Chapter 10 Truth In Rumors


"I reached inside myself and found
nothing there to ease the
pressures of my ever worrying mind.
All my powers waste away
I fear the crazed and lonely
looks the mirror's sending me these days..."

~~A-Ha   The Sun Always Shines on T.V.


Ham Tyler knew where he could do a quick tune up on the van, in a place 
that was secreted away from prying eyes. Bright and early, he showed up at 
Kyle's ranch to borrow the tools Kyle had in his garage. He planned on 
borrowing Kyle, too, if Baby Warbucks could be persuaded. A twelve pack of beer could 
be more persuasive than any other means Tyler had in his arsenal, so he'd 
learned over time. As much as it pained him to admit it, the kid had a way with 
motors. Chris Faber and even Maggie Blodgett were also good for help, but the 
small bungalow they shared in the city limits lacked the needed space for car 
repairs. That seldom left Ham with any other options than to patch up his trusty 
van at Kyle's ranchette.

Polly had just left with Robin to take her to work, but he found Katie 
outside on the front porch.  She had a backpack, a bagged lunch, and a 
frown on her face.

"I thought school was out for the year," Ham said, as he climbed the 
steps to the front porch.

"Not since Binna is making me go to summer school.  My birthday is even 
gonna be in school.  Yuck!" she responded disheartingly.

"Birthdays in school aren't so bad. You might get to take cupcakes or 
something," Ham replied, briefly remembering a year in his distant 
seeming childhood...kids bringing birthday cookies or cupcakes to class. Had he 
ever been as innocent as Katie?

"My birthday is on June 29," Katie added importantly, as if to give him 
a big hint.

"Yeah, I'll try to remember that," Ham said, knowing full well that he 
wouldn't, "Is Kyle up yet?"

"He's gone. I think he had to go to some meeting. He left in a suit. 
Bus is here. I guess I gotta go."  She slung her backpack over her shoulder, 
and started her trek across the expanse of Kyle's "front yard" to the bus. 
Kyle's horses, grazing in the front pasture, watched her go. One even trotted 
along the fence beside her until he could go no farther. Out of some sort of 
courtesy that Ham was unaware he was acting on, he watched Katie until she safely 
boarded the bus and the bus pulled away.  Then, he rapped loudly on the front 
door, and opened it without waiting for an invitation. He encountered Elizabeth 
first, who was in the living room. She didn't look the least bit surprised to 
see him.

"Kyle's not home," she said softly.

"So I hear. How did you know I was looking for him?"

"I heard you ask Katie on the porch," Elizabeth replied, ending the 
mystery. She rose to her feet and smiled politely at Ham.

"Would you like something to drink?" she asked.

He would have answered Gin and Tonic, but it hardly seemed to be an 
appropriate beverage to ask of the Starchild. Instead, he requested 
coffee.

"We have instant. Is that okay?"

"Fine," Ham grumbled, trying to be polite. He wouldn't dare tell her 
that he'd been over at Faber's house not long ago, and Faber had real 
coffee. Some secrets among friends would forever remain sacred, "Oh, and black. I 
take it black."

She returned a few minutes later with a mug for Ham and a tall glass of 
iced tea for herself. Gazing at the twelve pack of Michelob at Ham's feet, 
she smiled.

"Car repairs?"

"Yup."  Ham answered, shifting awkwardly under Elizabeth's kind 
scrutiny. 

"What's wrong with your van?"

"What's ever right with it? It's making some strange noises, acting 
sluggish...I think the trip to the desert might have put some sand in 
some places sand doesn't belong. Chris and I were going to do some basic stuff, but he 
got a call from JoJo at Pick and Pull. An '85 Corolla was brought in last 
night...it's the same kind of car that Chris and Maggie are trying to fix up for 
Willie to replace the Jeep he lost out there in the desert. Anyways, they had to 
go and pull the parts they need and take them to the shop where they have 
Willie's car..." he explained lamely. Long explainations always left him winded 
and made him feel annoyed with himself.

"That's very kind of them. Willie needs a car badly," Elizabeth said.

"Julie's bosses ought to buy him one," Ham groused.

"Willie would never ask them too."

Ham said nothing in return, knowing Elizabeth was right. Besides that, 
he knew that Chris and Maggie were undoubtedly having a blast tinkering 
with the car. As soon as Willie drove off in it, they'd be be glowing like a 
couple of proud, new parents. In the meantime, Ham would have to rely on Bates to 
help him with is van, if he ever got home.

"So, what pressing item of business is on Captain Clip-on's agenda this 
morning," he asked, referring to Katie's earlier comment that Kyle had 
left wearing a suit.

"Uh...Kyle had a shareholder's meeting to go to, speaking of Julie's 
work. He should be back before too long."

"He's at EcoSound?"

"Yes. When Kyle sold Science Frontiers to EcoSound, he did it on the 
condition that he keep some share of the say...or something like that. 
I am not quite certain how it works. All I know is that he must go to meetings every 
so often."

Ham knew precisely what Elizabeth meant, even if she didn't know how to 
express it well. Bates Jr. was a control freak, just like his old man. 
Ham supposed it was a good thing that Kyle had obtained shares of EcoSound, but Ham 
wondered if the young man knew what to do with the power he was amassing.

"So, tell me, Elizabeth, what do you think of this 'Kyle's Angel's' 
business? You know, where he takes all these other women out to public functions 
that he has to go to?"

Elizabeth's expression fell, and she began to fidget with her hands.

"I know why it has to be this way," she stated quietly, "But I do not 
like it. I wish I could go with him. Even if I had to pretend to be someone 
else, I would. Yet, I do not want him to go without a date, because I know what 
will happen if he does..."

"What?" Ham questioned, trying not to sound too curious.

"Then some well-meaning friend of his father's will try to set him up 
with the single daughter of some other corporate hotshot friend. You 
know...Kyle calls it the Country Club Swap Meet."

"Is that so?" Ham mused.

"I know you don't believe Kyle. But, he is telling the truth. I did go 
in disguise one time, and I saw it for myself. Anyone that showed up 
without a date was being told about so and so having a single sister, brother, son, 
daughter...It was if it was a crime to attend these functions solo. What's 
worse, is that if you say no, you're considered rude! Kyle can't afford to go on 
a date with a stranger, nor can he afford to be rude, so he just doesn't allow 
for it to happen."

"He took you to one of these functions?" Ham felt his blood pressure 
rise a notch.

"I made it very hard for him to say no to me," Elizabeth replied 
ominously.

Moments later, Kyle walked in the door. He gave Elizabeth a peck on the 
forehead and all but ignored Ham on his way to the kitchen to pour 
himself some iced tea. His timing was perfect. He'd just had time to fetch his 
drink, return to the living room and hang his suit jacket on the coat tree by the 
door when the phone rang. Inwardly, Ham seethed. He still hadn't had the chance 
to broach the subject about repairing his van to Kyle yet.

"Yeah, word travels fast," Kyle said, "I got the invitation today when 
I was at EcoSound."

"The party is at the clubhouse tonight," Kyle said into the receiver, 
"It's a surprise party. A real potluck."  

There was a pause while he listened to the speaker on the other end.

"Beats the crap out of me, Brandon. I'm sure someone is bringing 
something pretty juicy. Anyways, party starts at eight.  Be there or be square."

Kyle hung up the phone, finally acknowledging Ham.  He looked at him 
curiously.

"So, maybe you know what this is meeting is all about?" he asked, 
taking a long swig from his glass of tea.

"What meeting?" Ham questioned.

"Well, that explains why Julie told me to spread the word..." Kyle 
muttered, more to himself than to anyone.

"If there's a meeting tonight, I suppose you'd better tell me what 
Julie told you..."

"Yes, I'd like to know too. I hadn't heard a thing about it," Elizabeth 
added.

"All I know is that it's got to do with Mike, and some information that 
the 5th Column gave him about Sean. I guess it's some pretty heavy stuff, 
because Julie is afraid he's going to go off the deep end. She wants us to meet 
up at the H.Q. tonight, and she wants me to spread the word to as many of us 
as I can reach. Meanwhile, she's doing the same thing," Kyle explained.

Tracking Chris and Maggie down at Angelo's Auto Body, where they were 
working on Willie's car, wasn't hard for Ham to do. He agreed to call them and 
inform them about the evening's agenda. In exchange for his help, and a fair 
share of the beers in the twelve pack he'd brought, Kyle agreed to help Ham 
repair his van.

Within a few hours, they'd finished working on the van. Ham spent the 
remainder of the afternoon cleaning guns. The bus dropped Katie off at 
the edge of Kyle's property at quarter to three. Polly brought Robin back from work 
just before six. There was just enough time for a quick supper before it was 
time to leave for the meeting. Elizabeth gathered up her helmet and jacket. She 
had already made arrangements with Willie to watch the hatchlings while he 
and Thelma attended the meeting. She waited behind Robin to wish Katie a good 
night.

"Polly, could you make sure that Katie gets her homework finished 
before she plays any video games?" Robin asked, giving Katie a stern look.

"Huh? What are you talking about?" Polly asked.

"I want her to have her homework finished-" Robin started, but Polly 
cut her off.

"That's going to be tough to do, since I'm going to the meeting 
tonight."

"Excuse me? Since when-"

"I know what you're going to say, but it won't work. I'm going to the 
meeting. I came here to California to go to school and join the 
resistance, not babysit."

"Looking out for your little sister is not the same as babysitting! You 
know I have to go tonight, and Katie can't stay here by herself!" Robin 
cried.

"Yeah, well, then she should go help Elizabeth with Thelma and Willie's 
kids. Problem solved!"

"It's a school night for her, Polly...and besides. How do you suppose 
Elizabeth could get Katie back and forth on the motorcycle. Katie 
doesn't even have a helmet! Have you lost your mind?"

"How am I ever supposed to be a full-fledged member of the resistance 
if I don't attend meetings? There's no reason why we can't drop Elizabeth 
and Katie off at Willie's ourselves, and pick them up when we're done!" Polly 
countered. She pulled herself up to her full height, accentuating the fact that 
she was now two inches taller than her older sister.

"Polly, you promised when you came here that you'd put college first!"

"Yeah, well I finished the semester in May, and I'm off until late 
August. There's no college to put first right now."

"Yeah, because you don't have to go to summer school," Katie 
interrupted, an overly dramatic pout on her face.

"Look, ladies, we don't have time for a debate," Ham stated in a tone 
of voice that was no warmer than a block of ice.

"Count me in," Polly said. Robin opened her mouth to argue, but stopped 
when Elizabeth laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"I wouldn't mind having Katie keep me company, and I can help her with 
her homework. If it gets late, I promise I'll lay her down to get some 
sleep," she offered.

Robin speechlessly glared at Polly, but she finally shrugged her 
shoulders and sighed resignedly. Kyle and Ham were already heading for the front 
door. Polly was hot on their heels. 

"C'mon, get in the car already," Robin told Katie. She noticed, as she 
followed Elizabeth and Katie outside, that Polly was climbing into the 
back of the van, obviously wanting to avoid riding to the meeting with Robin. 

"Oh, here's your keys!" she called, fishing the keyring out of her 
jeans pocket and tossing them to Robin. Before Robin could even reply, Polly 
slammed the rear door shut.

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

Only a select few members had any remote idea why Julie had called such 
a hasty meeting. Julie even found herself reeling, and she wasn't even 
certain she had the story completely straight. She had called Mike the previous 
evening, to cancel a dinner date they'd made before. Once again, she was needed 
to work late. Instead of being angry, or even resigned, the Mike that Julie spoke to 
had seemed on the verge of a barely controlled panic. He hadn't said much 
to her on the phone about what was upsetting him. When her work was finally done 
that night, she'd gone straight to his apartment, only to find him gathering 
a few weapons he had. He was wearing dark clothing, suggestive that he was 
about to go someplace where he didn't want to be noticed. To Julie's surprise, she 
found Lydia, with her daughter, in Mike's apartment too. It was obvious that 
the two of them had been arguing, but the debate had stopped the minute Julie 
entered the apartment. Lydia had cast Julie a desperate glance before hurriedly 
explaining what little she had told her. In Lydia's arms, Emily was 
growling, fussing and wriggling, making it difficult for Julie to hear what Lydia 
was saying. 


"Julie, please try to reason with him," she had implored, "I have got 
to get Emily home. She has not had her supper yet, and she is horribly hungry. 
I cannot stay. Please do not let Mike do anything stupid!"

"What the hell is going on?" Julie had exasperatedly asked to Lydia's 
hastily retreating form. She then realized that Lydia hadn't even heard her 
inquiry, so she turned to Mike. Mike hadn't much more to say, except that he 
knew something about Sean being in a training camp somewhere, and that he 
was slated to be shipped to some place called Rendezvous Station very soon. He 
explained this as he selected a pilfered blaster pistol from the small pile on 
the table in front of him. He pocketed it, and looked around, cursing aloud that 
he'd misplaced his binoculars.

"You've just learned that Sean is at some camp somewhere, so 
what...you're just going to go in there yourself and bust him loose?"

"That's right. You know how long I've waited to hear something about my 
son's whereabouts. I'm not about to let him get shipped someplace, where I'll 
never see him again!" Mike had responded angrily.

"Mike, that's suicide and you know it! Hell, the Visitors know how you 
are about Sean. They'd even expect something like this out of you! You'll 
get yourself and Sean killed before you get him out of there!"

"Yeah, well, then maybe you have a better idea," he'd sarcastically 
stated to her.

"There's got to be a better way! You can't go alone, Mike!"

Julie wanted to argue that his rash actions were putting the resistance 
at risk if he were accidentally captured, but she knew by now that it was 
a moot point to mention. She instead spent the rest of the night convincing 
him to allow the others in the resistance a chance to vote on helping. Mike, 
in turn, finally agreed to allow Julie one night to pull the group together and 
come up with a better plan. If nothing was agreed on, he insisted he'd go 
without them, and she wasn't at all sure she'd be able to stop him.

Julie had succeeded in pulling a majority of the group together on 
short notice. Looking around the room, from her seat in front of the big 
table in the greatroom of the firehouse, Julie noticed that most everyone was 
assembled, and there was even a few faces there that she hadn't expected to see. 
Thelma sat beside Willie, with a troubled expression on her face. Polly Maxwell 
was there as well, looking a little too eager for Julie's comfort. The rest of 
the group was everyone she expected to see. Chris Faber, Maggie Blodgett, Kyle 
Bates, and Polly and Robin Maxwell all sat clustered together. Nearby sat 
Willie, Thelma, Elias Taylor and his wife Miranda. Brandon Watts and Tonya 
Follows were the last of the resistors to arrive. Julie realized, with a pang of 
sadness, that Kim Chang would have arrived with them too...

In his customary place at the table, next to where Mike usually sat, 
was Ham Tyler. Mike, however, was not sitting in his seat. He paced anxiously 
behind his chair. Julie could tell, by the haggard look on his face, that he 
hadn't slept. Julie really couldn't blame him. She noticed that the others 
were watching Mike, various expressions of curiosity showing on their 
features. Finally, the last member of the group arrived; the only one that knew at least 
as much about what was going on as Mike did. Lydia quietly entered the 
greatroom. An infant "Snuggly" was strapped to her front; Emily asleep inside of it. 
She looked at the assembled group as if to apologize for being late.

"I could not get a hold of someone to watch Emily, so I had to bring 
her," she explained quietly to Julie. A seat had been left for her, on the 
other side of Ham Tyler. Lydia slid into it, casting a worried look at Mike as she 
did so. Mike finally took his seat, but his fingers drummed a nervous 
staccato on the table top.

"Someone wanna start talking about what the hell is going on?" Chris 
asked, crudely verbalizing the question that was on everyone's mind.

Julie half expected Mike to explode about what he knew, as he'd done 
the night before. Instead, he remained oddly quiet. She bit her lip and 
flicked a glance at Lydia before she spoke.

"Mike has learned where Sean is. I'm under the impression that the 
information he has came from Phillip..." She cast another glance at 
Lydia to prompt her to begin an explaination, knowing that Lydia had been able to hear and 
understand what was said. The room was so quiet that there wasn't much 
background noise to interfere with the filters in Lydia's hearing aid.

"Initially, it came from Phillip. However, he was not able to get the 
full story before his presence was required elsewhere. In his absence, I 
contacted a trusted source to research into Phillip's claims. My source learned 
that there was more to know about Sean's state of affairs than just his present 
location."

"Let's back up a minute," Ham interjected, directing a suspicious glare 
at Lydia, "What so called "trusted source" did you mouth off to?"

"A fifth columnist," Lydia responded.

"Oh, really? And how do we know that? Who is this supposed fifth 
columnist?"

Lydia shook her head slightly and rolled her eyes in a common human 
gesture of annoyance. Even though she'd been living amongst the humans for the 
past year, and cooperating with them willingly, she knew there were some 
that still didn't completely trust her. Ham Tyler was one of them. She was a 
little worried that he'd blamed her for the death of Kim Chang, even though he'd never 
said as much. The whole decacle with the crivits had been to benefit 
research Julie was doing with the environmental company, Eco Sound, that she worked 
for. Lydia wondered if Ham Tyler and the others realized this. Sometimes, 
she was even still left wondering why she cooperated with the humans. After all, her 
loyalties were primarily with Phillip, Nigel, and now Emily. But, with 
her daughter's future being the most important point to ponder, she was 
willing to do whatever necessary to protect Emily's birthplace and home even if it 
meant giving up all semblance of the life she'd known, and throwing her lot in with 
the humans that still didn't have much faith in her. Before she favored Ham 
Tyler with a reply, she glanced at Mike Donovan. His face was drawn and 
etched with concern and worry, and his eyes were so bloodshot, they almost looked 
Sirian. If anyone could understand his concerns, it was she. Lydia only felt 
fortunate that her own child was snuggled safely against her chest, asleep. 
However, she had concerns too, and she didn't want Mike Donovan to foolishly charge 
into the camp and endanger himself or anyone else needlessly.

"Well?" Ham questioned with a dark expression, "We're waiting..."

"Yes, I know you are waiting," Lydia snapped back at him, wishing she 
didn't have to reveal who it was that supplied her the information. Everyone 
knew that it wasn't Phillip, so there really seemed to be no way out of the 
question,"I was given the information by my brother, Nigel."

"Oh, that's just great. Not only have I never heard of your brother 
Nigel before, but I'm now supposed to trust this not so impartial contact of 
yours?" 

"I've heard of Nigel before," Mike said, speaking for the first time 
that night, "And I've met him before, too. He's legit."

"Right...if you say so, Gooder," Ham retorted sarcastically.

"Look, let's cut the debate and get to the point. I had to fake a 
routine health code inspection and shut the restaurant down early tonight. I'm 
losing money, so pardon me if I'm a bit impatient," Elias announced. Miranda, 
sitting beside him, shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Thelma looked at Elias 
appreciatively. Tonight's meeting was costing money from her family's 
budget. Willie's shift was considerably shorter than it should have been because the 
restaraunt was closed early. She had no idea how many others were making 
sacrifices to attend this meeting, but she was pretty sure others had. 

"Nigel acted on information he received from Phillip. What he learned, 
he felt could not wait until Phillip returned to tell you. I feel the same 
way," Lydia explained, "Phillip found out that Sean Donovan has been at a 
combat skills training camp just outside of San Bernadino, and he learned this just 
shortly before he had to leave for Rendezvous Station. He asked Nigel to find 
out more about the camp, and why Sean is there, in his absence. Nigel learned 
that Sean is scheduled to be sent to a special training seminar on 
Rendezvous Station sometime around the end of next week..."

"Where I'll never get to see him again!" Mike thundered.

There were a few quiet gasps of shock from the rest of the group. Julie 
put her hand on Mike's shoulder.

"Mike, I know it's upsetting, but please let Lydia finish," she 
pleaded, biting her lip. She felt his posture relax just slightly in response to 
her touch.

"Why do they want to send Sean to there...to eat him?" Polly asked in 
dismay. She had a brief memory of playing tag with Mike's son, in their 
childhood days when he'd first been returned to the resistance camp. No one had 
known then that he'd been converted.

"No, actually, from what I understand, he will be assigned to a special 
protection unit responsible for the Leader's personal protection," 
Lydia answered.

"So, we're supposed to risk our asses to go save Gooder's converted 
son...again. It seems to me we've been through this before. It's too 
damn risky," Ham asserted loudly. Mike swiveled in his seat, with a furious look on his 
face. Julie tightened her grip on his shoulder.

"Yeah, but this is different," Kyle said, "Sean was never going to be 
sent off the damn planet before. Mike's right. If something isn't done, then 
there's no hope for Sean."

"No one is debating that," Chris said, "but how many times has Julie 
bashed it into our heads that we can't risk the whole resistance to save one 
person?"

Lydia cleared her throat loudly. She could see the emotions of the 
resistors quickly building to explosive proportions. Now, she understood what 
Philip had feared when debating how and when to tell Mike about Sean. Donovan 
wasn't the only one likely to fly off the handle. Apparently, the issue of Sean's 
fate was a sensitive one for many other members as well.

"If the issue was only the rescue of one individual, I might be 
inclined to agree with Chris and Ham," she stated when the protests had died down, 
"But this training facility has been hiding a few other secrets too, so 
Nigel has learned."

"What kind of secrets?" Maggie asked nervously.

"Other human converts, for one. Primarily ones from a military base 
that was overtaken some time ago. Nigel guesses about a half dozen, maybe a few 
more. I do not have much more information regarding them, but do keep in mind 
that the Leader intended to use human captives, not just as a source of 
food, but also as soldiers. It does not sound far fetched at all, especially in 
light of what I have learned about Sean."

"Seven people still isn't enough to convice me," Ham said.

"I am not done yet," Lydia snapped at him. Ham warily backed down, but 
his facial expression relayed that more arguments brewed beneath the 
surface.

"Please go on," Julie insisted, shooting a discouraging look at Ham.

"This is not just a combat training camp. It has been in existence for 
a few years now, and I have known as much, but even when I was aboard the 
mothership, I was never made aware of its full function. It does train 
new recruits basic combat maneuvers, but I am learning that it also functions to 
train elite groups of soldiers to become something more. Nigel has concerns that 
perhaps cadets there are being taught to become assassins. This I cannot 
verify, but Nigel did learn of an incident that involved Sean, and it raised some 
suspicions."

"An incident?" Mike questioned, "What kind of incident? You never told 
me he got in trouble! What happened?"

"Apparently, he was working with a group of new cadets, teaching them 
some rather advanced hand to hand combat skills, and he got into an 
altercation with one of them," Lydia explained, " Nigel intercepted a Priority One data 
transmission that was intended for Diana. It clearly stated that both 
Sean and the cadet were put into Solitary Confinement for seventy two hours for 
thier acts."

"Teaching them? Whoa...Sean was teaching new cadets?" Kyle asked, 
incrediously.

"That is what I said. Apparently, Sean has advanced to a position 
somewhat like a student teacher, or a teacher's assistant. I'm not sure what his 
level of classification is. I only know what Nigel learned from the report. 
Nigel graduated from the Academy only a few years ago, and he learned combat 
training, but he was not taught anything like what he read about Sean's 
instruction. Of course, this only made Nigel more concerned, and curious..."

"Curious about what?" Julie asked, quickly picking up on some of 
Lydia's sudden agitation. Even her daughter Emily, who'd been asleep up to this 
moment, visibly stirred in her Snuggly.

"Well, curious about two things, and none of them entirely relate to 
Sean, and only one of them might actually be of concern to the resistance," 
Lydia answered truthfully.

"Don't even think about holding anything back," Ham warned her.

"The one point that may concern the resistance is not a certainty. It 
is based upon something that Nigel ran across when he hacked into the 
computer file kept at the camp's Infirmary."

"The camp's Infirmary?" Julie echoed.

"Apparently, upon their release from solitary confinement, both Sean 
and the cadet were suffering from dehydration and heat exhaustion. As far as I 
know, they both still there. Sean's condition was serious at the time of his 
admission-"

"Another reason we have to get him out," Mike interrupted.

"Yes, Mike, I agree. Now, please, allow me to continue," Lydia told 
him. Without waiting for his answer, she began again.

"Anyway, it was in the female cadet's file that Nigel found some 
interesting notations that the staff physician had made. Supposedly, her blood was 
orange...her skin was non-plated...her tongue biforcated, and her eyes 
scarlet pigmented and vertically pupiled. She also had venom sacs and two venom 
teeth, but her jaw was unable to disarticulate..."

"A Starchild?" Robin gasped aloud, "Is that what all of this is leading 
to?"

Lydia made a face in response, and shrugged.

"Apparently so. However, when Nigel went to access the files the next 
day, regarding the girl and Sean, all information pertaining to any of the 
differences the cadet had were gone...wiped from the record."

"So, in other words, we have no proof of this crap," Ham stated, " So, 
tell me, Lydia. Just where would this alleged 'brid come from anyway?"

"'Brid?" Lydia asked, wrinkling her nose at Ham's terminology.

"Yeah, 'brid. As in hybrid. Halfbreed. Starchild...."

"Knowing Diana, it could have come straight from her lab. Maybe Laura 
wasn't the only Visitor female she impregnated with human sperm," Julie 
supposed.

"Or, maybe another human female prisoner," Maggie added. Robin visibly 
shivered.

"Or...maybe it's all a load of horseshit," Ham said.

"Well, maybe it is, and maybe it is not," Lydia responded, "but how 
many of you would like the idea of someone like Elizabeth running around, 
trained as an assassin?"

No one had an answer ready for that question. Ham let out a hiss of air 
between clenched teeth, and then he turned to Lydia once again.

"So you say this is just an unconfimed report, right?"

"Yes. From what Nigel said, he would have attempted to learn more about 
it, but it would have been too risky. If Diana engineered another hybrid, 
she would keep any notations about it in her personal scientific logs. All of you 
remember that Laura was able to access some of this information before 
she escaped from the mothership. Keep in mind that Diana would most assuredly take 
precautions to keep this from happening again. Nigel knew better than 
to even attempt it. However, he did relay one more thing of interest..."

"What was that?" Julie asked, trying to swallow the feeling of unease 
creeping into her gut. Many of the things Laura had told them over a 
year ago were starting to resurface from her distant memory.

"Within the past month, someone new was assigned to my former post on 
board the mothership. Some officer by the name of Dale, who supposedly held a 
post at Rendezvous Station before he was promoted. The night he arrived, a 
banquet dinner was held to welcome him. Nigel was present for it, and he 
recalled meeting a young woman there who was also a recent recruit. She was introduced 
to everyone as Diana's new laboratory assistant, Madeline. This, of 
course, seemed rather remarkable to me when he told me. To my knowledge, Diana never 
had a laboratory assistant before. It seemed rather odd. Furthermore, at the 
banquet, Diana mentioned that she and her assistant were working on a rather 
important project. Nigel, from what he said, had run into the lab assistant on a 
few occasions after their initial meeting. He never learned what the 
project was, because, according to him, the lab assistant suddenly dissappeared. 
About a week or two later, he began to do the research for Phillip about the camp, and 
was rather surprised to learn that she had been assigned to be trained at 
the camp."

"Do you suppose this special project they were working on might have 
been the hybrid?" Maggie asked.

"I have no doubts about that," Lydia answered, "But just you wait. It 
gets even better. Why would Diana suddenly have an interest in training a 
laboratory assistant, and then why would she suddenly send that assistant to the 
combat training camp, I wondered? I asked Nigel, and he told me that Phillip 
is the one who assigned the assistant to the camp. Philip did not know what 
sort of horrors the camp trains its cadets for, but he certainly did not 
authorize for Diana to have a lab aide, nor did he want her to have one. So, as a 
temporary measure, until he could find an appropriate reassignment for her, he 
put Madeline in the camp. That is how Phillip learned about Sean. 
But...apparently, Sean and Diana's little laboratory assistant do not get along too well. She 
was the one involved in the altercation with Sean. So, as Nigel learned, 
Madeline was never really Diana's laboratory aide as much as she was her laboratory 
experiment."

The group remained silent as they pondered Lydia's information. Then, 
Thelma looked at Mike, and then at each of the other members of the resistance 
in turn.

"So, I'm suspecting that we're learning about these things because it 
means planning a raid on the camp, right?" she asked nervously.

"Either it's a raid, or I go alone and get my kid. No questions asked 
there," Mike tensely replied.

"Over my dead body, Gooder. You can't just go charging into what I'm 
assuming would be a heavily guarded, armed encampment and snatch Sean away from 
a bunch of assassin wannabe cadets. These students are being trained to 
be lethal killers, for God's sake...Remember your old buddy, Klaus?" Ham 
interjected.

"And, Sean is one of them too. He's converted! Suppose he decides he 
doesn't want to go with you, and tries to off you himself? Are you thinking 
about it, Donovan? Even if you don't get killed or captured, you may have to kill 
your own son, just to escape from him," Chris added darkly.

Mike said nothing, but the look on his face revealed to all that 
Chris's words were hitting home. 

"Well, we can't do nothing, though," Brandon stated, "If Lydia's 
information is correct, we have a training facility right here in our midst, that's 
churning out assassins. Who do you suppose they'll be trained to go 
after?"

"Us!" Tonya exclaimed.

"Exactly! Suppose they're being trained to hunt us down, like a bunch 
of scaly Boba Fetts, and kill us?" Brandon's eyes were wide, and he was 
rubbing his hands together as though he were anticipating some action. No one could 
doubt that his active imagination was guiding his insights, especially when 
comparing Visitor cadets to an infamous bounty hunter from the fictional Star 
Wars movies. However, his comparison did bring startling visions to the 
others. 

"And..suppose one of them is a Starchild, like Elizabeth..." Elias 
added, "we just could be in for some trouble."

"Yeah, we should find them before they find us!" Polly cried.

"But wait a minute, damn it!" Ham yelled, "All we have to go on is 
information from one source. Look, I'm all for blowing up a Scaly 
Killer Training Camp, but not without more information. We could be setting ourselves up for 
suicide here, and all for nothing!"

Chris Faber nodded his agreement. Sitting beside him, Maggie slowly did 
too.

"Ham's right," Robin added, "We should learn more concrete information 
about this camp."

"We don't have that kind of time," Mike said, "Not if we want to 
prevent my son from being shipped off the planet! Now, I know most of you don't 
care about Sean, but he's all I'm concerned about, here."

"It's not that we don't care about Sean..." Robin started to argue, but 
Julie cut her off.

"It seems we have a split here. We must make a decision based on what 
we know now. Mike has stated that he plans to infiltrate the camp one way or 
another. We all know that if he goes alone, this plan most certainly is suicide. 
So, we should put it to a vote," she said.

"What if the vote goes against the raid," Mike asked, "I'm telling 
everyone right now that I don't intend to sit on my hands and do nothing if the 
vote is No. Don't try to stop me."

"What's to stop those who side with you from helping, even if the rest 
stay behind?" Brandon asked.

"Then that would be their own individual decisions," Julie said, "But I 
can't take any responsibility for individual decisions." With that, she got 
up and took out a box that contained necessary supplies for voting. Slips of 
scrap paper, and short golf scoring pencils were passed out. She dumped the 
rest of the extra paper and pencils out on the table, and set the empty box 
down beside them.

"You know the drill. Everyone writes yes if you're in favor of the 
raid, and no if you are not. Keep your vote to yourself. Fold the paper and put 
it in the box. I'll tally the votes when we're all finished."

In a space of time less than two minutes, the box was filled with the 
resistance members' opinions on the matter. Julie counted the folded 
papers to make sure everyone had participated. Then, she began to read the votes.

"Yes..Yes...No...Yes...No...Yes, let's go for it.." Julie shook her head 
as she read that one, realizing from the smirk on Brandon's face that the 
vote had been his,"No...No...Yes...Yes...Yes...No...Yes...Yes...No." She exhaled a 
deep breath when she finished, and then she looked up at the group. 

"Nine in favor of the raid, six against it. It's pretty close, but..."

"In the past, it's meant we go for it. All for one...and..." Elias 
stated.

"Not me! Thelma cried vehemently, "Some of us are trying to raise a 
family here!"

"No one is arguing that, Thelma. Hold your horses for a second," Elias 
told her, "In light of that reason and others, no one will be forced to go 
on this raid."

"Right," Julie added, hesitantly, "Anyone is invited to, but it's 
optional. We just need to know who's going. There were six 'no' votes, and that's 
alot. If anyone who voted 'no' wishes not to participate, we will not 
question your reasons or hold it against you."

Miranda stood, with a mounful expression on her face.

"Mike, I'm sorry. I know how important your son is to you, and I know 
how important this raid is too. It's just that it sounds so 
dangerous...and..." She looked at her husband, Elias, and put a hand on his shoulder. "I know 
how Elias voted, and I know he's doing what he feels is right. I respect him for 
it. It's just that I can't participate with a good conscience knowing that 
there's a good chance neither of us could make it back. I just can't leave Hope 
an orphan, and leave Caleb with no one to look after him."

"You don't have to apologize, Miranda. You have your own family to look 
after," Mike said.

"So do Willie and I," Thelma stated quietly, standing beside Miranda.

"So you and Willie are out too," Julie said, writing their names down 
beside Miranda's so she'd have an accurate count of how many participants 
they'd have in the end.

Willie swallowed nervously and cleared his throat.

"I never said that I was out," he stated.

"Willie, don't you dare!" Thelma cried in horror.

"You know that I must," he replied, with a downcast look.  The room had 
grown silent with Thelma's outburst, with the only clearly audible sound was 
the scuffing of Willie's sneakered toe on the linoleum floor, "We can talk 
about this on the way home."

"What's the point. Obviously, you've made up your mind, regardless of 
how I feel about it...as usual!" Thelma spat.  Then, she narrowed her eyes at 
him defiantly.

"Why don't you ask one of your friends to drive you home?  I'm leaving 
now."

Willie watched helplessly as his wife gathered up her purse, and left 
without parting a farewell to anyone.  When she was gone, Mike turned to 
Willie.

"Maybe you should sit this one out..." he started.

"No.  I should not.  Thelma just does not understand yet, but I will 
help her to.  If it was one of my children, I know you would all help."

"You got that right, Willie," Mike said ernestly, "I wouldn't 
hesitate."

There were audible murmers of agreement in the room, even from a few 
who had previously negated the mission.

"All for one...and...One for all..." Willie said loudly, with a shy 
smile.  For once, he had used a common human phrase...without any grammatical 
errors.




Chapter 11  War Games

"We can't afford to be innocent,
Stand up and face the enemy!
It's a do or die situation,
We will be invincible.
And with the power of conviction
there is no sacrifice.
It's a do or die situation,
we will be invincible!"

~~ Pat Benetar  Invincible


Chris Faber whistled a cheerful tune as he loaded paint pellets into 
the various practice weapons he had collected.  Paint guns had been a 
brilliant idea from Maggie.  The resistance members could practice all kinds of 
manuevers. They stage mock raids, and practice laser fire evasion techniques...all 
without having to waste precious energy from the powerpacks that supplied 
charges to the Visitor's weapons, or the expensive ammunition that supplied their 
own.  These days, since active, violent raids were farther and fewer in 
between than in earlier days, practice drills were needed.  Kyle's property provided a 
safe, out of the way location for most of these drills.

Though Chris was well trained in all aspects of warfare, he was never 
one to consider even the most elementary drill a waste of time.  In recent 
years, he'd noticed some of the first signs of his body aging.  Sometimes, he 
felt downright sluggish.  He supposed he could blame it all on Maggie's 
excellent cooking...but then again, maybe not. A few months prior, she had made 
some healthy changes in their menu, without telling him. When he'd finally caught on 
to the fact that eggplant had replaced beef in lasagne, she had switched him 
to 2% milk, and skillfully swapped his regular beer with a lighter version of 
the same brand, he'd been ashamed to admit that the changes were for the better. 
Already, he lost a noticeable amount of weight. He'd even had to take 
his belt in two notches. It was a pity that all of those changes couldn't slow down the 
inevitable forever. Chris, even with a good 35 pounds dropped from his 
hefty frame, still had to work twice as hard to stay in the same shape he'd been in 
when the Scalies first invaded.  He glanced over at Ham and Brandon, who 
were assisting with the task at hand.  He wondered if age was catching up 
with Tyler at all.  No one could tell by looking.  With the exception of a few more 
grey hairs emerging from his thinning scalp, Ham Tyler looked the same as 
always.  He had at least 20 years on the young man sitting beside him, but his 
energy level was the same.

The scene at Kyle's was interesting, to say the least. Elias had come, 
with Miranda, Caleb and Hope in tow. Neither Miranda nor Caleb would be 
actively participating in the raid, but they had come to watch the drills and 
give their support. Miranda brought a batch of her famous tamales that she and her 
aunt had made earlier that morning. Thelma was working at the restaraunt, 
leaving Willie to bring his three hatchlings along. On his way, he'd picked up 
Lydia and Emily in his 'new' car that Maggie and Chris had finished for him the 
day before. Abraham had begged to come along with Brandon, so he was there 
too, helping to mind the little ones. Julie and Mike had arrived together. 
He'd picked her up at work and brought her straight over. Tonya Follows had also 
come straight from work at the Legation, with Robin. They had taken the bus 
to the nearest stop by Kyle's place. It would have still been a long walk, so 
Polly had picked them up from there. Everyone was outside, most of them wearing 
their dark "raid clothes".  

A group of women were congregated in Kyle's master bedroom, waiting for 
Polly Maxwell and Lydia to emerge from the conjoining bathroom. Robin tensed 
as she heard her younger sister giggle behind the closed door. She found 
nothing amusing about the plan that Lydia had hatched, or everyone's agreement 
with it.  Though she felt for Mike, was concerned about Sean, and worried about 
the other information that had been passed along, she really didn't feel 
that this was anything the resistance should get so heavily involved in. She had 
voted against the raid, feeling that they should opt to find a safter way to 
get Sean out of the camp. Since the majority of the resistance member's votes 
had opposed hers, she decided to go along with the majority, regardless of how she 
personally felt. Now, she felt pangs of regret at her decision. Too 
much of this plan was turning out to center around Polly.  This was partly because 
Polly was not an instantly recognized member of the group, and partly because 
Polly's college education had given her necessary computer skills for this part 
of the mission.  It really reeked, in Robin's opinion. The bathroom door burst 
open and Polly stepped out, modeling Lydia's old uniform.  Lydia had told 
everyone that she would alter it to reflect a different rank, but no one had 
really expected that it would be too big. Lydia had a good three inches on 
Polly, and was built differently.  The sleeves were obviously too long, and the 
uniform sagged in places.  It only served to remind Robin that her sister was too 
young for this sort of thing. Polly looked like she was a child playing dress-up 
in Lydia's uniform.

"Well, I suppose we could alter it to fit Polly," Lydia suggested to 
the others.  

"Yeah...anyone here good with a sewing machine?" Polly asked with a 
smile.  She held out her arms.  The sleeves of Lydia's jumpsuit extended all 
the way to the knuckles on Polly's fingers.

"I might be able to fix it," Tonya said, "I used to do some minor 
alterations on uniforms in San Francisco."  She circled around Polly, pinching the 
fabric at the shoulder between her thumb and index finger.  A soft knock 
sounded at the door.  The group of women, consisting of Robin, Polly, Lydia, Julie 
and Tonya, all looked up in unison.  Willie stood, framed in the doorway, 
nervously shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

"I am sorry to interrupt," he stammered, "but I have a suggestion that 
might work better.  It would not require so much work."

"Fire away, Willie," Julie said, in an exhausted tone of voice. She 
looked dubiously at Polly, thinking to herself that there was no way that even 
the most skilled seamstress could make that uniform fit the way it absolutely 
had to.

"I could leave, and come back with Thelma's uniform.  Thelma was a low 
ranking technician, so you would not have to change the rank.  You also 
might not need to change the size.  I think Polly and Thelma are close to the 
same height, and..."

"Brilliant idea, Willie!" Lydia exclaimed.

"Will Thelma agree to let Polly use her uniform?" Julie asked, 
remembering Thelma's opposition to the raid.

"Well, she is at work right now.  We will put it right back when the 
raid is over.  I doubt Thelma will even know it is gone," Willie replied.

"Oh, Willie, maybe you shouldn't try it.  Maybe we should just come up 
with another plan altogether..." Robin said, "Brandon volunteered to go into 
the control room and work the force field fence controls...maybe he could 
wear your old uniform and do it.  Yours should fit him..."

"Forget it, Binna!" Polly cried, "Brandon's only experience with 
computers is with the cash register at the Tune Emporium. Gimme a break!"

"Go on and get the uniform," Julie told him, "We'll hold the 
contingency meeting when you get back."

Half an hour later, Willie returned, as promised, with Thelma's 
uniform.  The sun was setting in the early summer sky, and twilight was falling 
rapidly.  It was already after eight in the evening.  The group outside was 
growing restless waiting for dark to fall. They planned to raid the camp 
facility long after dark, necessitating the need for a nighttime drill practice.  
Inside Kyle's house, other resistance members were crowding into the family room, 
waiting for Julie to call a beginning to the meeting.  Willie rushed into the 
master bedroom, where Polly was waiting to try on Thelma's uniform.  A 
coverall that fit properly was essential to the plan.  In addition, Chris and Ham had 
obtained a new voice modifier for Polly to wear on her throat, beneath the 
collar.  With the lack of severe pollution in the Earth's atmosphere, many of 
the invading Visitors had noticed a decrease in the reverberations their 
voices emitted when they spoke.  The change was quite apparent with Willie and Thelma.  
In fact, one had to listen closely to hear it anymore.  Other Sirians 
still retained varying degrees of it.  Polly's voice modifier was acclimated to suit 
the variations.  Her voice would only reverberate slightly, and she would 
fit in quite well with the personnel running the camp.

Polly emerged minutes later wearing a uniform that fit much better.  
The only noticeable difference between the size of Thelma and Polly was that 
Polly's legs were just a bit longer, and the legs of Thelma's uniform rode a 
little high in the ankle.  However, the boots would disguise this fact quite 
effectively.  No one would know.  In addition, Polly's feet were a size 
larger than Thelma's.  She would still be wearing Lydia's boots, even though they 
were a half size larger than what Polly customarily wore.  Dr. Scholl's insoles 
would fix that.

"How do I look?" Polly asked, turning circles in front of the others.  
She gathered up her long hair,  and shoved it through the opening in the 
back of Thelma's cap to make a ponytail.

"You look great!" Tonya exclaimed.  Then she bit her lip.  "I mean, you 
look like you could pass, to me."

"Yeah, much better," Julie said, but she shook her head, "There's 
something off though, but damned if I know what it is..."

"It is her hair," Lydia stated, "It is too long.  Most female personnel 
do not bother with wigs with so much hair.  It is too much of a hassle to 
care for. I have only seen a few with hair that long..."

"You can't cut Polly's hair!" Robin cried, "She's been growing it 
practically all her life!"

"It'll be Okay, Robin.  I was thinking of getting it cut anyways," 
Polly said.

"Um...I'd hate to interrupt again, but Ham, Chris and Brandon are done 
with the weapons checks, and they want to hurry up and start," Willie said, 
hesitantly.

"Ok, we're on our way," Julie replied.  One by one they filed out of 
the room, following Willie.  Everyone else was already in the family room, 
waiting.  Mike and Kyle had moved the coffee table out of the way, to allow more 
sitting room for those not lucky enough to get a real chair or a seat on the 
couch.  Mike stood, and his eyes met Julie's when she entered the room.

"Ok, let's go over this once again," Mike addressed the crowd.  He 
motioned for Lydia to join him in front of everyone.  From her jeans pocket, she 
produced the "blueprint" of the camp that Nigel had provided her with.

"We learned from Tonya and Robin that a work order was put in to the 
Legation and two of the Communications Technicians, Scott and Jacqueline, will 
be dispatched out to the camp to monitor the communications systmes and 
make any repairs that are needed. Anyways, the techs are scheduled to head out 
there late on Thursday afternoon. we need to have Polly at the Legation, in 
uniform, before they leave for the camp. She will sneak aboard their van at the 
Legation and hide, where she will be taken inside the camp's perimeter.  From there, 
she will exit the van and hide out until 11 p.m.  We've already got her 
squared away there.  She knows where she is to go."

Polly nodded an affirmation.  If she was nervous about the assignment, 
it didn't show.  Robin, however, looked like she was about to throw up.  

"The rest of us will be divided into three teams.  We will be stationed 
at the three predetermined areas.  Polly will bring the force field down 
at precisely 11 p.m.  She will set the timer to bring the field back up at 
11:15.  Once she brings the gates down and sets the timer, her objective will merely 
be to get herself out of the control room and safely out of the force field 
perimeter by 11:15.  The rest of us will have our watches synchronized.  
When it is 11:00, we will rush the camp, as quietly as possible.  We need to get 
Sean, and get ourselves out by 11:15.  Anyone not out by then will be out of 
luck, so make sure you get out," Lydia explained.  

Mike took two corners of the set of blueprints, and together, he and 
Lydia unfolded them, and held them up so that the other resistance members 
could see them.

"This building here is where High Priority Dormitory, where cadets, 
like Sean, would sleep. Nigel told Lydia that most staff and all cadets 
retire for a mandatory 10 p.m. bedtime. By 11, most of them should be asleep.  With 
any luck, we'll be able to get in, get Sean, and get out before the rest of the 
camp is alerted, dressed, armed, and ready to take us on.  There will still be 
posted guards, though...Nigel said that there will be two in each of the three 
sectors we'll be approaching from.  We'll need to take them out before 
we enter the camp," Mike added.  He pointed to various areas on the blueprint map to 
illustrate his explaination.

"Team Alpha will be Mike's team," Lydia said, "Your assignment will be 
to enter Sean's bunk with him, help him get Sean, if he's there, and fend 
off any internal difficulties that may present themselves from the other 
dormitory mates.  Team Alpha will consist of Mike, Julie, Elias, Kyle and Maggie.  
Team Beta will remain outside surrounding the dormitory, alert for any trouble.  
Remember, the primary objective is to get Sean, but if anyone can get 
any of the other human converts rounded up, then this should be done.  Team Alpha 
will try to gather them up with Sean, since they all sleep in the same dormitory.  
Team Beta will help Team Alpha keep everyone together and moving towards the 
exits.  While they wait for Team Alpha, Team Beta will also be responsible for 
disposing of any opposition from the outside.  The members of Team Beta 
will be Chris, Ham, Robin, Willie, and Brandon.  Then, we have Team Cappa.  
Team Cappa's objective will be to secure Polly's getaway, and prevent any attack 
from the administration building area from getting to the dormitories. Assigned 
to team Cappa are myself and Tonya. In addition, all teams will have one other 
responsibility.  I have the name and the physical description of the 
alleged "Starchild" at this camp, though I don't know much more at this point.  
If anyone sees her, we are to round her up with Sean and the rest of the human 
converts we capture."

From the other back pocket of her black jeans, Lydia pulled out the 
picture of the "alleged" Starchild that Nigel had told her about.  She passed 
it around to the members of the resistance.

"As it turns out, this young lady is Madeline,  the one that Diana was 
trying to pass off as her laboratory aide.  Some laboratory aide..." she 
said, with a touch of disgust in her tone, "Nigel said he had no idea that she was 
a hybrid when he met her. At any rate, he did ask me to ask you all to 
avoid causing her any harm if at all possible."

"Wait a minute..." Ham called, snatching the picture from the hands of 
Elias.   He scrutinized it for a moment.

"Didn't you tell us at the meeting that Philip was the one that sent 
this supposed half-lizard kid to this camp?"

"That's what Nigel told me, yes," she answered.

"Then, I guess that leads me to think that maybe Phillip has known 
about this all along...if this girl really is a hybrid...And he didn't bother to 
tell us about her before now?"

"That is not necessarily true!" Lydia cried, narrowing her eyes at Ham, 
"Nigel did not learn about Madeline's true nature from Phillip.  He 
learned it on his own, when he investigated the incident report in Sean's personnel 
file from the camp.  The incident was cross-referenced in Madeline's...Phillip, I 
am sure, probably believed what Nigel first did...that Madeline was 
formerly Diana's lab assistant."

"Yeah, sure, and I'm the Pope.  Maybe he did know, and he decided to 
hang onto this little secret for some reason or another..the same way he 
just up and decided not to tell Gooder about Sean before he skipped out of town on 
business," Ham muttered.

"That makes no sense," Lydia argued.

"Yeah, she's right," Mike interrupted, "It makes no sense.  I'm sure 
Phillip would have told me himself if he'd had the chance, but instead, before 
he left, he made sure that he told someone who could pass it on to me.  I 
trust Phillip."

Ham snorted audibly.

"Maybe he left out some other pertinent info about this camp, too.  Any 
crivits to worry about?"

Lydia shook her head.

"No," she answered, "This facility is for training; it is not a prison.  
The force field fence is primarily there to keep out attackers and spies.  
Fortunately, there are other ways of spying..."  A troubled look 
crossed her features, but quickly vanished.

"Are you concerned about your brother?" Julie asked her.

Lydia shrugged and nodded slightly.

"Nigel won't be at the camp, so I am sure he will be alright. But I 
just worry about him knowing so much and having to hide it from Diana...."

The photo Ham had snatched from Elias finally began to circulate 
amongst the other members again.

"Did Nigel give you any specific reason why he doesn't want any harm to 
come to this girl?" Kyle asked.

"Well, he has discovered that he is acquainted with her from before, 
but other than that, no," Lydia replied.

"Any chance this Madeline might be 5th column?" Maggie questioned.

"I'm supposing it is possible...however, I really do not know much more 
about her.  The photograph is not really a good one, but it is the only one 
Nigel could get.  He just hopes we will be able to do the best we can with 
his request..."

Mike cleared his throat loudly.  Everyone knew, without him saying so, 
that Sean was his first priority.  Rounding up other human converts and 
identifying other alleged Starchildren were concerns he could barely even think 
about.

"Well, it's time for practice," Chris announced.  

With the smallest of the children put to bed in the makeshift "nursery" 
that Robin and Elizabeth had converted their shared bedroom into for the 
evening, only Katie was still up and around.  She came outside with Elizabeth 
and Abraham to watch the drills.  Before long, the front lawn was spattered 
with paint.  Elizabeth and Abraham kept watch over the store of messy ammunition, 
and offered their assistance helping others reload their paint guns.  Ham 
Tyler approached the trio. His clothes were splotched with bright orange 
streaks, testimonial to the fact that he'd been someone's target at one point.  
He didn't seem too happy about the fact.

"I wanna help this time!" Katie cried enthusiastically, as Ham accepted 
a new ration of ammunition from Elizabeth.

"You'll make a mess of yourself," Ham grunted in reply.

"So!  I don't mind getting messy!"

A protest was about to leave his lips, but then he looked out and 
noticed that most of the others were taking a brief break. After nearly an hour 
of drills, some were getting tired.  

"Well, alright, Katie, on one condition.  I figure you might need to 
know some of this stuff someday...but I'd better never catch you messing 
around with a paint gun or any other gun, unless I'm here watching you.  You 
understand? This isn't fun and games here..."

"I know, I know. I promise!" Katie insisted, as she watched Ham load 
the pellets. He briefly explained to her what he was doing and how he was 
doing it.  

"Will you let me shoot it?" she asked, hopefully.


"No, I got something else in mind.  I'm gonna shoot at you, and you're 
going to try to avoid getting hit.  What I want you to do is make yourself a 
hard target.  Run in a sort of zig zag pattern until you can get something 
in between you and me...like that tree over there."

Katie blinked in surprise.

"Oh, Okay," she sighed, sounding disappointed.

"I'm serious.  This is called an evasion tactic, and it's very 
important.  In fact, it's just as important to know how to keep from getting hit as it 
is to know how to shoot.  Now, if I were you, I'd get running, because this 
paint gun is loaded, and I'm getting impatient..."

Katie took off without another moment's hesitation.  Ham watched her as 
she dutifully followed his instructions.  In fact, she followed them a 
little too well.  Instead of a slight zigging pattern, as he'd suggested, she was 
practically tripping over her feet in an attempt to comply with his 
order.  A flicker of a smile crossed Ham's lips as he took aim and fired a pellet.  His 
intended target was the grass right behind Katie's heels.  A bright yellow 
splotch flowered on the lawn, and the surprise impact brought Katie down to the 
ground.  She began to scamper on her hands and knees towards the tree; the legs 
of her jeans splattered with paint.  Moments later, Ham saw her peering out at 
him from behind the tree.  He nodded his approval and summoned her back.

"I said zig zag, not stagger," he admonished her firmly, but then he 
afforded her a tight smile. "You played it right after I fired though.  You got 
down, stayed low, and got to cover.  That's good, because you made yourself 
small.  Small, moving targets are harder to hit."

"That was fun!" Katie cried, "Can we do it again?"

"Absolutely NOT!"  The voice issuing that reply came as a shock to both 
Ham and Katie.  They turned around to see Robin glowering at them.

"You need to get to bed." she said.

"Aww, c'mon, Binna!  This is too cool!"

"Bed, now!" Robin insisted.

"But this is important!  I have to know invasion tactics...Ham said 
so!"

Elizabeth, who'd been watching with Abraham from a short distance away, 
stepped up to Katie and put a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"Katie, it's really late.  Let's get you cleaned up...you're a mess.  
Ham has to get back to the drills," she said.

Katie said nothing, but she pouted as Elizabeth led her back inside.  
Robin watched them go, and then she turned a glare at Ham.

"Just what the hell do you think you were doing!  Playing target 
practice with my 11-year-old sister...and letting her help you load your 
gun...Teaching her invasion tactics...Have you lost your mind??!!" she demanded 
loudly.

"Evasion tactics...not invasion," he corrected her cooly.

"Whatever!" Robin yelled, "Katie doesn't need to attend the Ham Tyler 
school of Guns and Grenades!  I'd rather she concentrate on passing summer 
school!"

"Cool it for a minute," Ham said in a barely controlled, but calm tone.

"No, You cool it!  How dare you start teaching this kind of crap to 
Katie!  You didn't even ask me if it was okay!  She's just a little girl...the 
last thing I want for her to do is to start messing with Kyle's guns or 
something...thinking she knows what she's doing...and hurt herself!"

"I told her that I'd better not ever catch her doing that."

"Yeah, well, you heard her...This is cool...this is fun!  It's not cool 
or fun...it's dangerous!"

"You're right...it is dangerous.  It's a dangerous world she lives in, 
and I just thought a lesson on evading gun fire would be useful.  I wasn't 
teaching her how to shoot.,.I was teaching her how to run and duck. She may only 
be a kid, but the lizards don't care.  If they decide to use an eleven year 
old girl as target practice, don't you think it might be good for her to know 
how to be a hard target to hit?"

"Yes...but...I don't want her thinking it's okay to mess with 
weapons..."  Robin's anger had her shaking and on the verge of tears. Ham took a 
deep breath, realizing, for the first time, how it must have looked to Robin to see 
him shooting at her kid sister.  He tentatively reached out and put a hand 
on her shoulder, hoping to calm her.

"I should have said something to you, I suppose, but I didn't plan 
this.  In fact, I was about to tell her no, when it occured to me why we're all 
doing this raid in the first place.  For Sean...a kid who didn't know how to 
run and fight when the Visitors took after him.  I don't wanna see Katie wind 
up like him...It just seemed to be the right thing to do at the time..."

"I don't wan't Katie to be like Sean either..." Robin sighed..."It's 
just that Katie just gets these impulses sometimes.  Her teachers think she 
has Attention Deficit Disorder.  She can't always control her impulses.  
Knowing how she is, I just don't really think it's a good idea for her to be around 
guns.  And, I don't want her going to school bragging about how the resistance 
lets her go on drills and stuff, either.  It's just the sort of stuff she'd just 
love to tell her friends about, but she can't, y'know?"

"She'll be alright.  I'll make sure I set her straight before she goes 
back to school.  No more target practice."

"Well.." Robin considered aloud, "Maybe you are right about teaching 
her how to avoid getting shot...but..."

"I'll clear it with you first," Ham finished.  He dropped his hand from 
her shoulder, noticing, for the first time, that he'd put his hand right on 
a splotch of paint on her shoulder.  He grimaced and wiped it off on his 
jeans.

"Maybe you could use a few pointers yourself," he quipped sardonically.

"You should talk!" Robin shot back with a playful smile.  Ham scowled 
as he remembered his own shortcoming, just a half an hour before.  Mike had 
pegged him once, on the hip.  Ironically, the other shooter that nailed him 
had been Robin, hitting him just below the knee.

"Well, I suppose we should hit the shower," Ham stated, as he watched 
the others.  It was becoming obvious that there wouldn't be a second round.  
Polly had turned on the garden hose in front of the house.  She was spraying 
Tonya with blasts of cold water, sluicing the paint from her clothing.  Tonya 
was playfully retaliating, attempting to redirect the flow of water to hit 
Polly.  Brandon jostled his way into the middle of the spray, gleefully trying 
to wrestle control of the hose from Polly.  At last, he succeeded.  After giving 
Polly and Tonya another good soaking, he turned the hose on those standing close 
by.  Willie, Elias, and Chris were drenched by Brandon's attack.  Moments 
later, Chris had the hose, and he let loose on Brandon.  Then, he turned his 
attention to Maggie.  One by one, everyone got a turn, until they were all 
sopping, shivering, and some even shrieking in laughter.

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

Both Abraham and Brandon were still wearing clammy clothes when the 
pulled into the Bernstein's driveway.  It was after midnight, and Brandon 
didn't seem at all daunted that he was going to be starting his shift at the Tune 
Emporium at eight in the morning.  In fact, he drove the whole way home, singing 
loudly and off key with his "Nirvana" tape in the car stereo, playing full 
blast.  Abraham's head was ringing by the time he dragged himself to his room 
to change out of his soggy garments.  To his surprise, Lynne poked her head out 
of the doorway of the master bedroom just before he went into his room.

"You boys were out late.  I was getting worried," she said softly.

"I know.  Drill practice didn't even start until after dark," he 
replied. "Brandon's a mess.  He got covered with paint, and he'll have to take a 
shower before he goes to sleep.  I hope it doesn't keep you awake."

"No...I would rather he showered now, so he won't get paint all over the 
furniture...You're a mess too!  You're soaking wet!  What happened?"

"Um, hose fight...at Kyle's.  Almost everyone got squirted, weather 
they were messy or not," Abraham answered.  

Lynne narrowed her eyes suspiciously, and shook her head.

"Abe, I don't want you getting any crazy ideas about going on this raid 
they have planned.  It's one thing to watch the drills and help babysit, but 
it's something else to go with them on this thing...."

"No, Grandma, I'm not going.  Don't worry.  I wasn't asked to go."

"I really wish Brandon wouldn't go either.  These things make me 
nervous," Lynne said, but she knew arguing the point with Brandon was useless.  
He'd been a resistance fighter long before she'd come to know him.

"It makes me nervous too. But, Brandon's tough.  He'll be okay.  
Goodnight, Grandma." He blew her a customary goodnight kiss, since he now felt 
like he was too big to actually be tucked into bed anymore.  Then, he backed into 
his room, peeled off his wet clothes, and changed into a pair of sweats and 
a T-shirt to sleep in.  He could faintly hear his grandmother in the room next 
door, settling herself back into bed. He tried to do the same, but his mind 
was reeling, and sleep was far from coming.

Elizabeth had spent some time working with him earlier that evening.  
She had shown him some of the techniques she used when tryng to connect with 
her intuitions...abilities that Abraham was well aware that Elizabeth 
possessed, because of her unique genetics.  He had the same sort of genetics she 
did...Not only were they both human/Sirian hybrids, but they were also cousins.  
However, Abraham had always felt that he was lacking something Elizabeth had.  
Try as he might, he hadn't ever been able to burst a light bulb, sense other 
people's feelings, calm frightened animals, or read into the future like she 
sometimes could.  All he ever felt was weird.  He felt uncomfortable when he 
noticed that his grandfather sometimes looked at him oddly.  Despite his rapid 
growth, Abraham wasn't quite as physically matured and sophisticated looking as 
Elizabeth had been after her adult molt.  He was still on the gawky 
side, desparately needing to finish filling out before he obtained an adult man's body.  
Then, there were the scales...Abraham hated them.  He only had them on the 
inner sides of his thighs, but they stood out against his human skin like a 
sore thumb. Because of them, he hated wearing shorts.  When he swam, he insisted 
on wearing bermuda length swim trunks that Brandon teasingly called Long 
Johns.  Bram wished he had human eyes, too.  He was always careful to make sure his 
grandparents; especially his grandfather, never saw him without his 
contacts.  For some reason, he sensed that his grandparents were happier that way. 
Being a "Starchild" was nothing special seeming to him.  He had all of the 
awkward looks of being a hybrid, but, none of the awe inspiring abilities that made 
Elizabeth seem so special.  At least, he hadn't until tonight.

While the others had been in the meeting, he and Elizabeth had put the 
little ones to sleep, and then they had quietly gone into the dining room to 
listen in on the conference.  Among the other things they'd overheard, Abraham 
distincly remembered them discussing something relating to another, 
unkown Starchild. He and Elizabeth had stared at each other in awed silence.  
When the others had finally left the family room, Abraham had noticed that Lydia had 
left the copy of the camp blueprints and the picture of the other Starchild 
inside, presumably so they wouldn't get ruined during paintball practice. 
Before they'd gone outside to help load the paint guns and guard the ammunition, he 
and his cousin had gone to peek at the information that had been left behind.  
Elizabeth had picked up the picture, looked at it carefully, and then 
closed her eyes.  When she opened them, she shook her head. A puzzled expression was on 
her face.

"Nothing," she'd whispered to him, "I tried to see if I could make a 
connection with her...and...I felt nothing."

The connection game...Yes, if there was one ability related to his 
genetics that Abraham could identify with, it was the connection game.  He and 
Elizabeth had developed a mind play of sorts.  One of them could hide 
an object, make a mental picture of the object in it's hiding place, and the other 
would find it, without any other clues.  Or, one would think of a color...or a 
place...or a person...and the other would "sense" what was being thought.  
Elizabeth called it their special connection.  Unlike Elizabeth, who could be the 
recipient of the clues and play this game with others, Abraham could only play it 
with her.  He had no abilities to reach into the minds of anyone else.

Out of curiosity, he'd taken the picture from Elizabeth and looked at 
it himself.  Instantly, a humming had filled his mind, like a living 
energy coming straight from the photo.  It seemed like every synapse in his nervous 
system came awake all at once.  He suddenly felt a sense of unease and 
tension...feelings he knew were external to his own self. There was 
nothing he could see except the pitch black that came from having his eyes closed. What he felt was the vibrations of many bodies...yet only one mind. This was wrong. Bram did not understand this at all. He remained confused until another sensation radiated out beyond what he'd 
already felt.

Instinctively, Bram knew it was Her. The hybrid. Her energy signature 
was unique to only two others in the entire universe, and he was one of 
them. Like particles of dust swirling in a windstorm, Madeline's energy was 
disturbed. She was a vibration that was different to the others surrounding her. Now 
Bram understood that the many bodies in the camp with one mind were the 
others...and then there was Madeline.

But, then again, he was wrong. Once he'd opened his mind to Madeline's 
energy, Bram could sense another current rippling just beneath the 
surface. The energy signature was different enough to where he knew it did not 
belong to her, and different enough to where it did not belong to anyone else in the 
camp. Yet he could not sense anything more about this new voice. It was a 
hesitant, weak and troubled vibration...

But, it too stood apart from the others. So, there was one mind, one 
voice. And then, there was one hybrid and one other. Madeline and Sean? What 
did it mean? Bram tried to push out with his mind, expanding his mental 
energies outwards...but nothing happened. He was left feeling almost sick; his 
mouth oddly dry, and his body hot and crawly feeling. An oppressive feeling of 
dread settled into his bones, and he opened his eyes slowly.

"Bram, what is it?" Elizabeth had asked him, alarmed.

"I don't know," he sighed shakily, "It's like I felt the camp. Did you 
ever read that book 'A Wrinkle In Time?" 

Elizabeth shook her head.

"Katie had to read it last year for her school assignment. She was 
complaining about how long it was. I asked her what it was about, and 
when she told me, I thought I'd read it for myself...so she let me borrow it. It's a 
Science Fiction story about these two kids who's father disappears. In one 
part, the kids and a friend of theirs go to this planet where everyone in the city 
does things in perfect rhythm. The kids bounce balls and skip rope all at 
the same time. Moms call their kids in for dinner at the same time. Dads come 
home from work at the same time...you get the idea. Every house is totally 
uniform. The reason why is because the city is controlled by this giant brain called 
IT. I know it sounds silly, but the feeling in this camp is sort of the same 
way, I guess...lots of body vibrations, but only one mind," he explained.

"That's a very interesting perception."

"But then, I could feel something different. Two people that don't 
think the same as all the others. I think they could be Sean and Madeline. The 
trouble is, no one knows that they think different...they have to pretend that 
they think the same as everyone else."-

"It would make sense. Maybe everyone else in the camp is converted, 
and...well...from what I've heard, Sean is converted, too. Are you 
sure it was Sean you felt?" Elizabeth asked.

"No, I'm not sure of anything. I just hope that they're all 
careful...you know...the ones going on the raid," Bram sighed.

"They know to be careful."

Elizabeth's reassurances did nothing to guarantee a good night's sleep 
for him in the end. Bram found himself wishing he'd never taken a mental 
visit to that camp. There was something so fundamentally disturbing about it. 
The vibrations he felt coming from that one, huge mind were dark, like a 
moldy, festering cellar. They were the same vibrations that Bram could still 
occasionally hear whispering in the depths of his grandparent's hearts, using the voice 
of their dead son. Some might call it corruption, others might call it 
conversion...but whatever the case, Bram suspected that it had been the 
call that his own father had succumbed to. Was it that all of the cadets, and possibly 
even the instructors, were converted?  He hoped that none of the resistance 
members going in for the rescue would wind up victims. Bram found himself agreeing 
with his Grandmother, and wishing that Brandon and the others weren't going.  
His unease was growing as the night deepened.  Maybe it was just paranoia, 
or maybe it was that special intuition that Elizabeth always seemed to have, 
finally blooming to life within himself.  Either way, it wasn't a particularly 
warm, comfortable feeling.  Abraham found himself feeling terribly afraid for 
the raiding resistance members...like something terrible was in store for them. 


Chapter 12  Order and Chaos

"The shadow's high on the darker side,
behind those doors, it's a wilder ride.
You can make a break,
you can win or lose.
That's the chance you take,
when the heat's on you..
When the heat is on."

~~ Glenn Frey  The Heat is On
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Black jeans, dark Nike running shoes, a charcoal grey turtleneck, black 
socks, and a black ski mask were piled neatly on the bed when Thelma 
entered the master bedroom after tucking the last of the three hatchlings into bed. 
Willie was still in the children's bedroom, finishing the last of a story book 
he had been reading to them.  Little Cameron was already asleep in his crib, 
but Samantha and Benjamin, who shared the bunkbed, were still awake, 
clamoring for more story. She could clearly hear them through the thin walls.

"Please tell us more, Daddy?!" Samantha begged in a hopeful tone.

"Da-Da read book!" Benjamin insisted clearly.  He was just now 
beginning to make simple toddler's sentences, and to Thelma's disgust, they were 
mostly in English.

"But you heard that the story said "The End".  That means the book is 
all done.  It is now time for the two of you to go to sleep," Willie 
replied calmly.

Thelma felt her heart breaking, but at the same time, it filled with 
rage.  How could her husband tuck his children into bed so sweetly, and then 
leave them to possibly go get himself killed? After a few more mild protests, 
Willie finally had the hatchlings calmed and ready to go to sleep. To further 
hasten the process, he turned on the fan and adjusted the thermostat in the 
hallway for the airconditioner to kick on. Cooler temperatures would calm them 
faster and promote sleep. A few minutes later, Willie came into the master bedroom 
to prepare for the night's activities.

"It is not too late to change your mind," Thelma told him solemnly.

"It is too late. They have a job for me to do, and I must do it," 
Willie responded.  He stripped out of his day clothing, and reached for his 
black jeans.  Instead, Thelma snatched them up and held onto them.

"Willie, you can not do this.  I am serious.  We need you," she said.

"Stop fooling around and give me my pants.  We  have been over this 
before."  Willie's tone was as stern as Thelma had ever heard it to be.

"We have not gotten this far.  Willie, I am telling you right now, is 
that if you go out this door on go on this raid, do not bother coming home.  It 
is not fair."

"Not fair?  Are you giving me an ultimate?" Willie asked.

"You mean, ultimatum?  Yes, I am.  It is fair, Willie.  You do not seem 
to understand that when you put someone else's causes above your own 
family, you are not being fair!"

"What you don't seem to understand is that I am doing this for you and 
the children.  To make a safer life for us.  In order to do that, I have to 
be willing to fight."

"Look, I could understand it if this raid was about fighting to stop 
the take over of the city or something, but it is not.  It is not necessary for 
you to be there this time,"  Thelma said.

"It is necessary for me to be there."  Willie replied, snatching his 
pants from Thelma's grip.  He put them on quickly, in case she had any ideas 
about grabbing them away again.

"I do not see it that way.  If you absloutely feel that you have to do 
this, then I guess I can not stop you.  Just remember what I said."

***************************************************************
8:03 p.m.

Polly was crouched in a utility closet, after having successfully 
infiltrated the van which had brought her to the administration building at the 
camp. The time passed slowly, and she was feeling the buildup of each minute in 
the aching joints of her knees.  She remembered her excitement as she'd 
been at the Legation.  Dressed in a Thelma's borrowed uniform, with her hair 
freshly cut to a more appropriate length common with female Visitor personnel, she'd 
quite easily passed for one of them, and she'd drawn no scrutiny.  It had 
given her the opportunity to observe some of the daily goings on at the Legation, 
where her sister and Tonya both worked.  She remembered seeing the 
technician's van arrive.  Scott and Jacqueline had come to do their routine maintainance 
tasks, just as Robin and said they would. From there, they would pick up their 
work order and go to the camp. Polly quickly found out how Robin had gotten 
such priveledged information, too. Apparently, Scott was still hitting on 
Robin.  He spent quite a few minutes coyly shooting the breeze with her, while 
Robin acted politely interested. She'd also asked a few disguised questions about 
his schedule for the day.  Once again, Scott had unkowinlgy confirmed that 
they would be doing communications checks at a "training camp" later that 
afternoon. Polly was glad to hear the information for herself, but she also felt 
herself growing hot with rage.  She watched Scott put the make on Robin, and 
she remembered the way Brian had sucked up to her sister.  It made Polly 
sick.  She wanted to rip off Scott's psuedo skin, ball it up, and shove it up his 
nose.  

There was nothing exciting about being crammed in a utility closet next 
to a dusty broom and a damp mop that smelled of industrial strength Pine 
Sol.  Everything had been mapped out perfectly, and Lydia had warned her that 
it would be a long wait. Unfortunately, Lydia hadn't told her what to do in the 
event of a natural emergency. It was now past eight o'clock in the evening. 
Polly had been hiding in the closet for four hours now.  Mother nature had made 
its presence felt shortly after she'd found her hiding spot, and she didn't 
dare leave her post until it was time to act, for fear of being discovered.  
Finally, desperation had taken over, and she'd relieved herself in the mop 
bucket, which fortunately, was half-filled with cleaning solution and water from its 
last use. Now, hunger and boredom were her worst enemies.

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

8:39 p.m.

The fire station resistance headquarters was crammed full of resistance 
members and their munitions.  They all looked almost identical in 
varying shades of dark clothing.  Julie held a different sort of gun in her hands.  It 
looked very similar to any other, but Ham was explaining various finer points 
to her.  On the table was a layout of small darts.

"I remember what Sean was like when he was younger, and probably a 
little smaller," Ham told Julie, "He was a squirly little powerhouse.  He 
knocked me out cold once.  I know pumping Gooder's kid full of lead if he gets 
obnoxious is out of the question, but one of these tranquilizer darts will do the 
trick."

"Yeah, good idea. Even if Sean isn't a problem, some of the other human 
converts might be. I'd rather not have to kill anyone I'm risking my 
life to rescue," she said. She then began to load the darts as Ham instructed 
her.

"Don't hesitate to use it on Gooder if he gets out of line...I'm just 
as worried about him as I am about any of the converted commandos."

Julie shot him a warning look, but bit back any response.  A part of 
her knew that Ham was right.  If anything went wrong at the raid, Mike was so 
tense, he might come unglued.  To spare him the agony and the consequences 
from anything reckless or stupid he might do in that event, Julie knew she 
would shoot him full of tranquillizers if there was no other option.

There was alot of background noise in the greatroom of the fire 
station, but Lydia could hear Emily's contented gurglings and growlings surprisingly 
well with her hearing aid set on the highest level. She dimly wondered if 
her hearing was improving. Already, Howie at Visitor Fields was amazed at 
her recovery. He sincerely doubted she'd reagin all of her hearing back, and at this 
point, Lydia held out little hope that she would either.  It made her laugh a 
little when the humans interacted with her. Some of them still acted surprised 
when she heard what was said from a distance of a few feet away, or when 
they spoke to her in normal conversative tones.  Lydia knew what few of them did 
though. Her hearing was extremely impaired to Sirian standards, but she only 
had a mild handicap when compared to humans. Her biggest trouble these days 
came from the fact that English was not her native language. When humans spoke 
their own language, they talked much faster than Sirians conversing in English.  
Lydia sometimes found it difficult to clearly understand what was spoken to 
her, mostly because of this fact.  She found herself wishing they would 
speak slower instead of louder. Despite her recovery, she was quite suprised when 
Elizabeth approached the couch where she sat, sharing the last few moments she'd 
have with Emily that evening. She hadn't heard Elizabeth's footsteps at all. 
Lydia was also surprised to see that Abraham accompanied her.

"I'll put Emily to bed when she's ready," Elizabeth offered kindly.

"Oh, that is alright.  I would rather do it myself, if you do not 
mind," Lydia responded.

"Of course.  Sure.  I...well..I know you only have a little bit of 
time with her, but there's something Abraham and I wanted to ask you about."

"What is it?" 

"Well, we have a confession to make too," Abraham added, settling 
himself on the couch beside Lydia.  He still looked uncomfortable, despite having 
a cushioned seat, "Elizabeth and I didn't mean to be nosy, but we saw the 
blueprints of the camp and the picture of this other Starchild when you and the 
others went out to paintball practice a few nights ago."

"Oh, is that the big confession?" Lydia asked with a slightly amused 
smile.

"Well, yes, sort of," Abraham replied.

"What do you know about this girl?" Elizabeth questioned, cutting 
straight to the point, "Were you holding anything back when you told the others 
about her at the meeting?"

Lydia's eyes flew open wide with surprise, and then narrowed with 
anger.

"Absolutely not!" she responded curtly, "I have not held back any 
information at all, and I hope you are not accusing me of lying!"

"No, Lydia, I'm not accusing you of anything at all.  I just...well, I 
know you had to work closely with Diana before, and I know that you know 
what she's capable of..."

"I know only too well what she's capable of," Lydia replied, making a 
face.  It was as if the mention of Diana's name left a bad taste in her mouth.

"Do you still have that picture of the girl?" Elizabeth asked.

"Yes, of course I do.  I may need to examine it at the camp to make a 
positive I.D. on anyone that I see that could resemble her."

"Let me look at it again, for a second. I'll give it right back."

Abraham stretched out his arms and gently lifted Emily from Lydia's 
lap, so that Lydia could fish the photo out of the back pocket of her jeans. 
She handed it to Elizabeth, frowning in puzzlement.

"I don't know if I'm imagining things or not, but I wanted to see if 
you notice anything strange about the way this "Madeline" looks."

Lydia scrutinized the photo carefully, and shook her head.

"I can tell you that I am fairly certain that this young woman has eye 
contacts.  Her pupils are not reacting the way human pupils do in 
photographs.  Other than that, nothing else really jumps out at me," she replied.

"Oh, that's good.  I didn't notice that either...I didn't even know 
that," Abraham said, blinking a little in surprise.

"Maybe it is my imagination then.  You see, I've only met Diana a few 
times, and those times were a long time ago. You saw her every day until up to 
a year ago..."

"Must you remind me?" Lydia stated, a little annoyed.

"It just seems to me that if Diana had anything to do with the creation 
of this Starchild, she may have purposely engineered a few of her 
own...um...facial features into Madeline.  I seem to be the only one that sees it though, 
so maybe I'm just seeing things that aren't there..."

Lydia snatched the picture back from Elizabeth and gave it a long, hard 
look.

"Disgusting!" she hissed under her breath, "For the sake of Zon, you 
are absolutely right!  I just never noticed...Why, of all the sneaky, 
underhanded, low down, slimy things that snake of a woman has ever done, this takes the 
cake!" She then gazed at Elizabeth and shook her head.

"You know what this means, don't you, darling?  I highly doubt Diana 
would go through the trouble of impregnating another Sirian woman, and risk 
having another "Laura" incident.  Oh, no...this time, she got herself one that 
would not run away.  I will just bet on my mum's grave that this girl is the 
rotten spawn of Diana herself!"

"That's exactly what Abraham and I were talking about a minute ago,"  
Elizabeth said with a mournful look on her face,"And if it's true, 
maybe no one should take her. Maybe you should just leave her at the camp..."

"Absolutely not!  There is no way Diana is going to get her genetic toy 
back, if I have to die to prevent it!  If we leave Madeline at the camp, we 
will be leaving her in so many small pieces that Diana will need a magnifying 
glass to stitch her back together, regardless of what my dear brother hopes 
for. Of all the nerve! I will just bet poor Nigel has no idea what Diana's been 
up to, but I will just simply have to explain to him..."

"Wait!" Abraham cried,"You can't just kill her!  What if it's not 
true...or even if it is, what if she's like Elizabeth and me..."

"Look, love, I do not want to kill anyone if I do not have to.  I will 
give Madeline every chance to leave with us willingly.  But, if she does 
not, all I am saying is that I will not allow her to return to Diana. That is all, 
plain and simple."

Abraham only looked a little bit reassured.  Elizabeth nudged him 
gently.

"Come on," she said quietly, "I would still like to wish Kyle and my 
mom good luck, and you might like to do the same for Brandon."

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

9:17 p.m.

Tonya Follows paced outside in the garage, feeling each minute crawl 
by.  Her weapons were checked and loaded, and her mission clear.  In the 
enormous garage that once housed the station's fire trucks, the vehicles to be 
used in tonight's raid were parked; ready and waiting.  Ham Tyler's dented, 
abused van had been recently tuned up at Kyle's. She remembered the ride to Los 
Angeles from San Fransisco in that same van.  It had been an eventful trip in the 
end.  Now, it seemed like it had all happened ages ago.  Of the five former 
resistors that had transplanted themselves to Los Angeles after the Bay Area 
Earthquake, only she and Brandon were left.  She felt a tug of sadness in her heart 
at the memory of losing Kim. Quickly, she banished the thought. There was 
no room for grief.  If anything, Tonya knew that Kim would be with them 
tonight, helping in spirit.

In addition to the infamous van, Mike's blazer was prepared. Team Alpha 
would be transported to the camp in it. Lydia and Tonya would be travelling 
in Kyle's pick-up truck. Tonya had been amazed to learn that Kyle had a 
truck in addition to his Ford Escort, and two dirt bikes. Polly had then 
explained to her that Kyle's deceased father had been loaded to the gills, and had 
willed everything he owned to Kyle. At any rate, it was good that there were 
three vehicles available that could carry lots of passengers. With thirteen resistance 
members, a half dozen converted human cadets, a starchild, and Sean 
Donovan making the trip back, they'd need all the room they could scrounge. That 
is...if they all made it out.

Tonya wheeled around quickly as she heard a set of footsteps echoing 
loudly in the garage. Brandon shot her an amiable smile, and sauntered up 
beside her to lean against the back of the van.

"You nervous about tonight?" he asked her.

"Yeah, but right now, I'm just getting impatient.  I really want to get 
this over with," she replied.

"If you're nervous about riding in the pickup truck and doing duty with 
Lizard Lips Lydia, we could swap places," Brandon suggested.  Tonya 
looked at him with a quizzical expression.

"I'm not nervous about working with Lydia.  I know she can be trusted. 
You saw how hard she worked to help rescue Kim and Ham."

"Oh, yeah, I know that. It's just that...well...I heard that Visitor 
chicks aren't as...well...straight and narrow as most human chicks.  I mean, 
everyone's heard the rumors that Diana is AC/DC...you know...she plays both sides 
of the net, and I've heard Willie say that it's true.  Lydia might be the same 
way.  If she finds out which way you swing, she might try to come on to 
you..."

"You are such a pig, Brandon!"  Tonya cried, "Besides, everyone knows 
that Lydia and Phillip are a couple.  They have a baby together, for crying 
out loud!"

"So?  I've heard that Phillip is out of town.  You never know...Lydia 
might be getting lonely."

Tonya rolled her eyes.

"For your information, Brandon, I volunteered to work on this end of 
things.  I've worked at the Legation for quite awhile now, and I've gotten used 
to being in the thick of a bunch of Visitors and not getting noticed.  I 
figured I might be the right person to work this angle, and Lydia agreed. And...I 
don't think she agreed to it because she has a hankering for my body, OK?  
Besides, Brandon, I have to ask you, why are you wanting to switch assignments 
at the last minute?  I'm sure it really has nothing to do with Lydia."

"Well, let me ask you why you volunteered to work your assignment so 
quickly? Lemme guess...it has something to do with a certain blonde chick that 
ain't a lizard...who's escape you'll be helping to secure..."

"So, that's what it is, isn't it?" Tonya asked, "You have the hots for 
Polly Maxwell, so you want to trade jobs so that you can rescue her and be 
her hero, right?"

Brandon looked a little stunned at Tonya's remark, but he quickly 
recovered.

"I was actually thinking that that's what you wanted," he replied 
caustically, "You've got the hots for her too, don't you?"

"So what if I do," Tonya replied, casting a downward gaze, "She's a 
nice person, and I don't want to see her get hurt.  Of all of us, she 
probably has the most dangerous job of all.  When I found out about her assignment, I 
was worried, and so was Robin.  I promised Robin I'd look out for her."

"I doubt this has any more to do with Robin than it does with Lydia."

"Well, it's all true.  And, no, I don't deny that I haven't developed a 
friendship with Polly that hasn't created some feelings in me.  But, 
that's not even why I'm doing this.  Hell, I don't even know if Polly feels the 
same way."

"Does she know you're queer?"  Brandon asked.

"Yes, Brandon, she knows I'm a lesbian, but that hasn't stopped her 
from acting like a friend to me.  That is why I'm doing this.  Because, 
above anything else I might wish for, she's my friend...and friends watch out for each 
other."

"Gee, this is kind of familiar, isn't it?" Brandon remarked, "First, we 
both had the hots for Megan...and now it's Polly.  Which way do you suppose 
she goes?"

"I really don't know, Brandon.  Honestly, I don't think she has alot of 
experience in love at all.  She was always into her studies at school, 
and didn't date much, from what she told me.  If you want my opinion, I don't 
really think she's considered either one of us in the romance department.  She's not 
the 'head in the clouds and heart on the sleeve' sort of person."

Brandon gave Tonya a companionly nudge on the shoulder.

"Well, either way, when this is over...well, I suppose it'll be down 
to "May the Best Man Win"."

Tonya cracked a smile, and nudged Brandon back, so hard that he nearly 
lost his footing.

"Go to hell, Brandon," she teased.
***************************************************************

9:58 p.m.

"Time to move it!" Ham announced to the crew.  Many of them were 
already moving towards the garage, carrying their various weapons.  Katie 
Maxwell, who would be staying behind at the fire station with Elizabeth, Abraham, 
and Emily looked mournful.

"I wish I could go too," she said to Ham as she watched others file 
past.

"You have an important job to do here.  Elizabeth and Abraham need your 
help setting out the first-aid supplies.  We might have hurt people when we 
come back."

"What if you get hurt?" she asked nervously.

"Then you'll just have to patch me up, won't you?  I'm counting on you 
to be ready.  Now, why don't you go wish Robin good luck."

Katie trotted off and was soon lost in the jumble. The greatroom 
emptied out, and Ham backed into the garage.  Lydia and Tonya were already piled 
into Kyle's pickup truck with their gear.  Tonya reached out of the driver's 
side window and slapped Brandon a high five as he passed by.  Kyle and 
Elizabeth stood off to the side, in a liplock.  Julie and Mike were having a quiet 
discussion as they loaded up their gear into the blazer. Chris and Maggie were 
also sharing a tender moment, since their assignments put them on opposite 
teams. As Ham approached the van, he heard yet another discussion taking place 
between Elias and Willie, who were also separated by their assignments.

"Ah, don't worry, man.  Thelma will chill out.  You just gotta be ready 
to show her some real loving when you get home, if you know what I mean.." 
Elias was saying.

"She told me not to come home if I go on this raid," Willie replied 
glumly.

"Well, if you get home and find your stuff piled on the front porch, 
you know where to go.  I'm sure Miranda will talk to her...you know how Miranda 
is.  She's good at fixing stuff like this.  You and me, we'll just hang out 
and lay low, and I'll bet that Thelma will be begging for you to come home by 
tomarrow night."

"She sounded like she meant business this time," Willie responded.

"Yeah, I know that tone," Elias replied, "but she just has 
her...uh...scales ruffled, y'know?  She's scared.  When you come home, and you're ok, 
she'll probably forget that she was that mad with you."

"I hope that you are right, Elias,"

"Trust me, my friend.  And if I'm wrong, you know I'll be here to help 
you out."

Elias clapped Willie on the back and started off towards Mike's blazer.  
Willie climbed into the back of the van, and Chris separated from 
Maggie, lumbered into the back, too.  Finally, Brandon hopped in.  All of their weapons 
had been stashed back there as well.  Ham slammed the doors shut, and 
climbed into the driver's seat.  Robin was sitting in the passenger seat, leaning 
out of the window. Elizabeth and Katie stood outside, saying their goodbyes.  A 
quick glance over at the Blazer told Ham that Gooder had loaded everyone into 
his vehicle, and they were now ready.  He reached into the visor of the 
van, pulled out the juryrigged remote control, and pushed the button.  With a loud 
creaking noise, the great door of the fire station's garage began to roll up.  
Engines started and revved.  It was time to go.

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

10:40 p.m.

Polly pushed the tiny button that would illuminate the face of her 
digital watch for the umpteenth time.  The hours had boiled down to minutes, 
and now the minutes were down to seconds.  She watched them count down.  At 
precisely 10:40, she stood, stretched to get the kinks out of her cramped joints, 
and pressed her ear to the door. It was deathly quiet, as far as she could 
tell through the sound of her pulse pounding in her ears.  Silently, she turned the 
knob and eased the door open a crack.  Peering out into the hall, she saw no 
one.  All was clear. She crossed the threshold of the closet that had been 
her prison for the last seven hours, and shut the door behind her.  The door to 
the control room was just a few feet ahead of her.  It was slightly ajar.  
Quietly, she tiptoed down the hall, with her hand touching the butt of the laser 
pistol holstered to her side.  Lydia had given her concise instructions.  If 
she found anyone in the control room, she was to shoot them without a moment's 
hesitation, so that they couldn't alert anyone to an intruder.  Polly 
had reassured Lydia that she would be able to do it.  Now, the moment of truth was 
here.  Peeking her head inside the door, Polly saw that there was a male 
Visitor sitting at the control panel.  Just as she slid inside, the man swiveled in his 
chair. His head was tipped back, and to Polly's digust, she saw that he was 
about to lower a mouse into his gaping maw.  The Visitor snapped his head up 
when he caught sight of her from his peripheral vision.

"Hey, got one of those for me?" she asked with a smirk.

"Who in the blasted galaxy are you?" he asked, leveling a glare at her.  
In his grip, the little mouse squeeked helplessly.

"I'm with the S.P.C.A., you jerk," Polly responded.  She raised her 
pistol and shot the Visitor point blank in the chest.  He slumped in his 
chair, and the mouse, released from his hand, fell to the floor and scampered away. 
Polly realized, for a sickening moment that she'd just killed someone.  
Biting her lip, with tears stinging her eyes, she whispered a quick "Our Father" 
as she tugged the dead man from the chair and dumped him onto the floor.  She 
then pulled a slip of paper from the breast pocket of Thelma's uniform.  Scratched 
onto the paper were Sirian symbols that Lydia had drawn for Polly to help 
her recognize what would commonly label controls.  She sat on the chair, 
rolled it forward, and examined the console.  With the diagrams from Lydia, Polly 
was able to quickly find what she needed to work the panel.  Glancing at her watch, 
she saw that she still had eight minutes.  By now, the others would be 
parked outside in the distance, waiting for her to bring down the gates at 
11:00. At least, she hoped they were.


10:55 p.m.

Each team had split up upon arriving at the edge of the property that 
had once belonged to a rancher, but now belonged to the Training Facility. 
They all left their vehicles parked roughly a quarter of a mile from where the 
blueprints indicated the perimiter of the fence would be. Then, they'd 
hiked the remainder of the distance on foot, keeping low to the ground.  The 
foreperson of each team; Mike, Ham, and Lydia, carried  two way radios to keep in 
contact with everyone else.  Team Alpha was slated to enter the encampment on the 
West side, closest to the building that was believed to be Sean's barracks. 
Team Beta would approach from the North, which was the rear enterance to the 
camp.  Team Cappa would enter from the South East, near the administration building 
enterance, but off to the side.  All of the outbuildings were single 
story structures, as was the ranch house; which served as the administrative 
headquarters.

Mike Donovan squinted into a pair of binoculars, taking in the 
situation. Just as Lydia had passed on from Nigel, he could plainly see the two 
guards patrolling the Western sector.  The first order of business would be to 
quickly and quietly take them out.  He shook his head at what could be some bad 
luck.  The interior perimeter of the camp was well lit with high mounted 
floodlights.  Sneaking in would be difficult to say the least.  As he thought that, 
his radio crackled to life.

"It's almost like damn daylight in there," Ham cursed from his end.

"So I noticed," Mike replied dryly.

The Gods of Good Fortune suddenly smiled upon them.  With merely three 
minutes to go until showtime, the majority of the floodlights swiched 
off, as if they were on a timer.  Programmed to shut off at eleven, Mike thought, 
glancing at his watch.  Beside him, Julie reached over and squeezed his hand.  
Their watches were all syncronized with Polly's.  It wasn't eleven o'clock to 
them until Polly's watch said it was.

Once again, the radio came alive.  This time, it was Lydia's voice he 
heard.

"Ten...nine...eight...seven..." she counted.

Mike, Julie, Elias, Maggie and Kyle whispered the count in unison along 
with her.

"Four...three...two...ONE!"

Ham was the first person on the Beta Team to rush the perimeter.  He 
thanked his lucky stars silently.  Polly had done her job and brought the gates 
down.  He encountered the first guard almost immediately, and dispatched him 
quickly.  Hearing the whoosh of another laser pistol, he looked over 
and saw that Robin had taken care of the other one.  Willie rushed to Ham's side and 
helped him drag the body of the fallen sentry to a less conspicuous location.  
Brandon and Chris were helping Robin with the other one.

Moving forwards, Ham saw a member of Team Alpha entering the barracks.  
From his distance, he couldn't tell if the blonde ponytail belonged to Julie 
or Maggie. He saw the dark shadow of a man enter after the woman, and knew 
instantly that it was Elias.  By the looks of it, everyone else was already 
inside. Team Beta moved to ring the barracks on all sides.  Before long, the 
first of the Alpha Team emerged. It was Kyle, herding a couple of sleepy converts. 
Lights began to turn on in the other barracks as strange noises were being 
noticed.

"Get ready," Ham whispered to Robin, who was standing on the other side 
of the front door, "We're gonna have company pretty damn quick."

Julie emerged, tugging on the sleeve of a dazed looking young man.  

"Take him out of here.  They aren't much trouble...it's like they're 
doped or something.  I've gotta go back in and get Mike. We can't find Sean."

"Sean's in the infirmary," the young man mumbled, "Sick or something."

"You take him, Julie.  I'll get Gooder and get the kid," Ham replied.  
He heard the whoosh of Robin's laser pistol, and from the rear of the 
barracks, he heard another report.  Things were heating up.  Julie shook her head, 
and guided the young man to follow her out.  Her watch read 11:07.  Elias 
and Maggie emerged, with three converts between them.  Ham motioned them forward, 
and slipped into the barracks when they left. He found Mike making one last 
desparate sweep of the area.

"He's in the infirmary, Gooder," Ham reported to him.

"Where the hell is that?" Mike asked.

Ham depressed the talk button on his radio.

"Beta to Cappa, do you read?"

"This is Cappa, over..." Lydia's voice sounded from the speaker.

"Got reports that Sean is in the infirmary.  Any idea where that is?"

"It's close to our location by the admin building."

"Gooder and I are on our way.  If you get there first, send him out, 
pronto."

Robin had vacated her post by the door to cover the exit of the fleeing 
Alpha Team with the converts.  Ham tossed a glance over his shoulder and saw 
Chris bring down a rushing trooper.  The other teams seemed to be making good 
progress on their escape. Another trooper fell, and Brandon hooted 
loudly.  Time was closing in on them.  They only had six minutes to get Sean and get out.  
Ham caught a brief glimpse of Tonya, scurrying off in the other direction, 
towards the administration building to stay on the lookout for Polly's retreat. 
He entered the door to the infirmary, and nearly tripped over a dead 
Visitor doctor. Lydia was wrestling with another patient and a nurse.  Ham 
calmly shot the nurse.  Through the ozone smoke he caught a glimpse of Sean Donovan, 
sitting on the edge of his bed, a shocked and frightened look on his face.

"Your old man is outside waiting for you," Ham told him matter of 
factly, "Don't keep him waiting."  He grabbed Sean by the arm and hauled him 
off the bed. Outside, he heard Mike's weapon fire, securing a path for their 
retreat.  Lydia finally gained the upper hand in her battle with the other 
patient.  She clubbed him over the head with the butt of her pistol, subduing him. 
Then, she reached over and grabbed the arm of the one other person in the room 
that Ham hadn't noticed before.  She was a young, stunned looking woman. 

"Let's go!" Lydia barked.  Ham shoved Sean out the door. Behind him 
followed Lydia and the girl.  Mike grabbed for Sean, almost desparately.  Ham 
was surprised that Sean didn't jerk away.

Around them, the sound of laser pistols firing closed in.  Ham dropped 
to the rear position, and watched as Gooder and Sean sprinted ahead.  They 
almost seemed mindless to the laser fire aiming at them.  One bolt came 
dangerously close to hitting Mike in the arm.  Ham watched in amazement as it arced 
out of control at the last second.  He saw the sniper who'd fired the shot, 
and brought him down before he could fire another, luckier round. Inch by precious 
inch, they made progress towards the South East sector gates.  Troops were 
pouring out of the barracks and chasing after them like the hounds of hell.  
Ham fired into their ranks, watching them fall like dominoes before they could 
even raise their pistols to shoot.  He was quickly running out of time.  
Gooder and Sean made it past the posts that marked the contacts for the force 
field fence.  There were a few scouts waiting on the other side, and Mike plowed them 
down.  A few feet ahead of him, Lydia was firing into a group of cadets 
approaching from the side.  There were troops surrounding them from the opposite 
side, as well.  For some reason, their shots were arcing wide and going beserk.  
It slowly dawned on Ham that he'd seen this sort of phenomena before..with 
Elizabeth.  He hadn't recognized the girl that Lydia had secured as the 
one in the photograph. For all he'd supposed, she'd merely been another human 
convert. Now, he realized that the rumors about the existance of a third Starchild 
were true.  There wasn't much time to ponder the wonders, however.  The troops 
behind them would be following them out of the gates and all the way home if 
he didn't kill as many as possible.

There wasn't much time to ponder those thoughts either.  Ahead of him, 
Lydia and the girl had stopped their forward momentum.  They stood at the 
gate contacts with matching looks of dismay on their faces.  Ham joined them 
in short order as the cadets closed in. It was 11:15.  The gates had gone back 
online.


Chapter 13   Afterburner


"Swear alliegence to the flag,
whatever flag they offer.
It doesn't matter what you really feel.
Teach the children quietly, 
for someday, sons and daughters
will rise up and fight where we stood still..."

~~Mike and the Mechanics  Silent Running





The shooting suddenly ceased, and Mike Donovan turned and shot a glance 
over his shoulder.  To his horror, he saw Ham, Lydia, and the young woman 
that Lydia had grabbed standing at the fence perimeter, unable to pass 
through.  The troops had them pinned on all three sides. Ham looked shocked and a bit 
pissed.  One of the troopers had approached him from behind and was removing his 
weapons. Lydia was being treated in a similar fashion. She looked 
indignant and enraged. A small section of pseudo skin on her cheek had torn during 
some skirmish that evening, and a dark patch of scales showed though.  The 
young woman was being searched too, but as far as Mike could tell, they weren't finding 
anything.  Sean came up beside Mike, panting.  A thin sheen of sweat 
plastered his dark hair to his forehead, and he looked a bit shaky.  Suddenly, his 
face paled, and before Mike could stop him, Sean rushed the fence, crying 
out in anger as he butted up against the force field and was bounced backwards.

"Madeline!" he cried, "No! Hold on, I'll find a way back in!"

Mike roughly grabbed Sean and hauled him away from the fence.  Ham shot 
him a look urging him to get moving.  There was only a moment's hesitation as 
Mike watched the Fixer being led away with Lydia and Madeline.  He knew 
there was nothing that could be done for them now, but he silently vowed to find 
a way to get them off the mothership, knowing full well that they would be taken 
there.  Dragging Sean in tow, Mike turned and fled into the reletive 
safety of the darkness, knowing that scouts would be looking for them soon.

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

Brandon Watts was out of breath by the time he reached the South East 
sector. He'd made it to safety with Alpha and Beta Teams, and while they 
loaded the dazed converts into the vehicles, he told Julie he'd go check on the 
others. By then, some of the converts had begun to struggle, and Julie had 
needed to tranq a couple of them. All three of the team leaders had the radios, 
and they were unaccounted for. There was no way to know thier fate unless 
someone scouted, or they just waited on chance to meet back at the fire 
station.  

"I'll hitch a ride home with Cappa Team," he'd told Julie.  Julie, busy 
with the tranqulizer gun, had finally nodded her approval.

Brandon was well aware that there might be search parties dispatched to 
round up the intruders that had escaped.  He saw a squad vehicle swoop down 
towards the pasture off to the North, and he ducked low.  When the shuttle was 
on the ground, he belly scrambled the rest of the way, until he could 
dimly see the South Eastern fence perimeter.  There seemed to be an awful lot of 
activity over there.  In the other direction, he could vaguely make out the dark 
hulk of Kyle's pick up truck, parked near a clump of scrub bushes. A gasp 
sounded nearby him, and he startled.  He looked to see the source of the noise, 
and found Tonya curled up on the ground.  She was holding her shoulder and 
whimpering, blood seeping through the spaces between her fingers.

"Tonya!" Brandon cried, shuffling over to her on his hands and knees, 
"My God, you're hurt!"

"They got Polly," she sobbed, "I saw them surround her.  I could only 
bring one of them down before they got me...I tried..."

Brandon gingerly removed the hand that Tonya had covering her wound.  
The blast had torn a chunk out of the front of her right shoulder.  He 
could smell charred flesh and see bits of burned fabric clinging to the wound as 
though it were melted in to her skin.  Blood oozed freely from the opening.  He 
was no doctor, and he had no idea how bad an injury like this was, but it 
looked ugly.  A cold fist of fear gripped his heart and squeezed it until he felt 
dizzy.

"Oh, God, Tonya," he moaned helplessly, "Don't you dare die on me!  
You're all I've got left here!  Kim's gone, Chuck and Paul left...please don't 
die on me, Tonya!"  He lifted her into his arms and pressed her against him, 
knowing dimly that injured people were supposed to be kept warm.  He was 
unaware that tears were streaming down his cheeks.

"I'll be OK, Brandon.  I can even make it back to the truck.  You have 
to go and see if you can help Polly!"  Brandon saw a light bit of color 
replacing the pallor on Tonya's face as a spark of hope lit up her hazel eyes, 
"Maybe it's not too late.  You should have been the one to do this in the first 
place.  You would have shot them all down!"

Brandon looked at her and shook his head.

"You're hurt. I can't leave you!"

"Don't worry about me, Brandon.  Seeing you has given me the strength 
to get myself back to the truck.  There's a first aid kit in there, and I can 
wrap my shoulder.  It hurts like hell, but I don't think I'll die from it if I 
get to help soon.  Just go see about Polly, and hurry!"

With Brandon's help, Tonya stood on her own two feet.  Her face paled 
again, and she looked for a moment like she might pass out.  Then, she 
regained her composure. With her free hand, she gave Brandon the "V" sign, and 
turned away, carefully picking her way over the uneven ground, back to the truck.

As quickly as he dared, Brandon continued on, keeping low.  Finally, he 
got within clear sight of the Southeastern fence perimeter. He raised his 
binoculars to his eyes.  To his dismay, he could easily see guards 
clustered around a group of prisoners.  Ham Tyler, Lizard Lips Lydia, and a pretty, young 
chick were surrounded.  They were being led back towards the middle of the 
encampment.  A moment of time suspended itself in Brandon's mind.  He remembered 
back to the talk Ham Tyler had with him before he'd gone to live with the 
Bernsteins.  Brandon had been walking on a clear path to self destruction until Ham 
Tyler had steered him straight.  Now, through a miasma of red rage, he saw 
Visitor troops roughing up his mentor.  In that instant, Brandon suddenly knew 
what it meant to be tough.  Ham Tyler looked as proud and strong as a flag 
raised high on the 4th of July, despite knowing what his probable fate would be. In 
the next moment, another realization slammed into Brandon. Polly was 
nowhere to be seen. He knew, with a heart sinking flash of intuition, that it was too 
late for her too. Anger charged through his body, lifting him from his 
crouch and hurtling him forwards towards the fence. Dropping his binoculars, he 
raised his pistol. His face was a mask of pure fury.

"You sons of BITCHES!" Brandon screamed as he charged the fence. One of 
the guards leading the prisoners away on the other side of the fence 
turned.  Seeing Brandon, she fired a shot with her laser pistol.  The energy was 
stopped dead by the fence. It exploded and scattered harmlessly into thin air. 
Brandon stopped cold in his tracks. Without his binoculars, it was harder to 
see Tyler and the others, but he thought he saw Ham Tyler cast a glance over his 
shoulder and shake his head.  He knew what he was being told. A helpless feeling 
of vulnerability slid over him as he backed away from the fence and 
slinked away into the night. Now, he knew exactly how Tonya had felt. He too had 
failed.

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

Polly Maxwell sat on the floor of a squad vehicle, with her arms 
cuffed.  A female Visitor guard kept her laser weapon trained on her at all times. 
Other crew members worked quickly to load injured Visitor troopers into the 
vehicle. Soon, the shuttle was filled to capacity.

"Stand by for liftoff," the pilot announced over the intercom. Polly 
felt the vessel gather momentum and lift off the ground. She was unable to see 
out the windows, but she didn't have to to know where she was going.  Around 
her, Polly could hear the sounds of suffering.  Reverberating cries filled 
the cabin as the injured moaned out their agony.  She bit her lip and tried to 
shut it out.  They were the enemy, but for the first time, she was realizing 
that they suffered and bled just like anyone else.  Her memory replayed the 
events of the evening.  She had successfully brought down the fence, and programmed 
it to go back online in 15 minutes.  As she was making her escape from the 
control room, two technicians were on their way in.  They had somehow been 
alerted to a malfunction.  Polly claimed two more casulties that night as she took 
them by surprise and blasted them to kingdom come.  Unfortunately, the whine of 
her pistol had alerted others in the area to a skirmish.  She had just made 
it outside when they caught up to her and surrounded her.  Luck ran out.  
There were five of them, boxing her in on all sides.  They forced her to walk back 
the way she'd come. Without any warning, a laser blast flared, and one of the 
guards surrounding her went down; a smoldering hole gaping where his chest 
used to be.  She looked up to catch a brief glimpse of Tonya's auburn hair. The 
black clad resistor sent another bolt sizzling into the group, but it missed 
and scorched the wall behind them.  The guard that now had Polly in her 
custody had raised her weapon and fired a blast at Tonya.  Polly had heard Tonya 
cry out, and knew she'd been hit.  Moments later, Tonya ducked out of sight.  A few 
other troopers in the surrounding vincinity had taken after her. Polly didn't 
know if Tonya had been caught or not.  For all she knew, Tonya could be 
dead.  Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, but she forced them back.  There was 
no way she would let this scaly wench see her cry.  Through her fear and 
exhaustion, Polly did feel one small measure of relief.  She had 
succeeded in bringing the fence down, and she knew that the resistance had gotten in.  She'd 
given them the chance they'd needed. Now, she only hoped they'd succeeded in 
freeing Sean.

The shuttle slowed it's momentum, and landed with a thump. Polly felt 
her heart constrict tightly for a beat.  They were on board the mothership 
now.  She forced thoughts out of her mind about what had happened to Robin up 
here.  Medics appeared and began to unload the injured first.  Their work was 
quick and efficient.  The guard used her weapon to nudge Polly to her feet.  She 
then forced her to walk forwards, down the loading ramp.  There were a few 
more guards posted outside the shuttle, with their pistols drawn.  She also 
saw a young Visitor man.  Judging by the gold trim at the collar and the shoulders 
of his uniform, Polly knew that he was a security officer, but she couldn't 
determine what rank he might hold.

"Does Diana know we have a human prisoner?" the guard asked the 
officer.

"Yes, Andrea. The message was relayed. She wants the prisoner put in 
the cell block for now. We have another shipment of injured that will be 
arriving shortly."

Polly's guard, Andrea, stiffly saluted the officer.

"As you command, Nigel," she stated.  Polly snapped her head in the 
officer's direction.  Nigel...he was Lydia's contact!  The young man met her 
eyes.  His look was empathetic, but he said nothing.  Polly understood that he 
could not.  Quickly she averted her gaze before any more of her reactions 
became suspicious.  Andrea nudged Polly with the barrel of her laser pistol 
and pushed her forward.  Minutes later, Polly was alone in a barren, cramped cell 
somewhere in the smack middle of the ship, left to await her fate.

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

Ham, Lydia and the girl were shoved unceremoniously into a second squad 
vehicle, cuffed, and backed into a corner.  The rest of the cabin was 
quickly being filled with a half a dozen injured soldiers.  Some of them had minor 
injuries and were able to sit upright.  Others were carried in by companions and 
laid on the floor. Everywhere he looked, Ham saw green scales showing 
through torn patches of psuedo skin. He shook his head in disgust, and watched as a 
pair of troopers brought another casualty to the loading ramp.  The guard in 
charge took a quick look at the victim and shook his head.  Obviously, that 
one was well on the way to all things eternal.  The ramp retracted, the doors 
shut, and the shuttle lifted off.  Ham resignedly sighed and accepted his fate.  
He knew he'd be paying Diana a visit.  It had been some time since he'd been 
her prisoner, and he fully intended to save some fight for her, and give 
her hell.  In fact, he could almost smile at the thought.  

Lydia sat next to him, quiet as death.  If there was one person Ham 
wouldn't want to be right now, it was her. Her psuedo skin couldn't disguise the 
apprehension she felt.  Diana would be charmed as all get go to find 
Lydia captured amongst a group of resistors.  Her identity as a fifth columnist was 
very quickly about to be blown to hell.  Everyone knew, from Phillip's 
information, that Diana showed no mercy to traitors of her own kind. In fact, it was 
rumored that she enjoyed finding exotic and painful ways to torture them. 
Lydia, perhaps, was the only one who knew precisely how sadistic Diana could 
be in this regard.  She'd watched the death throes of captured fifth columnists 
both before and after she'd defected to their cause.  Ham knew as well as she did 
that she was about to join their ranks.  However, her torture would have a whole 
new meaning for Diana, who'd hated her long before she'd gone turncoat.  

Ham felt a cold hatred churn in his stomach. He'd never completely 
trusted Lydia before tonight. Now, he knew, with a certainty that was too late 
to express, that she was as loyal to the cause as any of the rest of the 
resistance.  She'd put Sean Donovan's life above her own...Gooder's kid above being 
a mother to her own kid. It made Ham sick to realize that Lydia was 
leaving a little baby behind, even if that baby was as leathery as a Samsonite suitcase.  
If there was one feeling he could identify with, it was that.  Distant 
memories began to crawl into his thoughts of the wife and daughter he'd lost in 
Saigon many years before.  He pushed them away, knowing that those memories 
had been used to force him to betray a friend once...and he wouldn't allow them 
to be taken advantage of again.  He leaned over and grasped Lydia's hand 
firmly, bringing his lips to her ear.

"Whatever they ask me up there, no matter how much they torture me, I 
won't tell them a thing about your kid.  I don't want them finding out about 
her and using her against you," Ham whispered.  He wasn't sure how well Lydia 
could hear him, but he knew that her hearing aid was turned on. However, he 
didn't dare speak loudly.  Instead, he was careful to enunciate clearly every 
whisper he spoke. Lydia directed a sad, but grateful smile at him.  He knew she'd 
heard him.

Ham then turned his attention to the young lady sitting on the other 
side of him.  Of the three of them, she seemed to be the most relaxed.  In 
fact, if it bothered her at all to be heading up to the mothership, it didn't show.  
Ham remembered how the bolts of energy from the laser pistols being fired 
by troopers on her side had gone beserk. A crazy thought occurred to him, 
as he mentally matched what he'd witnessed with her against what he'd seen 
Elizabeth do.

"Why the hell didn't you use your little powers to whammy the gate?" he 
demanded of her angrily, in a hissing whisper.

The girl, Madeline, stared at him blankly, obviously not comprehending 
what she had been asked.

"What powers?" she queried, her whisper reverberating slightly.

"Your a hybrid...a Starchild, right?  I saw what you did with the laser 
bolts being fired at us...why couldn't you do the same thing with the gate?"

Madeline still didn't appear to understand what Ham was talking about.  
He found himself vaguely wondering if she'd even known she was doing it.  
Lydia spoke up beside him.  He was surprised that she had even been able to 
hear the exchange between himself and the girl.

"I will tell you why.  She was just being Mummy's good little girl, and 
Mummy's good little girl would not dare let any more resistance members 
escape!"  Lydia's whisper was tinged with anger, and her breath smelled pecuilar.  
Ham realized it was venom.

"What the hell are you talking about?" Ham hissed back at Lydia.  He 
then looked back at the girl.  A look of shock, that almost looked 
incredious, was forming on her features.

"I know who you are," she excaimed in a joyous seeming whisper, "You 
are Nigel's sister!  He talked about you all the time. He even showed me a 
picture of you once!"

"Shut up, you loudmouthed brat!"  Lydia spat back at her.  Madeline 
appeared to be shocked.  Her eyes blinked in surprise, and then her features 
registered hurt.  Ham realized that the girl was about as naive as one could get.  
He didn't detect any malice in her revelation, only an innocent wonder. He 
nudged Lydia into silence next to him.  The guard watching over them waved his 
pistol in warning.  Obviously, he didn't mind if they conversed, so long as no 
one moved.

"Lydia...I think we should just keep quiet.  Something tells me that 
this kid is dumber than a box of hair when it comes to what we've been up 
to...let's not give her any ideas for Diana to torture out of her skull."

At the mention of Diana's name, the girl pulled her head up and gazed 
at the other two sitting crammed in the corner beside her.  A look of what 
passed for concern or worry clouded over her features.

"Do not worry," she told them quietly but fiercly, "No one will hurt 
me.  And I will not let anyone hurt you either.  You just wanted to get Sean 
out, because he was sick...he needed to go home...I do not see what is wrong 
with that. It was the right thing to do!  I will not let anyone punish you for 
that."

Ham's jaw dropped a notch.  Obviously, the girl was even more naive 
than he'd first believed.  However, he made no attempt to argue with her.  Better 
to let her think what she did than plant any other ideas in her head.  He 
felt the shuttle touch down.  Suddenly, the atmosphere inside the cabin changed.  
The guard who'd been keeping watch over them rudely shoved the muzzle of 
the pistol into their faces and ordered them to stand.  The injured were evacuated 
first.  Then the guard motioned the prisoners forwards.  As they exited 
a shuttle, a security officer approached. He was a man of middle age, with salt 
and pepper hair.  Ham didn't recongnize him, but he noticed that Lydia 
visibly blanched.

"Who the hell is that?" Ham whispered nervously.

"I do not know who he is, but he is obviously my replacement," Lydia 
shot back.  The guard escorting them gave Lydia a warning thump on her head 
with the tip of his rifle.  A little more of her psuedo skin ripped over her 
forehead.  It hung flapping over her eye.  With her hands cuffed, she was unable 
to brush it out of the way.

"There's no point in needless brutality, Calvin," the officer 
admonished the guard calmly.  The guard snapped to attention.  His posture betrayed 
his surprise at his superior officer's remark, but he made no protest.  The 
officer approached the trio of prisoners, gazing levelly at each one. 

"Unhand Madeline at once.  You know there will be hell to pay if Diana 
finds even one scratch on her," he ordered.  The rear guards flanking the 
prisoners stepped back.  No one had been actually touching her, but they took the 
hint.  


"Chief Dale!" Madeline cried, "These people were not doing anything 
wrong!  They were just trying to help a sick cadet!  Can you let them go?"

"I am afraid not.  I have my orders.  As for you, I have been told that 
you are to clean yourself up, change into a fresh uniform, and report to 
Diana.  She has been made aware of your arrival."

The girl nodded hesitantly, and saluted.  With a desparate look to 
Lydia and Ham, she turned to comply with Dale's orders.  The guards once again 
closed in around Lydia and Ham.

"Take them to the interrogation area," Dale ordered the troopers.  With 
laser rifles pointed at their backs, the prisoners were escorted to an 
elevator, and brought to the interrogation room.  Ham had been here before, as 
had Lydia.  Dale dismissed the guards.  He scrutinized the prisoners quietly before 
speaking.

"You understand, I have my orders.  Diana was alerted who the prisoners 
on board the shuttle were, and she desires to speak with you personally 
and immediately.  There is nothing I can do to delay the inevitable."  He 
then turned to Lydia, and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"I know who you are.  You are my predecessor. Please understand that by 
giving you this, I am doing everything I can to honor our position and 
secure our future.  Diana will offer you no mercy, but perhaps I can."  

With that, he pressed a small, gel filled capsule into her palm.  Lydia 
looked at it with an expression of gratitude .  She made a small rip in 
the pseudo skin of her palm, and shoved the capsule up inside.  There, it would 
rest safely until she was ready to use it.

Dale then turned his attention to Ham Tyler.

"I have been ordered to leave you alive, or else I would take you out 
now.  Not because I want to, but to keep you from betraying your members..or 
ours. Please know that if I find a way to free you, I will do so.  In the 
meantime, I beg you to remain strong."

"Better dead than red," Ham muttered, realizing that the new Security 
Chief was a fifth columnist, backed into an ugly position.  He remembered 
Donovan's story of Oliver, the fifth columnist who'd offered Gooder the option of 
suicide in a similar fashion as Dale had with Lydia.  He also remembered what 
had happened to poor Oliver.  

"You'd better look like you're guarding us, before the Crocodile Queen 
comes in here and sees you making cozy with us," he warned.  Immediately, all 
pretense of warmth vanished from Dale's face.  He stepped back two 
paces and directed the prisoners into two corners of the room.  Then, he flipped 
a switch on a wall mounted control panel.  A force field wall circled each of them, 
containing them in separate, barless cells.  At that moment, the doors 
to the interrogation room slid open, and Diana stepped through them.  Ham 
noticed, with some disgust, that the woman hadn't changed a bit since the first time he'd 
ever laid eyes on her.  The years that had passed since the Visitor's 
initial invasion didn't mark Diana in the least.  Her hair was the same shade 
of brunette, and her skin was unwrinkled by the passage of a few years. Her body was 
as lithe and trim as ever, and it still held the same posture of superiority.  
On her face was the exact expression of smug pleasure that Ham expected to 
see.  Her eyes seemed to sparkle at the prospect of interrogating her subjects.

"Hello, Mr. Tyler. Long time, no see, as the expression goes," she greeted him, almost warmly. Beneath her seemingly friendly overture, Ham could still hear the cold cruelty hidden in her voice. He made no reply. With relish, Diana turned to the other cell containing Lydia. "Well, well, well, who do we have here? The malady that you suffered last year truely must have addled your brain, Lydia, dear. To think you've been hiding out with the resistance for the last year, instead of training cadets elsewhere, like I was told. Very interesting. We will have to talk about your little unexpected tour of duty," Diana said. She placed her hands on her hips and regarded Lydia with a calculating, frosty gaze. 

Lydia held her ground. Instead of taking the bait, she merely glared at her nemesis through the walls of her containment cell. 

"I will leave you with the prisoners now," Dale announced respectfully. 

"Actually, Dale, I'd like you to stay here with me," Diana replied, casting him a sly smile.  "You've earned the right to enjoy this with me, I'd say. In fact, there's someone else who should be here too. She obviously has no idea what was almost done to her tonight...and it is time she learned what happens to traitors." She nearly spit as she said the last word in her tirade. 

With a summoning motion with her hand, two guards waiting just outside the doors escorted Madeline inside. The young woman was wearing a clean jumpsuit. The long brown waves of her hair were caught up into a barette, and the smudges of dirt and grime were washed from her face. It was obvious that her time on board the mother ship up til now had been far less stressful. However a small bit of anxiety or uncertainty was showing through in her expression. Diana tenderly took Madeline's hand and led her in front of the prisoners in their force field cells. She reached out and stroked a stray wisp of hair from the girl's forhead. 

"Madeline, here, has begged me to go easy on the two of you. After all, she claims that you were only trying to rescue an ailing cadet. However, I know just who that cadet was, and I know that you have both lied to Madeline." Diana's tone contained a threat that meant inmistakeable danger. She shot Ham Tyler a cold gaze that penetrated through the depths of his grey eyes and burned into his skull. "So, tell me, Mr. Tyler. Would you be very happy with someone if you learned that they had lied to your little daughter, Sunshine? In fact, you just may know how it feels...If recollection serves me right, your military promised you that they'd get Sunshine and your wife out of Vietnam before the fall of Saigon...and they lied..." she said coldly. 

Another memory from the hell of the past crept into Ham's mind. He gritted his teeth and shoved it back into the graveyard he made for reminders such as this. 

"I'm quite certain you remember, Mr. Tyler. Now, perhaps, you know how I feel. I do not take it too kindly when someone lies to my daughter. Especially you, of all people." She brought Madeline forward, gently tugging on her hand until they both stood inches from Ham's containment cell. 

"Well, pardon me, Your Scaly Highness, but I had no idea Madeline was your daughter," Ham retorted acidly, struggling to hold on to his resolve to stay strong. Of course, he'd known that Diana would use his daughter, Sunni, and any other painful memory against him. Perhaps he just hadn't expected it to start so soon. He then looked at Madeline. "I pity your soul, kid," he muttered. 

"The real pity is you, Mr. Tyler," Diana said. She then turned toward Madeline, and deliberately cupped her chin between her palms. "Madeline, this is going to be difficult for you to hear, but you must know the truth. I will never lie to you. Dangers lurk everywhere, and I cannot allow you to be ignorant to them any longer. This man, this one that has so callously led you to believe that he was only trying to rescue a sick cadet, is a member of the Los Angeles Resistance. He is of very questionable character, and is a skilled liar, too. However, he does posess certain attributes...such as cunning, intelligence, and strength. It makes him very good at what he does to terrorize our people, but it also makes him a terrible example of a father for you. I am sorry to have to introduce you to your father in this way, but he has given me no other choice." 

Ham felt almost no reaction at first, until the implications set in. There was absolutely no way he could comprehend what he was hearing as the truth. "You lying bitch!" he spat, the anger in his voice carrying through loud and clear out of the containment cell. 

"Now, really, Mr. Tyler. Why would I waste my time with lies during what could be the final moments of your existence?" 

"You're forgetting that I know how babies are made...and I never slept with you..nor would I ever, even if you were the last female on the planet, and I'd lived like a monk all my life!" 

Diana treated him to one of her best, most charming smiles. "Madeline is not like other children, as I am sure you know. In fact, she is a miracle of modern science. All I needed was a sample of your DNA, which I obtained from you on your first visit up here, quite awhile back..." 

Ham's memory flashed back to the night in the fire station, when Laura had sat amongst the members of the resistance, fearfully telling the story of how she'd come to be impregnated with Abraham. She had told them all something about Diana collecting samples from everyone that had ever been imprisoned aboard the mothership...himself included. His mind began a screeching protest. He hated Diana with a passion that mere words could not convey. How dare she... "You rotten, psychotic-" he began, but Diana cut him off. 

"Careful, Mr. Tyler. Little pitchers have big ears," she cautioned him. She then turned to Madeline. "Give him some time, my dear. Maybe he will come around," she stated. 

Madeline's brow wrinkled in confusion as she regarded her mother. Then, she turned to Ham. His heart stopped when he saw some sort of desparate comprehension in her eyes. She bit her lip, and turned away wordlessly. Her motions were not born of anger, however. They were born of understanding. Ham could almost feel that the girl knew how twisted her own mother was. In fact, he could sense that she was afraid of her. 

"You make me sick. I certainly hope that Madeline does not take after you. It would serve you right if she blasted you off the face of this planet! Someone should! You have absolutely no right to create an innocent life and use her as revenge...or some bloody science experiment!" Lydia's outburst took everyone by surprise. Diana stiffened, and then stalked over to Lydia's cell. 

"I have the right to do whatever I please, and you are in no position to argue with me. In fact, I am not done with my round of surprises." She stepped back from the cell, and whispered an order to one of the guards at the door. A few silent, tense minutes later, he reported back to her. "Send him in," Diana ordered. 

Once again, the guards escorted in someone. Ham blinked at the new arrival, a young male officer in uniform. He didn't recognize him. However, he heard Lydia gasp in the cell beside him.

"Nigel?!" Madeline called. Her expression suddenly lost it's bewilderment, and brightened visibly. 

The young man, Nigel, locked gazes with Madeline, but said nothing. Instead, his attention turned first to the containment cell holding Lydia, and then to Diana. 

"Ah, yes, Nigel. How good of you to come so quickly. Tell me something...were you aware that your sister had gone turncoat with the Fifth Column scum?" Diana questioned. 

Nigel was obviously too shocked to reply. Instead, Lydia began to protest inside her cell. "No, he had no bloody idea! I did this on my own!" she insisted. 

Diana regarded Lydia with a cold smile. "Too bad I don't believe you," she retorted. Then she turned to Nigel. "It is such a pity I never got to finish my sacrifice of you for Ramalan, dear Nigel. I will have to content myself with finishing it now." 

With no further warning, she unholstered her blaster and shot Nigel. The blast took him square in his middle and knocked him off his feet. Simultaneously, the room was filled with two reverberating screams of horror.One was from Lydia; the other was from Madeline, who stared at her mother with horrified disbelief. Then, she scampered over to where Nigel had fallen. Bending over him, she took his head into her hands; a few whimpers escaping from her throat. 

Dale approached the still form on the ground and made a precursory attempt to check his vitals. "Is he dead?" Diana demanded of him. 

"I am not certain," Dale announced. 

"Very well. You may take your leave now. Take that carcass with you and feed it to the crivits...dead or alive!" 

"No, Mother, not Nigel!" Madeline cried. The guards standing outside the room moved in and removed Madeline from Nigel's body. As the guards lifted the fallen man from the floor to drag him out, Madeline managed a murderous look in her mother's direction. Then, she followed Chief Dale and the pair of guards bearing Nigel's body out of the room. 

Through all of the pandemonium, Ham could clearly hear Lydia hurling curses at Diana, as she screeched in shock and grief. It seemed very much like the only thing holding her upright was the force field in her containment cell. Though Lydia's face couldn't pale in shock, her wide eyed, outraged expression betrayed her turmoil. Ham noticed that she was trembling, too. Diana approached Lydia's cell again and locked gazes with her. 

"You should have known better. Now that we have that little formality out of the way, we can proceed..." 

"You will get nothing out of me, Diana. After shooting my brother, you have just assured yourself of that!" Lydia spat. Venom spewed from her mouth in a stream and spattered harmlessly against the force field. 

"We shall see," Diana purred mockingly in return as she afforded Lydia a patronizing smile. Then, she turned to the guard nearest to her, and issued him a quiet order. He snapped a salute, exited the room, and reappeared, minutes later, escorting a slight, rather homely man into Diana's presence. 

"Oswald," she told him, "have a private interrogation suite prepared immediately. Make certain that the pharmaceuticals in the injector are the very best, for someone of...Lydia's importance..." Diana let her voice trail off as the little ugly man peered at Lydia behind her force field cell enclosure. 

"Oh, my stars!" he exclaimed, holding his hand to his chest in an overacted gesture of shock, "What a surprise!" His eyes were wide as saucers as the implications set in. He then shook his head at Lydia and clucked his tongue as though he were an old aunt scolding a naughty child. 

Ham's eyebrow shot up a notch when he witnessed this exchange. It was obvious to him, at least by standards of human behavior, that this technician was blatantly gay. Lydia had nothing to say to Oswald, but Ham could easily see the beginnings of annoyance creeping into her facial expression past the outrage and grief. 

Oswald dared not to fish for a response from Lydia for too much longer. His attention reverted back to Diana as if he was suddenly remembering her presence in the room. "As you wish, Diana. You will have every thing you will need for this," Oswald concluded matter of factly. Then, he let out a longing sigh. "If only I could be a fly on the wall..." 

"You are pressing your luck and trying my patience, Oswald. You will do as I have commanded, and you will have everything ready within one hour's time," Diana stated. 

Oswald nodded with a jerk. "Of course. It will be ready," he replied hastily, as he started to backpedal out of the room. Moments later, he was gone, and Diana turned to her prisoners and gave them a self satisfied smirk. 

"What a shame to have to part your company for now," she told the two of them collectively, "but rest assured, we'll each get a chance to chat again soon." 

Ham and Lydia glanced at each other through their force field containment cells and watched as Diana issued a series of hasty orders to a seemingly endless supply of guards. Four of them stepped forward and positioned themselves outside the cells, two to each prisoner, while a technician flipped a switch on a console to deactivate the force fields. Before either of them could move, the guards had them restrained with cuffs. As they were led away, Diana folded her arms over her chest and watched their departure with an eagle eye. The look on her face was decidedly sarcastic. 

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

Once her two prize prisoners were transferred to the transitional detention area, it was all Diana could do to keep her amazed joy contained. To imagine she had Ham Tyler as a repeat guest...and...as a special treat...she was now getting the opportunity to finally stick a heated knife into the back of her most hated rival, Lydia...all in one night! It was almost too much to comprehend, let alone believe, which was precisely why Diana forced herself to maintain her composure. Perfectly wonderful opportunities such as this had a tendency to slip through one's claws if one was not vigillant; Diana had the experience of tasting that particular defeat. She made a silent vow to herself that tonight would be different. No matter how badly she wished to drag out Lydia's torture, she realized that Lydia just might have the gall to try some pathetic means of escape if she waited too long. Therefore, she permitted Oswald just one hour to get everything ready for Lydia's interrogation, which she knew was pushing it. Sadly, there wouldn't be time to come up with a new, exciting, and creative way to question and humiliate the bitch. It was the only spot of contention, as far as Diana could see. 

Then, of course, there was Ham Tyler. Diana hadn't expected that he would be paying her a call anytime soon. It had been far too long since she'd laid eyes on any of her old resistance rivals. She had no exact plans for what she would do with Mr. Tyler as of yet, but a few ideas were swiriling in her head already. One involved finding out what her "old friends" were up to. The other was...a bit more personal...Diana's lips curved into an unconscious smile as she glided down the corridor to attend to the other matter of business on tonight's agenda. She had been informed, shortly before the notification regarding the capture of Ham Tyler and Lydia, and the return of Madeline, that there was one other resistance prisoner apprehended. 

The hour Diana had before she would begin Lydia's interrogation would be the perfect interlude to be briefed about this last prisoner. The prisoner had been brought to the mothership through the usual protocol, which was standard for non-identified prisoners. She was a young female, situated in an intake cell that was bare of any furniture. The front facing wall was actually a two way mirror. The young woman seemed to be astutely aware of this fact, and she regarded what she percieved to be a window on her side, warily, with her arms crossed protectively over her chest. Diana noted, with some interest, that the prisoner was wearing a pilfered technician's uniform. Other than that, and the fact that she was quite attractive as far as humans went, there was nothing else remarkable about her. Diana hadn't the foggiest notion who the girl was, but even through the thick walls of the containment cell, she could scent resistance on her. A technician was seated at a console, busily running the fingerprints, photo, and retinal scan of the prisoner through the giant computer database. Diana leaned over her shoulder to see if any matches had been obtained. 

"Nothing yet," the technician reported, "The prisoner states that her name is Kelly Bundy and that she is twenty-one years of age. She has no identification on her, no known criminal record, and her fingerprints do not match those of any government employee in their database. She will not divulge any more information." 

"Have you tapped into the computer at the Department of Motor Vehicles?" Diana asked sharply.

"I'm accessing it right now." Diana cocked her head, digesting what little there was to go on. Fingerprints or a social security number would be the best ways to identify someone, but some humans did not carry their social security ID's on their persons. Fingerprints were only useful if they were on file somewhere already. She ran through a mental checklist of places where a human might need to submit to fingerprinting. Pre-employment or criminal identification were obvious choices. Something niggled at the back of her brain. She'd seen a human's thumbprint on the back of an picture ID card when she'd been combing through personal belongings while compiling her human alias. Diana had methodically searched for a person who had obtained only a driver's license and a social security number, but had not ever been married, didn't have a long work history, and didn't have any traceable resources such as a bank account or property. Often times, when people like this received checks, they took them to "check cashing" facilities to be redeemed. These facilities usually required their customers to submit to photo imaging and supply a thumbrint to be put on a laminated ID card that the customer would present for later transactions. Diana had learned of this when the personal effects of all human prisoners entombed in stasis had been confiscated from the victim's pockets and wallets. All items were kept in storage, including clothes and, especially, any currency. Anything else was studied astutely and used to provide more useful clues about human society. Not to mention, these human essentials could come in handy when covert operations became necessary. As it was, the young woman who's ID Diana had "borrowed" had one of these such "check cashing" cards. 

"Get a listing of the various check cashing places in town. Most financial businesses are computerized these days, so you should not have any problem accessing their databases and running the prisoner's prints against their customer's on file for a possible match," Diana ordered. 

The technician looked at her commander with an expression of modest awe, and Diana felt her spirits lift even more yet. "As you wish, Commander," the technician replied, "Oh, and I ran the name "Kelly Bundy" though the data base with the Social Security Administration. As I am sure you will see, I think our prisoner is lying to us. The Social Security Administration has three "Kelly Bundy's" on file. One lives in Rhode Island, and would be thirty one years of age today. The next lives in Oklahoma, is twenty four, and, judging by the middle name of Douglas, I would also say he is male. There is only one Kelly Bundy listed in California, but the Social Security Administration indicates that she is only seven years old." 

Diana smiled ruefully, flicking a casual gaze at their unwilling guest. "I would not be the least bit surprised. I am quite sure she is lying. However, I suspect she is with the resistance, and I know someone who just may be able to help me identify this young lady. If not, I have other ways to coax the truth out of her." 

"It may be a faster choice. The search you requested is complete. Nothing came up." 

"Well, then. I am more certain than ever that our guest is with the resistance. They are just oh, so cautious about leaving personal evidence of their existance around, as if it helps. However, I suspect you are right. Forget about identifying her for the moment. What I want to know is where she got that uniform from. Have it removed from her and scanned to see if it is one of our later "resistance proof" ones." 

The technician looked at Diana quizically, as if she didn't quite understand what she was being told. Diana was merely a second away from losing her patience before she realized that, in actuality, this technician probably hadn't the slightest notion at all what she meant. 

"Later issues of uniforms have a special chip installed in the collar with the identification of the idividual it is requisitioned to programmed into it. Only a select few officers are aware of this protocol. It was designed to stop the fifth columnists from stealing uniforms and giving them to the resistance. And, like in this case, it just may provide a clue as to who the sympathizer is that loaned this uniform to our prisoner." 

"Yes, I understand," the technician responded, comprehension dawning in her eyes, "and if anything registers, I will inform you at once." 

"I trust that you will," Diana replied, giving the prisoner one last lookover. She then glanced at her chrono and noted the time. In just a short while, things were about to get very interesting. 


Chapter 14   The Longest Night

"Hush, now don't you cry,
Wipe away the teardrops from your eyes.
You're lying safe in bed,
it was all a bad dream spinning in your head.
Your mind tricked you to feel the pain
of someone close to you leaving the game
of life..."

~~ Queensryche  Silent Lucidity

Mike Donovan tore through the darkness, clinging desparately to his 
son's sweaty hand.  Togther, they scrambled over the rough ground.  
Occasionally, Sean would stumble.  He was only wearing some sort of pajama bottoms, and 
his feet were bare.  Mike knew the soles of his feet had to be getting torn up 
by now, but Sean made no complaint.  Just as Mike thought he saw the truck 
outlined in the distant darkness, Sean stopped cold.  He doubled over and heaved, 
spilling his gorge onto the ground.  Mike backtracked and put his arm 
around his son. Sean was shivering, as the night air cooled against his bare skin.

"We gotta keep going, son," Mike told him when Sean was finally able to 
stand erect.  Sean nodded mutely.  As they prepared to take off, a laser bolt 
scorched the ground just behind them.  Mike turned and saw a pair of 
scouts gaining on them.  He fired his weapon and brought one of them down.  The other 
continued his pursuit.  Mike had Sean by the hand once again, running 
as fast as his tired legs could carry him.  Another shot scorched the air.  Mike could 
smell singed hair.  That one had been closer yet.  The truck was only a few 
yards away.  Suddenly, a figure rose out of the bed of the pickup truck.  A 
bright flare of light exploded from the weapon raised in her hand.  Mike heard 
a thud and a reverberating screech as the scout following them was hit and 
dropped to the ground.  Mike and Sean scrambled the last few feet to the truck.  
Donovan cried out as his feet tangled up in something on the ground, and he 
fell with a thump.  His feet had accidentally kicked another dead scout.  Some 
three feet in the distance, the wan moonlight illuminated the figure of yet 
another one, lying still on the ground.  Mike hauled himself up and brushed 
dirt and grass from his jeans. Sean was already heaving himself into the back of 
the truck. Tonya Follows leaned over the side, clutching her shoulder.

"I took care of those other goons, too,"she panted weakly.  Mike 
noticed that her hand was covered with streaks of gore.  It seemed as though someone 
suddenly took her legs right out from beneath her.  She collapsed 
breathlessly into the bed of the truck.  Beads of sweat stood out against her ghostly 
pale skin.  Mike realized, from watching Julie's triage in the past, that 
Tonya was in shock.

"Let's get you two the hell out of here," Mike said.

Tonya suddenly bolted upright.  What had looked nearly dead seconds ago 
had miraculously risen from the ashes.

"No, No!  We can't go until Brandon gets here with Polly!" she cried.  
Her bottom lip trembled from her exertions, and more blood seeped from the 
wound.

"Take it easy, kid.  Brandon went with the rest of Alpha and Beta 
teams..."

"No, he came back!" Tonya exclaimed.  She haltingly told Mike the story 
of what she'd witnessed happen to Polly, and how Brandon had found her 
later.

"Son of a bitch," Mike muttered, "We can't sit here like clay pigeons. 
The scouts will find us for sure. We'll have to get them."

Tonya and Sean remained in the back of the truck, while Mike climbed 
into the cab.  He gunned the motor and switched on the headlights.  Swinging the 
truck around, he tore off in search of Polly and Brandon.  It wasn't long 
before he heard the whoosh of a laser blaster.  A scout was pursuing a  running 
figure. Even from his vantage point, Mike could be fairly certain that the 
fleeing person was Brandon.  The trooper leveled his pistol again.  Mike 
grabbed his own weapon from the seat beside him, cruised up close to the scout, and 
fired. The scout dropped.  Brandon tore pell mell for the truck and hopped 
into the back while it was still moving.  Anxiously, he rapped on the divider 
window that separated the cab from the back.  Mike reached behind and slid the 
window open.  Brandon's head quickly filled the space.

"There's another one around here somewhere..." he warned.  No sooner 
did he say so, another blast seared the air.  It hit the side of the truck, 
rocking it with a violent concussion.  Mike could only take a moment to be 
thankful that the shot hadn't hit the gas tank.  Brandon whipped out his pistol and 
shot back, but he missed.  The scout took aim for another hit.  Mike 
realized that there was no way the scout would miss this time.  Another flare lit up 
the night.  Through the side mounted rear view mirror, Mike looked and saw 
his son standing in the back of the truck.  A weapon was smoking in his grip.  
The scout was down.  Mike had no idea where Sean had gotten the pistol, but he 
supposed it might be Tonya's. The path in front of the headlights was clear.  
Mike shouted a warning for all in the back to sit down.  Then, he floored 
the accelerator.

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

Robin Maxwell cursed as her short legs stomped on the gas pedal.  She 
was in command of Ham's van, and she had only brief seconds to ponder what 
might have become of him, Mike, Lydia, Polly, Tonya, and later, Brandon after 
they'd all become separated. What had been a fairly easy enterence and escape from 
the confines of the camp was quickly turning into a nightmare.  A few 
scouts had made it out of the gates before they'd gone back online. In short 
order, other troops were summoned up and sent out into the night to round up the 
escaped intruders.  At first, they'd only been pursued on foot.  Once they'd 
made it to the vehicles, however, and loaded up the converts, they'd began to hear 
the roar of motorcycles.

Chris Faber shoved his bulk through the window as far as he could, and 
took a shot. The blast took the front tire out of the motorcycle scout 
pursuing them. The bike spun out of control, and spilled it's rider.  Up ahead, 
squinting though the grimy windshield, Robin could make out the taillights of 
Mike's Blazer.  Elias was driving Mike's vehicle.  It, too, was loaded with 
resistance memebers and converts. Robin swerved to avoid a rut.  Chris was knocked 
around a bit as he lowered himself down into the cab of the van.

"Damn women drivers," he swore, chomping loudly on his ever present 
waud of gum.

"Bite me!" Robin retorted in protest.  

Willie poked his head in between the driver's and the passenger's seat. 
The cab divider had long ago been removed to allow for more passenger and 
cargo room.

"I do not hear anymore bikes," he reported breathlessly.

"Don't take a breath yet," Chris replied, "The next thing you know, 
they'll be chasing us on roller skates."

"I do not think that roller skates would be very practical on this 
terrain," Willie said bluntly.

Robin glanced out of the big mirror mounted on the driver's side of the 
van.  A pair of headlights gleamed at her in the distance.

"We've got company again," she cried, but as Chris moved to position 
himself to take aim again, Robin quickly jerked him down.

"Wait, I think it's Kyle's truck!" she cried. The pickup truck was 
better suited to handle the rough terrain.  It soon sped up beside the van. 
Robin was shocked to see Mike Donovan at the wheel.

"Where's Tonya and Lydia?" she cried out her window.  

"Later," Mike mouthed at her.  The truck took the lead, giving Robin a 
clear view of the passengers riding in the back.  She saw Brandon...possibly 
Sean...and someone in dark clothing, lying down. Unfortunately, she had 
no way of knowing whether that person was Tonya or Ham. All she could guess was 
that the person lying down was injured, and all she knew was that she did not 
see the gleam of blonde hair to suggest it might be Polly or Lydia back there. 
A terrified gasp escaped her lips, but there was little she could do 
except keep on driving.

***************************************************************
"So, what the hell is this place?" Ham gasped, looking around the narrow, 
completely enclosed room that he and Lydia had been sealed into.  
Unlike any other prison cell he'd ever spent time in onboard the mothership, this 
room had no sleeping bunk cut into the wall, although there was a toilet.  He noted 
with disgust that, just as he remembered from his last visit here, there was 
no toilet paper. Grimly, he wondered if he should ask Lydia what lizards 
used to wipe with.

"This is the transitional facility," Lydia replied quietly, "It is 
situated between the interrogation area and the prison cell block.  Sometimes, 
it is just not convenient to go through the bother of assigning prisoners a 
cell in the detention block before or after their interrogation, if you know what I 
mean...Other times, it gets decided that a prisoner is best suited for 
other purposes besides the detention block.  That is what this facility is 
for. It serves as a place to deposit a prisoner before a decision is made as to what 
will be done with them."

"Oh, that's just nice," Ham replied sourly, as though he'd forgotten 
he'd asked Lydia about it in the first place. Finally growing tired of his 
relentless pacing, he forced his back against the smooth, white, featureless, 
wall, and slid down it until his buttocks came into contact with the cold, hard, 
floor.  Once sitting, his position next to Lydia nearly copied hers; knees bent 
up to protect the chest and abdomen. They both faced the only doorway into 
the room, ever alert for the moment when troops would come to remove Lydia for 
her inevitable questioning.

Ham's nervous eyes took one more rove around the room before settling 
once again on his partner in imprisonment.  She hadn't spoken another word 
to him since she explained where they were. Though her eyes were on the door, 
her thoughts seemed distant.  Her legs were drawn up like his, but he 
noticed that her hands were not clasped around her knees in the typical fashion of one 
sitting in this position; as his now were.  Instead, her hands rested atop the 
apex of her kneecaps, the fingers of one hand tracing nervous motions in the 
psuedoskin of the opposite palm. Just as Ham remembered what rested 
below the surface of her false skin in that palm, their eyes met.  Lydia gave him a quiet 
smile of understanding.

"How much time do you suppose has passed?" she asked. Despite her 
predicament, the crisp tones of her British accent betrayed no fear.

"I don't know, but Queen Scaly gave that fruitcake...what's his name..."

"Oswald," Lydia responded.

"Yeah, Oswald...Well, she gave him one hour to get things ready.  I'd 
say we've been holed up in here for about twenty minutes," Ham calculated.

"I do not have much time left then. With Diana, an hour is an hour, unless 
she gets angry. I regret that we must part company this way, because I 
have heard so many tales of how members of the resistance manage to get 
themselves rescued from this mothership, and I know you yourself have accomplished 
this at least once..."

"I wasn't rescued, Lydia.  I was 'bargained' for.  You should know 
that," Ham interjected, almost rudely.

"It hardly matters at this point.  I know that you will not be left up 
here to rot without some sort of negotiation made to free you. Mike will 
work with Philip to insure that. The beauty of it all is that Diana does not know 
this, so I must guarantee my silence to make certain she does not find out."

Ham's sour mood suddenly sobered when the power of Lydia's statement 
sunk in.  She was right, and he knew it.  Gooder may be a son of a bitch, but he 
and the others had bargained once to free Ham and Kyle from the Visitor's 
clutches, and he would willingly do it again.  And Lydia would willingly kill 
herself to keep that secret to herself.  Despite his fear and anger, a spark of 
hope blossomed deep inside. Of course, he knew Lydia's death served to 
protect other secrets as well, and she was likely telling him this to stop him from 
interfering with her suicide, but he couldn't argue with her logic.  
Then, he realized that Lydia could guarantee her own silence, but he had no such suicide 
pills to guarantee his own.

"Maybe you won't have to," Lydia told him, as if she could read his 
mind.

Ham didn't bother to waste what precious little time she had left to 
question her about it either, even though his mind still fought to wonder how 
he'd manage to keep his silence when they both knew that he'd been converted 
once before.  Perhaps that was the key in itself.  Maybe Diana wouldn't have 
to torture anything out of Ham. The thought that he'd just willingly spill his 
guts and tell her anything she wanted to know simply because he'd been 
preprogrammed to made him convulse with unmentionable dread.  Somehow, Lydia must have 
seen through the tangled anguish in his mind, because suddenly, she had 
scooted closer to him; still carefully favoring the palm that hid her dose of 
poison.

"Ham, I do not think that the consequences of whatever hell you went 
through before will make any difference now. You have had no reconditioning 
since then, and it has been years. Look at Sean Donovan. He has had to be 
recaptured, retrained, and drugged numerous times for his conditioning to keep a 
hold on him. Juliet Parrish is well past any conditioning that was done to her, 
too. So are you.  Diana will have to reinstitue another full conversion session 
if that is what she has in mind for you...but somehow, I think she wants you 
for another purpose."

"What the hell purpose would that be?" Ham asked darkly.  It wasn't his 
way to play stupid, but he was far to tired to try to guess at Diana's 
twisted motives at this point.

"Honestly, what do you think?  She has questioned enough resistance 
people by now to know what happens every time she does. She will send a whole 
regimen of troops down to capture the base camp, only to find that it has 
relocated. It is a game that you have both been playing for too many years.  She will 
not win it this way, regardless of how much truth serum she pumps you full 
of. So, conversion and trickery is one way...but it is one way that has never 
quite succeeded the way she wants it to. Then, there is another way...and I 
am willing to bet the other way has to do with that half-bred bio-terror hatchling 
of hers."

Sitting this close to her, Ham was able to detect an odd smell on 
Lydia's breath that was gone the minute she swallowed thickly. First, he 
wondered if she'd taken the poison, but when he looked, he still saw the lump in 
her palm.

"So then, you really think she's not lying? You think that kid is mine?  
I can't honestly remember how she could get-"

"No, I do not suppose you would," Lydia sighed sadly.  She looked up at 
him eye to eye; any trace of sarcasm or anger gone from her expression.

"I know you were drugged and your mind was not your own.  Understand, 
too, that I was not who I am now, or I would have done more to stop it than 
to merely sneer at Diana and call her disgusting to her face.  At the time, Ham, 
I felt that her treatment of both you and Kyle Bates was highly inappropriate, 
but there was no one to report it too.  Charles was here then, and he was 
in on it.  Philip was not here yet...or I suppose he might have seen things my 
way..."

"You knew about this?" Ham questioned suddenly, his voice exploding 
like a ricochet, though his volume was one notch below yelling.

"I knew nothing for certain, Ham.  Diana did not tell me everything. 
What I objected to was some information gathering sessions she had me observe 
while she was putting together psycological profiles on both you and Kyle 
Bates.  It seemed to me that some of the questions she asked were 
inordinately...well...sexual in nature, and I felt they were 
inappropriate.  And, yes, I was afraid that she was gathering that information to use for her own personal gratification.  I have always been aware of the rumors that Diana has 
perverted sexual tastes, and I have even seen her behave in ways that might suggest that 
the rumors are true.  However, Ham, to directly answer your question...No.  
I did not know precisely what she had done...but...I am not surprised to learn of 
it.  I am not surprised at all.  Really, you should not be either.  In fact, I 
suggest that you find out from that child if she has any siblings...any 
hybrid siblings growing in vats, with human fathers...like Kyle Bates!"

Throughout Lydia's tyrade, Ham felt gorge rising in his stomach that 
only a sheer act of his amazing willpower allowed him to keep it inside.  A 
distant, hazy scene crept into some foggy recess of his memory:  Of Diana's face inches 
above his.  She caressed his face and whispered something to him, purring in her 
native tongue.  All the while, he felt as though he was floating a million miles 
above anything, sitting in a gravity chair completely suspended and restrained, 
yet unhurt. The only sensation he had was of a writhing pressure on his pelvis that 
gradually increased with intensity until suddenly he felt the most exquisite climax he'd ever had in his life.  All of his seed drained from him in a hot, convulsive gush, and he was 
helpless to stop it from happening.  It was as if a tight hand was wringing every 
last drop from him, and it didn't stop until he was completely spent. When he 
opened his eyes, Diana was there, holding his head in her hands.  Her eyes 
snapped open, unhidden behind their indigo contacts...

"Yes, Mr. Tyler, I felt it...I felt you inside of me..."

A sharp intake of air was all it took to make the horrible image go 
away. Suddenly, Ham was back in the narrow holding cell with Lydia, who 
stared at him with a quizzical if not concerned expression on her face.

"That bitch," he muttered, sickly.

"Ham, you have got to be strong.  I will be with you any way I can be 
after this, but take faith in knowing that you will be freed soon."

With that, Lydia finally dislodged the pill from her palm, but Ham 
stopped it's progress to her mouth with a rough yank to her sleeve.  

"What in the name of parching thirst do you want?" she questioned him, 
"Can you not see I am trying to commit suicide? If you think this is easy, 
you should try it!"

"I just have to know why.  Why you're doing this? Look...just a year 
ago, you were Lizard Lips Lydia, Second in Command of the Scalies, marching up 
here right along side the Lizard Queen, trying to shoot us all down..."

A sound erupted from Lydia that he'd heard in the desert; the one that 
sounded like an all out hissy/laugh.  In the dimly lit room, he could 
see her lips curved into a smile and could tell that in fact, she was laughing.  
Unlike in the desert though, tonight, it sounded full of mirth.  Despite its 
alien sound, it carried far more human expression than Ham cared to admit he 
understood.

"I hate Diana," Lydia blurted, her laugh abruptly falling off as she 
spoke, "and I know that joining the 5th Column would really peeve her off. 
That is why I did it."

"That's the only reason why?" Ham asked, half of himself beginning to 
feel vindicated. The other half wanted to reach out and strangle her.

"No, you idiot. Was that a good enough reason for you to turn traitor 
against your own country and sell your own beliefs to the highest bidder?"

"You bitch!" Ham cursed, blinking in disbelief.

"You are right.  I am sorry.  You did not sell your beliefs any more 
than I did.  But I know what happened to your wife and daughter when Saigon 
fell.  I know what you did afterward, and I do not blame you.  You were lied to.  
So was I.  Now do you understand why I did what I did?"

"You didn't want your daughter to be where mine was when 'Saigon' 
falls."

"Exactly.  I do not want Emitha to be where anyone can lie to her like 
that.  Philip opened my eyes to the truth. You will have to open your eyes to 
your own truths too, but do not fall to the lies, Ham."

"Diana's full of them, isn't she?"

Lydia looked at hm weakly and smiled.

"If you do not mind, I do not wish to have my last thoughts be of her.  
I already thought of my revenge, but it will not be mine if I do not 
hurry up and take my poison."

"What's your revenge?"

"She will not get me to talk, that is what.  The dead cannot talk.  She 
will cut me open, of course, only to learn that poison killed me, but she 
will never get a bloody word out of me.  It will make her very angry."

"What would you like to think about then? Emily?" 

Lydia shook her head emphatically.

"No...I would like to think of her very much, but it hurts to leave her.  
My one regret is that I want to see her grow up..."

"Yeah, I know," Ham replied quietly.

"Her Wantu is Willie.  He will know what to do when I do not come 
home..."

"I'll make sure he knows."

"Please tell her I love her."

Ham nodded.

Lydia exhaled in relief and slumped against the wall miserably.  Then 
she gave Ham one last pleading look.

"Might I trouble you for one last request?" she asked quietly.

Ham shrugged, unsure of what sort of deathwish a lizard might have, and 
not quite sure he should readily agree to it.

"I am so cold.  Always cold, but now more than ever.  I know I am 
asking a lot of you, because you do not like our kind,  but might I lean against you 
and share your warmth for just a little while?"

Ham was actually surprised that her request did not revulse him, and 
even more surprised when he allowed her to lean against his chest and relax. 
A few quiet moments passed, and he could tell she hadn't taken the pill yet; 
yet there was no telltale movement on her part to alert him when she had.  He 
heard her laugh lighly and murmur softly in her London tones,
"Lizard Lips Lydia."

"Yeah, but not anymore," Ham told her sincerely.

His mind flashed back to the distant war fields in Vietnam, and the 
times when he'd seen a comrad take a fatal hit and fall. A soldier could 
never predict what he'd be doing from moment to moment. One minute, he'd be digging 
foxholes, tossing grenades or sniping Charlies, and in the next, he 
could be cradling a dying comrad. Ham had done plenty of all of it. The members of his 
squadron had come from all over the States and had all told tales of their home 
towns with pride.

But when they died, they all went one place. Home. In their eyes, Ham 
could see it. They'd called it by many different names, but, when the final 
call came, Home was the same place for all the soldiers.

Lydia gave one, final, jerking convulsion in Ham's arms, and then she 
was utterly still. Her muscles relaxed all at once, and her head flopped 
back against Ham's arm. Eyes wide open, unafraid, Lydia had stared her fate straight 
on. 

And, like in the battle fields of long ago, Lydia had died like another 
comrad in Ham's arms. Ham found, that even the scaly soldier with human 
contacts, that spoke of her distant, dying planet in with a forked tongue, went 
to the same place that his Vietnam Comrades went when Taps played for her. 
Lydia went Home.

***************************************************************
A well appointed shuttle sped soundlessly throught the vast, empty 
blackness of space.  Through the front viewport, Phillip could now make out the 
blue sphere of the planet Earth. As the shuttle continued it's journey on 
it's pre-programmed coordinates, Phillip consulted the brief, official message 
he'd received from Dale while he was at Rendezvous Station.  The transmission 
had been sent at roughly 11:40 p.m. Pacific Daylight Earth Time.  It had been 
given urgent priority and had been passed directly to Phillip.  When he read 
the coded transmission, a sense of forboding and fear had coursed through him, 
rankling the scales beneath his psuedo skin.  Dale had notified him of an 
emergency situation that had taken place upon the Cadet Training Facility in 
Southern California.  He hinted strongly that the Los Angeles Resistance was 
involved, and that there had been prisoners taken and numerous casualties.  The last 
of the message contained a plea for Phillip to return to the Mothership at 
once, and a warning to be extremely cautious.  Phillip could only guess what this 
meant.  Somehow, word had gotten out about Sean's imprisonment at the camp.  The 
resistance had staged a raid to get him back, as he feared they would 
if they knew.  Now, any number of them could be Diana's prisoners, being milked of 
precious and highly sensitive information.

Given the apparent importance of the training camp, it had not been 
hard for Philip to get clearance to leave. In fact, Pa'theha, the Commander of 
the the Leader's Specialized Protection Unit (informally known as Pa'theha's 
Dozen) had wanted to come along, to assess the damage. However, she had not 
yet been fitted with a psuedoskin or innoculated against Earth diseases.

Philip knew of Pa'theha's biological relation to Diana, and direct 
dealings with her made him tense, to say the least. However, he found that at 
the least, she was less likely to fly off the handle. When Melissa, the Chief 
Science Officer suggested to her that it would be almost suicidal for her to go 
to Earth at this time, Pa'theha had calmly accepted the advice without erupting 
into a temper fit.

"Very well then. It would be good for me to get my innoculations now, 
no?" she had stated to Melissa. 

Anyone that had ever dealt with Pa'theha, or 'Patricia' as her assigned 
human name was to be, quickly learned that she had developed a quirk in her 
English. Like most new cadets on Rendezvous Station, she spoke her 
English with a thick accent that only another Sirian could identify. However, many of 
her commands were often punctuated with a question at the end...although 
anyone in her squadron well knew that when she issued an order, there was simply no 
question as to what was to be carried out.

Philip was relieved that Melissa's quick thinking had saved the day. It 
would have been a disaster to bring Pa'theha into all of this. He realized 
that Lydia must have spilled the beans to Donovan...or Nigel.  At first, he 
felt a bitter anger course through him.  Why couldn't this have just waited 
until he'd returned?  While at at Rendezvous Station, Philip had learned about some 
of Pa'theha's motives, and realized that it would be necessary to have 
Sean removed from the camp. However, he would have much preferred to have a few 
trusted members of the fifth column quietly extract Sean Donovan from the camp 
and deliver him to his father. Certainly, this plan would avoid the chaos of a 
resistance raid.  Now, he found himself realizing that something dire must have 
happened in his absence. Lydia would have never told Mike if she didn't have 
good reason to.

Phillip glanced at his chrono impatiently. The fastest shuttle he knew 
of could travel the distance between Rendevous Station and Earth in 8 
hours, but Pa'theha had been impatient for him to get to Earth and get a report 
back to her. She arranged for Philip to use a shuttle equipped with a double 
capacity power pack, which would give it more power. It could make the journey 
in about 5 hours. Philip departed Rendezvous Station shortly before midnight PDT.  
According to his chrono, it was now 4:06.  He would be arriving at his 
destination within a half an hour.

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

Diana could scarecly remember a time in her life when she'd ever felt 
so exhausted yet energetic at the same time.  She paced restlessly in her 
quarters, her lounging robe billowing out behind her as she walked.  At last, she 
had the proof she'd fought so long and hard to obtain that would pin Phillip to 
the Fifth Column.  The cretin had lied to her about Lydia's whereabouts for 
the past year, covering for her involvement with the resistance. Of course, 
she had no proof of this theory yet, but she intended to get it.  It was a damn 
shame that Lydia had died before making a concrete confession. When Diana had 
sent her guards in to remove Lydia for her questioning, they had informed 
her that Lydia was dead.

Shocked, Diana had gone to the holding cell herself to see her nemesis, 
lying motionless on her side. Her eyes were wide open, and an inch of her 
forked tongue hung limply from the corner of her mouth.  Ham Tyler was clear 
on the other side of the room, as far away from the dead traitor as he could 
get.

"What happened in here!?" she demanded of him, feeling her crest rise 
up, stretching the top of her human wig.

"Looks to me like she bought the farm," Ham replied, nonchalantly. 

"Bought the farm. Interesting analogy. How, Mr. Tyler, could Lydia 'Buy 
the Farm' in this holding cell?"

"Killer deals in the real estate market. Beats the hell out of me."

"I'd love to beat the hell out of you, Mr. Tyler. In fact, I will if 
you don't stop with the nonsense and tell me what happened," Diana snapped.

"Look, I'm no doctor, and I know even less about you scalies. All I 
know is that she said something about feeling short of breath when we'd been in 
here about 20 minutes. I felt fine, so I figured it was just her nerves. 
Then, a few minutes later, she said she was going to lay down, and she did. A 
little while later, she started twitching and holding her chest, and then she was 
still. That's it. Kaput. Maybe she had a heart attack. Shit happens, you know? 
Particularly to people under stress."

"Really?" Diana asked, in a tone that suggested she didn't quite 
believe him.

"Well, what the hell else do you think happened. You took our weapons. 
I sure the hell didn't do it."

"I'm not thinking for one moment, that you did, actually...although, 
I'm quite sure, if you wanted to, you wouldn't have needed a weapon," Diana 
smiled.

She'd ordered Oswald, the ugly man from before, to collect Lydia's 
remains and run a toxicology screen on her blood. 

"I want the results immediately," she'd informed him. Before Lydia's 
corpse was removed, Diana delivered a swift kick to her midsection.

"Well, Mr. Tyler. I suppose it will be up to you to tell me what Lydia 
has been up to all this time. I'll make certain we pick up where we left 
off..."

"Where we left off?" Ham grunted, sizing up the situation for any 
possible chances to run. It was fruitless. Diana now stood directly in front of 
him, with several guards in the near vicinity. Oswald and a removal squad had 
already left with Lydia's body, the doors shutting behind them.

"Oh, yes," Diana told him earnestly, taking another step towards him. 
Ham backed up, but hit the wall all too soon and could back up no further. 
Diana reached a perfectly manicured hand out and touched Ham on the chest, 
letting her fingers trail down to the fly of his black jeans. She then looked up at 
him and smiled.

"We have all kinds of catching up to do."

"Like hell," Ham spat, slapping her hand away.

Diana had the audacity to look hurt, but it was all a feigned act. 

"Guards!" she called, "Take him to the cell block!"

The toxicology reports Diana reveiwed on Lydia were disturbing. Oswald 
was a fast worker, and he had the preliminary results for her in half an 
hour. As she suspected, there was poison in Lydia's system. That could only mean 
one thing. Diana highly doubted that Lydia was smart enough to bring the 
poison along in advance, in the event she got captured. No, Diana knew a 5th 
Columnist had given it to her, sometime before Diana had gotten a chance to question 
her.

The 5th Columns's rotten influence was everywhere, it seemed. 
Disturbing, too, was the knowledge she'd gathered concerning Madeline's activities 
that night. Apparently, she had been aiding and abetting the resistance in 
helping Sean to escape. It angered Diana to no end that Donovan's son was gone from 
her control now, and ironically, her own daughter had helped make this 
happen! Of course, Diana rationalized desperately, Madeline was naive to the 
battles she'd been waging with the Los Angeles Resistance for many years now.  
Madeline certainly knew that Mother had enemies among the humans, but she was 
not aware of the complexities of these struggles. Diana would simply have to keep 
Madeline in check from this point forward.  She could not allow the resistance 
or the Fifth Column to corrupt her daughter's thinking ever again.  For now, 
she felt reassured that Madeline was tucked safely into her bed, separated from 
her only by the door that conjoined their quarters.

Outside her door, the intercom buzzed, announcing someone's presence.  
She smiled and walked to her door. Depressing the response button, she 
talked into the microphone.

"Who is it?" she inquired.

"It's Dale.  You wished to see me?"

"Ah, yes, of course!"  Diana hit the control that slid the door open.  
Dale stepped inside, and in a surprise of frenzied motion, he found Diana 
wrapped around him tightly. She pressed her mouth against his hungrily as she 
urged him back into the inner sanctum of her sleeping quarters.  Finally 
releasing him from her embrace, she gave him a pouty, seductive look.

"I couldn't sleep after all that's happened tonight.  I thought that 
maybe you could keep me company for awhile," she purred to him.

"I can certainly understand how it could be difficult to relax.  It has 
been a rather eventful evening for you, darling" Dale responded with a smile 
of his own.

Impatiently, Diana pulled him down onto her bed and began to relieve 
him of his uniform.  Her hands caressed his body hungrily, and she smiled 
triumphantly as she felt his response.  It wasn't long before he'd worked her gown 
off of her.  Soon, their passions matched each other in a frenzied rhythm. 
Complete ecstasy came quickly.  However, as Dale lay panting on top of her, his 
head resting limply on her shoulder and his eyes closed, Diana knew that she 
was not completely sated.  She ran a hand down his gently heaving back.  It 
traced a path off of his body, onto the mattress, and finally, beneath it.  
Quickly, her grasping fingers closed around what she'd been searching for.  Without 
a warning, she produced an injector from under her bed, pressed it to 
Dale's neck, and depressed the button.  His head jerked up in surprise as Diana 
dropped the implement onto the floor.  It fell with a soft thud.  Slowly, she 
inched her way out from beneath her lover's body.  By now, the drug was starting 
to take it's desired effect.  She eased him onto his back by gently rolling 
him, and then she climbed astride him.  This was going to be even better than 
she'd imagined...the chemicals at work in Dale's body were causing an 
erection.  She settled herself over him, feeling him inside of her.  Then, she gazed 
deeply into his clouded eyes.

"I want to play a little game," she sighed into his ear.

"What sort of game?" Dale questioned in reply.  His voice was dreamy, 
but comtained just a hint of alarm.

"It's a human's game...called Truth or Dare, and it works like this.  I 
dare you to tell me the truth..."  She peppered his face with a few light 
kisses..."Now let's begin.  I want you to tell me the truth, now.  How 
did Lydia get that suicide pill?"

Dale's response tumbled helplessly from his lips as Diana knew it 
would.

"I gave it to her," he stammered.

"Oh, very good.  You know, a lasting relationship should never be built 
on lies."  Diana felt her passions flaring with an urgency that was 
creating an impatience to continue her game to a quick finish.

"Now, tell me.  I know you are with the Fifth Column now.  Who is your 
leader?"  Her voice cracked with the volume it reached.  She waited as 
patiently as she could for his answer, but she felt herself teetering dangerously on 
the edge of her climax.  Her hands moved to circle his throat, her fingers 
biting in to the flesh of his pseudo skin.

"Tell me!" she demanded breathlessly.

Dale's answer came from his constricted airways in an agonized hiss.

"Philip," he finally gasped.

Diana triumphantly rode the wave of her conquest, and spasms of ecstasy 
surged through her body. Almost convulsively, she sqeezed her fingers 
tighter around Dale's neck. As her passions ebbed, she could feel the force of 
his life draining away at the same time.  Suddenly, the game wasn't so fun 
anymore.  With one last shudder, Dale lay completely still.  Her hands were still 
wrapped around his neck.  She released her hold and gazed down at the man who'd 
been her lover. Contempt and hatred filled her core.  He'd been using her all 
along, to channel information to the Fifth Column!  Sleeping with her...caressing 
her...exposing her vulnerabilities...With an outraged howl, Diana began 
to tear at the skin covering Dale's fine patterning.  Sirian curses spilled from 
her lips as she clawed, scratched and beat upon the man in her bed.

The door separating Madeline's room from Diana's was slid open a crack.  
Unbeknownst to Diana, who was completely lost to her fit of rage, 
Madeline had been awakened by the terrible noises issuing forth from her mother's 
bedroom.  She watched as her mother claimed yet another life that night.  Even 
more disturbing was the fury that her mother was bestowing upon her dead 
victim.  Madeline caught a brief glimpse of her mother's expression through the 
shadows of the room.  Her face was twisted into a distorted mask of rage, and it 
frightened Madeline so badly that her knees went weak.  There was simply no other 
option. Holding her breath, Madeline slid the door open the rest of the way 
and scurried past her mother's bed.  Somehow, her trembling legs carried 
her the rest of the way out of her mother's room, through the lab/office, and out 
the front door into the corridor.  From there, she merely continued her mad dash 
to some unknown safety, blindly charging down the hall in her sleeping 
gown.  Finally, she slammed head first into an obstuction.  A pair of hands 
reached out and tightly gripped her arms, and she struggled desparately for release.

"Madeline, what in the name of Zon are you doing running through the 
halls at this hour?"  

Immdiately, Madeline ceased her struggle.  She looked up to find that 
she'd run headlong into Phllip.  Relief surged through her as Philip relaxed 
his hold on her a little.  Then, suddenly, a new spark of fear bloomed in her 
chest.

"M-Mother's gone crazy! She just k-killed Chief Dale!" she stammered.

"What?" Phillip questioned.  The look of puzzlement was quickly 
replaced with one of comprehension as Madeline's words sunk in.

"Where is she?" he demanded.

"In her room..."

Philip shoved Madeline aside and stalked off toward's Diana's quarters.  
It had been his original destination to begin with.  His progress was 
halted as Madeline rudely yanked him back by the cuff of his sleeve.

"Do not go in there!  She knows!  She knows about you and Dale...and 
Nigel and this Fifth Column club you all belong to, and she hates you for it!  
She made Dale tell her about it before she killed him!  She will kill you 
too!" Madeline wailed.

In one heartbeat of a moment, all of Philip's years of conspiring, 
spying, and fighting for freedom against the Leader's oppression had crashed to 
bits.  The game was over for him.  Suddenly, the Los Angeles Mothership felt 
like a death trap to him.  However, he still had one card up his sleeve.  He 
gazed sternly at Madeline.

"Come with me to the docking bay.  We must get you out of here, right 
away.  My shuttle is still here, and your mother doesn't even know I've 
arrived."

"Not without the others!"  Madeline replied.

Phillip was thrown for yet another loop.

"The others?" he asked.

"Yes. There were two others with me when I was taken from the camp. One 
of them was Nigel's sister, Lydia. The other was...a human man. Mother 
told me that this human man is my father..."

"Lydia!" Philip hissed.

"Yes..and..."

"What is the man's name?"

"It is a strange name. Ham...Tyler. I know where he is, and I won't 
leave here without him." "

"Very well. Yes, we must get them. And, we must hurry and get out of 
here before your mother comes looking for you!"

Madeline nodded, knowing with a frightened satisfaction that even if 
her mother had been made aware of her flight, it would be some time before 
she could pull herself together enough to search for her.  She clasped Phillip's 
cool hand in hers and led him through the maze of corridors that her senses 
guided her through.  At last, she stopped before a door leading to a holding cell 
in the prision block.  Phillip swiped his security card through the slot 
beside the door.  It slid back to reveal Ham Tyler, slumped in his bunk.  The man 
had been lightly asleep, but he snapped to attention at the sound of the 
door's opening.  A look of shock crossed his features, followed by one of 
uncertain hope.

"Phillip?" he questioned in disbelief.

"Yes, it is me. We have no time. Just answer one question, if you can?"

Ham responded to the urgency in Phillip's tone without missing a beat. 
He was already off the bunk and ready to go.

"What is that?" he asked.

"Where do you think they might be holding Lydia?"

Ham shook his head.

"She didn't make it. She's dead."

Philip only looked stunned for a moment. Then, his expression filled 
with purpose. For the first time, Ham appeared to notice Madeline's 
presence. She stood next to Philip, wearing a long, orange-red night shirt of sorts 
that skimmed the tops of her kneecaps, and nothing else. She bit her lip as Ham 
informed Philip of Lydia's fate. Had she known what a 'suicide pill' was, she 
might have been able to tell Philip herself, when she'd heard Diana coax the 
information from Chief Dale. But, it was too late now. 

"We are wasting time. Hurry. We will take the shuttle I came here in," 
Philip urged.

Phillip, he didn't even bother with the pretense of a pretend prisoner 
transfer.  His days were numbered, and he could hardly be concerned any 
longer that his cover might be blown.  Fortunately, there wasn't much activity in 
the corridors or on the docking bay during the predawn hours. Loading 
Madeline and Ham Tyler into his shuttle without any opposition seemed entirely too easy.  
Phillip didn't wait around to question his luck. He powered up the 
lifts and accelerated out of the docking bay, leaving the horrors of the Los 
Angeles Mothership behind him. 


Chapter 17   Dawn's Early Light

"Don't you try and pretend,
it's my beginning, We'll win in the end,
I won't harm yoiu
or touch your defenses,
vanities, insecurity..
Don't you forget about me..."

~~ Simple Minds  Don't You Forget About Me



Juliet Parrish slumped tiredly into a chair, and glanced at her watch.  
It was quarter to five in the morning.  The fire station was filled with 
hollow eyed, exhausted people.  She could still hear an ongoing debate between 
Chris Faber and Kyle Bates as to whether or not they should relocate to a new 
resistance headquarters.  Three of their members had been captured, and 
any one of them could be forced to betray the resistance's location.

"Ham would kill us if he found out we didn't relocate," Chris warned in 
a business-like tone.

Julie pursed her lips as she felt tears sting her eyes.  She didn't 
dare spend too much time contemplating what tortures Ham might be enduring 
at the moment.  Other, more immediate concerns demanded her attention.  
Resting on two of the fire station's cots were the night's casulties. The first was Tonya 
Follows. Julie had done a precursory job of cleaning out her shoulder 
wound, stopping the flow of blood, and medicating her with both antibiotics 
and pain killers. The wound was deep, though, and Tonya would need to be taken 
to the hospital as soon as the others felt it was safe to risk the trip.  For now, the 
girl was stabilized and dozing fitfully.  Her second patient was Sean 
Donovan.  He wasn't actually injured, as Julie learned, but he'd been found at the 
infirmary at the camp.  Julie examined him to find that essentially, he was 
suffering from moderate dehydration from the heat stroke he'd suffered while put 
in solitary confinement. When she questioned Sean further, Julie learned 
that a fellow cadet had encouraged him to stop taking "vitamin" pills given to him at 
the camp, fearing that they were laced with mind altering drugs.  Sean told 
Julie that in addition to exhausion, he'd also been vomiting and having 
stomach cramps.  Julie wondered if his symptoms were associated from withdrawl 
syndrome. It was possible if the cadet's theory was correct about the vitamin pills.  
At least, she could take a small measure of relief in the fact that Sean 
was not acting like he was converted.  Dazed and withdrawn, yes, but converted, 
no.

The other human converts, all young men, were resting in another room.  
Julie had taken the precaution of mildly sedating them. The two that Julie 
had shot with the tranquilizer gun at the camp were out for the count and 
weren't likely to wake up for a long time. Elias sat on a folding chair, right 
outside their door, to guard them, and also to monitor their condition. He was 
instructed to alert Julie if any of them experienced any trouble. Once Maggie had 
finished helping Julie triage the patients, she had obtained the 
convert's I.D.'s, and together, she and Elizabeth were working on notifying their 
families.  Sometime tomarrow afternoon, Chris and Kyle would take the group to the 
hospital, where arrangements were made for them to be kept at the psychiatric 
ward for further observation.  Julie wondered vaguely if the resistance would 
stand a chance of gaining any new recruits from their ranks.

She heard footsteps in the room, and she half expected to see Mike, 
here to check up on Sean again.  Instead, she looked up and saw Robin.  Robin's 
eyes looked like two burnt holes in a sheet, as she obviously hadn't slept 
that night.  Julie, of course, shared a portion of the young woman's 
despair.  Polly Maxwell hadn't made it out.  Her fate had been confirmed, shakily, by 
Tonya, who had mounfully explained what had happened while Julie examined her.

"How's she doing?" Robin asked hesitantly, glancing at Tonya's pale form on 
the cot.

"I have her stabilized, but she'll need to be transported to the 
hospital...Probably when Chris and Kyle take the converts to the psych 
ward," Julie 
responded.

"Is Sean going there too?" she asked, as she desparately clawed for 
some conversation to keep her mind off of Polly's absence.

"No, Mike has emphatically insisted that he wants to keep Sean with 
him, in case someone working for Diana finds out he's at the hospital and tries 
to snatch him back.  It sounds a little paranoid, but I really can't say I 
blame him," she replied.

"Um, no...I wouldn't either..." Robin said, and her voice trailed off.  
Julie saw a look of panic and despair settle back into her eyes.  She took 
her cue and started up a new round of questions.

"So...uh...have you or Elizabeth managed to get Katie back to sleep?" she 
asked.

"No...she won't go back to sleep.  She's really upset that Ham and 
Polly..." Robin gasped for a deep breath as tears threatened to choke off her 
speech, but she managed to bring herself back under control, "Thank God the 
Bernsteins let Bram stay. Bram has been really wonderful with Katie.  They've been 
playing about a thousand million games of Go Fish...and Brandon has 
been helping too.  He's been telling her how tough Ham and Polly are...and that 
they're probably up on the mothership making lizard skin boots for all of 
us..."

Julie managed a weak smile.

"That's Brandon, for you," she commented.

On the cot, Tonya stirred and opened her eyes.  Julie checked her watch 
again and realized that enough time had passed for Tonya to be ready for 
another dose of pain medication.  She passed a glance at Robin and motioned for 
her to hand her a syringe and the glass ampule of morphine on the table 
beside her that was just out of her reach.  Robin obliged, and stood next to the 
cot while Julie measured out a dose into the syringe.  Tonya gazed at Robin with 
a tortured expression in her eyes.

"You probably hate me..." she gasped, "I'm so sorry I let you down..."

"You didn't let anyone down, Tonya.  You did the best you could.  
Everyone did..." Robin soothed her.

"I let the scalies have Polly...God, I wish I was dead," Tonya sobbed.

"Everyone else here is glad you aren't," Julie told her as she injected 
the medicine.  Tonya didn't even flinch as the needle hit its mark, "Now, 
you know we're all going to do everything we can to get Ham, Polly, and Lydia 
back, so I want you to get some rest so that you can get strong and help us 
again."

Tonya started to relax, and she fell back into her fitful doze.  Robin 
glanced up at Julie.

"She's really torn up about this, isn't she?" she asked.

Julie nodded silently as she capped the needle and placed it into the 
plastic box labled as a bio hazard disposal container.

Willie wandered into the room, mournfully surveying the injured.  In 
his arms was a blanketed, wriggling bundle.

"Excuse please," he stated, "but I was wondering if you could help me 
for a minute..."

"Yeah, sure Willie, what is it?" Julie asked.  She looked at him 
sympathetically, knowing he had a set of his own problems to contend 
with.  After the raid, Willie had called home to check on Thelma and his kids.  Thelma 
had yelled at him and told him not to ever show his face around the house again.  
In addition, Lydia had some time ago asked Willie to be Emily's Wantu, or 
parent-guardian, in the event that she could not finish raising her.  Willie 
was now, temporarily at least, honoring this request.  He had scarcely put the 
hatchling down since she'd woke up about an hour ago.

"Emily seems...disturbed.  I am trying to calm her, but nothing seems to 
be working..."

Julie stood up and peeked into the wriggling blanket.  Emily was 
frantically chewing on her fists, much like a human infant...only Emily had little, 
sharp teeth.  Julie removed the child's hand from her mouth, only to feel 
Emily latch on to her own hand and begin chewing.  She winced from a surprise 
shock of pain.  Emily's teeth weren't quite sharp enough to break Julie's skin, 
but they were sharp enough to hurt.

"Uh, Willie, you may want to check with Abraham and Elizabeth as to 
when Emily last ate.  Lydia left some protein paste with them...I think 
Emily is hungry."

"Are you sure this is all?  She seems so upset to me,"

"Willie, I think you're more upset than she is, but it's possible she's 
reacting from your stress.  Why don't you try offering her a meal and 
see if she doesn't calm down."

"Yes, I will do this," Willie replied.  Julie pulled her hand away from 
Emily, who was valiantly trying to stuff it back into her mouth.  With 
her snack gone, the baby started growling in protest.  Willie quickly disappeared 
with the howling, hungry, hatchling.

Robin moved to the window and gazed out at the sky.  Dawn was starting 
to tinge the horizon, eating away the last vestiges of a souless night.  
She could just barely make out a rounded, silver edge, high in the sky, of the 
mothership that hovered over the city.  A shudder shot through her body as she 
imagined Polly up there.  Recalling her own experience, a feeling of dread and 
despair washed over her.  Would Diana learn that Polly was her younger sister, 
and if so, would she do to Polly as she'd done to Brian's younger sister?  An 
image of Laura flashed through her mind, and Robin resigned herself to 
knowing that whatever was done to Polly, she would get her back and be there to help 
her through her troubles.  It was all she could do.  A loud, pulsating 
whine suddenly filled the air, snapping Robin out of her reverie.  Julie too had heard 
it, and had jumped to attention, her eyes wide and anxious.  The two 
patients on the cots still slept, but outside the room, activity could be heard.  
People were grabbing weapons and snapping to attention.  They'd all heard it.  
The sound was unmistakeable.  It was the sound of a Visitor squad vehicle.  
Everyone knew what it meant.

"Stay with the patients, Julie!" Mike called.  His hands bristled with 
weapons as he passed by the door.  Robin shot Julie a look, and she 
hurried from the room.  Grabbing at one of the few remaining weapons left in the great 
room, she rushed outside with the others.  They had their weapons trained on 
the vehicle, but to their surprise, instead of swooping in for an attack, 
the vehicle began to decend.  It finally touched down, taking up every inch of 
space and then some, of the fire station's huge driveway.  The resistance members 
slowly closed in, weapons at the ready.  The hatch to the vessel opened, and 
very cautiously, Phillip emerged.  His hands were raised to indicate 
"surrender", and also to show that he bore no weapon in his grip.  One by one, the 
resistors cautiously lowered their weapons.  Mike galloped up the ramp.

"Philip!" he cried, "What in the blazes are you doing here?!"

"It is a long story, my friend," Phillip responded wearily.

"How did you find our H.Q.?" Mike asked.  In all the time he'd known 
him, he'd never told his Fifth Column friend where the resistance was 
headquartered, as a precaution, so that the information couldn't be tortured out of 
him if his affiliation was ever discovered.

"You could say that I had some help," Phillip replied.  From behind 
Phillip, Mike detected movement.  Soon, he saw Ham Tyler start to shuffle down 
the ramp. 

"Hello, Gooder," Ham called tiredly.

Mike didn't have a chance to respond before a flurry of movement 
pushed him out of the way.

"Ham!  Oh, My God, You're back!"  It was Robin Maxwell.  Without 
warning, she hurled herself at Ham and into his arms.  The ramp was getting very 
crowded.  Mike hopped off of it, and Phillip copied his motion.  Ham looked a 
little dazed as his arms lightly circled Robin's waist, but he allowed her a 
moment to collapse against him in relief.  Then, she quietly disengaged herself 
and slowly tugged him off the ramp.  Mike turned a glance over his shoulder 
as he heard the front door of the fire station burst open.  Sean tore out 
into the open, with Julie hot on his heels.

"Dad!" Sean called, "What's going on?!"

"Sean, you should still be in bed.  It's alright.  Phillip has just 
brought someone back to us."

Mike glanced back at the shuttle as he watched Robin finish leading Ham 
off the ramp.  Out of the corner of his eye, he detected another movement 
from inside the hatchway.  Moments later, another pale, exhausted looking 
form appeared in the opening.  It was the girl they'd tried to rescue earlier from 
the camp.  She was wearing only some sort of long, thin red nightshirt, and 
her feet were bare.  Tangled hair hung loose down past her shoulders.  She 
looked, for all the world, like she'd been quickly roused from bed and tossed into 
the shuttle.  Mike blinked again, in surprise.  The girl was peering out at 
the world from uncovered Sirian eyes. Apparently, she hadn't even had time to put 
her eye contacts in!

Sean was the next to bolt up the ramp.  Mike noticed, with some alarm, 
that he'd torn out the I.V. that Julie had inserted to pump fluids into his 
dehydrated body.  A trickle of red blood oozed from the puncture site 
on his hand.

"Madeline," he said, looking her straight in the eyes. It didn't appear 
to unnerve him that her eyes were the same color as the nightshirt she 
wore. Hesitantly, Sean reached out and took her hands.

"Are you okay? Did they hurt you up there? Stick you in the conversion 
tank or something?" he asked her.

The girl shook her head, regarding Sean quietly.

Julie appeared at Mike's side and stood on tiptoe to whisper into his 
ear.

"We need to get Sean back inside and hooked up to that I.V.!  He just 
ripped it out of his hand and came tearing out here like a bat out of hell 
before I could even stop him!"

Mike nodded, and proceeded up the ramp.  He tapped Sean's bare back to 
get his attention.  Sean released the Madeline's hands from from his grasp, 
turned around and regarded his father. His expression was blank and almost 
cold. 

"Look, we all have plenty of time for reunions in a little while..." 
Mike started, cautiously.  He hadn't had much of an opportunity to talk to 
his son, and he still wasn't certain about Sean's state of mind.  Certainly, he 
wanted to go easy on him, and not inflame his temper, for fear that he might 
bolt from the fire station and turn himself back in to Diana.  He took a deep 
breath before he continued.

"You haven't been feeling well, and you need the fluids Julie was 
giving you. Uh...Your friend here..." Mike glanced at Madeline for emphasis, "Looks 
like she's had one hell of a night too. I'll bet she's dead on her feet and 
could use some rest."

As he spoke, Mike gently took Sean's arm and urged him down the ramp.  
Sean reached out and took Madeline's hand again, urging her to follow.

"Ham's tired too, I'll bet," he continued, "In fact, we all could use 
some shut eye..."

"You don't have to baby me," Sean snapped, and then he bit his lip, 
"Sorry.  You're right...we're all tired."  He then glanced at Madeline and 
inquired of her softly, "Is there anyone else with you three?  I heard there were 
other prisoners...someone named Polly, and someone named Lydia..."

Mike stopped all motion so he could listen to Madeline's response.  He 
realized, with a heavy feeling of despair settling over him, that he'd 
seen no other motion in the hatchway of the shuttle.  His worst fears were realized 
as he watched Madeline shake her head.  Then, he saw tears well up in her 
scarlet colored eyes and spill down her cheek.

"Lydia's gone," she sniffled, gasping for a breath before she 
continued, "And I think that Philip was quite shocked to hear about it. She died."

"Jesus Christ," Mike muttered, "Diana killed her?"

"Nooo," Madeline squeaked as she tried to speak past her sobs, "I 
overheard Chief Dale telling...Diana...after she gave him some of her truth 
serum...that he had given Lydia a 'suicide pill'. I did not know what that meant 
until...Ham...told Philip that Lydia died."

Mike glanced over at his friend, who stood with Julie, Ham, and Robin.  
Other resistance members were crowded around.  He saw that Robin was 
crying...she must have learned that Polly wasn't rescued.  Philip seemed to be 
remaining as calm as ever, patiently answering questions.  Ham looked enraged, and 
Mike realized that Ham musn't have known that Polly had been taken.  With a 
slight shake of his head, he motioned for Sean and Madeline to follow him.  
Something, he reasoned, was going to have to be done about hiding the shuttle.  He 
wondered if it could be fit into the garage of the fire station.  It 
would be a tight squeeze.  At first, he'd thought the vehicle had used up all of the 
driveway space, but on a closer look, he saw that Phillip's parking job wasn't 
exact.  Just maybe it would be able to squeeze through the doors..

Julie approached him with a troubled look on her face.

"None of them knew that Polly was taken prisoner," she reported, "So she's 
still up there..."

"Yeah, I was just figuring that out.  I guess we're back to square one, 
there.  Maybe Phillip might have a few suggestions, but I guess that 
means we'll still have to relocate."

"I agree.  Ham says he hadn't been interrogated yet before he was 
freed.  With any luck, Polly hasn't either, but we can't count on that 
remaining the same before we can get to her."

Mike took a deep breath and brushed unpleasant images of Polly Maxwell 
sitting strapped to an interrogation chair and agonized with mini 
blowtorches out of his mind.  He knew first hand what sort of methods the Visitors used to 
acquire information, and he wished none of them on a young girl like 
Polly.

Slowly, the groups of people began to drift back inside.  The sun 
climbed higher in the sky, casting shadows on the memories of the night before.  
Julie persuaded Sean to lie back down on his cot, so she could reinsert his 
I.V.  Mike noticed that Philip had taken a seat on the couch.  Willie had brought 
Emily to him.  The hatchling was now asleep, and as Mike now knew, she was 
motherless.  Phillip held her quietly, an empty expression settling 
over his features.  He looked so lost and lonely that Mike just didn't know what to say to 
him.  Instead, he stood next to the couch, and placed a gentle, reassuring 
hand on his friend's shoulder.

"My cover has been blown, Mike. I am sorry I must let you down like 
this, but I can no longer work on board the mothership..." Phillip stated 
quietly.

"You've done nothing to let us down. Hell, you've done the best anyone 
could expect, and you've sacrificed a great deal to do it..."

Phillip's face had gone blank again.  He was staring off into space as 
he held the daughter that he hardly even knew.

"Phillip, you are welcome to stay with us...you and Emily both.  I know 
you may feel like you've lost just about everything tonight, but you'll see 
that you haven't.  We're your friends, and now it's time for us to help you.  
We'll be here when you need us, and nothing you ask of me would be too much," 
Mike said.  He was already mentally arranging his small apartment to 
accomodate Sean, Phillip and Emily.  Once upon a time, he'd shared the same apartment 
with Martin as his roommate.  Now, he'd set Phillip and Emily in Martin's 
old room, while he and Sean would share the master bedroom, or if Sean preferred, 
he could have the couch.  Either way, he'd make room for everyone.

Later, he joined Julie in the temporary sick bay.  Preparations were 
being made for the converts and Tonya to be taken to the hospital.  It was 
especially important to do so now that they would need to abandon the fire station 
soon.  No one could spare a moment to sleep, despite the fact that no one had 
slept all night.  Chris and Kyle, in fact, had the van ready to go.  Maggie 
came in with a huge sheet that would be used as Tonya's makeshift gurney.

"Is she ready?" she asked.

"Yeah, she's as ready as she'll get," Julie responded, checking on her 
patient one last time.  Brandon slid into the room, and he and Maggie 
stretched out the sheet.  Carefully, Julie and Mike lifted Tonya from the cot and 
transferred her.  Then, Maggie and Brandon backed out the door, 
carefully balancing their load.  Chris and Kyle bustled past with the six converts in tow.  
When they had left, Julie collapsed back into the chair.  Mike eased over to her 
and began to massage the tired knots out of her shoulders.  The implications of how 
much everyone had sacrificed to save his son was only just now 
beginning to hit him.  Thanks to their efforts, he could now look over and gaze at Sean, 
resting in the second cot.  He tried to swallow the guilt he felt over 
Phillip's loss.  Lydia had died so that Sean could go free.  Mike felt Julie 
relax against his hands, and he felt a small measure of peace knowing that he could 
still ease her weariness despite what he'd just demanded of her.  As he 
thought this, Ham Tyler bustled in the room. His expression was as grim and angry as 
any Mike had ever seen on his face.  He braced himself for whatever 
recriminations Ham might pummel him with, and he would accept any given.

"Julie, uh...I got something I gotta talk to you about," Ham stated in 
a gravely tone.  Mike felt a shock of surprise.  He'd fully been 
expecting the Fixer to light into him about demanding this raid to rescue Sean.  Beneath 
Mike's working fingers, Julie tensed as she assumed a more erect position in 
her chair.

"What is it, Ham?"  she asked, barely able to hide the exhaustion in 
her voice.

"Look, uh...I...uh...I got wind of something Diana was up to while we 
were all down here twiddling our thumbs..."

Ham's voice quavered noticably.  Mike realized that Ham barely was even 
aware of his presence in the room.  He decided to keep silent so that he 
wouldn't discourage Ham from talking.  Julie too, noticed Ham's tension.  She 
rose from the chair and approached him quietly.

"What happened, Ham?  What did she do to you?"

"I don't know," he replied coldly, "but I learned a few things....You 
know that other Starchild she hatched up there? The one we have right here 
with us right now? Turns out that the bitch is claiming that the kid is her own 
daughter..."

Julie gasped in shock and covered her mouth with her hand.  When she 
regained her composure, she let out a deep exhale.

"Oh, God, she would be insane enough to do something like this...We 
should have seen it somehow..."

Mike couldn't resist the temptation to voice his own opininon.

"How could any of us guessed something like that?!  What about the 
kid...what does she say...is it true?"

Ham said nothing.

"Son of a bitch," Mike muttered, "I'll settle this one right now."  He 
quickly hurried out of the room, and scouted around until he located 
Madeline.  She was sitting on the opposite end of the couch from Phillip, blankly 
staring out the window.  He grabbed her by her arm and pulled her to feet.

"You're coming with me, kid.  We got some questions to ask you," he 
said.  The girl made no verbal protest, but allowed Mike to lead her into the 
sick room. Julie and Ham turned to face them as they entered the room.  Mike 
still had Madeline's wrist squeezed between his fingers, but if the pressure 
caused her any pain, she said nothing.  Julie was quick to note the hint of 
surprised fear registering in the girl's red, serpentine eyes.

"Let go of her, Mike.  This doesn't have to be the Spanish 
Inquisition," she stated.  Mike relaxed his grip on Madeline's arm.  He then turned 
around at the sound of footsteps behind him.  Philip stood framed in the doorway, 
with Emily still in his arms.

"Do not hurt her," Phillip said, "Nothing that has happened here has 
been her fault.  In fact, if she had not warned me, I would have never known 
that my cover was blown..."

"Phillip, no one is going to hurt her.  We just need some answers.  Ham 
was told by Diana that Madeline is her own daughter..."

"As far as I know, this is true," Phillip responded solemnly.  

Julie felt her pulse jump in alarm, but she forced herself to remain 
calm. She looked at the girl, who remained silent.

"Uh, honey, do you know for certain?  Is Diana your mother?"

Madeline nodded quietly, her scarlet eyes never leaving Julie's. She 
seemed to be conducting her own, mental investigation of the situation. Mike 
muttered something under his breath.

Julie sighed loudly, and then she turned to Ham.

"Is there more you found out?" she asked, hesitantly.

Ham shuddered and averted Julie's gaze.  He seemed to be struggling 
with his next sentence, but finally he spoke.  His voice was so quiet that 
everyone had to strain to hear his response.

"Julie, you need to do a blood test on that kid...and me, if you can.  
The Queen Lizard told me that she conceived Madeline from 
my...uh...y'know...DNA...that she had stored on the ship from the first time I was captured."

"A paternity test?" Julie cried, incrediously, "Oh, God, Ham!  This is 
an outrage!"  She abruptly stopped the rest of her tirade and bit her lip.  
She passed a look between Ham and Madeline, an expression of genuine shock 
on her face.

"Look, Julie, we all know that Diana is so full of shit, she could pass 
as a sewer.  Maybe she lied to Ham," Mike opinionated.

"Yeah, Gooder, maybe she did, which is why I need the doc here to do 
the test.  This could have just been a tactic to weaken me...by making me 
think that I'm the father of this kid, here...and I'm not going to spend the rest 
of eternity letting Diana hold that over my head."

Julie looked at Madeline again.

"Do you know who your father is...with a certainty?"

"I only learned as he was told," Madeline responded.

"So, you never knew who your father was before last night?"

"No.  Mother never mentioned him, and I never asked."

Julie put a gentle hand on Ham's arm.

"Ham, you realize that the test may reveal that Diana was telling the 
truth, and that you are the biological father of Madeline.  Are you prepared 
for that?  What will you do then?"

"I'll sprout wings like freakin' Tinkerbell, fly up to the mothership, 
rip off Diana's head and spit down her neck, that's what I'll do!" Ham 
retorted.

"I'm serious here, Ham!" Julie cried insistantly.

Ham backed down, his anger appearing to deflate a notch.  He looked at 
Julie desperately.

"I have to know," he stated coldly.

A resigned sigh expelled from Julie's lungs.  Once again, she turned to 
face Madeline.

"Ham wants to have a paternity test done to see if your genetics match 
his.  If you are his daughter, I will find proof.  However, before I perform 
any tests, I need to have both of your permission," she said.

"How do you get this test?" Madeline asked.

"It's very simple.  All I need is a sample of blood from the both of 
you."

"With a needle?"

"Well, yes, it does require me to use a needle."

"I am weary of needles," the girl sniffed. Indeed, Julie could see a 
bruised, slightly swollen area on the back of her hand that suggested she'd 
recently had an I.V. It brought to mind what they had all been told regarding 
the altercation at the camp, and the fact that both she and Sean had been 
admitted into the infimary for dehydration and heat exhausion.

Something else tugged at Julie's mind, just as she realized that 
Madeline was also sizing her up, with a queer expression on her face. Her expression 
could clearly been read as mistrust. Julie wondered why the idea of a simple 
blood test was bothering this girl so much. Then, it hit her. Of course. 
Blood tests. Dozens of them. Madeline was probably a walking pin cushion for 
Diana's scientific curiosity. But...curiosity was one thing. What else had been 
done?  Phillip's admission brought a few possible realizations to mind, and it 
sickened her to think that Madeline was no more immune to Diana's abuse than 
anyone else. Furthermore, since she didn't yet know the girl's true age, she 
had no idea how long she'd been subjected to this abuse.  Perhaps, by bringing her 
here, Philip was attempting to prevent Madeline from being traumatized any 
further.  Julie could only hope that any damage wasn't permanent, and possibly 
dangerous to the resistance.  Had Madeline been given drugs...converted...tortured...?  
A part of her wasn't sure she really wanted to know. Another voice sounded 
from the back of the room.

"Madeline, Julie does a much better job with needles than Sylvester. 
Come look..."

Sean was still sitting on his cot, holding out the hand that had the 
I.V. attatched to it.  Madeline stepped a few paces toward him, and examined 
his outstretched limb.

"Julie put this in me to get my fluid levels replaced, and I'm feeling 
alot better already.  It hardly hurt at all when she did it," he explained.

"Very well," Madeline finally agreed, "You can do your test....but you 
had better hope that there is nothing in that needle that will make me 
sick!" The warning tones her voice carried weren't too terribly off from Diana's. 
Julie realized this with a shiver.

"There's nothing at all in the needle.  It's hollow.  Haven't you ever 
had a blood test?" Julie asked.

"I have had had lots of them," Madeline replied with a grimace.

"Somehow I'm not surprised."

Julie selected two fresh syringes and two vaccuum sealed vials from 
her dwindling supply of medical stock.  She was thankful that Chris and 
Kyle would be picking up some more basic supplies when they dropped Tonya and the 
converts off at the hospital. Now, she would have to call Howie at Visitor 
Fields to see if he'd agree to have the tests run like he had with the samples of 
Abraham and the Bernsteins.

"Well, we might as well get this over with, but you'll have to understand..." 
Julie primarily directed her next comment to Ham, "That it will take 
possibly a week for Howie to get the results back to me...if he can get the tests 
run at all.  If he can't, then I'll have to take them to the med center, 
and since they don't have the same technology there, it will take even longer."

Ham nodded and stepped forward, and sat in the chair that Julie had 
been sitting in earlier.  He was absolutely still and rigid as Julie swabbed 
his arm with alcohol.  To her surprise, he turned his head away and flinched as 
she pierced the skin and drew the blood. When she finished with Ham, she 
indicated for Madeline to take the seat.  Madeline obliged and watched as Julie 
labeled Ham's sample.  When she was finished, she produced the second needle. 
Madeline warily extended her arm, and Julie wrapped the rubber tourniquet around 
her bicep. A small network of veins popped up from beneath the pale surface 
of her skin. She palpatated Madeline's arm until she was satisfied that she 
had a good vein. It took a little bit of effort. Julie could guess that, like 
Sean, Madeline might still be a little dehydrated. Then, she swabbed the area 
and carefully inserted the needle. Orange blood quickly filled the interior 
of the clear vacuum container. Julie witheld any comments as she detatched the 
container, withdrew the needle and disposed of it.  After all the apprehension 
she'd displayed, Madeline hadn't even flinched.  Ham, on the other hand, had 
a strange grimace on his face as Julie labeled the container with the hybrid's 
bizarre blood in it.

"Mike, take these samples and stick them in the refridgerator.  I'll 
have to run them down to Visitor Fields in a while."

Chris and Kyle had just returned.  They came bustling into the sick 
room with a few paper bags stocked with medical supplies.  Julie didn't bother to 
unpack them.  She knew she'd save that task for when they relocated 
their headquarters.  In fact, she knew it was time to start gathering up what 
she could transport of everything she had here.

"Anybody got any great ideas about what we're gonna do with that 
shuttle parked outside?"  Kyle asked.

"Think we can fit it into the garage?"  Mike asked.

"We'd better make it fit.  If the Scalies have gotten any information 
from Polly, they could be doing an ariel surveilance as we speak.  That 
shuttle will stick out like a sore thumb."

"Let's get to it, then," Mike responded. He motioned for Philip to 
follow.  Phllip gave Mike an odd look.  Emily was still wriggling in his arms.

"I'll take Emily while you go with Mike," Julie offered, "and Mike, 
please don't forget to put the samples in the refrigerator."

Mike obliged Julie's request, and then he, Phillip and Kyle departed.  
Julie had her arms full of a squirmy hatchling.  She looked over at Sean, who 
was looking much better after a few hours of fluid replenishment.  In 
fact, the bag was nearly empty, and it was time to unhook it.  There was also the 
rest of the supplies in the sick room to pack up.  Julie sighed in 
exasperation, and glanced at Ham.

"Here...I need to unhook Sean, and then I need to get this place cleaned 
up.  Would you hold Emily?"  she asked.

Ham looked at the baby, suddenly remembering the thoughts he'd had 
about what he'd tell her about Lydia someday.  However, try as he might, he just 
couldn't quite stomach that notion today.

"I'd like to help you out here...but...uh..."

"I will hold her!"  Madeline volunteered.  She held out her arms 
eagerly.  Julie shrugged and passed the hatchling to her. Madeline smiled happily 
as she sat with Emily in her arms. She began to caress the infant's crest, 
eliciting pleased gurglings from her.

"She is such a pretty hatchling," Madeline commented breezily, "I will 
just bet she will be a heartbreaker when she grows up."

"Yeah, I'll bet," Ham snorted rudely.  He then exited the room to 
assist with the evacuation of the fire station.  Elizabeth and Maggie entered 
moments later to help Julie.  She had just unhooked Sean from the IV.

"Chris has ants in his pants," Maggie reported, "He says everyone 
should clear up and go home for tonight.  We'll regroup at Kyle's tomarrow 
afternoon to brainstorm some ideas for a new H.Q."

"Well, I'd say that's as good an idea as any," Julie replied.  The 
notion of her own bed sounded excellent right about now.

"Elias is already gone, and he took Willie with him.  Abraham and 
Brandon left too," Elizabeth said.  Any response Julie might have had was 
suddenly blocked out by the whine of Philip's shuttle.  Work was underway to 
hide it in the garage.  Finally, the noise stopped, just as the three women had packed 
up the last of the supplies.  Chris bustled into the room and tapped Maggie on 
the shoulder.

"That S.O.B. is stuffed in there like sardines in a can," he commented, 
"Ready to go, hon?"

Maggie nodded.  She gave a quick wave to Julie and Elizabeth, and 
departed with Chris.  Soon afterwards, Kyle came for Elizabeth. He hastily 
explained to her that Robin was a mess and Katie was exhausted. Elizabeth offered no 
arguement, especially since she was just as tired as everyone else. 
However, as she left, Julie couldn't help but to notice the undisguised curiosity in 
which she stared at Madeline with.

The fire station was now emptied of everyone but Julie, Mike, Sean, 
Phillip, Emily, Ham, and Madeline.  Most of the lights had been shut off.  Julie 
motioned for Sean and Madeline to follow her out into the great room.  
Mike and Ham were making a final sweep to make certain they'd collected everything 
of value.  Julie couldn't help feeling a sad sense of abandonment.  The 
resistance had managed to hold on to this headquarters longer than any other.

"Maybe it's not the end for this place," Mike reassured her, almost as 
though her read her mind.  In his hands, the keys to his blazer jingled.

"Maybe not," Julie replied.  In the end, it didn't really matter.  Her 
biggest hope was to get Polly back, regardless of what the girl might 
reveal to the Visitors.  

"Phillip and Emily are going to stay with Sean and me," Mike said.

"Oh, good...that's good.  They need someplace to go, don't they?"

"Yeah...but...uh...what about the other kid?  I don't have enough room at 
my place to put her up too, and we can't just uh...well...somehow, I don't 
think it would work out too good if we suggest to Ham that she stay with him..."

"God, no, you're right.  I suppose I'll have to take her then, at least 
for the weekend.  But, I go back to work on Monday, and she can't be left 
alone at my place all day..."

"We'll work out another arrangement by then," Mike replied. He stopped 
to give Julie a tender, well deserved kiss. When they parted, he placed 
the chilled vials of blood in her hand.

"I don't think you'd want to leave without these," he said.

"No. I don't think I'd get the chance to come back for them," Julie 
replied, hearing the sadness register in her own voice. She then shook herself 
out of her reverie. There was no time for sentimentality.

The others were waiting outside when they emerged. Madeline still had 
Emily, and the hatchling had fallen asleep in her arms. Sean was leaning 
tiredly against a wall, patiently waiting while Philip and Madeline conversed.

"I do not know any of these people," Madeline said to Philip, "I only 
know who the instructors at the camp told us that they are..."

"You must know that much of what you learned at the camp was lies. 
Dangerous lies," Philip responded.

"Yes, I believe you. I just...I want to stay with you, Ay'Yath'te."

"I understand, but you cannot. Not right now. There is simply no way to 
arrange it."

Madeline looked stricken as Philip lifted his sleeping hatchling out of 
her arms, yet she said nothing.

"C'mon, we gotta get going. Sean's dead on his feet," Mike urged. 
Philip needed no further prompting. He gave Madeline a nod, and then he turned 
and got into the back seat of Mike's Blazer. Since there was no infant car 
seat, he would have to hold Emily on his lap.

"Call me if there's any trouble with Sean," Julie told Mike as they 
pulled away.

There was nothing left to distract Julie from dealing with the hybrid 
and the two vials of blood that were in her pocket. Madeline was staring at 
Julie's old VW Rabbit with fascination, and Julie realized that she'd probably 
never ridden in an automobile before. 

"Let's get moving. We don't know if we're being watched, okay?' she 
suggested.

Madeline said nothing, but she got into the car without a prompt.  As 
Julie pulled away from the curb, a few new thoughts surfaced. Apparently, 
Madeline and Philip were well acquainted with each other. Philip was quite 
protective of her, despite the fact that she supposedly was Diana's daughter.

There was another thought that made Julie shudder. In fact, she 
couldn't even let herself dwell on that subject. If there was one creature on this 
Earth that should not be permitted to breed, Diana was it...

But, apparently, she had. And Philip knew about it. How long had he 
known?

Why hadn't he ever said anything? Why hadn't he warned them?

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

Upon hearing of the disaster at the camp, and Polly's capture, the 
Bernsteins were obviously inconsolable. Lynn left half a dozen messages on Kyle's 
answering machine, tearfully pleading for someone to please call her 
when they got in. Robin obliged when she had a chance to sit down with a strong drink 
in her hand. Soon afterwards, Lynn and Stanley arrived, with Bram in tow. 

The distraction proved to be exactly what Elizabeth needed to get 
ready. There wasn't enough time to contemplate much of a disguise. 
Fortunately, none of the media mongers knew what she looked like since her last 
transformation several years ago. She'd been extremely careful to keep a low profile. 

As for a dress for the gala she would now be attending, she had no 
choice but to wear the pretty, strapless, plum colored tea-length that her aunt, 
Polly, should have been wearing that night. Elizabeth was only an inch taller 
than her aunt, and her breasts were just a little smaller. Because the 
differences in their porportions were subtle, and since the dress was not tailor made, 
it fit her just as well as it fit Polly. 

In fact, everything Polly would have needed for tonight's event were 
carefully arranged just as her uniform had been for the raid the night 
before. Even the small, black velvet clutch was stocked with a lipstick, a pack of 
tissues, a compact mirror, a comb, a travel sized bottle of hair spray, and a 
couple of breath mints. With a quick polish, Elizabeth swept her shoulder length 
hair up into a pony tail, and then tucked the ends under to make a classy 
chignon. Then, she hastily, but neatly applied some make-up...just enough to hide 
the bags beneath her eyes...

"Hurry up. You look great. Let's go," Kyle urged. After a quick shower 
and a change, he looked as though he'd never stepped out on a raid a day in 
his life. His hair, still a little damp, had been slicked back and lightly 
gelled. He looked impeccable in his pressed tuxedo, and he reeked of expensive 
cologne.

"Roller is already out front waiting for us. We're an hour late..."

Elizabeth grabbed the clutch, made one last check of herself in the 
mirror, and followed Kyle out into the hallway. She knew it was inevitable that 
they would run into her mother. Surprisingly, it wasn't Robin that said 
anything.  Lynn Bernstein, taking in a good look at the couple bolting for the 
door, sucked in a deep breath.

"Honestly!" she cried, "Just where do the two of you think you're going 
at a time like this?"

"Lynn...um...It's ok. It's something they have to do. Oh, God, I forgot 
all about it..." Robin said. She gazed at Elizabeth, wearing Polly's dress, 
and began to cry.

"Mother..." Elizabeth began.

"No, go. You have to. Hurry, both of you. I'll explain to the 
Bernsteins," Robin sniffled.

If Elizabeth had the tear ducts to cry, perhaps she might have been at 
that moment. Her mother looked heartbroken and sick, and Lynn Bernstein 
simply looked mortified. Kyle gave Robin a light stroke on the cheek.

"You know this is a cake walk. We'll be home early, I promise," he told 
her.

Then, he gingerly took Elizabeth by the elbow and led her out into the 
early evening sunshine. Roller, one of the employees that had formerly worked 
for Nathan Bates, stood stoicly by the door of a shining, stretch limosine. 
At Kyle's and Elizabeth's approach, he silently opened the door for them.

The evening started out just as boring as Kyle promised it would be. 
Elizabeth clung demurely to his arm, like human saran wrap, making 
certain to give Kyle the appropriate amount of adoring, syrupy gazes every now and 
then. It wasn't hard to see just how to act. Everywhere she looked, other women, 
adorned in a similar fashion as she, behaved the same way on the arms of their 
important dates. In fact, the only women that really spoke at any length were the 
ones that had any social clout. There was plenty of them around too, and 
their male counterparts treated them like Queens of Sheba. The auction was already 
in progress when they arrived, so there wasn't any time to mingle until 
afterwards. 

Elizabeth was introduced to any inquiring guests as "Bella" to anyone 
that asked. Supposedly, she was an old acquaintence from his days at 
Stanford. Elizabeth knew nothing of college life, but Polly did, which was how 
the story had gotten conjured up. There hadn't been time to think up a new guise. 
Fortunately, in the time she'd known him, Elizabeth had heard a few 
tales of Kyle's Stanford days. She knew he'd been a 'party boy', as mother so coined 
the phrase. In fact, he'd eventually gotten himself expelled, although that had been 
over an act that was more considered 'fraternity initiation'. Elizabeth wasn't 
certain what 'fraternity initiation' was, but she knew that the 
particular event had involved a drunken Kyle and a few of his wild friends doing donut holes 
with their dirt bikes on the football field of the Stanford Campus. 

So, Bella she was tonight, and, as Polly had so eloqently stated in the 
early briefing, Bella was to be dumber than a box of hair...but she was to 
keep her mouth shut, her ears open, and her legs were optional...There was 
plenty of dumb to be had at the party after the auction. Anyone who'd consumed 
more than three alcoholic beverages off the trays being offered around was 
quickly on their way to becoming 'dumber than a box of hair', so Elizabeth was 
learning. She excused herself to use the restroom only to find one of the stalls 
occupied with someone's very rich, very sick date, puking her brains out before 
10 o'clock.

"Is she okay?" Elizabeth asked, mildly concerned over the sounds of 
wretching she heard coming from the stall, as she washed her hands in the sink.

The girl sudsing up next to her smiled knowingly.

"Oh, Veronica? She's not sick. It's just diet control...You know...she 
ate too much tonight."

Elizabeth nodded, pretending to understand as the girl took out a 
makeup compact and opened it. Instead of pulling out a powder puff though, she 
plucked out a silver straw, a razor blade, and a baggie with a white substance 
in it. 

"Be a dear and shield me, will ya? Just stand between me and the door, 
if you know what I mean..." the girl said.

Elizabeth did as she was told, quietly, and watched as the girl quickly 
chopped the powdered substance into to two railed lines. She inserted 
the straw into one of her nostrils, pinched the other one shut and inhaled, 
blinking and sniffling. Then, she wiped the silver straw and handed it to Elizabeth.

"Thanks for the help. It's on me," she told her.

Elizabeth accepted the straw, her eyes wide. Then, she lowered her face 
to the mirror, and mimicked the other girl's motions exactly...immediately 
wishing she hadn't. What if she'd just inhaled red dust? 

No...it is not red dust...this stuff is white....

The powder numbed the inside of Elizabeth's nasal passage, yet burned 
at the same time. How was it possible?

"Are you a newbie?" the girl asked her.

"Uh...is it that obvious?" Elizabeth stammered past the lump of...strange 
tasting, numbing gunk sliding down her throat.

"Eh, there's a first time for all of us. I'm Gwen. Nice to meet ya."

"Bella," Elizabeth returned, suddenly hearing a buzzing in her ears.

"This thing is a drag. I thought I'd liven it up a bit. C'mon. My ball 
and chain probably thinks the gators got me. Veronica will be out in a 
little while...as soon as her dinner...settles..."

Gwen tucked her compact with the rest of the paraphenelia back into her 
small clutch, and together, she and Elizabeth exited the ladies' room. By 
now, Elizabeth's perceptions were noticbly different. She spotted Kyle 
talking with a woman about twenty feet away from them.

"There's Kyle..." Elizabeth sighed, "I'd better go check in with 
him..."

"You're with Kyle Bates?" Gwen gushed, "Wow!"

"Stanford...Uh...we went to Stanford together a long time ago..." 
Elizabeth stammered.

As Elizabeth worked to formulate her explaination, an overly cologned, 
balding, tuxedoed man in his forties walked up to them.

"Ah, there you are, Gwen. I was looking all over for you. There's 
someone I'd like you to meet, sweetheart..."

Without any excuses or apologies, this man, who was old enough to be 
Gwen's father, draped his arm around his thin, pretty date and steered her off 
and away. Elizabeth stared after them for a moment, and then shook herself 
out of her reverie before the pretty lights illuminating a flowing fountain could 
distract her. So pretty...but she had to get back to Kyle...

A drink found it's way into her hand as she made her way to where Kyle 
and his lady friend were conversing.

"Well, anyways, I've just been dying to get the chance to tell you," 
the woman was saying, "But nobody's seen you in such a long time..."

"What have you been wanting to tell me, Mandi?" Kyle asked, a slight 
hint of annoyance tinging his tone.

"You remember Jenna Freeling, don't you? Of course you do...the two of 
you hit it off quite well at the golf tournament to benefit the Suspended 
Stasis ward at the hospital last year..."

"What about Jenna Freeling?"

"Well, last week, she just delivered a 7 pound 3 ounce baby girl. She's 
really cute. Guess what her name is??"

"What?" Kyle questioned, rolling his eyes. He obviously couldn't give 
two hoots about some woman named Jenna Freeling and her 7 pound 3 ounce 
bundle of female humanity.

"Her name is Natalie! And...Jenna swears that yoooouuuu're the Daddy. I 
talked to her yesterday, Kyle. She says it happened when..."

"That's quite enough, Mandi. I'm not this kid's father, and Jenna is 
full of shit. I don't care what she told you."

"Kyle?" Elizabeth quietly inquired. Her jaw had dropped open at the 
gist of the conversation, but before Mandi could turn around and see her, she 
was mindful enough to close her mouth, lest the other woman catch a glimpse 
of her reptilian tongue.

"Ah, Bella..." Kyle said.

Mandi, a beautifully coiffed creature in a cream-colored Chanel gown, 
lifted her champagne glass up to her lined lips and smirked around it. 
Elizabeth found her gaze fastened on the glass in Mandi's hand, all of her anger 
focused on it...

Suddenly, Mandi's gaze shifted downwards, and then filled with horror 
as the champagne in her glass literally bubbled out, over the rim, and onto 
her expensive gown. She let out a wounded gasp and then a sob. Hardly 
another moment passed before a waiter appeared out of nowhere with a damp cloth to 
help with damage control. However, it was apparent that for Mandi, the rest of 
the night was a total loss.

It was Elizabeth's turn to wear the imperious smirk. Then, she felt 
Kyle's hand clamp around her arm.

"Let's go," he hissed into her ear.

"What the hell was that all about?" he demanded, once they were within 
the safe confines of the limousine that Roller chauffered.

"What do you mean? Why don't you explain to me about what Mandi was 
going on about? A baby? With another woman? Who is Jenna Freeling?" Elizabeth 
cried. As she made her inquiries, she saw sparks in front of her eyes...

Zon, she'd have to be careful! She hadn't intended to do anything to 
Mandi. Thankfully, it had just been a champagne spill, and not shattered 
glass. Kyle couldn't know about what she'd done in the bathroom with Gwen.

"It's a lie, Elizabeth. C'mon. It's tabloid bullshit. You, of all 
people should know about it. This is precisely how it gets started..."

"Why is Jenna saying that you're the father of her child?" Elizabeth 
questioned, "She would not make a claim like that if there was no 
grounds, now would she?"

"Mandi is the one making the claims, and they're bogus, 
Elizabeth....and I called her on it."

"Kyle, you'd tell me if you...had anything to worry about, wouldn't 
you?" Elizabeth asked.

Kyle let out a hiss of air.  Then he smiled and turned to Elizabeth, 
taking her hand gently in his.

"Of course I would. You have nothing to worry about," he reassured her.

Elizabeth smiled in return.

"I am very sorry about tonight Kyle. Let me make it up to you..."

In the darkness of the limousine's interior, the last thing Kyle 
expected was for Elizabeth to free herself of her seatbelt and wriggle onto his lap. 
She pressed herself against him tightly and brought her lips to his ears.

"Kyle...I've been waiting so long for this..." she sighed.

For a few minutes, Kyle could lose himself in the rapture, but soon, a 
cold hard reality forced itself in as Elizabeth worked open the shirt of his 
tuxedo and flicked her tongue against the warm skin of his chest.

"Elizabeth, no!" Kyle cried, pulling away from her ministrations. At 
first, it seemed as if she hadn't heard him. As he pulled away, she followed, 
and Kyle was forced to shove her off of him.

"Elizabeth, stop!" he demanded.

"Kyle?" she questioned, her eyes wide. As she comprehended the 
rejection, hurt began to fill her expression until Kyle could hardly bear to look 
at her.

"Elizabeth...we have no uh...you know...protection," he stammered, 
buttoning up his shirt, "And...we sure don't want to start any tabloid talk, now 
do we..."

The limousine pulled up to the house, and Roller stepped around to open 
the door. Kyle and Elizabeth both looked exactly as they had when they'd 
left that evening. The only difference was that Elizabeth refused to let Kyle 
hold her hand on the way inside.

Chapter 18   

Innocence Lost

"She's got eyes of the bluest skies,
and if they thought of rain
I'd hate to look into those eyes
and see an ounce of pain..."

~~Guns N' Roses   Sweet Child of Mine



All of the testimony Diana needed to properly prove to the Leader that 
Phllip was a traitor had been encoded and sent in a transmission burst to him. 
That proof, among other things, contained an audio recording of Dale's 
deathbed confession. Included in that one confession was evidence that Lydia had 
betrayed the cause, and Dale too. Of course, no one listening to the 
transmission would really be able to ascertain just how Diana had managed to get her 
confession....or what had happened afterwards. That much, she was glad 
for. Disappointingly, Diana had also had to inform the Leader that Phillip 
must have somehow guessed that his cover was in jeapordy, for now his whereabouts were 
unknown.  Docking bay documentation showed that Phillip's personal shuttle had 
received landing clearance, only to have received a takeoff clearance forty five 
minutes later. Diana was angry to learn that she'd never even known of his 
arrival, let alone his almost immediate departure.

If she had known...

She was furious with Phillip and vowed to find him herself, at any 
cost.  The traitor had two of her most prized possessions.  Somehow, he'd managed 
to kidnap Madeline, and free Ham Tyler.  She had figured out that Madeline 
had fled from the room.  In the time that it took for that realization to sink 
in, and for Diana to get dressed and looking to a somewhat presentable 
appearance, her daughter was gone.  So, too, was Tyler. Though she had no proof, she 
knew with a certainty that Phillip was behind the disappearance of both of 
them.

At least she still had one prized bird, still in a cage. It was time, 
at long last, to interrogate the only remaining prisoner from the raid capture 
of two days ago. Diana had instructed the guards to take the prisoner to her 
personal office. She would not risk another fiasco like what had 
happened in the interrogation room. In addition, she ordered another thorough search of 
her prisoner, to be certain that there were no secret pills or weapons for 
self destruction hidden on her person.

With so many disasters to count, it took Diana some effort to work 
herself into the right frame of mind for a satisfactory interrogation. To put 
herself in a better mood, she had ordered special preparations for Lydia's remains 
after the postmortem examination had been completed. Oh no...there would be 
no Crossing Ceremony for the folks back home of this traitor! Instead, 
Diana had demanded that Oswald have Lydia's carcass strapped to a wall in the 
main recreation hall, where it would serve as a pointed example of what 
would happen to those that betrayed the mission. At last, she felt ready to proceed.  
After she'd completed the last of her routine duties on the bridge, she stalked off 
down the maze of corridors to her office, where she'd been informed that her 
prey was awaiting.  Just as she was about to key herself in, she felt a 
presence come up from behind her.

"Oh, please do excuse me, but before you question your prisoner, may I 
bring one slight matter of importance to your attention?"

Impatiently, Diana turned to see Oswald, nervously shifting his weight 
from one foot to another.

"What is it, Oswald?" she snapped.

"Well, you see, it is like this...I did as you ordered with the 
remains of You Know Who...I had the body lashed to the wall of the primary 
recreation hall as you instructed...but...Well, I am afraid that Lydia is beginning to 
object to her treatment.  She is raising a...terrible stink...and I am afraid 
no one wants to go anywhere near the hall anymore to see your example.  What 
ever should I do?"

"Leave her there for the time being, Oswald.  I would like to get a 
whiff of it myself,  just so I can prove to myself what I've always known...That 
Lydia was rotten to the core."

Oswald made a face and began to back away.

"As you wish, Commander, but I should warn you.  It is not pleasant..." 
he sneered.

"It seems our definitions of pleasantries may differ somewhat.  Now, I 
suggest you find some duties to attend to, or you may be joining Lydia 
sooner than you'd think."

Without another word of protest, Oswald disappeared, finally allowing 
Diana to attend to the day's activities.  She'd been savoring this moment.

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

Polly Maxwell sat strapped to a chair, two guards on either side of 
her.  They both had their weapons pointed rudely in her face.  From outside 
in the corridor, she faintly heard the voices of a man and a woman conversing.  
She was able to make out some of what was said, and her heart filled with 
dread.  From all she could tell, Lydia must have been captured, and was now dead.  A 
flurry of memories from the night of the raid came back to her.  Who else had 
been captured?  What had become of them?  She recalled from the plans that 
Lydia and Tonya had both comprised the Cappa Team.  If Lydia was gone, was Tonya 
too?  Was Sean free?

Polly willed herself to stop thinking about them.  The hours of mind 
numbing boredom and pulse throbbing anxiety had finally boiled down to 
something.  She had no idea what these next few minutes, or hours...would hold in 
store.  All she could do was clear her mind, and try to focus, like she'd seen 
Elizabeth do.  Relaxation techniques, she'd realized.  Elizabeth could mentally 
will herself just about anywhere, to talk to just about anyone, without ever 
physically leaving.  Polly knew there was a term for it...astral 
projection, maybe?  Pushing all mental clutter out of the way, Polly closed her eyes and 
concentrated.  She could almost feel the company of those she 
remembered from long ago. Most of them had passed on.  Her father and mother; she could feel 
their strength.  They were with her.  Abraham Bernstein too, and Ruby Engels, 
and even Harmony Moore.  From another corner of her mind, she envisioned Sancho 
Gomez.  He was now living in Mexico with his family, she knew, and helping the 
resistance efforts south of the border.  It was safer to think about 
those she'd loved and lost, and those friends that had moved elsewhere. They were out of 
harm's reach, and any questioning tactic Diana tried on her could not imperil 
them.

Then, the doors to the room Polly had been brought to slid open. Unlike 
Elizabeth, who could remain in a trance through many a distraction, 
Polly was jolted from her reverie. With a horror that she'd been half expecting, 
she found herself face to face with the alien leader, Diana.

Polly had heard so much about this Gila Monster of a woman from so many 
sources.  Most of them had even met her in person. Mike Donovan, Julie 
Parrish, Ham Tyler, Kyle Bates, Elizabeth...and even her own sister Robin.  She 
recalled hearing that Sancho Gomez had even spit in her face, and for the first 
time, she realized just how brave that man had been. Polly felt nothing but a 
cold terror coursing through her veins. She had to constrict the muscles of 
her bladder to keep from wetting herself. A soft trembling began to rattle through 
her arms and legs. She hoped no one could see it.

Oh, Wize Wizard of Oz, Grant me Courage...Too bad a bucket of water 
won't melt this green witch!

"Andrea, Dominic, you are dismissed for now.  Post yourselves right 
outside the door."  Diana ordered.

Without a word, the two guards that had been flanking Polly's chair 
nodded curtly and left.  Polly averted her gaze as she felt Diana's eyes 
traveling up and down her body.

"My, my, the resistance drafts them young these days, don't they?"  
Diana commented.  With a blurringly quick motion, she reached out her hand 
and snapped Polly's chin up to meet her eyes. Polly said nothing as she felt those 
cold fingers...that she knew were green and scaly beneath the human suit, 
bite into her very mortal and real flesh. The squeezing pressure of Diana's 
fingers on her chin was pressing Polly's mouth into that puckered 'fish lips' look. 
Despite her fears, Polly knew she must look absolutely ridiculous.

"What a pity. You hardly look a day over sixteen. Who would have 
guessed that such blatant acts of sabotauge and vandalism could be committed by one 
possessed of such a sweet, innocent face?"  

Polly felt herself shrink back into the chair as Diana reached out with 
her other hand and smoothed her recently cut, somewhat tangled hair.  Then, 
abruptly, Diana removed both of her hands, and gave Polly a cold, 
calculating smile.

"Let's start with the easy questions, shall we?  First, I want you to 
tell me your name."

A fire began to burn in Polly's stomach.  A protest was about to launch 
itself from her lips, but she stopped herself in a moment's 
realization. She knew she'd have to say something...and perhaps it would be best if Diana 
believed she was telling the truth.  Then, she might not shoot her full of that 
truth serum Mike Donovan had told the resistance about.

"I'm waiting,"  Diana informed her, with a hint of menace coating her 
tone.

Struggling, Polly tried to remember the name that she'd given the 
guards when she'd first been brought aboard the Mothership. It was the name of a 
character from one of her favorite shows, Married With Children.

"Kelly," she responded with what she hoped sounded like the right 
amount of hesitation, "Kelly Bundy."

A hint of a smile tugged the corners of Diana's mouth upwards.

"Well, Miss Bundy, welcome aboard. I'll give you my usual speech, since 
it seems to me that you are gracing our presence here for the first time. 
You might think that there are two ways to for me to get information out of 
you...either the easy way, or the hard way. I'm telling you right now that there is 
only one way...and that's my way.  However, I'd really hate to damage that 
pretty face of yours, so if cooperate, you may find that I won't have to."

Polly felt a wave of soul-consuming anger wash over her.  She knew a 
lie when she heard one; and she knew, with all likelihood, that she'd wind up on 
Diana's dinner platter in the end.  She wasn't about to make things any 
easier on her.

"If you want me to tell you anything, why don't you cut the crap?" 
Polly demanded, "I may be young, but I wasn't born last night.  I know what 
you really look like under that fake skin of yours, and I also know that you'll 
probably eat me when this is all over...so...Why should I tell you squat?"

"Oh, a defiant one. Today is my lucky day. I think this is going to be 
so much fun," Diana replied sarcastically.  She reached over and produced 
an implement from a nearby table.  Then, she pulled a chair opposite 
Polly, crossed her legs in a very ladylike fashion, and favored her with another cold 
smile.  Polly could almost see the reptile behind her human mask.

"Alright, let's begin.  First of all, I know your name isn't really 
Kelly Bundy.  How silly of you to think you could lie to me. I had a photo 
capture of you run through our computers.  Your features match the Department of 
Motor Vehicle's records for a Polly Maxwell of Los Angeles, California, age 
19. From there, I learned all kinds of interesting things about you, Polly, 
dear.  You have recently completed your freshman semester, majoring in Biology, at 
U.C.L.A. You are currently maintaining a 3.9 grade point average; which I might 
add, is quite impressive.  With the exception of your resistance activities, 
you have no record of recent employment.  And, of course, you're not 
married, and you have no children...but otherwise, I would say that you do have a 
rather remarkable family....need I continue?"

"Big, fat, hairy deal," Polly muttered.  Her spirits were deflating 
somewhat, knowing that her deception hadn't worked.

"So, how is your sister Robin doing?  Was she there at the raid, or was 
she at home, perhaps with...Elizabeth?"

"None of your scaly beeswax."  

"And, let's not forget little...Katie, is it?  Your younger 
sister...Perhaps I'll get a chance to meet her someday, too..."

"Yeah, like when hell freezes over," Polly retorted.  She silently 
prayed for the bravery of those before her to help her continue from betraying the 
resistance. God, not Katie. How could the bitch know about Katie? It 
had been a big mistake to allow her little sister to come out to California with her, 
she realized.

"Well, Polly, I'd like to continue with along this vein of our conversation.  
Your spirit is most amusing; and I will tell you that it's so much more 
fun for me when my prisoners show some spunk...In fact, I think I like 
you, Polly. You show more spirit than your older sister, for certain.  However, I 
am on a limited time schedule.  I'm a very busy woman.  Therefore, I'm afraid 
I'll have to get what I need from you faster than this..."

Diana held up the implement in her hand, prominently showing it to 
Polly.

"Do you know what this is, my dear?"

"It looks like a staple gun," Polly retorted glumly.

"Well, you're not far from the mark.  It's actually an injector. It has 
a medication in it that will make you much more cooperative...and unable 
to lie to me anymore. You've given me no choice, Polly.  Just try not to worry 
too much. If you don't fight it, you may find that this experience isn't wholly 
unpleasant."

"Yeah, well if you want me to believe you, why don't you just shoot 
yourself up with it and repeat what you just said. We'll see if it works..."

To Polly's amazement, Diana actually chuckled.

"I really am starting to like you. Despite our differences, Polly, I'm 
sensing we're alot alike.  Witty, intelligent, and lovely. What a shame 
I must resort to this to be on friendlier terms with you."

With that, she jerked Polly's chin up again, and pressed the injector 
to the girl's neck.  Polly felt a cold hiss of air and pressure pierce her 
skin.  The medication quickly began to invade her bloodstream.  To her surprise, a 
rather pleasant rush of warmth circulated through her nervous system.  
She felt herself slump into the chair as she started to experience an odd sort 
of detatchment from her present circumstances.

"What a shame that the conversion chamber is off line right now...you 
would make an interesting subject. But somehow, this seems better.  Despite 
what you may have heard, interrogation doesn't have to hurt..."

Polly didn't feel any reason to respond.  She had a feeling about what 
had just happened.  This must be the truth serum Mike spoke of.

"Now, where were we?  Oh, yes...I want you to tell me who masterminded 
the little raid on the Training Facility," Diana prodded, carefully 
watching Polly.

"Lydia and Mike Donovan," Polly replied.  As the words tumbled out of 
her mouth, her eyes opened wide in shock and horror.  She hadn't intended 
to say anything.

"Excellent.  Now, we're making some progress."

Diana skillfully directed a few more questions to Polly, and the girl 
learned, much to her despair, that the truth serum really did work. No 
protest or rebellion her mind formed was strong enough to override the drug's 
powerful effects.  At one point, Diana paused in her interrogations.  She gave 
Polly another injection of truth serum, called in her female guard, and had the guard 
take Polly to the lavatory.  Once she'd finished with the call of nature, 
she found a plate of food wating on the table beside the chair.  There was a 
modest assortment of crackers and fruit, and two clear, plastic tumblers 
filled with a carbonated liquid that looked suspiciously like 7-Up.  Polly was forced 
back into the chair.  However, only her upper arms were restrained with 
straps this time.  Her forearms were left free.  In this position, she was allowed 
a little more movement, but she was still unable to do much more damage than 
perhaps to hurl a lightweight cup at her interrogator.  She realized, wearily, 
how fruitless an effort that would be.

"I thought you might enjoy a light snack while we continue our 
conversation," Diana stated in an almost pleasant tone of voice.  With a light motion 
of her hand, she dismissed the guard.  "I don't know about you, but I'm simply 
famished."

Polly felt a tight knot of fear clench her stomach muscles. Was this 
where the butchers would come and take her away? Her bottom lip betrayed her, 
and trembled at the thought. Watching her, Diana flashed Polly another 
smile.  She picked up the tray and offered the girl a few of the delicacies stocked 
on it. Polly found herself reaching for the tumbler of 7-Up and a few of the 
crackers.  The drugs made her very thirsty. The beverage slid down her parched 
throat with a satisfying gulp.  Apparently, the truth serum was good at 
betraying thoughts that would lead to action too.  Still wearing her smug smile, 
Diana lifted the other tumbler and sipped from it.  Polly had a moment to think to 
herself that it was amusing to her that lizards liked soda pop.  Unfortunately, 
she was unable to keep this thought to herself, she soon learned.

Instead of getting angry at the comment, Diana let out a light laugh. 
She helped herself to some of the fruit and crackers on the tray, and 
regarded Polly. The only thing hinting at the coldness in Diana's soul was the look in 
her eyes.  Polly realized, with a horror, that Diana was playing with her-- 
like a cat plays with a mouse before killing it.  No, perhaps the butchers 
weren't coming yet, but they would soon.

"You know, I've had a rough few days.  This shenanigan the resistance 
pulled has cost me about 35 lives, 6 human converts, Sean Donovan,  and lots 
of money.  However, it did provide me with some valuable insights as to 
who was operating within the 5th Column. I'd like you to tell me just precisely 
where Lydia obtained her information about the camp..."

"Someone named Nigel, but I never met with him," Polly responded.

"Ah, very good.  Nigel was Lydia's brother, so I figured just as much.  
It's a good thing I took care of him too."

Polly's memory flashed back to when she was first brought aboard the 
ship.  She had seen Nigel.  Now, he and Lydia were both gone, she knew. Then, 
she realized that she'd just told Diana that she'd never met with him. 
Maybe she was capable of lies, as long as they were unintentional.  Diana was 
continuing with the conversation again, and Polly found herself trapped within the 
cadence of her voice.

"There's been so much death lately. Nigel, Lydia...and someone else I 
had to dispatch because I learned of his treachery.  Killing gets old, Polly.  
It's such a thrill to do it, but the thrill is gone before the body is even 
cold. I'd like to keep you around awhile," Diana said, almost menacingly.

"Here it comes," Polly muttered, more to herself than to anyone else.  
She still found it impossible to keep most of her thoughts to herself.

"Quite the contrary," Diana responded, her voice ridded of its 
previous malice, "In fact, I just may share a few thoughts of mine with you.  I 
knew of someone not long ago.  You remind me a bit of her.  Her name was Laura.  
We were getting to be friends, and then she decided to leave, rather 
unexpectedly."

"You mean Brian's sister?" Polly found herself inquiring, in spite of 
herself.

"That's exactly who I mean.  You know her, I see..."

"Actually, I don't. I never met her. She keeled over before I even came 
here."

"Is that so?" Diana asked. She picked up the injector and let Polly get 
a good look at it.

"It's not a lie. She died right after she had Abraham," Polly admitted.  
Then, she felt a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach, like a hard 
fist had just punched her.  She had just betrayed poor Abraham's existence.

"Abraham...how interesting. Laura's child survived!"

Polly only nodded.  The last of the crackers she'd just eaten tasted 
like lead in her mouth.  She'd spent the entire spring tutoring him, only to 
have betrayed him. 

"And...judging by the name, the child is male. Well, do tell me, dear 
Polly, what happened? How did Laura die?"

"I don't know, exactly. All I heard was that she had some 
complications, like postpartum or something. You know, all of this experimenting is 
dangerous! You could have killed Robin. They had to cut Elizabeth out of her...and 
now Abraham's mother is dead. She might not be if you hadn't played with 
her DNA! Didn't you ever think of that? Don't you ever care about what you do to 
other people and how it could screw up their lives?" Polly spat. She was in 
no mood to debate whether or not it was the truth serum that made her bold enough 
to hurl these questions at Diana. 

Diana didn't even blink as Polly had her tantrum.

"Progress requires sacrifice, my dear. If you chose to continue with 
Biology as your major, you will learn this," she returned, with a patronizing 
smile.  "But, of course, I am most distressed to hear of Laura's fate. It was 
not my intention to bring harm to her. In fact, whatever complications she 
suffered  might have been treated or avoided altogether if she'd stayed here, on 
board the mothership, instead of foolishly running away."

Polly felt the fire of her arguement fade, although it hadn't left her 
completely. Genetic experimentation was still wrong. She just didn't 
have the right words to say so right now.

"Now, I would like to hear about Abraham. What does he look like?" 
Diana pressed.

"He looks like a skinny little dork right now, you know, like the sort 
of kid that the seniors in high school stuffed in trash cans. But, who knows 
what he'll look like tomorrow..."

"How amusing. It seems that he shares Elizabeth's rapid growth 
patterns," Diana stated. She rose from her seat for a moment to retrieve her 
notebook computer from a nearby workstation. Methodically, she typed in a few 
notations.

"Does he exhibit any of Elizabeth's...talents...?"

Polly emphatically shook her head, relieved to be able to pass some 
information on to Diana that might make her less enchanted with 
pursuing any more questioning about Abraham.

"He drinks tons of orange soda and plays video games...and he can read. 
Considering that he's a year old, many would think that's pretty 
amazing...but that's where it stops."

"Oh, I believe you are correct," Diana smiled, "For one year of age, 
that is quite amazing. In fact, I would like the chance to study him more 
myself, in person. I'm fairly certain I might know where to find Abraham...but, 
I'm sure you could make it a whole lot easier by just telling me where he is..."

Polly hesitated for a fraction of a second. Diana set her computer 
aside, brought forth the injector, and gave Polly yet another dose.

"Where is he," she demanded. The tone of her voice indicated that she 
was losing patience.

"The Bernsteins. He's with them," she answered in a sigh.

A tear slid down her cheek, realizing that she'd just sicced Diana on 
Lynn and Stanley again. They'd already been at her mercy once, when Danny 
had turned them in for hiding her family out in their pool house. Maybe Brandon 
could protect them. She vainly hoped that Brandon would kick Diana's butt, 
but then that thought too, came tumbling out in a torrent of words.

"Brandon..." Diana said; a hint of amusement coloring her tone, "Now, 
who might Brandon be?"

"Someone you don't want to meet.  He's as tough as a Brillo pad.  He 
has a barbell pierced into his tongue, and he used to be a skinhead.  Abraham 
is like a little brother to him, so if you get too close, he'll rearrange your 
teeth!" Polly spat.

"He sounds like just the sort of young man I might like to talk to 
someday.  I'll bet he's with the resistance now, isn't he?'

Resignedly, Polly nodded again.

"Interesting.  Lots of new names on the resistance roster.  I'd like to 
know them.  There's you, Abraham, Brandon..."

"Abraham isn't actually with the resistance.  He's never done anything 
more than babysit!" 

"Relax, my dear.  I wouldn't wish anymore harm on Abraham than I would 
on you.  Perhaps we'll start in a different direction, since this 
discussion seems to upset you so much," Diana said.  She lifted Polly's chin and 
injected her again.  Once the girl had relaxed, she resumed her talk.  As she moved 
the injector away from Polly's throat, her other hand reached out and 
stroked the fabric of the uniform Polly still wore.

"Did I mention to you how adorable you look in this?  Whoever loaned it 
to you must have known how well it would flatter you.  Perhaps she might 
loan something to me sometime...but of course, I would have to know who to 
ask...wouldn't I?"

Polly speechlessly affirmed the question.

"Where did you get it?" 

"Thelma," Polly winced.

"Who in the blazing suns is Thelma?"  Diana demanded, with some anger 
rising to the surface.

"Willie's wife.  And...she didn't exactly loan it to me.  Willie kind 
of...borrowed it for me."

"You must be joking," Diana commented with an amused smile, "I'm so 
surprised to hear that our own dear William hasn't managed to shoot himself in 
his foot by now, let alone take a mate."

The next round of questions brought forward information on the 
activities of those whose names Diana was well used to hearing.  Polly learned, 
inadvertantly, that Ham Tyler had been taken during the raid, and had 
managed to escape.  The knowledge first gave her a sense of satisfaction...
but it soon led her to dispair.  If he'd been captured and freed, why hadn't he taken her with 
him?  Somehow, she managed to veil these thoughts.  All hope was gone now, it 
seemed. For all she could tell, there was no one to help her now, and she 
sensed that perhaps that's why Diana had told her these things...just so she 
wouldn't have any spirit left to attempt her own escape.

"So, tell me about these new freinds of yours," Diana pressed insistently.  
Polly could sense that Diana was growing tired...or perhaps other 
concerns were closing in on her time.  The snacks on the tray had almost all been 
consumed, and both of the tumblers were empty.

"Kim got munched by crivits last month..." Polly offered, hoping to use 
as much of Diana's limited time by talking about those of little 
consequence anymore.

"What a pity.  Who was Kim?"

Polly spent a few more minutes senselessly babbling about poor Kim from 
San Fransisco.  Soon, she wished she'd had a sock to stuff in her mouth.  
The next thing she knew, she'd opened up about how Brandon and Tonya had come 
from San Fransisco with her.  Diana already knew a little about Brandon.  Now, 
she had Tonya's name, too.

"Oh, here's someone I don't think I've had the pleasure of 
meeting...yet."

"Fat chance you ever will," Polly replied.  A small measure of relief 
washed over her at the realization that if Diana didn't know who Brandon or 
Tonya were, they hadn't been captured.  Unfortunately, her relief was short 
lived.  Before long, Polly helplessly betrayed the fact that both Tonya and her 
sister were working under cover at the Legation.  Diana seemed immensly 
pleased with this information.

"It seems to me that you are rather fond of your friends, Polly.  
Loyalty is a quality I like. You've told me so much about them, that I can't help 
but to want to meet them for myself.  They sound so intriguing.  This Brandon 
you speak of...tough, strong, rebellious...and Tonya, whom I gathered from 
you has some rather diverse tastes in mating rituals.  Is this something you 
know for yourself personally, my dear?"

"What, about Tonya being gay?  I know what she's told me, but why would 
you care?"

"So, then, I take it that you've never experienced that form of 
physical gratification for yourself."

"You mean with Tonya?  Um, no, I've never had well...I've never been 
with anyone," Polly admitted.

"Not even with Brandon?"  Diana quipped.

"No...no one.  I'm a virgin."

"Well, I'm curious about you, Polly.  If given a choice, who would you 
feel closest to?"

"I'm just friends with both of them!" Polly cried indignantly.  Tears 
of fury leaked from the corner of her eyes.  She bit down hard on her tongue, 
feeling the slivers of pain shoot through her mouth.  Here was about to be the 
ultimate betrayal, she could sense.  Diana's line of questioning was 
leading her into the dangerous stretches of Polly's innermost turmoil.  She 
continued to bite down until she could taste her own blood, hoping that it would keep her 
from accidentally leaking her most closely guarded personal secrets; the 
ones she held so close to herself that she suspected Robin didn't even know.

"Poor Polly," Diana crooned, "It seems to me that you're confused.  You 
know, it's quite a normal emotion for both human and Sirian women alike.  
Especially ones your age.  You're so young, and so untried..."

A sob burst forth from Polly as thoughts shot through her mind.  What 
could possibly be the moment of imminent death was at hand.  She would soon 
be with her father and her mother...who had raised her Catholic.  What would 
they think of a daughter that couldn't make up her mind about two loves...and one 
of them was a love she'd been taught was a sin!  Despite her fears, she 
knew deep down that her parents would love her regardless, but even 
still...neither Brandon or Tonya was the sort she would have openly brought home to the 
dinner table.

Another dose of serum was administered, and Polly felt herself drifting 
away from her fears.

"There, now, relax.  Remember, I was once your age, and not very long 
ago, I might add.  I know just how hard it is to be 19.  It's so easy to get 
lost in uncertainties...Perhaps I can help you with your dilemma."

"How?" Polly questioned, her mind conjuring up unpleasant images of 
Tonya or Brandon strapped in this hell of a chair as she was now.  Somehow, 
without her even saying one word about her feelings, Diana had managed to bring 
them to light.  Suddenly, Polly understood just how vulnerable Julie must have 
felt in the conversion chamber.

"Don't worry, Polly.  I won't hurt your friends.  Your secrets are safe 
with me."

Polly had no way of knowing if Diana was lying or not, but she felt 
herself beginning to relax.  More waves of medication were blurring her 
thinking, and she found it difficult to hold onto much logic anymore.  Too many doses 
had been administered in a short period of time, and Polly felt her resolve 
to resist draining.  In fact, she even felt that she would willingly die now, for 
surely Diana was finished with her.  She had told her everything she 
knew of any value, as far as she could guess.  Her eyes closed, and the burning, 
itching sensation she'd been experiencing in her eyeballs began to abate.  She 
only startled when she felt fingers gently massaging her temples.  Without 
her realizing it, Diana had circled around to the back of her chair.

"I told you that I can help you...There's certain things you'll never 
resolve within yourself if you don't know anything about them.  I might also 
add that I told you that interrogation needn't hurt.  Not if you cooperate.  You 
have done so, my dear, quite to my satisfaction.  Now, it's time for you to 
have another reward."

"Another reward?" Polly questioned almost drowsily.  As she spoke, 
Diana continued her massage, moving her fingers slowly along Polly's neck and 
down her shoulders.  Slowly, through a fog of confusion, Polly began to realize 
what was happening, but her body was too limp and heavy for any sort of a 
struggle.

"That feels good, doesn't it, darling," Diana purred softly into her 
ear.

Polly's mind reeled with horror as her head bobbed an affirmative as if 
it weren't even attatched to her own shoulders.

"I know of things that feel even better," Diana continued, "and I just 
know that your confusion will be short lived."

The straps that bound Polly to the chair were being released, and 
suddenly, she was being led by arms that were much stronger than her own to 
another room. Undoubtably, even more terrors; ones she could have never imagined in 
a million years, awaited her there.  

Chapter 17   

Uninvited


"Seasons change with the scenery,
weaving time in a tapestry.
Won't you stop and remember me?"

~~ The Bangles  Hazy Shade of Winter



Less than a month had passed since the members of the resistance 
gathered to lay Kim Chang to rest.  Once again, beneath the glare of the June sun 
and the contrasting shadow of the Mothership hovering in the blue, cloudless 
sky, they gathered to pay their solemn respects to Lydia. This time, there was no 
remains to inter or ashes to scatter; only the testimony of those who 
had witnessed her death offered any proof. There wasn't much Ham Tyler found to say 
that conveyed the impact of what he'd seen. Compounding the unease was 
Phillip's presence. Not many were used to him being around for any length of 
time. Furthermore, the civillian clothes he wore, given to him by Mike (who 
opted not to tell him that they had formerly belonged to Martin,) looked odd on 
someone who still maintained strong military mannerisms. His loss was evident, 
everyone knew, but Phillip opted not to openly discuss his feelings.  

Time for grieving was short. Julie had given the samples to Howie at 
Visitor Fields, and had filled him in on all that had happened.  In turn, he 
gave her some news to pass on to Phillip. First was the notification he'd 
received regarding the death of Dale. Howie's 5th Column source on board the 
Mothership hadn't been able to offer many details, but had informed him that Diana 
had discovered Dale's treachery and had him killed. Julie, of course, all 
ready knew that Phillip was aware of this. What Phillip hadn't known was the 
second piece of information Howie had told her. Before Dale had been killed, he'd 
managed to smuggle a grievously wounded Nigel off the Mothership in a shuttle 
while Diana obliviously attended to matters in the interrogation room.  Nigel 
had been transported to Visitor Fields, and was now under Howie's quiet care. As 
far as he knew, Diana was still possibly under the impression that Nigel had 
died and was tossed into the crivit tank. Sadly, Nigel was not in attendance at 
his sister's memorial. His injuries were severe, and he had yet to regain 
consiousness. Howie pledged to keep Julie informed as often as possible 
regarding Nigel's condition.

Phillip seemed cautiously pleased to hear the news, that Nigel had 
survived, even if his happiness couldn't be assured at the moment. As the 
information passed from one mouth to another, everyone expressed their hopes that 
Nigel would pull through. The most emphatic was Madeline. With the exception 
of Philip, she was the only one that personally knew him. She had spent the 
weekend with Julie, and had asked about him frequently, even though Julie had little 
else to report.  

While Julie had spent the majority of her weekend checking on the 
rescued human converts, gathering useful information from Howie and keeping 
tabs on Madeline, the others had kept busy too. Chris and Maggie already had 
their sights set on a new resistance headquarters at a small craft airport, a little 
ways beyond the city limits, that had once serviced agricultural business.  
Local crop dusters had once used the facility, but the Visitors had hit it 
pretty hard when they'd been erroneously alerted to it's possible uses to spread 
the red dust just before V-Day. Most of the main building still stood, but was 
in need of serious repairs. The majority of the damage had come to the grounds 
outside of the building, where most of the planes had been parked. What had 
once serviced as the airstrip was now a bunch of pocked craters in the 
ground. According to Chris and Maggie, there were still rusted hulks of ruined 
planes all over the place. Inside, they had learned that the damage to the hangar 
hadn't been as bad as anticipated. Only two small craft had been housed inside at 
the time, and they too were damaged, but Chris had visions of possibly 
restoring one by scavaging any serviceable remains of the other ones. In the 
meantime, Phillip's shuttle could be stored there.  Ham, Miranda, Elias and 
Willie had also managed to tour the site. They agreed with Chris and Maggie that the 
site had potential.

Inspecting and cleaning the site was a top priority for the majority of 
those who needed something to do to keep their minds off of Polly's capture; 
or, at least something to keep busy doing while plans were being brainstormed 
about how to get her back. Julie had hopes to view the site herself, later in 
the evening. Time was running short. The weekend had passed in a bizarre 
flurry of uncertainties and grief. She hadn't felt so unfocused and unsure of 
what she should do next in quite some time; mostly during the days that she'd 
first headed up the resistance effort, and later, when playing between Nathan 
Bates and the Resistance at the start of the Second Invasion. As one of the heads 
of the Resistance, she still felt the pressure to have all the answers.  The 
only logical thing she could think was that the answers were there, but 
they'd have to wait for them. The 5th column was one way to attempt Polly's rescue. 
Staging a secondary raid on the mothership was another option she'd heard 
tossed around. In her opinion, even for Polly Maxwell's sake, she knew that 
choice was out of the question.  However, she dared not say that bluntly.  After all, 
the entire raid to get Sean freed from the camp had been undertaken largely 
for the sake of Mike.  Julie herself had voted to do it.  It wasn't fair to 
think that Polly didn't deserve the same consideration. Robin was quite vocal on 
that point, and she had a fair share of supporters that echoed her beliefs.  
Elizabeth, Kyle, Brandon and Ham spent the weekend tirelessly hashing 
out idea after idea revolving around finding a way to free  Polly. (And, in Ham's 
versions of the plans, Diana always met a ruthless death at his hands...) For all 
it was worth, Mike told Robin he'd do whatever necessary, as well.  Julie knew 
he felt largely responsible for Polly's capture, and she knew that he'd rest 
better at night if he believed there was something he could do to remedy the 
situation. Unfortunately, he had his hands tied with Sean, Phillip and 
Emily. They needed to be situated into stable circumstances before they could put 
forth their best efforts to help.

Now, with Monday fast approaching, Julie had another problem to 
consider.  Once again, the labs at EcoSound would swallow her up for 8, 9, or even 
10 hours a day.  It would provide a welcome distraction from the chaos of the 
last few days, but it wasn't a safe harbor she could count on for long. The 
questions she shoved on the backburner would be left waiting for her when she 
punched the time clock each evening. Before long, Howie would have the promised 
results she'd asked him for. Julie wasn't sure she even wanted to know what was 
in store there.  She had known Ham Tyler for many years now, but she 
couldn't say she knew him well enough to know how he'd react if he found out that 
Madeline truely was his biological offspring. Julie felt she could guess the 
answer to the burning question of Madeline's paternity, simply because she knew 
Diana's method's well enough to know that this sick sort of genetic rape was 
right up her alley. Fearing Ham's reaction, she bitterly found herself wondering 
just how she'd managed to get herself in the middle of this one. It was merely 
one more question bouncing around the overcrowded space of her mind.

One moment at at time was the best approach.  Even simple decisions 
were verging on overwhelming. With a selection of T-shirts piled on her bed, 
Julie contemplated them furiously.  One was a Dodger's T-shirt that Mike had 
given her a couple of years ago.  She couldn't part with that one.  It went into a 
pile of rejects.  A plain, all purpose, white T-shirt went into the small 
duffel bag opened on her bed. Next, she selected a light blue one that had seen 
many washings. Then, a grey polo shirt with the EcoSound logo embroidered on 
it.  She owned several of those. Next, a black tank top.  Finally, she finished 
making her choices.  The selected shirts were now lumped in the duffel bag 
with a pair each of Levi's jeans, grey sweat pants and denim shorts.  Then, 
she tossed in the freshly laundered sleep shirt that Madeline had been wearing 
when she'd first arrived at the fire station. The last items were ones Julie had 
stopped in at the local K-Mart and purchased: a 3 pack of women's panties, a 
package of white socks, a pair of tennis shoes, a hair brush, a toothbrush, and 
a tube of toothpaste. As far as she could fathom, these few necessities would 
keep Madeline clothed and clean when she dropped her off at Kyle's that 
evening.

Julie shook her head as she zipped up the nylon bag. Kyle's place was 
the last place she felt anyone should be thrust into for a stay. Already, 
it was crowded. Though living area was ample, his ranchette only had three 
bedrooms.  He occupied the master room, Elizabeth and Robin shared a room, and Polly 
and Katie split the third bedroom.  Polly's absence, of course, vacated a 
bed, at least for the time being, but that wasn't a fact she openly wanted to 
suggest. She'd only been forced to consider placing Madeline there out of a lack 
of any other option. Mike's small apartment was crammed to capacity and 
beyond.  The Bernsteins housed Brandon and Abraham.  In the next day or two, Tonya 
Follows would be released from the hospital, and arrangements had been made for 
her to stay with the Bernstein's until she recuperated.  Elias was offering a 
temporary home to Willie until he and Thelma could patch up their 
differences...if they could.  In addition, Caleb, Miranda and Hope lived there, all 
crammed into two bedrooms, with Willie on the couch. Maggie and Chris shared a small 
two bedroom house, sleeping in the master bedroom. Their tiny, second 
bedroom was Ham's "flop house." It had also been where Brandon Watts had stayed for 
a brief time. Considering Ham's frequent presence at Chris' house, Julie didn't 
feel that it was at all appropriate for Madeline to stay there. That left 
the "Bates Motel" as the only option remaining. At least a couch would be open for 
Madeline to sleep on, and with Katie requiring supervision, there would 
likely be someone around to keep tabs on Madeline too. However, Julie wasn't 
certain that anyone wanted to, and in many ways, she couldn't blame them.

It was never far from Julie's mind just who Madeline was proclaimed to 
be.  In a million years, she never expected that she'd ever offer shelter to 
any of Diana's kin; especially her daughter. Nearly eight years had passed 
since Diana had attempted to convert Julie, but the after-effects still 
lingered. Many nights Julie found herself on the Nightmare Express, with Diana always 
at the wheel.  Sometimes, she still absently used her left hand where she 
never would have before.  If she had a dime for every time Diana hurt her or 
someone she cared about, she could retire now, as rich as Nathan Bates had been. 
Under normal circumstances, Julie had learned to cope with the events of the 
past, and had somehow managed to divorce herself from the constant reminders that 
day to day life could present. With Madeline around, all bets were off. Try as 
she might, Julie could not be wholly objective in regards to the girl. 
During Madeline's brief stay, Julie had already suffered through two nights of 
sleep disrupted by nightmares, and more encounters with "Ms. Left Hand" than 
she cared to admit. Though she knew it was ridiculous, she had to wonder if the 
hybrid's presence was responsible for the upsurge in her post-conversion trauma.

There was something about the girl that reeked of Diana's influence, 
but Julie was slowly beginning to realize that those things were probably 
just genetics. As far as surface appearances went, Madeline could certainly pass as 
Diana's daughter, though comparing their looks and calling them 
identical would be a far stretch. Mannerisms played another part of it.  Julie could tell, 
just by looking into Madeline's eyes, that she was extremely bright. There were 
definately wheels turning in her head, but she rarely expressed her 
thoughts, except to blurt out seemingly unimportant exclaimations concerning her 
thoughts on something she viewed on television. Even her movements seemed thought 
out and deliberate, much like Diana.  Madeline wasn't one given to mindless 
figeting. Then, of course, there was the slight air of paranoia the girl carried.  
Any time she entered a room, her eyes roved the entire area first; alert 
and watching for any trouble. This behavior was active even when she sat on 
the couch and watched TV...which was about all the girl did.  Julie wasn't sure 
if Madeline was afraid of hidden dangers, or just watching...to observe 
things. At any rate, it was obvious that Madeline had inherited her mother's ability 
to closely scrutinize and analyze visual situations in a very short amount 
of time. Unlike Diana, Madeline rarely offered any insights as to just what she 
saw...unless it dealt with something on the television program she was 
watching.

Now that the weekend was nearly over, Julie found herself relieved to 
be rid of this uncomfortable situation. She wasn't certain that everyone at 
Kyle's house was pleased that Madeline would be staying with them for awhile, 
especially Elizabeth, for some odd reason. Julie wondered if Elizabeth 
would suffer from some sort of Starchild anxiety; perhaps fearing that Madeline had 
been genetically altered to have even more abilities than she did. Whatever 
Elizabeth's concerns, Julie found that she couldn't quite be brought to the point 
of considering them enough to want to keep Madeline around. She needed her 
sleep and her peice of mind back.

Quickly glancing at her watch, Julie let out a long, exhausted, 
relieved sigh.  She then shouldered the packed duffel bag, making sure that she 
hefted the load with her right hand, and left the privacy of her bedroom. Madeline 
was sitting stiffly on the couch, with the remote control to the TV resting 
on her lap. For the moment, she appeared to be absorbed by an episode of 
Touched By An Angel, but she snapped her head up to attention the minute Julie walked 
into the room.

"We'd better get going.  It's getting late," Julie announced, "We can 
stop someplace to get takeout for dinner."

Madeline nodded quietly and switched off the T.V. Without a protest, 
she rose from her seat on the couch.

"I packed you a few things I thought you might need."

"Thank you," Madeline responded politely, almost as though her voice 
was a programmed recording.  

Julie could sense an immediate change in the air, almost as though 
Madeline was despondent...or upset...or maybe tense...or afraid...She vagely 
hoped that the girl couldn't pick up on her guilt to be relieved that she was 
getting rid of her.  The awkward atmosphere persisted, even when they'd 
situated themselves into the car.  Julie forced herself to think of dinner 
options. To her surprise, she'd learned that Madeline was not much of a meat eater. In 
fact, she avoided it at all costs. Instead, she ate produce and peanut 
butter.  The nearly full jar Julie had in the cupboard at the start of the weekend 
had been nearly wiped out.  Her diet was not horribly unlike Willie's. That 
thought gave Julie the inspiration to swing into the parking lot of Subway 
Sandwiches. She knew the veggie sub was one of his favorites, and as she recalled, 
Laura had grown rather fond of them too during her stay with the resistance. 

Once they ordered, they were on their way again. The sun was just now 
giving way to twilight, despite the fact that it was after eight. The ride 
continued in silence for a ways, until Madeline finally spoke up and broke the 
silence.

"I am sorry about the one called Polly. I wish I had known about her, 
because I would have taken her with us if I had," she stated. Julie was quick 
to recognize a sorrowful sincerity in her voice.

"We're all sorry about what happened to Polly, but it's not your 
fault," Julie replied.

"Maybe I could fix it somehow..." Madeline suggested, her voice trailing 
off uncertainly.

Julie chanced taking her eyes off the road for a moment to afford a 
glance at her passenger.

"Uh, how could you do that?" she asked, half afraid of the answer.

"I am very afraid for Polly. Mother was already mad before Phillip and 
I left, and I can only just know that she is even angrier now. I think 
Polly should come home now...because I am very...worried..."

"You're afraid that your mother will take her anger out on Polly," 
Julie stated, matter of factly.  The few bites of her sandwich that she'd 
managed to eat felt like a lead lump in her stomach. She took her eyes off of the road 
for another second to study Madeline. The girl had a look of panic on her 
face that was unmistakable, and quite visible, despite the growing darkness. 
Without a word, Julie scanned the side of the road until she found a safe place 
to pull over.

"She will do it.  She will hurt Polly because she is angry with me for 
leaving.  Maybe if I..."

"If you what?" Julie asked, biting back the edge of fear in her own 
voice.

"I should go back, if she will agree to let Polly go," Madeline said.  
The resolve her statement contained couldn't disguise the misery and 
reluctance in her tone well enough to keep Julie from detecting it.

For a moment, Julie sat silent, drumming her fingers nervously on the 
steering wheel.  She felt at a loss for words. In some respect, she 
felt she had no right to tell Madeline that she couldn't be allowed to go home to her 
mother...but on the other hand....She certainly didn't want to be the 
one to tell her that returning to the mothership was an absolute No. In a literal 
sense, Madeline had become a prisoner herself.

"I know what you are afraid of," Madeline continued, "but I know you 
would all much rather have Polly back than for me to be here.  If my going 
back gets Polly freed, then I would be willing to do it, and I promise I would 
not say anything."

"How could you promise that?" Julie asked. "You mentioned that she's 
put you in through her conversion process. She could do it again..."

"She will not. In fact, Mother has never put anyone through her 
conversion process since that last time when I...well...I am not certain what 
happened, exactly, but Mother fears that the process needs retooling and she is 
not using it right now."

"She has other ways," Julie countered, feeling backed against a wall. 
It was not unlike the feeling she faced when butting heads with Ham Tyler. 
"Diana is full of them. She could use truth serum!"

"Truth serum makes me deathly ill. She already tried it once, to find 
out who I was sleeping with."

Julie's eyes widened, but she forced herself to bite back any comment. 
Madeline didn't appear to believe she'd said anything out of the 
ordinary, if one could not consider the fact that a hybrid, barely a year old, was old 
enough to be confessing to having a sex life.

"That's just great," she muttered, more to herself. Like mother, like 
daughter...But, she knew that lecturing a Starchild on the 
consequences of promiscuity was not the issue here.

"There's other ways," Julie continued to argue, her mind remembering 
back to Mike's first testimonies regarding what he saw happening on board the 
mothership. A man, later identified as Stanley Bernstein, had been 
strapped to a chair, while a technician had been torturing him with mini blowtorches. 
To this day, Stanley's right arm bore scars as the reminder they were intended 
to be.


"If Mother tries to make me talk, I promise I will...I will do what 
Lydia did. I know of all kinds of ways I could do it..and fast, too, so she 
could not stop me.  That way you can all stay safe."

Julie took a deep breath as Madeline's words sunk in. For all the 
world, she sounded sincere.  The notion of Madeline turning herself in to Diana 
and committing suicide was nauseating, to say the least. Even worse was the 
fear that perhaps the girl was lying, hoping to bait Julie into a trap of 
returning her to the mothership so she could conspire to tell Diana everything. 
Looking over at the shadowed figure of Madeline, Julie suddenly had the sick 
realization that Madeline could sense those thoughts. It was almost like the 
uncomfortable times that Diana had forced her thoughts into Julie's head.  There was 
no doubt in her mind that Madeline had some very well honed abilities. As Julie 
watched, Madeline's expression slowly began to cloud over, as though 
she was quietly closing herself off. Julie decided to confront what was happening head 
on.

"Madeline, you have got to stop doing that," she stated bluntly.

"Doing what?" she replied, impassively.  

"Reading people's thoughts.  It's not a polite thing to do."

"I wasn't reading your thoughts," Madeline responded, somewhat testily.

"Look, I'm not stupid. I've dealt with Elizabeth before, and I know she 
can do it too.  I've also dealt with your mother enough times to know that 
she has...some rather odd communication abilities.  What you have got to 
understand is that most of the people you've met have been hurt by your mother.  It's 
only natural for them...and me...not to trust you, at least not at first..."

"I know."

"That's not to say that no one ever will...."

"No, I do not think so, Julie. I know what I am, and I know what you 
are being," Madeline said quietly, " I should have never been made. The 
tests you took to Howie were really not necessary...I already know the truth.  I also 
know that my father could never love me, and I do not blame him. I do not 
believe that my mother loves me. She told me that she did, once, yet   she 
treats me like she made me so that she could have someone to control...another 
extension of herself.  She regards me like I am a possession, and she is very angry 
that her possession is gone.  That anger is going to hurt someone.  If I 
turn myself over in exchage for Polly...and take care of business, there will be 
nothing for anyone to doubt anymore.  My father will not have to think about 
me, because I will be gone.  Mother will not be able to hurt anyone like 
Dale or Polly or Nigel because I made her mad...nor will she have me to be her 
puppet.  I will not be able to betray the resistance or any place you decide to 
make your new camp at. Phillip will not have to worry about me telling Mother who 
all the members of his Fifth Column Club are. And, I will not have to be 
what I am, or see the things I have seen."

Julie wearily shook her head, not really knowing what to say.

"As for you, Julie, you are being paranoid. You have been looking at me 
all weekend as though I make you sick. Like I am the root of all of your 
problems. Whatever was done to you, Julie, I know about it. Trust me. I have 
listened to your screams, night after night in my own nightmares...but I never hurt 
you, and I never would. I am not like that! I am not my mother!" she spat.

"Madeline, suicide is not an option.  It won't solve any problems."

"Yes it will, and quite easily, too...but only if Polly gets to come 
home first."

Julie opened her mouth to protest, but Madeline cut her off.

"I saw what my mother did to Dale.  She killed him with her bare hands!  
And, she shot Nigel..and I am in love with him!  I know for myself what she 
could do to Polly!  I could never be like her, and I cannot stand to see her 
do things like that.  So, you see, there are only two choices.  Either I 
go up to the mothership and kill Mother, or I take myself out.  But, like I told 
you, I cannot be like her...so option number one is not going to happen.  I 
know that once I got up there and pointed a blaster pistol at her, I would not be 
able to go through with it. So, that leaves option number two, which I know 
I could do, very easily."

"Please listen to me," Julie pleaded, "Maybe you don't think you have 
any abilities to sense into the thoughts or feelings of others, but I think 
you're wrong, or you wouldn't have known anything about how I felt. And,  if 
you do have any ability to sense what I'm thinking, then you have to know what 
I think of this logic.  I have no doubts in my mind that your life has likely 
been a living hell. I couldn't imagine how it could be otherwise. I've been 
through some of it myself, and lord only knows, I've seen too many people I 
care about die.  But sacrificing yourself to save Polly...Madeline, try to imagine 
how Polly would feel if she learned what was done to spare her! I feel just 
as adamant about this being the wrong way to go about things as I do when I hear 
Ham, Robin, and Brandon make plans to storm the mothership themselves to get 
Polly. Yes, I do agree that we need to get her back. Maybe there will be some 
way you can help. The sooner, the better.  But trust me, no one here dislikes 
you enough to want to see you die so Polly could come home."

She paused briefly, trying to carefully pick out the rest of her 
feelings on the topic.

"I'm wondering if bargaining for Polly's release isn't the only reason 
you're contemplating suicide.  If it isn't, then we need to get you some help.  
Regardless of why you're here, or how it is that you came to be, you 
have the same rights to exist as any of the rest of us, and the same potential, too.  
If you take your own life, any potential you have goes with you. So go any 
chances to rise above the hell of your life and make something positive of it."

"It would be positive if Polly comes back..."

"Burying someone is never a positive thing, no matter what it gains. 
Just think about Phillip. He knows what Lydia's death bought, but look 
what's had to be traded for it. Emily will never know her mother. Phillip will never 
have peace of mind. Polly won't either, if you sacrifice yourself on her 
behalf.  I won't if I know I can't stop you. Others will be affected too. It's not 
a bargain in the end."

The rest of the ride continued on near silence. Julie wished, for all 
the world, that she could read minds. That way, she could know weather her 
reasoning had any affect on the girl or not. She cautiously turned thoughts over 
in her mind, wondering what sort of influences may have brought Madeline to 
consider such a gruesome plan.  Julie knew that those who led abusive lives 
could become deeply depressed, and prone to suicidal tendancies. It just 
didn't sit right with her that Madeline was the sort that fit into that category.  
Perhaps an upbringing in a different culture had helped to shape her ideas.  
Sirians were a combative, competitive race, she knew, and they also had differing 
views on death. Despite Phillip's grief, he seemed to have no anger towards 
Lydia's decision to commit suicide to prevent betraying the resistance and the 
Fifth Column.  Perhaps Madeline's logic was born of the culture she was 
raised in.  It could also be that the girl was more afraid of seeing any more of the 
brutal horrors she'd been subjected to all her life than she was of 
entertaining notions of her own death.

Whatever the case, Julie made a mental note to alert Kyle, or someone, 
to keep Madeline on a suicide watch. She rolled her eyes at the irony as 
she pulled up into the driveway.  Somehow, asking a group of people that were 
bordering on the edge of Kamikaze themselves to keep a suicide watch on someone 
else was ludicrous. Almost as if to punctuate her thoughts, she noticed that 
Ham's van was parked on the grass. Obviously, the gang had finished their 
cleaning and inspection of the possible new headquarters. She braced herself for 
whatever reaction might result when she paraded Madeline into the house, knowing 
full well that Ham wouldn't be overjoyed to see her.

Katie answered Julie's knock and led them both inside. Julie noted 
mentally that the child had bags under her eyes. She seemed silent and 
withdrawn; not at all her usual, overanimated self.

"Binna is really bummed out again," Katie stoicly informed Julie as she 
led them into the family room.

Bummed out was an understatement, as Julie soon learned. It appeared as 
though the Kamakaze plans were finished, at least for the time being. 
Robin simply looked spent, like a mere shadow of herself. Her reddened, dry looking 
eyes stared out at Julie like two holes punched into a plaster wall.  She 
and Ham were both nursing what looked to be very strong drinks in iced tea 
sized glasses. They sat together on the couch, assuming very similar postures of 
tension edged defeat. Elizabeth stood by a chair in a corner, with her arms 
crossed over her chest. It looked to Julie as though she may have just missed an 
argument of some sort. She hoped that Elizabeth's level head was screwed on 
tight enough to try to talk some sense into Ham and Robin.  As she slowly 
eased herself into the room, Kyle shook his head at her slowly, and made a motion 
with his eyes for her to follow him out of the room.  Madeline silently kept to 
Julie's heels.

"We got a War of the Worlds going on in there," he sighed, "Elizabeth 
wants to try to channel to Polly...get a feel for her situation, and somehow 
give her some strength to get through her ordeal until the 5th column can spring 
her.  Ham and Robin want to take on the mothership with guns blazing..."

"Yeah, I know.  I've heard the rumblings from others," Julie replied.

"I just sent Brandon home not long ago.  He was getting really worked 
up.  You know, I'd really like to do something for Polly myself, but Ham, 
Robin and Brandon are really flying the coop.  Now, they're at odds with 
Elizabeth, because she doesn't want them to do that.  I don't dare side with 
anyone.  God only knows what'll happen if I do."

"I know the feeling," Julie sympathized.  She shot a glance over at 
Madeline, and then she motioned for Katie to come out of the shadows, where she'd 
likely been eavesdropping.

"Katie, why don't you show Madeline where she'll be sleeping," she 
suggested.

Katie looked up at Madeline, and Julie saw a spark of the child's usual 
disposition appear.

"Wow, you've got Lizard Eyes!" she exclaimed loudly.

Julie crunched down on her lip, silently cursing Katie's tact.  To her 
surprise, Madeline actually let out a light laugh.

"Wow, you have people eyes!!" she cried in mock imitation of Katie's 
tone.

Katie regarded her with a moment of dazed interest.  Then, she gave a 
sly smile.

"I've never seen Lizard Eyes before.  Can you see in infrared?"

"No, but I can see in the dark.  Can you?"

"Not too good," Katie replied.  Her face betrayed her curiosity quite 
readily.  Madeline seemed quick to pick up on it.

"I can show you if you want.  I can read a watch dial from clear across 
the room...in the dark."

"Cool! Can you spit venom?" A worried look crossed Katie's face when 
she asked this, but fortunately, Madeline seemed to pick up on the girl's 
discomfiture.

"I can spit quite well, but I would only spit in self defense."

"That's good, I guess..."

"I can do flips," Madeline offered, to ease the sudden tension that had 
sprung up.  

"Flips?"

"You know...like back flips and front flips and flipping other 
people...They taught us how to do lots of that at the Training Camp," Madeline 
replied innocently.

"Like gymnastics?" Katie quipped excitedly.

"I am not sure I know what gymnatics are..."

"That's OK!" Katie cried, "I'll show you where your room is, and then 
maybe we could go outside and you could show me how you flip.  I'll tell you 
if it's gymnastics!"

"Sure, okay," Madeline agreed. 

With a puzzled smile, Julie handed Madeline the duffel bag she'd packed 
for her, and watched as she and Katie trotted off down the hall towards the 
bedroom.  It quickly dawned on her that despite Madeline's apparent 
age, she was really much younger...at least chronologically.  It was quite possible, 
in that regard, for her to feel a natural gravitation towards a child.  At any 
rate, it looked as though Katie's outgoing curiosity had proven to be the ideal 
icebreaker. Now, she could discuss matters with Kyle.  In hushed tones, 
she told him about the conversation that she and Madeleine had in the car on the way 
over.

"Great. Just another cukoo to add to the clock," Kyle replied with a 
sarcastic smile.

"I'm surprised that Ham is still here. I'm a little worried about 
tensions between him and Madeline."

"Yeah, well, just between you and me, I wouldn't worry too much about 
what goes on between Ham and Madeline.  To be honest, I'm more curious about 
what's going on between him and Robin."


"Do me a huge favor, Kyle, and keep an eye on them for me.  I know 
Ham's been through hell.  There's no telling what may have happened to him up 
there besides what he told us. As for Robin, she's having a tough time of 
things too. Neither one of them are bound to be stable for a little while to come," 
Julie said.

"Yeah, I know exaclty what you mean. Don't worry, I'll do my best to 
hold down the fort. I still have a couple more bottles of Captain Morgan's 
to keep those two nice and sedated. Meanwhile, you should go home and try to 
get some rest.  You look like you've been through the wringer."

"Haven't we all," Julie responded.

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

The remainder of the evening continued in the same bizarre fashion as 
the others preceeding them had. Elizabeth had suggested, prior to 
Madeline's arrival, that they rearrange the sleeping areas.  Katie would sleep in Robin and 
Elizabeth's room, in Elizabeth's bed. Elizabeth would double up with 
Kyle, which had raised more than a few eyebrows. Even Kyle had chuckled a little, 
but he said nothing...at least while no one was around to hear. Madeline would 
have Polly and Katie's room to herself, and sleep in Katie's bed.  However, 
Robin was in for a surprise when she went to put Katie to bed around 10 o'clock. 
Dimly, in the back of her mind, she remembered that Katie had to go to summer 
school in the morning. She cursed herself for allowing time to get away from 
her. Katie would have to get up a little earlier and shower in the morning, 
before catching her bus. She would also need lunch money, because Robin had 
forgotten to pack her lunch. Those slow, hazy thoughts swirled around in the rum and 
cola coated recesses of her mind.  She found Katie in her own room, doing a 
handstand, of all things.  Madeline was circling close by, supervising 
Katie's efforts.

"Do not lean your legs back, or you will topple over. Keep your feet 
flat and aimed towards the ceiling, and concentrate.  You will be amazed at how 
long you will be able to hold this position if you just visualize yourself 
as one long, straight line..." Madeline was telling her.

"Umm...Katie, bed time.  You have school in the morning," Robin 
interrupted. Katie's handstand instantly collapsed. Madeline caught her fall and 
helped her to her feet.

"Ah, rats, Binna!  Maddy was teaching me how to do gymnastics. She 
learned all kinds of tricks in Lizard School!"

"Great, Katie. Bed time." She made a motion with her head, signalling 
for Katie to retreat to the room she'd now be sharing with Robin.

"I think I want to sleep in my own room tonight. Madeline can have my 
bed, and I'll keep Polly's bed warm for her."  With that, Katie pulled off 
her shoes and her jeans and crawled in between the blankets of Polly's bed.  
Robin started to protest, but realized she was far too tired to offer up any 
good reason as to why Katie shouldn't.  In fact, it made sense that Katie might 
want to sleep there, as though it might help her feel closer to Polly. Madeline 
unzipped her duffel bag and fished through it, producing her sleep shirt, 
toothbrush and toothpaste.

"I think I'll retire too," she said, matter of factly, "but I promise I 
won't keep Katie up.  We will both go right to sleep." As she spoke, she 
slowly backed out of the room into the hallway.  Then, she made her way to the 
bathroom.

Robin shrugged lightly and tucked Katie into bed.  She gave her a light 
kiss on her forehead and moved to turn off the light.

"Binna, what have you been drinking?  Your breath smells!" Katie 
giggled.

"Something Kyle made me drink. Now, you go to sleep.  You've already 
missed a day of school, and you really can't afford to miss another."

With that, Robin turned to leave, flipping the lightswich behind her. 
Madeline had returned from the bathroom by then.

"Oh, sorry...um...you need the light for a minute?" Robin asked.

"No...I can see in the dark just fine," Madeline replied, "Goodnight, 
Robin."

With Katie tucked safely away, Robin felt free to let the waves of 
alcohol-induced relaxation wash over her stiff, tense muscles.  She slowly 
headed out of the hallway and into the living room. There, she was soon to learn that 
the relative peace of the evening had just been shattered.  Kyle and Ham 
were having an argument in the family room  Elizabeth still sat perched in 
her corner chair, looking absolutely miserable.

"You can't go out like this, Old Man. There's no way I'm giving you the 
keys to your van.  You at least need a couple of hours to sober up." Kyle 
challenged.  He had Ham's keys in his hand.  Ham made a grab for them, 
but Kyle's sober reflexes were quicker.  He tossed them to Elizabeth, who snagged them 
with a blurringly quick motion that reminded Robin of Brian.  Even the 
expression on her daughter's face was a memory from the past.  It was the same 
expression she'd once seen on Brian's face when he'd been walking Daniel Bernstein 
home from a Visitor Youth meeting.  She had seen it from her living room 
window, illuminated by the floodlights they'd had installed on their front 
porch and walkway.  Daniel had obviously been drinking. He'd stopped right in 
front of the Maxwell's house and thrown up in their bushes. Brian had stood beside 
Daniel as he puked, wearing the same expression of exasperated concern that 
Elizabeth had on her face now.  Elizabeth held on to the the keys and leveled a gaze 
at Ham.

"Kyle's right. You should stay here awhile longer. Maybe you should 
rest on the couch," she said firmly.

"Look, kids, I'm fine. I don't need a damn babysitter. Give me the 
keys," Ham said. 

The gaze he leveled at Kyle was alcohol clouded, but none the less 
deadly. "Damn control monger," he muttered.

Robin strolled over and plucked the keys from Elizabeth's hands.  She 
shoved them into her jeans pocket matter of factly.

"No, Ham. You've had at least as much to drink as I have, and I know I 
can't drive. I was worried sick about you when you were on the 
mothership...I'd hate to lose you to something as stupid as a drunk driving wreck. Please 
stay, even for just a couple of hours longer?"

Ham's arguments seemed to deflate as he heard Robin's pleas. 
Resignedly, he plopped back down on the couch. Then, he looked up at Kyle and 
Elizabeth, fixing a steely gaze on them.

"I meant what I said about not needing a babysitter. If you want me to 
stay for a few hours, so be it.  But the last thing I want is for the two of 
you to stand here hatching me like I'll start sprouting scales.  Get lost, if 
you don't mind."

"Yeah, whatever," Kyle muttered.  Elizabeth, who had moved from her 
seat to stand next to him, elbowed him sharply in the ribs.

"Be nice," she hissed to Kyle. Then, she turned to Ham, bestowing a 
much kinder tone to him. "I'll get some blankets for you, and a pillow, in 
case you fall asleep," she said.

"Fine," Ham replied quietly.  

Kyle and Elizabeth parted from the room, and Robin took a seat next to 
Ham on the couch.

"Umm...it is getting late.  I think I'll try to get some sleep 
myself...."

"My keys," Ham stated.

"I'll put them on my nightstand.  You can come in and get them after 
you've had some rest, Ok?"

"Fine."

Elizabeth returned with a blanket and a pillow from her own bed, since 
she had just found out that Katie was not sleeping there, as had been 
planned.  With a nervous smile, she offered them to Ham.  He accepted them without a 
word. Robin heaved herself off of the couch, feeling the satisfactory lump of 
Ham's keys in her pocket.

"Goodnight, everyone," she called.  In unison, she and Elizabeth left 
the room, leaving Ham in the privacy of the family room. Once in the 
hallway, she felt a moment's discomfort at realizing that her daughter was not going 
to be joining her in their shared bedroom. Instead, she had slipped into 
Kyle's room. Robin tried not to think about the implications. She knew Elizabeth was 
well past the maturity level for her to need Robin telling her what to 
do...or what not to do. Understandably, though, she felt nervous. As she pulled the 
keys out from her pocket, slipped out of her jeans and tank top, and pulled on 
her nightshirt, uncertanties began to nibble at the corners of her mind.  

What if Elizabeth and Kyle weren't careful, and Elizabeth got pregnant?  
Robin realized, with an odd sort of detatchment, that she might be a 
grandmother sooner than she would have otherwise ever bargained for, given 
Elizabeth's advanced development.  But...she wasn't really ready for that day right 
now!  Then, there was Polly. What if they got Polly back, only to learn that 
Diana had done the same thing to her as she had been subjected to?  What if Polly 
was pregnant...right now?  Somehow, the thought of her little sister 
suffering like that was worse than envisioning the scenario of Elizabeth making her a 
grandmother. With fears like these swimming in the dark recesses of her 
thoughts, sleep was impossible. The minutes crawled by, and the house grew quiet. 
After an hour's time, Robin sighed in the dark and rose from her bed.  A glass 
of warm milk, one of her mother's recipes for insomnia, came to mind.  Quietly, 
she shuffled out of her room, pausing for a moment in the hallway.  From 
Kyle's room, she could hear a muffled conversation, but there was nothing being said 
that she could make out.  Robin then continued on her way, her bare feet 
hardly making a noise on the carpet as she passed through, on her way to the 
kitchen. Her progress was cut short by Ham's voice, as she entered the family 
room.

"What's wrong, can't sleep?" he called to her through the darkness.

"Um, no.  I'm sorry if I was too loud. I was just on my way to make 
some warm milk," she replied.

"Could you make me an instant coffee while your at it?"

"Coffee? At this hour?  You'll never be able to sleep."

"Wasn't counting on being able to," Ham answered.

Robin slowly nodded, although she didn't suspect that Ham could see her 
affirmation in the darkened room.  She headed into the kitchen and 
gathered the needed supplies for a cup of java and a pan of heated milk.  In a few 
minutes, both beverages were ready.  She precariously balanced the two 
steaming mugs as she carried them into the family room.  Handing the cup of 
coffee to Ham, she nudged Elizabeth's blanket aside and sat down next to Ham on the 
couch.

"So, what's eating at you?" Ham asked.

"Take three guesses and the first two don't count.  I just know I'll 
never sleep until we get Polly back.  My parents would be rolling over in 
their graves if they knew I let her get captured."

"You didn't let her get captured, it just happened that way. Polly is a 
big girl now, and she's old enough to decide for herself what she wants to 
do. There was nothing you could have done to prevent this from happening."

"Yeah, well I can't just let her sit up there and rot, either.  I'm not 
about to let that crazy, whacked out Queen of the Scalies do to her what she 
did to me...or...you for that fact!"  Robin exclaimed.

Ham let out a deep, hissing exhale at Robin's comment.  He then turned 
to her, and Robin could swear she saw a resignation in his eyes.

"If that's what she's got planned, Robin, we both know that there's no 
way to stop it by now.  But, that's not to say that Diana won't get her just 
rewards.  You promise me something..."

"What?" Robin asked, staring at the contents of her mug as though she 
expected a movie to be shown on the smooth, white surface of her drink.

"You leave that bitch to me.  I'll get her good, Robin, and I promise 
that she'll go out knowing she should have never messed with you or Polly."

"No deal, Ham. She killed my parents, had me get pregnant, and 
now...she's got Polly. I want a piece of her hide." Her eyes glistened as she turned 
her gaze towards Ham. "And, I know I can do it. I nailed Brian, didn't I?"

"Yeah, you nailed him good, but you've spent the time since beating 
yourself up about it. No regrets for me. You're not like me, Robin. Don't try to 
fool yourself into thinking that you are."

"It just depends on how far I'm pushed. That crazy snake has managed to 
systematically kill or torture every one in my family, with the 
exception of Katie. If I have to kill her with my own bare hands to keep Katie safe, I'll 
do it. No Regrets. Period."

"No, Robin.  That's why you've got me.  Your family needs you.  I have 
no intention of letting Diana ever lay one scaly claw on Katie, and you 
have my word on that.  I just don't want to see you stoop to my level to guarantee 
Katie's safety.  Leave it to me."

Robin pushed her mug of milk onto the coffee table and watched as a 
little of it splahed over the rim and leaked onto the table.  

"NO!  Ham, This is my fight.  I have to be the one.  Polly and Katie 
are my little sisters, and I'm all they have left!  I owe them this!"  Frantic 
tears sprung unexpectedly from her eyes, and she impatiently batted them 
away.  More took their place.  She felt the pressure of Ham's hands on her arms, as 
he physically turned her to face him.

"You're not going up there, and that's final.  I won't take the chance 
of you winding up on Diana's lab table.  Cutting her down will take a 
professional, because she's a professional.  Do you understand?"

Robin began to shake as more tears overcame her.  A sense of 
hopelessness washed over her as she contemplated their options.

"Your right, Ham, she is a professional," she sobbed, "And she's taken 
you on too...and won...at least, in her own arena.  All this talk of taking her 
down is bullcrap, isn't it?"

"Yeah, well, maybe it is, but I won't give up on Polly.  We'll get her 
back."

"In how many pieces?"  Robin sniffled.  Another wave of sobs racked her 
body, and she collapsed against Ham, too tired to fight them anymore.  She 
felt the light touch of his hand move through her hair, offering her a hesitant 
comfort.  As her cries quieted, she felt an odd sense of peace and 
security steel over her.  In the darkness, she could almost allow herself to believe 
that Ham could rip the mothership apart with his bare hands to get her sister.  
Somewhere along the line, she'd lost her faith, but as the last of the 
tears drained from her eyes, she felt it resurge. If there was anyone she could put 
her trust in, it was Ham Tyler.  Without thinking, she reached up and slipped her 
arms around Ham's neck, almost as though being this close to him would 
transfer some of his strength to her.  Ham didn't resist.  An instinct Robin 
hadn't felt in many years began to take over. Her lips sought his and closed in on 
them, igniting a spark that quickly burned away her fears.  Ham's response 
was immediate, as though his own instincts had been supressed for far too 
long for him to be able to resist them any longer.  Not a word passed between them.  
Robin felt every worry she'd had slide away from her as Ham kissed her, and 
she allowed herself to fall into this unknown space without any reserves.  
Cradling her head, Ham lowered her onto her back, his lips still pressed to hers.  
Immediately, Robin relaxed against the cushions of the couch.  There 
was no fear.  His fingers were warm and firm as he traced along the curve of her jaw, and 
down along her neck.  She felt her hands slip along his strong arms, and she 
longed for them to hold her tighter.  Slowly, she moved them beneath the edges 
of his black T-shirt, and felt the hard muscles of his chest beneath her 
fingertips.  Her hunger was the force guiding her actions now.  She 
reached along his sides and pulled his weight down on top of her body, her hands 
carressing the warm skin of his back beneath his shirt.  With a motion that surprised 
her, Ham suddenly pulled himself away.  Suddenly, all contact was broken.  The 
warmth was gone.  Robin's eyes flew open to find Ham standing beside the 
couch, furiously tucking his shirt back into his jeans.

"What.." Robin started to say, as she tried to register what had just 
happened.  Her pulse was still pounding in her ears insistantly.

"I've overstayed my welcome.  You'd better go get me my keys,"

"But, wait-"  

"No.  It can't wait.  Please, Robin."

In a daze, she rolled off of the couch and bumped her way through the 
dark house to her room, where Ham's keys were laying on her night stand.  
She was completely unaware that she was being watched.  Robin retrieved the 
keys and met Ham back in the family room.  He had already put on his leather jacket.

"Look, I don't know what happened here, but..."  Ham's face betrayed an 
emotion that looked like shame.

"I don't either, but you don't have to leave," Robin protested.

"Yeah, I do.  I can't trust that it won't happen again."

"So what if it does?  I'm not a little kid anymore."

"Maybe so, but I'm old enough to be your father.  I have no business 
messing 
around with you..you've been through enough...And I...just don't need to 
be here."

With that, he snatched the keys from Robin's hand, strode to the door 
and let himself out.  The door shut behind him, not too quietly.  Robin found 
herself left coldly alone to contemplate her confusion.


Chapter 18   Summer Solstice


"Mirror in the sky, what is love?
Can the child within my heart rise above?
Can I sail through the changing ocean tides,
can I handle the seasons of my life?
Well, I've been afraid of changes,
'cause I built my life around you.
Time makes you bolder,
even children get older,
and I'm getting older too."

~~ Stevie Nicks   Landslide



Anyone who had been with the resistance for any length of time could 
remember the days of playing "Musical Headquarters".  A new site would be found, 
and quickly, efforts to create a suitable habitat for conducting business 
would commence.  The bombing that the cropduster's airstrip and its main 
building had undergone years ago had necessitated the need for many repairs. 
Fortunately, the Visitors had concentrated most of their firepower on the airstrip 
itself, to prevent any small craft from being able to take off. The external 
area was a graveyard of plane parts and concrete debris.  The resistance members 
weren't concerned about this. Though it would take major renovations for the 
site to ever service as an airstrip again, there was enough salvageable to 
serve as a headquarters.  Ideally situated in an agricultural pocket, the incoming 
roads didn't see much traffic. The main building, which had been around since 
the 1940's, had been renovated shortly before the Visitors came, to stand 
up to newer "earthquake proof" building codes. It had survived the 
percussions caused from the Visitor's hasty assault on it just prior to V-Day. Inside, 
some of the radio equipment was still serviceable. What hadn't been able to stand 
up to the assault or years of neglect following the raid was scrapped.

Unfortunately, the site did not have the power sources that the Fire 
Station had. Any electricity would have to be supplied from generators, for the 
time being. Chris Faber had snagged the one that had been stored at the Fire 
Station as a means of backup power in case of emergency power outages that the 
firefighters had kept on hand. Phillip's shuttle had also been 
retrieved, and Phillip was busily trying to work out a way for the power pack supply 
that operated the systems on his shuttle to be converted to power the new 
headquarters.  The resistance had a new item on their shopping list.  They wanted 
Phillip's shuttle to remain an accessible resource for the resistance; not a 
permanent source of electricity for the headquarters. If Phillip could make it 
work in the interim, it would have to do.  Meanwhile, it had given others the idea 
to obtain a power pack supply from another shuttle. It was a risky proposition, 
but the resistance had faced far worse.

There were windows to board up, and debris to be cleared from the main 
building.  Glass was not typically earthquake or blast proof, and 
hardly any remained in the windowsills. Instead, it was shattered on the floor and 
on any surface that had once been near a window. Years of wind and storms had 
blown dust, leaves, papers and whatever else in though the empty holes. All of it 
needed to be mucked out. Cobwebs had accumluated in almost every corner. Ham 
Tyler had callously suggested that their Visitor friends might take care of the 
spider population.

With a hammer in her hand, and nails studded in between her lips for 
handy storage, Elizabeth Maxwell worked amid the chorus of sawing and banging 
noises around her.  Her task for the day was ideally suited for her mood.  
Banging nails into plywood sheeting to cover window openings was a perfect 
stress reliever. She contemplated her dilemma silently.  For the past week, 
she had spent every night in Kyle's bed with him, and never once had anything beyond 
passionate kisses happened. Not for her lack of trying.  She tried to 
find some sort of logic behind this. Every woman she'd ever heard talking about men 
seemed to agree that men all wanted as much sex as they could get. Elizabeth 
tried to reason that maybe Polly's capture was troubling Kyle, and putting a 
cramp in his libido. Or, perhaps he was under too much stress. Elizabeth certainly 
felt stressed, but her body was responding to it quite differently than it 
ever had before. These days, she could only think about two things: Getting Aunt 
Polly back, and getting Kyle. She was beginning to think that it would be 
easier to get the first. 

At least there had been some news in that department. Howie had passed 
word through Julie that his Fifth Column contact had confirmed that Polly 
was still alive. Also, they learned that she'd been interrogated at least once. 
The Fifth Column at least knew where Polly was now, and Howie had been told 
that they were working on a means to free her. Any details regarding their plans 
were sketchy, out of necessity.  No one slept well at night in the meantime.

There was no reassurances she could take from Kyle's negative responses 
to her advances.  When all other logic failed, Elizabeth was forced to 
wonder if Kyle still loved her as he once had.  All of the other ingredients were 
still there.  They spent a few stolen moments, whenever time permitted, to 
stroll hand in hand, talking about whatever came to mind. Kisses and hugs were 
still abundant. She sensed no lacking of affection on his part. So, if it 
wasn't that he didn't love her anymore, she wondered what it could be. Maybe she was 
just doing it all wrong. There was much she didn't know about the subtle 
ways in which women charmed men. Any other time, if she screwed up enough 
courage, she might be able to take these concerns to her mother.  However, there was 
another source of confusion to contemplate. 

She vividly remembered last Sunday night.  It was the first night she'd 
shared Kyle's bed with him.  She had made her first advance on him, and 
he'd turned her down, telling her that he was too tired to make their first time as 
special as it should be.  Feeling a little spurned, Elizabeth had 
silently waited until she could tell, by Kyle's even breathing, that he was asleep. 
Then, she'd quietly left the bed, and tiptoed out of the room to get a snack from 
the kitchen and mull over her disappointment.  She had been quite shocked 
to see Mother and Ham Tyler on the couch in the family room, kissing 
passionately in the dark.  Before her shock had even had a chance to completely register, 
Ham had jumped out of the embrace. Fearing that he'd somehow sensed her 
presence, Elizabeth had backed herself a little ways back into the hall and into 
the doorway of Katie and Polly's room. From there, she was able to witness the tale 
end of everything else.  Mother had slipped passed her, without even seeing 
her, and had gone into her room.  Moments later, she'd come back out, with 
Ham's keys in her hand.  Then, there'd been some sort of discussion about Ham 
being old enough to be Mother's father...and he'd left moments later.  Mother had 
stared speechlessly at the front door for a few minutes.  Then, she'd quietly 
padded past Elizabeth's silent silhouette and gone into her own room, slamming 
the door shut behind her.  

Elizabeth had spent a quiet second trying to make sense out of what 
she'd seen.  Then she'd heard a noise behind her, and she'd startled.  
Wheeling around, she found Madeline, standing just a few inches behind her, peering over 
Elizabeth's shoulder.  If she'd been paying any attention when she'd 
found refuge in Polly and Katie's doorway, she might have known that Madeline had 
been there the whole time, watching everything unfold as it had, with her keen 
alien eyes.

"What just happened?  I could not see it through you," Madeline 
whispered to her.

"Nothing happened!  My mother just went back to bed!"  Elizabeth 
replied in a harsher whisper, "What were you doing spying on them?"

"Same thing you were," Madeline replied.

"I was just going to get a snack when I saw them...and I didn't want to 
disturb them! I wasn't spying!" Elizabeth countered.

"Me too.  I am still hungry, too."

Knowing full well that she was too restless to attempt a return to 
Kyle's room and go to sleep, Elizabeth had taken Madeline's hint. Together, 
they tiptoed into the empty kitchen, where any conversation between the two of them 
wouldn't likely disturb anyone elses' rest.  While Madeline poked 
around in the refrigerator, Elizabeth had gone straight for the cupboards and found 
a snack suitable for the late-night nibblings of hybrids. Soon, she'd made up 
two peanut butter and raisin sandwiches.

"So, what were you really doing awake at this hour?" Elizabeth 
questioned after she'd sat down at the table with her sandwich.

"I always wake up at night.  I trained myself to, so that I 
could...uh...sneak out and meet my friend...on the mothership..."  Madeline responded just 
before she took a huge bite from her snack. Three bites later, she had managed 
to polish off the rest of it.

"Oh..."  Elizabeth had responded simply. Then, curiosity had taken over.

"What friend?" she asked.

"Nigel. I used to wait until my Mother had gone to sleep. Then, I would 
sneak out of my room as quietly and as quickly as possible, and go meet Nigel 
in the main recreation hall."

"Nigel?  Lydia's brother?"

"Yes.  I am very worried about him. Mother shot him, and I know he is 
in good hands now, but I wish I could see him."

"Is he just a friend, or are you in love with him?"

Madeline had let out a troubled sigh as she slid into one of the kitchen 
chairs.

"I had very strong feelings for him before I got sent to the camp.  We 
had so much fun together, and everything we did was so...special...  Then, 
Philip sent me away, and I met Sean.  Sean is special too, but not the same 
way Nigel is.  I am just starting to feel horrible about things.  You see, Sean 
was having a hard time with what was done to him...with the conversion and 
all. He was so mean to me at first! When he was in charge of my training, he would 
single me out and ridicule me in front of the entire class. Then, we got put 
into solitary confinement together. He got ill and frightened, and, he 
started to see the truth about what has been done to him at that camp all these years. 
It was hard on him, and I helped him through it. He really needed me...."  her 
voice trailed off as a few tears welled up in her scarlet eyes.

"Needed you?" Elizabeth echoed.

"Yes.  So I...was...there for him...but now...I feel like I have 
betrayed Nigel.  I still love Nigel!  I should not have let myself be with 
anyone else, but I just did not really understand that at the time that I would feel 
this way...Sean told me that he still wants me, and sometimes, I still want 
him. But, I worry about Nigel all the time!"

"You mean...you betrayed him as in...Are you telling me that you and 
Sean slept together?" Elizabeth cried.  Her eyes opened wide in surprise.

Madeline only nodded miserably, and held up a finger to indicate that 
it had only happened one time.

"And you slept with Nigel too?!"

Once again, Madeline nodded.

"Lots of times..." she stated after her affirmative..."Well, maybe not 
lots of times...but more than once."

Elizabeth studied Madeline quietly as she chewed her bread.  How was it 
that a Starchild, presumably less than half her own age, had managed to bed 
both a Sirian and a human man...when she herself couldn't even get the one 
she'd been with for four years?  Finally, Elizabeth forced herself to put her 
uncertainties aside. Other more pressing questions came to mind.

"What was it like?  I mean...I've never...well...Kyle and I have been 
together for a long time, but we've never...um...you know...We've always agreed 
that it is something that we shouldn't rush into.  But...I'm feeling like it's 
time.  I know that Kyle is the one I love, and I know he's the only one I'll 
ever be with, but part of me still wonders about the other half of my 
genetics...and what it would be like that way..."

A dreamy sort of look crossed Madeline's features.

"Well, let us just say that I know from experience what I like...but 
honestly, both have their good points.  Humans are warmer...and that 
feels really good.  But Nigel knew things that really...did things to me.  He would press 
his fingers into certain places on my body, and I would just feel like I 
was about to explode inside..."

"Where?!" Elizabeth demanded, her eyebrows shooting up.

Madeline demonstrated where the pressure points were located beneath 
the skin of her palms.  Then, she pointed to the small of her back.

"You can get an idea by trying it out on yourself, like this," she 
said.  She used the fingers of her right hand to press in on the inner section of 
her left palm. Elizabeth copied her motions, but found nothing.  Madeline 
attempted to find the pressure spots on Elizabeth's palm herself, but she too met 
with failure.

"Maybe it cannot happen that way for you," she stated finally.

"Oh," Elizabeth responded, her voice coated with disappointment.

"Well, maybe that is why you are so attracted to Kyle.  It could be 
that your body is better suited for a human mate.  I am the other way around, I 
think..."

Now, as Elizabeth continued with her task, that conversation replayed 
in her mind.  If she was ideally suited for a human mate, why didn't Kyle want 
her?  When she'd finally hammered the last nail in place, she took a brief 
break.  She watched as Kyle and Chris worked together to saw the plywood 
sheeting. Kyle's T-shirt showed off his well muscled biceps. His arms were so 
strong, and Elizabeth found herself overcome with a desire to be held in them. She 
even entertained the notion of sneeking up behind him and wrapping her arms 
around his waist, but that impulse left her as soon as she thought it. Kyle was 
handling a dangerous tool, and he might get angry with her for her 
thoughtlessness. Then, of course, there was the fact that Elizabeth didn't feel horribly 
attractive at the moment. Her hair was gathered up into a hasty ponytail, she 
wasn't wearing a stitch of makeup (though she seldom ever did), and her 
clothes were covered with a fine coating of sawdust.  Sighing miserably, she 
diverted her attention to the other workers. With her fine tuned sense of hearing, 
she could hear the occasional rise and fall of Mike and Phillip's voices in the 
main hangar bay. They were tinkering with the circuitry in the fusebox, 
trying to learn what necessary steps they'd have to take to make the electrical system 
compatible with the power supply from Phillip's shuttle. All Elizabeth 
could honestly hear was a few of Mike's exclaimed curses as something he tried didn't 
work.

Elsewhere in the building, Maggie and Willie were knocking down cobwebs 
and sweeping out corners. Elizabeth had heard Maggie complain once that she 
wished they'd get some power soon. That way, she could use a Shop Vac to clean 
up the mess. Katie was sitting astride a saw horse that was unused by the 
workers for the moment, busily playing rodeo. Abraham and Brandon were taking 
the measurements for the unboarded windows, so Kyle and Chris would know 
the sizes to saw the plywood sheeting down to. Near where Elizabeth sat, Sean and 
Madeline were boarding up a larger window.  They finished thier task in short 
order. She watched as Sean affectionately tweaked Madeline's ponytail and tried to 
start a tickle fight with her.  Elizabeth recalled the conversation that she 
and Madeline had in Kyle's kitchen, and she bit her lip. In her opinion, 
she honestly didn't feel that it was healthy for Sean to be so drawn to Madeline. 
After all, it had been Madeline's mother who had converted him in the first 
place. Elizabeth knew she wasn't the only one that felt that way. She saw Mike 
look up from his task, and she saw his look of blatant disaproval as he looked 
their way. Not wanting her attentions to be noticed, she averted her gaze. 
She was quite surprised when Madeline dropped down to sit beside her. Sean 
followed, but Madeline gazed at him with her scarlet eyes.

"Uh, I think your father needs your help," she suggested to him, in a 
hinting tone of voice.

"He hasn't asked me yet..." Sean countered, and then his face flushed 
for a moment.  "Oh, I get it...girl talk, right?"

Madeline smiled kindly at him, her slow nod confirming his insight.

"Ok...well, I'm history then.  Let me know when you're ready to tackle 
the next window."  He then sauntered off in the general direction of Mike, 
casting an over the shoulder glance at the girls as he did so.  When he was out 
of earshot, Madeline turned towards Elizabeth, with a conspiratal smile on 
her face.

"Any luck with Kyle?"  she asked.

Elizabeth shook her head dispiritedly.

"He mustn't really want me," she sighed.

"Oh, yes he does.  I wanted to tell you that I have noticed him looking 
at you a couple of times today.  He had that look on his face like he 
wants your body," Madeline stated matter of factly.

"What look is that?" Elizabeth cried incrediously. She then covered her 
mouth and looked around, hoping that no one else had heard her outburst.

"You do not know what look that is?  Oh, well...um...it is a really 
intense look, like this."

Madeline demonstrated to the best of her ability, and Elizabeth 
realized that she knew that look. Sean had been giving it to Madeline all day.

"Usually, when a man gives that look, he focuses his attention 
on...well...Kyle was looking at your..."

"Looking at my what?" Elizabeth probed.

Madeline seemed a little flustered.  She pointed at Elizabeth's seat, 
her cheeks momentarily flushing as red as her eyes.

"Oh, my butt?"

"Yes, that.  Your...uh...butt, if that is what you call it.  I used to 
catch Nigel looking at me that way sometimes..."

"Really?"

"Most definitely!  In fact, if you really want him to pay attention, 
you could try a few tricks."

"What, like wiggling my butt or something?"

"No, no, not that obvious...although there is a certain art to walking 
that is sure to make him watch.  It really does make one's butt noticeable.  
Oh, and then there are the looks..."

"What looks?  I'm sorry I'm so ignorant, but I've never noticed these 
things..."

"Oh, it goes like this...."  Madeline stared straight ahead for a 
moment, and then, without turning her head, she afforded Elizabeth a blatant 
sideways glance from the corners of her eyes.   Then, she softened the intensity 
of her gaze by slightly lowering her eyelids.  A small smile curved at the 
corner of her mouth as she completed her demonstration.

Elizabeth surpressed a girlish giggle, and suddenly, her cheeks were as 
rosy as Madeline's had been a moment ago.  She could feel her spirits 
lifting, and her confidence too.  She also realized, dimly, that talking with 
Madeline was fun. They were alike in many ways, even more so than she and Abraham 
were, because they were of the same gender. Maybe she'd been wrong about 
Madeline. Still, she found herself wondering how Madeline had gotten to be so 
worldly. 

Later conversations she'd had revealed that Abraham was actually not 
the "World's Second Starchild", as they'd all believed. Madeline was.  
She'd entered into official existance on May 12, 1990, a mere seven days before Bram. 
She'd also metamorphised sooner; after only 9 months of life. Elizabeth's 
time had been twice as long, and Abraham had his final molt on his first 
birthday.  

Suddenly, a slight chill coursed along her spine as she realized where 
Madeline had obtained her technique.  In fact, Madeline's imitation was 
so perfect, that if she'd been wearing a uniform and makeup, she might pass for a 
younger version of her mother. Then, she quickly made an attempt to surpress 
her thoughts.  Other than Abraham, Madeline was the only person Elizabeth 
had ever met that could read her feelings as well as she could read others.  She was 
too late, of course, and Madeline responded to her thoughts almost as 
though they'd been spoken aloud.

"Yes, of course I learned from watching Mother.  She looked at Dale 
like that all the time.  In fact, the only man I have ever met that does not 
respond to looks like that is one named Oswald.  Very strange...but...my mother is 
not the only one I have seen look at men like that..."

"Who else has done it?"

Madeline giggled a little, and leaned over towards Elizabeth's ear.

"Your mother looks at...my..father...like that!"

Elizabeth blushed furiously, as she madly tried to remember any time 
she'd ever witness such an exchange between Mother and Ham.  She recalled 
nothing but what she'd seen in the dark last Sunday.

"I know love when I see it," Madeline continued, as though she knew all 
the secrets in the world, "Kyle loves you...Your mother loves my 
father..and...I love Nigel.  Speaking of Nigel, I overheard Philip talking with Mike.  
Nigel is awake now, and his condition is improving.  Julie has something to pick 
up from Howie tonight, and I get to come along, because Howie is going to 
fit me for a pair of replacement contacts.  Then, I am sure he and Julie will have 
things to talk about, so I am going to Nigel's room to see him!"

"Oh, that's wonderful!  I hope he's doing well."

"I do too. You know how worried I have been..."

Her voice trailed off as a threesome entered the work room.  Elias, 
Robin and Ham had their arms full of bags; needed supplies from the hardware 
store.  Willie and Maggie stopped their task of dusting and cobweb busting, and 
rushed to help with the bags.  

"Man, this restoration is gonna cost a fortune!  All this stuff came to 
a hundred bucks!" they both heard Elias goodnaturedly complain.  He 
disappeared with Maggie and Willie.  

"Oh, here is your chance..." Madeline hissed to Elizabeth, "Watch 
them...you might get to see the look!"

Robin and Ham had been relieved of their bags.  They stood next to each 
other, quietly surveying the others at work.  Elizabeth zeroed in on 
them, but all she could sense was a heavy feeling of awkwardness between the two.  
Almost as though they'd been beckoned, the two began to drift over in Elizabeth 
and Madeline's general direction.  Elizabeth glanced around nervously, 
hoping they wouldn't be seen.  Sitting amidst a pile of general clutter with their 
backs against the wall, she realized they weren't readily noticeable to 
anyone who didn't already know where to find them.  Madeline made a show of 
quietly excavating sawdust from beneath her nails and tiny plywood slivers from 
her fingers.  All the while, she wore a small, sly smile.


When Ham and Robin felt they had distanced themselves from the other 
workers enough to prevent being overheard, they began to speak in hushed tones.

"What were you wanting to talk to me about before Elias asked for a 
lift to the hardware store?" Robin asked in a somewhat chilly tone of voice.

"Actually, I was wanting to know what you and Phillip were talking 
about earlier," Ham responded.  His flinty eyes alternately passed from Robin 
to the workers in the room.

"Why's that any of your business?" Robin responded.  A defiant tone 
crept into her voice.

"I'm making it my business.  In fact, I know what the two of you were 
talking about...but I just thought I'd give you the chance to level with me."

"Oh, thanks for the consideration.  Next time you decide to eavesdrop, 
why don't you level with me first!"

Elizabeth averted her gaze and bit her lip.  She knew, from what she 
could overhear, that her mother would not be pleased if she knew she was 
being eavesdropped on again.

"You're not planning on doing anything stupid, are you?" Ham pressed, 
his voice quieting to the point that both Elizabeth and Madeline had to 
strain to hear his words.

"I'm not planning on doing anything," Robin snapped.

"Then why were you quizzing Phillip about the controls to the shuttle?  
You're planning on sneaking the damn thing out of here and getting 
Polly, weren't you?"

"Did I ever say that I was?  No, I don't recall saying that..."

Ham gave Robin a look that failed to wash the dirty look from her face 
or the caustic tone from her voice.

"Don't think, for one minute, that Phillip would let you get away with 
something that asinine.  Don't think I would either."

Elizabeth physically winced as she felt the waves of her mother's anger 
and frustration, even from her distance.  Sitting next to her, Madeline had 
stopped the excavation of her fingernails.  She stared in silence, with her 
scarlet eyes opened wide.  Then, she turned towards Elizabeth.

"Uh oh...she is very angry, your mother is..." Madeline's voice trailed 
off, and Elizabeth tore her eyes from the spectacle of Ham and Robin's 
arguement.  The nervousness in Madeline's voice reflected a concern that Elizabeth 
immediately picked up on.

"Oh, don't worry," she said, "Mother isn't like....that.  She's not 
like your...mother...She won't hurt Ham."

Madeline didn't seem the least bit reassured, and with a sense of 
flurried anxiety, Elizabeth knew why.  Her thoughts were violently jerked back 
in time as she watched the remembered replay of her mother throwing the vial of 
red dust in with her father.  She watched in anguish as he clutched at his 
throat while his airways closed, twitching, gasping, and suffering until he 
died.  Then, in her mind's eye, the scene shifted.  Instead of her father in the 
containment cell, it was Ham.  To her relief, the "scene" refused to 
play out.  Ham didn't choke or die...and suddenly, she was back in current time, 
watching the argument before her with a sense of relief.  Mother might be a little 
unbalanced right now, with Polly being gone, but she wasn't that far gone.

Elizabeth was also sensing something else behind the argument between 
her mother and Ham.  They only spoke of stealing shuttles and pulling 
reckless rescues, but Elizabeth could plainly feel the same tension now that she 
could on Sunday night.  Things hadn't ended well between them then, and whatever 
conflict had been there then was still here now. It was helping to fuel their 
disagreement.  She had become very well acquainted with the subtleties 
of obstacles like that in her own experiences lately. If her intuitions were right, 
they weren't likely to speak about it, either...any more than she'd bring up 
the subject of her feelings of rejection from Kyle.

Robin punctuated the end of the arguement with a tart reprimand.  
Elizabeth could still feel her anger, but it had turned more toward a despair.  
She realized, despite her mother's protests, that Ham had hit the nail 
right on the head.  Mother had been planning to do something with Phillip's shuttle, 
and she was angry at being caught...and having her plans stalled.

"Stop assuming you know everything about me, what I'm capable of, and 
what my plans are. Yeah, maybe you are old enough to be my father---"Robin spat 
those words out angrily, mimicking Ham's fumbled excuses from last Sunday 
night, "But your not my father, and you have no business telling me what I can 
and can't do.  No one else around here seems to care that my sister has been 
stuck on that mothership for nine days now, and if I'm the only one that's 
willing to find a way to get her down, then who in the hell do you think you are 
to try and stop me?"

"Dammit, Robin, we do care.  But stupidity will only get Polly...and 
you...killed!  We've been through this before."

"Yeah, well, why don't you think about what Polly's going through!"  

With that, Robin turned on her heel and stomped off.  Ham reached out 
and tried to grab her arm, but missed.  Instead of chasing after her, he 
only watched her leave.  As Robin retreated, she brushed past Julie, who had just 
come in moments before.  Julie looked a little puzzled.  Robin hadn't even 
stopped to say "hi" to her.  She saw Ham standing in the same spot he'd been in 
before, and she approached him carefully.  Elizabeth could tell that Julie knew 
something was up. Maybe humans possessed more intuitive abilities than 
they believed they did.

"Uh, Ham, what was that all about?" Julie hesitantly asked.

"Nothing," Ham snapped.  He then turned and rudely walked away, leaving 
Julie by herself, more than a little shocked.  She let out an audible sigh, 
scanned the room, and noticed Mike and Phillip were messing around with the 
fuse box on the other side of the room. Sean was with them, holding a flashlight 
so they could see inside better.  Elizabeth and Madeline watched as Julie 
wandered off in their general direction.  Neither one of them had seen where Ham 
went.  Realizing they were alone again, they let out deep sighs, in unison.

"I'm not at all sure that Ham and Mother love each other, Madeline," 
Elizabeth said.

"I'm pretty sure they do...that's the problem."  

"Problem?" Elizabeth questioned.

"Why would they bother to fight so passionately if they didn't?" 
Madeline replied, "Which is the problem.  I"m not so sure your mother should be 
in love right now...someone could get hurt."

"She won't hurt Ham!" Elizabeth protested.

"If she doesn't get Polly back soon, she might...Well, I think we'd 
better think of a way to get Polly home."

Elizabeth wanted to protest, but a part of her knew that Madeline was 
right.  Perhaps mother wouldn't hurt Ham; in fact, she suspected things could 
just as easily go the other way around.  The person who stood most likely to 
get hurt was Mother herself.  Elizabeth could sense that she was walking a taut, 
thin line that could snap at any minute.  It alarmed her that Madeline could 
sense it too.

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

Madeline remained silent as Julie steered the car through the light, 
Saturday evening traffic.  Her thoughts were still focused on the events she'd 
witnessed with Elizabeth earlier that afternoon.  However, they began 
to shift when Julie pulled into the parking lot of Visitor Fields.  A sense of 
excitement was building up.  At last, she'd get to see Nigel again!

Howie greeted them at the delivery enterence and ushered them through 
the quiet hallways to his office.  As soon as they took seats, Howie handed 
Madeline 
a case.
"Try these on for size," he told her.  

She opened the case and found a brand new pair of contacts.  Instead of 
being green, like the ones she'd owned before, these ones were grey, as she'd 
requested.  Though she'd told Howie that it was to alter her appearance 
somewhat, her real reason for choosing grey ones was her own secret.  These eyes 
were the same color as her father's.

She smiled broadly at Howie, who was extracting a manilla envelope from 
a locked file cabinet behind his desk.

"They are perfect!" she cried, "Thanks!"

"Just as you ordered," Howie replied with a light smile.

"I am going to...uh..." Madeline glanced at Julie, and then turned her 
gaze back to Howie, "I will go to the lav and try these on."

"It's just down the hall," Howie told her, "And let me know if they 
need any adjustments."

Madeline quietly backed out of the office, and picked up a strange 
sense of relief from Julie, as if Julie was glad she was leaving for the moment.  
However, she was smart enough to know that her relief had nothing to do 
with watching her put in her contacts.  She was pretty sure it had to do 
with whatever was in that manilla envelope Howie had.  Whatever news it contained, 
Madeline knew that Julie was the only one in for a shock.  She herself already 
knew the answer.

Stepping quickly into the bathroom, Madeline opened the contact case, 
and tried on her new eyes.  Instantly, the light level in the room became 
much more agreeable.  She then pulled a comb out of the back pocket of her jeans 
and ran it through her hair.  Once she deemed that she looked presentable, she 
quietly left the bathroom, and pondered her choices of direction.  She knew 
that Nigel had been admitted under a false name, but she didn't know what 
that name was.  No patient posting board at the nurse's station would help her.  
She doubted that the nurse sitting there, reading a newspaper with a large 
print title in garish red ink and the grainy picture of a half human/half wolf 
child on the front page would either.  As Madeline edged her way past the nurse's 
station, the nurse never even looked up at her.  In fact, the only time she 
dropped her attention from the newspaper was when her phone rang. By then, 
Madeline was out of her immediate sight.

An orderly emerged from a room at the end of the hallway. He pushed a 
cart in front of him that looked to contain soiled bedlinens. Madeline ducked 
into a waiting room situated just off the hallway. A shock trooper was in the 
waiting room, sitting on a chair, dozing, with his helmet in his lap.  
Obviously not on duty, he was probably waiting for news on a patrol partner being 
patched up in the E.R. or something. The orderly passed by in the corridor.  
Madeline could scent Nigel's presence on him immediately after a quick extension 
of her tongue into the disturbance the orderly's movements made in the air. 
She wondered if he'd just come from Nigel's room.  Quietly, so not to 
disturb the resting shock trooper, Madeline crept out of the waiting room and down 
the hallway. At the last room, the one that the orderly had just left, her senses 
were rewarded.  She peeked her head into the doorway and saw a patient 
resting quietly on the only bed in the room.  The curtain was drawn back just a little; 
enough for her to clearly see Nigel's face.  She wouldn't have recognized him 
by sight if her sense of smell didn't already tell her that it was him.  
Without his psuedoskin, she saw him for the first time, in his true form.  He 
didn't stir as she tiptoed into the room.  Machinery beeped rhythmically as his 
vital signs were monitored.  Madeline silently pulled up a chair and sat 
down, gazing at him for what felt like a long time.  Finally, when she could no 
longer resist the temptation, she reached out a hand and gently caressed the 
ridge of his crest.  Nigel's eyes fluttered open, and his gaze fixed on her face as 
he came to.

"What are you doing here?" he asked, his voice barely audible over the 
beeping monitors.

"I have been so worried about you!  I managed to warn Phillip that his 
secret was out...and then we escaped from the Mothership.  Then, I found out 
you were here...and I had to come see you!"

"Why?  So you could tell your mother about me surviving her assassination 
attempt on me?"  The anger in his tone was completely undisguised, and 
Madeline was taken by surprise.

"I would never say anything about that...I want you to live, and I know 
you would not if she found out!"

Nigel said nothing, and Madeline could sense that somehow, her words 
had no effect on his mood.  Sighing, she reached for his hand, and was 
startled once again when he snatched it away from her.

"Nigel, why are you angry with me?" she pleaded, "I did not want this 
to happen to you!  I did not know it would, or I would have tried to stop 
it! I love you!"

"Spare me, Madeline. If you loved me, you would have never lied to me.  
You told me that Diana was your sister, not your mother!"

"Nigel...I...wanted to tell you, but...I was afraid to.  I did not even 
really think you would believe me, and I am sorry I thought that, but I still 
love you!"

Her words came together in a jumbled rush, and her new contacts were 
beginning to obsure her vision because they were rapidly filling with 
tears. A few slipped past their confines and slid silently down her cheeks. Nigel 
watched for a moment.

"That is something else you did not tell me.  Not only is Diana your 
mother, I suppose, but you are half human!" he spat.

Her tears suddenly dried up as the implications of his words hit home.  
She stared at him in mute horror.

"This bothers you?" she asked nervously.

"All the time I spent wondering about what you looked like in your true 
form...fantasizing about it...and..."

"This is my true form, Nigel.  I gave you everything I have."

"Too damn bad you never told me.  You know, Madeline, I certainly never 
wanted anything to happen to you at that raid...and I am glad you are 
all right.  However, the more time I have spent thinking about how you lied to me, 
the angrier I get.  Maybe you care what I think about it now, but you 
surely did not care what I might think when we made love. You never even gave me a 
chance to..."

"Would it have made a difference?"  Madeline asked quietly.

"I do not know." Nigel responded matter of factly.

"I never thought it would...it never bothered me to know that you 
looked different beneath your skin.  In fact, I always wished I could know..."

"Take a good look, then."

"I think you are beautiful," Madeline sighed.  Once again, she reached 
her hand out for his. This time, Nigel allowed for a brief contact before 
pulling away.

"Maybe I could have found a beauty in you, too, if you had only told me 
the truth. The ugly thing about all of this, Madeline, is that now I can 
not trust you. I think you should go."

"Nigel, I don not want to go.  I want to stay here with you until I 
know you are all right.."

"Go play in you sand box like a good little half-human hatchling. You 
are not old enough for the big prey yet...Leave me alone," he demanded 
coldly.

With a wince, Nigel struggled a bit in his bed until he'd rolled over 
on his side, facing away from Madeline. It was clear that the conversation was 
over.  She tried to force a protest from out of her throat, but her voice 
wouldn't come.  Finally, she forced herself out of her chair and slowly backed 
out of the room.

"I still love you, Nigel..." she squeeked from the doorway.  Then, she 
turned and fled back the way she'd come.  She didn't even stop long enough to 
see if the nurse had looked up from her paper and noticed her when she passed 
by the nurse's station.

Julie was standing in the open doorway of Howie's office when Madeline 
finally emerged from her ill fated visit.

"Where in the world have you been?  I was looking all over for you!" 
Julie cried.

"I just got lost," Madeline responded dully, realizing that she was 
telling yet another lie.

"Well, we need to get going.  Howie has to get back to his rounds," she 
said, grasping Madeline's arm lightly.  She steered her out of the hallway 
and back towards the delivery enterence.  Howie briefly watched them leave.

Julie's perceptions were heightened as she drove her car towards Kyle's 
house.  The manilla envelope, closed in her briefcase, seemed to have a 
life of it's own.  Her heart tightened in her chest as the distance closed; and 
she hoped, in all sincerity, that Ham Tyler was not at Kyle's house.  She 
really wasn't prepared to face him, knowing what she knew. Glancing at the passenger 
riding beside her, she debated whether or not she should even let Madeline 
know that Howie had given her the results.  Then, she realized the girl probably 
knew what Julie had.  There were times when Madeline seemed naive, but Julie 
could never think of a time where she thought she was dense.  In fact, the 
opposite seemed to be painfully apparent.  Madeline was completely silent, and 
she sat as rigid as a board, staring out the windshield with a remote 
expression on her face.  Looking at her in that instant, Julie's heart skipped a beat.  
How could she have missed it?  Perhaps she could only see it because she 
now knew the truth. Where Madeline might appear to look related to Diana, face on, 
her profile bore an uncanny resemblence to Ham's.

Madeline turned her attention towards Julie, as if to acknowledge that 
she knew Julie was contemplating something about her. Another revelation 
hit Julie like a sledgehammer. Madeline had chosen grey contacts...the exact same 
shade as Ham's eyes.  She bit her lip, her question already answered.  
Madeline already knew what the results were, regardless of whether she knew 
Julie had them or not. Madeline, however, did not look jubilant, nor did she even look 
pleased.  It was hard for Julie to pin any particular emotion on her, 
since, like Elizabeth and Abraham, she had proven to be hard to read at times.  
Julie did sense that her mood had changed, though.  Madeline had seemed almost 
giddy when they'd arrived at Visitor Fields, and she'd been quite satisfied when 
Howie had presented her contacts to her.  Now, as far as Julie could tell, the 
girl seemed down in the dumps. She remembered Madeline's proclamation at the 
hospital that she'd gotten lost, but somehow, she doubted that her mood had 
changed because of that.

"Madeline, where did you go at the hospital?" Julie asked her, point 
blank, feeling the silence shatter like a broken mirror.

"Nowhere. I just got lost," Madeline responded.  Her tone of voice was 
so blank and devoid of emotion that Julie knew at once that she was lying.

"On purpose, or on accident?" 

"It does not matter.  I went nowhere anyone has to worry about."

"Were you afraid that you would overhear Howie and I discussing 
something you didn't want to hear?"  Julie asked, pressing for some sort of an answer 
that could make any sense.

"I already know what you and Howie were talking about, and I already 
know the answer."

"You know I need to talk to Ham about this," Julie stated.

Madeline said nothing as Julie pulled the car into the driveway.  To 
her relief, she did not see Ham's van parked anywhere in the vincinity.  
She could bury her knowledge for another night.

"Is anything wrong, then...uh...you seem a little..."

The dome light in Julie's car suddenly exploded, and bits of broken 
bulb pattered against the interior of the plastic fixture casing. Madeline 
shot Julie a bewildered look, her grey contacts flashing oddly.

"Nothing is wrong," she said. She then jerked on the door handle and 
let herself out of the car, slamming the door behind her. Julie watched 
speechlessly as Madeline ran inside the house, without so much as a backwards 
glance.  Julie shook her head at the strange sense of deja vu. It was the second time 
that day she'd walked into the conclusion of some turmoil, only to be left 
in the dark at the end.
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