a call from Ham Tyler, who'd instructed her to meet him at the Fire Station with some medical supplies, concerning a matter of extreme importance. She'd been told nothing else, "Who's hurt?"

"No one is hurt, Ham told her, "But we got an interesting little tidbit of a scientific nature for ya."

"To make a long story short,' Kyle said, "We've got an escaped Visitor who claims that Diana inseminated her with human sperm. We found her hiding out at the Maxwell house."

Julie's eyes flew open in surprise. She then saw a woman, sitting at the table in the greatroom, feasting herself from an array of food put before her. The young woman looked up from her meal and regarded Julie with some alarm.

"Don't worry, Laura. Julie is my friend. She won't hurt you," Elizabeth said in a sooting tone.

"What does Julie want with me?" Laura asked unsteadily. She wondered if this woman was the same "Julie" that had invented the red dust. If so, she was, at least indirectly, another person responsible for her brother's death.

Julie approached the table and introduced herself.

"I'm Juliet Parrish. I was told you may need some medical help."

"I don't need any of your help!" Laura spat in reply. Her outburst was unexpected. This was getting to be entirely too much. She wondered if she just ought to run away and risk getting caught by Diana. Of her two possible fates, she didn't know which was worse! As Laura pushed herself out of her chair, Ham Tyler reacted quickly. He pulled her pistol out and aimed it at her.

"Now, why would you want to leave the party so soon?" he asked her, "Things are just now starting to get good..."

"Leave her alone, Ham. She's just scared!" Elizabeth cried. She reached out hesitantly, and put a reassuring hand on Laura's shoulder.

"Julie won't hurt you! She's not like that. She's not like Diana...."

"She made the Red Dust!" Laura wailed loudly. Then she covered her mouth with her hand to contain any further hysterics. She realized that no one here knew who had been her brother, and as long as no one knew, maybe she'd be safe. Not even Elizabeth seemed to know.

"Yes, I did engineer it, but it was for self defense. I don't just randomly sprinkle it on any Visitor I meet," Julie stated, a little puzzled.

"Of course," Ham bluffed rudely, "We do have a supply of it on hand, and if you don't want to cooperate with us, we could let you choke on it."

Laura's Red Dust paranoia finally got the best of her. A look of shocked horror registered briefly on her human appearing features before she dropped to the ground in a dead faint.

"Great, Ham," Mike muttered in sarcasm, "You scared the kid to death."

***************************************************************

Laura was not dead, but she was beginning to wish she was. She awoke and found herself stretched out on a cot in what had used to be the fire station's sleeping quarters. Julie had a sphygomometer cuffed to Laura's arm, measuring her blood pressure.

"Good, you're awake," she said, pulling the stethoscope plugs out of her ears, "I know you're afraid, but it's really in your best interest if you calm down and try to answer some questions for me."

Seated on the other side of Laura's cot was Elizabeth. She took Laura's hand in hers.

"It's ok. You can trust Julie. We won't let Ham hurt you. All we want to do is help you."

Laura took a good, long look at Elizabeth. Her eyes reflected nothing but honesty and kind intent. Then, another strange feeling washed over her. As she gazed at her neice, she could feel her brother's presence; within Elizabeth, and within the room itself. She remembered the dream she'd had, where a disembodied voice had told her to run. Then, she remembered the unseen force that had seemingly guided her on her quest, shielding her from harm, and showing her where to hide. The realization hit her like a ton of bricks. Brian had been with her the whole while, and he was still here as one of the living forces inside his daughter. Laura still had many questions..like why her brother had agreed to cooperate with Diana to make Elizabeth in the first place...had he been forced to do it...? Why had Robin killed him? If Brian were here in the flesh, she'd ask him these things. All she could know for now was that Brian had loved Laura in life. He'd always been her protective big brother. After his death, she could still feel his love for her, and she knew he'd never guide her someplace where she'd get hurt. Despite Laura's misgivings, she knew she'd have to cooperate with these humans.

Chapter14: The Storm Within


Julie pushed a strand of blonde hair out of her face and examined the image in her hand. It was an ultrasound picture of the fetus growing within Laura's womb. There wasn't much she could make out. Just as what had been the case with Robin, a fine threading of gelatanous strands networked themselves in Laura's "uterine" cavity. Julie was no expert on the reproduction of Sirian females, so she'd contacted Howie at Visitor Fields with her findings. Howie, the Fifth Columnist employed as a physician at the Visitor's Terran hospital facility, had been stumped. Together, they'd tried to make some sense of what they were seeing, and project a prognosis. Julie also questioned Willie and Thelma about the fine points of Visitor gestation and child development. She knew, from being acquainted with the couple as they began their family, a few basics. Visitors gave birth in a similar fashion as humans, but their offspring were not born "live". Instead, their children were encased in a large, soft shelled egg that hatched soon after birth. Sirian infants were not a great deal different from their human counterparts when they hatched. Unable to walk, talk, or hunt for food by themselves, they were utterly reliant upon their parents. Their immature jaws were not capable of handling the large sized prey that adults consumed. Parents on the Homeworld fed their newborns a commercially prepared, protein rich paste until they could eat live prey. This happened gradually. A Visitor child would begin with the paste, and then be graduated to eating insects and such, until sometime shortly after it's first year. Then, it could consume the normal fare it's parents ate.

Julie also learned that a Visitor female's gestation was somewhat shorter than a human's. Thelma had been pregnant for a little over 5 months with each of her hatchlings. Both Samantha and Benjamin were considered full term. Though they started their lives somewhat smaller than human infants, only about three pounds each, they grew faster in their infancy. Like Elizabeth had, both Samantha and Benjamin molted frequently. Benjamin was already bigger than Elias and Miranda's daughter Hope, and he was a month younger. His older sister Samantha, now 18 months old, had stopped her rapid molting. In fact, it seemed to Julie, that she'd hardly grown at all since her first birthday. Willie informed her that Samantha wouldn't grow much more until she was about three. Then, she'd molt again and have another rapid growth spurt.

Knowing this, Julie had no idea what to expect with Laura's pregnancy. According to Laura, she'd been inseminated during the last part of October. Now, only two months later, she was visibly pregnant. Julie guessed that Laura would gestate about as long as Thelma had, and in terms of a Visitor's pregnancy, she was nearing the halfway point. This could mean that Laura would give birth some time in the late part of March, or possibly early in April. This, of course, was merely an assumption. Some of Laura's symptoms, Julie was learning, were not typical of a Sirian female's pregnancy.

Most notable was Laura's body temperature. A typical Sirian's body temperature was some ten degrees cooler than a human's. Laura's temperature was consistently elevated between three and six degrees above their normal. For this reason, Laura often complained of feeling vaguely unwell. She slept alot, too. Julie hoped that having a constant fever wouldn't permantly damage Laura's health.

Then, there was the band of pregnancy that circled a Sirian female's neck, gradually spreading as her pregnancy progressed. This had been a signal to Julie that Robin's pregnancy wasn't normal. Willie had explained what the band was and what it meant. Then, Thelma had permitted Julie to examine the band around her neck while she'd been expecting. With Laura, there was a faint circling on the scales of her neck, but it wasn't nearly as pronounced as it had been on Thelma, or even Robin, for that fact.

Lastly, there was Laura's eating habits. The girl ate constantly, which was not unusual, but what she ate was, at least for a Visitor's palate. Of course, Laura ate standard fare, such as rodents, raw eggs, and vegetables. But unlike other Visitors, who experienced gastrointestinal discomfort if they ate prepared foods, Laura could eat just about anything. And she did. In fact, she craved cold cuts, and had developed an addiction to Subway Sandwiches. Elizabeth supplied them to her as often as possible. Heaped high with ham, turkey, vegetables and cheese, Laura devoured at least one twelve inch sub sandwich almost daily. She'd also discovered an affinity for chili beans, spaghetti, tuna fish straight from the can, Taco Bell bean burritos, and Cup of Noodles soup. If she wasn't eating, Laura was sleeping. Julie was happy to note that the starved look had left, and Laura was putting some weight back on. Now, she hoped Laura wouldn't gain too much.

As Julie reveiwed the ultrasound pictures, Elizabeth announced her presence. She had been spending alot of time at the fire house to keep Laura company. Resistance members rotated shifts now to keep Laura under surveilance, and Julie would check in on her before and after her shifts at EcoSound. Elizabeth, however, was almost always on hand. Julie didn't have to guess why. The Starchild could hardly contain her excitement over knowing that another hybrid was going to be born...with any luck. She wanted to do everything possible to help Laura, and make her comfortable. Julie had no doubts that Elizabeth's compassion was helping the girl. In fact, they'd developed quite a repoire, and it seemed that Elizabeth was the only person Laura fully trusted.

"What's up, Elizabeth?" Julie asked.

"Well, I need to talk to you. It's about Laura. I have to know that I can trust you....Laura has some things to tell everyone, but she won't if she feels like someone might hurt her."

"No one is here to hurt her, and you should know by now that you can trust me," Julie said.

Elizabeth bit her lip. She had an uncomfortable look on her face.

"Laura knows I'm telling you, but she's afraid. I am afraid a little bit too."

"Afraid of what?"

"Afraid of Mother." Elizabeth's response was tortured. She kept her eyes downcast.

"Robin? Why would she, or you, for that fact, be afraid of Robin?"

"Because she killed my father, and I was there to see it!" Elizabeth gushed. The look on her face reflected guilt. Julie could tell that Elizabeth felt bad about admitting this.

"Honey, I know it couldn't have been an easy thing to see. I hope you understand that your mother was not in her right mind when she did that. In fact, I blame myself somewhat for that. I should have realized that Robin's hormones were not balanced, that her moods were not stable, and I should have had a closer watch kept on her.......Postpartum Depression can make otherwise sane women do some terrible things...."

"I know it was not her fault, or yours," Elizabeth leveled. "But Laura doesn't."

"How does Laura know about this? You didn't tell her, did you?" Julie asked.

"No. She already knew."

"How did she learn?"

"There was a reason Diana chose Laura for this procedure."

Julie looked at Elizabeth, and steeled herself.

"What reason was that?" she asked.

"Laura is my aunt. She is my father's sister."

"Ah, shit," Julie cursed under her breath. She should have known.

"Now you know why I need you not to say anything to Mother. Mother might try to hurt her if she were to find out," Elizabeth stated. In her mind, she remembered her father clutching at his throat, choking on the swirling Red Dust. She could almost envision Laura the same way, and it gave her the creeps.

"Honey, I don't think your mother would do that to her. I won't tell her, but I honestly don't think that you should attempt to keep secrets. If Robin learns the truth another way, she might become resentful," Julie cautioned.

"Part of me knows that you're right, Julie, but Laura is petrified of Mother. I've tried to explain what happened the best way I could, but I don't think it's helping. I guess that..." Elizabeth's voice trailed off, a mild look of amazement spreading on her features.

"See, Laura has told me a little about my family on my father's side. Things I've always wanted to know, but never had anyone to ask."

"Well, I can certainly see how meeting Laura is a good thing for you," Julie said.

"It is! I was wondering if I'd get the chance to meet my paternal grandparents, since Grandfather is gone, and Grandmother died before I ever even met her...but I guess I won't ever meet them. Laura says they've died. From what she told me, I missed the opportunity to ever meet my paternal grandfather by only a couple of months!"

"Oh, Elizabeth, that's a shame. I'm sorry to hear that. What about any other aunts or uncles. Did your father have any more siblings?"

"No," Elizabeth answered, "Just Laura. She's six years younger than he was. Do you know that she's the same age father was when he was assigned here?'

"No, I didn't. And the irony of their similar predicaments isn't lost on me, either. What sort of things does Laura wish to discuss with us?" Julie probed.

"Important things the resistance should know, but she hasn't told me what yet."

"Well, I'll tell you what, Elizabeth. I'll go have a talk with Laura, and reassure her that she's in no danger here. Maybe I can convince her to open up to us about these issues."

***************************************************************

Later that night, most of the resistance was present at the Fire Station. With the information that Laura had finally told Julie, Julie called an emergency meeting.

"Laura here, has told me some very interesting things," Julie announced, "And we need to start planning for them."

"Let's hear it," Ham said, eyeing Laura. She sat between Julie and Elizabeth at the meeting table, looking somewhat nervous.

"First, I'm going to tell all of you that Laura is frightened. She has her reasons, obviously. If any of you tries to hurt her....."

"You'll have to get through me." Elizabeth warned. The statement on her face suggested she wasn't kidding.

Tonya and Kim eyed each other. Both of them recognized Laura from the day she'd gotten ill at the Legation. Neither of them said anything. As far as they knew, their undercover identities were still safe. Laura addressed the group, her reverberating tones beginning to spin a bizarre story.

"I don't know much about human psychology," she began, "but for our people, it's not considered normal to hear voices in your head..."

"People that hear voices in their heads here on Earth are usually nutcases," Chris Faber informed her.

"Nutcases...umm, well, I think I have a good idea what that means. Anyways, Diana hears voices in her head."

Mike Donovan choked on a laugh, and tried to supress it by clapping his hand over his mouth.

"I always knew the bitch was crazy," he said.

"You have no idea how crazy," Laura stated ominously. Mike sobered up.

"Do the voices tell her to do things?" Julie asked.

"I'm not really sure what they tell her. She didn't tell me exactly what they said to her. She just told me that they are the voices of Dying Sirians on the Homeworld, and that she has been chosen to be their salvation."

"Great, then, here's a plan...we storm up onto the Mothership and shoot Diana full of Valium and Haldol," Ham Tyler stated sarcastically.

"I'm not joking, Mr. Tyler. Look at what she did to me! She said that it's all a part of her plan."

"What plan?" Maggie asked, leaning forward in her chair.

"To save the Dying Sirians on the Homeworld. What's scary, is that if enough Sirians get an idea of what she knows, they just might listen to her."

Laura explained what she'd learned in Diana's science logs. Sirius IV was a lost cause, and would be incapable of supporting continued life in a century or so. Even shipping all of Earth's natural resources over there would only stave off the inevitable for a short while.

"Unfortunately, crazy or not, her scientific research does seem to support this theory. It's a very sobering prospect. So now, she thinks that all Sirians should be transported here to Earth, where she can save them and rule supreme."

"How does she plan on doing that?" Robin asked. If humans had venom, Laura knew that Robin would be swallowing a mouthful right now, based on the tone of her voice.

"Well, with the motherships...but first, she plans to overthrow the Leader. Then, she has another plan..."

"Uh oh, this don't sound too good," Elias said.

"She wanted to use me as a..what's the word you use...lab rat...for an experiment. She inseminated me with human sperm to see if I could get pregnant. When I did, she got really happy, and started talking about how I could make more of these babies for her...and she could too, with her own...um..ova, only she'd need to grow hers either in me, or..in test tubes...something like that..."

"Ewwwwwww, damn...an army of baby Diana's. Now, I'm worried," Kyle said, "So, basically, she wants to use you as a Starchild Incubator..and what..brainwash these kids like the Leader tried to brainwash Elizabeth?"

"Yes, and then these children, in turn, would use their powers to sway the Sirian public to side with Diana in her plan."

"Creepy plan, but Diana is forgetting one thing. Where does she suppose she's going to get fathers for all of these children?" Mike asked, "I mean, she'd have to convert me sixty million times, and even still, I'd never have sex with her and get her pregnant."

"You could get her pregnant and not have sex with her. I didnt' have sex with my child's father. In fact, I never even met him. Any time Diana takes a human prisoner on board the Mothership, she takes biological samples from them, and stores them for later use. Including sperm."

All noise in the room ceased. The men looked at one another in shocked silence. Ham and Mike looked especially alarmed. Of living male resistance members, they were the only two that had ever been prisoners of Diana's for any length of time. Then a sardonic grin cracked across Ham Tyler's features.

"Well, I don't know about you, Gooder, but Queen Scaly never asked me to jerk off in a cup for her," he said.

"Uh, well, me neither," Mike replied, shifting in his seat uncomfortably. He remembered his experience in the interrogation room on board the mother ship and the truth serum he'd been given. He could distinctly remember that he had been shot in the neck..not anywhere lower.

"I'm not certain about her methods, but I know she has her ways. She has biological specimens on the both of you, and a few more of you as well, not just men. Julie, Robin, Elizabeth...Like I said, anyone and everyone that has ever been her prisoner," Laura finished.

Mike and Ham were speechless. Julie, however, found that she was not surprised. She questioned to herself why it had never dawned on her to wonder before.

"God, Laura, please don't tell us that one of us is the father of this child your carrying," Mike whispered, almost pleadingly.

"I can tell you that no one in this room is the father of this child," Laura told him.

"Who is, if you don't mind me asking?" Julie probed, "Or, who's sperm does Diana's records indicate you were inseminated with?"

"It's no one I've ever met, so I cannot confirm weather or not it's true, especially since, according to her files, he no longer is alive. I think some of you may know who he was though. The name of the man who's sperm I was inseminated with is Daniel Bernstein."

"OH MY GAWD!" Robin cried. Maggie Blodgett clapped a hand over her mouth.
"Little Hitler?! Brown Shirt!!" Ham Tyler hissed, "Quick, Julie, do something! Get this kid to the nearest abortion clinic!"

Caleb Taylor shook his head.

"That nasty ol' bitch," he stated, "Boy did she pull a fast one."

Laura watched the goings on as impassively as she could. She had no idea what the father of her child even looked like, let alone why his name was raising such a commotion. He was only a name listed in her brother's personnel files as someone arrested and executed in conjunction with Brian's death.

"Look, folks, settle down. It's not Laura's fault, and it's not the baby's fault either. Rushing her off to an abortion clinic isn't going to fix this," Julie said.

"Julie, what are the Bernsteins going to say when they hear about this?" Robin cried.

"For now, they don't need to know. We aren't even certain weather or not Laura's child will be viable. If it is, we may need to ask the Bernsteins to provide blood samples, so I can do some genetic testing. If her child is Daniel's, their blood samples will confirm it....but let's not cross that bridge before we get there."

"Wait!" Laura exclaimed, "Has anyone even given any thought to what I want? I know what it's like to feel like a lab rat. The last thing I want is for my child to get stuck full of needles like a pin cushion and tested, and poked and prodded and caged like some zoo monkey!" For the first time, she felt something besides a loathing for the life growing within her. Whatever this child was, and regardless of how she'd gotten it, it was her hatchling. The thought of Julie experimenting on it made her sick. 

Chapter 15: Revelations

Weeks passed in an odd sort of limbo. No one was quite certain what to make of what they had been told. At least now, a little more was understood as to why there'd been such a quiet on board the Los Angeles Mothership. Diana had not given up her plans to dominate the planet and slaughter innocent human beings. She'd merely changed her method of attack to something much more sinister...and secret. Mike was fairly certain Phillip didn't know anything about Diana's disturbing plans. He wished he knew where his Fifth Column contact was. Months had passed with no word from him. Mike was beginning to worry that something may have happened to his friend. His only consolation had been Phillip's word to him during their last meeting, when he'd told him that he had alot of concerns to address with other Fifth Column networks on other Motherships, and that he would be gone for awhile. Mike hoped Phillip would return soon. He'd tell him all he'd learned. If anyone could check out the validity of Laura's claims and put a stop to any of them, it would be Phillip.

Two of the San Fransisco resistance members had returned to the Bay Area. Shanklin and Paul decided that it was time to see about joining back with other resistors remaining in the area, and finding a new headquarters for their operation. There had been no more major tremblers to rock the Bay Area since the big one had hit on October 17. The debris, and the unfortunate victims, had been cleared from the collapse of the Nimitz overpass. Martial law had finally been lifted, and the lives of the residents in the area was returning to some state of normal. When the New Year, which also marked the start of a new decade had arrived, Shanklin and Paul had left.

Brandon, Kim, and Tonya remained with the Los Angeles group, at least for the time being. Brandon stayed with Chris and Maggie quite a bit, and Chris was teaching him some of the tools of his trade. His attitude was hard to digest at times, but Brandon was very competent with weapons and explosives. Chris wondered if this was how his associate, Ham Tyler, had gotten his start. The two women remained at their clerical jobs at the Legation, carefully listening for any newsworthy gossip. Anything they learned, they passed on.

The Shock Troopers in the Rosemont High School area still continued to search for Laura, but with a lesser degree of intensity. Robin and Kyle were able to clear away the rest of the belongings out of the Maxwell's former residence. The Fire Station Resistance Headquarters now had some new furniture to replace the hard plastic relics the firefighters had left behind. Whatever wasn't kept was donated to charity or taken to the dump. Robin wanted to begin clearing the yard of weeds and sprucing up the exterior of the house, but she knew that would have to wait until the weather improved. Stanley Bernstein offered his assistance, and his yard and garden equipment to help Robin when she was ready. Lynne volunteered to help her make the inside of the house presentable to perspective buyers. They also told Robin that when she was ready to list the property, they would assist her with real estate concerns and showings. Their help, and Kyle's, was an immense relief to Robin. These were some very "grown up" tasks to tackle, and without help, she would have had no idea how to proceed.

Elizabeth availed herself to help her mother as often as she could, but she mostly spent her free time at the Fire Station with Laura. Robin knew that Elizabeth's job was important. Keeping the pregnant Visitor entertained, fed, clothed and observed was a round the clock duty. Someone had to stay with Laura at all times, for both security and health reasons. Only a few resistors did not have full time jobs. They were primarily the ones that performed "Laura Watch". Caleb Taylor sometimes brought his granddaughter Hope with him when he felt well enough to help out. This provided Laura with an opportunity to observe a human infant. Whenever Caleb wasn't there, Brandon Watts was elected. Julie had no other choice but to insist that he be available whenever the occasion arised. She knew that Robin and Kyle were busy at the former Maxwell residence. Besides, she didn't feel it was wise to involve Robin in too many aspects of Laura's care. Caleb, despite his gradually improving health, still needed lots of rest. Elizabeth simply couldn't be expected to be on duty 24 hours a day, 7 days a week..(although Julie felt she probably would be willing if asked). Everyone else had jobs. That left Brandon. Brandon had absolutely no enthusiasm what so ever about this assignment...at least not if he couldn't bring along some high powered weapons to wave threateningly at the Visitor "captive".

******************************************************************

Elizabeth and Laura sat together on the couch that had been brought in from the Maxwell's house. They shared a 12 inch Subway Club Sandwich and ate potato chips while watching Elizabeth's current favorite movie, "Dirty Dancing". Elizabeth had brought the VCR over from Kyle's house and hooked it up to the TV at the Fire Station. She had seen "Dirty Dancing" at least 40 times since she'd bought a copy of the tape when it came out on video. She was now in the process of catching Laura up to her record. It pleased her to no end that her aunt seemed to enjoy the movie, too.

Brandon showed up for his scheduled shift of "Laura Watch', and made a grimace. He couldn't stand "chick flicks". They made him want to hurl.

"Do we have to watch this stupid movie again?" he complained, "If I hear that dumb song "I've Had The Freaking Time of my Freaking Life" one more time, I'm going to Freaking Blow Chunks!"

"Well, there's nothing much on this time of day except soap operas, and you hate those too," Elizabeth replied, "So what suggestions do you have?"

"It's time for some testosterone," Brandon declared. He reached into a bag and pulled out several VHS tapes that he'd borrowed from Chris Faber.

"Yeah, now these are more like it...We got..."Hard To Kill", "Rambo: First Blood", "Colors", "To Live and Die in L.A.", ...." then he pulled out a few more..."Or, my favorites..."Lizard Kill"..."Red Dust and Green Asphalt", or "Snake Attack: Mothership Down."

"Get real," Elizabeth sighed exasperatedly.

"I'm feeling a little tired. I think maybe I'll go lay down for a bit," Laura said, with little emotion.

"Sure, I'll still be here when you wake up. Maybe you'll feel up to telling me some more stories?" Elizabeth asked hopefully. Laura spent many hours describing the events of her childhood, and telling Elizabeth what her father had been like as a hatchling. Elizabeth never tired of hearing Laura's tales, and Laura found she enjoyed relating them.

"See ya later, Alligator...heheh" Brandon snickered rudely.

Laura ignored him. She went into the sleeping quarters, grabbed the Walkman Elizabeth had loaned her and a few personal grooming items, and shut herself into the bathroom. The constant elevation of her temperature gave her some symptoms similar to a human's flu. Her body ached almost constantly. A nice, warm bath seemed like just the cure. She poured lots of baby oil into the running water. It was the perfect lubricant, and it smelled nice. She had told Elizabeth how it soothed her irritated scales and conditioned them, so Elizabeth had gone and bought her several bottles of it as a gift. Laura was amazed at how thoughtful her neice was. While the water ran, Laura stripped out of her clothes, and then out of her human suit. It was such a relief to be unburdened of it. She examined her reflection in the mirror, grimacing at the band around her neck. It was turning a rather alarming, light shade...close to that of a human's skin tone. With some fear, she wondered if she was actually turning into a human herself!

When the bath was ready, she manueuvered herself into the tub. The water temperature was perfect, and the baby oil softened it just the way she liked it. Now, she was able to prop her swollen legs up on the back edge of the tub, put on the headphones, crank up the volume on the Walkman, close her eyes, and relax. Strains of Prince's song, "Kiss" filtered through the earphones. She knew most of the words to it now, and she softly sang along with Prince, her reverberating voice filling up the space in the bathroom. She was unaware of the world around her, and it was perfect.

Perfect, at least, until the bathroom door flew open. Brandon stomped in, with his hand working the zipper of his jeans, obviously readying to relieve himself. Laura's eyes flew open in surprise. She pulled the headphones off of her head, and tried to reach for the towel on the rack beside the tub. Her efforts were in vain. The expanse of her stomach made it too hard to raise herself up in time. Brandon looked equally as shoked. His lips worked wordlessly as his eyes took in the sight of the stark naked Visitor, minus her human suit, in the bathtub. His feet were glued to the floor. A red flush worked it's way from his cheeks all the way to the top of his shaved head. Then came his outburst.

"Aaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhggggghhh! Gross!! Oh, man! Damn, you're Ugleeeeee!" he wailed. 'Oh, Nasty! Gross, Gross, Gross!"

Laura's venom sacks filled involuntarily, and she hissed a warning at Brandon, her tongue flicking menacingly. Brandon's eyes grew wider still, and he made no effort to leave. It seemed as though he were still frozen to his spot. She tried to hide the parts of her anatomy that were none of his business, but her movements only seemed to propel Brandon into a near hysteria.

"Jeeeezus Christ! You really are a monster!" he yelled.

Laura's anger flared anew, and she was unable to help herself. She spat a load of venom. It spattered the wall near Brandon's head. He glanced at the mess dripping down the wall, and finally seemed to get the hint. He backed out of the bathroom slowly, his mouth hanging ajar, and his wide, ugly tongue working soundlessly inside of it.

Laura was still seething when Elizabeth appeared at the bathroom door. She had heard Brandon yelling about something, and seen him come hauling out of there, and watched as he'd made a bolt for the front door. Then, she'd heard his car pull out of the driveway.

"Laura..oh, I didn't know you were taking a bath. What was Brandon so worked up about?" she asked naively.

"Doesn't anyone around here know how to knock?" Laura cried exasperatedly. Then, she saw the hurt look that began to seep into her neice's statement.

"I'm sorry," she stammered, "It's just that Brandon just barged in here while I was bathing. He called me ugly and a monster!" More venom began to produce in her glands, but this was more a response to her injured pride."He stood there like a jackass and stared at me, and he wouldn't leave!"

"I think that Brandon is a jackass," Elizabeth stated honestly. "But..." She gazed at her aunt in wonder. It was the first time she'd ever seen an adult Sirian completely out of a human suit. Then, she gazed at her own reflection in the bathroom mirror, and realized that it was just a mere flip of the genetic coin that favored her towards her human seeming appearance. "I don't think you're ugly! In fact, I think you look...well...cool!"

She reached over to the towel rack and handed Laura the towel, realizing that her aunt must feel a little self conscious. Laura raised herself from her cooling bath and wrapped the towel around as much of her midsection as she could. Then, she flipped the toilet lid down, sat down, drying herself off and preparing to don her human suit. She looked disdainfully at the human eye contacts sitting in their case on the bathroom counter. They were becoming increasingly uncomfortable to wear, now that her pregnant body was retaining so much fluid. Even the orbs of her eyes felt swollen. Elizabeth seemed to pick up on her discomfort.

"You don't have to bother dressing in your skin on my account. It must be uncomfortable," she said, "And Brandon left, so you don't have to worry about him."

"What if he comes back?" Laura questioned hesitantly. The idea of foregoing the human suit sounded so appealing, but she felt her true appearance had already caused enough of a scene, "Or what if someone else comes?"

"So what? You shouldn't have to hide how you really look, unless you want to. It just doesn't seem fair."

In the end, Laura decided to dress without her human suit, if just for a little while. Without the suit's smothering warmth, her temperature dropped a little, and some of her aches subsided. After a short nap, she found that Brandon still hadn't returned. Fishing a couple of items out of her repair case, she sought out Elizabeth. Her neice was in the greatroom, flipping through channels on the TV. There was no one else around, so Laura figured that now was the perfect time to show Elizabeth what she had.

"Turn the TV off," she said, "I want to show you some things."

Elizabeth obliged, and looked at her aunt expectantly. Laura leveled a gaze at her.

"If anything happens to me, these things will become yours," she said in tone of voice that sent a shiver down Elizabeth's spine.

First, she produced miniature device with an image on it.

"This is a personal image storage unit...it's sort of like a human's photo album. This picture is of me, my parents, and your father...I'm sure you can guess which is him." She held the device out for Elizabeth to inspect. All of the subjects in the photo were without any human guises. But Elizabeth knew instinctively, which one was Brian. A smile lit up her face that she was unaware of. Laura pushed a button on the device. The image changed to one Elizabeth was more familiar with. It was one of her father as she'd remembered him.

"This was taken the day he left our homeworld," Laura explained. Altogether, there were about forty images that she had loaded into the device. Some were of various family members at differing ages. Others were of friends. A few were landscape shots that Laura had taken of her favorite places on her homeworld before she'd left. Finally, there were some of her closer acquaintances from Rendevous Station and the Los Angeles Mothership.

"This is Orlando," Laura told her, "I think he kind of liked me. This one is Christopher. I kind of had a crush on him," she confided.

"Oh, I see why. He's what my mother would call a "Total Fox," Elizabeth said, and then she did a double take. "He was one of the shock troopers looking for you! He thought I was you for a minute!"

"Did he?" Laura asked, her eyes widening in amazement. Her statement then seemed to sadden.

"I miss him," she said, simply.

"I think he misses you too. He seemed really happy before he realized I wasn't you...."

Laura shook her head and snapped herself out of her reverie.Thinking about Christopher, and the way her life had been before all this had happened to her was too much.

"I have something else to show you," she stated, pulling out her personal communication device. Loaded inside it was the chip with the recording of her brother's message from Earth to her, "I hope it doesn't make you too sad when you hear it." Laura activated the play button. The message was in English, because they were required to speak in their assigned language at all times. Fortunately, Brian had taught Laura quite a bit as he'd learned it himself.

Elizabeth bit her lip as her dead father's reverberating voice filled the room.

"Greetings, L'ura...this message is coming to you all the way from Earth, 8.7 light years away from home. I hope all is well. Since I know that you're the only one that can understand what I'm saying, I hope you'll translate for Father and Mother."
"I don't even know where to begin. Almost everything we've been told about this planet is true. There is so much water! If you stand on the coast, it all stretches out before you, as far as the eye can see, and beyond....It's just amazing!
"Remember that silly rhyme I had to practice about Sea Shells on the Sea Shore? I've discovered what Sea Shells are. I have a few that I'm sending you. They'll arrive with the next personal goods shipment. I hope you like them. They actually come from the waters of Earth, from creatures that dwell in the oceans here. I hope you like them. Humans even wear necklaces of them around their necks as jewelry..."
"Speaking of humans, I've actually even met a few of them. One of my duties is to recruit youths into Visitor Friends groups. I know of two in particular that seem to like me. One is a young man named Daniel. The other is a young woman named Robin. It's really interesting, because both of them are about your age......."

"What is going on here?"

Both Elizabeth and Laura looked up in shock. Instinctively, Laura stopped the mechanism playing the message. Neither one of them had heard anyone enter the room. To both of their dismay, Robin stood in the great room, a look of shock and recognition spreading uncertainly across her features. Even more to Laura's dismay, she realized that she was not clothed in her human suit, but it wasn't lost on her that Robin hardly seemed to notice. Elizabeth glanced at Laura, unsure of what to say. They'd been caught, and Elizabeth knew there was no way to fudge an explanation to her mother. Robin had recognized the sound of Brian's voice instantly. It was one she was not likely to ever forget.

"Should I tell her, or should you?" Elizabeth asked.
"Maybe you should. She's likely to take it better coming from you."


Chapter 16: Like a Bridge Over Troubled Waters

Robin Maxwell had always been taught that whatever goes around, comes around. Her upbringing had been Catholic. She believed that God was forgiving to those who repented for their sins, but she also believed in a certain amount of Karma. Life hands to you what you hand to others.

So, she numbly wondered, maybe today is the day I reap what I've sown.

How many nights had she lain in the dark, silently begging God's forgiveness for throwing the vial of Red Dust into Brian's prison with him, killing him. Had he really deserved to die for what he'd done, she wondered. In the years that had passed since then, Robin questioned why she'd even done it in the first place. There had been no premeditation. It wasn't something she'd planned to do, or wanted to do at the time...and now that it was over, it was something she wished she hadn't done. How had her actions really affected Elizabeth? She'd explained this to her daughter, and Elizabeth claimed that she understood, but how would Robin ever know for sure? Now, nearly six years later, she was faced with a new revelation. Killing Brian had affected others besides herself, Brian, and Elizabeth. She'd never stopped to consider if he'd had any other family. He'd never told her about them. When she'd discovered the truth about his reptillian appearance, it was hard to even think of him as anything other than a monster...and a liar. Even through this, she also still accepted him as Elizabeth's father. But to see him as someone's brother? Someone's son? To imagine a day where she'd have to answer to his family about why she'd killed him, when she didn't really know the answer herself, was almost unfathomable. Unfortunately, that day was here.

She sat in the chair opposite the couch, her feet pulled up, arms wrapped around her legs, and her chin propped on her knees. It was as close to being rolled up in a protective ball as she could get. Elizabeth and Laura still sat across from her, and together, it wasn't hard for Robin to see them as a united front against her. She knew this wasn't the case, but she couldn't help feeling on the defensive. Once the story had been explained, a very uncomfortable silence prevailed. Glances shifted from one another nervously. Finally, it was Elizabeth that broke the silence.

"Mother, I didn't tell you...because...no, wait. Um.."

"Because you were afraid I'd kill her too? Is that it?" Robin's voice wavered, tears and insult mixed together in her tone.

"No..not that...but, I was afraid you would get upset," Elizabeth stammered.

"Are you planning to kill me now?" Laura asked, coldly. The alternating emotions of fear and anger that she'd harbored silently against Robin were surfacing. Her entire being hummed with an electric energy that had no outlet. Fight, flee, or freeze. Those were her only options.

"God, NO!" Robin cried, a sudden burst of tears leaking from her eyes, "I didn't..even..I never wanted to kill Brian...it just happened!"

"It didn't just happen! You threw the dust at him!" Laura argued loudly.

"I didn't know it would kill him, not really" Robin wailed. Choking sobs began to escape from her throat, and she buried her head against her knees.

"You knew it could be harmful to him!" Laura countered.

"I didn't really know," Robin choked, "I didn't know anything! All I wanted was for him to stop lying to me! I was sooo..tired..of the lies..and from everything I'd been through! Don't you understand?"

"No."

"God help you, Laura, because you will. You will understand. The same thing is happening to you! Just you wait....." Her voice was still shaky, but her words came crystal clear. Laura's momentum was stalled for a minute. Tendrils of fear reached in and squeezed her heart, and then released it, leaving only the same grief and anger as before.

"But you still killed Brian," she whispered unable to hide her pain, "And now I have no one."

Elizabeth sat between the two, silently weathering the storm. She knew not to interfere. The angry and tearful words her mother and her aunt exchanged had to be said. But now she could speak...and try to build a bridge of peace between them.

"You're not alone, Laura. You have me," she said. She hoped her words reached into her aunt's soul and eased the pain. As for her mother, she wasn't really sure if anyone ever could. Elizabeth had forgiven Robin long ago. She hoped that Laura would too, someday. But she knew that her mother would never completely heal until she could forgive herself.

There was another silence. Laura regarded Elizabeth, and felt some of her anger dissolve. She really wasn't alone anymore. In the weeks that had passed, as she had gotten to know her neice, she'd felt a connection. Despite her human appearance, many of Elizabeth's mannerisms were quite Sirian...and in many ways, very much like Brian. There was a feeling of familiarity with Elizabeth that convinced Laura without a doubt that she was Brian's daughter. Sometimes, she could see it in an statement Elizabeth would have. Other times, it was found in the way she said something. Laura found it amazing, and quite miraculous, that so many of these nuances were present without Brian's daily influence in Elizabeth's life. Elizabeth truly was family.

Another realization was dawning on her too. It was one Laura wasn't really sure she wanted to think about. Like a run away train, however, she knew there was no stopping these thoughts. The thoughts gave rise to questions. Questions had to be answered, or they festered and could lead to ignorance. As Laura listened to Robin's sobbing, a profound sense of grief washed over her. Along with it came the resolve she needed to ask what she had to know.

"Did you love him?" she asked, hesitantly and softly. At first, she wasn't sure Robin had heard her, but then she finally looked up. Her cheeks were tearstained, and her eyes were reddened and swollen. Laura looked into them and found the answer before Robin could even reply. In fact, her question only forced another wave of emotion from the human.

"Yes," Robin gasped through her sobs, "I did."

Evening had come during the confrontation, without anyone noticing. The emotions hadn't even begun to clear from the air when the door to the fire station burst open, and Brandon entered. He carried a Mc. Donald's bag in his hand, and wore a sour statement on his face. He wouldn't have returned at all if he didn't know that Julie would be stopping by after work to check on Laura. If he wasn't where he was supposed to be, he knew he'd have some explaining to do. Defiant or not, Brandon didn't want to have the finger pointed at him if Leather-ass Laura decided to bail while he was supposed to be ScalySitting her. 

Things went from bad to worse. If what he'd seen that afternoon wasn't enough to make him want to lose his lunch, what was sitting on the couch was. There she was, in all of her Scaly glory, like she had every right to be there, grossing him out. What was worse, was that Elizabeth and Robin Maxwell were both sitting there too, and not a one of them even had the decency to tell Laura to put on her damn human suit. It was like they didn't care!

Then, a thought or two sprung to the surface of his mind. Of course they didn't care! Elizabeth was half Lizard herself! As for Robin...well...She was a babe, and he wouldn't mind getting a piece of her, but she obviously had a thing for reptiles, or she wouldn't have banged one to get pregnant with Elizabeth. Brandon's statement turned from disgust to amusement. Ok, fine...he could play this game too. He wanted nothing more in the world than to see the Lizards pack up and leave, and they could take all of the Lizard Lovers and half-lizard brats with them. Any part he could play to make their stay on Earth as unpleasant as possible was fair game.

"So, Lizard ladies, how goes it?" he asked, sauntering into the great room and taking the last available seat, not caring if he was invited to join them.

No one answered him. Robin was wiping the tears from her cheeks with a tissue. Elizabeth and Laura were putting the items they had on the couch back into the repair case.

"Fine. Go ahead and be rude. I was going to apologize for not bringing food for anyone else....but they were all out of Mc. Mousies. I didn't figure any of you girls would want some Shake n Bake Mc. Snake, which is what I wanted, but gee, wouldn't you know it...They were out of that too. I had to settle for a Big Mac." He pulled his food from his bag and spread his feast out on the table.

"You don't have to stay, Brandon. No one would mind if you left," Elizabeth stated, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

"Hey, I never got to finish watching my movies," he replied. He reached over on the table and selected "Red Dust and Green Asphalt" from the stack.

"No way. Not that one. Pick something else, please," Elizabeth demanded.

"Aww, come on! I can understand why you two might not like this, but I betcha Robin would dig it. There's a great Lizard Love scene in here, Robin, and since you get off on getting down with green guys, I figured you might get all hot over it!"

Robin looked up, and her mouth dropped open in shock. 

"I gotta ask you , Robin, " Brandon continued maliciously, "What was it like doing the Baloney Bop with a Lizard? I mean, personally, I couldn't get all horney over a horney toad, so tell me...is it the tongue, maybe? Did he know where to flick it and where to stick it to get you to turn into a heap of hot, heaving human?" He finished and nonchalauntly took a bite of his Big Mac, chewing with a satisfied smirk on his face.

The expressions on Robin's, Elizabeth's and Laura's faces were nearly identical. Shocked and utterly disgusted, neither of them could hardly move. Then, Robin's face turned an alarming shade of scarlet. Her emotions were already chapped raw, and now her anger had absolutely reached the boiling point. Leaping from her seat, she crossed to the other side of the room in a heartbeat. Brandon hardly even saw her coming. Her attack was swift and violent. The chair, with Brandon and Robin in it went keeling over. 

"You Bastard!" she snarled. The first blow of her fist clipped him on the chin. Food and drink went flying. She managed to land another punch before Brandon recovered enough to retaliate. He raised his fist and smashed her in the nose, sending her flying backwards. Red blood trickled from Robin's nose and down her lip. Brandon soon had her pinned, switching positions.

"You got some more for me, Mama? C'mon, I like it rough. Someone's gotta show you what human guys are all about..." he taunted. He held onto her arms, locking gazes with her.

"Mother!" Elizabeth cried. Somewhere in the room, a light bulb exploded. She was quickly on her feet, and approaching Brandon from behind, she tried to pull him off of her mother. Her efforts were fruitless. Another lightbulb exploded, pitching the room into semi darkness. Brandon delivered a strong back kick, catching Elizabeth in the stomach. Surprised, she doubled over, releasing her grip on him. 

Brandon wasn't prepared for what hit him next. An unseen force literally lifted him from the ground and sent him airborne, off of Robin Maxwell. He crashed down a few feet away from her, sprawled on his back. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a blurringly quick motion, and then once again, he was taken by surprise. Laura was on him in a flash, her eyes glowing a dangerous red, her hands wrapped around his throat. This time, her venom did not miss the mark. He screamed as the stinging hit, bringing his hands to his eyes. The more he rubbed at them, the more the venom stung. Brandon howled louder as Laura released her hold on his neck and slid off of him.

"Get the hell out of here!" she hissed warningly, but it was obvious, that at least for the moment, Brandon was rendered incapable. Then, a sharp pain spasmed in her stomach. She lurched to her feet, clutching her stomach. Another pain hit, and with a cry, she collapsed onto the chair Robin had formerly occupied. Brandon was still screaming and clawing at his eyes. Robin and Elizabeth were only now beginning to recover from their injuries.

This was the scene that greeted Julie and Mike as they stepped into the shadows of the dimly lit greatroom..Broken glass from the lighbulbs Elizabeth had accidentally exploded crushed under foot. Even more alarming was the sight of Brandon, squirming on the floor, obviously injured. Robin was too, it appeared. Her nose, chin, and shirt were wet with blood. Elizabeth was huddled beside her mother, a look of sheer panic on her face. Then, there was Laura, or...who was assumably Laura without her human guise, curled in a chair, clutching the bulge of her abdomen It was hard to know where to start, let alone to know what had happened.

Upon examining Brandon, it was easy to tell that he'd been sprayed by venom. Red welts were appearing on the skin around his eyes and on his forehead. His blood pressure was raising, and his pulse was racing. It was obvious to Julie that he needed more advanced medical care at once. She instructed Mike to help Brandon to his blazer and get him to Dr. Joe Akers. With Brandon removed, Julie was finally able to get some sort of a story from Robin.

"He started saying these awful things..." Robin sobbed, "And I don't know what got into me, but I jumped at him...and he puched me in the face." 

Julie had stopped the trickle of blood and examined Robin's face. It didn't seem as though her nose was broken, but she'd have a nasty bruise before long. To lessen the swelling, she gave Robin ice, wrapped in a cloth, to apply to the site. Then, she gave Elizabeth a once over. Physically, the Starchild seemed fine, but the mutely frightened statement on her face spoke of her emotional condition.

"He had me pinned.." Robin continued, "And he wouldn't let me go, and he just kept saying such obscene things! Then, um..well, I think that's when Laura nailed him."

"So it was Laura," Julie stated, her question as to which of the venom producing girls had sprayed Brandon answered.

"She got him off of me...I was so scared, Julie. His statement was so mean, like he's full of hate or something. I was afraid he was really going to hurt me, and I just couldn't move! And after she threw him off of me, I think she had to spit at him, or he'd have gone after her!"

Elizabeth nodded a solemn, silent affirmation to Robin's statement.

Julie cautiously approached Laura next. She wasn't sure how to handle the Visitor's assault on Brandon. Venom sprays had harmful, and in some cases, fatal consequences to it's victims. She was concerned that Brandon might be permanantly blinded, or worse. One look at Laura changed Julie's mind to a different track. The girl was obviously in pain. Julie hoped that Brandon hadn't succeeded in injuring her and the baby she carried.

"Where is the pain, Laura, and what is it like?" Julie asked, as she assessed Laura's vital signs.

"It hurts all inside, and it's coming in waves..." Laura gasped. Palpatating her abdomen, Julie could feel muscles contracting. She told Robin to call Howie at Visitor Fields and explain to him that Laura could be in labor.

"It's too soon!" Laura cried, "I don't think it could live if it's born now!"

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that," Julie responded.

Howie arrived as soon as his schedule permitted. After a careful exam, he explained to Julie that Laura was definately threatening to go into preterm labor, but he believed he could stop it. There was no way either of them could know if the child was in any serious distress, but it was still alive. Howie administered a medication that stopped Laura's contractions for the time being. Then, he ordered her on bed rest for at least the next few days, until he could examine her again. With Laura resting, he pulled Julie aside.

"I'm really feeling that this pregnancy is jeopardizing Laura's health. Her blood pressure and her temperature are too high. She's showing symptoms that there could be a toxin in her blood, but her blood test results have been so...odd...that it's hard to know anything." Howie confided.

"Should we consider discussing terminating the pregnancy with her?" Julie asked with some concern. She knew what had happened when they'd tried to perform an abortion on Robin.

"I really don't know how safe an alternative that would be, either. To be honest, I have no idea what to reccommend. For now, I think we should just monitor her very closely...and she should definately limit her sodium intake. She's retaining too much water, and it's not helping matters any."

"I agree," Julie stated.

Mike arrived soon after Howie left. He told Julie that Brandon had been admitted to the hospital, and that the doctors were optimistic that he'd live, but not so optimistic that he'd regain full vision. Julie had sent both Elizabeth and Robin home. She knew she'd need to spend the night at the Fire Station with Laura and make arrangements to miss work in the morning. After telling Mike everything that Robin had relayed, she collapsed against him in an exhausted heap. His strong arms supported her and gave her the resolve she needed to cope with all that was happening. She knew the next few weeks would be hell, but she knew she would make it through somehow. Mike would be there for her. 

She hoped Laura would make it.



Chapter 17: Show and Tell

Mike received the call he was waiting for, just as the month of February came to a close. Phillip had returned, and wished to meet with him. Once a secured location was agreed upon, Mike met with the Inspector General.

"What sort of news do you have...and please tell me it's good news," Donovan remarked to the identical twin brother of his late friend Martin. Martin had been Mike's first Fifth Column contact, and in a short amount of time, he'd also become one of his most trusted friends. After Martin's death, Mike had met Phillip, but their acquaintance had started out on shaky ground. Once Phillip learned that Diana had killed his brother, and not Donovan, as he'd been told; he had secretly aligned himself with his late brother's cause. Now the grudges he'd held against Mike were water under the bridge, and Mike was starting to trust and to like Phillip almost as much as he had Martin.

"Well, it's merely rumor at this point, but I've heard of a potential uprising being planned against the Leader," Phillip began

"Ha, Ha!" Mike exclaimed wryly, "You and me both, buddy!"

Phillip looked at Mike quizzically. How could the human know of an operation that was so secret that even after 7 exhausing months of quiet research, Phillip himself still had few details?

"What plot are you referring to?" he asked.

"You'd better do some serious checking on Diana. From what I hear, if she wasn't absolutely crazy before, she's really bucking for a one way ticket to the Funny Farm now," Mike explained, "She's planning on overthrowing the Leader someday. Meanwhile, to assist her cause, she's turning innocent female personnel into Starchild incubators."

He spent some time telling Phillip everything Laura had confided to the resistance with, even the things that were only her suppositions. Anything Mike said could give Phillip the leverage to find a place to start looking.

"This is most serious Mike. You say that the girl, Laura, is with the resistance now?"

"Yeah, she was found hiding in an abandoned house by a few members of ours. Julie has confirmed that the kid is definately pregnant with something she shouldn't be pregnant with by any normal means. Your damn straight, Phillip, this is really serious. Laura told us that Diana has all kinds of samples up there in that Mile High Lab of hers...including samples of my sperm! I can't even begin to tell you what I'd do to that bitch if I find that she's mixing anything of mine with anything of....hers!"

Phillip looked at his human friend with profound sympathy. The thought of procreating with Diana himself made him a bit ill.

"Don't worry, Mike. I can assure you that this matter will be looked into."

It was Mike's turn to express some worry.

"How are you going to investigate this without blowing your cover?" he asked.

"Some matters can be handled rather easily. This Laura you speak of is not the only one on board the mothership capable of hacking into files. I know of someone else who would be more than happy to do the job for me. There are, however, some matters that you have told me that I don't think would be found in any file.....These ones could be very important too, at least in terms of throwing the Leader out of power," Phillip looked very thoughtful, but very troubled at the same time.

"Oh, yeah? Which ones?" Mike asked.

"You told me that Diana confided in Laura. About having an abortion at the age of sixteen. Did Laura ever say if Diana told her who the father of the child was?"

"I don't recall her saying anything, but I can always ask her. Why is that so important?"

"I understand that in your society, there are rules against engaging in sexual activity with minors. Statutory rape, I believe you call the crime. Well, in our society, we also have rules against it. The molestation of a child is a crime taken very seriously. Offenders are punished severely. Our people do not consider sixteen old enough to be having intimate relations, especially with an adult. If any such crime can be proven, there is no statute of limitations, either. Therefore, if this pregnancy and abortion story can be verified, and the Leader is found to be the offender...well...he can be thrown from power and imprisioned."

"Well, sure, if you can prove it. Even if Diana admitted as much to you, how could his involvement be proven?"

"This, I do not yet know, Mike. However, I have long suspected that the Leader has had many underaged lovers in his past, and I don't think I'm alone in this suspicion. I'm hoping that if one allegation is brought to public scrutiny, even if it can't be proven, then some of the others may come forward. The proof needed could rest with one of them."

"It's certainly a worthwhile point to ponder," Mike admitted, "but do you have a plan to stop her from producing any more hybrids?"

"If I can prove anything Laura has told you, a simple order that she'd be wise to comply with may be all it takes," Phillip stated," If Diana attempts to do any further experiments after I've told her to stop, and I learn of them, I will have her removed from service for insubordination."

Mike found himself almost wishing for this scenario... Except that it would acutally mean that Diana would have to try this scheme again after Phillip ordered her not to...and he was afraid that his sperm would be the next chosen. It was a sick stunt he could imagine Diana pulling, if she hadn't tried already. To get his mind off of his overactive imagination, Mike decided to change the subject.

"So, what about this revolt you've heard about? Does it sound promising?" he asked.

"I wasn't sure at first. The rumor originated in Miami, from some new Fifth Column recruits that have recently been assigned there. Supposedly, they are a part of this new plan. Now, I find that I'm still not sure, but..." his voice trailed off as his thoughts drifted. Then, he cautiously began again.

"You say that Laura obtained information from Diana's files...about certain other research she's been conducting...about how the situation on Sirius IV is much more grim than we've been led to believe by the Leader...."

"Yeah, according to the supposed drivel in Diana's files, Sirius IV will be incapable of supporting life within a century, maybe less," Mike replied, "and supposedly, the damn voices in her head told her this.."

"It may well be true, Mike. This is the second time I've heard such in recent months. According to sources I've contacted regarding this new uprising, this is the premise they are using to support their arguement that the Leader cannot save our world, and that he should be overthrown. I've also heard rumor that once they accomplish removing the leader from power, they have a strategy involving relocating the population of Sirius IV to Earth."

"Whoa..you don't suppose that Diana is a part of this underground movement, do you?"

"No, not based on what you've told me. Diana plans to exterminate all human life to support the population influx, and she plans to rule supreme, correct?"

"Well, what would this other group intend to do with us?" Mike asked, an edge of suspicion creeping into his voice.

"Nothing. At least, nothing threatening. Their wish is to co-exist peacefully with humans. If a solution could not be agreed upon by the leaders of your planet and those in power on ours as to how accomplish this, they still have a century to work on an alternative. Their number one objective is to overthrow the Leader and instate a more democratic ruling system," Phillip answered. 

"You know this for sure?" Mike questioned.

"I know nothing for sure, which is why I need to investigate it further. Please don't worry, Mike. I would never support a plan that would put you or your people at risk."

******************************************************************

Lydia was very happy to learn of Phillip's return to Los Angeles. He had been gone so long, with hardly a word communicated during his absence pertaining to his whereabouts. Holding down the fort, as the human statement went, was getting more difficult with each day that passed. Diana and Lydia "shared" command of the Los Angeles Mothership. Both of them were to report to Phillip directly. During his absence, a delicate balance existed between the two. Bounds were often overstepped, and tempers flared. Crews were sometimes confused as to who, precisely, was in charge. With this chaos existing, it was no wonder one had slipped away.

Much to Diana's chagrin, Laura's whereabouts were still unknown. The suspected "hot spots" where the girl might hide turned up nothing. Cursing the powers that be, Diana had even gone terran-side herself, personally supervising some of the searches. Even with her presence motivating the troops to investigate carefully and thouroughly, no clues had been found. 

It seemed to Lydia that Diana was more stressed and ready to fly off the handle lately than at any other time she'd ever witnessed. When she wasn't making life miserable for anyone under her command, Diana was locked in her lab. This made Lydia very nervous. It was the one place that she had little opportunity to observe Diana's behaviour personally. There was no doubt in the security cheif's mind now that Diana was up to something. Unfortunately, since the incident where Laura had hacked into the personnel and scientific records, security was put at an optimum level. Lydia had access to all but Diana's personal scientific logs. Unfortunately, even with her superior hacking abilities and her high classification status, Lydia could not access them without being discovered. There was only one thing she could do. When Phillip arrived on board the Mothership, Lydia requested a private conference with him.

Humbly, Lydia accepted full responsibilty for the Communication Specialist's disappearance, and for the breach in security that had allowed her to access classified information. Much to her surprise, Phillip did not appear to be angry with her. In fact, he seemed prepared to shoulder some of the blame himself, for not keeping as informed as he should have concerning the events that had taken place while he'd been away.

"Let's not draw any more attention to this matter," he'd calmly stated, "Every now and then, any mothership can experience a breach in security. We simply cannot, however, allow it to become commonplace."

"I agree, Inspector General," Lydia answered, "Tight security measures have been instituted to prevent this from happening again."

"How tight?" Phillip asked., with a soft smile.

Lydia took a deep sigh and visibly relaxed. With the formalities of their conference removed, she could better confide in him. She sat down next to him on the the small lounge seat in his personal office. Phillip took her into his arms, and they shared a brief moment of closeness that they could only allow themselves once in a while.

"I'm sorry I was out of contact for so long. It must have been difficult for you," he reassured her.

"It was nothing I wasn't prepared for. You warned me beforehand that you'd be hard to reach. I am merely sorry that I've failed you. Diana has locked herself up tighter than a crivit's jaws on fresh prey. I know she's hiding something, but I can't pry it out of her. At least, I can't without overstepping my bounds and making myself target to suspicion," Lydia explained lamely.

"It's best that you don't arouse her suspicions. I'd much rather for you to know nothing than for Diana to know too much."

"You seem so calm," Lydia reflected, "Do you know anything?"

"I may know everything. Then again, I may know nothing. I cannot allow myself to make any assumptions until I do some investigating. I will most assuredly need your help," Phillip replied ominously.

"However I can be of service, just let me know." 

She asked no further questions, but Phillip could tell that Lydia was still troubled. He regretted having to be vague with her, but he felt that he should keep what he had heard to himself for now. Over time, Phillip had learned he could trust Lydia with his secrets. Unfortunately, he also knew that she spent a great deal of time in close contact with Diana. He knew that Diana, however insane she might be, was very astute. Lydia was already hiding much from her. Any more secrets might be too much for her to keep buried beneath a calm that Diana wouldn't see though. Diana had ways of learning things when she suspected someone was keeping things hidden from her. Phillip didn't fool himself into thinking that Lydia was immune to Diana's methods because of her rank. Anyone could fall prey to Diana's schemes...even her own superiors, though these allegations were yet to be proven. The thought of Lydia being tortured in a conversion chamber...or worse...
As he held her, he kept his silence.

"Don't worry, my dear," he whispered in her ear, "I think this may be the beginning of the end."


Chapter 18: Delicate Balances

With bandages protecting his eyes from harsh lights and overstraining, Brandon Watts had lived in the dark for two weeks now. Maggie Blodgett's nursing skills kept him comfortable, but it was the only comfort he had experienced as of late. The sordid details of his encounter at the Fire Station with Robin, Elizabeth, and Laura had spread. Maggie tended to Brandon's injuries and day to day needs, but little else. Chris Faber rarely had anything to say to him, either. Even Tonya and Kim, his compatriots from San Fransisco, did little more than inquire politely after his well being. With so little interaction with anyone around him, and so many awkward silences, Brandon felt as though he might as well be deaf, too.

The silence was broken when Ham Tyler showed up one day. When he'd first arrived, he had spent time discussing some new weapons technology he had heard about, and how the resistance might plan to get their hands on it. Brandon listened to everything, but he was ignored. Then, Maggie had requested Chris's presence elsewhere in the house "for a minute". Tyler and Brandon were left in the room alone.

"So, what's the prognosis. Will you get your sight back?" Tyler asked him.

"Well, no one knows for sure, but...well, I guess something like this happened to Chris awhile back, and he can see fine now. I hope I'll be lucky, too," Brandon replied, shocked that Ham Tyler had even afforded him the time of day.

"If you get your sight back, you'd better thank your lucky stars. In the meantime, I sure the hell hope you've been using your down time to change your shitty attitude."

"Shitty attitude? Look, I don't get you folks down here. We're supposed to be getting rid of the Scalies, not making friends with them. What gives?" Brandon questioned.

"What gives is this. You've been acting like a street punk since the day you got here," Tyler replied.

"I am a street punk. I've been living on the streets since my old man gave me the heave hoe when I was fifteen. Maybe I'm tough, but it's the way I've had to be. I'd rather be a punk and be alive, than be a wuss and be dead," Brandon explained, "Besides...I came here, because I heard that the Los Angeles Resistance was one of the toughest, kick some ass and take some names groups around. None of that sneaking around spying on Government Hotshots, hiding out in bushes and whacking the converted ones on the sly type shit that the Grapes of Wrath bunch of weenies do. You folks aren't afraid to make noise when you kick the Lizard's asses....."

"That's not what it's all about, kid. That's all I thought it was too when I first came on board, but I've learned some lessons, and I've learned some of them the hard way," Ham gruffly stated.

"Then, tell me, Sarge, what's it all about?"

"No, you tell me. First question: Do you even remotely give a shit about life?"

"Of course I do. What kind of question is that?"

"If you care about life, then why are you here?"

"Huh?" Brandon asked, obviously lost.

"The point I'm making is this. Being a member of this group isn't about death. It's not about how many gators you can smoke. We don't keep a count, y'know."

"Then, what the fuck is it about?" Brandon asked, his annoyance beginning to show through his puzzlement.

"It's about life. We don't live so we can fight. We fight so that we can live. See, kid, this isn't some video game here. You don't score points when you kill a lizard. Are you seeing the light yet?"

"Yeah, I get that."

"Do you?" Tyler pressed, with a level statement, "I don't think that you do. I didn't used to either. I'll be the first to admit that I hate the Scalies.Ordinarily, I'd have no problem with blasting the lot of them into oblivion. However...and I stress the however...I've learned that some of our worst enemies don't have faces that rip off. I've also learned to accept the fact that some of our best allies do have faces that rip off. War is ugly, kid, and when it gets right down to it, the only thing that determines what side your on is your attitude."

"What are you saying? Do you think I'm in with the Snakes?" Brandon asked incrediously.

"No, but I'll tell you this. With your attitude, you might as well be, because you're making an awful lot of enemies on our side."

Ham paused for a moment to let his words sink in. Then, he resumed, picking his words carefully. Speeches and reasoning were not his fortes, but once in awhile, they could be as effective as any weapon he could carry. He had Juliet Parrish to thank for that insight.

"When you first came here, and you attended your first meeting, you started in on Willie, because he's obviously a Visitor. If you were observant, you would have realized that he was there for a reason. I jumped your shit that night, hoping you'd see what the rest of us see. Underneath those scales of his, Willie is a real decent...lizard...he's made of better stuff than most people I know."
"Then, came Thanksgiving, and the crap you pulled insulting Elizabeth. Another clue you missed. No one insults Elizabeth Maxwell and gets away with it. There's simply no call for it. Knowing she's a hybrid can make relating to her a little..odd...but...That girl has never intentionally hurt another living being in her entire life. She's the mirror of what we all should be more like. She's the only person I know that can trust someone unconditionally. Hell, she'd try to be a friend to the Devil himself if she thought it would do the world any good, and you just shit all over her good nature like a seagull shits all over the beach."
"And, as if that's not enough for, you go for Robin. I'm not gonna sit here and tell you Robin's story, and how she got knocked up with Elizabeth in the first place. It's none of your damn business. What I will tell you is that she's been through a hell of alot. Now, when she's finally starting to get her act together and grow up, along comes a punk like you...You found her sore spot, and not only did you poke it, you drove an ice pick into it. As far as I'm concerned, she gave you exactly what you deserved. You're only lucky I wasn't there..."

"Actually, it wasn't Robin that nailed me. It was Leather Ass Laura," Brandon sarcastically reminded him.

"Yeah,...Laura. Well, there's another example of just how dense you are."

"Look, I can admit that I was out of line working up Robin and Elizabeth. It wasn't really them I was pissed at....it was the Venom Queen. I don't get why you guys are protecting her and defending her and feeding her, when she's a damn Snake, for Christ's Sake!"

"That's one of the points I'm trying to make," Ham responded with a force of air through his clenched lips that sounded like a hiss.

"And what point is that? It's OK to take the lizards in and feed them and pet them and coddle them...if it is Ok, why the fuck don't we just hand them the whole planet on a platter and be done with it?"

"It's not black and white, kid. No war ever is. Yeah, Laura may be a Lizard. As I've heard, she may even be the kid sister to the son of a Scaly bitch that got Robin pregnant. Maybe, she wouldn't even be here with us if she hadn't accidentally been found. But...the point is, she's here. She didn't ask to be, so in some sense, that makes her our prisoner. However, once upon a time, Willie started out as a prisoner of the resistance. He made the best of his situation by cooperating with us. Then, he did even better than that...he became one of us. He became one of us because we gave him the chance. Laura has the same potential, and I have to admit, that in the time she's been our "guest", she been a good girl. She's told us things that could prove helpful to our efforts. No one held a gun to her head and forced her to. No one has had to. However, all of our efforts will be in vain with an asshole like you coming in, riling her up, forcing her to think the worst of all of us, and turning her against us."
"To sum things up, kid, forming and keeping a resistance like we've got is hard work. It's a delicate balance. Sometimes, you have to trust people that you wouldn't like if the war hadn't brought us all together. Your life might depend on that trust someday. There's alot of folks I work with that I can't actually say I like. I'm sure there's even more that don't like me. But there's no room for that sort of shit here. You either learn to get along and accept things as they are, or you get out. That's the bottom line. We can't afford to have some ill adjusted juvenile hoodlum in here tearing us up. There's a time and a place to play tough..and some anger and hatred may be what motivates you to do what has to be done sometimes. The rest of the time, you have to cool it and play like everyone else, like it or not. If you can't, then I'll show you the door. Don't let it hit you where the Good Lord split you."

"So that's it?" Brandon asked, "You guys are kicking me out?"

"In all rights, we should...but if you'd really been listening to me, you would have heard in there that you're getting a second chance. It's more than you deserve, but by giving you a break, maybe you'll learn to give breaks to others. But..don't think that you'll be trusted anytime soon. You'll have to earn that trust. You can start by spending the rest of your recuperation thinking about ways that you can turn yourself into a decent human being. No one is asking for perfect...but decent would be acceptable," Ham told him.

"I just wanted to show you guys that I'm worthy of being one of you. Like I said, I've heard how tough you are....and I figured that if I couldn't be tough, you all would give me the boot," Brandon lamely explained.

"Well, we don't run things like your old man may have. We're sort of a family here, kid, and family isn't supposed to turn on each other. Maybe it's what you're used to in your family, but it's not right. I'll tell you something else..." Ham said thoughtfully.

"What?" Brandon quietly asked.

"Chris and Maggie have some stuff they gotta take care of, and with you being laid up, needing help, you're gonna need to go somewhere where you can get that help. I'm hoping you'll get even more help than you bargained for. I'm taking you there this afternoon."

"Where am I going?"

"You're going to stay with the Bernsteins at their safe house until you're back in commission....and lemme tell you, kid. They know what it's like to have family turn on them. Their own son went Judas...sided with the snakes...and wound up being the main course for a Gator Banquet. Now, you see, the Bernsteins are really decent folks. They've been through hell, yet they never turn us away when we need help. If you go over there and start acting like that Hitler Junior son of theirs...if you do anything to piss them off...being a Snake Snack will be the least of your worries. If you play your cards right, maybe you'll learn a few things about compassion and good will. The choice is yours." 

Chapter 19: A View to a Life and a View to a Kill

Diana had been simply mortified, at first, to discover that Phillip had learned of one of her most secret plans. How he'd figured out what she'd done with Laura, and what methods she'd used to acheive her success was almost beyond her comprehension. That information was securely coded and locked away in her most classified of files. Only someone with highly advanced skills would be able to hack into them without being discoverd. Only one had, to her knowledge, and that had been Laura. If this was the case, and Diana suspected that it was, it told her three things. The first was that Laura was alive and well somewhere, possibly ready to give birth by now, and that Phillip knew where she was. Second, of course, was the realizing that she'd been wrong to ever trust Brian's sister. Obviously, the little spawn of a rotten egg was cooperating with Phillip to bring her plans to a halt. Third, both of them were probably Fifth Columnists. Diana had long suspected that Phillip had gone the way of his traitorous twin Martin, and sided with the Fifth Column and the Resistance. Unfortunately, she'd never been able to prove it. Phillip was a high ranking officer; his rank was even higher than Martin's had been. The Leader trusted him fully. He could get away with just about anything, and the Leader would be blind to it. Diana knew that Phillip was a big problem, and she'd tried over the years to catch him in acts of treason, but he had such slippery scales!

Then had come a more troubling realization. Phillip might not be her only problem. True, there weren't many active Fifth Column members on board the Los Angeles ship anymore. She had combed the ranks long ago, and exterminated any she found to be suspicious. By no means, however, did this reassure her that she had completely exterminated the Fifth Column. They were still there, but they hid...lurking in dark corners. The voices of enlightenment could not tell Diana exactly who "they" were....only that a few were there, watching her and waiting for their chances to bring her down. And, of course, the Enlightened Ones, those who spoke to Diana on an extremely personal level, had to be right. Diana would never again make the mistake of assuming that she had completely stopped them. The troubling fact was this: She could only assume that Phillip knew where Laura was, and that Laura had accessed the files and informed Phillip. If Phillip didn't know where Laura was, and Laura hadn't done it, who had? Who else was working on the inside for Phillip, accessing her personal scientific notations, covering up the evidence of tampering, and spreading her secrets to the Fifth Column? It had to be someone with a priority security classification, someone of a high rank. It could be anyone meeting this criteria. It could be everyone.

Diana wished that the Enlightened Ones would guide her to the truth. Phillip had mandated that Diana stop her hybrid experimentation at once. He used the example of Elizabeth Maxwell in his reasoning. Look at how she'd used her powers against the Leader and escaped from him, Phillip had told her. The Starchild was simply too dangerous...a power that no one knew how to reckon with..that no one could control. However, Diana suspected that conditioning was the key to control. Elizabeth Maxwell had been raised by the reistance from Day 1. She had learned to adopt their policies and beliefs as her own, and now, she was conditioned to defend them. Elizabeth was damaged merchandise, and would not be able to serve Diana in her plans for a New Order. It was a shame. In all likelihood, she would eventually have to destroy what she'd so brilliantly created. When that day came, Diana planned to have a whole clutch of StarChildren under her influence. They would assist her in removing any obstacle that stood in her way to providing the salvation to the Sirian population...and her plans to rule absolute.

With Laura, and the child she had been carrying gone, Diana feared that the same thing would happen to this one as had happened to Elizabeth. The resistance would get their hands on her creation, and warp it's mind. Diana had no choice but to accept this as a very real possibility. Not only would she be battling against one StarChild, but now, perhaps, two. Now, Phillip had ordered her to stop this experiment, to create no more. With the count standing at 0 for 2, Diana had no plans to stop. Once again, she'd just have to change her methods.

The Enlightened Ones had guided her here. She had created another private log, that was not networked into the main computer in any way. Furthermore, the Enlightened Ones helped her develop a complex code...almost like a whole new language, to make her notations in. That way, if anyone accessed these files, accidentally or intentionally, what they read would appear to be gibberish. The only translation key that existed was the one Diana stored in her memory. Better yet, the Enlightened Ones had guided Diana to begin these preparations long before Phillip showed up to order her to stop. She'd begun her new project shortly after she'd realized that Laura was gone and, in all likelihood, not planning to return.

She'd made a mistake trusting Laura. She would not make the same mistake twice. If one wanted something, the only way to properly go about getting it was to do the work oneself. It was a shame that she had to proceed with Phase Two of her plan without knowing how Phase One had turned out. Diana had no way to observe Laura's progress. She couldn't know if Laura was even still alive, or if the fetus she carried was. When and if the child was born, she'd have no way of measuring it's health, growth, or potential. Originally, Phase Two was not to have begun until Phase One had been completely conducted. Diana had never even committed any details of Phase Two to her Scientific Log, which was a good thing. No one other than she knew of it. When Laura had run away, Diana had realized that she had no choice but to begin work on Phase Two, right away. So, she had..in complete secrecy. Phillip knew nothing about it. No one else did, either. Phase Two was locked away in the Life Sciences division of her private lab, and she kept that part of her lab under constant surveilance. If anyone tried to breach the security measures she'd installed, Diana would be immediatiely alerted by a small, concealed device she wore on her person at all times.

As far as Diana could ascertain, Phase Two was coming along nicely. Creation was proceeding apace from all other activity on the Mothership. Within the confines of an artificial gestation incubator, cells were dividing, and a growing child was emerging from the jumble of assorted cells that divide and develop in the creation of life. In it's silent world, the child was completely unaware of anything within it's external surroundings, even seemingly unaware that it's development could be watched and charted through the transparency of the incubator. The child was watched constantly, and as Diana noted scientific facts concerning growth and development, as the days passed, she couldn't help but to be overcome with a sense of awe and wonder at her accomplishment. This child was not merely her Magnum Opus. This child was hers!

Once, Diana had found herself in the clutches of the inevitable ticking of her biological clock, and she had mourned her inability to carry a child. Then, she'd realized with a sense of superiority, that she was a scientist. Her anatomy had been damaged and unable to support a pregnancy from the abortion years ago. However, still had the ability to conceive of life from her own genetic material. She could get pregnant, but she'd never be able to stay pregnant. So, science had intervened on her behalf. She had obtained her own genetic material, preserved it, and when she found a suitable donor for her mission, she'd fertilized and grown the products of the conception in a petri dish. Once the cells began to divide and expand, she'd transferred them into the artificial womb. Humans even had this technology. They'd grown a "test tube baby" successfully, back in 1978.

Chosing the right donor had been tricky. She had many samples to chose from. Of those samples, most were still viable, and able to produce the results she desired. However, not only did Diana want "good genetic stock" when chosing this child's biological human father, there were some other qualities she desired. Most importantly, she wanted a child that no one else would desire to take from her. That ruled out Michael Donovan, although she would have liked to see what he'd have thought if he learned that he was the father of her child. Unfortuately, this could prove to be risky. Donovan was very protective and fierce when it came to his son, Sean. His highly honed father insticts could prove to be trouble for Diana some time down the road. Then, Diana thought of physical attributes, intelligence, genetic illnesses, and personality traits. She'd combed all samples of sperm, checking for anomolies, chromosomal disorders, or hereditary markers for human illness and weakness. She'd gone over personality profiles she'd gathered on all human subjects she was considering. She wanted someone strong, brave, and intelligent to father this child..someone who's genetic influence could pass down to the child. This child would then possess useful traits for accomplishing it's given mission in life. After carefully reveiwing all factors, she'd come to her decision. Resisting temptation to use Michael Donovan, she'd settled on a better alternative. Ham Tyler. Unbeknownst to Mr. Tyler, a new life was in process, and he was fifty percent of it's genetic makeup.

There was one obstacle that could prove disastrous if Diana's work in progress was discovered. That was Phillip. He couldn't know of what she was doing. She could keep it a secret, for now. However, once her child was "born", it would need her care and instruction. Diana knew that there was no way she could lock a maturing child in the confines of her lab without anyone discovering it. Phillip would be livid, and the consequences could be unimaginably horrible. Therefore, Diana decided, there was only one thing to do about it. Phillip would simply have to go the way of Pamela and John. But, of course, she knew she'd have to be very careful. Diana was already under suspicion for having murdered those two, not that it bothered her. No one really cared anymore. But...if Phillip were to meet a sudden, and obviously murdered demise, there were still plenty around who suspected Diana in the first two murders. They'd be quick to point the finger at her, and this time, Diana might actually be convicted. Quite simply, Phillip's death could not look like a murder. A form of poisoning was in order, but not one that could be proven...not like that clumsy stunt that Lydia had pulled when she poisoned and killed Charles. No, Diana had something else in mind. Another project she'd carefully engineered. The formula for this project was also encoded in her secret language and stored in her own personal files. No notations were made concerning the intent of this formula...only it's existence was recorded. Diana had obtained a sample of staphylococci bacteria responsible for causing a human malady known as bacterial menengitis. In itself, the bacteria was harmless to Sirian physiology. However, she'd combined the bacteria with genetic strains of a common Sirian virus, that routinely affected almost any Sirian who came into contact with it. This virus was not fatal, by any normal means. It was very similar to the Human Rhinovirus, or as they called it, the common cold. Diana had worked tirelessly to find a method in which she could successfully combine the two, and create a mutated form of their Sirian "cold". Poor Phillip would be afflicted with this horrific illness, and he would sadly succumb to it. Diana knew that a panic would ensue, even though she knew that the "mutated" portion of Phillip's malady would most likely be unable to reproduce itself in another, subsequent Sirian host. Therefore, it would not likely be contagious. However, just in case it could be, Diana had also concocted the "cure" to this ailment. Too bad she wouldn't "discover" it until after Phillip died. Diana would know soon if her plan was to suceed. She had already infected Phillip when she'd slipped into his lavatory without him knowing, and coated his toothbrush with it. Tasteless, colorless, able to live outside the body for up to twelve hours, and transmittable only through direct contact with the mucous membranes found in the mouth or the eyes, this disease was the perfect plan. The only problem with her plan was that there'd been two toothbrushes in his lavatory. Diana had never seen him brush his teeth, therefore, she hadn't known which was his. Just to be safe, (and wondering who the other belonged to) she coated both of them.

Keeping all of these extraordianary plans to herself was difficult. However, Diana knew she could never trust anyone again with her confidences, except for one. Alone, just the two of them in the lab, Diana whispered her secrets to her growing child. After she finished charting it's various measurements and vital signs given by the monitors attatched to the incubator, she gazed thoughtfully into the clear, glassed in tank that separated her from the child. At this stage in it's development, it was about the same age that the child she'd aborted had been. If she could have, at that time, peered into her own abdomen as she could look into this tank, Diana knew she would have never been able to go through with that procedure so long ago. Murdering one's commanding officer was one thing. Murdering what was so obviously one's own child was somethng else. This tiny being had gradually passed from the phase of looking like an unrecognizable lump of tissue origniating from any vertebrate life form, into that of a child. With it's eyelids to reamain closed for some time yet, Diana could not tell who's eyes the child would have. It could suck it's thumb, and Diana thought she saw a human tongue inside it's mouth, but she couldn't be sure. The fetus had a crested ridge on it's head, but Diana was beginning to see a fine covering of dark hair already growing on it's scalp. The majority of her child's external features appeared to be human, at least as far as skin coloring could determine, but there were visible patches of scaling on the fetus's back, between it's shoulder blades, and also on it's thighs. It was when she was examining the legs that she'd learned something else. Her child was developed enough for it's gender to be apparent. Diana was going to have a daughter. For some reason, this pleased her immensly. She'd had no preference for gender when selecting suitable sperm, but for a reason she couldn't name, she was glad her child was a girl. 

Diana pressed her hands lightly on the glass, wishing she could reach through and touch her. Her daughter floated silently within the confines of the incubator, mindless to the events outside. She was asleep, Diana knew. Even in the womb, fetuses had waking and sleeping periods. She gazed at her child's impassive features, and realized, with some wonder, that despite her more human seeming appearance, her daughter would look alot like her. The set of her child's eyes, the shape of her face, and the contours of her mouth were just like the one's that fitted Diana's human mask. Judging by the baby soft fuzz that was growing on her head, she would be brunette; another feature that she'd share with Diana, although she likely received this genetic trait from her dark haired father. It was difficult to tell, with more feminine features, what other traits she'd have that Ham Tyler passed to her.

"Ma'athal'ee," Diana whispered to her child, "Your name means 'Elevated One.' That is exactly what you are You will see. I will guide you. One day, all I create will pass to you, and you will know what to do."

A tiny arm moved just slightly inside the incubator, almost in a gentle waving motion. Yes, Diana decided, Ma'athal'ee was the perfect name, with the perfect meaning. It's human equivalent would translate to mean almost the exact same thing. Madeline. She would soon be known the world over, and beyond, as Madeline, daughter of Diana, the Supreme Ruler. 

Chapter 20 Innerspace Invaders

That dreaded occurance of malaise, sniffles, and body aches made it's rounds on board the Mothership as it invariably did every year. Nigel had seemingly come down with it first, and had recovered, but he'd passed his gift onwards and upwards. A few days later, Lydia had the pleasure of watching Diana wage her own brief battle with it. Listening to her tirades when her nasal passages were obviously congested and her voice hoarse was amusing at the least. Not even the Scientist Almighty could concoct a cure for a minor, but annyoing ailment that all Sirians endured from time to time, much like Humans and their colds. Then, Lydia had awoken one morning to the first symptoms of it herself. As the day had wore on, and her throat became more irritated, her nose more stuffy, and her body got achy, she lost that air of smugness she'd had while Diana suffered.

She also learned that Phillip got pegged with it. He awoke feeling just as she had that morning. They'd shared a discreet word or two in commiseration before beginning their day's tasks. Unfortuantely, there was much work to be done, as always, and there was no time to spend sick in bed. Both resolutely committed themselves to a few days' misery spent wiping their noses and guzzling cough preparations to get through their shifts.

Two days later, Lydia knew she could not continue. Something was horribly wrong. She'd gotten up, dressed, and reported for duty like any other day, but by noon, she was afraid she was literally going to die. On her lunch break, she'd retired to her quarters for a brief rest. When her break was over, she knew she could not get up. Her head felt like a ton of bricks. It hurt so bad, it felt like there was a pack of hungry crivits inside, gnawing on her brain. The light pierced her eyes like a thousand shards of glass, driving the pain into her head deeper still. Her neck was so stiff and sore, she could barely turn her head. Then, she'd begun the horrors of projectile vomiting. The contents of her light lunch were two feet across the room, and she could only lay on the floor in a limp, shivering mass. Too weak to get up and summon help, Lydia lay there until her brother Nigel discovered her after she had been late, by over an hour, to report back from lunch.

Nigel had been beside himself. Not knowing what to do, he found a guard and told him to send for Diana regarding an urgent matter. Upon entering Lydia's quarters, Diana had a look of annoyance on her face. She had been in the middle of tending to other matters of importance, and she'd had no desire to be trifled by any of Lydia's concerns...or Nigel's for that fact. That look had vanished when she'd entered the confines of Lydia's sleeping quarters and found the Fleet Chief of Security crumpled on the floor, and her brother stooped beside her. When Diana's sense of smell detected the odor of vomit, she was curious to know, at first, what Lydia had eaten. The Security Chief had developed a liking for Terran snacks of the insect variety. Diana wondered if Lydia had foolishly ingested a black widow spider, or a scorpion, perhaps. Venomous snacks had been known to cause stomach ailments among Sirians that sampled them.

"She's so hot. I can feel the fever through her pseudo skin, and she's not responding to me anymore," Nigel lamented to Diana, "Something is horribly wrong with her!"

These were not common symptoms of mild food poisoning. Diana remembered the second toothbrush in Phillip's lavatory, and tried not to smile. She now suspected she knew who it belonged to. One clever scheme, and she had effectively removed both of her most troublesome foes from her existance. However, she knew better than to crow about it. Regarding Nigel with concern, she politely asked him to move aside as she conducted an examination on Lydia.

"Have Lydia taken to med bay at once," she ordered the guards in her most severe tone.

"I'll do everything possible to find out what's wrong with her," Diana reassured Nigel, "and make her well."

A more thourogh examination of Lydia sustained Diana's suspicions. There were definate symptoms of Menengitis raging in her system. The linings of the brain and spinal cord, known as the meninges in Humans, were present in a similar fashion with Sirian physiology. In Lydia, there was a great deal of inflammation of her meninges. There were many different ways that Humans could contract an illness such as this, including exposure to meningococci. Symptoms were very similar to the ones Lydia exhibited. Without prompt treatment, Lydia could die. Since no case of Mutated Sirian/Human Bacterial Menengitis existed in any medical tome, Diana was certain that a cure for Lydia's affliction would not be found in time. Humans often treated this illness with Penicillin type antibiotics, which were ineffective with Sirian physiology. She decided that she should have Lydia sent to Visitor Fields, without further delay. (This would appease Nigel, and suggest to him that Diana really was concerned for his sister's well being, and wanted her to have excellent and prompt medical care.) The doctors there were capable, and without a doubt, they would discover the odd anomoly in Lydia's blood stream However, they would be powerless to explain how it came to be, and they would be powerless to stop it in time. Diana had worked for weeks to come up with the "cure". If the physicians at Visitor Fields came up with the same one, it would take them at least the same amount of time. Lydia didn't have weeks to live in her current state. She would be lucky if she lived three days.

Nigel was allowed to accompany Lydia while she was transported from the Mothership and admitted to Visitor Fields. Diana told him that she had assessed his sister's condition, and that it was very serious. She also told him that she wasn't certain what Lydia was afflicted with, but she suggested that perhaps Lydia had developed some complications from the mild virus that had been going around. Tests would be run, Diana assured him, and the staff at the hospital would get to the bottom of it. Nigel wondered why Diana didn't keep Lydia in the med bay and perform the tests and the treatment herself. Diana explained to him that if Lydia's infection was contagious in any way, keeping her aboard the ship could infect everyone.

Nigel was relieved to see Howie on shift. Like himself, Howie was a fellow member of the Fifth Column. He also learned that Howie would be in charge of his sister's care, and he also learned why.

"This is awful, Nigel. Lydia isn't the first case of this I've seen today. Phillip was admitted about two hours before Lydia. He was attending to some Terran side business, and he collapsed. I've been running some tests on him, and I'm not understanding some of the results that are coming back." the doctor explained to him.

"What's not to understand? They've had the "flu"...lot's of us have. I just got over it myself. Why are they getting hit so hard?" Nigel asked.

"It's not just the flu. There's something else too. I've isolated a bacteria in their bloodstreams. It looks to be a mutated strain of a human bacteria known as Meningococci. In humans, it is treatable, but can be fatal in severe cases. I'm afraid, however, that no cure exists at this time for this mutated strain."

"So, are you just going to let them die?" Nigel asked, incrediously. It was enough to have his sister afflicted. But to learn that Phillip, the Inspector General, and his Fifth Column advisor, was ill too...it was almost too much.

"Of course not," Howie replied. "I'm going to do everything I can for them. I've called in Juliet Parrish to quietly consult with me regarding this. I'm hoping that together, we can do more than let this disease just run it's course."

"What are their chances?" Nigel asked quietly.

"At the moment, not good. Phillip has been having convulsions, but he's still lucid at times....." Howie paused and regarded Nigel silently for a moment. Then he resumed, "I'm afraid that your sister is even worse right now. She has lapsed into a coma. Right now, it's not deep, but that could change. I'll do everything in my power to improve her odds, but I'm not optimistic for her at this point."

Nigel was not allowed to sit with Lydia or visit Phillip. Due to the unexplained nature of their afflictions, they were being quarantined. He would have to return to the Mothership and wait for any news from Howie. As he was leaving, he saw Mike Donovan in the waiting room. Donovan looked absolutely miserable. He made a motion for Nigel to meet him in the parking lot.

Mike took Nigel to a more secluded place, away from nosy hospital personnel who might notice Nigel meeting with a known resistance member and get suspicious.

"I take it you've heard about Phillip," Mike said to him.

"Yes, Howie told me. This is terrible. My sister was just brought down from the Mothership. It seems she has the same thing," Nigel replied. Donovan could hear the anguish in his tone.

"Lydia?!" Mike hooted, "Boy, that's a surprise. Wonder how she got it?"

"I know you don't particularly care for Lydia, but she is my sister...and Phillip is my friend. I don't know how this happened, and I just don't know what to do..." Despite his proper British accent, and his stiff military posture, Mike could tell that Nigel was on the verge of panic.

"I'm sorry, Nigel. It's not funny in the least. I was with Phillip when it happened. We were meeting...and he didn't look well. He said he had some sort of common flu bug that you guys get. Then, he just dropped, and starting having a seizure. I took a big risk bringing him here, but I just didn't know what else should be done."

"You did the right thing. Phillip's life is more important than his cover. If it's out now that he's Fifth Column, we'll protect him."

"What about Lydia?" Mike asked.

"She's dying," Nigel said simply.

"Maybe...well...I know that Howie is calling Julie in on this. This is Julie's sort of thing...maybe they'll find something to save Lydia and Phillip in time."

***************************************************************

Julie was taxed to her absolute limits. She had a full time job to attend to, and then Laura. Now this..some strange ailment that had afflicted both Mike's Fifth Column contact Phillip, and the Security Chief on board the Mothership, Lydia. She owed her help to Howie for all the times he'd unselfishly serviced her in times of need. She also wanted to help Phillip in any way she could. As for Lydia...well, if she wound up benefitting from any devised treatment, so be it. Julie couldn't really bring herself to care if Diana's second in command lived or died, but since she was educated in the field of medicine, she felt it was her sworn duty to protect life--all life, including Lydia's.

Wearing a disguise of an auburn haired wig and clothing to suggest she was heavier than she actually was, Julie entered Visitor Fields. Howie introduced her as Dr. Nancy Dunne, a human physician who would be consulting with him on Lydia and Phillip's cases. No further elaboration was needed. 

Howie brought Julie in to examine Phillip first. Phillip was awake, or at least, seemingly so. The lights had been turned to a very dim setting, since Phillip complained that it bothered his eyes more than usual. Howie charted that Phillip also had an aversion to loud noises.

Julie found herself rather amazed at how well the Visitor's guises reflected the nuances of human statement, and in some cases, even emotion. If it was possible for a Visitor to look pale and drawn, then Phillip was. His statement was dull and listless. He was positioned flat on his back, with his head angled in a slight incline for comfort. Because they were painful to his over sensitive eyes, Phillip's contacts had been removed. He stared straight ahead into a void of delirum, his eyes looking like two red rimmed pools of blood.

"Phillip, can you hear me?" Julie called softly to him.

The Inspector General's gaze flickered ever so slightly in response to Julie's question.

"I'm going to do everything I can to help you get well," she reassured him.

"I heard you and Howie talking," Phillip rasped, "I heard him tell you that Lydia is sick, too."

"Unfortunately, she is," Julie replied helsitantly.

"Help her. Promise me you will. She's one of us. Please don't let her die. I love her," Phillip whispered.

It took several moments for Julie's shock to wear off over Phillip's revelation. By the time she was able to respond, Phillip had returned his attention to the wall he'd been listlessly staring at.

"I will do everything in my power for her," Julie finally answered. Phillip only blinked in response. His eyes seemed to be clouding over as if some administered medication were taking it's affects on him. She silently continued to examine him. Just before she got ready to excuse herself from his bedside, Phillip's hand reached over and gently tugged on her sleeve.

"There...there..do you see?" he asked her softly.

"Do I see what, Phillip," Julie asked him.

"Over there..." Phillip's gaze shifted back to the wall that he'd been staring at, "It's my brother. Martin is here to see me..."

His voice trailed off and his eyes closed. Julie stared at the wall, but saw nothing. A cold fist of terror clenched at her heart. She soothed herself, telling herself that Phillip was dilerious. Hallucinations were common with illnesses like meningitis. However, she couldn't completely shake the sensation that maybe Phillip was right. Maybe Martin was here to lead his twin brother to the beyond.

"No, Martin, please," Julie silently begged to the wall, "Just let me try..let me try to give him a chance. Please..."

Lydia's condition was no better than Phillip's. Julie had felt the cold whisper of death in the room at Phillip's bedside, and it was present here too. Lydia was completely unresposive to any external stimuli. Scans of her head revealed alot of swelling. Administered anti inflammatories were only keeping her symptoms from progressing, but they were doing nothing to help her current state. Julie knew that she she and Howie would have to work furiously to find something that would help Phillip and Lydia. There wasn't much time. 

Chapter 21: Sand in the Hourglass

Time is merely a concept that cannot be heard, seen, or touched. It cannot be tasted or smelled. Moments of time can only be measured. Incriments of time can be judged on a clock. Passage of time can be evident in an aging individual or an object. However, of itself, it has no essence and no form. Yet it is utterly important in so many aspects.

Time was what Brandon Watts needed to recover and regain his vision. Slowly but surely, with the Bernstein's help and supervision, he was mending his injuries, both the ones inflicted by Laura, and the ones that his father had given him. If his father was an uncaring bastard that had kicked Brandon out of the house at the age of fifteen, the Bernsteins were the polar opposites. Even though their son Daniel had gone Judas, they had loved him and provided him a home every day of his life. Despite Brandon's skin head punk appearance, and his crude mannerisms, the Bernsteins gave him something that not many others had. Acceptance. Acceptance, without question or judgement. The effects were beginning to make themselves seen. Brandon was growing some hair back on his head. His surly demeanor was beginning to dissolve. Though he would never be awarded a prize for congeniality, he had started to clean up his mouth...and his attitude. Acceptance was something Ham Tyler had told him that he'd need to give if he wanted to stay with the Resistance in Los Angeles. Brandon hadn't realized how badly he wanted to stay until he'd been threatened with having to leave. He was now willing to learn how to accept others. The Bernsteins were willing to show him. 

Time was also what Robin Maxwell needed to bring closure to all the hell she'd suffered through when the Visitors invaded. The Bernsteins were there to help her, too. A 'For Sale' sign was posted on the front lawn of Robin's childhood home. The house and the yard were cleaned up. As a way of apologizing, Brandon had offered his assistance in the many tasks needed to be done to accomplish that. Time also helped to heal other wounds. Robin and Laura were forming a truce of sorts, if not an actual friendship. Robin knew who'd come to her aid the night Brandon had attacked her. Laura had risked her own child's life by helping her. Furthermore, now there was one other person in the world who understood every horror Robin had gone through when pregnant with Elizabeth..(Even if Laura wasn't technically a "person".) Now, Robin was in the position to help Laura cope. In some ways, helping Laura helped Robin. Even though Brian had lied to her, Robin had never wanted to kill him. If she could take it all back, she would. However, turning back the hands of time was not possible. She was too late to undo what she'd done to Brian and help him, but she wasn't too late to help his little sister. If his spirit hadn't forgiven her, or believed that she was sorry, perhaps he could rest in peace now. Maybe that part of Elizabeth that could possibly harbor any resentment towards Robin could rest now, too.

Then, there was Laura. Time was an agony to her. She was nearing what Julie believed to be the end of her pregnancy. In Visitor terms, that end should have come a month ago, at the end of March. Now, it was almost May. Each day that passed brought endless aches and uncertainties. Laura's cramping had stopped, but she was still feverish and ill. She wanted to spend as much time talking to Elizabeth as possible, but she hardly had any energy. Laura's appetite for any food had dulled considerably as her abdomen expanded. She had to be cajoled to eat. Preparing for impending motherhood seemed to be a task she was too exhausted to consider. She had no clue what she'd name her child, or how she'd care for it. The only thing she mandated was that her baby was not to be a pincushion for a mad scientist.

Laura no longer even had the energy to be angry with Robin. Anger was exhausting, and it couldn't bring Brian back. There were many questions Laura might have asked Robin if circumstances had been different. Why had she been angry enough to kill him? Had her brother raped Robin? Something in her heart told her that this was not so, even if the truth was somewhere close. Despite the fact that Laura had worshipped Brian, she still knew that her brother was like any typical male. Men were always wanting sex. She had not been surprised to hear that human men operated the same way. Knowing this, Laura could accept the truth if she'd learned that Brian had "taken advantage" of Robin...convincing her to have sex before she may have been ready. But flat out, brutal, spiteful rape? No, that was not something she could ever envision her brother doing. To avoid the possibility of having to, she simply didn't ask.

Besides, there were other things to do. With Laura's condition growing ever more uncomfortable, Kyle complaining that Elizabeth didn't spend enough time with him anymore, and Robin needing a base with a phone to conduct her real estate business from, Laura had been moved from the Fire Station. She now resided with Kyle, Robin and Elizabeth in the homier confines of his ranch.

"Wow, check it out..someone watching might think I have some funky commune going on up here with just me living with three good looking chicks," Kyle joked.

"Yeah, the best of all worlds...You have all three possibilites..one that's human, one that's Sirian, and one that's half and half.." Robin chuckled.

"Well, see, I just can't make my damn mind up..so why should I have to? I'm the Sultan of Sex Appeal!"

"Puh-leeeese!" Robin drawled in return, rolling her eyes.

"Mmmmm, I think so," Elizabeth deadpanned as she entered the room. With Laura around, some of her previous shyness to her Sirian features had worn off. She was slurping on a soda, her tongue snaking around the straw.

"Ohmygawd, Elizabeth, please tell me you don't...like...know that personally!" Robin cried. She was sprawled on the floor, going through various photo albums. She wanted to show Laura what her little sister Katie had looked like as a baby.

"Know what?" Elizabeth asked innocently, "Do I know if Kyle has Sex Appeal? Of course I do. I think he's very handsome."

"I think Robin wants to know if you and Kyle have ever actually had sex," Laura stated. She was sprawled on the couch with her feet propped up.

"Jeez, I didn't mean to start the Spanish Inquisition," Kyle said, "I was just joking."

"Besides, that's not what I was asking, really..." Robin replied, uncertainly, "At least, I'm not sure...I mean..maybe I was, but...it's not like it's really any of my business, is it?" She remembered when her mother had once asked her a similar question to find out how experienced with boys Robin was. Even at the age of sixteen, Robin could sort of sense that her mother was curious, but not sure if she wanted to know the answer. Robin had been relieved to be able to tell her mother, truthfully, that she was still a virgin.

Elizabeth was not at all hesitant to answer. Some of the subtlties of human discussion topics, and the need to hide facts from others was lost on her.

"Kyle and I haven't actually had sex. But we will someday soon," she answered frankly.

"Y'know, Robin, you said it yourself when you said it was none of your business," Kyle stated, almost rudely. His face was reddened from his girlfriend's blatant disclosure of facts pertaining to their almost existent sex life.

"She has the right to know. She is Elizabeth's mother, or have you forgotten?" Laura said. 

A silence hung in the air. Of course, Kyle realized, in some ways, Laura was right. He chose to continue dating Elizabeth, knowing about the unique circumstances surrounding her existence. Few problems had ever arisen. Kyle used to hear people complain about Robin's immaturity, her self centeredness, and her whining. He himself could find little to complain about. How many girls in their late teens and early twenties weren't self absorbed and immature? That had been one reason that made Kyle drawn to Elizabeth. She was different from most women around his age. Big deal if Robin wasn't different in that aspect. She did however, have attributes that also set her apart from the rest. How many women Robin's age would tolerate and accept him dating their daughter when they wished for him themselves? It wasn't lost on Kyle that Robin had once had a crush on him. He just pretended, for her sake, not to know. Yet, she had gracefully stepped away when she realized that he was attracted to Elizabeth.

How many women Robin's age would let go of their daughter, even one as unique as Elizabeth, so that the daughter could develop as a person on her own terms? There were women twice Robin's age that couldn't do that. There weren't many women who would give up their own dreams of going to college so that they could finance their younger sister's continued education. How many people could look at their own lives, knowing that everyone else would be in the limelight..Elizabeth was the Starchild, and she was world renowned; Polly would some day be the College Graduate, and so too might Katie. Robin would likely never be the one in the spotlight, but she'd be the rock of support for those that were. How many girls Robin's age would accept that fate without complaint? Only one, that Kyle knew of. That one was Robin. He realized that if circumstances were different, he might have fallen for her instead. Fate always intervened, though. He was meant to be with Elizabeth. Kyle sincerely hoped that Robin would meet someone special for herself; someone that deserved her. In the meantime, he would happily beat the crap out of any creep who tried to hurt her, including Brandon Watts. And, because he loved Elizabeth, and respected Robin immensly, he stopped and realizied that Laura was right. Robin wasn't being nosy. She was just a concerned mother....just like a good mother ought to be.

"Try not to worry, Robin," he reassured her, "I can promise you that when the time comes for Elizabeth and I to move onwards in our relationship, we will both make sure that the time is right. I would never hurt her."

"I know," Robin answered softly. Time would tell.

Time had nearly run out for Julie and Howie. Togther, they had finally devised of a treatment to kill the bacteria that had sickened Phillip and Lydia. Phillip was responding well. Though he was still very weak, he was able to sit up in bed and talk for brief periods. He was also able to keep a liquid diet down. Within a couple of weeks, Julie felt confident that he'd be able to gradually resume normal activities. She wasn't as sure about Lydia. The progress of the illness itself had been arrested in her case too, but she was still in a coma. Though Howie was positive she'd regain consiousness soon, he wasn't sure at all that there wouldn't be brain damage. There was no telling how severe any might be until she awoke.

Phillip knew that he'd divulged a sensitive secret to Julie in the time that he'd been dilerious. She had since reassured him that the secret was safe. Julie promised she'd say nothing to anyone that Phillip didn't want to know. When Phillip was strong enough to sit in a wheelchair for awhile, he asked to be taken to Lydia's bedside. He sat next to her for hours, holding her hand, talking quietly to her, or napping in her company. During one of his visits there, Julie heard the loudspeaker crackle to life.

"Dr. Nancy Dunne to room 104...Dr. Nancy Dunne to room 104." Fearing an emergency, Julie hastily walked to Lydia's room. There, she found Phillip, sitting in the wheelchair beside the bed, as she'd seen him last. In the bed was Lydia, her head propped on the pillows, and her eyes, minus the contacts, open and focused.

"I've summoned Howie, too. He's on his way,"Phillip informed Julie,"It happened just a few minutes ago. She just opened her eyes and looked right at me and smiled!" He squeezed her hand lightly and affectionately as he held it. Lydia weakly smiled again.

"Welcome back to the world of the living, Lydia," Julie announced to her. She made light conversation as she proceeded to examine the Security Chief. Her vitals were good, her reflexes were improved. Julie couldn't help but to notice that Lydia seemed to have a puzzled, or troubled look on her face during the entire time. Finally, Julie stopped and regarded her.

"I know I probably look and sound familiar to you, and you're right. I am who you think I am, but I'm wearing a disguise so no one else will recognize me. Don't worry. Phillip told me about certain things. I have no intention of hurting you," she explained.

Despite Julie's declaration, the confused statement remained on Lydia's face. At that time, Howie arrived and began his own examination of the patient. After several minutes, he looked up and addressed Phillip.

"I need you to distract her, Phillip. Get her to look at you," he instructed him.

Phillip knitted his eyebrows in a very human statement of curiosity, but then he obliged Howie by lifting Lydia's hand to his lips and softly kissing it. This action did the trick. Lydia turned her head towards him. When she did, Howie clapped his hands loudly, several times. Phillip and Julie both looked up in surprise, but Lydia did nothing. The implication began to dawn on them both simultaneously. Lydia couldn't hear. That was why she'd looked so disturbed when Julie had been talking to her.

"Do you think her hearing loss is permanent?" Julie asked Howie once they'd left Lydia's room. They sat together, privately conferring, in Howie's office.

"At this point, it's hard to know for certain, but I suspected it could happen. I'm just not sure which was responsible; the illness itself, or the medication we used to treat it. More tests will be in order, obviously. She may be able to regain her hearing completely, but I doubt it. If she regains some, but not all, we have devices that could aid her, just as you humans do. It's just too soon to know the extent of the damage," Howie answered.

"What happens if she doesn't regain her hearing?"

"They'll ship her back to Sirius," Howie replied bluntly, "Not even Phillip's rank could prevent that."

***************************************************************

Diana paced the floor of her lab, riddled with anger. Phillip had survived her attempt on his life, and it seemed that Lydia would too. In just a week or two, he'd be back, meddling in her business, which was business that was simply none of his business. Damn them both! At least she had a little bit of insight. It seemed those two were more than a little cozy with each other. Why else would Lydia park her toothbrush next to his in the lavatory? Oh, yes, the Enlightened Ones had their ways of providing Diana with answers. Now she knew who was aiding Phillip in spying on her and hacking into her files. For all she knew, Lydia may have even helped engineer Laura's escape. If this were so, she had help. During Lydia and Phillip's sick leave, she had executed three possible suspects. Frank, Carol, and Christopher had all made a nice meal for Diana's hungry crivits.

While she fumed, her alarm went off. It was the one that she wore that would alert her to any matters needing her immediate attention in the Life Sciences portion of her lab. Diana's train of thought stopped at once. She rushed into the private, secured area of her lab and found no one there. There was nobody attempting to enter. Cautiously, she stepped inside, and approached the incubator containing her daughter. To her alarm, there was something else inside the tank! She examined the incubator closely, and her heart nearly skipped a beat when she realized what she was witnessing. Her child had molted; the shed skin floated in the nutrient fluids with the fetus. The child had doubled it's size. An insistent series of beeps interrupted Diana's observation. She gazed up at the series of monitors that measured vital signs, growth, and viability. The monitors were telling her something different now. Their job was finsished. Despite any logic that told Diana that it was too soon for any normal child to be born, the monitors indicated otherwise. Time had run out. Madeline was ready. 

Chapter 22: Gift of Life

No sooner had Julie nursed Phillip and Lydia back to some semblance of health when another event occurred. Laura had gone into labor. Robin had called Julie at EcoSound shortly after she'd gotten to work that morning, informing her that Laura was complaining of stomach cramping coming in roughly ten minute intervals. Throughout the day, either Robin, Kyle, or Elizabeth kept Julie posted on Laura's progress. At three o'clock, Julie decided to leave work for the day. From what she had been hearing, the labor was progressing slowly but surely.

When she arrived at Kyle's house, Laura was lying on the couch, breathing through another contraction. Elizabeth sat on the floor beside her, allowing Laura to squeeze her hand whenever she felt a pain. Kyle was pacing the floor like a nervous father. Robin minded the clock and coached Laura's breathing. She was the only one present in the room that had first hand knowledge of what Laura was going through.

"Is she gonna have the baby here?" Kyle asked, nervously.

"No. I've alerted Howie that we'll be bringing her in to Visitor Fields. He's making preparations to have an area secured for her to give birth in. All we need to do is get Laura in there, incognito," Julie explained. She pulled out the auburn haired wig that she'd used in her own disguise, and held it up. "Laura is going to wear this when we admit her. I will be wearing a different one."

"What about us?" Elizabeth asked, "What if someone recognizes us?"

"Uh, I hate to tell you, sweetheart, but neither you, Robin, or Kyle will be able to come. It's too risky."

A loud wail of protest came from the couch.

"Then I'm not going!" Laura panted, "They have to come! I can't do this without them!"

"Honey, you'll have to. I wish they could come too, but you'll see them all again very soon."

"NO!" Laura hissed. She then winced in pain as another contraction tightened within her.

"Julie," Robin intervened, "Isn't there enough time for us to think of a way to come along? We could dye our hair, or go get some wigs or something. Laura is really freaked out, and I know how she feels. If my Dad hadn't been there with me, I don't know what I would have done."

"I don't know..."

"At least Elizabeth should go-"

"I want you to go too!" Laura cried. Her statement surprised Robin and Julie both. "You're the only reason I know I can do this..you're living proof that I won't die!"

Julie looked at Laura, and realized that the girl truly was frightened. In all honesty, she couldn't blame her. Finally relenting, she sent Robin and Elizabeth to the drug store to get hair dye for their own disguises. While they were gone, she shooed Kyle out of the room and performed an examination on Laura. Like humans, Visitor females had a cervix that would dilate as labor progressed. Laura was dilated to about 4 and a half, possibly 5 centimeters. Half way there, in theory, but it could still take some time.

It took Robin and Elizabeth about an hour to color their hair. They switched shades. Elizabeth now had hair the color of Robin's, and Robin was a slightly darker shade of blonde than Elizabeth. Her hair was close to Laura's color. Both of them looked remarkably different than they had before. Robin had made up both of their faces to look a little more mature. Julie had a brunette wig for herself this time. With disguises ready, it was time to prepare Laura.

"I'll stay here and hold down the fort," Kyle lamely stated as Julie helped Laura secure the auburn wig to her head.

"That's a good idea," Julie replied.

He did make himself useful by bringing Laura's packed suitcase to the car. Then, he returned, this time to help Laura walk to the car. His Ford Escort was the vehicle chosen for transport, since it could hold all passengers and Laura's baggage comfortably. In the trunk was an infant car seat, ready and waiting for the new occupant that would be in it when the vehicle made it's return. He found himself oddly excited. This child was going to be Elizabeth's cousin, which, in his reasoning, would sort of make it his cousin, too.

Elizabeth and Robin seated themselves in the back, while Julie climbed into the driver's seat. Kyle handed her the keys, and then helped ease Laura into the passenger's seat.

"This has got to be better than riding in the van, rolled up in a carpet," he joked with her. Laura nodded and clenched her teeth as another contraction hit.

"Good luck," Kyle whispered to her. He then stepped back from the car as Julie started it, and he watched them drive away.

Upon their arrival, Julie paged Howie and pulled around to a side delivery enterance as he'd instructed. When she parked the car, she found Howie at the door, waiting with a wheelchair. Phillip had been quietly discharged from the hospital earlier that morning, and it was his former room, in the quarantine ward, that Howie brought Laura to. With the exception of Lydia in the room next door, there were no other patients in this wing. Lydia, still unable to hear, would not be disturbed by any of Laura's cries of pain. However, to prevent too much noise, Howie gave Laura a mild sedative. It would relax her and dull some of the birth pains, but it would not slow the progress of her labor.

For security reasons, Julie, Elizabeth and Robin were instructed to stay in Laura's room at all times. They helped Laura undress, put on her hospital gown, and settle into the bed. Howie checked in every now and then. He told Julie to beep him on his pager if his immediate attention was needed.

Hours crept by. Laura's sedative began to wear off, and her labor pains came closer together. Robin and Julie alternated coaching duties, while Elizabeth kept her post at the bedside, offering Laura support, and an occasional ice chip to suck on. During a momentary respite between contractions, Robin looked to Julie, an statement of concern shadowing her features.

"Wouldn't be easier if you did a C-Section on her, like you did me? She's been in labor an awfully long time," she commented in hushed tones.

Julie glanced at her watch. According to the reports she'd heard at work, Laura's labor had begun at roughly 7 a.m. in the morning. It was now approaching midnight.

"Sixteen hours total...Well, Robin, some things with Sirian women are similar as with human women. First children tend to take longer to be born in both cases. As long as her labor is still progressing, and neither she or the baby shows any signs of distress, it would be better to let nature take it's course."

"But sixteen hours is soooo long! And she's only dilated to about 6 and a half! It could still be hours!"

"Robin, there's alot of things that I don't know about Sirian women when they give birth. Howie doesn't seem all that concerned about how much time has passed. Maybe sixteen hours or more is normal for them," she replied. Another contraction began to register on the belt monitor that was hooked up to a strap around Laura's swollen stomach. Right on cue, she began to moan; her reverberating cries riccocheting off the walls. Robin winced unvoluntarily, feeling her own stomach knot up, almost as if in sympathy. Laura's cries of pain took on another manifestation. She uttered a series of completely alien sounding words between ragged gasps of breath. Then she quieted again as the contraction eased up.

"What was that you said? I couldn't understand you," Robin said to her, once her breathing began to slow.

"You don't want to know...I said some not nice things," Laura panted in reply. Then she turned to Elizabeth, a desparate look on her face.

"Could you help me?" she asked.

"Sure, anything. Do you need some more ice?"

"No, I need someone to get these damn contacts out of my eyes. There driving me crazy, and they're giving me a head ache."

Elizabeth leaned over and assisted her aunt with her request. Even though she knew what was coming, Robin was still somewhat shocked to see Laura gazing back with scarlet colored alien eyes. To imagine that Brian's eyes had really looked like that! A shiver crept up her spine.

Another half an hour passed. Laura began to swear in Sirian more frequently as her contractions grew ever closer together. She then begged for the lights to be dimmed. It seemed, that despite being relieved of her contacts, her headache was still bothering her. Julie suggested some relaxation exercises. Laura told her to go to hell. Moments later, she sobbed an apology. Howie stopped in and examined Laura. Laura swore at him too during a contration, and took it back after the contraction ended. Julie could only shake her head. Robin, on the other hand, knew exactly what Laura was going through. How many strings of silent curses had she hurled at Brian during the course of her labor? The only thing that had kept Robin from swearing aloud at the time was her father's presence. Good Catholic girls simply didn't say the words she'd been thinking!

"I don't think she has much longer. She's dilated to eight centimeters," Howie announced. As he spoke, Laura cried out. With an audible whoosh, a torrent of greenish fluid gushed from her body.

"I think you're right," Julie replied, "Her water just broke."

"Her water?" Howie asked, somewhat alarmed. He was back at the foot of Laura's bed, perfoming another exam to try to understand what had just happened.

"Yes, um, the fluid produced when a human woman's amniotic sac ruptures. Remember when I explained that to you?"

"Yes, now I remember," Howie responded. With the network of fibers threading throughout Laura's uterine cavity as they had in Robin's, they had been unable to see with utltrasound as to weather Laura's child would be hatched from an egg, or born live. Laura was heedless to any conversation between Julie and Howie. With the rupture of the sac, her contractions were now spaced barely a minute apart.

"She's dilating rapidly," Howie noted. He snapped off his gloves, grabbed the in room phone and made a call to his special support staff.

Within minutes, two female Visitors appeared, both wearing nurse's scrubs and name tags. One was "Nicole". The other was "Amy". They, like Howie, were Fifth Columnists, and he had assembled them and briefed them beforehand regarding the special circumstances of this birth. The nurses brought an assortment of steri-packed equipment with them. Nicole pushed an isolette into the room that was equipped with a special warming lamp, ideal for providing immediate warmth to freshly hatched Visitor neonates. A basket tray on the bottom of the isolette was stocked with blankets and packaged, premoistened scale lubricant cloths. Amy rolled a tray in that contained various instruments. Some of them, Julie recognized, as tools used by doctors delivering human infants. There were sterilized forceps, a nasal syringe, a vacuum extractor, and another set of sterile gloves. Then, there were a few items that Julie didn't recognize. One of them looked like a larger set of forceps.

"These are what you might call egg forceps," Amy explained to her quietly, "And this is what we call an egg tooth. It's what we use to help extract a hatchling that's having trouble getting out of it's shell." Then she held up another instrument," This here is a postnatal egg monitor. Sometimes, a hatchling might not emerge from it's shell for several hours, possibly even up to a day after it's born. We use this to measure internal conditions and heart rate. If the hatchling is in distress, we will manually hatch it."

Julie gloved her hands and gowned herself from the supplies Nicole and Amy provided. Then she too perfomed a brief manual exam on Laura. Howie was right. Laura was dilated to 9 centimeters. It was almost show time.

Nicole did a check of the patient's vitals, and reported to Howie that Laura's blood pressure was elevating substantially. 

"My head hurts," Laura whimpered to no one in particular. Elizabeth smoothed the hair of Laura's wig, attempting to massage the crest ridge beneath it.

"Just hang in there, honey. It's almost over," Julie called to her.

"We have full dilation. She can push with the next contraction," Howie announced. Nicole and Amy moved to opposite sides of the bed and elevated the head of it in a semi-sitting position. Howie instructed Laura to pull her legs up. He then had Elizabeth hold one of her legs, and Robin to hold the other, so that she would have their support as leverage when she pushed.

The beginning of the next contraction registered on the monitor.

"Push, Laura," Howie ordered. She did not respond. He repeated his order again, firmly, in Sirian.

"I don't have to!" Laura wailed, "I can't do this!" She had her arms crossed over her face, blocking out the light that was hurting her head. 

"You have to do this. It's almost over. You can do it," Nicole urged her, "Just tuck your chin to your chest and use your tummy muscles to push as hard as you can. On the count of three...one....two....three..."

Laura made a feeble attempt to do as she was told, but in the middle of it, instinct took over. Suddenly, she felt an irresistable urge to push, and there was no ignoring it.

"Good girl," Julie told her, "That was really good! Do it just like that next time."

A few pushes later, Howie announced that something was crowning.

"Um, Julie, this is where you may want to take over," he stated nervously. Julie moved into postition at the foot of the bed. Indeed, something was crowning. It looked like a silver dollar sized section of scalp with dark hair.

"Yep, it's the head," Julie confirmed with a smile. With the next contraction, a little more emerged.

"I was afraid of that," Howie resonded dryly.

Laura was miserable. She felt like her lower body was being cleaved in two from the pressure of the baby's head pressing on her perinium. Additionally, the strain of pushing was making her headache worse. Sharp shards of pain arced along her crest and down into her neck. No one seemed to understand. When she tried to tell them, they just kept telling her to push. Now, she was begining to feel a tingling numbness down the left side of her face, down into her neck, and along her arm. Then came another contraction, tearing through her body, forcing her to push. She felt another warm gush of fluid, and then she felt something pass from her body. 

"The head is out!" Julie called, "Suction!" She began to suction the child's nose and mouth. A serpentine tongue snaked out as she did so. The head rotated slightly for the delivery of the shoulders.

"What's the time?" Julie asked.

"2:54 a.m.," Amy replied. She entered the time, and the date, Saturday, May 19, 1990, as the official time and date of the child's birth, in the chart.

"One more push, Laura, just one more!"

Supporting the head with one hand, Julie worked to deliver one shoulder, and then the other. Suddenly, the infant slid out into her hands. Julie felt unexpected tears sting her eyes as she lifted the infant. Looking up, she noticed that Robin was crying too. Elizabeth wore a look of undisguised awe.

"It's a boy, Laura! A beautiful baby boy!" Julie cried. She placed the baby on Laura's stomach. There was an umbilical cord attatched to the baby's abdomen, and Julie waited for it to stop pulsing before cutting the cord. While she waited, she assessed the child's condition. His one minute apgars were 1's across the board; which wasn't fantastic. Five minutes later, she would assess his muscle tone, coloring , response to stimuli, respiration, and heart rate a second time. She hoped he would score all 2's and get a perfect rating. In the meantime, she examined the boy's features. His skin tone was clearly human, but his tongue and eyes were Sirian appearing. On his thighs, he had small patches of green scales with mottled, amber colored patterning. Julie wondered what his internals were like. Despite his odd human/reptillian features, she had to admit, he was a beautiful baby. He opened his tiny mouth and emitted a thin, non reverberating cry. Immediately, his color started to improve, and continued to as the velocity of his cries increased. Julie guessed his weight to be somewhere in the six pound range. Though he was six weeks early, at least, by standards of a human pregnancy, he looked fully developed and prepared to sustain his own life outside the womb.

While Julie concentrated on the infant, Howie assessed Laura's condition. What Julie had termed the "placenta" had delivered normally, and there was no hemorrhaging. Howie was alarmed, however, at Laura's lack of response now that her child was delivered. He realized there was a serious problem when he examined her carefully. The muscles on one side of her face had seemingly collapsed, and her left hand was curled in, clawlike. She only seemed semi-lucid.

"We need to get her to Imaging for a brain scan, STAT!" he ordered Amy and Nicole. There was no time to waste. Nicole fetched an orderly to bring in a gurney, and together, they transferred Laura from the bed, onto it.

"What's going on? How is she?" Julie asked.

"I think Laura may be having a stroke," Howie answered.
***************************************************************

Without the normal hustle and bustle on board the Mothership to keep her on a schedule, Lydia found herself waking and sleeping at odd intervals. Though it was the dead middle of the night, she found herself wide awake and unable to drift back to sleep. She decided that a short walk up and down the hall was in order. Though she was still housed in the quarantine section of Visitor Fields, she was no longer contagious. She was allowed to take brief walks, as long as she was careful, and used her walker when not supervised. The damage to her brain had not only robbed her of her hearing, but it had also damaged her equilibrium. Because of this, Lydia was prone to losing her balance while walking, and tripping. However, her doctors had reassured her that this was temporary. With time and therapy, she would most likely regain her equilibrium, or if not, she would learn to compensate. Exercise and practice were two ingredients needed to help her recover faster. With this in mind, she put on her robe, grabbed a hold of her walker, and shuffled to the door. As she maneuvered herself into the hallway, she blinked and shook her head. A gurney moved past her quickly, but not so fast that she wasn't able to catch a good sight of the patient being transported on it. It was a young woman..one who's face looked very familiar. Lydia searched her memory as she watched the nurses roll the gurney to the elevator at the end of the hall. She knew she'd seen that face somewhere. Suddenly, it came to her. That had been Laura, the missing Communications Specialist!

Lydia was unable to hear any of the commotion in the room next door. She had no idea why Laura was at the hospital at all, but she found herself hoping that the girl was all right. As she stood in the frame of her doorway, one of her questions was answered. An isolette was being rolled out of the room next door. She was only afforded the briefest of glimpses of the child inside before it was rolled down the opposite direction of the hallway that Laura had gone. Though Lydia couldn't be certain, she could have sworn she saw a hatchling with a human looking face in that isolette!

As quickly as she could while still keeping her balance, Lydia backed herself into her room and quietly shut the door. She then proceeded to punch a sequence of numbers on her room phone that would page Phillip. Another brief code she entered after his number would tell him that she wished to see him as soon as possible. He would want to know what she'd just witnessed.


Chapter 23 Growing Pains

Being in total command of a Mothership was a full time job, and then some. Diana was also learning, much to her surprise, that motherhood was too. She had never given any thought to what parents went through when raising their offspring, or what sort of demands on her time her own offspring would make on what little time she had. It was especially trying when that offspring was one as unique and unpredictable as Madeline.

There were plenty of books written about bringing up human children, from infancy and beyond. There was a seemingly equal amount of reference material for Sirian parents wishing to educate themselves on the various phases of hatchling development. Unfortunately, there was absolutely nothing published about raising a Starchild. Madeline's incubator had been programmed to provide for all of a developing child's needs while she'd gestated. All Diana had to do was monitor, observe, and record. Now, there was no incubator to meet Madeline's needs. Diana had to do it all herself. She had already made preparations for a nursery in her lab. Another area had been created, and equipped with sleeping quarters appropriate for an infant, toileting and grooming necessities, healthcare equipment, and a computerized monitoring system. As long as Madeline remained in this nursery, Diana would be able to observe her from any part of the ship from a small, handheld monitor she could wear on her belt. This was necessary since Diana was required to spend frequent amounts of time in other areas of the Mothership. There was also a two way speaker and microphone system installed in the nursery. Diana could hear Madeline from her monitor. She could also speak into the miniature, built in microphone and communicate with Madeline. This she did frequently, when no one else was around. She wished for a better way to balance both aspects of her life, but there was no way in hell she could put in a request for a babysitter. Hah! As far as she knew, no one else even had the remotest hint that Madeline existed, and for now, Diana intended to keep it that way.

Supervision was only one difficulty Diana encountered. Feeding her child was a whole new battle entirely. She'd started Madeline out on a formula similar to the commercially prepared protein paste Sirian parents offered their children. Madeline hadn't tolerated it well at all. In her first days of life outside the incubator, Diana discovered that her daughter was unable to tolerate much at all, and as a result, she was failing to thrive. Then, tests had revealed that Madeline had a bacterium in her intestines, similar in make up to the dreaded Red Dust. Though the bacteria itself didn't seem to harm her much, Diana had wondered if it was causing digestional distress. It also dawned on her just precisely where Juliet Parrish had come up with the formula for the Red Dust. Knowing this didn't seem to help Madeline any, though. Diana tried modifying her diet, and acheived little success. She watched helplessly as her daughter weakened. Then, one morning, inspiration hit. She researched the databanks, trying to find any information about how humans fed their children. Biologically, she knew that humans were mammals. Like all mammals, the breasts of a human woman contained mammary glands that produced milk for their offspring. Diana, of course, could not provide milk for Madeline, and nothing she could devise could make this possible. She lacked the necessary equipment. But, she reasoned, there must be an alternative for human women to feed their infants if they could not produce milk themselves. After all, not all human women were the biological parents of the children they raised. Sometimes, if they could not have their own children, women could adopt. Then, there were the children who's mothers died shortly after birth. Human males were no more equipped than Diana was to provide milk for the children they'd raise alone. How did they manage? 

Diana learned that there were commercially prepared infant formulas on the market that nourished human children who's mothers did not breast feed. Unfortunately, the Mothership was not stocked with any. Nor were there any of the ingredients available on board so that Diana could mix up a batch in her lab herself. She would have to obtain some, and try Madeline out on it.

Leaving the mothership on personal business was nothing unheard of for Diana. She had her shuttle prepared as usual. The only thing that was not usual was that she requested that her personal guards not accompany her. Even though she felt she owed nobody an explaination, she offered them one anyways. She told them that she was going to Visitor Fields to check in on Lydia, and that she didn't want to risk her guard's exposure to anything contagious. They accepted her story without question. Before she left, she had given Madeline a mild sedative so that the child would not awaken and start crying in her absence. In her shuttle, Diana had stashed the necessary disguise she'd need. She had taken clothing from a female human prisoner, who was about her size. The woman would not be missing any of these articles since she was currently located in the food storage bay. Also, Diana brought the ATM card, issued in the name of her alias, that allowed her access to funds she had banked from her investments. She landed her shuttle in a secluded spot, slipped into her disguise, and walked a couple of miles into town. 

It was Diana's first foray into a human's "grocery store". Vainly hoping she'd find what she was looking for here, she watched the humans entering the store. Most of them made a beeline for the rows of carts located outside the door. She watched as a young, slightly pudgy woman approached the cart area. A small child clung to one of the woman's hands. In the other hand, the woman toted a carrier with a handle. Nestled inside the carrier was a blanket swaddled infant. The woman put the infant in the carrier in the front portion of the cart. She then lifted the toddler into the basket of the cart and proceeded inside the store. Diana decided to discreetly follow her. She copied the motions of the other shoppers, and obtained a cart for herself. Then she too entered the store. Keeping an eye on the woman she followed, Diana pondered the signs posted over the various aisles. The aisles directed shoppers to various items: Canned goods. Boxed goods. Breads and Snacks. Cereals. Pet Products. Soda and Bottled Beverages. Feminine Hygiene Products. Medicines. Laundry Soap and Cleaning Products. The woman weaved her way in and out of various aisles as her toddler son begged for a toy or a goodie. Fianlly, on the opposite side of the store, Diana saw a sign overhead advertising Baby Products. The woman was heading there, and Diana wasted no time going there herself. This, she knew, was where she was likely to find human infant formula.

Diana was completely unprepared for the shock that awaited her. Not only was there infant formula, but there was simply tons of it! Some were lactose based formulas. Others were soy based. Then, there were even some for babies who couldn't tolerate either of those. The formulas came in cans of powder, concentrate, or pre mixed. She had no idea which to choose, so she began to load her cart with a selection of everything. Next to the shelves of formulas were bottles. There were plasic ones that required liners. Then there were ones that didn't. Some were small, four ounce bottles and the rest were larger eight ounce ones. There were bottles of clear plastic, and bottles with cute prints. Displayed with the bottles was a selection of various replacement nipples. Most were for milk, but some were for water or juice. There were nipples made of rubber, and others made of silicone. Some advertised that they were "orthodontically formulated". Diana stashed a selection of varying bottles, liners, and nipples in her cart too. When her cart was stocked to her satisfaction, she looked up to find that the woman she'd been following was staring at her, wearing a look of utter amazement. For a moment, Diana fretted that the woman might recognize her. If she'd had her blaster pistol on her, she'd have shot her on sight. Then, she realized that the woman wasn't actually staring at her; she was staring at the contents of Diana's cart.

"My goodness," the woman declared in a hushed tone, "You must have alot of babies!"

Diana blinked in shock for a moment. She hadn't expected the woman to address her.

"Uh..no..just one," she finally replied, hoping that the slight reverberation her voice still carried from time to time wasn't noticeable.

"All of that for one baby?"

Diana looked around nervously, wishing she could just magically transport herself out of the aisle. Then a light dawned on her. Of course, it must look rather odd to have all of this stuff in her cart. The woman speaking to her only had one variety in hers, like she knew exactly what her child needed.

"Well, um..I'm adopting, and I just don't know what to choose," she replied, hoping her explanation satisfied this curious human.

"Oh, well, congratulations! Boy or Girl?" the woman asked, the statement on her face brightening.

"A girl," Diana responded simply.

"Do you have a name for her yet?" the woman pressed.

"Madeline," she answered, wishing to high hell that the woman would just leave her in peace. Not a chance.

"What a pretty name! My husband and I adopted our son Connor, here," she said, pointing to the toddler in the basket, "So I know just what you're going through. Then, whaddya know! Six months later, I found out I was pregnant with Courtney!" The woman pulled back the blanket, revealing the face of her sleeping infant daughter.

"Oh, um, that's wonderful," Diana responded lightly, although she really couldn't care less.

"Have you gotten to bring Madeline home yet?"

"No. She was just born yesterday. I get her tomarrow," Diana lied easily.

"Well, good luck!" the woman wished her. Diana thanked her as politely as she could manage. The toddler, Connor, began to whine in the basket. By the time the woman backed out of the aisle, leaving Diana alone in peace, her son was escalating into a full scale, two year old's tantrum. Diana listened in disgust to the child's cries, and his mother's attempts to soothe him. She quickly learned that there was no sound on Earth or elsewhere, not even Lydia's mindless babble, that could equal the annoyance created by a two year old's lusty, howling, defiance.

Diana sincerely hoped that her experience in the human's grocery store would be her last. She tried Madeline out on the varying assortment of formulas, and found that her daughter responded best with the soy based compound. Because of her hybrid nature, she required a little more protein than a human child required, but Diana was able to modify that easily. Soon, with the proper diet, Madeline began to thrive. Before the week ended, Madeline had her first molt. Diana's relief was soon replaced with a shocked horror. It never occurred to her that her own daughter might behave like that heathen toddler in the grocery store had. She was soon to learn that her child was full of surprises. Unlike her staff on board the Mothership, who didn't dare disobey any of Diana's commands, Madeline, it seemed, was not afraid to assert her own opinion. 

On that particular morning, Diana was preparing Madeline to spend a little bit of time in the nursery with the monitoring systems, while she attended to some business on the bridge. Now that her daughter had molted, Diana had obtained some clothing from prisoner storage that would fit her. She would dress Madeline in these until she was big enough to fit in the smallest size uniform; which was the size she had outfitted Elizabeth Maxwell in during her first visit on board the Mothership. Diana couldn't stand the stupid, frilly looking clothes that human mothers routinely dressed their small daughters in. She thought they looked ridiculous. It appeared that Madeline shared her opinion. As Diana attempted to pull a pink, ruffle necked T shirt over her daughter's head, Madeline began to squirm and fuss. Her cries only grew more insistent when Diana helped her into a pair of light blue denim, elastic waist jeans. Next came socks, which Diana succeeded in putting on, despite the fact that Madeline had begun to kick her feet.

"I agree that these clothes are hideous, however, you must wear them. It's not appropriate to run around naked," Diana said, matter of factly, as though she were speaking to a child of ten. Talking to her child in silly baby babble was not her style.

Madeline looked up at her mother, a look of defiance crossing her tiny features. Despite the fact that her eyes looked Sirian, tears spilled from them like a distressed human child's.

"NO!!! NO!!!" Madeline cried loudly. She pulled off one of the socks that Diana had put on her feet, and threw it to the floor.

Diana's first reaction was one of shock. Madeline had never uttered a word before. Her voice reverberated as she announced her protest. Then, the realization struck Diana dumbfounded. Her daughter had actually dared to defy her! As her temper flared, Madeline triumphantly removed the other sock, and deliberately tossed it to the floor as well. Then, she attempted to struggle out of her shirt.

"Oh, no you don't, young lady!" Diana countered, her voice raising in a warning pitch, "Don't you dare tell me no!" She picked the socks up off the floor and firmly returned them to Madeline's feet. Madeline began to wail even louder, and she struggled to remove the socks again. Diana's hands intervened to stop her.

"I don't have time for this. I have to report to the bridge. You will get dressed and wait here as you're told." While she scolded her daughter, she retrieved a pair of shoes and attempted to place them on Madeline's feet as well. The child began to protest even louder, her pitch beginning to exeed that of the boy in the store. With a vengence only a two year old possesses, she threw herself onto her back and started to kick at her mother's hands, attempting to stop the shoeing with all of her might. All the while, she howled tearfully. No, it seemed, was the only word in Madeline's vocabulary, and she used it with relish as she cried. There was absolutely no way to get shoes on the child's feet with her kicking and squirming so. Time was running out. Diana needed to get to the bridge, and her patience was strained beyond the breaking point. Fianlly, she rolled Madeline onto her side and pounded her bottom with all of an angry mother's authority.

"You-will-do-as-I-say," Diana stated, each word punctuated with a smack on Madeline's rump.

The spanking did nothing to stop the child's tantrum. In fact, it only made things worse. With tears streaming from her alien red eyes, Madeline sat up. Her mouth was open, a scream of unequalled intensity preparing to burst forth. As it pushed itself out of her lungs, a wad of venom shot from her mouth and onto the shoulder of Diana's uniform. Diana was speechless for a moment, and then she exploded.

"How Dare You!" she cried. Her hand was poised to discipline the child again when the door to her lab slid open unexpectedly.

"What in the name of Zon is going on in here?!"

Diana looked up in horror. Phillip stood in her lab, looking fit, well, and pissed as hell. She hadn't expected his return so soon. There was obviously no way she could hide the howling child, so she squared her shoulders and confronted him head on.

"As you can see, I'm in the middle of a battle of wills," she responded brusquely. 

"Where did this child come from?" Phillip demanded. His tone of voice was difficult to read. 

"My lab," Diana retorted, "And that's where she's going to wind up being returned to if this nonsense doesn't stop at once!" She gathered the hysterical toddler into her arms and walked with her to the wash station to clean up her face.

Phillip leveled a look at Diana, and then he visually inspected the child. He could tell at once that this was no Sirian child in a human guise. Sirian hatchlings could not produce tears when they cried. But it was not human, either. No human child had scarlet colored eyes. Phillip felt prickles of anger making the crest beneath his human wig elevate.

"One of your laboratory experiments, I see. I thought I ordered you to cease any further experiments with hybrids!"

"You did indeed," Diana replied, "However, when you issued that order, this one was already a work in progress. Surely, you didn't expect that I would terminate a living being to comply, did you?"

"You failed to inform me about this one," Phillip countered.

"Yes. I was afraid you'd tell me to kill her." Suddenly, Diana's demeanor changed from angry and haughty to protective and loving. She tenderly finished wiping the tears from Madeline's face, and began to stroke her fingers through the girl's brunette waves of hair. Instantly, the child began to calm herself. It seemed as though she'd forgotten why she'd been crying in the first place. Exhausted from her efforts, she slumped in Diana's arms and rested her head on her shoulder.

"There, now. I won't let anyone hurt you," Diana crooned. Phillip's temper began to flare anew.

"I think that perhaps you are a greater danger to that child than anyone else could be," he stated, "When I came in here, you were prepared to hit her. Give that child to me at once!"

"You may be of a higher rank than me, Phillip, but not even you can tell me what to do with my own daughter!" Diana spat back, holding the child closer to her. Madeline, craving parental reassurance, snuggled in closer to her mother's cold blooded body, and snaked her arms around her neck. Phillip's eyes widened in shock. He looked at the child cradled in her mother's arms and felt his pulse pounding in his ears. At once, the girl's resemblence to Diana's mask became apparent to him.

"Your daughter?!" he questioned.

"Yes, that's right. This is my daughter, Ma'thal'ee, but she will be called Madeline." The look on Diana's face seemed to say 'So There!'

Phillip's look of shock and dismay gradually was replaced with a look of satisfaction.

"Well, Diana, if this is true, then I must inform the Leader. You and Ma'thal'ee will be ordered to return to Sirius at once," he stated bluntly. This was a regulation that he quoted regarding any Sirian woman that became pregnant while serving on duty, and chose to keep the child.

"I don't think so," Diana responded evenly.

"Oh, I do," Phillip countered.

"I don't. You see, I'm well aware of the regulations. However, I'm also aware of certain regulations regarding having affairs with one's direct subordinates...." She let her voice trail for Phillip to pick up the hint.

"Just precisely what are you implying?" he asked, trying to hide the alarm from his voice. How could she know?

"I saw you and Lydia exchanging a...well...very intimate demonstration of affection just before the two of you got so ill. I had something to discuss with you, and I saw Lydia leaving your quarters, and you're faces were attatched together like two crivits in season. Any questions now?"

Diana had him, and she knew it, as long as she proceeded carefully, from this point forward.

"I'm prepared to keep silent...if..."

"I will be watching you very closely, Diana. You'd better hope to Zon you don't have anything else growing in that lab of yours. In fact, I will be performing an inspection of it myself," Phillip fumed.

"Very well. As you wish." Diana produced a key from her pocket that would grant Phillip access to her lab. There was nothing there to hide anymore.

Chapter 24 Last Rites

Julie bit her lip nervously as she parked along the curb outside of the Berstein's house. She noticed the "For Sale" sign on the lawn of the Maxwell's former residence. It flapped lightly in the warm spring breeze. As Julie got out of her car, she grabbed a leather brief case and her medical bag. Taking a deep breath, she resolutely marched up the front walkway and knocked on the Bernstein's front door. Stanley answered. He looked as though he had just gotten home from work, still wearing his suit, only without the tie or jacket.

"I hope I didn't interrupt dinner," Julie stated. She could smell the remnants of what she thought might be pot roast. Her stomach rumbled. She hadn't had a nice, sit down, family style dinner in ages.

"No, we've already eaten, but thanks for asking. Come on in," Stanley replied kindly. Julie offered him a weak smile. She had news for the Bernsteins this particular evening, and she wasn't sure how they'd handle it.

"I take it you're here to check on Brandon," he stated. Stanley then called into the kitchen to Lynne, who was stacking the dishwasher. She came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel she brought with her.

"Oh, Hi, Julie. Brandon is outside, skimming the pool. We heard that we'll be in for a bit of a warm spell this week, so he wanted to clean the pool so he could swim later. I'll go get him," Lynne said. 

Brandon entered a few minutes later. Julie was shocked to notice that the young man was growing his hair back. She had him sit down, while she examined his eyes and the area of skin surrounding them.

"Brandon, you're looking really good. How's your vision?" she asked.

"I can see the print in magazines just fine, now. As far as I can tell, I'm back to normal," Brandon replied, "So, how 'bout it, doc? Am I fit to return to duty?"

"Well, I don't know how your night vision or your long distance acuracy would be for a night raid yet. Ham Tyler will probably test you out the same way he did with Chris," Julie responded.

"What about for getting a job? I saw an opening at the Tune Emporium for a part time sales clerk. Do you think I could apply?" Brandon asked hopefully.

Julie tried to hide her surprise as she finished her exam.

"The Tune Emporium. You mean the record shop a few blocks from here?"

"That's the one. I used to work for the one in the Bay Area awhile back. It was great, because I got all of my tapes on an employee discount."

"I don't see why not," Julie said, "If you feel like you're up to it."

She was shocked at what seemed to be a major transformation in Brandon's attitude. He was cleaning the Berstein's pool, growing his hair out, and looking for a job?

"Chris and Maggie have returned from their trip. If you want to return there, I think you're more than well enough. They said you could come back..."

"Actually, I kind of like it here," Brandon replied.

Another surprise. Julie looked at the Bernsteins, who were sitting on the love seat across from her and Brandon.

"We offered to let him stay if he got a job.. if and when he was well enough," Lynne explained, "He's been very helpful around the house, and..."

"Underneath that tough exterior of his, Brandon really is a good kid," Stanley finished.

Brandon's face was downcast, a light flush spreading across his cheeks. Julie began to understand. Giving Brandon a chance was an opportunity their own son hadn't allowed the Bernsteins to give to him. Brandon, on the other hand, seemed eager to take the help. She had never been told why Brandon behaved the way he had, but some things, she realized, didn't need explainations. Julie smiled and hoped for the best. Then, she steeled herself for her next matter of business.

"Stanley, Lynne, I need to talk to you about something very important. We should talk...umm..privately.."

Brandon looked at Julie, his face noticably paling. 

"Yeah..um..I need to finish cleaning the pool before it gets dark," he stammered. Julie could tell that he had a pretty good idea what the topic of discussion would be. He had been at the meeting where Laura had made her revelations. He had also developed enough tact to know that he should vanish for a little while. With that, Brandon got up and went back outside.

"I'm sure you remember all the hoopla a few months back when the Visitors were patrolling your neighborhood, looking for a missing technician," Julie started nervously.

"Who could forget? I wonder if they ever found her? They must have, because things have calmed down, thank heavens!"

"No, they didn't find her. We did," Julie replied, "and the Visitors gave up, I guess."

"You found her?" Stanley asked, "When was this?"

"It was awhile back, and it's a long story. How and when Laura was found really isn't important. A few other things about her are..."

'Like what?" Lynne pressed.

"She defected, because Diana performed an experiment on her on board the mothership."

"Oh, really? I know what she'll do to human prisoners," Stanley said, his face shadowing with a distant memory, "But I had no idea she tortures her own people, too."

"If Diana wants something, she'll use any method necessary to get it," Julie replied. She had a violent, visual flashback of her time in the conversion chamber. With a shiver, she brought herself back to the present, far away from that hellish memory. Then she continued, "Laura has told us, first hand, of some of the things Diana has done...things done to her, and things she knows about that were done to others. Laura hacked into some of Diana's scientific logs and learned some stuff that blew my mind..."

"Like what?" Stanley asked, his voice cracking sharp.

"Apparently, Diana has a little storehouse up on the mothership containing genetic samples of every human she's had as a prisoner. Samples like, hair, skin, blood, sperm..."

"This is outrageous! Are you suggesting that she has samples of Stanley and I..and Abraham?" Lynne cried.

"Everyone. Me, Mike, Robin, Ham Tyler...and yes, the two of you, Abraham, and Daniel too."

Lynne clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes bulging wide. The horrors weren't lost on Stanley, either, but he seemed the calmer of the two.

"Just like Mengele..." he muttered, recalling the Nazi physician who had perfomed horrific experiments on Jewish concentration camp prisoners.

"Exactly like Mengele," Julie stated quietly.

"What did she do to the girl?" Lynne asked. Her voice betrayed a tone of uncertainty. She had dropped her hands into her lap, and she was figeting with them nervously.

"Well, first, perhaps I should tell you why this girl, Laura, was chosen," Julie explained, "I'm sure you remember the Visitor Youth Leader, Brian..the one who got Robin pregnant with Elizabeth."

"I'll never forget that vile son of a snake!" Lynne spat, her eyes flashing.

"Well, I know you may still hold some anger towards Brian for his role in corrupting Danny, but try to put that aside for a moment...it's important," Julie pleaded, "What I need for the two of you to understand is that even though Laura is a Visitor, she's just as much a victim as any of the rest of us..."

"Go on," Stanley said in a tone of voice that silenced any of Lynne's unspoken protests.

"Anyways, we are fairly certain that Diana performed some sort of procedure...either on Robin, or on Brian, that made it possible for Elizabeth's conception. However, there may have been other compatibility factors involved too that we don't know about. I'm beginning to suspect that any compatibility factor may have been in Brian's genetic make-up as opposed to Robin's...."

"Huh? I'm getting lost here.." Stanley said.

"Robin was captured and impregnated, if you remember right. However, if Robin hadn't been captured, I believe Diana still would have proceeded with the experiment, only she would have used Brian and another human female prisoner. Now do you see?"

"Yes, I get it. Whatever it was that Brian had to make Elizabeth possible, you think that Diana found out that this Laura has it too."

"Exactly!" Julie responded, "But it's not random luck here. We found out that Laura is, in fact, Brian's younger sister. Diana knew this when she chose Laura for her next experiment."

"And that experiment was?" Lynne asked, almost as though she were afraid to.

"Take three guesses," Julie replied, "Last Saturday, at 2:54 a.m, Laura gave birth to the world's second Starchild. Both Laura and the little boy are at Visitor Fields as we speak."

A shocked silence invaded the room for a moment. Fianlly, Stanley spoke.

"I guess this is where I ask you what all of this has to do with Lynne and I."

"I'm not sure how much of it does either, but...." Julie chewed her lip thoughtfully as she tried to choose her next words.

"Laura was outraged when she discovered what Diana had done with her. According to her, Diana didn't tell her what was going on. She secretly inseminated her with human sperm during a routine physical exam. Naturally, when Laura found out, she wanted to learn what she could about what had been done to her. Sometime before she escaped from the Mothership, she hacked into some files, as I mentioned earlier. That's how she found out about Diana's little cryogenic, genetic toybox. I guess Laura also learned who's sperm she'd been impregnated with."

Lynne Bernstein, sitting on the loveseat opposite Julie, began to sob into her hands.

"It was Danny's wasn't it," she cried as sobs shook her shoulders. Julie had no idea how Lynne knew, but she suspected a mother's instinct had something to do with it.

"According to Laura, yes. However, we don't know if the information she got was correct. Only genetic testing will determine this for certain."

"I'd like to talk to this Laura myself. If this is some sort of cruel joke-"

Julie interrupted Stanley's tirade firmly.

"Unfortunately, you can't. Laura suffered a rupture in one of the blood vessels in her brain during the delivery...an anyerism. Her condition is very unstable, and she's unable to speak right now."

"An anyerism?" Lynne echoed softly.

"The pregnancy was very difficult on her. Robin was so lucky..." Julie replied, "But anyways...I came here to tell you about this, because Laura can't. You see, if Laura was well, any decisions to be made about the child would legally be hers. However, Laura is not well at all, and I'm afraid she might die. If she does, any legal decisions to be made concerning the boy's welfare would be made by her father. If Daniel is this child's father, like she read in Diana's files, he obviously cannot make any decisions. That would leave the issue to the child's next of kin. So far, the only next of kin we know the baby has for a fact is his cousin, Elizabeth Maxwell. But, if the two of you consent to genetic testing, I would be able to determine weather or not you two are the child's paternal grandparents. If you are, and Laura dies, you may be granted legal rights over Elizabeth. I'm not sure how you feel about this, but I'm also not sure that Elizabeth is mature enough to make responsible decisions concerning the boy's welfare. She may look like an adult, but she's only four years old."

"And this child is like Elizabeth...a hybrid. What does he look like?" Stanley asked.

"I brought some poloroids to show you. Do keep in mind that he has some obvious differences, but he really is a pretty baby."

Julie rummaged through her leather briefcase, and pulled out a stack of pictures. 

"This is a picture of Laura, but you probably already know what she looks like from when the Visitors were patrolling the area, asking about her."

She handed the photo to Stanley and selected another one.

"Here is one of the baby. He's only about eight hours old in this picture." She gave that one to Lynne to examine. In the photo, the baby was in an isolette, with an I.V. inserted into his arm. His Sirian eyes were opened but squinting, and a little unfocused.

"He looks sick," Stanley commented as he leaned over Lynne's shoulder for a glance.

"He is, a little. You may know that Elizabeth was born with a twin brother. That baby died after a few days from the effects of a bacteria present in his intestinal tract. It's the same bacteria I formulated the Red Dust from. This child has the bacteria too, and though he's suffered some ill effects from it, I believe his condition has been stabilized." Julie passed out a few more pictures; some that had been taken as recently as that afternoon. It was easy to see that the baby was getting stronger. In one photograph, Elizabeth was holding him. Julie wondered if and when the baby would molt.

Lynne passed some pictures back to Stanley, rose from the loveseat, and began rummaging through a bookshelf. She selected a photo album, which she brought back to her seat and opened. It was Daniel's baby book. There were photos of him from all ages of his childhood, written memoirs, and a snip of hair from his first hair cut. Lynne then selected a photo from the pile that Julie had brought, and compared it to Daniel's newborn picture. Despite the baby's alien differences, Julie was shocked at how closely the two pictured infants resembled each other. She tried to tell herself that all newborn babies tended to look similar, but that arguement with herself didn't last long when she saw the statement on Lynne's face. The resemblence wasn't lost on Stanley, either.

"I suppose we should be tested," he said, with a hint of sad resignation in his voice, "What do we need to do?"

"It's just a blood test. I brought what I'll need to do it. We can do it right here," Julie replied. From her bag of medical equipment, she produced two hypodermic syringes, two vials, some antiseptic wipes and some band aids. A few minutes later, she had what she needed from them.

"I'm going to take these samples to Howie at Visitor Fields. If I did the testing, it could take weeks to get the results. Howie has faster methods. I may have the results for you in a couple of days," she told them.

"How reliable is the test?" Lynne asked.

"From what I understand, they are as close to 100% reliable as anything can get. Do you want me to call you when I find out?"

"What will we do if we find out that this baby is our grandchild?" Lynne questioned to her husband.

"I suppose that all depends on the baby's mother. If she lives, we may do nothing...but, yes, please call us," Stanley replied.

*****************************************************************

Elizabeth sat at Laura's bedside, carefully supervising her aunt holding the baby. Laura was unable to support the baby's weight on her own, so Elizabeth had devised a prop of pillows. The baby was awake, his eyes silently locked to his mother's. She watched as they both, almost in unison, faded off to sleep. Quietly, so not to disturb either one of them, she lifted the baby from Laura's propped arm and moved towards the isolette, but then she changed her mind. Instead of putting him back in the bed, she sat back down in the chair, cradling him. Elizabeth sat with him, watching his peaceful statement, rocking him, until she felt sleepy herself. As she wondered what babies dreamed about, her eyes closed, and she dozed off.

*****************************************************************

It almost seemed like a dream to Laura. The pain in her head suddenly flared, and she was unable to express her agony. Then, just as suddenly, it began to recede. As it left her, a light appeared. It slowly ate away at the dimness of the room. For the first time in days, Laura could open both of her eyes. She could plainly see Elizabeth, her neice, sleeping in the chair beside her bed. Her son was wrapped in blankets, cradled in Elizabeth's arms. Somewhere, out in the hallway, she could hear the voices of Julie and Robin as they talked about something. Then, Laura noticed a figure standing in the room. Even though the figure did not wear a human guise, she instantly recognized him as Christopher. How odd he should be here, she thought, but he was a welcome sight just the same.

"I've found you!" he said with a smile, "The search is over!" He held his hand out to her. She felt her own hand; the one she hadn't been able to move; reach out for his. At that moment, the light flared with a gentle brilliance. She noticed that there were other figures standing just inside the light, where she could not plainly see them. One came forward, and with a joy she hadn't felt in years, Laura recognized her mother.

"It's time for you to come home now," her mother softly told her. Laura began to comprehend what was happening. She felt a sadness tugging at what remained of her mortal cares. Then, her father came forward.

"It's alright. Don't be sad." he said to her. His voice was full of the same gentle compassion she remembered when he'd been living.

The last figure emerged from the light. It was her brother. He stood by the chair that Elizabeth dozed in, and he appeared to be tenderly regarding her. Elizabeth stirred slightly in her sleep, almost as though she could sense her father's presence right beside her.

"You'll see, L'ura, and you'll always be able to look after those you leave behind...just as I've always looked out for you," Brian told her.

Without any effort, Laura felt herself rise to her feet. She looked at her bed, and was surprised to see her own sleeping figure still there. Then, she looked at her neice and her son, wondering if it would be the last time she'd see them. She needn't have worried. As she joined with the presences of Christopher, her father, her mother, and Brian; as she felt herself becoming one with them, and one with the light; she knew that she would always be one with everything and everyone, including Elizabeth and her son.

*****************************************************************


Elizabeth woke with a start, realizing that the baby in her arms was crying. The sound was surprising. Usually he was very quiet, as she had been as a baby. She wondered what had set him off. Then, the heart monitor that recorded Laura's vitals began shreiking insistantly. The line measuring it's beating was flat. At the same moment, Elizabeth's preternatural instincts woke, telling her why her infant cousin was crying. He knew. Elizabeth felt her stomach muscles knotting up into a tight fist. She wondered why she hadn't sensed this in time to do something. Maybe there still was time.

"Julie!" she shreiked, as she jumped, baby in arms from her chair. She stuck her head out into the hallway, and saw that Julie, and her mother, were already on their way to the room. Howie was hot on their heels, along with his two nurses, Amy and Nicole. They pushed a crash cart into the room and made preparations to resistate Laura.

"Please, do something," Elizabeth pleaded as she helplessly moved to a remote corner of the room.

Five minutes later, Howie called a stop to the proceedings.

"She's gone," he announced. One of the nurses recorded the time.

"NO!" Elizabeth cried. She handed the baby to Robin and pushed her way to Laura's bed.

"Honey, we've done everything we could," Julie tried to tell her.

"You don't understand!" Elizabeth cried. She sat on the side of Laura's bed, cradling her aunt's lifeless body in her arms. Minutes passed, and Elizabeth began to realize that there was nothing she could do either. All of the joy she'd known from having someone in her life that could connect her to her father's life was gone. There was no one left to share memories with. None of the things Elizabeth imagined that she, her aunt and her baby cousin would do together would be realized. As she mourned, a sound escaped, unnoticed, from her throat. The vibrations filled the room and mingled with the baby's wails. Robin realized that Elizabeth was crying.


Chapter 25 Decisions



Laura's remains were cremated and given over to Elizabeth to interr. After careful consideration, Elizabeth confided in Julie and Robin.

"I don't know what happened to my father's remains, but I think that he and Laura should be together," she stated. Julie nodded to her with understanding.

"That can be arranged," she replied simpathetically.

Robin quietly got up and left the room. She suspected that Elizabeth might decide this. Though it didn't upset her, she knew that the time had come for another matter of importance. It was one that she had put off for years. She knew that Julie and the other resistance members had buried Brian somewhere close to where the resistance had been headquartered at the time. She also knew that her son, the reptillian appearing twin, had been buried nearby. Though Robin had never visited the site herself, she knew of it's existance. Harmony Moore had gently told her about it, and she'd told Robin that they'd marked her son's grave, so if she wanted to visit it someday, she'd know where to find it. 

Marked his grave may be, but his memorial was blank. Robin had never named her son. She hadn't been able to comprehend that a creature like that had even come from her; it had horrified her so. Years later, she had a different perspective. Time had dulled the terror. Some of her most respected friends looked just like the child she'd buried deep within her memories, and she could accept them now. It was time to accept her son. He deserved a name, and he deserved to have a memorial. After all, his death had provided the key to finding a way to defeat the Visitors. And...he was her son, just as Elizabeth was her daughter.

Robin recalled the myths she learned in high school about the Trojan Horse; about how the troops had hid inside the wooden horse until it was rolled, unsuspectingly into the city, bringing it down. Some of the memories of what she'd learned were fuzzy. In some ways, the bacteria inside her son's body had worked like those hidden soldiers inside the wooden horse. It had brought down the Visitors. In many ways, her son was symbolic of the Trojan Horse. It brought her to think of the name Troy. After five years, her son finally had a name. He would be memorialized as Robert Troy Maxwell. Having a name for him would give her the strength she needed to visit his grave. She could finally lay some demons to rest.

***************************************************************

There were several in attendance at Laura's funeral. Since Willie was familiar with the religous rites of a Sirian's memorial, he offered to perform the service. In his notes were some requests from Robin. Her Catholic upbringing instilled in her the belief that those who did not have proper burials performed were doomed to dwell in purgatory. She did not want her newly named son to dwell in purgatory. She wanted him to go to God's Kingdom and be with his grandparents. Also, she finally realized that she didn't really want Brian's soul to be wamdering lost, either. He'd suffered enough for his sins; it was time to free him to all things eternal.

Next to Robin stood Elizabeth. She had a distant look on her face. Robin was profoundly worried about her. In her short life span, she'd already lost her twin brother, her father, her grandfather, and now her aunt. Kyle was with Elizabeth, holding the baby silently. Julie, Thelma, and even Ham Tyler were there too. Also in attendance was Brandon Watts. He stood with Stanley and Lynne Bernstein. Though the Bernsteins had never met Laura personally, they now knew of the legacy she had left them. Today, at Laura's funeral, they would meet their grandson for the first time.

Willie concluded the service using the notes Robin provided for guidance.

"Today, we are not here to just to mourn a death. We are gathered here to witness the um..unification.." In a human seeming gesture, Willie scratched at his lip as he stumbled over the pronunciation of the new words.

"Yes, the unification of a family. As Laura is laid to rest near her brother, Brian, and her nephew, Robert Troy, her soul is united with theirs in the Eternal Land. From here she will witness as her son is unified with his grandparents, Stanley and Lynne Bernstein. She will watch him grow. She will comfort him and those she loved in life. Know not grief in her passing. Know Pretenama."

Robin felt tears sting her eyes, and she noticed that others were wiping their eyes too. Willie took the urn containing Laura's ashes and gently placed it deep into the hole that had been dug into the Earth. There were now three flat headstones placed into the ground where there had only been blank one. Each one was now engraved with the names of Brian Katthka, Robert Troy Katthka-Maxwell, and L'ura "Laura" Katthka, respectively. Each had the birth year and the year of death. Brian's epitat simply proclaimed him to be a father, uncle and brother. Robert Troy's was engraved as "Beloved Son and Brother..A Ray of Hope and Faith". Laura's noted her as "Beloved Sister, Aunt and Mother." Robin had no idea who had arranged for the memorials to be engraved, but she was touched. It only seemed right for Elizabeth to have a place to pay her respects to those on her father's side of the family that she'd lost. It would be obvious to anyone that stumbled upon this tiny cemetary that a family was buried here. Together in body and in spirit, Robin hoped.

The service ended, and those assembled extinguished the traditonal white candles that Willie had brought. According to Willie, white was the Sirian color of mourning, not black as humans used. Death was seen as a crossing over, and the color white symbolized the light that would guide those passing. The candles would be left with the flowers at the grave site. Anyone wishing to pay their respects would light a candle to symbolically guide the soul of the one lost to the one grieving. Now that Elizabeth knew where the remains of her father, her brother and her aunt were, Robin had no doubt that she'd visit often. Kyle had even suggested to Robin that they bring a small bench or seat of some sort, so that Elizabeth would have a future place to sit. Robin thought it was a good idea. Now that she'd faced her demons, she vaguely wondered how many times she might come to visit.

The small group of people gathered at the Fire Station for a reception. Some of those who were not present at the memorial were already there. Chris and Maggie had been called over to assist Mike with a surprising, new development. Once again, the Fire Station was being used as a hidey hole for an AWOL Visitor. On Phillip's request, Mike had been asked to help find a place to hide none other than Lydia, Second Queen of the Scalies. She had been released from Visitor Fields, but because her hearing had not returned, she could not return to the Mothership. To do so would put her at risk of being shipped back to Sirius.

"Let 'em ship her back," Ham grumbled to Mike, "I don't believe one word about her being Fifth Column."

"Phillip wouldn't lie," Mike replied.

"Oh, yeah," Ham retorted caustically, "How bout that human face he wears? If that's not a lie, I don't know what is."

"They wear their guises for our comfort. If you were to walk up and ask Phillip what he looked like underneath it, he'd tell you the truth," Mike responded acidly.

Julie listened to the two argue and shook her head. It sounded like old times.

Elias helped Elizabeth put the baby Starchild down to nap with Hope, and Willie and Thelma's hatchlings. The infant had fallen asleep at the service, and had remained that way for the entire ride to the Fire Station. When they saw that he was resting peacefully, nestled in with the other babies sleeping in the play pen, they went back out into the great room. Several conversations were in progress.

"Y'know, the baby has been around for two weeks, almost, and no one has thought to name him. He can't go around for five years without a name, like poor Robert Troy did," Robin said. She realized that, for the first time, she had made a direct reference to her son during a conversation. 

"Laura never gave him a name?" Lynne asked.

"Laura couldn't. She was unable to speak after her anyerism. She really couldn't write, either. It was sad. Most of the time, she was too weak to do anything but sleep," Robin replied, "In some ways, I'm glad she died. It would be terrible if she had to spend the rest of her life suffering like that." She slid a glance over at Lydia, who was sitting at the opposite end of the great room. Everyone there knew that Lydia was deaf. Although she was not mute by any standard, initiating a conversation could prove awkward if she couldn't hear to understand a response. Until she, and those that would have frequent contact with her learned sign language, or Lydia learned to lipread, anyone wishing to converse with her would have to write down what they wanted to say to her. Robin could sense the isolation Lydia felt, and she imagined that Laura had felt one hundred times worse.

"Yes, I believe that Laura is in a better place," Lynne replied, "And you're absolutely right. The baby should have a name."

Elizabeth sat down beside Robin, her face betraying her discomfort. She was aware that her baby cousin would be living with Lynne and Stanley Bernstein, instead of living with her and Robin and Kyle, as she'd envisioned. She had argued that since she was the only other Starchild in existence, she should have custody of the baby, since she alone would understand his experiences. Robin had sympathized with her, but she then pointed out the obvious. Neither she nor Elizabeth had jobs to support a child. The Bernsteins did. Besides, Robin explained, Elizabeth could still babysit her cousin while the Bernsteins worked during the day.

"Did Laura ever discuss names with you, Elizabeth?" Robin asked.

"Um, no, she didn't really know too many human names." Elizabeth's mouth was screwed into a pout that was not characteristic for her.

"Lynne and I thought that maybe we'd call him Abraham, after my father," Stanley said, "But we wanted to know if he'd already been named, first."

Robin smiled at the memory of Abraham Bernstein. He'd been a pillar of strength, humanity, and courage in times of war and conflict. She'd explain this all to Elizabeth later.

"I think Abraham is a good name for him," she replied. Elizabeth said nothing. 

"Yo, somebody better come quick!" Elias called. His voice contained an edge of surprised panic.

Everyone in the room but Lydia looked up in surprise. 

"Julie, you better come..uh..uh..it's the baby..the little starchild."

Elias motioned for her to follow him into the other room. Robin, Elizabeth, Lynne and Stanley all jumped from their seats and raced into the sleeping quarters, right behind them. There, sitting amongst the two Visitor hatchlings and the human baby was Abraham. He had molted during his nap, and pieces of his shed skin still dangled from his face and arms. His molt had aged him to the size of a toddler. He was now roughly Samantha's size, and he was howling. The sleeper he'd been wearing had split open at the snaps and along all the seams, but the sleeves were cuffed tightly to his wrists, causing him obvious discomfort.

"Don't panic, Elias," Julie said as she lifted the child from the playpen, "He has molted, just like Elizabeth did. I was expecting this."

"I wasn't!" Stanley cried, "How could he be this big all the sudden?"

"Elizabeth is only four and a half. Look at her. He'll probably grow like she did."

Julie carried the child into the bathroom and freed him from the constraints of the sleeper. Then, she gave him a quick sponge bath to wipe the remaining skin away. When she was finished, she wrapped him in a towel.

"Abraham is probably hungry now," Elizabeth stated, knowingly.

"Abraham. That's his name?" Julie asked.

Elizabeth nodded solemnly.

"I wish they'd name him Alexander," she stated matter of factly, as she followed Julie and the child into the kitchen.

"Alexander is a nice name too. Why Alexander?"

"It means 'helper and defender of man kind'. I think that will be his destiny, like me."

"Maybe you should suggest that to the Bernsteins. They may wish to keep his first name Abraham, because it's a family name, but they might make Alexander his middle name," Julie suggested. 

Elizabeth's statement lightened as she considered the possibility. She then rummaged through the cabinets to find a suitable snack for her cousin. Abraham Alexander was certainly a long name, but she felt he was worthy of it. 

Chapter 26 Emerging Patterns

Phillip was in a spot, and he knew it. Diana had gone beyond the perameters of good common sense, and she'd created something she had no business toying with. Now, with a Starchild under her influence, Phillip worried incessantly that the girl would be used to harm the resistance in some way. He tolerated it for one reason. Diana had some serious information about some of his more covert activities. If she'd spied on him enough to know that he'd been intimate with Lydia, there was no telling what else she might know. Then there was the whole matter concerning Lydia. Howie had told him that he didn't expect, at this point, that Lydia woud ever regain her hearing; at least not enough of it to allow her to perform the functions of the position she'd previously held. Rather than bring her disability to Diana's attention and invite the inevitable, he was keeping her location and her condition a secret. So far, Diana hadn't even asked him when Lydia might return. It was as if she didn't even care. For now, that suited Phillip just fine. An uneasy truce seemed to exist between him and Diana. They each had a dirty little secret to hide from the Leader, and they each were the keeper of the other's secret.

Hiding things from the Leader was one thing. Phillip was getting used to that. He found himself wondering if he should tell the resistance about little Madeline. He wondered if it would even do any good. For now, he had other business to attend to. It was time for him to perform a full inspection of Diana's lab.

Phillip announced his presence at the intercom mounted outside Diana's office, and then he entered. Her personal space on board the mothership was undoubtedly the largest allotted for anyone, and always had been. The external door led to the office. Two doors inside led to separate rooms. One was Diana's sleeping quarters. The other led to the various sections of her lab. Diana was seated in her office, grooming Madeline's hair. Phillip nearly choked on the contents of his venom sacs. The child had grown nearly twice her previous size, seemingly overnight. She gazed at him with her wide, Sirian eyes.

"Don't look so surprised, Phillip. You should know how fast hybrids molt," Diana told him as she continued combing the girl's long, wavy, brunette tresses. She then set the brush aside and began working her fingers through Madeline's hair, braiding it. The girl allowed it, without registering complaint. Phillip wondered how Diana was managing to cow the girl. He felt a stab of pity for her.

"Nothing surprises me anymore," Phillip responded dully. "And you should not be surprised to know why I'm here. It's time for the lab inspection."

"I was wondering when you'd get around to that."

Diana fastened the girl's hair into a single braid, and then rose to her feet. Madeline copied her mother's motions. Phillip followed the two through the left hand door, into the laboratory section. He listened as Diana droned on about the various functions of various equipment in a bored tone of voice.

"Show me where you keep your human specimens. Like the specimens you used to conceive Madeline," Phillip ordered. 

With a look of apprehension crossing her face, Diana complied. 

"They're in here," she stated, pointing to rows of cylindrical, cryogenic storage units.

"You will destroy them at once. This is an order you will not question."

He then directed her to show him where she'd incubated Madeline. Satisfied that nothing was growing in the tank, he turned to her and leveled another severe look at her.

"I will be conducting unnannounced inspections whenever I deem necessary. If I ever find another hybrid growing in this lab, or anywhere else, I will report you without hesitation. Do not think that your blackmail will stop me. You'd be hard pressed to prove how I conduct any of my business. I, on the other hand, will have plenty of proof concerning yours. Do you understand?"

"Very well," Diana stated coldly. He could hear venom in her tone, and he noted, with some satisfaction, that he could smell it on her breath, too. With a nasty look, she stalked off to comply with Phillip's first order.

While Diana busied herself with her task, Phillip took a seat in her office and waited. He heard slamming noises and Sirian curses coming from the lab, and he tried to supress a smile. To his surprise, he noticed Madeline, framed in the doorway, looking at him with a blank statement. The faint smile slid from his lips like a molted skin. Slowly, the girl approached him, until she stood directly in front of him. He studied her with a vague discomfort. She was looking more like a miniature version of Diana each time he saw her. Then, Madeline surprised him again. Before Phillip was aware the girl had even moved, he found the child in his lap. She curled against him and wrapped her small arms around his neck, clinging to him with all her might. Phillip had no notion why she had done this, but he found himself holding her and wanting to comfort her.

Madeline did not yet have the language to tell Phillip what troubled her. She could only sense his gentle nature, and she craved it's warmth like a flower craves the sunlight. Within his hold, the memories bloomed in her mind. She did not understand the chamber that her mother had put her in several nights before, and every night since. Nor did she understand her mother's explaination for doing this. Mother had said it was "to expand her mind". Madeline had come to think of the chamber as "the Dream Room". Within the swirling, pulsating lights of this room came visions. Sometimes, monsters chased her. Other times, people tried to hurt her. Then, she would hear her mother's voice, calling out to her, wanting Madeline to reach out to her. Mother promised she'd make the demons go away. This only confused Madeline. Why would Mother create these monsters, and then tell her she could make them leave?

What troubled Madeline was the realization that there really were monsters in the Dream Room. They weren't the ones her mother wanted her to see. They were worse. The Dream Room was filled with the echoes of those who had suffered in there before her.Their tortured wails of agony haunted the visions her mother thrust upon her. Reaching out to her mother wouldn't take them away. The cries of terror even followed her out of the chamber and into her dreams at night. There was no escape. The night before, the dreams had frightened Madeline to the point that she'd wet the bed. Mother had pounded her tail end soundly for this, and scolded her severely. Madeline's rump, bruised from the beating, still hurt even now.

She could not tell Phillip about any of this. There were no words in her mind to shape into descriptions of her every day life. Whenever her mother was not "on duty" or "on the bridge", she was with Madeline, giving her lessons. Mother told of horrible things, like the plight of the Starving Sirians. Madeline could all too easily imagine the Starving Sirians; emaciated to the point of deformity with their bones outlined within the husks of their withered bodies. She envisioned them wandering in packs on the barren sands of Mother's homeworld, searching for prey that was no longer available. She saw them collapse into a heap of dust, their bodies too wasted to even rot.

Then, she listened as her mother told her that she planned to save the Starving Sirians. Madeline, in all her naivety, wondered if her mother planned to put these skeletal beings in the Dream Room with her, and tell them to reach out for her. The mere thought sent chills of dread through her body. She did not want to be in the Dream Room, particularly if she had to share space with the Spooky Starving Sirians. There were already enough frights in the Dream Room to last Madeline a lifetime. She didn't need emaciated skeletons added to it.

Sometimes, Madeline saw other things. She wondered if her mother saw them to, since she would occasionally hear her mother talking to people who weren't there. Once, Madeline had been working on a "brain game" her mother had created; a puzzle of sorts to entertain her while Mother entered data into one of her logs. Out of the corner of her eye, Madeline saw another woman in the room. She didn't recognize her, but all of her instincts told her that this woman should not be there. The woman was regarding Mother, who's back was turned away from her. Madeline could tell that the woman had evil intents in mind. She had been frightened when the woman cast her gaze upon her. With shock, Madeline had seen that the woman's eyes were empty, gaping, black holes. She had screamed. When Mother turned around to find out what was wrong, the woman had vanished. Madeline was unable to tell Mother what had upset her. Another time, a man had visited. Madeline knew he was of the same sort that the woman had been. He too regarded Mother with anger, but fortunately, he seemed not to notice Madeline. Then, he too simply vanished.

All of the things that haunted Madeline's thoughts seemed to disappear when Phillip entered the room. Unlike the mysterious woman and man, his intentions seemed kind. His sockets had eyes in them, too, which helped. He was not an emaciated Starving Sirian, nor was he a demon or a cry of fear chasing her in the Dream Room. Phillip was real, like she and Mother were. Mother had the power to make monsters. Phillip had the power to order them away. She dimly hoped that the authority Phillip carried could somehow transfer to her, and she too would have the power to vanquish the phantoms.

*****************************************************************

Questions of what to do riccoched in Phillip's mind as a few more days passed. He knew Lydia was safe for now, with Mike and the other members of the resistance watching over her. Unfortunately, keeping his own cover meant that he'd only see her occasionally. He still hadn't figured out what he'd tell Diana if asked. Perhaps he'd make up a story about Lydia requesting for a transfer, or finishing her recuperation at Rendevous Station. He hoped either of these possible explainations would satisfy Diana's curiosity when it presented itself. For now, he knew she was too wrapped up with Madeline. That presented another problem. Phillip wasn't stupid. The brief time he'd spent alone with the child gave him an impression he wasn't likely to forget any time soon. She hadn't spoken a word to him, and Phillip doubted that her vocabulary was advanced enough for conversation. Part of him wanted to bury his head in the sand, and distance himself from any concerns regarding Diana's daughter. He hated Diana with a vengence. She'd killed his twin brother Martin. Holding that anger to himself in the form of pretended ignorance was almost more than he could bear. It was easy to view Madeline as an extension of Diana, and want to hate her too. However, he was realizing that Madeline could be either one of two things. She could end up becoming that envisioned extension; helping her mother extend her evil influences. Or, she could simply become one more victim in the endless parade of victims that Diana routinely produced. He suspected, but could not prove, that the potential for that was already happening. One gaze into that child's blank statement was enough to give him chills. Her eyes were shadowed as though she didn't sleep well. The defiant spark he'd seen Madeline exhibit when she'd been smaller was all but gone now. She moved like an obedient puppet, but Phillip could sense she was anything but. Under the surface, he could see the wheels in her mind turning. She perceived her world in some unique way, and was busily fashioning silent thoughts and opinions about all she absorbed. Phillip was afraid of what those thoughts might be. He suspected that Diana was insane, just as Mike had suggested. Some forms of insanity, Phillip knew, could be passed down in genetics. If he made a move to spirit Madeline away, and shelter her with the resistance, would Madeline's genetic or...perhaps externally manipulated programming...work to betray them to Diana? Taking her, at this point, was too risky. Keeping her with Diana might even prove to be more disastrous some time in the future. For now, his hands were tied. A solution would present itself when the time was right.

*****************************************************************

Diana sat at the controls of the conversion chamber, immersed in thought. Usually, she provided all of her attentions to the proceedings at hand when she had a subject in the chamber, but today was different. Madeline had been prepared and now stood erect in the chamber as the cycles of lights washed over her. She stared blankly ahead, hardly reacting to the stimuli that Diana provided. This was nothing new, and it did not upset Diana to see that her daughter was not screaming or crying like a usual subject. In fact, she really didn't feel that converting the child was necessary. Diana merely wanted to test her daughter's strength. If she were to ever be able to stand up to the Leader's mind control some day, she'd need to prove herself capable. Diana felt that what she was doing was actually in Madeline's own best interest. It would prepare her for the challenges she'd face in the future.

Meanwhile, she had another problem to contend with. That problem, as usual, was Phillip. He had forced her to destroy all of her cryogenically preserved samples, which had royally pissed her off. However, it didn't stop her from plotting for the future. More samples could be collected. More hybrids could be created. However, Phillip would have to die first. Diana was getting immense satisfaction imagining his various fates. Crivit food, perhaps, or one good blaster hit square in the heart. She happily envisioned him meeting his brother's fate, choking on poisoned air polluted with Red Dust, while she watched. Or, maybe, he would fall victim to another strange malady...one guarnateed to make him suffer for a good long time before he succumbed to it. A wicked smile played on the corners of her mouth as she worked the controls. Suddenly, a loud voice interrupted her fantasies of Phillip's various death scenarios.

"NO!" the voice screamed. It sounded as though it was Madeline, but...

Madeline hadn't spoken. Her lips had not moved. She was just as still in the chamber as she'd been the entire time.

Once again, Diana worked at the controls of the chamber, slightly increasing the cycles of light and images playing within. She watched in puzzlement. There was no particularly interesting response. Diana wondered if the Enlightened Ones had just spoken to her. She began to relax, and slip back into her thoughts. Once again, visions of how to do away with Phillip pushed to the front of her concerns. Then came another loud intrusion.

"NO!" The voice cried insistantly. There was no doubt in Diana's mind now. It was definately Madeline's voice. However, just like before, she hadn't spoken. At least, not with her mouth forming the words. Diana hadn't heard the words with her ears. She heard them the same way she heard the Enlightened Ones...she heard them in her mind!

Diana abruptly stopped the cylcles in the chamber, and watched as her daughter slumped to the floor in an exhausted stupor. She allowed Madeline to lay there for a few minutes while she contemplated what had just happened. Somehow, there'd been a sort of bleed over. Diana knew how to project her own thoughts into the minds of her subjects, even after the conversion process had ended. With a satisfaction, she knew she still retained some abilities to speak into the mind of Juliet Parrish, even though Julie's conversion hadn't been completed. However, this was the first time one of her conversion subjects had crossed over the invisible barrier, and inserted their thoughts into Diana's mind. Not even Julie Parrish had been that strong.

She regarded Madeline with some facsination that was on the verge of fright. The last thing Diana desired was for someone to be able to tromp around in her mind, picking at her secret thoughts...even if that person was her own daughter. Now, Diana was left to consider which factor had led to the bleed over. It was something she could not allow to happen. Was the conversion process itself flawed, or was it Madeline's unique chemistry? Diana suspected it was the latter. She was now faced with the possibility, that Madeline would have the ability to intrude on her thoughts, the same way she could intrude on Julie's. Another thing bothered her, too. Why had Madeline reacted so belligerantly to the visions of Phillip's death, but not to any other visions she'd received?

For now, Diana realized, this portion of Madeline's training was finished. She would begin schooling the girl in language and academic pursuits, while she puzzled over this latest development. 

Chapter 27 Life Goes On


Robin was overjoyed to have obtained a long distance phone call permit. She called her sister Polly in Chicago with some news.

"I got my car fixed awhile back, and I will be in Chicago in time for your graduation," she happily told her sister.

"That's great! I was starting to get worried that you wouldn't make it. Has the house sold yet?" Polly asked on the other end of the line.

"No, not yet. It will probably take awhile. I've showed it twice, though."

"Well, don't rush it on my account," Polly said, "I have some good news for you."

"Really?" Robin asked. 

"Yeah, check this out. I applied awhile back to several colleges, and I was accepted to all of them, but I've made my choice. I'm going to UCLA! On a full scholarship!! Can you believe it?"

Robin's jaw dropped in shock. Polly had always been the brain of the family. Getting accepted to lots of colleges, and even getting a full scholarship didn't surprise her. But why had Polly chosen UCLA?

"Um, that's great, Polly, but..why would you want to move here? L.A. sucks! It's crawling with lizards. There's even some enrolled on campus there, although they're fifth columnists....You could have your choice of any 'safe' college above the frost zone..so why UCLA?"

"Lot's of reasons," Polly answered, "but mostly because I want to come home. I'm not about to let a bunch of Scaly Creeps chase me away from home forever. Besides, I figured now that I'm 18, I can join up with the resistance and help you guys fight!"

A groan of protest escaped Robin's throat. The last thing she wanted her sister doing was joining up with the resistance and getting hurt or killed.

"Aww, c'mon Binna. You knew it would happen one day or another. I promise to make school my first priority....but I have to do my part now that I'm old enough. It's just not fair if I sit on my butt and let everyone else fight instead."

"What about Katie?" Robin whined in a tone that was remnicent of her younger days.

"Well, that's something else I wanted to talk to you about. Katie wants to come home too. She hates the cafeteria food at her school, she hates being so cold in the winter, and she hates the idea of being left behind by herself when I go off to school. Katie needs to be with us. We're sisters, and we shouldn't let the Lizards separate us!"

"I agree there, Polly, but...well, Katie has needs that I don't have a job to provide for. It's not a problem for me to get one, but I don't know who'd watch her when I'm working, and you're at school."

"I know it's alot to think about, but could you try? I've made up my mind where I need to go, and Katie wants to be with us. I know it puts alot of stress on you, but-"

"No, it's okay, Polly. We'll find a way to make it work."

It was tough accepting that Polly wasn't a twelve year old girl anymore. In fact, she was now the same age Robin had been when so much responsibility had been unwillingly thrust upon her. In the years since, Robin had come to accept her duties and the uncertainties that came with them. After her father died, Robin had been forced to accept her role as the supreme grown-up. It wasn't a yoke she'd worn comfortably, but somehow, she'd managed. Once again, she was being placed in the position of ultimate responsibility. Katie, unlike her own daughter Elizabeth, was an actual child still. At the age of nine, she would require close adult supervision to manage the day to day aspects of life. Robin felt mature enough to handle that. What blew her mind was the fact that Polly, though still young herself, was actually old enough to be a real help. If this was what Polly really wanted, then she would have to be willing to pitch in and act like an adult. As she grew accustomed to doing so, some of the burdens would gradually be lifted from Robin's shoulders. Robin still wasn't one hundred percent sure how she would accomodate Katie's needs, but she knew that if Polly was made aware that her help would be required, anything was possible. It would be wonderful to be all together as a family again.


Elizabeth was still in mourning. She had taken her grandfather's death hard a few years back, but this, somehow, was even worse. Elizabeth was a little older now, and had a better comprehension of what it meant when someone died. With all of her being, she sensed that there was a better place beyond this existance, and this gave her some measure of peace. However, when she'd lost so many she cared about or should have had the chance to bond with, it was hard to find certainty and stability in this existance.

She sat on a small chair that Kyle had given to her to take to the gravesites. The white candles surrounding her father's, her brother's and her aunt's graves were lit. As the late morning sun climbed higher in the sky, Elizabeth patiently waited for their spirits to find her light guides and come to her. She sat utterly still, hardly even blinking, not unlike a lizard sunning on a rock. Only her hair stirred in the light breeze. She tried hard to clear her mind and find that space deep within her psyche where her intuitions flourished. For the moment, nothing was there. A calm had replaced the stirrings she'd felt months ago that had warned her that something was coming. The events had then played themselves out, just as Elizabeth's intuitions hinted they would. Once again, she'd been powerless to stop it...just like she'd been unable to stop the earthquake in the Bay Area. Sometimes, Elizabeth wondered what good intuitions were if there was nothing that could be done about them. Other times, she knew her precognitive abilities served a useful purpose. There was just no balance.

Elizabeth found herself grieving the fact that things hadn't turned out as she'd hoped. She had never been one to make many plans. It always just seemed to her that destiny would blow her wherever she needed to be. Her life never had a typical stucture. She'd never grown up in a family where values were taught to you by your parents, and expectations were realized with age. She'd never developed any real peer groups to guide her on a typical young adult's quest to find their own identity. Yes, Elizabeth knew right from wrong most of the time, and her mother was one of many responsible for shaping these outlooks. But many of the other rules that applied to growing children had never applied to her. She'd never learned how to set goals for her own personal development. She'd never really learned to hope for anything for herself other than the concept of Pretenama. Of course, this concept was one she wished could be shared by all, not just something for herself. Elizabeth could not really ever recall a time in her life that she'd ever felt so selfish. Laura had been her aunt. Elizabeth had fiercely hoped to keep Laura in her life. In some ways, Elizabeth's view of her cousin Abraham, prior to his birth at least, had been selfish too. Somewhere along the line, Elizabeth had just assumed that she would be one of the most influential people in his life, since he was a Starchild like she. A part of her was resentful that the Bernsteins had come in to take him away. All of Elizabeth's hopes had been dashed by the cruel hands of fate, even if they were selfish hopes. It wasn't fair that Laura had to die. It wasn't fair that Abraham was being raised by someone else. At least, it wasn't fair to Elizabeth. Guilt washed over her as these thoughts crowded the very inner sanctum where she was supposed to find peace.

Robin walked to the top of the hill overlooking the small, makeshift cemetary. Just as she suspected, she found Elizabeth there, sitting among the grave markers, flowers, and lit candles. She cautiously approached her, not wanting to disturb her. At the same time, she wanted to reach out to her and start reeling her in from the sea of grief she was drowning in. Robin could sense, with something more than just a mother's intuition, that her daughter was in a dark place. Elizabeth was distant from everyone. Robin knew that it was a cold day in hell when not even Kyle could snap Elizabeth out of a funk. Experience had taught Robin that Elizabeth was very perceptive, and could be easily bothered by disturbances, but she was also very distractible. Not lately, however. She would need something much more concrete than a few words of reassurance to bring her back from the brink, and Robin felt she knew just what might work. Slowly, she approached her daughter's silent form until she too stood within the small semi-circle of gravestones.

"Hey, you, I thought I might find you here," she greeted, her voice containing a small measure of forced cheerfulness.

"I'm just thinking," Elizabeth responded in a lackluster tone of voice.

"Thinking about what? Can I ask?"

Elizabeth let go of a deep sigh, and then she unexpectedly exploded.

"IT'S NOT FAIR!" she cried. Then she turned a desparate look at Robin; her eyes full of pleading. "Am I wrong for thinking this? Is it selfish for me to think these things?"

Robin took a deep breath and then sat down on the ground next to her daughter's chair. She took Elizabeth's hands into hers and looked her in the eyes.

"Everyone is selfish sometimes, and it's not wrong to be as long as that's not the way you always are...Um..selfishness is a very human emotion, and it's very normal. Especially at a time like this. When someone dies, those left behind can feel abandoned. Sometimes, people even feel angry with the person that died. There were times when I was angry with my dad when he died, just because I felt abandoned and hopeless. It wasn't his fault, and I knew that, but I was just angry..... And sad. And hurt. And...selfish, too."

"It just seems that Julie is never selfish. Neither is Willie..."

"Bullcrap, Elizabeth. Sure they are, sometimes. Everyone is. I know that there were times that Willie felt sorry for himself after Harmony died, and he drank too much. Fortunately, Elias was a good friend to him, and helped him cope. As for Julie..well, you can bet there are times when she'd just rather throw in the towel, get married to Mike, have a few kids, and forget about being a resistance hero for awhile. She wouldn't be even remotely human if she didn't have moments like that. She's just good at hiding them, but I'll bet if you asked her, she'd tell you what I'm telling you," Robin explained ernestly.

"But I'm not all human...so is it right for me to feel these things?"

A small, gentle smile curved on Robin's lips. She tugged on Elizabeth's hands, urging her daughter to join her on the ground, where they could speak on a more personal level.

"That doesn't matter. You've seen examples of how selfish Sirians can be. The Leader wants to suck our planet dry and eat us for dessert. That's pretty damn selfish, if you ask me. Then, of course, there's Diana....You know as well as I do that some of the terrible things she's done, she did because she wanted something out of it for herself. Those, of course, are some pretty destructive examples of selfishness; not the normal occasional kind I'm talking about. But the point I'm trying to make is that selfishness seems to be an emotion that both Sirians and Humans feel, and since you're a mixture of both, it has to be a normal emotion for you."

"So it's okay?" Elizabeth asked.

"Yes, it's okay. You're greiving, and it's normal," Robin replied. She felt somewhat amazed at how she'd explained things to Elizabeth.

"When will I stop grieving?"

Robin's amazement burst like a popped balloon.

"I don't know, honey. Maybe never, entirely. But, things will get easier to cope with in time."

Robin felt terrible about handing Elizabeth the classic "Answer in a Can". Unfortunately, it was the only one that was the right one.

"What you might need to do is get away from all of this," she finally suggested after a few moment's silence.

"Get away from all of this?" Elizabeth echoed, "How can I do that?"

"Dwelling on what hurts so bad isn't always good for you. Sometimes, a change of routine helps to take you away from all the reminders. That's one reason why vacations were invented. It really can help, if you let it. Also, having something to look forward to can help you to feel a little enthusiasm about being alive."

"A vacation?" Elizabeth asked.

"Yep, I think blowing the hell out of this town for a little while is just what the doctor ordered. Dr. Mom, that is. Remember how we discussed the possibility of seeing Polly graduate in Chicago awhile back?"

Elizabeth nodded slowly.

"Well, we should do it. If we leave tomarrow, we'll get there in plenty of time," Robin said.

"You mean go to Chicago..now?"

"That's right! Just you and me. We'll be like Thelma and Louise from that movie, sort of...We'll drive all the way there, eat at greasy spoon cafe's, take pictures of the scenery, and oagle at all the hunks in passing cars. As long as we look out for Lizard patrols, it just might be a fun trip!"

"Kyle can't come?" Elizabeth asked.

"Girls only. You and I need some quality time together. I know you'll miss him sometimes, but you'll see him again soon. Besides, if he comes, we won't have enough room in my car for him to sit on the way back."

"He'd have the whole back seat...or the front seat..."

"Nope. We're going to be bringing passengers on the way back. They'll be needing the back seat. In fact, I might even have to rent a trailer or something to carry everyone's luggage..."

"Who's coming back with us?" Elizabeth questioned.

"Your aunts. Polly and Katie. Polly was accepted at U.C.L.A., and she'll be moving here. Katie decided that if Polly and I were going to be living in California, she wants to, too. You and I are going to go see Polly graduate, and after our vacation, we're all going to pile into my car and come back here...Only Polly and Katie are going to stay here. They are both really looking forward to seeing you again, and you're one of the reasons they want to move back. They want us all to be together like a family should be."

"Really?" Elizabeth breathed. A lighter look was replacing the despair etched into her features. Then she frowned slightly.

"What about Abraham. He's family, too..I mean, he's my cousin."

"Absolutely, Elizabeth, but he's too little yet. It's too soon to snatch him away and take him on a trip halfway across the country. But remember, we'll all be coming back. Abraham will still be here, and I'm sure he'll be wanting to hear all about your adventures."

Elizabeth turned the options over in her mind, but somehow, Robin knew she'd won her over. From out of nowhere, a gust of wind blew. It extinguished every candle Elizabeth had lit. It seemed, to the Starchild, that the voices of those from the beyond had spoken. Whatever solace she'd sought here, she'd found. The guides of light had brought her mother here. Elizabeth was not alone.

***************************************************************
THE END
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