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PROLOGUE


LAPD Detective Sean Riker had one person he’d always tried to arrest and bring to justice—Mitchell Yates.


Yates had been in and out of trouble for years, always skating around the edges of the underground world of L.A. but nothing had ever been pinned on him.


One night after work, Riker entered his parking garage and spotted Yates’s car. Certain Yates had to be up to no good, Riker decided to take him in for questioning.


He exited his car, headed toward Yates and found himself under fire by unknown assailants. The next thing he knew, he hit the ground with a hole in his shoulder. Someone tugged him to his feet and out of the line of fire—Mitchell Yates.


Yates got him into his own car and took off as bullets continued to rain in their direction. The exit ramps were blocked and escape from those shooting at them impossible, so Yates transported the two of them to his HOME—a fabricated satellite high above Earth. Riker discovered a world he thought existed only in science fiction. A place where his wound could be immediately healed and people pulled their weight because they wanted to.


Riker, adjusting his attitude, has to let Yates, or Yana as he is known on HOME, become his guide, showing him around the facility and explaining the mission of the Peace Keepers, a secret group of ancient humans, known only to a select few government officials on Earth, seeking peace in the galaxy.


As understanding dawns on Riker, a slow friendship develops between the two of them. The relationship deepens despite an old boyfriend of Yates interfering. Riker accepted an offer, by the Peace Keepers who have been following his work on Earth and know him as ‘one of the good guys’ as Yana would put it, to join their group and spent a year undergoing rigid training. His lessons completed, he anxiously awaits his first assignment.


CHAPTER ONE


A year after Sean’s retirement from the LAPD and move up to HOME, he sat with two of the elders—one of his favorite things to do now that he had finished his training. He never tired of listening to them and always came with a list of questions.


“Think of all living beings as a pyramid. Humans— mankind—is the lowest level. Then you have altered humans, then the Elders. Above the Elders are the hybrids and at the very top, what are considered aliens—life forms so advanced their knowledge spans millennia; their powers endless and unimaginable.” Elder Mathew spoke.


“And these people—these beings—they all work together? What is their goal?” Sean asked, his curiosity endless.


“Intergalactic peace; and they have achieved it on hundreds of worlds. You will no doubt visit some on your journeys,” Elder Eli added.


“So even you, the Elders, have someone to answer to?” Sean asked.


“I wouldn’t exactly use the term ‘answer to’ but we do have those we report to and take direction from,” Elder Matthew responded.


“The Hybrids?” Sean asked, trying to understand how the system worked.


“Yes. They are a mixed breed of the higher evolved species. Their knowledge and experience is incalculable in our work,” Elder Daniel offered.


“If they are so powerful, why don’t they just come in and transform each world themselves?” Sean struggled hard to understand.


“Oh, my goodness, no! That would never do.


Mankind, in all its many forms, are creatures of free will.


They must be handled with great care, schooled in the ways of a peaceful existence,” Elder Robert explained patiently.


“It’s not an easy task they’ve taken on,” Sean said.


He wondered if such a thing would ever be possible on Earth.


“They will accomplish their goal when the time is right,” Elder Eli said with a confident smile.


“In our life time?” Sean asked hopefully.


“That is impossible to know. We, each of us, must simply do what we can to further the process,” Elder Matthew concluded.


Sean shook his head in agreement and stood as the Elders rose, signaling the end of their session.


“Thank you for your time.” Sean nodded to Elder Eli and the others.


“You are most welcome, Sean. We always enjoy counseling the young ones,” Elder Daniel said with a slight bow of his head.


Sean made his way from the Elder’s chambers down the ramp where Yana waited.


“What are you grinning about?” Yana asked.


“It’s been a long time since I’ve been considered a ‘young one’,” Sean grinned.


“Well, you are. We all are compared to the Elders.”


“I’m starving. You ready for lunch?” Sean asked.


“Yes! I was just thinking about some chicken quesadillas. What do you feel like?” Yana asked as they walked down ramp to the eating area in the courtyard.


“That sounds great,” Sean agreed as they entered the small café, seated themselves and tapped in their choices on the automated menus embedded in the table top.


“I talked with Noel while you were in with the Elders. He’s got something going and he’s thinking of using us.”


“Really? What is it? I’ll take anything they offer.”


Sean came to full alert, anxious for his first assignment.


“But I thought you were retired? Not that I wouldn’t love working with you. I mean, this last year has been wonderful having you with me every step of the way during my training.”


“That’s all you’ve enjoyed about this last year?”


Yana asked with a lecherous grin. “Just the training?”


“I’ve enjoyed every single moment of our time together since I moved up here, Yana. Some more than others. We worked through our differences and I couldn’t be happier with the way things have turned out for us. You haven’t had an assignment this entire year. I just assumed you were finished with them. So you’re not actually retired then?”


“I am. But all that means is that I won’t be given assignments on a regular basis. They’re still free to use me for any special job they think I’m particularly qualified for,”


Yana explained.


“I see. So it’s like you’re in the reserves?” Sean asked.


“Exactly.”


“Did he give you any idea what this job is?” Sean asked.


“He didn’t say. He asked if I thought you were ready and I assured him that you were but insisted that I go along on any assignment that you’re given.”


“I am! You don’t have any idea what this mission might be?” Sean fidgeted with his water glass.


“No, he didn’t say. He was deep in thought and we only spoke for a moment. He was headed for a meeting with Elder Daniel.”


“I wonder what it is.” Sean waited anxiously. “How long do you think before we’ll know something?”


“No telling. Whatever it is, I’m sure we’ll have time to finish our meal. Eat!” Yana grinned and encouraged Sean to finish his meal.


They had finished their meal and were just leaving the café when they heard their names over the PA system with instructions to join Noel in his office. They grinned at each other and took off for the nearest up-ramp.


“Please sit down. I have something I need to discuss with you,” Noel said as they hurried into his office. The three of them sat down and he began. “Something has come up that is most urgent. We hadn’t planned on using you this soon on an assignment quite so dangerous, Sean, but Yana assures us that you are ready.”


“I am! Whatever it is, I accept,” Sean said sitting on the edge of his chair.


“You’d better hear the details first,” Noel warned.


“What’s the mission?” Yana asked, not quite as eager as Sean.


“Very well. Please follow me.” Noel stood and headed out the door and towards the nearest up ramp. They walked in silence, each lost in his own thoughts, until they reached the Elder’s level. They made their way down the long corridor until they reached the double doors. Noel pushed them opened and the three of them went in.


All six Elders were at the table awaiting them. Elder Daniel waved a hand for the three men to join them.


“Yana, some information has come to us and there’s a job you’re better qualified for than any of our active members. With you, we have the greatest chance for success. Will you accept another mission?”


“Yes, of course. I accept,” Yana answered immediately.


“Very well.” Elder Daniel nodded to Elder Mathew who took over the briefing.


“We have recently received information of a most disturbing nature,” Elder Mathew began. “It is imperative that we take immediate action.”


Yana nodded in agreement.


“This is a difficult task and not one for a beginner but it must be handled immediately and other qualified members are currently unavailable. It is under these circumstances that we have decided Sean will accompany you on this mission.” Elder Mathew directed his attention to Sean. “You must be prepared to put yourself completely under Yana’s control and follow his instructions to the letter. Only by doing so, will the two of you be able to accomplish this mission.”


“I understand and accept.” Sean nodded leaning forward and resting both elbows on the table with his hands laced together.


The Elders nodded and spoke quietly for a moment before Elder Eli began to explain the mission.


“The Omega home world has developed, through stolen technology, a device, designated Two-Zero-Nine, which has allowed them to dominate every solar system in their galaxy. They have looted and destroyed countless worlds in their voracious appetite for more, more, more of everything.”


“You want us to bring back that device or destroy it?” Yana asked.


“Neither.” He held up a small leather pouch, loosened the draw string and poured the contents on the table top. Ten glistening metal chips, small and rectangular shaped, one inch wide and two inches long, a sixteenth of an inch thick.


“What are these?” Sean asked and picked one up to examine it.


“Information chips,” Yana answered.


“Correct,” Elder Robert said. “Each chip holds all the knowledge of the ten closest Galaxies to Omega. They will be the next logical targets.”


“Targets for what exactly?” Sean asked.


“Domination first, then decimation and finally destruction. First the Omegans drain all the knowledge, then the resources before they enslave the people. When they have no further use for a particular world, they destroy it so that it can never be used again.”


“If they stay true to their established pattern,” Elder Eli spoke quietly, “they will continue until there are no galaxies left. Uncountable lives are at stake here.”


“Not just lives but worlds,” Elder Mathew added.


“You want us to somehow feed these chips into this device? How will giving them more information stop them?” Sean asked.


Elder Daniel smiled broadly. “I said the chips contained all the information about these ten galaxies. This is true. However each chip also contains… a little something extra.”


“A self-destruction code?” Yana asked.


“Perhaps a more accurate description would be additional instructions—instructions that will bring about the machine’s own demise,” Elder Eli said.


“If this device is as intelligent as we have reason to believe it is, then it will see that its current course of action can only lead to self-destruction. We are assuming that it’s programmed with self-protective initiatives and will not let that happen and thus, shut itself down—permanently.”


“Brilliant!” Sean grinned, eager to accept this first assignment.


“Wouldn’t it be simpler to just plant the misinformation on the different worlds and let the device gather it that way rather than feeding it to the device itself?” Yana asked.


“We don’t have time for that. Their initial gathering has already begun.”


“Do you have the plans for this device?” Sean asked. “How will we know what it looks like and how to feed it this information?” The possible difficulties began to sink into Sean’s thinking.


“We do not have plans but we do have its exact location. Chips of this precise dimension have been seen being inserted into the device,” Elder Mathew said.


“You have someone already on the inside? Why not use them for this mission?” Noel asked.


“Her only access was temporary and while others were in the room. She has left the Omega System and is attending to other information gathering,” Elder Eli explained.


“You’ve only just prepared these chips?” Yana asked.


“We have.”


“And has any thought been given as to how we can enter the facility without being seen?”


“I’m afraid that is going to be up to you, Yana. It’s precisely why you were chosen for this assignment. There has never been a facility yet, that you haven’t been able to… shall we say… access,” Elder Mathew said.


“I’ll need a Winston,” Yana said.


“There is one waiting for you. Can you leave immediately?” Elder Mathew replaced the chips in the leather pouch, drew the string and handed it to Yana.


“Yes, of course.” Yana took the pouch and slid it into his jeans pocket.


“There is one more… complication,” Elder Eli said.


“I thought there might be,” Yana sighed.


“Another group has learned of the device and is on its way to the Omega system with plans to retrieve it for their own use. You must beat them there and get the job done before they arrive. This device cannot leave the Omega system!” Elder Daniel spoke.


“This other group?” Yana asked.


“The Krill.”


Yana leaned back in his chair with a grimace.


“You are the only member of our group who has dealt with them and survived to tell about it,” Elder Robert said somberly.


“Who are they? Who are the Krill?” Sean asked, first the elders and then Yana.


“I’ll do it but I don’t want Sean in on this. Find someone else,” Yana said.


“This matter has been discussed and it was decided that you and Sean have a special personal connection that can only be advantageous. We have every faith in him and his abilities,” Elder Eli said and stood up; effectively ending the meeting.


Yana exited the room angrily followed closely by Sean.


“Why don’t you want me to go? I thought you said I was ready?” Sean said as the old adrenalin began to flow.


He rubbed his hands together as they walked down ramp after ramp.


“You’ve never been exposed to aliens before. The Omegans will be bad enough. I don’t want you anywhere near the Krill,” Yana said with gritted teeth.


Appraising the difficulty of the mission, Yana would do whatever it took to accomplish it. Definitely not the kind of first assignment for Sean he’d hoped for. The Krill being involved put an entirely different light on the situation. He only hoped he had enough strength to get the job done and get them both back alive.


CHAPTER TWO


Sean followed Yana and entered through the doors to the lowest level of the complex; a level Sean had never been on before. The large open bay was filled with vehicles of various shapes and sizes. Sean was stunned for a moment, then trailed Yana out among them.


Yana stopped at an open bay that appeared empty.


“Winston,” he called out.


“Good evening, Yana.” The electronic voice intoned as the area before them shimmered a second then materialized into a large circular ship. A panel on the side of the ship opened and a ramp extended down toward Yana’s feet.


“Oh my God!” Sean stared as his jaw dropped.


“C’mon,” Yana said and started up the ramp.


Once Sean got his senses about him again, he followed. In moments they were inside and seated in front of a large window section.


“You have your instructions, Winston?” Yana asked.


“I do. Since Mr Riker is present, I assume he will be along on this mission?” The metallic voice questioned.


“He will; and you’ll obey him as you would me,”


Yana said.


“Very well.”


Sean felt and heard nothing as the facility appeared to be slowly removing itself from their view. In moments the screen showed only darkness dotted with stars.


“Are you all right?” Yana asked and reached over to clasp Sean’s arm.


“I… uh… Jesus!” Sean sputtered.


“I remember well my first intergalactic ride. It’s frightening.”


“Perhaps a sedative?” Winston intoned.


“No! I’m fine.” Sean shook his head a bit to settle his nerves. He couldn’t help the tremble.


“You’ll be all right in a few minutes. Just try and concentrate on the inside of the vehicle. It will help with the vertigo,” Yana said.


“I… I’ve never had vertigo before,” Sean apologized.


“You’ve never been this high up before.”


“Shall I prepare sleeping quarters for our guest?”


Winston offered.


“Winston, I would prefer silence from you until further notice,” Yana said.


The voice remained silent.


“What…who is…or was…Winston?” Sean gazed around him and the small compartment they were in. He remembered it as being large when they entered but now it seemed much smaller.


“Winston was an artificial intelligence scientist from the Orion belt. He developed the prototype for this vehicle three hundred years ago,” Yana explained.


“Three hundred years ago?” Sean asked in awe.


“Yes. And there has been no need for any changes since that time.”


“But… three hundred years… there must have been a need for updated instrumentation, technology?”


“No. Winston updates himself constantly.”


“What exactly does he do?” Sean asked.


“Information about a particular mission is given to him and he carries his part out without any instruction needed.”


“You mean he’s programmed to take us where we need to go?”


“Oh, it’s much more than that, Sean. He has the ability to replicate anything that might be needed in order to carry out a mission. For instance, if we were going to a water world, he would have whatever underwater equipment necessary to achieve our task—from tools, to weapons, to clothing, to the proper medical equipment one might need for decompression, to any and all possibilities any particular world or situation might call for.”


“We’re going to a water world?” Sean asked.


“No. I just used that as an example. Winston has the capability to create any possible item that we might need; plus many more features too numerable to mention. The best of which is, he works on voice command and can hear a command from the ones he is programmed to serve from great distances.”


“That all sounds great but what’s going to happen when these Omegans see us coming? Do they have the ability to stop us?”


“They most certainly do—if they could see us.”


“They can’t see us? Winston is invisible?”


“Winston has an invisibility screen that we will be using when we get closer to the Omega system.”


“Why not use it all the time?” Sean asked.


“It takes up a great deal of power to generate and it is safer if other vehicles can see us. Some areas we will be traveling through are quite highly populated with lots of traffic. There is no need to risk a collision,” Yana explained.


“Traffic… in outer space!” Sean shook his head.


“Yes, there is that. Fortunately, that’s Winston’s problem and not ours. He will select a route that is the safest and most direct.”


“So we have nothing to do but sit here and wait until we reach our destination?” Sean gazed out at the stars streaming by.


“That’s about it—that and prepare ourselves for the ordeal.”


“You think it’s going to be pretty difficult?” Sean asked; nervous now that they were actually on their way.


“It’s going to be next to impossible. You may as well know, Sean, that we might not be able to achieve our goal. It’s not always possible.”


“But we have to! All those people—all those worlds!” Sean was aghast at the thought that they might not be able to succeed on his first mission.


“If it’s possible; we will do it,” Yana added. “If not, then the Elders will have to come up with another plan. I imagine they are working on a backup plan right now.”


“They wouldn’t send you out on a mission they didn’t think you could accomplish; would they?” Sean focused his full attention back on Yana again.


“Not purposely, no. But there are many variables here, Sean.”


“By that, you mean the Krill? How long do you think it will take us to reach the Omega system?”


“Four days and yes, I mean the Krill,” Yana answered. “We must get in and get the job done before they arrive. With them on the scene, it’s doubtful we can accomplish our goal.”


“You have obviously dealt with the Krill before,”


Sean commented noting Yana’s apprehension.


“I have, Sean, and I’m one of the very few who have lived to tell about it. They are not in the habit of leaving witnesses behind.” Yana swallowed hard and went on. “In the meantime, let me show you around the ship so you can see how things operate.”


“I thought I just asked Winston for whatever I need?” Sean asked with wonder.


“You do, but let me show you what he’s actually capable of.” He stood up, Sean moving beside him.


“Winston, a spring day in the park please.”


A slight shimmer followed and they were standing on a sidewalk bordered with trees, filled with the soft green of new, budding leaves. A gentle breeze rustled in the air and a few birds skittered overhead.


“Oh, my God! What happened?” Sean reached out a hand to steady himself.


“Would you prefer snow?” Yana smiled. “Snow, Winston. A gentle one, like in a Thomas Kinkade painting.”


Another shimmer and they were on a sidewalk covered with a gently falling snow. A Victorian house with all the gingerbread trim and a small stream passing nearby came into view.


Sean caught a snowflake on his tongue and felt its coldness. “How is this possible?” he gasped.


“Winston can generate any image that you can conjure up in your head or that he has stored in his data banks.”


“It didn’t seem like an image at all; it seemed so real!”


“That’s just it, Sean. It was real. You could have gone into that house or taken a dip in that stream.”


“But that’s impossible! We’re on a ship—a ship out in space!”


“Yes, we are; none-the-less, the images that Winston creates are real. Replicants, true enough, but real just the same. We could have him create a banquet hall filled with people dining and dancing or beautiful naked men and women to cater to your every pleasure.”


“Ooohhhh.” Possibilities began to generate in Sean’s mind.


“If you were wounded on a mission, or caught some disease, you could create a doctor to tend to you; even operate on you if necessary.”


“So Winston has a lot more to do than just taxi us around?”


“He does indeed. The moment we came on board and he was informed that you were part of this mission, we both became his responsibility. It is up to him to keep us safe, warn us of any danger, retrieve us should we become unconscious and secure our release should we become captive.”


“He can do all those things?”


“He can and more but he does have his limits.


Otherwise he could just teleport the weapon to a neutral planet where it could be destroyed. Penetration of an alien shield is very difficult. Transporting a few humans is one thing, transporting a fully shielded weapon is entirely another.”


The next four days were spent familiarizing Sean with Winston and studying maps of the Omega system and the home world of Omega as well. They located the complex where the device was housed and began working out different plans of access; most of which Winston disapproved.


The fourth morning they awoke in the small cabin in the woods Winston had created for them, a replica of Sean’s cabin out in the California woods. Sean prepared breakfast as Yana sat at the table and scanned the maps.


“Maybe we should just use the access point that Winston suggested,” Sean said as he placed a large platter of bacon, eggs and toast in front of Yana and sat down with another plate for himself, and sipped his orange juice.


“He has suggested three different possibilities— each with an equal percentage of possible success. I’m trying to decide which one to use or if I should find another one.” Yana sipped his coffee.


“Invisibility shield will be raised in thirty minutes.”


Winston’s voice intruded on their breakfast.


“Eat up. Once the shield is up, this will all disappear.” Yana gestured around the small kitchen table and the crackling fireplace beside it.


They finished their breakfast and Sean started to clear the table.


“You don’t need to do that.” Yana smiled at him.


“Winston?”


The cabin disappeared and they were once again in the control room of the ship. The front view screen showed they were entering a system with several planets on their orbital paths directly in front of them.


“We’re invisible now?” Sean asked nervously.


“We are,” Yana said as they took their seats.


“You have made a decision?”


“Not yet. I will when the time comes. Each access point has its advantages and disadvantages. The path to the device is not an easy one. We’ll let Winston take us in as close as he can and then the rest of it will be up to us.”


“Can’t he just… beam us down where we need to be?” Sean asked.


“He could if we didn’t care about any residual traces of the beam being detected.”


“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that,” Sean said.


“He’ll get close enough to a secluded area where he can lower the ramp for us to exit. Even that will cause a blip in their sensors and cause suspicion. We will have to exit fast so he can move the ship to a secure location to avoid their sensor sweep.”


When they were in close proximity to the home world, they donned uniforms of the Omegan Empire Royal Guard that Winston had prepared..Sean strapped a phaser weapon to his belts and covered his head with a black helmet, the top half of his face down to his nose, hidden from view once he secured the strap under the chin. Sean hoped they looked exactly like a thousand other members of the Royal Guard who were stationed at the facility.


Sean shivered in anticipation as they waited by the doorway while Winston searched and found the perfect spot to set them down—a wooded area close to the complex Yana seemed perfectly calm. Sean fingered his weapon, grateful he’d had time to learn how to use it. He felt a little naked without his Glock. He wished he could carry both weapons but it was crucial that, if they were caught, there would be nothing to identify them with Earth.


“Sean, you must promise to immediately follow any order I give you. I may not have time to explain everything, but I know what I’m doing,” Yana whispered as they walked across the plaza. “And take your hand off your weapon. You look like you’re ready for a fight. Do you see any of the other guards with their hands on their weapons?”


“You got it,” Sean said and jerked his hand away as he glanced around the spaceport at the other guards standing around or passing through. Yana had it right.


None of them had their hands on their weapons.


Yana took out the small security card Winston had made for him and slid it into the slot in the doorway of the facility. The small light turned green and they proceeded through into a large room where several workers were sitting in front of screens, going about their business and paid the two of them no mind.


“This way,” Yana said and Sean followed him silently.


They passed through the room and out into another hallway lined with a series of doors, all closed and locked.


They passed two guards heading in the opposite direction and all nodded but said nothing.


“How much further?” Sean whispered.


“Right at the next corridor and the elevator should be about halfway down the hallway.”


Yana pressed the button and the doors opened. They stepped inside, removed their guard uniforms, stuffed them in the overhead hatchway, and straightened out the lab coats they had been wearing underneath. Name badges with photos of each dangled from their belts and Yana inserted the Top-Security card into the slot and punched the button marked LAB.


They silently entered the room and none of the other workers paid them any attention. Yana spotted a clipboard lying nearby and picked it up. The two of them walked towards the large device in the center of the room that was surrounded by banks of computer stations.


“This is it?” Sean whispered looking at the massive unit that filled most of the huge room up through the ceiling and down through the floor extending to other levels.


“Yeah, looks like it. See if you can spot any slots where these chips might fit in.” They walked around the area and looked the device over.


“Several possibilities,” Yana said as they came back together. “These larger access points could be for maintenance. It’s doubtful they’re used for information chips. We need to find a place the exact size.”


“So how are we going to do this without being seen?” Sean asked; worried now that they were actually in front of the destructive machine and not sure what their next move should be.


Before Yana could answer, a loud klaxon blared and every head came up from their work station. Red lights flashed and everyone got up and left the room. Yana and Sean followed the others out and stood in an alcove, waiting to see what set the alarm off.


“You think we’ve been spotted?” Sean whispered.


“Can’t tell. We’ll have to wait and see.”


A voice came over the loud speaker and Yana cursed.


“Do you know what they’re saying?” Sean whispered.


“They’ve spotted a Krill ship. The place has been put on red alert.”


“Shit!” Sean mumbled quietly and wiped the perspiration from his upper lip with the back of his hand.


The group of lab workers all lined up and marched out with Yana and Sean following behind. Once in the outer area, they all scattered off in different directions.


Sean and Yana were left to themselves.


“What now?” Sean asked as they ducked into a small storage room.


“We wait until everyone has cleared the corridor and then go back inside,” Yana said.


“You think your pass card will work again?” Sean asked.


“We better hope it does,” Yana said with dread. “I don’t want to be here when this place is swarming with Krill.”


“Can they get in that easily?” Sean asked, catching the fear in Yana’s voice.


“Nothing stops the Krill, Sean. Nothing!” Yana said and stuck his head out the door, peering into the hallway to find it empty. “Let’s go.”


They scurried down the hall and Yana inserted his pass card into the slot. The light blinked red. He took the card out, flipped it over and inserted it again. This time the light flickered green and the door clicked open.


They went straight to the device.


“Keep looking for a slot the exact size as the discs.”


Yana went from computer station to station and read what information he could find.


“What do you think these are for?” Sean asked, lifting up a long handled tool of some kind that had a small gripper at the far end.


“I have no idea,” Yana answered and continued reading while Sean wandered around studying the device.


An explosion blasted from somewhere outside and the building shook. The loud-speakers blared something Sean couldn’t understand and he looked to Yana.


Yana glanced up from the computer bank. “The Krill. They’ll be inside shortly.” He gave a second look to the tool Sean held. “Let me see that a minute.”


Sean handed it to him, rocked off balance by another explosion; this time closer.


Yana gave him a level look. “Don’t worry. They won’t destroy this building. Not with the device still in it.”


The thought gave Sean a little relief and he watched when Yana took one of the small chips out of the pouch and placed it in the gripper at the end of the pole.


He lifted it to the device. “The openings must be at the top. That’s what this thing is for. Did you see any up that high?”


Sean walked around until he spotted an opening.


“Over here!”


Yana joined him and Sean pointed to the small slot almost at ceiling level. Yana maneuvered the tool until he had it next to the opening and released the gripper and the chip dropped inside.


“It worked!” Sean said.


More and more explosions came through loudly above the blaring klaxon.


“Yeah. See if there are any other places where these things might fit in. We’ve got nine more.” He lowered the tool and inserted another chip. “I want to make sure there isn’t another one.”


Sean walked all the way around again and found no other openings that exact size and shape. “No, I think that’s it.”


Yana inserted another one and then another. The next explosion made the overhead lights blink. One after another he inserted the chips as Sean paced the room waiting.


“Last one!” Yana announced.


The outer doors to the lab were being blasted away.


Yana dropped the chip on the floor and grabbed for it frantically. A loud pounding started on the door outside the lab. Sean wished he could help, but he’d only be in the way.


Yana did a quick assessment of their location. He needed to get Sean to safety.


“The cabinet! Sean, get inside! Now!” He fumbled with the chip until he managed to get the last one inserted.


Yana dashed across the room to the storage cabinets and shoved Sean inside one while he climbed into the one next to it. He barely got the door closed when the door to the lab burst open and the Krill swarmed in.


The huge reptilian beings entered the room, filling it with their foul stench and clicking/clacking noises. They circled the device with their instruments, connected them together and stood back. In a few seconds the room filled with a humming sound followed by a loud snap of electricity and the device disappeared.


Moments later the Krill emptied the area, and Yana peeked out of the cabinet. Sean poked his head out and Yana caught Sean just as he stepped out.


“Sean, be careful. Don’t step in any of that slime.


It’ll burn right through anything you’re wearing. Don’t get any of it on you.”


“What are they?” Sean asked in disbelief, gazing around the muck covered lab in shock.


“Reptiles and they leave that stinking secretion wherever they go. C’mon. We’ve got to get out of here.”


“You think they’re gone? All of them?” Sean asked not very anxious to come face to face with any of them.


“I have no idea but we need to go—now!”


“What about Winston? Can’t he just… beam us up out of here?”


“No. This lab has too much electronic equipment in it, too much interference. If our lives were in imminent danger he might try, but it would be too dangerous; also, the Krill would be able to trace a transporter beam. We need to get someplace where he can pick us up.”


They made their way into the hallway only to find it covered with the acidic slime. Another explosion and the building shook again.


“Up! We need to go up!” Yana said, deep in thought as he figured their best way to escape.


“Yana, we’re on the sixth level,” Sean said.


“Shouldn’t we look for a way down?”


“There’s a ladder in the lab, probably for maintenance on the device.” Yana made his way back inside.


Sean shook his head. If they went up, they’d be trapped.


“Yana, we need to go down—not up!” Sean grabbed Yana by the arm, sure he had taken leave of his senses.


“The way down is covered in Krill slime. We make it to the roof and maybe Winston can get close enough to pick us up there.” Yana started up the ladder that led to the next level.


Sean remembered his promise to let Yana lead and hurried up after him.


They climbed up five more levels before reaching the roof. When Sean stepped out on the roof, Yana had already called for Winston. Sean looked around when they crouched behind some equipment, watching the battle being waged beneath them.


The Krill were dark green and resembled, more than anything, lizards. They stood upright, close to eight feet tall, on large, powerful hind legs. They also had a long tail they swung wildly back and forth. The appendage spewed the putrid smelling slime on its victims. The reptiles’ large heads had bulging eyes and a large slash of a mouth filled with savage looking teeth. They were lumbering and slow moving but found little resistance. The Omegans, roughly humanoid in appearance and size, far outnumbered them but they struggled in vain, falling in scores in front of their enemies. Sean thought the scene looked like something from a horror movie.


“Sean, come on!” Yana pulled him away from the cover of the equipment.


“Where? Is Winston here?” He looked around hopefully.


“No. He can’t get in any closer and maintain his invisibility screen. The Krill ship is too close.” He led Sean to the back side of the building where things were relatively quiet.


They found a ladder and started down. Another explosion and the building shook, nearly dislodging the set of iron rungs from the side of the building. They hung on for dear life.


“They’re destroying the building!” Sean yelled and hurried down as fast as he could after Yana. Another blast and part of the building fell away.


“Jump!” Yana called and let go of the ladder, leaping the last twenty feet and rolling as he landed.


Sean bailed out right after Yana, stopping a short distance away, letting out a curse as he gained his footing.


“That way! Towards the woods,” Yana yelled.


They made it to the tree line as the rest of the building came down, raining debris directly where they had been standing. Other buildings in the complex were being targeted as they fled as fast as they could into the woods.


Once under cover, Yana stopped to catch his breath and Sean did likewise, gasping for air.


“Son of a fucking bitch!” Sean cursed, looking at his shoulder and arm where he had fallen.


He must’ve landed in some slime. The arm of his shirt had been burned through and the flesh beneath seared.


A part of his pant leg had gone missing as well and the skin beneath blistered.


“Oh shit!” Yana glanced at Sean’s wounds. “We need to get to a clearing. Winston can take care of that but we’ve got to go now! Can you run?”


“I can! I will!” Sean gasped.


Sean followed Yana to a small clearing and found the ramp when Winston extended it. Sean stumbled inside and Yana gave orders to get away from the planet and to replicate some Anti-Krill spray.


In agony by this point, Sean appreciated Yana’s help stripping off his clothes as he lay down on one of the seats.


Yana tilted it back and Sean got a good look at the burns.


They had deepened severely in the few minutes and the sight stunned him. He felt a moment of pity for the Omegans down below, still fighting and being exposed to the acidic poison, but it soon passed when he thought about the evil empire and their plans for galaxy-wide domination.


Yana sprayed the burns heavily with the container Winston provided. The salve brought instant relief and covered Sean’s wounds with a thin, foam-like substance.


“Oh, thank you! That feels so much better,” Sean groaned in relief.


“This stuff is great,” Yana said. “I’ve had to use it before. You’ll be fine in a couple of days.”


“So that’s it? We did it?” Sean managed a grin when Yana handed him a robe to put on and they sat down wearily.


“Yeah, I guess we did. Now all we have to do is get the hell out of here and get ourselves home.”


“You think that will be a problem?” Sean asked.


“Nah,” Yana grinned. “Jesus!” He ran a hand through his scraggly hair. “You have no idea how lucky we were.”


“You’ve dealt with them before; how long ago and what happened?”


“Four years ago. It was a simple information retrieval mission on an asteroid over near Spaceport nine. I had to scale this building, make an entrance, and find and bring back some hidden disks. I had just gotten inside when the Krill hit the place. They killed everyone in the complex.


I hid in the air duct until they were gone. Their slime was everywhere and my boots were burned through by the time I got out.”


“You were burned.” Sean cringed with sympathy.


“I was. Not just my feet because I kept falling. I had it all over me by the time I made it out of there. If I hadn’t had a Winston waiting for me with his neutralizing spray, I doubt I would have survived.”


“I’ve never seen anything that ugly in my life and hope never to again!” Sean shivered at the memory.


“Sean, there are a lot of ugly and unbelievable things out there, and I’m sure we’ll be coming into contact with some of them. I need you to trust my judgment on these things.”


“I do trust you, Yana, but I’m not exactly a novice here. I’ve been around extreme situations before, and I can handle myself.” Sean scowled at being treated like a green recruit.


“You can handle yourself in most occasions on Earth. That’s your training and your expertise. The work you’re being asked to do now is an entirely new ball game.”


“You said I was ready. Now you’re acting like you think I’m not. Which is it?” Sean couldn’t help the anger that simmered just below the surface.


“I said you were ready to work. And I believe that. I had hoped they would use you on assignments on Earth and maybe work up to the more dangerous off-planet jobs,”


Yana explained.


“I can do this, Yana. I know I can,” Sean insisted, just a little bit resentful that Yana didn’t trust him.


Yana reached over and took Sean in his arms for a long, sweet kiss. When they parted, Sean grinned when he realized they were lying in bed back in his cabin in the woods again.


“Oh this is nice!” Sean sighed and sank back into Yana’s comforting embrace.


“We’ll work it out, Sean,” Yana assured him. “We’ll work it out.”


CHAPTER THREE


A few days later, Sean needed to make a trip below to close on the sale of his condo. They decided to combine a little pleasure with business, so Yana accompanied him with the idea of joining up later and having dinner with some longtime friends of Yana’s from HOME, Aaron and Caroline.


Sean finished with his meeting earlier than expected and hurried back to the hotel with some pleasant activities in mind. Things had been a little strained between him and Yana since the Krill incident; it had left Sean with the impression Yana didn’t have much faith in Sean or his abilities. Sean planned to remedy the misconception with as much love-making and assurances as he could pack into the few days they were spending on Earth.


He needed to convince Yana, once and for all, of his capabilities to handle any assignment the Elders gave him.


As much as Sean loved Yana, he had no intention of remaining on HOME as just his companion. He parked his rental car in the hotel parking lot, hurried inside, and ran smack into Jimmy—Yana’s old boyfriend. Or, as Yana would have described him, ‘one drunken weekend’.


“What the hell are you doing here?” Sean growled, disgusted to see the little troublemaker.


A hateful grin spread across Jimmy’s face. “What do you think I’m doing here? Visiting Yana, of course. I may be out of sight, but I’m sure not out of his mind.”


Sean’s mind did a quick once over of Jimmy’s appearance, noting the familiar attire of tank top, low-slung, tight fitting jeans, and slightly rumpled hair, and anger steamed through him. His eyes narrowed as he took a step forward.


“Easy now, big boy. You got here a little too late. If you’d been thirty minutes earlier, we could have had a threesome.”


Rigid with anger, Sean stood speechless, for once.


Jimmy edged around him and used a low voice when passing by. “I’d go easy on him if I were you. He’s probably pretty… sore.” Jimmy slipped out the door and was gone.


In a haze of fury, Sean punched the elevator button and waited for the doors to open. What’s Jimmy doing down below, and how did he know we were going to be here?


Yana must have called him! Vicious thoughts taunted him on the ride up to their floor.


He headed to their room, keyed the lock open and walked in. Yana was in bed, snoring lightly.


Sean walked over and yanked the covers back to find Yana naked.


Yana turned over onto his back. “Um… hi. You’re back early,” Yana mumbled, rubbing his chest absent-mindedly as he glanced at the clock.


Sean stood staring at him. It’s true! He has been with Jimmy! The thought burned him to the core. He said nothing and began throwing things into his bag.


Yana swung his legs over the edge of the bed.


“What is it? What’s wrong? Are we leaving?” He got up and crossed over to Sean.


Sean said simply through clenched teeth. “I’m leaving.” He opened the door and walked out.


Yana scrambled quickly into some clothes but by the time he got out into the hall, Sean had already headed down. Being on the twenty-second floor, taking the steps to catch Sean wouldn’t have worked. Instead, Yana waited an eternity by the elevator before it returned to take him downstairs. By the time he got to the parking lot, their rental car had disappeared.


Yana returned to their room, deciding to give Sean time to cool off and began pacing. He tried to figure out what had just happened. Everything had been fine before Sean left for his meeting. At least, Yana thought everything had been okay. Maybe he had second thoughts about selling his condo and moving permanently to HOME?


Surely he’ll come back or at least call with some explanation. But why did he seem so angry? These thoughts tortured Yana while he paced. Had he lost Sean?  Is he right now packing his things and moving back into his condo?


Yana had felt the coolness in their relationship the last few days, but he chalked that up to the shock of Sean’s first encounter with hostile aliens and his injuries. Surely Yana had convinced Sean he didn’t doubt his capabilities; just worried for his safety. He certainly hadn’t thought their little squabble serious enough to make Sean change his mind about their future together.


He was pacing the room two hours later when Aaron and Caroline knocked on the door. He raced to answer it, hoping to find Sean, not even taking the time to realize if it had been Sean, he would just have used his key to come in.


“What happened? Where’s Sean?” Aaron asked after taking one look at Yana.


They came inside quickly and closed the door.


“I don’t know. I don’t know.” Yana continued pacing. “He came in here, madder than hell, said he was leaving, and took off.”


“Did the two of you have a fight?” Caroline asked.


“No! Hell, I was asleep when he got here. He just came in here, packed his stuff and he left!”


“No questions? No explanations? Nothing?” Aaron asked.


“No! Nothing!”


“Would he have been upset you were sleeping?


Were you supposed to be doing something else?” Caroline asked.


“No. I told him I was going to hit the bookstore on the corner after he left and spend the afternoon reading while he ran his errands. He knows reading always makes me sleepy. He wouldn’t be angry at that. I often doze off after reading a couple hours.”


“There must be something,” Aaron reasoned. “What about before he left? Did you disagree about something?


Anything?”


“No. We were talking about seeing the two of you for dinner tonight and trying out that new Mexican place you mentioned the last time you were down.”


“I’ll call around and see if I can find him..” Caroline got on her cell and started punching in numbers.


Yana walked over to the window and stood staring out.


Aaron came over and placed a hand on his shoulder.


“He said nothing else? Just walked in here and said he was leaving?”


“That’s it. He just walked in, yanked the covers off me and started throwing things in his bag. I asked if we were leaving and he said that he’s leaving. Then he walked out.”


“He yanked the covers off you?” Aaron asked.


“Huh?” Lost in his misery, Yana didn’t understand the question.


“You said he yanked the covers off you. He got angry after he saw you in bed or as soon as he walked in?”


“I don’t know.” Yana ran a hand through his rumpled hair. “I woke up when he pulled the covers off me.


He stared at me like he’d never seen me before. Then he got his things together and left.”


“It doesn’t make sense.” Aaron shook his head.


“None of this makes any sense.”


Caroline joined them after finishing her phone calls.


“I couldn’t find out anything. He’s not answering his phone and no one at HOME has seen him either.”


“Well, something must have happened. We’ve got to find him,” Aaron said and the three of them headed for the door.


“What are you thinking?” Yana asked, in too much pain and shock to do much thinking himself.


“Desk clerk downstairs.” Aaron pressed the elevator button. “Maybe she saw something. When did all this happen?” He asked as they entered the elevator and the door closed behind them.


“I don’t know, a couple hours ago, I guess,” Yana answered misery and confusion causing his head to ache.


“Excuse me,” Aaron said to the receptionist. “Have you been here the past couple of hours?”


“Yes, sir. I’ve been on duty since noon,” she replied with a smile.


“About an hour or so ago, Sean Riker, six-two, room twenty-two-seventeen came in. Did something happen; some sort of incident or anything unusual that you can remember?”


“Mr. Riker, twenty-second floor? Sure, I remember seeing him. I registered them. No, nothing unusual happened when he came in. He spoke a few words to his friend then went on up. I did notice he came back down a short time later… alone.” She glanced over at Yana then back to Aaron.


“You say he spoke to someone? Who? Another guest here in the hotel?” Aaron asked.


“No. This young man was not a guest here.”


“Can you describe him?” Yana asked, finally getting his mind in gear.


“He was three or four inches shorter than Mr Riker, sandy brown hair, tank top and jeans. Kinda cute in a beach boy kind of way, nice tan,” she answered with another smile.


Yana froze. “Jimmy?”


Aaron caught Yana’s reaction and pulled him back towards the elevators. “What’s he doing here and what on earth do you think he could have said to upset Sean that much?”


“Son of a bitch!” Yana swore as they entered the elevator.


“Could it have been him? ” Aaron asked.


“It was Jimmy. I ran into him at the book store.”


“You saw him today? Did he seem… you know…


cured?” Caroline asked.


“No. He seemed the same to me. He tried to get me to go back to his place. I didn’t speak more than a dozen words to him. I said ‘nice to see you’ and told him Sean had joined our group. I said goodbye and left. That was it. The bastard must have followed me!”


“How did he know you and Sean were going to be in L.A.?” Aaron asked.


“It wasn’t exactly a secret that we were coming to L.A. One of his friends must have told him.” Yana massaged his aching forehead.


“So you think he’s been keeping tabs on you through his friends still on HOME?” Caroline asked.


“I don’t know! I can’t think of any other way he could find out that we were going to be down here today.”


“Did you tell Sean that you saw him?” Caroline asked.


“No! I never got the chance!”


“What do you think he would have said to Sean?”


Aaron asked.


“He hates Sean. He could have said anything;


anything at all to hurt him or make him angry.”


“Whatever he said, it must have been vile for Sean to have reacted like that,” Caroline offered.


“Sean believed him! Sean fucking believed him!”


Yana began to pace again. “How in the hell could Sean have believed anything Jimmy would say without asking me first?” Yana mumbled to himself more than the others in the room. “Son of a fucking bitch!” He walked over to the closet and pulled out his bag and started stuffing clothes in.


“What are you going to do?” Aaron asked.


“What do you think I’m going to do? I’m going home. If Sean can believe some lies an old ex-boyfriend tells about me, then he doesn’t have much faith in me or our relationship. Shit! He didn’t even give me a chance. He just picked up and walked out. Well fuck him!”


Aaron and Caroline exchanged looks of exasperation.


“Why don’t you come stay with us for a while?


We’ll find Sean and get this all cleared up,” Caroline offered.


“It seems pretty clear to me, Caroline. Sean has no faith in me and he doesn’t trust me. Period!”


“I think you should wait a bit, Yana, give Sean a chance to explain. No telling what Jimmy said to him.”


“I don’t care! I don’t give a fuck! If he doesn’t trust me; then we have nothing. I’m going home.”


A second later, Aaron and Caroline stood alone in the middle of the room. Yana had transported home.


“Oh, my God! What are we going to do?” Caroline went into Aaron’s comforting arms.


“I don’t know. Where do you think Sean would go?


Maybe we can find him.”


“I haven’t a clue. He has no family that I know of.


Just a brother he seldom ever sees. I doubt he’d go there.”


“Wasn’t there some talk a while back about a cabin somewhere?” Aaron asked.


“A cabin?” Caroline asked as they get into the elevator. “Yes, I do remember them saying something about a cabin but I don’t have any idea if it belonged to Sean or maybe something they rented or borrowed.”


“Looks like we’ve got a long night ahead of us,”


Aaron said with a sigh.


“Yeah. Let’s go home.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Sean carried the paper bag with six bottles of Cutty Sark to the cabin door. He fumbled with the keys but got it opened and went in. Dark, dank and musty, but he didn’t care. He didn’t even take the time to go out back and turn the generator on. He found some candles on the mantle and lit them then sat down on the couch, opened a bottle and upended it, not even going into the kitchen for a glass.


He couldn’t remember ever feeling so low; wanting to get drunk and blot out all thoughts. He didn’t want to think or remember. Sean tilted the bottle up and took several more swallows. The liquor burned its way into his system and Sean remembered the last time he got drunk— five years ago after his mother’s funeral. He’d wanted to spend time with his brother, Patrick, and his family afterwards but ended up being pulled aside and told, in no uncertain terms, he was not welcome.


That had been a bad time for him and worthy of a ten day binge. He and his brother had been so close growing up. Not just brothers but best friends. Until they became teenagers, and Sean made the mistake of confiding to three-years-older Patrick about a crush he had on a football player. He remembered the look of disgust on his brother’s face and could still feel the sting of the smack he had received and the long ranting lecture about the evils of homosexuality. Things were never the same between them after that.


Patrick had left the next year for college and married a few years later. They saw each other only occasionally during the holidays when they’d meet up visiting the folks before they were both gone. He had visited Patrick and his family a few times over the years, but never felt welcome despite his sister in law’s efforts.


“What the fuck! What the fucking fuck!” He upended the bottle and took another long drink. “Patrick can go to hell!” He grumbled and kicked his shoes off.


“Patrick and Yana both can just go to hell!” Another swallow and Sean mumbled, “But why does it feel like I’m the one in hell?”


He didn’t move from the couch until his bladder protested, sometime after dawn. He didn’t need the candle anymore and pinched it out with thumb and forefinger; surprised a little by the prick of pain. He didn’t think he could feel anything anymore. He opened the next bottle and drank.


“I thought he loved me! He said he loved me!” Sean wiped the wetness from his face with his forearm. “He must have called Jimmy and told him where we were staying. He might have been seeing Jimmy all along. I wonder if he tells Jimmy he loves him, too?” He heaved the empty bottle across the room and it smashed against the stone fireplace showering the hearth with glass.


He cursed as he struggled to open another bottle.


First, Patrick turned on Sean, didn’t want him around the family; especially his sons—then Yana, his beautiful, green-eyed lover—the only man Sean had ever really loved, totally and without reservation. To find out his love wasn’t reciprocated to the same degree sucked. Sean had believed their relationship exclusive. Apparently, he’d been wrong. He took another long swallow.


He’d have to leave HOME and move back down below. He hated the thought. He’d really grown to love HOME. He loved the idea of it, loved all it stood for, loved being part of an organization fighting for peace everywhere. He’d made many friends up there and the thought of never seeing any of them again brought even more sadness.


Maybe he’d talk to Captain Miller and try and get his old job back. Things would go back to what they were like a year ago. He’d have to find some place to live since he’d just sold his condo. He hadn’t been at all sad to let it go. There were too many memories of lonely nights pacing the floor. Now he would have that all back again.


“Oh, Yana! How could you do this to me? You were everything to me. What was I to you? Just a passing fancy? How many others were there?” Sean wallowed in his misery.


Two days later, Sean stumbled around in the kitchen, pulling everything out of the cabinets looking for another bottle. He didn’t hear the car pull up out front. He ignored the banging on the door and continued his hunt. He vaguely heard a voice calling his name, but paid no attention to it.


There had to be a bottle of something to drink somewhere. Someone must have hidden it. Probably that little whore, Yana. He must have stashed it. Or maybe he gave it to one of his other fuck buddies.


“Sean, are you okay?” Aaron asked.


“Can’t find it,” Sean stumbled to another cabinet and began throwing things out of the way in his search.


“What? What are you looking for?” Aaron asked.


“My bottle. The little whore must a hid it. Gotta find it,” he slurred.


Glancing around the place, Aaron sighed, thinking it looked worse than his old apartment used to look. He flipped a light switch but it didn’t come on. He went out back in search of the generator, found it in the shed and turned it on. He came back inside to see Sean still rummaging through the cabinets.


Aaron turned the lights on and went in search of the coffee pot. He found it and set to making some. A further search around the small but modernized three-room cabin and he found the thermostat and clicked the heater on to help chase the early morning chill.


“I talked with Yana.” Sean completely ignored Aaron, still searching. “He’s very upset you walked out on him. Whatever Jimmy said was a lie. You should know that.”


“He let Jimmy fuck him. And probably anybody else who wanted to. Where the hell is that bottle! You got anything to drink in your car?” Sean finally turned around and looked at him.


Sean’s appearance shocked Aaron, a three day growth of beard, bleary red-rimmed eyes, and a desperate look of sadness Aaron had never seen in Sean before.


“Coffee’s almost ready. Why don’t we open some of these cans and have some lunch?”


“Don’t want coffee, don’t want to eat. I need a drink,” Sean insisted.


Aaron jolted awake in his chair twenty-four extremely difficult hours later to find Sean sitting on the couch, leaning forward with elbows on knees and his face buried in his hands sobbing quietly. Aaron made his way into the bathroom, relieved himself then went into the kitchen and started another pot of coffee. By the time he had it ready, Sean had composed himself and sat staring straight ahead at the empty fireplace. Aaron managed to get Sean to drink some coffee and eat a few bites of stew he’d heated up. Very slowly, the booze started to wear off and Sean began to regain his senses.


Aaron struggled to drag every little bit of conversation out of Sean but by the end of the day, the entire story was out. Sean explained how Jimmy had alluded to just having sex with Yana and when he came into the room and found Yana naked and in bed; he believed him.


“Yana is devastated you walked out on him, Sean.


How could you believe anything Jimmy said? Why didn’t you give Yana the benefit of the doubt?”


“Because I didn’t have any doubt once I saw Yana in bed naked. He must have called Jimmy and arranged to meet with him while I was in my meeting. There’s no other way he could have known we’d be at that hotel.”


“It wasn’t exactly a secret that the two of you were going to L.A., Sean. Anyone could have told Jimmy that.


Remember he was born and raised on HOME. He’s still got friends and a couple of cousins up there.”


“Do you know that for sure?” Sean asked.


“What I know for sure is that Yana loves you, that he’d never cheat on you, and that he’s heartbroken that you think that he did.”


“Oh my God!” Sean moaned.


“You need to get yourself cleaned up, shaved and some food in you. I’ll fix us something to eat while you clean up.”


“Nothing personal, Aaron, but your cooking stinks.”


Sean stretched and everything cracked.


“You don’t exactly have a lot to choose from here.


I’ll open some cans of stew. That’s usually pretty good. I don’t think I can mess that up,” Aaron offered.


“I don’t want any stew.”


“Hit the shower, Sean. I’ll heat up the stew,” Aaron insisted.


“All of a sudden you’re in charge of my life now?”


Sean asked with just a touch of belligerence.


“Yeah, right now, I am. You stink and you look like shit. Go. Scrape some whiskers and for God’s sake, take a shower!” Aaron headed for the kitchen.


A short time later, Sean came out of the bathroom, head down, and took a seat at the table across from Aaron who sat silently sipping a cup of coffee.


“Did you happen to come across any Tylenol?”


Sean asked as he put the spoon into the bowl and began to eat.


“I saw some around here somewhere.” Aaron pulled the container out of a cabinet and handed it to him.


Sean dumped three out into his shaking hand and swallowed them with a gulp of coffee. “Thanks,” he muttered and went back to his stew.


“Yana’s never going to forgive me,” he said in a very tired voice as he rinsed his bowl in the sink.


“You’ve got your job cut out for you, that’s for sure.


But the Sean Riker I know would never back off from a job just because it’s the size of a mountain,” Aaron tried to sympathize.


“I don’t know what happened. I really believed…”


He couldn’t finish the terrible thought; sickened he’d ever considered something Jimmy said as true.


“He didn’t. He wouldn’t. Yana loves you, Sean. He would never cheat on you. Never!”


“I know that. I do know. It’s just… Jimmy standing there with a shit-eating grin on his face…”


“You know Jimmy. You know he’s a trouble maker.


How could you have possibly believed him?” Aaron asked.


“I don’t know. I just don’t know. Maybe it’s my own insecurities. Maybe it’s the age thing. I’m fifteen years older than Jimmy. He has a history with Yana.”


“One drunken weekend, years ago. Yana despises him now,” Aaron said.


“And I’ve blown everything to hell. I know that now. What’s left? Nothing.” Sean leaned back against the cabinet staring off into space in despair.


“You don’t even want to try?”


“What’s the use? He’ll never forgive me.” Sean felt more cold and alone than he had ever been in his life. He gave a little involuntary shudder.


“Yana’s mad as hell and he has every right to be.


But he loves you. Give it a little time and it’ll work itself out.”


“You think I should go to him and explain?” Sean asked with a glimmer of hope.


“I think you should go home,” Aaron said.


“I can’t. He’ll be there. He probably hates me now.”


Sean shuffled his feet and stuck both hands in his pockets.


“Then just go stay in your old room across the hall.


Stay there for a while until you get things sorted out.”


Aaron offered.


“Sorted out. There’s no sorting to do. I’m out,” Sean said.


“Maybe. Maybe not. You’ll never know if you sit around here and drink yourself to death.”


” I need a drink!” Sean said, holding his head in his hands.


“You need to go home,” Aaron persisted.


“I could get a drink there. They know me. They wouldn’t refuse.” The thought of returning to HOME


warmed him somewhat.


He had friends there. People who liked and cared about him, and wouldn’t throw him out of their lives just because he made one mistake.


“Go home!”


“I need to take my rental car back.” Doubt resurfaced and he began to think of reasons not to go home.


“I’ll take it back. You just go home.”


Sean stared at him a minute while hope warred with despair then transported home.


Aaron sighed deeply and seated himself at the dinner table and tried to relax. He was explaining things to Caroline while she worked wonders with one of her shoulder massages, when his phone rang.


“Aaron, this is Noel. May I have a moment of your time?”


“Yes, of course, Noel. What is it? Is Sean all right?”


“What the hell happened? They said they had plans for dinner with you and Caroline.


Now Yana is sullen and won’t speak to anyone and Sean has taken up residence in his old room again and he won’t speak to anyone either except to order copious amounts of liquor sent to his room.”


“I can tell you what happened in one word— Jimmy!”


“Jimmy? I thought that problem was all taken care of?”


Aaron explained the situation and chain of events leading up to the current state. “It’s all a hell of a mess.”


“Oooohh no!” Noel sighed out, “Well, they’ll have to work it out. Everyone is talking about it and wondering what’s going on. Both of them are acting a little ridiculous.”


“That happens when your heart gets broken.”


“Unfortunately. I’ll give them a few more days and if they don’t work it out, I’ll have to step in.”


“They’re probably going to need it,” Aaron agreed with his own sigh.


CHAPTER FIVE


Three days later…


“Yana, your presence is requested in room 1711


immediately.”


The message shattered the silence in the room.


Yana wanted to protest but decided he’d better go and check it out. It couldn’t be business related—1711 was a residential number and not a conference room. However, since Noel called, he must need Yana for something. He walked immediately to the room and waited, sure Noel would appear momentarily.


He waited patiently for nearly an hour before he began pacing. He decided to use the com link on the desk to contact Noel, but it didn’t activate when he pressed it. He noticed a piece of paper lying on the desk and picked it up.


Three words were printed on it in large letters.


WORK IT OUT.


He had no idea what the message meant, but decided it had nothing to do with him, so he dropped it and resumed his pacing.


“Sean your presence is requested in room 1711


immediately.”


The message startled him. He’d been leaning against the counter in the kitchen area with a bottle of water in his hand. He touched the com link to ask who needed him, but it didn’t work for some reason. He left the room and headed up to 1711. The door opened in front of him and he walked in. Standing in the middle of the bedroom Yana glanced up and stopped—mid pace—saw Sean and slammed the door.


Sean turned to leave and found the exit panel wouldn’t respond to his touch. He tried the com link on the desk with no luck. It didn’t work either. Then he saw the note.


WORK IT OUT.


“Shit!” he hissed then strode over to the couch and sat down. How could he work things out when he couldn’t even face Yana?


Hours Later


The stress of the last few days had exhausted Sean.


Walking back and forth, blaming himself for being trapped in the same place, but separated from Yana, added to it.


Sean heard movement on the other side and wondered if Yana paced with frustration, too. On a physical level, only a door stood between them, but stubbornness kept Sean from opening it.


Sean finally had enough and went through the door first. He needed to use the bathroom. He tried the knob, found it unlocked, and walked right past a stunned Yana.


Sean didn’t acknowledge the interruption, he had to go and Yana would have to get over it. When Sean came out, Yana stood in the kitchen area, fixing himself something to eat. He carried his food back into the bedroom and closed the door.


The next two days passed the same way. Not a word spoken between them, or eye contact made. Whenever Sean needed to, he walked in, ignored Yana, and used the bathroom. When Yana got hungry, he simply came out, entered the kitchen area, and fixed himself something to eat.


Sean jolted awake, his head cradled on his crossed arms at the desk. He sat upright and wondered what had woken him. A sound, maybe? Yeah, a muffled thud from the next room. Had Yana dropped something? Or maybe he’d fallen; he could be hurt. Sean got up and went over to the door and tried to listen. He heard nothing. Maybe he had just dreamed it.


“Shit, this is my fault!” He said half aloud, the sound of his own voice startling him. He shook his head in disgust for all he had lost.


Sean loved Yana beyond all reason and valued what they had. He couldn’t believe he’d been so foolish as to let it all slip away. How could he have possibly believed Jimmy?


He knew what Jimmy could pull and Yana despised him for all the trouble he had caused them. Sean had let one insecure moment destroy everything. Yes, Jimmy might be young and sexy as hell and Yana had a thing with him at one time, but that happened years ago. Sean sat with his head in his hands unable to accept he had thrown it all away.


The shower kicked on and Sean felt relieved. At least Yana hadn’t hurt himself trying to escape. Sean returned to his self-loathing. How could he have walked out on Yana without even giving him a chance to defend himself? Sean had automatically assumed the worst. Maybe because, somewhere in the back of his brain, the niggling little thought him and Yana were too good to last kept gnawing at him.


He didn’t have to worry anymore. But he could relish the past year and remember it as the very best of his life. He only wished he could tell Yana. His eyes landed on the note, resting on the desk.


Sean sat down and drummed his fingers. Apparently they couldn’t leave until they figured things out. But they wouldn’t work this mess out. He’d screwed up everything.


Yana wouldn’t speak to him, probably never would again, and Sean didn’t blame him.


Sean saw nothing but misery and loneliness ahead.


He’d probably move back down below. He couldn’t face it up in HOME, seeing Yana every day and not being able to be with him.


He read the note again. ‘Work it out’ Work it out?


How in the world could they fix anything when their lives hit the crapper because of Sean’s stupidity!


He fingered a pen a few minutes then turned the note over and wrote ‘I’m sorry’. He gazed at the two words, stood up, and began to pace back and forth in the small room, stopping occasionally in front of the closed door to the bedroom. Sean didn’t let himself think, he slipped the note under the door and waited a few minutes. Nothing. No response. He resumed pacing.


Without warning, the bedroom door jerked open and Yana came boiling out.


“What the hell is this? Is this supposed to make everything all right? You say you’re sorry and I’m supposed to jump back into your arms?”


Sean stared at him for a moment and said quietly,


“No. I don’t expect you to. What I did was unforgivable. I didn’t trust you, didn’t give you a chance to explain. I jumped to the wrong conclusion. I’m not making excuses. I just wanted you to know I’m sorry for blowing what we had.”


Sean sat back down on the couch, his head thunking on the wall behind. “Oh, Yana, I’m so sorry. So very sorry,”


he moaned, his hands over his tired face squeezing both eyes closed against a throbbing headache.


“Here.”


The voice startled Sean and his eyes snapped open.


Yana stood with two Tylenol in his open hand and a bottle of water.


Sean took and downed them gratefully. He tried to think of something to say but words failed him. The one person who mattered the most and Sean couldn’t find a single thing to say. Sean couldn’t take his eyes off Yana as he sat in the chair opposite him and downed two Tylenol of his own. Sean took a really good look at Yana, and noticed his appearance seemed as shattered as Sean’s.


“You didn’t trust me,” Yana accused.


“I’m a fool,” Sean truthfully admitted.


“You could have asked me.” Yana’s voice lowered, but still had an angry edge.


“I was stupid.” He knew better, but people called it hindsight for a reason.


Yana growled, “You didn’t have to walk out on me.”


“I’m an idiot.” Sean had to agree as he twisted his hands together and hung his head in shame.


“Why?” Yana stood up, furious. “Why didn’t you even give me the chance to explain?”


Sean shook his head and searched for words that wouldn’t come. “I… I don’t know. I don’t know what happened. Jimmy said the two of you had just had sex and I came in and found you in bed naked. I lost it, I guess. I couldn’t think beyond his nasty smile.”


“You know what kind of liar he is, Sean,” Yana accused.


“I know. And I walked right into it. I have no excuse,” Sean agreed miserably.


“You don’t trust me.” Yana shook his head sadly.


“Yes! Yes, I trust you, Yana. I just… I lost all sense of reasoning. The thought of you being with him or with anyone else… just… I don’t know; it unhinged me! I couldn’t think straight. I just had to get out of there.” Sean shook his head in disgust and had to look away. He couldn’t believe how stupid he had been and what it had cost him.


Yana sighed, “What is it that keeps you from believing in me? Is it really Jimmy or is it something more?


Are you still upset I didn’t want you on that mission?”


“I have to admit that left me confused. I thought you believed in me. It was quite a disappointment when I found out you didn’t,” Sean despaired.


“I thought I explained that to you, but apparently I didn’t do a very good job of it. Sean, I was with you every step of your training. I know how good you are, how capable you are.” Yana sat back down, pulling the chair over a little closer to Sean.


“We’ve had contact with the Krill on five different occasions and lost nine experienced men to them. The only way you and I were able to survive is because they didn’t know we were there. If they had known, we wouldn’t have made it out of there alive. When I heard the Krill were involved… I expected it to be a one-way mission. I knew I’d do whatever it took to complete that mission even if it meant forfeiting my life. I wasn’t anxious to forfeit yours. I apologize for not making that clearer. I thought you understood.”


Sean shook his head miserably and looked away.


He stood up and wandered around the room.


“What I understood—or thought I understood—is that you praised my capabilities highly one minute and when the first mission comes along they consider me for, you say you don’t want me along. You said you despise Jimmy and yet I remember the two of you dancing, holding each other close. What else could I think when I saw him in our hotel? How did he even know we were in L.A.? I just assumed that you had called him.” Sean couldn’t quite let go of his misery.


Yana rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess you and I have a totally different understanding of what love means.”


“Yana, I love you. You can doubt anything else if you want, but don’t ever doubt that,” Sean pleaded.


“Sean, I know you love me and I know you’d never cheat on me.”


“You’re damned right!”


“Yet you think I would?” Yana drove his point home.


“Yana, I’m sorry. I don’t know what more I can say.


It was a temporary lapse of sanity on my part. I know you love me and wouldn’t cheat on me. Jimmy just caught me out of the blue. I was heading back to the hotel and, yes, I was still a little down because I didn’t think you believed in me; believed I couldn’t be anything more than your lover. I wanted to prove to you that I could be both. I didn’t expect to see Jimmy there, grinning and saying the two of you had just had sex. I reacted badly and I was wrong to just walk out.” Sean apologized and hoped that Yana would understand and see just how much he regretted his actions.


“You have no idea what you mean to me; do you?”


Yana asked.


“I know you love me.”


“Sean, it’s so much more than that! I adore you. I idolize you. My whole world changed the day you agreed to move up here. From that moment on, I knew what I wanted out of life. You. There’s nothing; no one in this world who could tempt me away from you. What do I have to do to make you believe that?”


“I blew it. I fucked up what we had. I know that.


You have every right to be angry. I understand why you can’t forgive me. I just wanted to tell you I cherish every moment we’ve had together. This last year has been the only time in my life that I was ever truly happy. I want to thank you for that.” Sean apologized again, rigid with defeat and shame for what he had thrown away and anger at himself for losing the only real happiness he had ever known.


Yana closed the distance between them, pulled back his right arm and let his fist fly; catching Sean on the chin and knocking him backwards on his ass.


“So that’s it? I’m not even worth fighting for anymore?” Yana yelled.


Sean got to his feet, rubbing his jaw. “You want to fight with me, Yana? Go ahead. Hit me again. I won’t stop you.”


Yana lunged, pounding both fists against Sean’s chest. “You stupid son of a bitch! I love you! I love you!


Get that through your fucking head!” He grabbed Sean’s face with both hands. “I’m not letting you go! Do you hear me?”


“You… still want me?” Sean couldn’t quite believe his ears.


“Want you? Sean, you’re mine whether you know it or not. You belong to me just as I belong to you.”


“But I thought—”


“Stop thinking!” Yana kissed him, hard and long, and neither stopped when they tasted blood.


“We belong together,” Yana said. “I don’t want any more talk about forgiving or not forgiving or screwing up.


It happened. And now we both know why. All we have left to do is get past it.”


Sean’s hands roamed up and down Yana’s shoulders. “Do you really think we can?”


“I won’t consider anything else and neither will you.”


Sean crushed Yana in his arms and buried his head against Yana’s neck. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”


“You’re darn right you will! I’ll think of a way to make you pay.”


“I’ll pay whatever price. Whatever you want me to do. I’ll do it. I love you, Yana and you’ll never regret giving me a second chance here. I promise you.”


“I may have to torture you for weeks, maybe months.” Yana blinked back the tears that were threatening.


“Torture away, my love, torture away.” Sean slowly removed each and every article of clothing that stood between them.


CHAPTER SIX


“Who are you and what do you want?” Sean shouted, straining uselessly against his bonds.


He’d been captured and the men that had him hurried through a long, crowded corridor and answered no questions. In fact, they didn’t even speak. Sean could kick himself. Caught off guard, his captors simply grabbed him and sprayed something in his face that made him stumble and fall to the ground. He remembered seeing Yana transport just before he blacked out so Yana should have made it home safely. Yana would come for him.


Hurry, Yana. Get back here fast and bring an army.


There’s a million of these guys! Sean whispered a silent prayer.


He got shoved into a tiny, windowless room about eight feet square, the door closed and locked behind him.


He sat down against the far wall and waited, repeating his silent mantra again and again. Hurry, Yana. I need you.


He sat patiently for hours then got up and paced, stopping every now and then to bang on the door and yell.


“Who are you and what do you want with me?”


Several hours later, Sean awoke when two men, dressed in white contamination suits, entered the cell.


Something new—he hadn’t seen anyone in anything other than jeans and blue work shirts. They pulled Sean to his feet, walked him out of the room, and down the hall.


“Where are you taking me? I want to speak to whoever is in charge.” He peppered them with questions but like the day before, didn’t get any answers. Hell, he didn’t even get eye contact from either of the two burly men pulling him along.


Sean managed to twist out of their grasp and run, but the result had been two other men cutting him off at the end of the hallway. Their vice-like grip on his arms prevented him from escaping a second time.


His captors escorted him into another room and stripped all his clothes off, which took all four of them to accomplish. The two men in white hauled him into a shower stall and turned on a valve. The foamy substance seemed to come from every direction and the two men turned him around, lifted his arms, and spread his legs to make sure the solution completely covered his whole body.


The chemical smell overpowered Sean and he wondered why the two men wore protective suits. He didn’t have much time to worry. Within minutes the foam stopped and what appeared to be clear water drenched him thoroughly. Hot air followed and moments later he felt totally dry.


His captors pulled him into the next room and someone sprayed a light mist in his face. Sean recoiled but couldn’t escape the effects. The world went gray and his legs buckled beneath him. He would have fallen if they hadn’t been holding tightly to his arms.


His next conscious moment, he found himself placed on a table. They rolled him over on his side and to his horror inserted something cold and metallic into his rectum. They flipped him back over and his arms and legs were strapped down. A restraint across his forehead completely immobilized him. Overwhelmed with a feeling of helplessness, he tried to speak, but words wouldn’t come.


In a daze—not unconscious but not fully awake either— Sean couldn’t move or speak.


A man wheeled a device over to the table and hooked it up to Sean’s body. The same burly captor secured something—Sean couldn’t tell what—to his pelvic area, and it tightly enclosed his penis inside.


Panic gripped him and he dragged in deep gasps of air which only heightened the effects of the spray.


Everything dimmed out entirely. He awoke some time later, his insides churning and his pulse racing. The room had gone silent and he struggled to free himself but to no avail.


His groin area warmed and it stunned Sean to realize he had an erection. He struggled, calling out again and again, but no one came.


The probe in his rectum began to vibrate against his prostrate. “Nooo! Noooo!” He cried out as he ejaculated with such force he passed out.


“All right, all right. What is it?” Aaron opened the door grumpily.


“Aaron, I need your help. It’s an emergency,” Yana begged.


“Yana, what is it?”


“It’s Sean. He’s been taken. I need your help.”


“Sean?”


“Yes,” Yana gasped, shaking from exhaustion.


“What happened?” Aaron stepped back allowing Yana to enter.


“We were on an assignment together and he disappeared. I know who has him and I’ve got a pretty good idea where to look for him, but I need help. I can’t do it by myself.”


“Yana, I haven’t been on a mission since I wrapped my car around that pole in Dallas a couple of months ago and busted my head open. Did you talk with Noel?”


“No. He’s off world and isn’t expected back for at least another week and I can’t wait. I have to go now!


Please! Will you come with me?”


“Right now? In the middle of the night? What’ll I tell Caroline?”


“Tell her it’s a matter of life or death. Tell her anything you want.”


“Yana, I don’t know how much help I’ll be. You know Earth has always been my specialty. I’ve got next to no experience with alien life forms. I haven’t even been on an alien world in twenty years—not since I was in training—and that world was friendly. Noel said I haven’t fully recovered and I shouldn’t try and transport for another thirty days at least. You might end up having to transport us all back. “


“I can’t wait. I’m going now. Just please… please…


will you come with me? This is my fault. I never should have transported until I knew for sure that Sean had. I’ve got to find him, Aaron, and fast!”


“Of course. Just a minute. I’ll get dressed and have a few words with Caroline.”


“The group that has Sean, the Voles, will likely terminate him once they are finished with him. They’re not known for holding their prisoners for any length of time.”


Yana entered the shuttle craft and guided it out into space.


“So how is it you made it back and Sean didn’t?”


Aaron asked.


“We were sent to retrieve some information discs on Delta Three and had no reason to suspect the building was wired with explosives. Sean and I were going up an outside staircase when the building blew. We had a pre-arranged signal. If one of us called ‘HOME’, we would both immediately transport. After the blast, we landed not all that far apart. I saw him up on his feet and I heard him yell ‘HOME’. I thought he transported, so I yelled ‘HOME’ and did the same.” His mouth twisted.


“Only when you got back, he wasn’t there?” Aaron figured.


“That’s right. I managed to transport to the shuttle craft before I passed out. The shuttle craft got me to the nearest port and they got me home. When I woke up I was just getting out of the re-generation chamber when they told me that Sean hadn’t made it back. I wasn’t hurt all that badly, just broke a couple of ribs, but I was in there and out of contact for three days.” Too many, when Sean needed him.


“So, they’ve had him four or five days now. Who do you think has him; and what makes you think he’s still alive? Just because you saw him standing doesn’t mean he wasn’t injured,” Aaron said.


“I know that. The blast came from in front of us. He was about six or eight feet behind me. He was calling ‘HOME’ or I never would have transported,” Yana explained.


“Was he saying it like it was a question; asking you if you were okay to transport?” Aaron wondered aloud.


“I don’t know. I’ve been asking myself the same thing. I’m thinking now he was waiting to see if I could transport myself.” Yana rubbed his temples with both hands as he went over and over the situation again and again in his mind, hoping he hadn’t misread things.


“Are you sure Sean was capable of transporting?”


Aaron asked.


“He was. I mean, he knew how. He passed all the conditional stress tests or they never would have let him go on a mission.”


“So you’re thinking someone took him? Isn’t it possible he just couldn’t transport for some reason and he’s waiting there for you to come back for him?” Aaron’s voice had a strain of hope in it.


“I suppose that’s possible, but this race has been kidnapping humans for years.”


“So even if he is all right, unharmed, he’s in great danger. And we have no other information on this race as to why they take humans?” Aaron asked.


Yana sighed deeply. “This group is humanoid and they take humans because theirs is a dying race. Their population is very small and there have been no natural births for decades. They kidnap human men and women, harvest eggs and sperm and create babies in their labs.”


“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Aaron said.


“Except that after they harvest all they can, they dispose of the victim.”


“Hmmmmm,” Aaron mused. “That doesn’t make much sense. If they kept the human alive they could continue harvesting.”


“The victims are given something to massively increase their output and once that’s done, it can’t be repeated. Then they become ‘organ donors’.” Yana’s stomach knotted.


A long stretch of silence followed, neither saying their trip could be for naught. Sean could already be dead.


Yana struggled with that grim possibility.


“It’s going to be at least another six hours before we reach our destination. I’m going to try and sleep some.”


Yana lowered the back of his seat to a reclining position.


“Do you really think we can find him?” Aaron asked.


“I won’t quit until I do,” Yana said before he closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep.


The shuttle docked and Aaron jerked awake. He looked around, seeing several other crafts of various shapes and sizes parked in their general vicinity. “Where are we?”


he whispered.


“Spaceport Alpha,” Yana answered, his fingertips running over the instrument panel before he stood up to leave while everything shut down.


Yana filled him in. “I know you’ve never been in this sector, but it’s not so different from the others. This is a neutral port by designation, but don’t let that fool you. It’s a dangerous place. Nobody asks any questions and everyone pretty much comes and goes as they please. If you get in any trouble here, there will likely as not, be no one to help.”


They made their way through the busy port and Aaron watched many different species make their way to and from the different crafts, nobody paying any particular attention to anyone else.


“Where’re we headed?” Aaron asked when they descended a long ramp that took them down many levels.


“Information,” Yana said as they entered an elevator that took them down even lower at an amazing rate of speed.


“How deep are we? I almost lost my dinner there.”


“Don’t know. It doesn’t matter. Down this way.”


Yana led the way, following a long corridor filled with doors along each side. Stopping in front of one, Yana knocked.


“How do you know this is the right door? They all look alike to me and I don’t see any numbers or markings of any kind. How do you know which door is which?”


“How do I know? I can smell him! This is Hastings’s room all right,” Yana answered and knocked the second time.


The door slid open and they entered a small sitting room. In moments they were joined by Hastings. Barely humanoid in appearance and shape but with an elongated face covered with brown hair and two pointed ears sitting atop his head. Aaron’s mouth dropped open.


“Is he still there?” Yana asked him.


“He is,” Hastings replied.


“Any further word?” Yana asked.


“None,” Hastings answered, eyeing Aaron suspiciously.


Yana turned to leave and had to nudge Aaron.


“Come on,” he urged and left the room.


“That’s it?”


“Uh huh. Hastings doesn’t talk much and he doesn’t like strangers.”


“I could tell. It looked like he was trying to decide whether to slug me or bite my leg,” Aaron answered as they headed back for the elevator.


“His information is always reliable.”


“And how do you repay him? Toss him a bone or scratch him behind the ears?”


“He is supplied with enough food, clothing, and jewels to support his twenty-three wives,” Yana explained with a little grin.


“And they all live down there in that place?” Aaron asked as they got off the elevator in the main corridor.


“No. That’s just his office. He has a huge estate over on Sigma asteroid. C’mon. We need to get to the transporter room. It’s the next level up.”


The top of the ramp opened into a corridor with several smaller rooms off each side. Most of the doors were open and the interior spaces looked the same, a small panel against one wall and a round platform in the middle of the area. A few doors were closed and ‘OCCUPIED’ had been clearly marked on the outside in several different languages.


They went into one of the rooms and Yana ran his hand over the panel then stepped up on the platform beside Aaron. In seconds, they were standing in a darkened alleyway between buildings. Yana pulled him back into the shadows.


“So we’re here, what’s the plan?” Aaron squatted down beside him when a light came on across the alley.


Two men carried a large barrel out of a door, set it down and went back inside.


“I don’t have a plan. See that pile of rubble over there?” Yana pointed towards the end of the alley. “That’s the building that exploded.”


Aaron eyed the rubble and swallowed hard. His imagination filled in the blanks about what would have happened if Sean and Yana had been inside when it blew.


“So you think they’re holding Sean someplace nearby?”


“Exactly. That place didn’t look like a lab and I doubt they would have rigged one of their own facilities to explode. It was probably just a holding place, easily expendable if anyone got too close.”


“Okay, where do we start?”


“It’s been my experience that most labs don’t have windows. All these buildings here seem to have a lot of them. Let’s try down at the other end.”


They made their way in the darkness to the end of the alley then over to the next block of buildings. Four buildings down, they came to one with no windows.


“This looks like it could be the place,” Yana whispered.


“How do you plan on getting in if there are no windows?”


“We’ll find a way,” Yana answered as he scanned the building.


“Let’s go up then,” Aaron suggested, eyeing the side of the building for footholds.


“That’s just what I was thinking. With no windows, a place has to have a ventilation system of some kind and those are usually on the roof,” Yana agreed.


“If we had something to stand on we could reach that ledge.” Aaron pointed up.


Yana pulled a length of cord out of his small tool kit strapped to his belt and connected it to a grappling hook.


He let out a bit of slack and tossed it towards the roof, gave it a yank as it tightened and he started to climb. Aaron followed quickly behind.


Yana struggled with the cover and it finally took the two of them to loosen it, but once it was removed, Yana crawled in first and Aaron followed. Yana made his way on hands and knees through the cold metallic space. He came to an interior vent with light shining through a grid.


Movement could be heard below and he peered down to see three men standing in the room below, conversing in a low murmuring tone.


“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Aaron whispered.


“No. They seem to have no words as we know them. Just those mumbling sounds they make,” Yana answered, and continued on his way until he came to a cross section that branched off.


He followed it a ways, reaching a larger vent that opened into a darkened hallway below and decided it would make the ideal entrance point. Using his small tool kit, he removed the screws holding the vent in place, lifted it up and dropped down into the hallway. With his back up against the wall, Yana crept silently along; Aaron following in his footsteps just as quietly.


Peering out into the larger hallway, Yana saw several doors and one larger double door at the end. Yana pointed to it and Aaron nodded in agreement.


The murmuring began again and this time came towards them. Yana tried the knob on the door they were stopped in front of and it opened silently allowing them to slip inside the darkened room. The sounds passed their doorway and went on by until they were out of range. Yana eased the door open and they entered the hallway once again. They came to the room where the three men were conversing. Yana peeked inside and saw all three of them were looking at a diagram of a human body hanging on the back wall. One pointed out something and the others mumbled. Yana quickly stepped past the doorway and after a fast peek, Aaron followed him.


Outside the double door, Yana gestured downward pointing out the fact that no light shone from under the bottom edge. Aaron nodded and they pushed the door slowly open far enough for them to ease on in. Once inside, they heard the low humming of machinery working. There were several beds along either side; half of which were occupied. Yana crept silently and stopped when he heard the noise; a quiet sobbing from the far end of the room. A sinking feeling balled in the pit of his stomach. It looked like an operating table with someone strapped down on it.


He heard words then, real words he could understand.


“Yana, please find me, please find me. I need you, Yana. Please, please find me.” The words were soft and whispered as if a prayer.


Yana rushed over to the table with Aaron close behind.


“Sean, Sean, I’m here, I’m here.” Yana pulled desperately at the straps, loosening the one across Sean’s forehead first.


Sean stared straight ahead and whispered, “Yana, please find me, I need you.”


Aaron worked at the other straps, then came to the contraption covering Sean’s groin. “Yana! What is this?


How do I remove it?”


Yana snapped out of his shock at seeing Sean totally unresponsive and went into action. He quickly scanned the machine then followed its tubing that ran to connections in the wall. He yanked them loose. The slight humming from the machine stopped. They found the latches, prying them open, removing the machine from in and on Sean.


He kept whispering his prayer, “Please find me; I need you.”


Yana pulled him up to a sitting position and slapped his cheeks a few times. “Sean, I’m here. We’re leaving this place. I’m taking you home.” But it did no good. Sean didn’t hear him.


“Come on, Aaron. We need to get him out of here.”


He got one arm around Sean’s back and pulled him to the floor. Sean’s legs were like rubber and refused to hold him.


Aaron had him on the other side and they headed for the door.


Out in the hall once again, they stopped before the lit doorway of the room containing the three men still murmuring over their diagram on the wall. Yana peeked in and shook his head. They couldn’t go yet.


Sean started his mantra again. “Please; someone help me…”


Yana clapped his hand over Sean’s mouth and took another look to see if he’d been heard. No one seemed to notice.


He watched for another few minutes then whispered, “Now!”


They scooted across the open doorway, Yana dragging Sean quickly past, Aaron creeping behind them.


Once they got into the side hallway and into the darker area Yana breathed somewhat easier; but the toughest challenge lay ahead of them; how to get Sean up into that vent. Yana decided to rig up a sling and hoist him.


Aaron disappeared into one of the darkened side rooms; first one then another. Soon he came back with a lab coat and worked it onto Sean’s naked body and closed it around him.


“I wondered where you went,” Yana said with relief.


“He’ll be a lot easier to move along that vent if he has something on.” Aaron said as they fastened the sling around Sean’s body.


“Bend over. I’ll need to stand on your back to reach.” Yana pocketed his equipment.


Aaron knelt down on all fours and Yana hopped up on him and pulled himself up into the vent. He took a few minutes to anchor the hoist then lowered down two lines.


The straight line would hook to the sling; the knotted line Aaron would use to climb once Sean was hauled up.


Between the two of them, they got Sean raised up to the ceiling. Aaron scaled the knotted line and helped get Sean through the opening, then followed as Yana led the way; pulling Sean along behind while Aaron replaced the vent.


All went well until they were near the lighted vent above the conference room and Sean started again,


“Someone, please find me. Please find me.”


The confined space made it impossible for Yana to reach back to quiet him and those below heard the noise.


A scramble ensued and Yana quickened their pace.


“Yana!” Aaron called as he followed along on his hands and knees; pushing Sean ahead of him as Yana pulled.


“What?”


“Transport out of here,” Aaron called when the sirens went off.


“No! I’m not leaving you!”


“Get Sean out of here. Then come back for me,”


Aaron suggested.


“Wait ‘til we make it to the roof,” Yana said as he tugged.


“We might not make it,” Aaron said and lights came on everywhere and feet were running beneath them.


Sweating profusely, they reached the up vent and Yana called back, “Stop! We’re there.” He peered out onto the roof and found it dark and deserted.


He hopped out and called down to Aaron, “Push!”


Yana pulled and with Aaron’s assistance from below, managed to get Sean through the vent and out on the roof.


“Go! Do it!” Aaron shouted above the din of the sirens. “I’ll hide. Come back as soon as you can.” He took off and hid behind some machinery located on the far end of the roof.


Yana held Sean in his arms and closed his eyes.


When he opened them he was back in the transporter room in Space Port Alpha. He tugged Sean over against the wall then programmed the panel and stood back on the platform again. In an instant he found himself back on the roof, but this time light bathed the location. He hurried over to where Aaron had been hiding and discovered him gone.


“Damn!” He whispered then decided he had nothing to lose and called out at the top of his lungs, “Aaron!


Aaron!”


He heard a whistle and saw arms waving in the alley below. The vent opened behind him and Yana hurried over the side of the building. He’d have to remember to thank Aaron later for leaving the rope in place.


The Voles came running after him from both ends of the alley as he ran to Aaron’s location, crouched behind some boxes, and grabbed his arm. An instant later, they were in the transporter room climbing down from the pad and looking after Sean.


“So what do we do now?” Aaron asked. “We’re just going to walk him out of here?”


“That’s the plan. Nobody’s going to question us.


Anything goes here.”


He worked the sling off Sean and stuffed it into his pocket then had Aaron help hoist Sean to his feet. Yana and Aaron tucked Sean between them and maneuvered him out of the room. Every now and then Sean managed a step, but his semi-conscious state kept bare feet and legs dragging.


“It’s a long way to the dock. Can’t we find a cart or a chair or something to move him in?” Aaron asked when they headed down the first ramp.


“We could, but it would take a lot more time. We have no way of knowing if we’re being followed or not.”


“You mean those goons could pop out of one of those transporter rooms right behind us?”


“Exactly,” Yana answered. “It would be easy enough to trace where we transported to.” He got a good grip on Sean and continued onward.


Aaron glanced back and quickened his pace. It took some time and they had to stop twice to catch their breath and adjust their grip but they finally made it back to their shuttle craft. Half dragging a semi-conscious man through the area had created little or no interest at all. Once inside, Aaron fastened Sean into a seat and Yana sat down and backed the shuttle out of dock. He’d just reversed positions on the panel when red lights began flashing all over the station.


“Another ten seconds and we’d be stuck back there.”


Aaron watched the station grow smaller and smaller as they headed out for home.


Yana got up from his seat then and went to Sean.


He opened his water bottle and poured small amounts between Sean’s dried and cracked lips.


“Sean, it’s me. It’s Yana. Can you hear me?”


Not a sound came from Sean. His eyes alternated between being closed or frozen in a stare straight ahead.


Tears occasionally leaked out the sides and rolled down his cheeks. Completely out of it, Sean’s condition had Yana nearly frantic.


Yana reached over and pushed a lever, allowing Sean’s seat to recline.


“Aaron, there’s a blanket in the overhead compartment.”


Aaron reached up, got it out, and opened it up over Sean. He got a good look at Yana.


“Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”


Yana stumbled and Aaron grabbed and steadied him.


“I need to rest.” Yana sat down in the seat opposite Sean’s. “Just need to rest a bit.”


Aaron pressed the lever and reclined Yana’s seat.


He reached into the overhead compartment, brought down another blanket, and covered Yana. Aaron sat down in the co-pilot’s seat and gazed out at the stars passing. The light under the com button came on and a voice came through.


“Yana, Yana, do you read? Please contact HOME as soon as possible.”


The light went off.


Aaron slid over into the pilot’s seat and pressed the com link. “Is that you, Noel?”


“Yes. Who is this? Aaron? Is that you, Aaron?”


“Yeah.”


“Where’s Yana? Is he okay?”


“Yes, he’s fine. He’s sleeping. So is Sean,” Aaron answered beyond exhausted himself.


“You found Sean? Is he all right?” Noel’s worried voice questioned.


“He’s out of it but he seems to be all right otherwise.


He didn’t recognize us, just kept staring straight ahead like he didn’t even see us.”


“What’s Yana’s condition?”


“He seems fine, just very tired. He had to transport us both and it took a lot out of him.” Tired, Aaron certainly could understand. Curling up and going to sleep seemed like the perfect idea to him.


“He didn’t attempt both at the same time, I hope?”


“No. First Sean, then me. Then we had to haul Sean all the way to the shuttle. I’m exhausted and I didn’t have to do any transporting.”


“Transporting someone else takes a lot of energy, as you well know. Doing it twice in a row is exhausting, but rest will bring him back. Can you give me your coordinates?”


Aaron scanned the panel and found the long series of numbers and letters and read them off.


“Good. You’re less than an hour out of Alpha then,”


Noel said.


“That’s right.”


“You’ll still have five and a half hours or so of flight before you’re home. You may as well get some rest then.”


“That sounds like a splendid idea,” Aaron agreed as he massaged the back of his neck to relieve his tension headache.


“Please find me as soon as you arrive.”


“Yes, we will.” Aaron got up, checked both Yana and Sean then sat back down, reclined his seat, and dozed off.


Aaron jerked awake a short time later when he heard Sean’s voice whispering.


“Somebody, please find me.” Sean repeated it several times then returned to his fugue state.


Aaron twisted around in his seat and watched. He couldn’t do anything. He just reached back and patted Sean on the leg. Yana, sound asleep across the aisle, didn’t stir.


Aaron went back to his star gazing and eventually dozed off again. The next time he woke, Yana moved around in the back, putting together something to eat.


“Did you get any rest, Aaron?” Yana asked.


“A little. I talked with Noel earlier.”


“You did? Everything all right?” Yana brought his coffee and food up front and sat back down in the pilot’s seat.


“Yeah. He called right after you passed out.”


“I’m sorry about that. I was exhausted,” Yana explained.


“It’s okay. Noel said you’d need to sleep to get your strength back,” Aaron said, happy to have Yana back in the driver’s seat.


“I’m fine now. We should arrive in little less than an hour.”


“It’s been quite a trip,” Aaron stated wearily.


“Uh huh,” Yana answered around a mouthful of food.


“I’m glad I’m not on active duty anymore.” Aaron settled back beside Yana after getting himself some food.


“This is too much stress for me. You’ve been in it now for twenty years, Yana. I thought you were retired?”


“I am, but Sean has just started out and I want to go out on assignments with him.”


“He may want to quit himself after this,” Aaron said softly.


“If he quits, then I’ll quit; but not before.” Yana sipped his coffee. “Most of the time, I like the work. It’s always rewarding when you can go in and pull someone out of danger. I’ve had my share of rescues and I’ve been rescued a time or two myself. It’s not an easy life but it has its benefits.” He glanced back at Sean, still lost in sleep.


A short time later Yana moved his hand over the panel and selected automatic docking. The craft floated into dock and gently settled down. They had to wait inside a few minutes for the air lock to engage and the docking area to fill with breathable air.


Noel waited with a gurney for Sean and they hurried him off to Medical. Yana and Aaron paced the outer room waiting for news.


Noel came out and spoke with them.


“Well, he’s not in too bad of shape physically. It’s his mental state that worries me.”


“He’s still not speaking?” Yana asked.


“No, he hasn’t said a word to anyone. He mumbles a bit, like Aaron said, asking for someone to come find him.


That’s about it,” Noel related.


“Can’t you do something? Can’t you fix him?”


Aaron asked.


“Repairing a physical body is something we can usually do but the brain is another thing entirely. We don’t like to tamper with people’s minds unless it’s absolutely necessary.”


“Do you think he’ll just come out of it after he’s rested up?” Yana asked.


“That’s what we’re hoping for. I want to keep him here in Medical for a few days so we can keep an eye on him.” He shot a questioning glance toward Yana. “With your permission, of course.”


“Yes, certainly, you have it. Is there anything I can do for him?” Yana asked.


“Not right now. The two of you did good getting him back here. The longer a person stays in this kind of state, the harder it is for them to come back.”


“Can I go in and see Sean now?” Yana asked.


“Oh, certainly, go right ahead. Don’t stay too long though. He needs to rest.”


Yana went on in and Aaron spoke with Noel.


“This state Sean’s in—have you seen it clear up before with rest?” Aaron asked.


“Yes, we’ve seen this condition before. It often happens when someone is faced with a situation they cannot bear and cannot escape. They check out for a while.


Once they come to realize they’re among friends and the situation has passed, they usually manage to find their way back.” Noel made a note on Sean’s chart.


“And if they don’t?” Aaron prodded.


“If they don’t after an extended period of time, a consultation is held with the patient’s family and a path for recovery is decided on.”


“You mean the mind games,” Aaron said with disdain.


“They’re hardly mind games, Aaron, but we do manage to do a bit of manipulation and help with whatever adjustments are necessary and only with the family’s permission,” Noel explained.


“Sean doesn’t have any family except for Yana and a brother he has little contact with,” Aaron remembered.


“We would consult with Yana. He would have the final say,” Noel said with a comforting hand on Aaron’s shoulder.


Noel’s com link buzzed and he excused himself, leaving Aaron in the waiting room alone. He thought a bit then followed through the door Yana took into Sean’s room. He stood silently in the doorway and watched. Yana lay on the bed beside Sean, holding him in his arms and whispering softly in his ear. Sean didn’t respond. He appeared to still be sleeping. Aaron started to back out when Yana caught sight of him and slid down off the bed.


“It’s okay, Aaron. Come on in.”


“How’s he doing?” Aaron asked and walked over, standing beside the bed.


“He’s sleeping now. They gave him a mild sedative.


I just hope when he wakes up he’ll come out of it.”


“I hope so, too.” He’d grown to care a lot about Sean.


“I’m sorry, Aaron.” Yana gave him a hug. “You helped me and I haven’t even thanked you yet. I’m grateful from the bottom of my heart. I couldn’t have brought Sean home without you. And if we’d had to wait another few days for Noel to get back, it may have been too late.”


“You’re welcome, Yana. I like Sean a lot. If anything ever happened to him, my little Evie would never have gotten over it. He’s a good man and he’s made you happy.”


“He is a good man, Aaron. And I’m happier with him than I ever dreamed I could be.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


“How’s he doing?” Yana asked Noel after a nearly sleepless night of tossing and turning.


“He seems much better this morning, though he’s not awake yet. I do think he will be waking soon. All his vitals are looking good.”


“Oh, that’s good news. Thanks.” Yana followed Noel into Sean’s room where they stood on either side of Sean’s bed as he began to rouse.


“What the…? Where am I?” Sean asked and made a feeble attempt to sit up.


Yana reached out and took his hand. “Sean…”


“Yates!” Sean jerked his hand back. “What’s going on?” He addressed the question to Noel.


Noel exchanged a worried glance with Yana. “Good morning, Sean. My name is Noel. How are you feeling?”


“This is obviously a hospital of some kind. Why am I here? How did I get here?” Confusion marred his features.


“Please… explain!” He ordered.


“A… you’ve been… not well and we’ve been looking after you,” Noel explained.


“But why? What’s wrong with me?” Fear replaced the uncertainty.


“You don’t remember anything?” Yana asked.


“What I remember and don’t remember is none of your business, Yates. Why are you here and what do you want?” Sean tried again to sit up and Noel pressed the lever on the side of the bed raising him to a sitting position.


Yana backed away a few steps, pain spiking in his chest. Sean didn’t remember him. His heart ached at the look of distrust on Sean’s face. He hadn’t seen that look in ages, at least not since they’d been together this past year and a half.


Noel tried to smooth things over. “Yana is the one who found you and brought you in. He saved your life.”


Sean stared at Noel, trying to make sense of words that made no sense to him.


“It’s true, Sean,” Noel said.


“Found me where? If he found me somewhere, it’s because he’s probably responsible for whatever happened to me. What do you want, Yates?”


“I… I just wanted to make sure you were okay,”


Yana said.


Sean glared.


“You don’t remember anything at all?” Noel asked.


“Anything about what? Are you going to tell me what happened; why I’m here in this hospital bed?” He glanced back and forth between Yana and Noel.


“You were in need of medical assistance, so you were brought here. Physically you’re okay, but apparently you are suffering some memory loss,” Noel explained, glancing toward Yana.


Sean didn’t like how the doctor kept looking at Yates, like he had a reason to do so.


“Memory loss?” Confusion creased his brow as he massaged his temples and tried to remember.


“What’s the last thing you recall before waking up here?” Noel asked.


“I was at my desk; in my office. At least… I think I was. It’s all kind of foggy.”


“Well, don’t let it worry you,” Noel advised, “A little bit of disorientation is not uncommon. Just try and relax and get some rest. The important thing here is that you’re safe. I’m sure things will start coming back to you.”


“How long have I been here under your care?” Sean asked Noel.


“Just over night.”


“Oh, good. Not all that long. I need to get out of here.” He started to get out of bed and Noel stopped him.


“Whoa, there. I think you need to stay put for a while. After all, it’s Saturday. You don’t work on Saturdays do you?”


“It’s Saturday?” Sean shook his head, trying to clear it. “No, I don’t normally work on Saturdays unless I’m in the middle of an important case.”


“It would be best if you stayed put until a little of that confusion clears up,” Noel said.


“Can you at least tell me what happened to me?”


Sean asked, mentally checking out his body and didn’t seem to find any injuries.


“It would be much better if you remembered on your own. I can assure you, you’re going to be just fine. It might take a little while to clear up the confusion in your mind but I’m sure it will all come back to you.” Noel placed comforting hand on Sean’s shoulder.


“Did he really save my life?” Sean asked, nodding towards Yates who now stood at the foot of the bed and ready to walk out.


“Yes, he did,” Noel answered and started to walk out as well.


“Wait, don’t go. Can you stay… just a while, until things clear up a little?” Sean pleaded with the doctor.


“Sure. I can stay a while. But I don’t think I’ll be able to answer many questions.” Noel pulled up a stool beside Sean’s bed. “It’s best if you put the pieces together by yourself. The sooner you remember, the sooner you’ll be back on your feet.”


“Can you tell me anything?” Sean asked.


“Not much. Can I get you anything; how about some coffee or breakfast?” Noel rose from the stool.


“Actually, I am hungry; starving in fact.” Sean answered relaxing a little once he was alone with Noel.


“I’ll see about getting something brought in. I’ll be right back.”


Sean nodded and settled back to wait.


Noel went out into the outer room to find Yana sitting and staring off into space.


“He says he’s hungry. That’s a good sign. I’ll get something for him to eat,” Noel said; his eyes not missing the slight movement of Yana wiping a tear away with the shrug of his shoulder.


“What about you? Have you eaten?” Noel asked.


“No. I’m not hungry,” Yana murmured.


Noel got back into Sean’s room just in time to see him trying to get out of bed.


“Hold on there; where you going?” Noel asked as he steadied Sean.


“Bathroom. I need a bathroom… now!” Sean said, looking around the small room.


“Right over here.” Noel helped Sean cross the room and waited outside the door for him. He didn’t look too steady on his feet.


Sean barely made it inside, got the door closed, and his gown pushed aside before he ejaculated. Shock washed over him. That hadn’t happened to him in years. He finished his business then made it back to his bed with Noel hovering at his side and lending an arm for support.


“I need to get out of here,” Sean stated once more as he sat back down but even as he said the words, he knew he was too weak to go very far.


“When you’re stronger,” Noel sympathized.


“What the hell happened to me? Can’t you give me a clue here? I need some help.” Frustration crept into his tone.


“I would if I could, but let’s play it my way for now and see what happens. Give yourself a little time to relax and maybe it’ll all start coming back.” Noel pulled the covers back up over Sean.


“God, I want to get out of here! I just want to get back to my condo and sleep in my own bed.” Sean rubbed his eyes.


Breakfast arrived and Sean ate in silence. He commented when he had finished, “At least the food is good here. Doesn’t taste like any hospital food I’ve ever had before.”


“It is good. That’s just the way I like my scrambled eggs; not runny,” Noel said.


“I know you can’t tell me anything specific but I just can’t believe Mitchell Yates saved my life.” Sean pushed the food tray aside.


“All I can tell you is that he brought you here.”


“Do you know if whatever happened to me—was he a part it of it or did he just accidentally find me?” Sean asked.


“Do you have any feel for that at all?” Noel asked.


“No, I don’t. Except, I can’t see him helping me. I’ve been after him for years and he knows it. He had to have just found me somewhere?” He looked to Noel for confirmation but all he got was a blank look. “You’re not going to help me here, are you?” Disappointment rushed in to fill him.


“I’ll help you in any way I can, but I can’t give you the answers. You have to figure those out for yourself. You said the last thing you remember was sitting at your desk?”


Noel settled down on the stool.


“Uh huh; that’s right.”


“Which desk? The one in your office or the one in your condo? Describe it to me.” Noel asked.


“My desk? It’s just a desk.” Sean said.


“Close your eyes and think about that desk. Can you see it?” Noel prodded.


“Yes.” Sean nodded.


“What’s on top of it? Tell me what you see.” Noel made notes as they went along.


“Papers, files, a silver frame, a deck of cards.” Sean tried to relax and answer the questions completely.


“Look down at the carpet. What color is it?” Noel suggested.


“Multi colored; blue, gold, dark red, green. Gem tones, I think they call it.”


“Okay. Open your eyes.” Noel concluded the questioning.


Sean did as suggested.


“You said you had papers and files on your desk.


Do you remember what they were?”


Sean strained to remember but shook his head and said, “No. Nothing.”


“Okay. You said you saw a silver frame. Who’s it a picture of?”


Sean thought for a moment then said, “I don’t know.


I think it’s… no; that doesn’t make any sense.”


“What?” Noel prodded.


“A little blonde girl. But that’s not possible. What would I be doing with a photograph of a little blonde girl?”


He felt recognition, but just out of reach.


“What color is the carpet in the living room of your condo?” Noel asked.


“White,” Sean responded.


“Your office at work?” Noel questioned further.


“Beige, why?” Sean became more and more confused.


“That’s not the carpet you just described.” Noel looked up from his notes.


“But I saw it! It was multi colored, dark gem tones,”


Sean insisted.


“Are you sure it was your desk?” Noel asked.


“Of course I am. I was doing some work…


something was missing though.” A faint image danced around the edges of his memory.


“What?” Noel prodded eagerly.


Sean thought about it for a minute. “The phone.


There wasn’t any phone.”


“Are you sure?” Noel asked.


“Positive. Why would I have a working desk with no phone?” Sean shook his head trying to clear the image further.


“You probably had your cell,” Noel concluded.


“But I have a telephone on both my desks. And I don’t have any photos of little blonde girls,” Sean insisted.


“What about the deck of cards?” Noel asked.


“That’s for Shanghai Rummy,” Sean answered, dismissing it as unimportant.


“Who do you play with?”


“Yana. Shit! Where did that come from? I haven’t played cards in years… not since college. And I sure as hell don’t know anyone named Yana!”


“With someone named Yana?” Noel asked.


“No. There were four of us; Jennifer, me, Marie, Steve and Carl. Why on earth would I be thinking of playing cards? And with someone named Yana?”


“That was five,” Noel pointed out the discrepancy.


“Huh?”


“You said four of you played and you named five people.”


“No I didn’t. There were just four of us. Jennifer, me, Marie and Steve.”


“Before you said Carl.”


“Carl? I don’t know any Carl. At least I don’t think I do.” Even as he said the words, he felt a vague familiarity with the name.


“Think about the name; does any face come to mind?” Noel suggested.


“No. Not a face… maybe a place.” Sean struggled to clear the foggy images that flittered across the back of his mind.


“A place? Where? Describe it,” Noel instructed.


“We were sitting at a table playing cards but I can’t see his face,” Sean said, a little disappointed that he couldn’t come up with more.


“Just the two of you?” Noel asked.


“Uh huh.” Sean searched his memory in vain.


“Look around. What do you see?”


“Other tables. I think we’re in… a mall or something; maybe a park. I hear birds and I can see lots of greenery and shops around.” Sean gave a little smile at this tiny scrap of memory.


“Where is this place?” Noel asked.


“I don’t know; I think it was a waiting room of some kind.” Again the blackness closed off any further memory for Sean.


“Anything else at all that you can remember?” Noel asked.


“No. This Carl was probably someone I met in the waiting room and we were killing time.” Sean shook his head and tried to clear the cobwebs.


“You want to try and sleep for a while?”


“No. I want to go home,” Sean said exhausted from all the confusion and just needing the security of being in his own place again.


“You will; in good time,” Noel assured him and lowered the bed down.


“Thanks. I am kind of sleepy. Maybe I’ll remember more when I wake up.”


“I’m sure you will.” Noel turned the lights down and exited the room.


“What is it? Is anything wrong? Did he remember something?” Yana assailed Noel with questions.


“He’s a little sleepy so he’s resting. He did remember something but it’s very little.”


“What? What did he remember? Did he remember me?” Yana asked.


Noel shook his head. “The last thing he remembered was sitting at his desk. So I asked him to think about that and to close his eyes and describe what he saw on his desk.


He said there were papers, files, and a silver picture frame with a photo of a little blonde girl.”


“That’s Evie! He remembered Evie.” Yana felt jubilant. “Did he remember anything else?”


“Yeah. A deck of cards. I asked him who he played cards with and the first thing he said was Yana.”


“He remembered me!” Yana grinned.


“The name surprised him. He didn’t know anyone named Yana and hadn’t played cards since college and there were four that played. But he named five people.”


“I was the fifth?” Yana asked hopefully.


“No. He named Carl,” Noel said.


“Yes! He plays sometimes with Carl. It’s working, Noel, just like you said it would. He just needs a little more time. Can we go in and question him some more?”


“Not right now. He’s trying to sleep,” Noel said.


“We should let him rest for a while. I know it’s tempting to try and push things but it might only delay Sean’s recovery.


Let’s let him rest.”


“Yes, of course. Maybe when he wakes up he’ll remember more.” Yana smiled for the first time since they had brought Sean in.


“I’m sure he will. That’s the way it usually works; it comes back in bits and pieces. You’ve just got to remember not to let whatever he says get to you. You know Sean and when he comes out of this, everything will be as it was before.”


“Yes, yes, of course it will.” Yana ran a hand through his uncombed hair as paced anxiously in the small waiting room.


“Why don’t you go for a walk—or better yet—go take a shower, freshen up; maybe take a nap come back later this afternoon. You haven’t been out of this room since you’ve been back. There’s no sense in you just waiting around here. He may sleep for hours; I hope he does; he needs it.” Noel shooed Yana out of Medical.


Yana walked aimlessly through the halls. Sean would remember him; he had to. His thoughts were interrupted by a small voice.


“Yana, Yana, Yana!” Evie came hurtling towards him and threw herself into Yana’s open arms. “I’ve been wanting to come see you and Uncle Sean but Momma said I had to wait until he got better.”


“Hey, sweetheart! How you doing?” Yana welcomed the six-year old with a hug.


“I’m fine. How’s Uncle Sean? Is he better yet? Can I go see him?” She asked with a toss of her golden curls.


“Not yet, I’m afraid. He’s resting and he’s still not well. Once he’s up to having visitors, I’ll come get you and take you to him. How will that be?”


“Oh, that would be wonderful! I hope it’s soon!”


“Me, too.” He hoped that his smile hid his deep concern for Sean.


“He hasn’t been my Uncle for very long but I love him a lot, and I’m always sad when he goes away.”


“I know, Evie.” Yana hugged her close.


“And when you and Uncle Sean are gone and I feel really lonely.”


“Well, we’re back now and soon everything will be back to normal,” Yana assured her.


“Maybe when he’s better we can have a party?


Okay, Yana?” Evie asked.


“I don’t know, honey. It might take a long while for Sean to get better.”


“Well, maybe you can both come over to our place and have spaghetti. You know how much Uncle Sean loves momma’s spaghetti!”


“I think he’d like that.” Yana grinned and set her down on her feet as her mother approached.


“There you are, Evie. I’ve been looking for you.”


Caroline smiled then asked, “How’s Sean doing? Any better?”


Yana’s eyes cut to Evie and her mother got the hint.


“Evie, honey, will you go check on your daddy for me. He’s over at the newsstand and I want to make sure he doesn’t over do it.”


“Sure, Momma.” Evie skipped off after her father.


“He has no memory of me at all except from before.


He called me Yates. He keeps asking to go home to his old condo. But he did have a few small breakthroughs.”


“Oh, good! I’m so glad. I remember one time when Aaron was just out of chamber; he was so confused it was frightening.” She shuddered.


“I remember that, Caroline. It only lasted a few days though. I’m hoping and praying Sean will come out of it soon.” He tried to muster a smile.


“I’m sure he will, Yana.” She put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.


“I’m so grateful to Aaron for going with me. I hope he didn’t overdo too much. We had to help carry Sean quite a long ways and we were pretty sure we were being followed. It was a real strain on both of us.” Sean begging for him echoed through his mind.


“He’s tired, Yana, but Noel checked him over and he’ll be fine with a little rest. You look like you could use some sleep yourself.”


“Oh, I’m fine.” Yana shrugged. “I just need for Sean to wake up and remember me.”


“I’m sure he will soon. And don’t worry too much about this confusion. It’ll pass.”


She gave him a reassuring hug and went on her way.


“Oh God, I hope so,” Yana whispered as he continued his aimless walk.


“Noel? I’ve got something I need to bring up. It’s kind of personal.” Sean said after Noel examined him.


“What is it?” Noel asked, pulling a stool up next to Sean’s bed.


“For some reason, each time I wake up, I have to make a dash to the bathroom to ejaculate.”


“That’s not uncommon with the drugs that were given to you.”


“They drugged me? Is that what’s causing this partial amnesia? Can’t you give me something to counter-act whatever it was?” Sean asked hopefully.


“I already have. It should slow down and eventually go back to normal.”


“It’s really strange. I mean, this hasn’t happened to me since I was a teenager and then it was usually accompanied by a hot dream.” Sean relaxed.


Noel considered him a moment. “I have something I’d like to try. I’ll explain it and you can choose to try it or not.”


“What is it? Will it help me get my memory back?”


Sean would jump at anything to assist remembering everything.


“It may. What it does is help you focus more clearly.” Noel explained.


“How does it work? Is it another drug?” He didn’t like the thought of more medication.


“No. It’s something I do. You close your eyes and I touch your forehead. Things will immediately become clearer.”


“Hypnotism?” Sean asked.


“No,” Noel explained. “Hypnotism is something totally different. What I do simply allows you to see things clearer, sharper.”


“Would it be a permanent thing?” Sean asked hoping this technique might clear his memory problem up once and for all.


“No. And you can control it yourself. If you want it to end, you simply open your eyes and the contact is broken.”


“Sounds simple enough,” Sean agreed, “I’m really not comfortable with anyone messing with my mind.”


“May I give you a small example of what I’m talking about?” Noel suggested. “We can do it right here or we could go into my office.”


“It would be nice to get out of this room for a bit. Is your office close by? I’m not exactly dressed for a long walk.” Sean was eager to leave but not sure he had the strength.


“The waiting room is through that door and my office is just off that. I think there should be a robe in here somewhere.” Noel got up and rummaged through the cupboards and came up with a robe.


Sean put it on, anxious for his first steps out of the room since he had gotten there two days before.


They settled in Noel’s office, Sean on the couch and Noel in a chair across from him.


“Are you ready?” Noel asked, pulling his chair up close.


“What do I have to do?” Sean asked, a little nervous now that he had agreed to the process.


“Just relax. We’ll try a little exercise first. See that bowl of fruit over on that table?” Noel pointed across the room.


Sean took a quick look then back. “Uh huh. What about it?”


“Close your eyes now.”


Sean followed the instruction and felt Noel’s finger against his forehead for an instant.


“Now, think about that bowl of fruit,” Noel instructed.


“Oh wow! I see what you mean.” Sean said eagerly.


“It’s perfectly clear. I can see each and every grape in detail.”


“Okay. Now, you can open your eyes and end this session or we can go on. Which do you prefer?” Noel asked.


“Let’s go on,” Sean answered as he relaxed a bit more.


“Okay. You said the last thing you remembered was sitting at your desk. Think about the desk now and describe it to me,” Noel said.


“It’s nice desk,” Sean said after a minute. “Looks like walnut. The top is polished to a fine sheen, the style is plain and sleek.”


“What’s sitting on top of the desk?” Noel asked.


“Papers, a file folder, the silver framed photo of Evie, and a double deck of playing cards,” Sean described easily.


“Take a good look at the file folder; what does it say on it?” Noel scribbled his notes.


Sean turned his head sideways like he was reading a label. “Rules for Shanghai Rummy,” he read.


“Can you tell me what that’s for?”


“It’s the rules for the card game we play. I had them printed out,” Sean explained.


“Okay. Describe the photograph in the silver frame,” Noel instructed.


“It’s Evie and she’s wearing a pink striped shirt and blue jeans. It was taken during a picnic we went on,” Sean answered.


“Is she alone in the photograph?” Noel asked.


“Yes. She’s wearing the locket I gave her. It has her name on the front.” Sean smiled at the thought of sweet little Evie.


“Do you remember Evie? Tell me about her. When and where did you meet her?” Noel asked.


“Of course, I remember Evie. I met her here, in Medical.” Sean said with great fondness for the little girl.


They were interrupted by Noel’s com going off and Sean opened his eyes, the link broken.


“I’m so sorry, Sean, but I’m needed elsewhere right now. We can continue this another time if you like.”


“Yes, of course.” He stood up and Noel escorted him back to his room.


Sean paced around his room before he got back into bed. His thoughts were still jumbled.


Evie confused him the most. He remembered the little girl clearly now. He could remember the picnic they went on, but everything else stayed blurry around the edges. Who was she and how did he know her? Why would he have a photo of her on his desk?


And how did he get that desk anyway? It didn’t look like the desk in his office, strictly government issue there.


And the desk he had in the living room of his condo had a lighter shade, made of pine. Yet he clearly remembered sitting at that desk, knowing it belonged to him. So many questions and so few answers.


Still, the thought of the little girl comforted him somehow. He smiled when he thought of her. A special child, he knew that for sure. He leaned his bed back and dozed off.


The next day Yana and Noel quietly discussed Sean’s condition in the waiting area when they heard a crash from his room. Hurrying inside, they saw him making a dash for the restroom. The bed-side table overturned in his haste Yana’s heart ached at the embarrassment on Sean’s face.


“Are you all right?” Noel went to him, assisting him back into his bed.


“I’m fine.” Sean wouldn’t make eye-contact with either of them.


“We were in the waiting area and heard the crash. I thought maybe you’d fallen,” Noel said.


“What’s he doing here?” Sean nodded towards Yana.


“He works with me, Sean. He’s been a big help in more ways than I can explain,” Noel said.


“I can leave if you’d rather,” Yana offered.


“I’d rather!” Sean said.


Yana nodded and headed out into the waiting area.


He stayed by the door, unable to move too far away.


“He saved your life, Sean,” Noel said.


“I still find that hard to believe. He must want something from me.”


“It’s complicated. But if not for him… you wouldn’t be here being cared for.”


Yana risked a quick look inside Sean’s room.


“I’ve never been more confused and mixed up in my life. I need to know what the hell happened to me, Noel.”


Sean massaged his temples. “And why is he hanging around. Does he expect me to say ‘thank you’ or something?”


“I think he’s probably just worried about you,” Noel answered.


Sean scoffed. “I don’t believe that for a minute. Do you know what kind of person he is? He’s as dirty as they come. You can’t trust a snake like him.” He locked gazes with Noel. “Why would you have someone like that working with you?”


“All your questions will be answered once you regain your memory,” Noel patted Sean’s arm and smiled.


“I’m still convinced if he knew where to find me, it’s because he was in on whatever happened to me,” Sean said.


Noel said nothing more, just made his way towards the door and exited. He closed the door behind him and came up behind Yana.


“You look miserable. I think we should try something a little more radical.”


“What do you have in mind?” Yana asked as he slumped in a chair, brooding.


“I think after dinner he should be taken to his quarters; maybe being in familiar surroundings will stir his memories,” Noel said.


“Are you sure that wouldn’t be pushing it?” Yana asked.


“Well, I think maybe he needs a little push about now. The focusing helped some and he has remembered a few things but he should be much farther along in his recovery.”


“Do you think he’ll believe you if you tell him that’s his room?” Yana asked.


“We don’t need to tell him that. We’ll let him figure it out for himself. We can tell him he doesn’t need to be here in Medical anymore and we’re taking him to a room.”


“That would probably work. He’s anxious to get out of here. But how can you keep him from seeing everything?” Yana asked.


“We won’t. Maybe taking a walk and seeing a few things is just what he needs.”


“I’d be just across the hall. I can keep an eye on him,” Yana offered.


“I think that’s what we’ll do then. After dinner, I’ll walk him to his room and have another focusing session with him then leave him there to poke around in familiar surroundings. Something might trigger his memory.”


“Where are we going?” Sean asked when Noel escorted him out of Medical and down the hallway.


“You’re well enough now to leave Medical, but I want you nearby to keep an eye on you. You’ll be staying in a room of your own and I’ll be checking in to make sure you have everything you need.”


They started up the ramp and Sean noticed the railing and the vast open area beyond.


“Where are we?” He walked over to the railing and looked around at the massive complex both above and below the level they were on.


“It’s where I’m currently working and living. That’s all the information I can give you at the moment.” Noel continued on and Sean followed.


They walked through the door into Sean’s quarters and he stopped dead in his tracks in front of the desk. “This is my desk!” he said.


“That’s right. Sit down and make yourself comfortable. Would you rather sit at your desk or at the table?”


“My desk.” Sean slid into his leather chair and leaned back. His hands caressed the polished surface of the top and he picked up the little photograph of Evie.


“Who is Evie and how do I know her?” he asked, more of himself than Noel.


“It’ll all come back. You’re getting closer all the time. Would you like to try another focusing session now?”


“Yes, I would,” Sean answered.


“All right.” Noel walked over and sat on the corner of Sean’s desk. “Ready?”


“Yes. Let’s do it.” He turned towards Noel and closed his eyes.


Noel reached out and touched his forehead. “Okay.


Where are you?” He asked.


“In my quarters,” Sean answered.


“Describe them to me,” Noel said.


“Couch against the left wall as you come in; desk and two chairs across the room on the right. A table and two chairs; counter space and small kitchenette; a doorway into my bedroom; bed on the left, blue coverlet; closet and chest of drawers on the right; a door through to the bathroom; tub on the left, sink in the middle and toilet on the right,” Sean answered.


“Very good,” Noel said then asked, “What were you doing the last time you were sitting at this desk?”


“I don’t know. Something with the papers, the file folder.” Sean tried to remember.


“What would that be?” Noel prodded.


“The rules. I was looking something up in the rules,” Sean answered, happy that he had remembered something.


“Okay. What’s this?” He handed Sean the framed photograph.


“A picture of Evie,” Sean said after fingering it.


“Where did you get it?” Noel asked.


“She gave it to me. It was wrapped in blue paper. It was a gift.” He smiled at the memory.


Noel took the photograph back and handed him the double deck of cards. “What are these?”


“Cards. Playing cards. It’s a double deck,” Sean answered as he fingered the cards.


“Why a double deck?”


“Because you need two decks to play Shanghai Rummy,” Sean explained.


“And who do you play Shanghai Rummy with?”


Noel asked, pleased that they were actually getting somewhere.


“I… I don’t know. But we play at the table, game after game after game.”


“And do you win?” Noel asked.


“Sometimes I win and sometimes I lose. We’re pretty well matched,” Sean grinned.


“That’s good,” Noel went on. “What else do you do here?”


“We eat here sometimes. I make a pretty mean omelet,” Sean admitted proudly.


“Anything else?”


“Sure. We use the video screen and keep up with things down below, the news and all,” Sean answered.


“We?” Noel asked.


“Huh?”


“You keep saying ‘we’. You and who else?”


“Me and… I don’t know. Someone else is usually here… I don’t know. I don’t know. I can’t see him.”


Frustration edged his voice.


Noel backed off. “Okay. I think we’ve gone about as far as we can for this time. Why don’t you open your eyes now and we’ll call it an evening.”


Sean opened his eyes. “I remembered more this time.”


“Yes, you did. I think being in this room is going to help. I want you to make yourself at home, relax, and don’t push too hard. Let it come to you a little bit at a time. I will ask one thing, please don’t leave the room and go walking around alone. This is a huge complex and you could very easily get lost.” He pointed over Sean’s shoulder. “See the com link here on the wall behind your desk?”


Sean angled his head around. “Uh huh.”


“If you want anything or have any questions, just call. Either I or someone else will answer. The important thing now is for you to relax and get some rest.”


“Thank you. I appreciate all that you’re doing for me.” He gave a grateful smile.


“You’re welcome. Get some sleep.” Noel said as he left.


Alone in his room, Sean marveled about how it felt completely foreign yet something about the place seemed vaguely familiar. He made his way to the desk and picked up the photograph.


He smiled. Something about that little face just warmed him. He put the photo back down and grabbed the cards. He walked over to the table, sat down and began shuffling. The feel of the cards in his hands was familiar but he couldn’t remember playing since college; yet he clearly recalled looking through the rules to check out some point or other. He noticed a tablet on the table where score was kept. The two columns were titled ‘You’ and ‘Me’. No help at all. It did tell him two things. His writing marked the pages, so he’d been the one keeping score, and he’d been ahead with two more hands left to play.


He put the cards down by the pad and walked back into the bedroom. Bed on the left, blue coverlet, just as he knew it would be. He decided to take a shower and lie down for a while. After his shower, he went to brush his teeth and noticed two toothbrushes in the holder; a green one and a red one. He wondered about it but knew without question the green one belonged to him. He brushed his teeth and climbed into bed.


He managed doze off but woke up a short time later with the same old problem only not quite as urgent this time. He got up and walked around, determined to keep control and not ejaculate. He went into the outer room and glanced around. There had to be something, something else that would trigger a memory. The place was strange to him, yet he got flickers of images here and there, like remembrances from long ago. He wished Noel could help him focus again.


A light knock on the door startled him. He opened it to find Yates standing there.


“I saw your light under the door. Are you okay?”


Worry marred his face. “Do you need me to call Noel for you?”


Yates’s concern unsettled Sean. “No. I’m fine. I just couldn’t sleep.” He thought he might be able to get a little information, so he invited Yates in. “Come on in, as long as you’re here. Maybe you can answer some questions for me.”


“We can talk, but Noel doesn’t want me to say much.” Yana came into the room.


“What can you tell me about all this, Yates?” Sean asked as he motioned Yates toward the couch.


“Not much, I’m afraid,” Yana said with an apologetic smile.


Sean leaned back against his desk. “Then tell me about yourself. How long have you been working with Noel?”


“I’ve been working with him since I turned eighteen.


That’d be a little over twenty years now,” Yana explained.


“Does Noel know about your history; some of the dirty deals you’ve been involved in?” Sean asked. “And he still let you work for him?”


“Yes. But I’m here about you. Are you getting a little more comfortable?” Yana tried to steer the conversation back to Sean.


Sean thought a moment, recognizing the diversion tactic. “I’m not as uncomfortable as I was. But I’m not totally comfortable either.”


“At least that’s something. Does it help being here—in this room?” Yana asked.


“Yes it does. It all seems vaguely familiar,” Sean said.


“Good. And you trust Noel?” Yana asked.


“I do. You’re the one I don’t trust. I’ve known you too long. I know what you’re capable of.”


“You know some of what I’m capable of. The rest of it you’ve forgotten,” Yana said with a weak smile.


Sean stared at him, sitting on his couch, leaning back like he’d been there many times before. “Are you trying to tell me you and I are… what… friends?”


“I’m not telling you any such thing. That’s for you to remember or not; as you choose,” Yana grinned.


The grin did nothing to help Sean’s awkward ‘condition’ and he had to move around. Turning his back on his guest, he adjusted himself, willing his erection to go down. He felt an immediate attraction to Yates and it startled him. Mitchell Yates? How could he be attracted to a common thug? But this Yana, as everyone called him, didn’t seem anything at all like the Mitchell Yates he knew.


Or thought he knew. This guy… this Yana… cared about people… cared about him. He couldn’t remember ever finding Yates attractive before, but Sean did now, with the man sitting so close, his green eyes smiling up at him.


“I choose to remember everything, Yates, all of it.


Everything you did in the past as well as whatever involvement you had in my latest misfortune.” Sean filled his mind with suspicion, hoping it would allay his growing attraction to this man he knew he couldn’t trust.


“Good. I hope you do. It’s all important, every bit of it. No one will be happier than I am when you get your memory back completely,” Yana assured him.


“So I take it, we weren’t exactly enemies in the recent past?” Sean asked.


Yana just smiled. “You know I can’t answer that.”


Sean noticed a small book sitting in a shelving unit.


He picked it up to find ‘Uncle Sean’ written on top in a child’s writing. He flipped through it and discovered it held pictures—a photo album. There were several snaps of him with Evie and several of him with Yates.


He turned to Yates, holding up the album. “Do you know about this?”


“I do. I have one similar in my room across the hall,” Yana explained fondly.


“Evie made this? She calls me uncle, yet I know she isn’t my niece. Are you her father?” Sean asked.


“No, no. I’m not Evie’s father. As a matter of fact, she calls me her fiancée.” Yana gave an indulgent little grin.


“Her what?” Sean was stunned.


“She keeps saying when she grows up, she wants to marry me. It’s an old family joke,” Yana explained.


“She’s a beautiful child.” Sean gazed at the photograph.


“She is that. I spoke with her this afternoon and she’s anxious to see you,” Yana said.


“She’s here? At this facility?” Sean couldn’t believe it.


“She’s is,” Yana confirmed. “She’s being well looked after by her parents. Everyone here knows her and loves her to pieces.”


“And she thinks I’m her uncle?” Sean asked.


“In a way. I think she just gave you that tag because she likes you so much.” Yana favored him with another fond smile.


Sean looked at the photo of him pushing her in a swing and his heart swelled for the little girl. A precious child and he knew it. He had only vague memories of being with her but they were there, hovering back around the edges of the darkness.


He closed the album and put it back on the shelf.


“Apparently I’ve spent some time here. I have memories, vague memories.”


“That’s a start. It’s more than you had a few days ago,” Yana said.


“Uh huh.” Sean agreed and took a seat across from Yana. “I just need to figure out where you fit in to all of this.”


“It’ll come.” Yana smiled and again it made a rush of heat warm Sean in places he wanted to ignore.


Sean sat staring for several moments straight into Yana’s eyes; Yana made no effort to avoid him and gazed back. Something dark and fearful lifted and seemed to float away. No longer in the presence of an enemy, he felt no danger present. As his guard slipped away, his desire rose and it unsettled him. He got up, walked over to the little kitchenette and got a bottle of water from the refrigerator.


“Would you like something; water, juice, a drink?”


He called out.


“I’ll take a water please.” Yana answered, following Sean into the space.


Sean handed him one, opened his own, and drank it half down. He didn’t take his eyes off Yana who stood with the tiniest of smiles touching the corners of his mouth.


Yana drank, then recapped his bottle and ran his tongue over his lips. The movement was not lost on Sean and he capped his bottle as well, set it down on the counter, and reached for Yana. He pulled Yana’s shirt up off over his head and tossed it. Yana came into his arms eagerly and pressed tightly up against him.


Sean felt a roaring in his ears as blood surged through his veins and moments later he had Yana on the couch, yanked his jeans down, and entered him. It felt wild and uncontrollable… and devastatingly satisfying when Sean collapsed on top of Yana. He didn’t know if the sex lasted a minute or an hour. He realized he didn’t care. Why question the perfection of mutual completion?


When Sean regained his senses he got up quickly and headed for the bathroom. “I need a shower.” He stopped at the doorway and turned back. “Would you care to join me?”


To Sean’s amazement they walked silently to the shower and began soaping one another up as if they showered together all the time. How could he forget something this good? He wondered as he turned Yana around and washed his back. When he got down to the lower part he couldn’t help but notice the firm round butt and caressed it with both hands. He couldn’t deny the thrill it gave him when Yana’s head went back and he let out a little moan.


Sean took his time, savoring every moment, every sensation; the heat, the tightness, the eager reception and vocal appreciation of his efforts. Just the feeling of his fingertips roving over Yana’s muscled back, shoulders, and arms set his mind ablaze with desire. His lips skimmed the damp neck while his hands held the hips tightly in place as he slowly entered him. He nearly passed out with pleasure.


His tongue tasted the droplets of water from Yana’s earlobe and found sheer perfection. Yana’s moans of urgency signaled how close he was to coming. Sean ended it then, taking them both over the edge sky-rocketing into darkness then free-falling into bliss.


Once the euphoria passed, Sean couldn’t understand his feelings as he rinsed and dried off. He’d just had the best sex of is life with someone he’d considered an enemy.


Yana gave him his space, saying nothing while they dressed.


Back in the outer room, Yana got ready to leave and Sean mumbled. “I’m not sure about this, I still don’t trust you.”


Yana paused in front of him. “I know. It’s going to take time. I waited for years before; I can wait again. If you need me… for anything; I’m right across the hall.”


Sean watched Yana walk across the corridor.


He turned and nodded toward his room. “You’ve been here before. Maybe you should come over just to see if anything triggers a memory.”


“Maybe later.” Sean closed his door.


He went to bed and tried hard not to think any further about Mitchell Yates… no, Yana, with the penetrating green eyes and the firm, round butt. He slept better than he could ever remember sleeping in his life.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Sean woke up, eager to get over to Noel’s office and begin his next treatment. He paced the floor and thought about what had happened the night before with Yates and chastised himself. How could he have let that happen? And how could it have been so good? He finally decided it must have been the drugs he’d been given. They made him horny as hell and it probably would have been that good with anyone. Yates just happened to be in the room when Sean could no longer deny the need. One thing he knew with certainty; it would never happen again.


He stopped pacing long enough to pour himself a glass of orange juice. He’d taken his first sip when someone knocked on the door.


“Come in,” he called.


Yates walked in. “Good morning. I thought maybe you might like to grab some breakfast before heading over to Medical.”


“No!” Sean’s frustration got the better of him.


The sight of a smiling Mitchell Yates unnerved him.


He shouldn’t trust Yates, and after last night he didn’t trust himself around him.


“All I want to do is find out what the hell is going on here!” Sean slammed his glass down on the counter;


angry with himself when his body stiffened with need the moment he laid eyes on Yates.


“I just thought you might like some breakfast first,”


Yana said, a little stunned by Sean’s anger.


“No, I don’t want to have breakfast with you. I don’t want to have sex with you. I don’t want to have anything to do with you. I don’t trust you. If you really are the Mitchell Yates that I know; then the only thing you can do for me is disappear.” Sean seethed over his lack of control over the situation.


“I’m going to go through with this focusing thing, and I’m going to find out what happened to me and who’s responsible. Then I’m going to make them pay. So if you had anything to do with this, anything at all, I suggest you start packing your bags. Because I’ll find you, wherever you go, and I’ll make you regret the day you were born!”


He angrily shook a finger in Yates’s face.


Noel arrived and with a short rap on the open door, walked in. “Everything all right?” he asked.


“Yeah,” Sean scowled. “Just getting rid of the trash.”


Yana winced and went across the hall and into his room.


“Was that really necessary?” Noel asked.


“What’s the matter? You think I was too hard on him?” Sean wondered they headed down the ramp towards Medical.


“He did save your life, Sean.”


“I’ll believe that, if and when I remember it,” Sean sneered.


“It happened,” Noel insisted.


“I’m not even convinced that’s the Mitchell Yates I know.” Sean heaved a tired sigh. “I don’t know what to believe, Noel. I want this nightmare to be over with.”


“I can understand that.”


“I just want to go home; I want my life back,” Sean said as they entered Medical.


“Hopefully that won’t be too much longer,” Noel returned with a tired smile.


Sean followed Noel into his office. “Please have a seat, Sean.” He gestured to a recliner.


Sean took a seat pulling the lever to raise the foot rest, leaning back, and lacing his hands together across his abdomen.


“Good. Now I want you to relax. We’re just going to have a little conversation. What I’m going to do is go a little deeper than I did before to help you focus. I touch your forehead for about thirty seconds and that will be it. You won’t lose consciousness but you do need to close your eyes. It helps you see what you’re trying to remember much easier than if they were open. Are you ready?” Noel pulled his chair over and sat next to Sean.


“Yes. Is it the same as before? I open my eyes to come out of it?” Sean asked.


“No.” Noes explained. “I’ll have to bring you out of it with another touch but you will be able to converse with me and you’ll remember everything we talk about. If you become too uncomfortable with my questions, you may ask me to end the session and I will.”


“Okay. Let’s do it.” Sean took a deep breath and said a silent little prayer he’d remember something that would trigger the complete return of his memory.


Until that happened, he’d be stuck in limbo.


Noel reached over and touched Sean’s forehead.


“That’s it? I didn’t feel anything.” Sean said.


“That’s it. Now take a few deep breaths, close your eyes, and try to clear your mind. I’m going to ask you some questions and I want you to answer with as much detail as you can remember.” Noel said.


“Okay.” Sean said as he took a deep breath.


“Shoot.”


“All right. You were working on the Angleton case.


Do you remember that?” Noel asked.


“I do. It was a nasty case but the evidence was mounting up. We were sure we had him.” Sean clearly remembered this.


“What is the last thing you remember about working on the case?” Noel asked.


“There was a lot of paperwork. I remember clearly working on that ‘til late.” Sean said.


“Then what?” Noel asked.


“I went home,” Sean answered easily.


“Nothing else?” Noes asked as he made his notes.


“No. I just went home,” Sean repeated himself.


“And nothing happened?” Noel pushed for more details.


Sean was silent a few minutes, wet his lips with his tongue, and frowned, trying to remember. “I remember driving and checking out all the cars around me.”


“Were you being followed?” Noel asked.


“No. At least I don’t think so.” Sean’s memory seemed to be graying out somewhat.


“What happened next?” Noel asked.


“I drove into the parking garage at my complex, where my condo is. Everything looked fine. I was almost to my parking spot…” Sean knew there were memories there but they were too vague to describe.


“Did something happen?” Noel asked hoping they were going to uncover another piece to the puzzle.


“Yes.” Sean sucked in a deep breath; his hands gripped the arms of the recliner nervously.


“Tell me what happened.” Noel encouraged.


“Someone was shooting at me,” Sean explained. “It all happened so fast. First a bullet shattered the windshield; then more bullets hit the door. I remember tires screeching, my car was hit and spun around and someone called my name.”


“Who was it?” Noel asked.


“Yates.” Sean answered, puzzled by the revelation.


“What did he want?” Noel pushed for more detail.


“He wanted me to get into his car,” Sean said as the foggy memory cleared a little. “His door was open. I looked out and I could see two men coming in my direction. I had no other choice. I jumped into Yates’ car.”


“Go on,” Noel encouraged.


“He turned the car around and tried to drive out but the ramp was blocked by another car with two more men.


He tried the other exit but it was blocked as well. He pulled into a parking space and turned the ignition off.” Sean spoke more confidently now as the memory became clear to him.


“What happened then?” Noel asked.


“I peeked out and saw them coming for us.” Sean gripped the arms of the chair as he remembered the fear.


“And?” Noel prodded as he scribbled frantically to keep up with his notes.


Sean thought for a few minutes then said, “I must have passed out. The next thing I knew we were in a place I’d never been before. It was here! Here in Medical. I had gotten a flesh wound in the shoulder and you fixed me up. I remember that now. That’s when I met Evie! She came running into the room after you left. She thought Yana…


Yates… Yates is Yana!” The truth of that dawned on him and he went on. “She thought he had been hurt because she had heard he was in Medical.”


“You remember all that clearly?” Noel asked.


“I do,” Sean confirmed confidently. “Evie asked us to some party that was going on in the courtyard. Then Caroline came in then, and the two of them left.”


“Very good, Sean. You’re doing very well with your concentration.”


“I can see it all very clearly now. I can’t imagine how I forgot it.” Sean relaxed a little.


“What else do you remember about that night?”


Noel asked.


“I remember my shoulder hurt like hell but then you put that gauze on it and in a few minutes the pain was gone,” Sean remembered with a smile.


“Anything else?” Noel prompted. “What happened after I left?”


“Yates and I sat in the waiting room and talked.


That’s when that jerk Jimmy came in.”


“You didn’t like Jimmy?” Noel grinned.


“Hell, no!” Sean said with disgust.


“Do you remember why?” Noel asked.


“I needed answers and he was trying to get Yana to go off with him,” Sean explained.


“Did you get the answers you were seeking?” Noel asked.


“Some of them, it was funny though.” Sean struggled to understand his feelings.


“What was?” Noel stopped scribbling and looked up.


“Yates. He was different.” Sean recalled his confusion.


“How was he different?” Noel asked.


“Not at all like the Mitchell Yates that I knew.”


Something nibbled at the back of his memory—something important that he should remember.


“Describe the difference? Did he look different?”


Noel returned to his notes.


“No. He looked the same.” Sean explained. “He just seemed… I don’t know, like he was concerned about me.”


“And the Mitchell Yates you knew wasn’t like that?” Noel asked.


“Absolutely not. He was a thug.” Sean felt sure he remembered that much correctly.


“Do you remember anything else about that night?”


Noel asked.


“Yes. We were both exhausted. We went to our rooms and slept for a few hours then we went to the party.


We found a table and ate and talked.” Sean said as the cobwebs in his mind seemed to fade a little.


“And what did you learn?” Noes asked.


“Yana told me about himself and this place. He said he was born here and this was his home,” Sean answered.


“Go on,” Noel encouraged.


“I learned a lot about Yana, who he really is and why he did the things he did. I learned about Jimmy and what a pain in the ass he is. I learned about Evie and her parents and you and the Elders.” A little more confident now, the words tumbled out.


“What’s the most important thing you learned about Yana?” Noes asked. “The one thing you found hardest to believe?”


“That he was with this group, the Peace Keepers.”


That answer was easy for Sean.


“Go on.” Noel sat back in his chair and listened; clearly pleased


“They’ve been in there all day; how much longer do you think it will take?” Yana broke the silence as he and Aaron sat killing time in the waiting room.


“I don’t know. It’s nearly six. Why don’t we go get something to eat? They’ll have to break soon.” Aaron said.


“You’re right. Sitting here is driving me nuts and I don’t know if they’ll stop for dinner or not. They may eat in there and keep on going.” Yana agreed and they headed out the door together.


“What will you do if this latest focusing thing doesn’t work?” Aaron asked when they were finished with their meal.


“I don’t know. I don’t even want to think about that.


It would be up to Noel or maybe the Elders.”


“What options do they have?”


“They could get together and tell him all that’s happened; or maybe just a part of it. Or maybe they’ll turn him loose and let him go on his way. God, I hope that doesn’t happen!” Yana cringed.


“He’d probably want to move back down below,”


Aaron said sadly.


“Then I’d move down there, too. Have you ever known anyone who has gone through this treatment before?” Yana asked.


“Yeah, I have. It usually works. There’s only one time I can recall where it didn’t. It was with a guy with severe brain damage.”


“Well, Sean is in good shape physically,” Yana said.


“Yes; we have to keep that in mind. It’s probably just taking so much time because Sean is asking a thousand questions.” Aaron tried to lighten the mood for both of them.


“He does like to ask questions,” Yana agreed with a nod.


An hour later, they walked out of the restaurant and started up the ramp, making their way back to Medical.


“Yana!!!”


Yana looked up in time to see Sean come barreling down the ramp in a dead run. Yana took off and met him half way. Sean nearly knocked him over, grabbing him in a bear hug.


“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He murmured the apology over and over between kisses.


“It’s okay, Sean. It’s okay,” Yana mumbled.


Except he didn’t feel okay. Grateful to have Sean’s memory back, certainly, but not okay. Not yet.


Sean took his hand and dragged him up the ramp, finding a deserted hallway. “No, it’s not. I was—” He stopped, swallowed hard. “They did things to me, Yana. I can’t—”


“I know, Sean. I’ve seen what they can do.” He lifted a hand, cupping Sean’s face. “I understand why you shut it out. But how could you forget… us?”


“I don’t know, Yana; I really don’t. You’re the most important thing in the world to me; you’re all I care about; you’re my life! When you didn’t come for me right away I thought I’d lost you. Nothing mattered. I guess I just blocked everything else out.”


“I couldn’t get back to you any faster,” Yana explained. “I was injured in the blast and in the chamber for three days. When I got out I expected to see you there waiting for me. I had no idea you hadn’t transported or I never would have.”


Sean knew Yana wouldn’t have left. He knew everything. Finally.


Sean enfolded him securely in his arms, caressing the back of Yana’s head. “We’re together again. That’s all that matters,” he whispered as he trailed little kisses down the side of Yana’s neck. “Oh God, I love you so much! I can’t believe how badly I treated you. Can you ever forgive me?”


“Is that the drugs speaking or is it you?” Yana teased, his green eyes flashing pleasure of things to come.


“Oh, it’s me, babe. Or have you forgotten?” Sean kissed him then, letting his hand run down Yana’s back and coming to rest on his butt. “Let’s go home.”


Sean grabbed Yana’s hand and hurried back to their room and through the door. The short span of time it took them to get from the door to the couch found them both naked and wrapped so tightly around each other it was difficult to tell where one body ended and the other began.


Sean sat, shirtless, with his bare feet on the coffee table, leaning back on the couch, with Yana’s head in his lap. Sean stroked Yana’s forehead gently.


“I still can’t believe that I forgot all this.” Sean ran his fingers through Yana’s hair.


Yana grinned and kissed his way up Sean’s chest to his lips. “I’ll just have to do a better job from now on and make sure I’m not quite so easy to forget.”


THE END
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