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Chapter One
“The Great Time has come!” General Ki Rowdinth, tyrannical leader of the Vermakt race of planet Fartherland, imposing in his black and silver uniform, pounded the podium with a fist. The rapt crowd of Vermakt followers waited, breathless in the chilly night, for his next word. “The Vermakt people have awakened!” His strident voice resonated across the town square. Wild-eyed Vermakt crowds surged forward to get closer to their beloved leader. The Elite Guards held them firmly back from the podium.
“The shame and degradation of the Vermakt race is at an end!” Rowdinth screamed. His gray, bristled snout twitched. Drool slipped past his lips as he waved a clawed fist in the air, as though vanquishing an invisible foe. “Never again will aliens, and especially the Terran vermin, strip our homeworld of its gold and give us nothing in return.” His voice shook with the pain of his plundered nation. He clasped his claws and lifted them in front of his tapered face as though in prayer. His round ears burned red with passion. “Providence has given me this burden to raise our people to their rightful place as the rulers of all the known worlds.”
He staggered back, as though defeated by his anguish. Six of his Elite Guards, seated behind him, jumped up and gathered around their sagging leader to steady and comfort him. Rowdinth's shoulders slumped, his head hung low, as though too distressed to go on.
The people shouted his name and words of encouragement. Finally, they chanted. “Rowdinth. Rowdinth. Father Ki Rowdinth!”
With pain and defiance playing in his stance, he returned to the podium and lifted a stiff arm in a salute to the crowd. “I am the clenched fist of the Vermakt race of Fartherland,” he screamed, and the crowd roared its response. “Earth's rat-eaters will feel the weight of my fist on their heads when you march forward to your righteous place as the leaders of all the known worlds!” He gripped the podium as though to steady himself. “If I fall in the coming war, my soldiers, you must struggle on to victory without me. March shoulder to shoulder, and the Terrans and all the other subspecies will cower before the great, indomitable Vermakt army!” His voice rose to a strident pitch. “They will bow to the Vermakt's divine destiny, or see their Earth destroyed by Providence in the form of a dark-energy weapon.”
A color guard marched through a path in the crowd to blaring music, bearing a giant silver and black flag with Fartherland's star system emblazoned on it, and a great bronze bust of Rowdinth carried on many shoulders.
The general turned sharply and sat down between his Guards. “That should prepare one more village for war,” he said stonily. “Did our double agents from W-CIA find the Terran telepath?”
“They did, sire,” the captain of the Guard said. “He's on planet Halcyon.”
“It's a large planet!” Rowdinth stated. “Does anyone know where on planet Halcyon?”
“Yes, my general,” the Captain said. “They have located him not far from the town of Laurel, living on a ranch with a Terran woman named Willa Carson.”
A Guard untied his golden scarf and dabbed General Rowdinth's dripping brow.
Rowdinth sat back and wiped his sweaty snout. “Then bring him to me.



Chapter Two
Blackroot. I knew it for a predatory ground forest of planet Halcyon that was hungry for animal tissue and not above a meal of Homo sapiens.
I'm an astrobiologist, and Halcyon is a feast of alien species. The planet's evolution is directed by Spirit, as he likes to be referred to in our telepathic conversations.
Speaking of being called, he'd called me to Halcyon a year ago, along with Lisa, my young telepathic daughter, to rid his planet of a Terran ravager, the Dream Czar of Halcyon. I'd obliged, under duress, but that's another story.
Lisa was safely back on Earth with her mom, my former wife, Althea. I missed my little girl, the way she'd throw her arms around my neck, clutching some leaves, and shout “Daddy! Daddy, look what I found.” And shove the poisonous leaves in my face.
I chuckled, remembering, and squatted to poke a shiny anchored branch at the edge of the tangled forest of blackroot with the rod end of my stingler. The root twitched. Animal or plant? I was anxious to study it. If it were plant, then the soil might be nitrogen or phosphorous deficient and the species might supplement its diet with animal tissue. I'd need a specimen to learn more.
Galahad, Willa Carson's rangy chestnut stallion, pawed the ground and stared at me from where I'd tied his reins to a silver-trunked Yami tree, the native Kubraens name for it. Silver is common on Halcyon, where Spirit, that enigmatic silver being, infuses emerging life forms with his own DNA. The planet ran with profuse silver streams and rivers that were his gift of blood.
“I know, Galahad,” I said soothingly. “This root scares me too. We'll leave soon, OK, buddy?” Why do we talk to animals as though they'll answer? I could've driven or flown my hovair to this root forest, but it was a warm early spring day. A breeze had caressed my face and lifted the aroma of new growth to my nostrils as I rode. The sky was an opaque window to those mysterious realms of space, with clouds that sailed the blue expanse high above flat plains.
Halcyon's variety of small birdlike species chirped angrily from tree nests as I stood up, reminding them again that a damn human was too close to their hatchlings. Yet the blackroot, which sprouted sudden flowers and snapped shut on insects attracted to the sweet aroma, never climbed trees for a juicy meal of young flightless birds.
I took a specimen bag from my backpack and turned the ring on my stingler from stun setting to hot beam, where the weapon could burn through metal. It was time to look more deeply into the “workings” of this opportunistic ground hunter. I shuddered at the memory of a woman who had tried to get off-planet against the czar's wishes. His guards had shot her as she ran to a launching pad, and thrown her body into a patch of blackroot. The sight of an alien root system sucking the juices from a human being, shrinking her skin down to bones, then crunching bones, as though she were decaying before my eyes, still haunted me.
I swept a hot beam across a narrow tendril of root. The sliced tip spasmed and curled. Roots around it stirred. They reared, snapping their holds to the ground. I'd seen this happen before, but this time pink stubs sprang loose from the dirt like centipede legs, with clods of moist earth still clinging as the roots wriggled free and moved toward me.
Uh oh, I thought as I backed away. An odor of rotten pickles assaulted my nose.
“Jesus and Vishnu!” I nudged the loose tip into my specimen bag, stuffed the bag into my shirt pocket under my jacket, then scooped up my backpack and ran toward Galahad. His eyes were wild as he watched the blackroot follow me. He threw himself backward, reared and snapped a rein.
“Galahad, wait!” I shouted as the other rein slid loose from around the trunk. He leaped forward and galloped toward the distant ranch.
“You motherless – “I glanced back. The roots were sniffing me out. Behind the avant garde, more roots snapped free of their holds, reared and advanced, until a surreal army of tree roots marched toward me.
I ran to the tree. Birds sprang off their nests and swirled around me like autumn leaves. Some pecked at my shirt and hair, but that was nothing compared to what awaited me if I stayed on the ground. I climbed, scraping my hands on bark, my boots sliding against the trunk. I refused to look down at the cluster of blackroots surrounding the tree, but I heard them drool sap, or something, as they prepared for dinner.
My hand shook on the stingler. I made sure it was still set for hot. If they tried to climb my tree, I would turn this forest of predatory roots into a fireplace.
They didn't.
Instead they climbed each other's backs as more gathered around the trunk. Round lamprey mouths yawned open from beneath their shiny barks as they lifted. Black roots snaked forward and chewed the tree trunk like crunchy cereal.
Animal, some part of my mind decided. Then maybe they possessed consciousness. Then maybe I could influence them with a mindlink. I closed my eyes and imaged a coil in my head. I willed it to intensify. Faster than my heartbeat. I pictured the coil heating up. Spinning. A force grew within me. In my mind, the roots munched my leg, then went belly up and convulsed. Poison! I threw the image at the closest ones.
No response. Dammit! Except for a headache.
The tree creaked. I couldn't burn the little bastards with my weapon. They were too close now. It would set the tree on fire.
I wrapped my arms and legs around the trunk in a death grip. But if I wanted to survive, I knew I'd have to let go, burn a path through the roots and make a run for it.
Just do it, Jules! I told my survival instincts, which were hell bent on clinging to something solid. The roots rustled and scraped their chitinous hides against each other as they jostled around the tree for the main course.
Spirit! I sent telepathically. I need your help, old friend.
As usual, he was out to lunch.
Where the hell are you? I'm trapped in a tree by a bunch of your creations! I need help!
I am here.
Then make them go away! Hurry up, I added as the tree swayed.
Why did you wound them?
It was just a small piece for the sake of science. Can we discuss this later? I don't think I can run through this forest. It's too dense.
Neither do I. Will you Terrans never learn not to destroy? I directed their evolution. I am not their master.
Are you just going to let me be eaten alive for a small piece of root? You owe me!
I have sent help. This time. With your next destructive act, you are on your own.
He broke the mindlink.
I heard the drone of a hovair as the tree leaned toward the ground. I climbed higher, though my weight helped to bring it down.
A sickening lurch. Branches cracked beneath me. The tree crashed down.
Climb! Climb. I scrambled up the thickest remaining branch as a blackroot reared and struck at my boot. I kicked it in its ring of pointed teeth and it withdrew.
The hovair banked and hovered above me while I lashed out at another root, a big one, but missed.
A rope ladder rolled down from the aircraft's open door.
“Willa, you're beautiful,” I whispered and made a grab for the ladder. It was still too high. The hovair lowered and held steady as a rock, there in the sky. Not an easy trick. Where'd she learn that? I'd ask her later. I holstered my stingler and grabbed the lowest rung.
I swung above the blackroot and clung precariously to the ladder as it swayed in the wind. The craft banked and flew east, toward the Sangre Mountains and Willa's ranch beyond. Wind assailed my thin jacket. Beneath me the roots undulated like a demon sea where waves rose to show white teeth.
I climbed, finally lifted myself through the hovair's open door and rolled onto the deck, breathing hard, but thankful for the feel of solid metal beneath me. “Willa, you're beautiful!” I gasped. “Have I told you that I love you?”
“Not lately,” a gruff, male voice responded. Joe Hatch, my former father-in-law and former captain with the United Counter-Terrorist Force of W-CIA, a branch of Interstel, turned in the pilot's seat. “You want to tell me now?”
“Dad?” That's what I called him before I spent five years on Syl' Terria while married to his daughter Althea, who remained on Earth bringing up Lisa. “Mister Hatch?” That's what I call him now. “What're you doing here? I mean on Halcyon?”
“Saving your reckless ass, in case you haven't noticed.” He scratched the bristly stubs of his short-cropped, white beard. “You suppose I deserve a 'Thank you'?” His tone was low, as controlled as ever.
“Thank you.”
We were past the blackroot forest. Below us, Galahad trotted through the Yami Creek Pass and toward Willa's ranch beyond.
I took the specimen bag from my shirt, then dropped it. The root tip had grown pink stubs that reached through the bag and were clacking tiny claws in a search for something to grasp. A few more minutes tucked inside my shirt and I think it would have been my chest.
“What is that little monstrosity?” Joe asked.
“That's what I'm trying to find out. I'm afraid the forest is growing east, toward Willa's ranch.”
“So torch them. They're wood, aren't they?”
“Spirit would not appreciate their demise. What are you doing on Halcyon?” I had a feeling I knew the answer, but I didn't really want to hear it. I tried a light mind probe to get at the truth.
Joe Hatch was not a telepath, but he peered at me. I guess his training and his experiences with tel races had made him sensitive to mind probes.
I withdrew the link and lowered my gaze.
“Looking for you,” he said. “W-CIA wants you as part of a mission to save your home planet and mine, Earth.”
And there it was, the answer I was not hoping for.
“If it's a telepath they're looking for, tell them I'm retired.”
He turned in the pilot's seat and nailed me with his more intimidating look. “So am I. But here I am.”
“Then enjoy your stay on Halcyon.” The root was growing, as though being inflated. The stubs had lengthened and blood or sap or something pulsed through the veins. The claws had hardened into crablike weapons. What was its energy source? “It's a fun planet, Mister Hatch.”
“Call me Joe.”
I took a chance and ran a finger across the blackroot. It felt like a snake's sinuous muscled body. It whipped around and snapped at me with a tiny, round mouth. I couldn't blame it, but it was a precocious child, already wise to the dangerous ways of the world. Too wise, though some life forms are born with well-developed survival instincts. Perhaps it held the memory and consciousness of the mother ground root. This tiny specimen might be a member of a spectacular species, a cross between animal and plant.
“Damn!” I muttered and nudged it again. It snapped at me again. I could spend my life studying this one species. I looked up. “How's Lisa?”
“She's fine.” He nodded. “Growing like a weed.”
I waited.
“She asks about you all the time, if that's what you want to hear.”
I smiled. “And Abby?” Joe's wife was one of my favorite people, with her compassion for all living creatures, her work at a lab, and her fresh-baked cookies.
She's OK. When this job is finished, you might think about visiting Lisa and Abby.”
“I intend to, after Willa's busy season. She makes a living guiding humans from Laurel and alien tourists on trail rides. You know, show them the majestic mountains, the silver rivers.”
“I thought you had a packed credcount from that work on Tartarus?”
“I do. By the way, the Loranths call it Syl' Terria. But Willa's independent, maybe to a fault. She likes to pay her own way.”
“You and she, uh…”
“Yeah. She's everything a tag could ask for. She's kind and loving, and generous of spirit.” I thought of her large hazel eyes, her short, shiny brown hair that lifted with every breeze. “She's beautiful, inside and outside.”
I stared out the open door and found myself smiling. When Willa had decided that we were in love, I'd searched my feelings and had to agree. “She's smart, too, in a way I never was. You know, perceptive and focused.”
“Yeah, I know. Don't screw it up this time.”
I bit my lip. “I'm trying real hard not to, Mister Hatch.”
“Joe! In case you're interested in something besides your specimen, W-CIA's got an internal security breach that could affect Earth and her colonies.”
“Sounds serious. What about their special agents? They're trained to deal with internal affairs.” I went to the co-pilot's seat and sat down.
“And they do a fine job, but they can't read minds.”
Below us, the root forest disappeared as we climbed between blue peaks. I looked away from them. I didn't like the memories those peaks evoked. My kid sister Ginny was killed on a Colorado mountain peak when I'd crashed a hornet cub there as a teenager. A friendly Loranth of Syl' Terria in the geth state, what we humans call the afterlife, told me that she was happy. Her kwaii, or spirit, had been born into an alien body on a planet a human couldn't visit because of the crushing atmosphere. It helped to relieve some of the guilt I lived with, but the images of her death would always be with me.
“I've got a good life here, Joe. I think I did my turn at helping humanity, more than once.”
“I think so too. But then, so have I.”
“There are other human telepaths. OK, they're rare, but – “
“But they're unproven, and this is not the job for gaining field experience.”
“You make it sound more and more exciting.”
“Oh, it's exciting.”
“Have you met Willa?” I asked.
“In passing. She was riding back from Laurel. Said she'd been shopping. She told me you were out studying the root forest. When I got to the ranch I left the rented ground car next to her vehicle, so she'd know I took your hovair and it wasn't stolen. Just in time, too.”
“You were sent.”
“Oh?
“I contacted Spirit and told him I needed help. Fast.”
“I don't recall getting the message.”
“No, you wouldn't. He's a powerful, subliminal telepath. Actually, he's much more than that.” I looked back at the metal toolbox where I'd left the blackroot stem. It was secure.
There was a sudden ache in my forehead. I rubbed my temples. Someone was invading my thoughts. I knew it wasn't Spirit. This link had a desperate quality.
We were past the mountains when an acrid hint of smoke permeated the cabin. It was coming from outside the craft.
“Do you smell smoke?” I asked Joe.
He nodded and peered through the windshield. The air above the tree line west of Willa's ranch was a gray smudge in the sky.
“We'd better skirt it,” he said grimly and banked the hovair.
“Her ranch is just beyond those trees!” I tried to ignore the tightening in my throat.
“It's a wildfire, Jules. Could be anywhere in these forests.”
I realized that I had instinctively thrown up mind shields against the agonized thoughts invading my brain. I lowered them and probed.
It came as a tormented cry across a mental chasm. Jules. Help me! Oh God! I'm trapped. Help me. Please! I'm trapped! I can't –
“Willa!” I screamed. I leaned across Joe and clutched the wheel. “It's Willa. She's trapped! Give me the controls!”
Joe relinquished them and slid out of the pilot's seat as I took it. I plunged the craft above the trees, blinded by smoke, and toward the ranch. The smoke thickened as I approached. I gasped in a shuddering breath when I saw flames spew out through smashed walls of the house. “Oh, no. No! Spirit!”
I am truly sorry, Jules, he sent. There is nothing I can do to help her now. Perhaps if I had been in contact earlier…
“Oh God!” I'm coming, Willa. I'm coming, baby, I sent soothingly, though she's not a tel and can't receive. Hold on. I'll be there in two minutes.
Jules! she cried in agony. God! Help me! The mindlink weakened. Help me! Please! She screamed within my mind.
“This can't be happening!” Willa? Hold on, I sent, though I knew she couldn't read it. I'm coming!
I lowered the craft to the ground. It bounced and flung up dirt as I slammed on brakes and skidded to a stop. The house was a skeleton of blazing fibrin, as though dying in the arms of fire.
“I'm here, Willa,” I yelled. I threw open the cabin door and leaped down.
“Jules!” Joe followed me. “What the hell are you doing?”
I ran toward the house, but Joe threw himself at me. My knees buckled and we both went down.
“Get off me!” I shouted as he straddled my back and pinned my wrists to the ground. I struggled, but Joe, even at sixty-seven, was a moose of a man. “I have to save her. Get off me!”
He just tightened his grip and leaned harder. “I'm sorry, kid. There's no saving her.”
The house was a crumbling skeleton. Heated air exploded. The fire flashed over and the structure burst and collapsed. Pieces of blackened fibrin and shards of the roof spun through smoky air.
“Willa!” I screamed.
Joe stood up. “You would've gotten killed too.”
I rested my cheek on the cool grass and felt tears slide across my face. “Oh, Willa,” I mumbled, “It should have been me instead of you.” To ease my agony, I closed my eyes and pictured her the way she'd been…
Two months ago she'd told me she would love to have a patch of Earth grass. I'd ordered the expensive seeds and planted them without telling her it was real Earth grass. I nurtured the patch daily. One day Willa walked over with her boyish gait and studied the furrowed earth.
“So what are you growing, hon?” she asked. “Is it a secret?”
“Oh, no. Just weeds.” I'd wiped a grimy hand across my sweaty forehead.
“Weeds?”
“Weeds.”
Her hazel eyes had widened. “Don't we have enough weeds, dear?” The smile became a smirk.
“Oh, I dunno.” I stood up. “You can never have enough weeds. Anyway, these are special weeds.
“You biologists.” A frown crossed her smooth forehead. “OK. Then more weeds.” She hugged me and ran her hand through my hair. She loved to do that. I loved to let her.
“It's so blonde and soft,” she said.
“I bleach it just for you.” I kissed her forehead.
“Do you also bleach your eyes to my favorite shade of blue?”
“It hurts like hell, love, but I take the pain to please my Willa.”
“And did you stretch your bones on a rack to get so tall and lean, my honey?”
“That one was a killer. I started out short and fat, you know. But I yelled 'More! More! Turn the wheel harder. My Willa likes tall skinny men'.”
“Why don't you come into the house and I'll give you a haircut.”
“Ah, shucks. I was hoping for more than a haircut.”
The day the first green shoots broke through the ground, she ran to me, her broad smile lighting her face, and threw her arms around my neck.
“I guess you like my weeds?” I said.
“I guess I like you.” She stood on her toes and kissed me. “You're so beautiful.”
“That's handsome, my lady. You're beautiful.”
We had gone to this patch together and held hands as we laid side by side in the soft green grass of Earth.
I opened my eyes. Now my tears watered the grass. Now the sweet scent was covered by the acrid odor of burning fibrin.
I sat up and stared at the smoldering ruins of our house. Small fires still snapped and died. Heated fibrin exploded in puffs. The two vehicles parked near the house were covered with soot and debris. Our plans and our dreams for a future together lay broken.
Willa…
Jules. My love.
It was her kwaii, as Loranths would tell you, her soul, leaving her body.
She couldn't stay, but I wanted her presence as I wanted breath.
Stay for a while, baby. Just for a little while. I love you so much. My Willa. Tears flowed down my cheeks. My life.
I cannot, my love. Her spirit was drifting away. I'm being called.
I know. Just for a while. I don't know what to do without you.
Live your life, Jules. Please, you have to let me go.
I don't know how.
Jules! It was Spirit. If you love the Terran woman, release her. Willa, go to your Lord, to
Great Mind, and have no fears. Your pain is over.
Goodbye, my love, she sent.
Then she was gone.
She left behind a void in my chest that I couldn't fill. A hollow place where my heart had been, and took it with her. I lowered my head and cried like a baby.
I felt Joe's hand on my shoulder.
In the distance, the growing wail of fire trucks.
“It's my fault!” I slammed a fist on the ground. “I ruin everything I touch!”
“Not this time. Whoever did this followed me here. When they saw my rented ground car parked next to her hovar they figured we were inside the house together.”
“She's gone.” I wiped an arm across my wet eyes. “I'll never see her again, Joe.” Suddenly I felt tired. Weary as a spent day. “They killed the most innocent one among us.”
Joe sighed. “We'd better leave.” He scanned the sky. “If the bastards come back and see this hovair undamaged, they'll figure they missed me and come in for another strike. They want you alive.” He gestured toward the approaching trucks. “But there are more innocent lives at stake now. Come on, kid.”
I got up, looked back once at the blackened ruins, then followed Joe to the hovair and boarded. I watched smoke roil around us as he lifted the craft into the blue sky. “I want to go after them, Joe. I want to find them.”
“So you can bring them in for interrogation, right?” He studied me. “Our intelligence reports tell us that General Ki Rowdinth hired rogue W-CIA agents. We need whatever information they possess to break this ring. There's a lot at stake.”
“Interrogation?” I said softly and rubbed the grass stains on my hands. “Sure.” If you can interrogate the dead, I thought.



Chapter Three
Willa's ranch was sold to a wealthy, retired tag.
I rubbed my hands. The green stains had long ago disappeared. The horses had been rounded up and herded back to the corral. Willa's dog Buck returned on his own and stayed with the new owner.
I never went back to the ranch. Willa's body had been consumed by a fire so hot only a few remnants of bones were found among the fibrin ashes.
“Jules?”
I realized Joe had been talking to me.
“Oh, sorry. What?”
“It's all right. I said a native of the gold mining planet Fartherland, a crote who calls himself General Rowdinth, and two disgruntled NASA scientists teamed up…” He glanced around the restaurant. It was past lunchtime and most of Laurel's workforce was back on the job. The few remaining customers, three women and their children, sat at a far table, engaged in conversations.
“The scientists stole classified documents,” Joe continued, “on a project that was designed to harness dark energy.”
“Dark – How in hell do you harness dark energy when we don't know what it is?”
“You'll have to ask the rocket scientists about that one.”
“What do these crotes want?”
Joe chewed the stem of his unlit pipe and stared out the window, but I knew he was looking inward. We sat in a dark corner. The slimes who killed Willa could still be hunting for Joe, and maybe me, too, if they knew that Interstel wanted my services to nail them. To the wall! I thought grimly.
“The general contacted the Worlds Bank on planet Alpha,” Joe said, “and told the officials to unlock the depository vault, tell the military base to pack their duffel bags and get the hell off-planet or…” He scratched his bristly cheek.
“Or what?”
“Or stay for the coming Fourth of July and watch Earth burn up like a barbecue coal.”
I hunched forward on the table. “How does Interstel know this isn't just a bluff?”
“After NASA's project documents were stolen, a senior physicist and his son, both on the project, never showed up for work again.”
“Then NASA believes that this…what? A weapon, can actually burn up Earth?”
“The Dark Energy Project wasn't conceived as a weapon.” He put down his pipe and sipped coffee. “NASA figures these crotes could use it as a means to an end.”
“What sort of means?”
“The tags at NASA have some theories about that, but – “He looked up as a slim, blonde teenage waitress with freckles approached. She wore a frilly white apron against her short black dress that swayed with her hips as she walked. Sexy. Then I remembered how young she was and I felt guilty.
She smiled and set two dishes in front us.
“Thanks,” I mumbled.
She winked at me and walked away.
“But?” I asked Joe.
“Nothing solid yet. That's where you come in.”
Three Terran men entered the restaurant and sat at a table across from us. Something about their demeanor set off alarm bells. I lowered my mental shields and probed. They were more interested in the menus they studied than in observing us. But then, if they were sent by General Rowdinth, they'd know I was a tel and they'd guard their thoughts.
The waitress came out from the back room and blocked my sight of them as she took their orders.
“Joe?” I nodded discreetly in their direction.
“Stay alert,” he said. “I don't like their looks either. Just act normal…for you.”
“I'll try,” I told him. This was no time for sarcasm. “Where does this alien rogue general fit into the scheme?”
“All we know about him is that he was indicted for rape and first-degree murder of a Terran woman.” Joe fumbled as he put away his unlit pipe but I saw him slide a call unit from his pants pocket and press a button. A green light blinked on.
“I chewed a fingernail. “What the hell are we dealing with here?” I whispered. “This slime raped the woman and then murdered her too?”
“She was from a mining camp, and it was the other way around.”
“Jesus and Vishnu.”
The smell of frying fish wafted out from the kitchen and did nothing to settle my queasy stomach.
“Keep talking,” Joe said and glanced at the men. He speared a piece of stew meat in his dish and chewed. “These crotes at the table might just be workers and nothing more.”
I tried to pick up the cup of coffee but my hand shook.
Joe noticed. “Put it down.”
I did. “I can't be the only undercover agent on an operation this important. Who are my colleagues?”
“One way we protect our W-CIA agents,” he said around a mouthful, “is to keep all your identities secret, from each other, too.”
I pictured secret handshakes, clandestine meetings, safe houses, and a cyanide pill tucked inside my cheek.
I spit out the chewed fingernail. “I want Lisa off Earth!”
“Keep your voice down. She already is. We figured that was your prerequisite for this work. Mine too.”
“Don't tell me where she is, Joe. If my mission is uncovered by General Rowdinth, I don't want to know where Lisa is.”
“I wasn't about to tell you. Then I take this as a yes on the mission?”
I rubbed my eyes and sighed. “Next thing, they'll ask me to save the galaxy. Then maybe Great Mind will hire me to straighten out things in Nirvana.”
“Who the hell's Great Mind?”
“The tag who runs it all. You call Him Christ-Buddha.”
“You got a direct line?”
“Party line.”
“You'll have to tell me about that when this mess is over.”
“You'll have to ask Spirit. He's the authority on God.”
“Spirit?” He put down his fork and wiped his mouth with the napkin. “Great Mind. Spirit. I don't think you inhabit the same universe as the rest of us.”
I thought of Willa and wondered if her kwaii had reincarnated yet. And where? There was no use talking about it with Joe. He wouldn't understand. I drummed my fingers on the table. “Telepathy does that for you.” Speaking of which… I glanced at the three tags as they studied dessert menus.
“Stop looking at them.” Joe gestured toward my plate. “You going to eat, or just let it collect dust?”
I stared at my dish. “I'm not hungry.”
“Eat anyway. People don't come to restaurants when they're not hungry.”
I chewed an undercooked asparagus spear.
“You know,” Joe said, “I lost my partner five months before he retired.
Here comes the Dutch-uncle talk, I thought.
“Tag was blown away by pirates stalking the trade lanes between Earth and Titian. Curt and I worked together for eighteen years.”
“But life goes on, right?”
“Unless you figure the people you care about are immortal.”
“Why don't you smoke your pipe while I try for a mindprobe on one of those three tags.”
“Abby made me give up the pipe couple of months back.” He sipped coffee. “I found another hobby.”
“Oh?” I waited. Joe likes pregnant pauses.
“The fine art of getting old with grace.” His hand went inside his jacket and gripped something. A weapon, I assumed.
“I hope we both make it to old age,” I said. I closed my eyes, exhaled a breath and relaxed, trying for an alpha brain rhythm, the most conducive for telepathy. I pictured the red ball coalescing within my mind, forced it to grow with my energy, and threw it at the most sinister-looking of the three tags, a big guy with fleshy, tattooed arms and a black leather vest over his blue checkered shirt.
I got trouble with my truck. He formed the thought, then said it aloud.
“Oh, yeah?” another burly tag answered. This guy was bald and wore a tattoo that announced: Bald Eagle! Don't Mess With Me! His mustache and beard were dark and thick, and I got the silly idea that his head was on upside down.
“You always have trouble with that beast,” a thin hawk-nosed tag with glasses said. He was young, and I think he just hadn't had enough time to pack on the pounds. “What's the problem this time?” he asked.
“Damn electrical system again. I'm holding that rig together with spit an' a prayer.” What the hell…? he thought.
“He's watching you,” Joe said casually, between bites.
“Oh, shit,” I muttered. “He knows.”
He's that telepath, I caught the tag's thought. Then he said it aloud to his friends.
I opened my eyes. The three of them had turned to stare at me.
“You carrying your stingler?” Joe took a sip of coffee.
“I left it in the parked hovair. They're truck drivers, Joe.”
“Maybe.” He let out a breath and continued eating. “How come he knew what you were up to?”
“I still have trouble probing minds that are sensitive to telepathy without them knowing it. Sensitives.” I nodded. “I guess I haven't learned the fine art of focusing.”
“I could've told you that.”
“Thanks for your support.”
The three tags stood up.
Joe slid out his weapon, a stingler, and tucked it next to him on the seat.
I tensed, ready for whatever.
But they just strode out of the restaurant.
The waitress came out from the back room with a tray of food. Wait!” she called.
The last tag slammed the door behind himself.
“What happened?” she asked me. “I was bringing them their orders.”
I shrugged. “I think they had an argument.”
“Oh.” She tossed back her hair and winked at me again.
I winked back.
And just that fast, things returned to normal.
I let out a breath. “When's the shuttle due to pick us up, Joe?”
He checked his watch. “In about three hours' time. Interstel's starship is already orbiting Halcyon.”
I sat back. Dark energy. Scientists knew very little about it. Still, they had harnessed it to manipulate space-time and get starships to their destinations inside bubbles. But as a means to burn up Earth? I shook my head. I purposely didn't ask Joe if my former wife Althea and his wife Abby were also off Earth. He was right. The less information I carried around, the better. The Fourth of July… “What's today's date, Earth time?”
“By the Gregorian calendar, April 24th.” He checked his watch. “You want Earth time of day?”
“No. That's close enough. If we fail in this mission, will the Worlds Bank hand over the depository to this slime?”
Joe squinted at me. “You never cared two creds for the things money can buy. Do you know what would happen to the Worlds Trade Centers on all of Earth's dependent colonies, and the free worlds, and the alien planets, if they found out there was no gold to back Earth's money?”
I shook my head.
“I didn't think so.”
“There's no gold? Well, if no one knew that their creds weren't backed by gold – “
“That's the best kept secret in the Worlds' Government on planet Alpha.” His grim expression scared me more than the threat to Earth.
“What is?”
“The financial systems are no longer backed by gold at Alpha's depository. Haven't been since the Twelve-Year-War with the BEMS. Before your time.”
“I've read the history books. Before your time, too.”
We called them BEMS for bug-eyed-monsters, because the human tongue couldn't pronounce the real name of this highly technological, highly expansive race of beings with the largest eyes in the known star systems. BEMS reproduced like the proverbial rabbits and had run out of resources on their home world. The war had reduced them to a pre-technological level. Their reproductive habits reduced them even further down the technological rungs.
I heard laughter and realized it was the women at the far table. The children were fidgeting.
“But the depository is a fortified vault building,” I said. “Christlotus, it's supposed to be impenetrable!”
“Yeah, and Titanic couldn't sink.”
“What's Titanic?”
“Before your time, kid. There's a big hole in the ground where the depository used to be. Blown to smithereens and hell. We still don't know the technology behind the weapon the BEMS used. They destroyed it themselves when the Alliance Forces invaded Kybrargrothga…Kybrargreatka – Ah, whatever the hell. Their home world.” He put down his fork. “Now I'm not hungry, either.”
“What about Earth's Federal Reserve banks? They've got more gold bullion than the Worlds Depository…had. Don't they?”
“That's old history, kid. The reserve banks are spread out across the colonies now, the free planets, and even some friendly alien nations for safe keeping, if you'll pardon the pun. We learned our lesson with the Alpha/BEMS disaster.
“But we don't have any enemies.”
“Today's friends are tomorrow's enemies.”
“From the look on your face, I get the feeling that Worlds Coalition doesn't want to hand over their gold just to save ole Earth.”
“Their patriotism is to their own home worlds now. Most of the populations were born on their respective planets and have never visited Earth.”
The waitress brought out Joe's slice of pie and set it before him. I kept my gaze down. I was getting tired of winking back at her.
Joe took a bite. When the waitress had returned to the kitchen, he stopped chewing. “It's like the United States giving up its financial basis and plunging into chaos to save England.”
“So a couple of disgruntled, greedy slimetrolls can hold all of Earth hostage? That's hard to believe.”
“Read your history books. They're full of dictators and rogue militia who ordered the torture and death of millions or started wars that killed millions.”
The women were taking out their credcards.
Joe stared at the children. They had finished eating and were playing with restaurant-supplied toys. “Sometimes I think human life is the cheapest commodity of all.”
“I guess. Cheaper than gold.”
The women punched their bill into the table check-out unit. They gathered their children and headed for the door. A toddler cried because he couldn't take the restaurant toy with him. A woman scooped him up and carried him outside while he pummeled her shoulder with tiny fists.
Had things gone differently, Willa might have been among these women, and someday with children of our own.
Joe checked his watch. “We should get down to the spaceport. I want that shuttle fine-toothed-combed before we board.”
And so it begins, I thought. Check out your room for bugs, your vehicle for explosives, your food for poison. And don't talk to strangers. In fact, don't go near strangers, especially if they're carrying umbrellas on a sunny day.
Joe read me like an open book. “They don't want you dead. They want to use your telepathic powers to find out how W-CIA intends to address Rowdinth's demands.”
I thought of the Dream Czar and his plans to use me and Lisa as a defense against RECOIL, the revolutionaries who fought the Czar when Laurel's police force was in his pocket. Willa had belonged to the rebel group.
“They're not the first ones, Joe.”
“C'mon.” He put away his call unit and holstered his stingler. “Let's go.”
“I'll pay for it,” I said.
He nodded. “Next one's on me.”
I punched my cred code into the unit and followed him toward the front door.
The waitress came out from the kitchen and hurried toward us. “Was everything OK?” She smiled shyly at me.
“Uh, yeah,” I said, “but the asparagus were only half – “
The front door slammed open and the skinny hawk-nosed tag tossed in a small black cylinder that rattled and hissed as it rolled toward my feet, spewing smoke in circles. The tag closed the glass door and leaned against it to hold it shut.
Joe took out his stingler and aimed at him, but I coughed and fell against Joe as I moved away from the smoke.
“Tony!” the waitress screamed.
“Go!” Joe said and pushed me toward the back room.
I grabbed the waitress' arm and pulled her along as I ran. Joe followed, but he kept his eyes on the front door, though the tag was gone.
Tony, a short, dark man with a mustache and beard, still held a dishtowel as he ran out from the kitchen. “What's wrong, Gloria?” He stared at the cylinder. “What the hell is that?”
Smoke filled the room.
Gloria swayed and crumbled to her knees.
My vision blurred from whatever was in the acrid haze as I dragged her to her feet and we stumbled into the kitchen. Tony followed. Joe watched our backs as he made his way into the kitchen.
Another cylinder spewed smoke as it rolled through the open pantry door.
Someone outside slammed the door shut.
“Stay away from the door!” Joe warned, “And the window. They're waiting for us to come out.”
Tony kicked aside a chair and yanked open a trap door. “Here!”
The room was doing a slow spin and my knees were shaky as I helped Gloria through the opening. She fell onto the dirt floor below. “Get in, Joe.” I helped him down and followed, then I fell too as my knees gave out.
Tony jumped down, closed the trap door and latched it. “Come on, Gloria!” He pulled her to her feet. “This way,” he whispered to me as they headed down a narrow, dirt tunnel lit only by small glow balls hung from the ceiling.
Footsteps overhead.
“Where the hell did they go?” a muffled voice called.
I drew in deep breaths that held the smell of damp earth and rotted tree roots as I got to my feet, and kept an open palm braced against the crumbly dirt wall as I stepped over strewn fibrin boards. My head began to clear.
Joe kept watch behind our path with his weapon in hand.
“Where does this tunnel lead?” I whispered.
“It branches,” Tony said quietly. “We're going left, to a safe house.”
“Is this a RECOIL tunnel?” I asked.
“They dug it out during the days of the czar,” Gloria said, still out of breath as we moved along uneven ground.
“What does the right branch lead to?” I asked.
“A cavern,” Tony answered.
“Will you tags stop talking!” Joe whispered. “Your voices carry.”
Something small and green and fat skittered across our path on long legs.
Gloria screamed.
“Dammit!” Joe whispered as the sound of footsteps overhead stopped.
“Did you hear that?” a muffled voice above us called.
Gloria put her hand over her mouth.
“Hurry up!” Tony waved us on.
We sloshed through puddles where silver liquid dripped from the walls.
Silver. Spirit's blood!
I paused. Spirit, we need your help.
I know.
It's not my fault this time!
Have you forgotten that if I loose my power, it will destroy all Terrans on my world?
Can't you –
“Jules!” Joe whispered as the trap door was laser-burned “Why in God's name are you stopping?”
“It's Spirit!” I told him. Spirit? I sent. Can't you narrow your power to affect just the three tags?
The three what?
Sentient beings. The cruds chasing us!
Only you can achieve that with your ability. Your time is running out, Terran. The cruds, as you call them, have alerted two more humans who are now approaching from the tunnel's far entrance. Either use your power or surrender. They don't mean to kill you.
“Jules!” Joe said. “Come on.”
“Quiet, Joe.” What about Joe and the others? I sent.
Just you. The others will be sacrificed.
Not an option!
Then use your power. You have done this before.
Not against a sensitive, Spirit.
Increase your tel abilities or surrender. Those are your options.
“Joe,” I said, “there's two more tags coming from the other end of the tunnel. I'm trying for a probe to turn them all back.”
In the dim light, I saw Joe's surprised look. He backed a step, nodded, and remained silent.
“What's he doing?” Gloria said. “We've got to – “
“Be quiet!” Joe told her. “He's a telepath.”
“Good for him,” Tony said. “But that's not going to stop a hot beam. Give me your stingler.” He looked at the dishtowel in his hands and flung it away.
“There's two more coming from the tunnel's other end,” Joe said. “We're outnumbered five stinglers to one. You like those odds? Now flatten against the wall and let Jules do his work.”
I leaned against the clammy wall, closed my eyes and pressed my hands to my temples as the voices of the three tags grew sharp. They were in the tunnel.
“Watch your asses,” one called. “They could be armed. Especially the old coot. He's W-CIA.”
I gathered a coil of tel power. Go back, I sent. Danger ahead. They are armed and ready to kill you if you approach. Go back or die.
My head throbbed with the effort. I squeezed my eyes tighter, gathered all my energy and threw the red coil at the three. Go back or die! They are entrenched and waiting for you. Your heart will be burned out of your chest. You will lie in the mud, twitching in agony and
clutching the bloody hole in your chest while your life pours into the mud. Go back. Now!
The footsteps stopped.
My head beat as though a hot drum were being pounded inside my brain, but I still felt the sensitive's resistance. I increased the spin of another coil and threw it. Back to safety. General Rowdinth will understand. The tide has turned against you. It's not your fault.
“I, uh, I think we should go back,” one of the tags said. “I don't think our plan's going to work.”
“Yeah. I agree,” another responded. “The tide's turned against us. These things happen, you know? Uh, what do you think, Tom? I think we should go back.”
I held my breath. Was the third one the sensitive?
“General Rowdinth will understand,” Tom said. “He knows the tide can turn.”
I let out a breath.
But too soon.
I sensed the approach of the two tags from the tunnel's far end. Spirit?
Neither are sensitives, Terran. But both are armed.
Here we go again. My forehead was hot, my cheeks felt flushed, as though with a fever. I took a deep breath and focused on spinning a stronger coil within me. It refused to grow. My brain was rejecting the damaging increase in temperature. I lowered my head and forced my mind to intensify the red coil. Spirit. Can this kill me?
I cannot say how an alien brain responds to the use of the power.
We'll both find out.
I bit my fist against the burn in my head and forced the red coil to grow and spin faster. I tried not to cry out as I pushed it past what I had ever attempted before as I sensed the approach of the two killers. I moaned as I flung it against them.
Go back or die! I sent. I couldn't read what they said to each other, but I felt their sudden fear. The tide is against you. Go back or have your heart burned out of your chest. General Rowdinth will understand. It's not your fault!
A thought from one came dimly as my brain resisted the heat. I'm going home. You can keep my creds from this job, Bailey.
No, wait. Me too. I think the spirits of the RECOIL soldiers we killed here are haunting this graveyard.
Then they were gone.
I felt Joe's strong hand on my arm, bracing me as I slid to my knees. I opened my eyes, but I couldn't see! I looked up to where the ceiling glow balls should have thrown their dim lights, but saw only darkness. “They're gone, all of them,” I muttered. “Oh, God, Joe. I'm blind!” I grabbed his arm with both hands. “My head is burning.”
“Give me your apron!” I heard Joe say. He pulled my hands off his arm.
“Joe!” I cried. Fear ate at my thoughts.
“I'm here, kid.”
I laid down and pressed my head against the damp ground for relief.
“What're you doing?” I heard Tony say.
“Making a cold compress,” Joe told him.
I rolled my head against the muddy ground and felt consciousness slipping away.
“Is he dying?” Gloria's voice was choked.
“Be quiet!” Joe ordered. “He doesn't need to hear that.”
Am I dying, Spirit? I sent.
It depends.
Tell Great Mind to let me reincarnate with Willa.
I only ask Great Mind. I never tell The Unity what is the best course to take.
I felt a blessed cold weight being pressed against my head. “Joe?”
“It's a compress, kid. I made it with mud. Now try to relax. You're shaking like a leaf. This should cool down your brain.” I heard the tightness in his voice. “Sleep if you want to.”
“OK.” I groaned and let sleep come…and dreamed I dwelt in crystal seas. I was a male dolphin courting a she-dolphin who I knew was Willa. We swam side by side, and water like silk caressed my body. We dived to coral mansions and swam through arches built of sea fans and crimson fire coral. We swooped to the surface for a breath and watched the sun on the horizon throw orange chips across the velvet table of the sea. It dropped below the surface and stars rushed in to fill the void, as though Great Mind had shattered a lucent dome into a profusion of glimmering diamonds. I dived beneath Willa and turned on my back. She met me and we mated…
I opened my eyes and hoped my dream didn't show as a physical manifestation. I glanced at my groin. No. It hadn't.
And I could see again!
In the light of glow balls overhead I saw Joe. He sat with Tony and Gloria on a stack of rotted boards beside me.
“I can see,” I said.
Joe ran a hand across his forehead. “OK.” He let out a long breath. “How's your head?”
“Better.” I got to my knees.
Joe stood up and helped me to my feet.
“Are they gone?” I glanced down the far tunnel.
“All five of them,” Joe said. “I'd say that's quite a power you've got there.”
Gloria smiled and approached me. “How do you feel, Jules?”
“Not bad.” I rubbed my temples. The burn was gone. “But I could use a shower.”
“We could all use a shower!” Tony slapped my shoulder. “I think you saved our lives.”
“He did,” Joe said.
Gloria went up on her toes and kissed my muddy cheek.
I smiled at her.
She winked and lowered her head shyly.
Tony squinted down the tunnel and stroked his beard. “What did those tags want, anyway?”
“They – “I started.
“It's government business,” Joe said. “Classified.”
Spirit? Did I grow my tel power?
You did that, my alien friend. And your stretched mind will never regress to its former state. You are more prepared now for your future encounters.
What future encounters?
I can sense the turning of time, but only
Great Mind knows the possible fantail of
possibilities.
Thanks, buddy. That narrows things down.
You're welcome…tag.
I shook my head, gently. My sarcasm was lost on his alien mind. Do me a favor?
What is it now?
If Great Mind deigns to send predictions
about my future, will you let me know?
As usual, Jules Terran, you ask too much.
And as usual, Spirit Kubraen, your answers tell me nothing that can help me.
You continue to ask the wrong questions. Will you live? Will you die? When will you ask what to learn in your life-cycle?
When I'm not concerned with what's waiting around the next corner! I cut the link. I hate to argue with know-it-alls!



Chapter Four
The briefing by the W-CIA on planet Alpha was brief. I think they just wanted to check me out. I guess I passed inspection, though one bald tag asked me why I didn't get a haircut. I gave him my stock answer: It keeps my neck warm.
Joe had recommended that they take me onboard for this mission, and being a respected member of the agency, even though retired, they agreed.
Now Joe was my contact person, and I was Jules Rammis, Special W-CIA Agent. I thought at least I'd get a pair of dark, company-issued sunglasses. But no.
Joe and I could no longer be seen together, for the same reason that agents didn't know each other's names. I was dubbed code name Enigma and turned over to Joe for the details of my mission.
We sat in the back of a stuffy windowless government van and ate cold sandwiches and drank cold coffee while Joe gave me instructions on my mission.
I was to infiltrate General Rowdinth's hideout and pretend to be as greedy and disgruntled as the general and his sorry team of slimes. My story was that the government didn't give me enough creds for my humanitarian work on Syl' Terria and then again on Halcyon.
“I dunno, Joe,” I said. “The general just has to check my credcount. I gave a buddy, Jack Cole, a good piece of it for his help in the Loranth affair, and for his family, but there's a pretty good-sized chunk still left.”
“Your credcount's not available to eyes. And your story is that you're pissed because after all that you did, you're still just an anonymous tag looking for a good government job to get by on.”
“You know, you've almost convinced me.”
“Good! You'll have to be to bring this off.
“But what about my work for the Los Alamos National Lab. It's another source of income.”
He nodded. “We've got that covered. Now, while you were on planet Alpha, you read the minds of some senators and high government officials and guess what?”
“I discovered General Rowdinth's plot to rob the depository. And I learned that two disgruntled NASA scientists had stolen the Dark Energy Project's documents and were now the general's colleagues.”
“I'm listening, kid.”
“And I wanted in on it too! I'll tell Rowdinth that I could return to planet Alpha under the guise of applying to some more government departments for a cushy job. And while I'm there, I'll relay information to him on W-CIA's plans to negotiate on his demands, and on…” I shook my head. “God, and on his threat to destroy all of Earth, the fucking crote!”
Joe sat back and smirked. “There's a good chance you'll bring this off.”
“Am I what you call a double agent?”
He folded his arms and stared at me. “I'll tell you what you call it, kid. It's goddamn dangerous work, is what it is. The Vermakts are an aggressive race.” He made a face and put aside his salami sandwich. “Too aggressive for the Worlds Government to accept their bid to enter the Interstel community of planets and have access to the members' technology.”
“Is that the race General Rowdinth belongs to?”
He nodded. “The Vermakts. They're the only civilized race on their planet, Fartherland. If you can call them civilized. If this general decides that you're a double agent, I hate to think how you'll die, but it won't be a pleasant death.”
“I'm counting on the cyanide capsule for a quick departure from this mortal coil.”
“That's what worries me.” He furrowed his brow. “You've acted a bit suicidal, besides your usual reckless nature, since Willa passed away. No cyanide capsule, Jules. The only thing you'll bite is the bullet.” He sipped coffee.
Joe was right. A part of me wanted to chuck it all and join Willa. Problem was, Great Mind might not be inclined to let me join her, whichever planet she had reincarnated to, and whatever form her body had taken. My throat tightened and I did my best to hold back tears, but a few slipped past my eyes. I wiped a hand across my face.
Joe looked away. “We'll drop you off on planet Fartherland, near Gorestail. It's the only town on the planet, and we'll provide you with a hovair and supplies. They'll be waiting for you in an underground parking lot at the Gorestail spaceport. Mostly Terran and alien gold miners go into town for recreation. But a few of the native Vermakts show up.” He took a bite of his salami sandwich, then threw it back into the bag. “Our field agents haven't been able to locate the general's underground hideout, but according to intelligence reports, he's still somewhere on Fartherland. We'd like you to wander around town, probe the natives and pick up a clue or two. For some reason that I can't decipher, the Vermakts are loyal to this crotefucker, Rowdinth.”
I nodded. The crotefucker who had caused Willa's death. I wanted to live long enough to send General Rowdinth to the flames of hell by my own hands. I wanted to see him squirm and watch his eyes bulge and his tongue swell. I wanted to see his face turn bright red when I cut off his air and crushed his windpipe and looked him in the eyes as his lights went out. Some Mafia tag had long ago said that revenge is a dish best served cold.
I didn't agree.
“What're you thinking, Jules?”
“Oh.” I studied my sandwich. The soggy white bread had folded over my fingers. The cold cuts and cheese were plastered to the bread. The mayonnaise had seeped through and wet my hand. “Oh, about the satisfaction of a hot meal.”
Joe shook his head.



Chapter Five
General Ki Rowdinth pulled his dire-wool blanket tighter around his narrow shoulders and bulging hips as he studied the two aliens who stood before him in the great room of his sunken citadel. He leaned back into the artificial intelligence chair. It detected the slight temperature drop in his skin and instantly raised the heat in leather-covered filaments.
Four members of the general's own Elite Guards, in black and silver uniforms, with silver slashes of lightning bolts across the shoulders, and high military hats, flanked the general, their black marble eyes fixed on the aliens.
General Ki Rowdinth studied the Altairian and Vegan lackeys who stood before him. He flicked a glance at Drackin the Shayl. “I have chosen you three for a mission of vital importance to Fartherland.” Rowdinth's voice was tight and strident. “Do not fail me. I do not take kindly to failure.” He glanced at the Shayl and his lip curled. Drackin lay sprawled before the fireplace like a grotesque pet, digging talons restlessly into the thick rug. His leathery wings, folded across his back, gleamed in firelight. His hooded white eyes glowed from deep within his skeletal head. The tawny fur that covered his muscled body seemed to shimmer as the great fireplace snapped and roared, as though reflecting the winged creature's own temperament. Drackin never flinched, never showed fear at General Ki Rowdinth's commands, or his temper tantrums, and this greatly annoyed the leader of the Vermakt race of Fatherland.
The chair gently probed and located the general's tight muscles in his back and neck, and began a shiatsu massage. It scanned his brain, detected the beta waves of an agitated mind state, and lowered its patron's brain rhythm to an alpha state of attentive relaxation.
The Vermakt National Anthem emanated from both sides of the backrest. The four Guards stood at attention with their clawed hands pressed together before their snouts.
A small compartment in the armrest of Rowdinth's chair slid open and a crystal goblet of 1986 Earth's Penfold's Grange wine emerged in a golden goblet. With its patron in a relaxed state, the chair turned on its subliminal audio and recorded the conversation.
The towering, green-scaled Altairian, his broad head buried within the bubble helmet of ammonia and methane, still wore his Interstel military uniform. He shifted uneasily under the general's stony stare. His scaly tail lay curled and trembling around his flat feet. Beside him, the shorter, white-furred Vegan stood unsteadily on hind legs. Massive front paws, with hooked claws, dangled at his sides. Only the Shayl seemed unimpressed by the general's disdainful demeanor and his ominous silence, and that continued to annoy Ki Rowdinth.
The chair responded with whispered messages. You have been chosen by Providence to lead your people. You are their savior. Their Messiah. The Great Time has come, my lord!
“Yes,” the general hissed softly and swirled his drink. He breathed deeply as smoke from the real wood fire scented the air, and watched imported tropical birds chirp and flit from branch to branch in paper-layered cellulose trees.
“Tell me what I hired you to do,” he ordered Huff, the thickset Vegan.
“Well…” Huff looked up anxiously at Zorga, the Altairian. “Well – “
Zorga shifted his triangular feet and glanced down at his companion.
“Well, sir,” Huff began in stelspeak, “you – “
“That's sire!” Zorga nudged Huff.
Rowdinth allowed himself the pleasure of a grin at their discomfort.
“Oh, that's right,” Huff said. “Sire. To bring the Jules Terran telepath to you without his prior knowing of where your citadel is buried.”
“That's subterranean!” Zorba corrected, “ye oxygen-poisoned pritcull.”
“Oh, yes!” Huff shook his furry white snout. “Without the Terran's prior knowledge of what he is…uh, where he is in the sub-Terran.”
Bubbles streamed around Zorga's enclosed head.
“And in what condition?” Rowdinth said too softly. A quick rage began within the general. He hated to deal with inferior races, but in this case, it was necessary. The chair tried unsuccessfully to compensate for his darkening mood.
Huff glanced up at Zorga and nervously rubbed his forepaws together.
“What condition,” Zorga whispered, “hole in the rear!”
“Oh.” Huff nodded and drew back long lips to display pointed teeth in a smile. “Undamaged.”
The general smiled back, a cold leer that stretched back lips and showed a predator's set of fangs. He studied the two Earth White Sharks that swam in circles within a round tank and wondered if they would enjoy a meal of Altairian fillets and Vegan steaks.
The chair sensed its patron's sexual arousal at the prospect of watching the lackeys being flayed and fed to the sharks, and flicked on the holo-stage. It chose bare-breasted Tahitian Earth girls in grass skirts and lays of crimson flowers as they performed an erotic dance to a fast drumbeat, with palm trees and the South Pacific Sea for backdrop. A heavy scent of flowers wafted from wall ducts. The general breathed in the perfume. Terrans had treated him badly, when, as a child, he had accompanied his mother to Gorestail. A mob of drunken Terran miners had pointed and laughed at Rowdinth and his mother's resemblance to some lesser species of Earth's rodents. They had called his mother a fat rat, and had kicked her and knocked her to the ground. When he'd tried to help her up, they had laughed and kicked him too. The shock and humiliation still cut like a sharpened stone.
As though those insults weren't enough, the Worlds Government had insulted the entire Vermakt race when they turned down Fartherland's bid to join the interstellar community. Rage had become a continuous fire that burned as though consuming him. He could not…he would not tolerate their insults.
He touched his closed eyes with trembling, clawed fingers, remembering. He had gone blind after that great insult. His eyes had burned and he could not see. The A.I. chair, bought with the large deposit of credits endowed by the owners of the mining camp after the humiliation by their Terran workers, had healed him. It had brought back his sight with its full attention to his needs.
Years later, as an adult, he'd had The Vision. A divine angel with a halo as golden as the gold from Fartherland's mines had descended in a dream and unveiled his great mission to save his downtrodden people. He alone could raise them from their dirt-poor living conditions and lead an army to invade and conquer Earth and each colonized planet in succession, until the Terrans were wiped off the face of the known worlds, and all the other alien ethnic groups were subjugated to the superior race of Vermakts. The credits had allowed him to build his hidden citadel within the sacred ground, and now the laboratory too, where Geek and Nerd continued their work on dark energy.
His time had come! He pictured a lifeless Earth spinning through space. The Vermakt people's time had come!
He would gladly embrace suffering, he yearned for it, and even death, for revenge on the imperious race of Earth. He would destroy the rat-eaters, even if they met his demands. The die was cast, as they themselves would say. They did not have long to enjoy their haughty intrusions on Fartherland and the stolen gold of his people's mines. With the help of the two Terran scientists, who foolishly thought they were his colleagues, the vicious Terran race would perish. He gripped the wine goblet tightly. He would have the last joke on planet Earth!
“Now go!” he told Zorga and Huff, and take that devil's spawn with you.” He gestured toward the Shayl with his glass. Wine spilled. “Though I don't know why Nerd and Geek hired the demon in the first place!”
“Who?” Huff whispered to Zorga.
“The two NASA scientists, ye dummy pritcull.”
“Oh.”
The Shayl hissed, unfolded his wings and flapped them for answer, throwing spectral shadows on the stone floor from the raging fire behind him.
“He can fly, General Rowdinth,” Zorga ventured.
“So can a hovair,” Rowdinth responded.
The four Guards at his side chuckled at their leader's sly joke.
Rowdinth gestured toward the portal. “On your way out, stop at my museum. I have five new additions you might find interesting.”
“Oh?” Huff smiled. “The stuffed prizes of a hunting trip, sir?” He lifted shaggy brows in expectation. “I mean sire.”
“Of a failed hunting trip.” General Rowdinth smiled back. “Five stuffed human animals.” He sipped wine and found a momentary satisfaction in Huff and Zorga's shock. He slid a look at Drackin, who showed no response except to lick his bony-plated lips and stare back. Fucking gargoyle! the general thought.
The chair quickly responded to its patron's sudden frustration with a squirt of a designer drug into the air around him. The general leaned forward, forgetting his drink. “What choice did I have?” he shouted. “They failed me, the miserable Earth-spawn miscreants. They allowed the Terran Jules Rammis to escape!” He pounded his fist on the armrest. “I am the victim. Because of their ineptitude, I am forced to suffer a defeat!” He leaned back in the chair as the drug took effect. “There are three more empty pedestals that stand waiting next to theirs. Pray you do not force me to fill them.” A semblance of satisfaction touched his uneasy mind as Huff's eyes widened and his long pink tongue lolled out from his snout as he panted.
Zorga's gas-filled back tank sounded an alarm that warned he was breathing too fast. The Altairian's bumpy skin darkened to olive green and his thick, exposed tail lost scales as it shuddered against the hard floor.
The general sipped the last of his wine. He ran his gaze along Huff's fine, white fur and watched it lift in the draft from the fire. These three would make elegant additions to his growing collection of stuffed aliens. He pictured the Shayl, frozen in a leap, wings spread. Yes, elegant. Perhaps he would add them even if they brought him the telepath.
He raised his empty glass to Zorga and Huff, and smiled reassuringly. “You may go now,” he said softly and nodded at Drackin, “and take the ogre with you.” Yes, he decided as he watched the three lumber, waddle, and prowl out of the great room, he would definitely claim them for his museum. A sanctuary where his people could enjoy seeing the degradation of those who humiliated them, standing frozen in death upon their pedestals, with plaques that told of their home planets, now under the domination of the super race of Vermakts. And when he was through with the Terran Jules, the telepath would also stand frozen among the other displays, his pink, hairless body naked for all the vermakts to see how weak these devil creatures really were.
The chair advanced the holo vid to show naked male dancers who leaped onstage in colorful loincloths and embraced the reluctant females with deep-throated grunts. Rowdinth's pupils dilated as the males roughly dragged the females to the grassy ground, stripped off their skirts, and mounted them.
The crystal glass slid from his fingers and shattered on stone as the males held down the females and forced themselves into the screaming girls.
His hand crept to his groin and his breathing quickened. The chair remained quiet. It knew that General Ki Rowdinth loved to watch animals being raped. He had raped many captive animals himself, male and female, in this very chair.



Chapter Six
My fur itched all over my body from the rashes brought on by the heat. I wondered, as I scratched, if I had picked up parasites on this hot planet Fartherland that nourished all sorts of weeds and the bugs that inhabited them.
Huff!” Zorba called me by my stelspeak name, “Stop scratching. Ye make more noise than a glutstik sucking its own quills!”
“Sorry, Zorga. I itch!”
I yearned for the sharp aroma and soft feel of snow, the taste of salty freshkill, the frosty ice floes that rock beneath your paws on enchanting white Kresthaven, stelspeak for my own home world, which is difficult even for me to pronounce.
I didn't like this roof over my head. How could I know for certain that it was built strong enough? It lacked ice for strength, and after all, only Vermakts built it. They should have asked Terrans to build it. Terrans know how to build things that last even through ice blizzards and thunderous tornadoes that rip apart the strongest ice dens.
I sighed as I stood flattened against a column in the underground parking lot which was under the ground of the Gorestail spaceport. Zorga leaned behind another column, hissing out breaths in his methane and ammonia-filled helmet. Drackin's eyes glowed as he crouched silently on his haunches, wings folded, in a dark corner. He must be a good hunter of fish, I thought.
Hovairs and hovars and ground cars and zip jumpers, and even a hybrid water sprite were lined up in dark rows. What would it be like to ride the sea in a water sprite? It must be like riding the back of a great leviathan that plunged and leaped in the icy waters of Kresthaven.
I sighed as I waited. I was not embraced by the Lords in this work I was about to do. But what choice did I have when most of the cubs had left the traditional ways of the Vegan tribes to work on city worlds with all their dreary comforts and gadgets. They would never know the joy of the hunt, or lapping freshkill blood mixed with hard-packed balls of snow. A tear wet my cheek fur. They had abandoned the oldsters, who starved without their helping paws. Some had already perished from failed hunts. I took this work, though it damned my soul to the depths of Lord Vorlof's Fiery Pit for eternity, to keep my small clan healthy with as much blubber as credits could buy.
“Huff!” Zorba whispered, “he's coming!”
Oh. There he is!
The Terran Jules hummed as he strolled to his hovair. He was tall and narrow, with only a patch of yellow fur on the top of his head. I wondered if there were more patches beneath the black pants, the black sweater, and the blue jacket. Was he really comfortable in all those coverings? And leather shoes that reached to his ankles! He was appealing, though, the way exotic pets are appealing, and I had to smile as I watched him saunter to his hovair. Terrans are so well balanced on their hind legs, as though walking is a dance. Born to walk upright, I thought and sighed. I could only pray that the godless General Ki Rowdinth would not add this Terran to his museum when he had gotten whatever it was he wanted to get from him.
The Terran called out “Open” to his hovair and the vehicle's door swung wide.
“Good hovair,” he said and chuckled.
His voice was soft and melodious. I chuckled too.
“Now!” Zorga whispered.
“Oh!” I went to all fours and leaped forward, with Zorga lumbering by my side on his hind legs, his broad tail slapping the ground.
The Terran heard us and turned. He inhaled a sharp breath and slammed the open door against Zorga and me as we leaped at him. I was shaken, but my thick neck fur took up most of the shock. Zorga, with his bumpy, scaly skin, his bulky helmet, staggered sideways and crashed to the ground.
“Ye damn Terran pritcull!” Zorga shouted as he got up.
If the Jules made it into his vehicle and locked the door, we were lost! General Rowdinth would not be happy with our empty paws. I whined as I pictured my dead stuffed body hanging on a hook in his museum.
The Terran Jules threw himself into the pilot's seat and reached out to close the door. I saw Drackin prowl from behind the vehicle and leap at him with a growl.
The Terran cried out as Drackin dragged him from the hovair and onto the ground, and wrapped his strong arms around the frail human body.
“Don't damage him, Drackin!” I cried.
The Jules Terran fought as though his life depended on breaking free, with kicks to Drackin's hind legs and his soft underbelly. Considering General Rowdinth's bone-sharp temper and his uncaring for any life but his own, the Terran Jules might truly be fighting for his life. I hoped not. I wanted no part in the death of any intelligent being, including aliens.
Drackin growled and tightened his grip.
I felt a fuzziness in my mind. A thought rose up inside my head that was not my own. Let the Terran go! it came. I looked around. Let him go or you'll die! “Zorga?” I asked, “did you say something?”
“It's the Terran,” Zorga said. “He's a telepath, numbtail. Remember?”
Drackin must have felt the fuzziness too. He loosened his grip and the Jules Terran squeezed out of it. But I think Drackin's hunting instincts were aroused when the Terran broke free because Drackin growled and gripped him tighter. He spread a wing as though covering a prey he alone had brought down.
A strong desire to let the Jules Terran go came upon me as an ache in my chest.
“Zorga,” I said, “do you think we should let him go? Because I think we should let him go.”
“When do you think?” Zorba said. “This will close down his mind probes.” He extracted a small bottle and a rag from his suit pouch and poured liquid onto the rag. “Take this.” He held out the dripping piece of material to me, “and hold it over its nose and mouth. We are not allowed to use a stingler stun setting on it.”
I took the smelly rag and tried to hold it over the Terran's face. He fought me and managed to gasp in fresh breaths.
I pressed the rag harder.
“Not on its eyes,” Zorga said and reached into his suit pouch. “It doesn't breathe through its eyes!”
The Terran bit my paw. I yelped and grabbed his head fur and held him down with the rag over his nose and mouth. I almost laughed at the two strips of fur above his eyes.
After a few breaths, he moaned and his body relaxed. His eyes fluttered and closed, his muscles went soft, and when Drackin let go, he slumped to his front side.
Drackin folded his pale wings and limped back to the dark corner with blood dripping from a cut on his hind leg.
Zorga took out a syringe of blue liquid with a tiny round object floating within it. I watched, intrigued, as he slipped the sharp needle into the Terran's fur behind his right ear and pushed down the plunger until the syringe was empty. The Terran's body jerked, but his eyes remained closed.
“What in the Sacred Lords of the Ten Oceans is that?” I asked Zorga.
“An implant. The liquid will prevent pain or infection. It won't know it's wearing it.” He peered at me. “Of course, ye won't mention it to the Terran.”
“Of course. What does it do?”
“It is nuclear. It explodes and blows apart the skull and anything else for miles around.
“It…when?”
“When General Rowdinth pushes the blinking red button on his detonator. It also tracks the Terran's movements. The general wants to know where it is located at all times. He shoved the Terran onto his back.
I felt as though tiny ice chips were storm-tossed within both my stomachs. What had I helped to do? I stood up and stared down at the still form. “Time is a river,” my people say, “and the ice floes are our decisions and our acts. One can no more make the ice float back against the current than a freshkill can get up and walk again.”
Zorga roughly picked up one end of the Terran. I picked up the other end and we carried him to the open storage compartment of our hovair. He was light but slippery. I almost dropped my end.
“Be careful!” Zorga warned. “It has a thin, flexible nose that breaks easily. Would ye care to explain to General Rowdinth that ye damaged his prize?”
I held the Terran tighter as we lifted him into the compartment. He lay curled and quiet as a sleeping cub. I sighed and closed the door, then locked it. After this night's work, how could I return to Kresthaven and look my clans-peers in their snouts again?
I had lost my soul.



Chapter Seven
My head felt foggy. I breathed dank air mixed with a bitter residue in my mouth as the Altairian, his body still encased in an Interstel atmospheric military uniform, the traitorous crotefucker, and the Vegan, gripped my arms and led me down a passageway. Their claws clicked on the wet stone floor. Water dripped down rock walls and splashed into dark puddles. The Shayl padded behind me, blocking any possible escape. The Vegan kept glancing up at the rotted timbers of the ceiling. That got me looking up too, but there was nothing to see.
The Altairian opened an iron door that grated with rust and we entered a vast, log-paneled room. A huge stone fireplace threw heat that comforted me in spite of my situation. I think the love of wood fires is stamped into our DNA since our ancestors sat around them to keep away the saber-toothed cats.
What sort of cat would I face, I wondered as I was led to the great room's center where a large Vermakt, General Ki Rowdinth, from Joe's photos, scratched the gray folds of skin and the bristly hairs on his neck when he saw me. This was the slimy bastard who was responsible for Willa's death! His whiskered snout, long and narrow, twitched as though smelling me. Perhaps he was, with that bulbous, pink nose. His ears, also round and pink, raised up as I approached. He sat wrapped in a woolen blanket, reclining in a leather chair that came close to enveloping him. Holos of the inhabited star systems hung above a long conference table. Above that, set on a Greek column, a large bronze bust of Rowdinth in his general's uniform stared down haughtily while a holo of Fartherland's flag waved behind it.
I lowered my head and pictured my hands around his lumpy throat, squeezing, finding the windpipe between gray layers, and crushing, until those beady eyes burst from his head.
Four bulky Vermakts in black and silver uniforms crouched around the chair.
“So, Zorga,” he said in stelspeak to the Altairian, “I suppose those three empty pedestals will have to remain empty.” His voice was high and grating, like the proverbial chalk on board, and I wondered if this were a female. No matter. Given the opportunity, I would kill her.
Zorga's hand, still on my arm, relaxed and he let go. “Thank ye, General.”
The Vegan sighed and his hand also dropped away. “Yes. Me too.”
I watched the Shayl limp to the fireplace and lie down heavily on a rug. I hoped the limp was the result of my kicks. They are an aloof, winged race, these Shayls, that nobody in the known star systems would call a friend. Cold-blooded in mind and body, loners by evolution and by choice, they didn't need to eat often. But when they did, everybody ran for cover.
General Ki Rowdinth flipped off one side of his blanket and fingered a unit with a flashing red button held in his long claws. The Vegan gasped and blinked at me, his golden eyes wide. I thought it was because the general's pear-shaped body, all gray folds and bristly hairs, was naked except for the gold jewelry around his neck, wrists and ankles. He was a hermaphrodite, although his male genitals were the more prominent.
“You have a problem, Huff?” the general asked the Vegan.
Huff quickly shook his head. “No! Sorry, no, General Rowdinth. I…” He glanced at Zorga. “I had a sudden cramp. The result of gas.”
I sidled away from Huff.
“General Rowdinth?” I asked evenly, as though I hadn't known it was him, and also to take command of the conversation.
He didn't answer.
“I came to Fartherland to contact you.”
“And so you have,” he said.
“You could have just asked.”
“I could have. I'm told you're a powerful telepath.”
“That's the service I came to offer.” I looked around. There were a few empty chairs. “May I sit down?”
“Are you having trouble standing before me?”
“It doesn't matter. Can we get down to business? The gravity on this planet is stronger than what I'm used to.” That part was true.
I told him my trumped-up story about how I could return to planet Alpha and relay my mind probes from senators and other high government officials on plans to counteract his demands and his threats to Earth. “Isn't that worth a slight cut of the booty?” I finished.
He scratched his crotch. “And what is a slight cut in your estimation?”
I nodded pensively. “I'm thinking ten percent of the depository bouillon.” That sounded greedy enough. I began to spin a red coil within my head.
He shattered my concentration as he slammed the armrest with a fist. “You greedy Terran rat-eater!” he shouted. “You are all the slime at the bottom of the cesspool.”
I managed to stay in control, though his four bodyguards raised up to their full height on hind legs, about seven feet.
Rowdinth's thumb covered the blinking red light on the unit in his claws and he rubbed it.
I heard Huff squeeze in a hard breath.
What the hell was really going on here?
My heart began to pound and I couldn't control a shiver of intuition that screamed You're in some real trouble, tag.
“OK!” I said with a confidence I didn't feel. “Then you name my share.”
“The bouillon is slated to pay for an army of Vermakts,” he said. “Not to indulge your obscene earthly pleasures! I never met a Terran who had any sense of honor or duty!”
Honor? I thought bitterly. What did this bloated bag of garbage know of honor? I glanced toward the door and shrugged. “Then I guess we can't do business?”
He jumped out of his chair. “Did I say we cannot do business? Did I?” I thought he was going to attack me. I slowed my breathing and tensed my body. If he attacked I would snap his neck like a twig. Then the chips could fall wherever the hell they wanted to.
Perhaps it was the look in my eyes that stopped him. “Don't defy me!” he screeched and waved his fists like an impotent child. “I could have you executed right now for high crimes!”
Zorga moved further away from me, but Huff came closer to my side.
“I will tell you if we can do business!” Rowdinth continued.
“So tell me, General,” I answered coolly through a tight throat, “do you want to buy my services? I'm still willing to come in on this deal.”
And just like that, he relaxed his fists and slumped back into the chair and stared at me, a raging child who had been brought into line. But a savage child with a lot of backup. “How do I know you're not W-CIA?” he asked.
“I told you, General, after all my humanitarian work on Syl' Terria and Halcyon, they threw a few piddling creds my way and it was 'Thank you, Mister Rammis. Goodbye, Mister Rammis. Don't call us. We'll call you'.”
I'd played my last card. It felt like trying to fill an inside straight. I attempted to work some moisture into my mouth and appear confident before this madman.
“Do you always have lunch with former W-CIA agents?”
“Oh, that. He's my former father in law. We're still good friends and we were both on planet Alpha.” I shook my head as though I were annoyed. “Is there anything else you would like to know?”
He tapped the armrest. A slot opened and a gold holder with a goblet of red wine, I presumed, rose out of the slot. He sipped it. “And if I'm forced to destroy your homeworld to convince Alpha to give me the gold? Where do you stand, Terran?”
The slimy crotefucker! I shook my head. “There's nobody on Earth who cares about me. My parents didn't want me. My foster parents used me for slave labor! My wife divorced me to marry some rich tag.” I shrugged.
“And your daughter?”
Honor indeed. He'd love to use Lisa to make me do his bidding. “You did your homework, General Rowdinth. But she's been off-planet since your threats to Earth.” I swayed and caught myself. The heavy gravity, the fight in the parking lot, whatever they had used to put me to sleep, had worn me out. But I had to do a mindprobe. “I told the Child-Proponent volunteers who took her, along with a bunch of other kids, that I didn't want to know which planet they were heading for.”
I rubbed my eyes as though I were weary, and gathered a coil within my mind. I forced it to spin stronger against the fatigue within me, threw it at him and probed.
I touched his mind for about ten seconds when I recoiled. Here was a darkness beyond the void between stars. A coldness beyond an ice planet. I felt his desire to suffer, to be nailed to a cross, like the Christ figure. But it fought with a call for revenge. I maintained the link, though I was afraid I'd be drawn into this bleak, psychopathic mindscape. I had to report to Joe Hatch that the W-CIA was dealing with a mind so twisted by obsession for reprisal, that life meant nothing, not even his own. His threat to destroy Earth, given the means, was no bluff!
A vision of bloody wrists with nails protruding mixed with graphics of Earth implanted within Rowdinth's brain, probably with a microchip. An image of incredible volcanoes rose up from Earth into space itself and spewed magna that was quenched by tidal waves that reared out of deep-sea beds and left subterranean canyons exposed. The planet bulged and ripped open like a crushed egg that bled its hot core as it spun away into space.
I realized I was breathing hard as I withdrew the probe. Could a crazed mind affect my own psyche? I wasn't certain. But it left me feeling frightened at this touch with his brain's primal core, a place that the normal psyche doesn't usually tap.
“Did you enjoy your trespass into my mind?” he asked and sipped his drink.
Christ and Buddha! He was a sensitive!
“Can you blame me?” I managed. “You, uh, you haven't offered me a shred of information and…” I looked around, giving myself a moment to catch my breath. “And I'm at your mercy here.”
“More than you think.” He picked up the unit with the blinking light again.
“I'm tired, General.” I glared at the Shayl. “It's been a difficult day.”
The Shayl lifted his lips and hissed back.
“And you were expecting a better welcome than you received,” Rowdinth stated.
“Something like that. Now can we either do business or will you let me leave, with a blindfold, this time?”
“Tell me in your words, Terran. In what way will I benefit from your services?”
“I thought I just told you.”
“Tell me again!” he shrieked and pounded the armrest. “Don't defy me.”
I was prepared for his sudden outbursts and I just sighed. “OK. I'll be able to relay information not only from W-CIA and government officials, but from the Worlds Alliance's military leaders on proposed counter-attacks on Fartherland. Suppose they discover the location of your hideout? They could – “
“That's Citadel.” He reclined into the chair's embrace.
I nodded. “The Alliance could launch A.I. missiles that would travel through space to hit your Citadel. I can influence the programmers' minds. The way I influenced the five tags you sent to capture me, and they'd direct the missiles at some other planet. That's just one of the possible ways I can help you.”
“Why didn't you accompany the five Terrans I sent to bring you here?”
“How did I know what those tags were up to? I figured they wanted me dead.”
The general scratched his muzzle pensively. I think he was deciding my fate. I bit my lip.
Huff, still standing beside me, stroked my arm. I pushed it away.
“I am also weary of the day,” Rowdinth said distractedly. “And night brings me no comfort from my pain.” He stood up slowly, as though a great weight lay on his shoulders. The four Guards jumped to their feet and supported him. “The burden of Providence gives me no rest.” He walked toward the iron door. “I am the slave of my mission, and it tortures my days and my nights.”
“Sorry,” I said. Too bad it doesn't fucking kill you! I thought.
He waved pathetically at Huff and Zorga. “Take him to a cell for tonight. I am too weary. Oh. And give him a tour of the museum. You know the displays I refer to. Tomorrow, Terran, I will give you my decision.” He shook his narrow head as he shuffled out. “My struggle.”
He took the blinking unit with him and I wondered again just what in hell it had to do with me.



Chapter Eight
The guided tour by Huff and Zorga through the museum's chosen displays gave new meaning to the word nightmare. Zorga took my arm and forced me to stand before five glass showcases with stuffed Terran bodies. If I'd had anything in my stomach, I would have lost it. And those are marbles that were his eyes. Three of the five naked corpses, with faces that stared out from death, were the tags in the restaurant who had chased us. The other two must be the ones who entered the tunnel from the far entrance. They stood side by side, a brotherhood of cadavers, all with burn holes in their chests. Their blue-gray wrinkled skin bulged where the stuffing had gathered beneath it, their lips were pulled back in grins that were more grimaces. An empty case with a pedestal stood waiting beside them. I began to shake and couldn't stop.
A burly arm suddenly rose from one body. A finger swung and pointed at me. I screamed and fell back. From somewhere came a chuckle.
Huff steadied me and I clung to him and kept my feet. “It's General Rowdinth,” he whispered. “He likes to make them move and speak. It's all right, Jules Terran. They are really dead.” He wagged his head. “Sometimes he makes them dance.”
It was then I saw the thin transparent lines attached to the bodies.
“Can we go now?” I said hoarsely. “I think I've had all the fun I can take for one day.”
Zorga nodded.
Huff steadied me as we left the House of Horrors.
* * *
A cell with a view. More a dungeon. I stood on the cot and looked through bars. A dark scape, with the blazing arms of the Milky Way overhead. Fartherland was above the galaxy's plane. A skeletal tree, its branches just bare winter bones, embraced a pale moon that bore the arms of the galaxy in a spectacular halo of star systems unexplored, and from what we knew, teeming with boundless life. The universe was more sublime and mysterious than we could have ever imagined.
But right now I needed landmarks. Landmarks for a missile strike. And where was the laboratory?
“Do you play checkers?” a voice behind me asked.
I almost fell off the cot.
Huff the Vegan stood on the other side of the barred door with a small wooden box, a folded board, and a covered tray.
I jumped down from the cot. “Sure, open the door, Huff. I'll play you a game.”
“Oh. I was hoping you could pull that small table and the chair up to the bars and we could play through them.” He grinned. “I know Terrans like to sit on chairs.” He sat back on his haunches.
Dammit! “Well, it would be easier if we sat together at the board.” I grinned back. “Where'd you learn to play Earth checkers, Huff?” I said it casually, to lower his guard, and dragged the table and chair up to the food slot in the bars.
He slid the tray, the board and the small box onto the table. “Oh. A traveling salesman from Earth visited my home planet many years ago with checker sets and beads. Our chief bought the checker sets with furs from our kills. It became our national game.
Lucky he didn't sell you the Brooklyn Bridge, I thought. “And the beads?”
“Oh, the beads were red, so the legend goes.”
“Aren't they supposed to be red?” I opened the box and studied the onyx and blue wooden pieces. They were beautiful, with swirls of cobalt and black. “What's wrong with traditional red?”
“It is the harbinger of death, Jules Terran, the blood color…among my people. Not yours.”
“Well, sometimes mine too. So your people didn't trade for them?”
“My people threw them into the sea, and threw in the salesman, the legend goes, to keep away Death.”
“They killed him?”
“Oh. One cannot kill Death!” He chuckled. “No. But he floated away between glaciers, the legend goes, and pretended to be dead.”
I sat back. “He must've been a good actor.”
“Death is the end of all acts,” my Terran friend.”
Yeah, I thought. Fade out. That's a wrap!
I looked down at my black turtleneck sweater and black pants. I discreetly lifted a pants leg to check my socks. Blue. My jacket, too, was blue. No red here. Guess I was safe from Fartherland's winter ocean.
I uncovered the tray. A strong pungent odor hit me and I gagged. I slammed the cover back down. “What the hell is that?”
“Uh, that hell is pig meat.”
“It's rotten!” I pushed the tray back through the slot.
“Yes. Good, and rotten. I went into Gorestail to buy you food, and the Cleocean in Alien Health: We Serve the Stars, said Terrans eat some pretty rotten food.
“So he sold you his rotten leftovers. And the Brooklyn Bridge, I thought again.
“No.”
“Oh. He gave it to you.”
“She.”
“She gave it to you.”
“No. She sold it to me.”
I began to feel sorry for his friend, Zorga. “Get it away from me, Huff. I can't stand the smell.”
“I'm sorry, Jules.” He got up, looking sheepish, and carried the tray to a corner.
I sighed and laid out the checker pieces. “Did the general send you here for a game and possibly whatever information you could garner?” I took the black checkers, to match my mood. Blue would've been good too.
Huff sat down and sighed. “I cannot blame you for your suspicions, considering what we did to you. I was hoping you might find it in your spleen to forgive me.”
I didn't correct his choice of body organs. “You want absolution from me?” I moved a black checker onto a diagonal square.
“I wish to return to my home and my people in Kresthaven. I do not relish this job.” He shook his snout. “But I am afraid it is too late.”
“Too late in the day for quitting?”
“I was thinking more like tomorrow morning.” He moved a piece deftly with a claw. “I thought General Rowdinth would just implore Interstel to give him this gold element that he covets. Just to add to his cache of gold from Fartherland's mines.” He shook his head and stared at the board. “But he has ordered frightening things done.” He flicked me a glance. “Things I have no power to reverse.”
“You mean that little thing you did to me in the parking lot?”
He nodded. “And now I fear that he truly intends to destroy Earth.” He scratched his furry cheek.
Gee, ya think? I thought. “I'll make you a deal, Huff. You unlock the cell door and show me where the laboratory is located, and all is forgiven.” I glanced around. The cell was probably bugged.
Huff furrowed his furry brow. “The laboratory?”
“The laboratory. I'm an astrophysicist by trade,” I lied. “I don't think the general is interested in hiring me as a telepath.” I slid a checker piece at an angle on the board, jumped one of his, and took it off the board. “In fact, I'm really afraid that he intends to have me executed tomorrow morning, you know?”
“That is possible, or sometime during the day. How do you feel about facing death?”
“How – “I rubbed my eyes and sighed. 'tis a consummation. Devoutly to be wished. To die,
to sleep. “Of the two choices,” I said, “I'd prefer to go to the laboratory and work with the scientists on their dark-energy weapon.” I jumped another blue piece and scooped it off the board. “My last project at the Los Alamos National Lab was experimenting with dark energy,” I lied to Huff, and probably Rowdinth too, as I pictured him watching us from some rat hole. I was walking a tightrope. “General Rowdinth would benefit greatly from my knowledge and experience with dark energy. But I'm not certain he'd give me the opportunity to prove it to him.”
Even if I could locate the slimetroll's lab, could I report back to Joe Hatch on my hovair's star positioning system to tell him where the Alliance should aim its space missiles? Even if I escaped and made it back to the parking lot, would my hovair still be there, and would Rowdinth's rats be waiting for me?
Huff jumped two of my pieces and took them off the board. “You should have seen that move, my friend. It was apparent three moves back.”
“Yeah, I guess. I haven't played games in quite a while. So will you show me where the lab is located? You know, Huff, if the scientists are willing to take me on, the general would very probably agree, too.” I jumped one of his pieces, and tapped the table. “What do you say? Are you willing to save my life?”
He shook his head sadly. “I wish I could, my Jules Terran friend, but I have no control over whether you will live or die.”
“You give up pretty damn easily! All I'm asking you to do is unlock this cell and point me toward the lab.”
“I'm afraid that would not save your life.”
I stood up and leaned my hands on the board, spreading pieces, to distract him, while I imaged a red coil spinning behind my eyes. “Can't you do that much, considering that you helped to get me into this mess?”
I threw the coil at him. You want to save the Terran's life. You want to guide him toward the laboratory.
He looked around and rubbed his forehead. “The laboratory,” he said and scratched his head.
“The laboratory.” Unlock the cell door and take your Terran friend Jules to the laboratory.
“I would like to unlock the cell door and take you to the laboratory, my Terran friend, Jules, but the location of the laboratory is the general's well-kept secret. He does not share it with his employees. I-I am truly sorry, but it would make no difference as to whether you live or die.”
“Then why did you come here? For a fucking game of checkers?”
He lowered his head. “To ask for your forgiveness,” he purred.
“Rot in hell, Vegan!” I knocked the board aside and sent pieces flying into the bars.
He stood up and collected the scattered pieces on his side. He nodded toward the ones in my cell. “May I have those?”
“Sure.” I gathered them and threw them into the toilet, then I flushed it.
“That wasn't necessary.” He wiped tears from his eyes.
“Fuck you!” I went to the cot and laid down. “Now get out of here. Go kiss your general's hairy ass!”
I heard him shuffle away.
I stared at the food slot. It was pretty wide. The Vermakts were much thicker-bodied than I was. I sat up. It was worth a try. I went to the slot, pushed my jacket through, and checked my pants pockets. Empty. Well, we come into this life with nothing and I was about to be born again.
It was a difficult passage. But once I got my head through, minus my ears, it felt like, the rest of me was a bit collapsible. I squeezed through on my back, so that when I flopped onto the floor, I wouldn't arrive with two broken legs. When I reached my genitals, it was bite the bullet time. Well, cold-turkey castration was still better than death. I slid to the outside floor with all my parts intact, though some were a bit worse for wear.
Were the general's security guards already on their way? Could be! I grabbed my jacket and ran to the hall door.
An alarm sounded from somewhere. I threw open the door, thankful that it was unlocked, and ran up the tunnel that led to the outside. I passed the iron door to Rowdinth's great room and raced for the outside.
The scrape of claws. The shouts of guards.
Behind me!
I threw open the door. Darkness there.
The whoosh of wings as I ran toward a glow of lights like a dome below the galaxy's arms. Gorestail!
The Shayl swooped down and tried to rake me with outstretched talons. I swung my jacket at him, caught a claw and attempted to flip him. I almost brought him down but he managed to shake off the jacket and flap heavily back into the sky. He was an ambush predator, and I had blown his ambush.
A hovair bounced behind me through gritty sand. Its speaker blared: “Stop, Terran! No harm will come to you. General Rowdinth wants to negotiate on a position at the lab.” It was Zorga.
He wouldn't like my resume, I sent.
“Jules,” Huff's voice came through. “Please surrender and come back. The general is threatening to execute you if you don't come back.”
Execute me if I don't come back? I thought. That's a trick even the messiah of the Vermakt people couldn't bring off!
I raced across the dark beach on packed wet sand near the water's edge, and headed for the far lights of the town.
I came up short, though, breathing heavily. A rock jetty jutted into the sea like a jagged fence between me and the town. I threw on my jacket and quickly zippered it. Waves sloshed over my boots and hissed back through pebbles. The sand slowed me as in a bad dream where you can't run and some monster is breathing down your neck. Here there were monsters, all right, and it was my mind they were after. My calves burned with the effort of running through sand, and Fartherland's heavier gravity was slowing me.
I made it to the shadows of the jetty and crouched below the line of piled rocks. On the other side, the inlet to a harbor funneled the tidal flow between two jetties. I gasped as a small black shape darted past my boots. Just a rodent-like creature of the night. I felt like a creature of the night myself as I climbed the bare rocks to the jetty's flat surface and trotted toward the harbor in the light of pale moons. If I could make my way around the harbor, I might be able to lose myself in Gorestail.
I heard the hovair's doors slam open, then shut, and the shouts of voices.
“Watch the hovair in case he doubles back!” That was Zorga. My two pursuers ran across the beach, light beams waving as they searched for me. If they caught me in their light, I'd go into the water past the jetty and swim across the inlet toward the town. I doubted they would follow.
A dog barked.
“What is it, Amigo?” I heard a Terran woman call.
A Chihuahua scrambled up the rocks and barked as he chased me.
“Shut up, damn you!” I whispered.
He continued to bark and to run after me.
Zorga and Huff's lights swung in my direction.
“He's over there!” I heard Zorga yell. I ducked as their lights swept the top of the jetty. I was grateful that they missed me. Until the woman snapped on a flashlight and pinned me in it.
“Shut it off!” I yelled.
“This is a private beach,” she called back. “You're trespassing!”
“Lady, those guys are killers! Get out of here.”
As though to confirm my words, a hot beam flashed off a rock near me and sent granite chips flying. Were they just trying to scare me into surrendering? Or had Rowdinth contacted them with an order that I wasn't worth the effort and he wanted me dead?
The woman screamed. “Amigo! Come!” She turned and ran.
Instead, the little shit grabbed my pants cuff and shook it like prey. I almost fell off the slippery rocks. I don't abuse animals. Not usually. I kicked him and he yelped and jumped down to the sand.
Too late to make it to the harbor, I thought as two lights flashed closer to me. The Shayl flitted across a moon like a giant bat. I heard the flap of his wings as he approached, targeting my location for Zorga and Huff.
“You son of a slimetroll!” the woman screamed as she waited for her limping dog to catch up. “Why'd you kick Amigo? He's limping!”
“Get off the beach,” I shouted back. “They're on their way!”
I climbed down the jetty on the inlet side, scraping my hands and ripping the knees of my pants on sharp barnacles, sliding on rotting kelp.
“What are you doing?” the woman called. “Don't go into the ocean, you damn fool. It's too cold!”
And hell's too hot. I threw myself into the water.
Cold was an understatement.
Liquid knives of ice describes that water better.
The tide was outgoing in flood. I gasped in breaths as I swam and rode the current out past the far jetty's rocky tip. The Shayl lifted high as he tracked me. He probably thought I had a weapon. Wish I did. I'd blast that crotefucker out of the sky.
My thoughts turned to hypothermia. I had perhaps fifteen minutes before my core temperature dropped below that critical ninety-five degrees when body functions begin to slow. I tried not to consider the conditions that follow with severe hypothermia.
“I can swim after him and bring him back.” That was Huff.
“Oh shit!” Cold water was a natural element for this ice-planet Vegan. I swam harder and listened. Voices carry over water like the proverbial two paper cups on a string.
“Ye be a day hunter!” Zorga said. “Ye never find him in the dark.”
“But he could drown in this cold water,” Huff said.
“We'll circle the harbor and look for him. Drackin is following his path.”
“Why not just fly over the inlet?” I heard Huff ask.
“Did ye not hear the engine quit twice on our way here! Ye may be a creature of water and ice, but I am of a desert race. I do not covet a swim in cold water if she go down in the sea.”
Good! Just swim, I told myself. That's all you have to do. I pulled off my boots and let them sink. Their smooth surface inhibited my kicking motion.
The current dissipated when I got out past the inlet. Phosphorescence swirled around me from tiny sea creatures as I swam toward the beach behind the far jetty.
A yacht approached the inlet between buoys where a channel was dredged for barges and ferries. I waved. “Help!” I called. But the whine of their motor, the black water, kept the crew from hearing or seeing me.
I was shivering badly as I approached the beach past the jetty. It was getting harder to lift my arms. I side-stroked instead, trying to relax with my head above water. High in the sky, the Shayl followed. “Come down, you slimy bastard,” I muttered and spit out water. “And I'll drown you.” But he knew better. I tried to rub the taste of salt off my tongue.
Wait a minute. Which way was the beach? Oh yeah. The lights from houses on cliffs behind me. Behind me? I was swimming seaward! Focus on the lights, dammit! I knew I was becoming disoriented as my temperature continued to drop. In a mildly disinterested way, I wondered if I'd be able to walk when I reached land. I swam on, without thinking, gritting my teeth against the pain of freezing to death.
What's that scraping sound? Sand beneath my shoulder! I scraped bottom as a wave receded. The next wave lifted me and plunked me down half out of water.
I got to my knees and crawled through soggy sand and pebbles like some sea creature testing the land for the first time. Why did I weigh so much? Oh, yeah. The weight of being back on land and the muscle failure of hypothermia. I staggered to my feet and tried to close my numb hands. They were shaking, and stiff as lobster claws.
I moaned as I looked up. The lights. Move toward the high, warm lights.
What was that in the sand? A stingray? I'd better go around it. No. What was I thinking? Just a flat rock.
I found the steps that led up to the cliff, to the lights, and tried to climb. My hands wouldn't close on the rail. But I could still crawl. One frozen hand after another. One iced knee after another.
The light of a moon guided me. How many moons on this miserable, outback planet? It was a mind exercise to help me focus. Four? No, that was Halcyon's quota of moons. Or was it? One? No, that was Earth. Syl' Terria? Oh, fuck it.
The sandy wooden steps pressed into my knees through ripped pants as I crawled, but I reached the weedy plain at the top of the cliff. There, before me, was a community of round houses, geodesic domes made of brown native rock, spread out like termite mounds, with wide lit windows to view the sea.
I rubbed my arms and shivered as I stayed to shadows and lurched toward the closest house with its warm yellow lights. The Shayl circled in the sky, too high to see me in the shadows of this scattered, residential community, even with his night-hunter's vision.
But when I reached the house I held back and peered through a window. A man, a woman, and two teenagers sat around a blazing fireplace. One of the kids, a boy, was talking. The rest were listening. The girl laughed and slapped the boy's shoulder.
I leaned against the wall. Ice water puddled at my feet. If my pursuers found me here, would they murder this family so the police wouldn't be alerted? Zorga and the Shayl were capable of that. They thought no more of killing for creds than we thought of swatting a fly. Could I take a chance with innocent lives to save my own? In the distance, waves sloshed against the shore, indifferent to the frenetic pursuits of short-lived creatures.
I gazed up at Lady Moon. Her sisters were low to the horizon. An ice maiden held by the implacable laws of the universe. But we humans live by laws and a code of ethics that transcend the order of the stars. Some of us do anyway.
I stumbled forward, away from the house, and tried to open the door of their parked hovair. I could at least lie down and warm up in there. But my hands shook. My fingers couldn't close on the door handle. I tried to pump some blood back into them. A wind came up and plastered my wet jacket to my back. My hair dripped icicles of water onto my neck.
I leaned against the hovair, feeling weak and dizzy. I just wanted to lie down and curl up. It was sad to die here, now that I had gained my freedom. I folded my hands under my arms and felt tears burn my eyes as I moved on, searching for some warm, tight place to crawl into and die in peace, safe from pursuers and foraging animals. Were there foraging animals on…on – What the hell was the name of this dirtball planet? This grave of mine.
Stop it! You've been in worse situations, a part of me thought.
“Oh yeah? Name me one!” I muttered.
The smell of horses! Wait. Where there were horses, there were usually barns. Warm barns!
I moved toward a corral and a black, hulking shape beyond it. But barns were supposed to be red. Maybe it was just a hill. I used the corral fence to help me toward the black barn. Or hill.
No. A barn. Dammit, Jules, think! It was night. No color.
When I reached its closed door, I put my weight against it and slid it open. I breathed in the warm smell of horses and slid the door shut behind me. Warm air caressed my face in the dusty light of a dim, overhead bulb. Box stalls, a trough, the nickering of horses, and an open door to my left. I went in. The tack room! The tack room with saddles, bridles, and warm, soft horse blankets.
I cried again, now for joy, as I got my arms under two rolled blankets and lifted them, then used the walls to brace myself as I carried them to an empty stall with fresh hay spread on the floor. I slid to my knees and used my teeth to untie the strings that held the rolls. Then I struggled out of my jacket, pulled my wet turtleneck sweater over my head, even though it made me colder, and managed to unzip my pants by yanking on them, and shoved them off. I would've taken off my wet shorts and my socks too, but my fingers could not undo buttons or slip under the socks.
The hell with it. I laid down heavily on the soft, thick blanket, with its musky smell of horse, and covered myself tightly with the other blanket. I was still shivering badly and my body made the blankets colder. But it was pure bliss. I sighed shakily and closed my eyes. If my pursuers found me here, at least the family that lounged by their warm fireplace, unaware of the predatory hunt just beyond their door, would be safe.
I'd have to leave before daylight, though. Before someone came in to take care of the horses. And before the Shayl could see me leave. My thoughts were returning to normal; as normal as they ever get.
I closed my eyes and tried to relax. I should have become a marine biologist instead of an astrobiologist, for all the times that I found myself in the ocean. I'd considered it during my school years, but the call of adventure on Earth's colonized star systems was even greater than the call of the sea.
Still, I thought sleepily, I should have been a marine biologist. There were plenty of deep-sea creatures still unknown back on Earth. I'd heard of a giant, highly intelligent octopus they nicknamed the Kraken. I'd probably still be married to Althea. I would've been there for our little Lisa's early years. But no. I wanted adventure. Like this one, for instance.
Willa, I thought sleepily. You were so young. So kind and loving. Where are you now? Come to me in geth state, if you can. Sye Morth, a friendly Loranth, had communicated with me between lives when I was on Syl' Terria. Or come to me in my dreams, Willa.
As I slipped into sleep, I thought I caught some threads of a conversation through mindlinks.
He's got to be around here somewhere! I think it was Zorga speaking.
Maybe he froze to death in the ocean. Those feelings of guilt and sadness came from Huff.
The Shayl never deigned to join conversations, but I felt him there, somewhere in the background.
Or was it all just my own fears, my own transitional fantasy between the waking state and sleep. I covered my blanket with the fresh straw around me. It was too dark and there were too many houses and structures to search in the community. They'd never find me here. I closed my eyes and let sleep come.
Someone kicked me hard in the knee. It hurt too much to be a dream. I snapped open my eyes and sat up. Zorga and Huff stood in the stall. After all my efforts, they had caught up to me. But how?
Daylight seeped through cracks in the barn wall, backlighting Zorga, with his jade-green horny head encased in his bubble helmet of ammonia and methane, and a stingler around his thick waist. His tail was naked, with raw patches of green skin showing through scales. He was shedding. He grabbed me by the hair and shook me. “Get up,” he said in stelspeak, “ye Terran pritcull.”
I guess that was some vermin species of Altair's fourth planet out. I stood up and realized my knees were still shaky. “How did you find me?”
Huff opened his mouth to answer, but Zorga glared at him and he shut it.
“Huff?” I said.
He kept his head lowered and wouldn't meet my eyes.
“C'mon, Huff,” I urged him. “How did you find me?”
Zorga took my clothes from where I'd draped them over the low wall to dry, and threw them at me with a meaty hand.
I caught them.
The clothes were still clammy and full of sand. I shook them out and pulled them on, though they made me shiver. At least I could feel my fingers again.
Zorba grabbed my arm and pushed me out of the stall. He came out after me, clutched my arm again and pulled me to the barn door. I threw off his hand and paused.
The morning sun felt warm and comforting in a cold world. A sea breeze carried the salty smell of the ocean. Waves rose and fell with the rhythm of elements moved by the invisible hands of universal laws.
I was relieved that the view from the house was blocked by the barn. Speaking of invisible hands, though, I closed my eyes, leaned against the barn door as though I were still dizzy, and pictured that red-hot coil spinning within my head. I willed the coil to intensify. Quickening. A burn through brain cells. I attached a message as I forced the coil to gain power by sheer will and felt it grow. It hurt, but it was worth the try. I gathered the coil and threw it! Interstel is tracking you, I sent. An ion device is racing here to destroy you! Flee for your lives! I had no idea what an ion device was, but it sounded good.
Zorga hit me so fast I never saw it coming. An explosion of pain shook me to the core and dissipated the mental coil. I found myself on my knees.
“Ye do that trick again,” Zorga yelled and whipped out his stingler, “and ye spend the ride back with ye brain in deep freeze!” I saw him turn the weapon's ring to “stun.”
Dammit! He was a sensitive.
“Zorga,” Huff said, “we're not supposed to do that. You might harm him.”
“Ye are beginning to vex me!” Zorba told Huff and waved the stingler at him.
I tried to stand up and the stalls turned like a carousel, complete with horses who peered curiously out of their stalls.
Huff took my arm and helped me to my feet. “Can you stand by yourself?” He brushed straw off my clothes.
Who did he think he was kidding? Good cop, bad cop? He was just another devious, greedy slime. I yanked his paw off my arm. “Get away from me, you lying bag of slime.” Anyway, the barn had stopped turning.
He nodded and moved back.
My tel powers were stronger since I'd intimidated the five crotes in the tunnel, but I still couldn't send on Spirit's subliminal level, a level that didn't alert a sensitive, including alien races. I would have to learn that skill if I lived long enough.
I walked outside.
The Shayl crouched on their hovair with his wings folded, looking for all the world like a gargoyle hood ornament. Six appendages. Two arms, two legs, and wings. Six was an unusual pattern. They are a cunning race, but not technological. That takes teamwork. They paid their way for space travel by catching native fish with their talons as they skimmed the surface of their lakes. The eggs from the Six-Fins, as the fish were called, were prized throughout the colonies and Earth as a delicacy that rivaled Earth's truffles.
Huff opened the hovair's door.
“Get in,” Zorga ordered.
I was halfway into the vehicle when a voice from behind me grated in stelspeak: “Stay right where you are. Move and you're dead.”
I stopped and ventured a look back.
A muscular man, with kinky black hair and the dark skin of an Earth African, stood with legs braced, and an old bullet semi-automatic rifle pointed at the group. The Shayl spread his great wings and hissed. Zorga and Huff stopped moving.
“Me too?” I asked.
“You'll want to move away from them,” he told me. “Out of range of my rifle.”
I felt a great sense of relief. “Sounds good to me. But what about the Altairian's stingler? He's dangerous, tag.”
“Call me Chancey. You got a problem with the way I'm rescuing you?”
“Your call, my friend.” But as I stepped away, Zorga reached out and grabbed me. Altairians are stronger than humans by far. He dragged me in front of him and drew the stingler. Chancey fired above my head. I heard Zorga's helmet crack and the hiss as gas poured out. That would be ammonia and methane! I broke from his grip and threw myself away from him.
“Oh, Zorga!” Huff cried.
The oxygen in Type-Earth air is lethal to an Altairian. He screamed as the gas mixture dissipated and his tank went dry. He clutched his chest, then tore at his own throat as oxygen burned his lungs. I turned away, unable to witness the agony of his death throes. When his screams subsided, I opened a mindlink with him.
There's nothing to fear, I sent. The geth state between lives is pleasant, and there's no pain. You will reincarnate somewhere. Maybe not in the Altair system. Use the time to learn about the downside of greed. Practice compassion.
All I received was anger as his kwaii fled his body. He had a long way to go to achieve enlightenment.
The only sound was the squawk of a seabird that left its roost and flapped toward the ocean.
I turned around. Zorga's body lay with blood dripping from his open, still mouth. His eyes were fixed. His throat was ripped by his own claws. The Shayl licked the bony plates of his mouth.
I went to Zorga and closed his eyes. What a wasted life. The ammonia and methane smell of his body were overpowering and I backed away.
Chancey shifted his feet. “Would you like to test my resolve, too?” he asked Huff.
Huff shook his furry head. “But he was my friend.”
“Take off that mouse beamer and let it drop,” Chancey ordered Huff.
Huff released the holster on his leg weapon and the small beamer fell to the ground. He stared at Zorga's body with his paws at his snout.
I picked up the weapon. The charge light was on. It couldn't have fired. I stuffed it inside my jacket pocket and looked at Huff.
He shrugged his broad shoulders. “It is a thing only meant for destruction.”
The Shayl, true to his nature, seemed unmoved by his colleague's death. In a swift motion, he turned and leaped into the air, wings spread, and flew low between houses. The wiry tag aimed. “Son of a dragon!” He lowered his rifle. The Shayl turned a corner and was gone. “Too many houses in the way.”
“Dammit!” I said. “He's going to report back.”
“It doesn't matter,” Huff told me. “If General Rowdinth wants you, he will know where to find you.”
“He's that good, huh?” I said. I thought of Rowdinth's security agents, probably planted in Gorestail, as I unstrapped Zorga's holster, strapped it on and sleeved in the stingler. “We have to get rid of the body,” I told Chancey. “Will you help me?” I dragged Zorga's heavy body toward the hovair.
“Let me help.” Huff looked at Chancey. “Please?”
He nodded.
Together Huff and I loaded his friend's body into the vehicle's storage compartment. The ammonia and methane gas had dissipated, but Zorga smelled like bitter root. I have to admit, I felt very little sympathy for the dead Altairian.
“You want to tell me what the hell's going on here,” Chancey asked me when I wiped my hands on a rag from the compartment.
“Have you heard of General Rowdinth?” I asked.
“Everybody's heard of General Ki Rowdinth. You're not from around here, are you?”
“No, are you?” Come to think of it, he'd arrived just in the nick.
“I'm a free agent for hire,” he said. “I protect the miners, mostly from each other.” He slung the old rifle over his shoulder and gestured toward a cabin down the dirt road. “I'm renting there. Who are you?”
His job probably doesn't pay well, I thought, with that old projectile rifle. “Right now I'm also on a job. I owe you, my friend. Can I pay you for your help?”
“Naw. I make a good cred. A ride into Gorestail would even things up. My damn hovar broke down. It's a holiday and I should be in town keeping an eye on the mining tags. Rough bunch.”
Huff sat on his haunches and hung his head dejectedly.
“Go home,” I told him. “Go back to Kresthaven and your people, Huff. You were never meant for this work.”
“I am too tainted by my own acts,” he said sadly. “It is too late for forgiveness. I would be a pariah to my people.”
“If you go back to General Rowdinth,” I told him, “he'll add you to his museum collection.” “I am doomed to a low level of The Pit from the events I have engaged in,” Huff said. “A breaker of the Codes.” He laid down, his broad head between front paws and whined. “I am an outcast now. Doomed to wander until I am killed by an alien people who also cannot tolerate me.”
“Get in the vehicle, Huff,” I told him. “You can ride into Gorestail with me.” I shook my head. “We'll just take it from there.”
“Do you want to tell me what's going on here?” Chancey asked.
“Can't do,” I told him. “Government work. Classified.” I extended my hand. “Rammis. Jules Rammis.”
“Do you always talk in monosyllables?” He grinned broadly, displaying gleaming white teeth, and took my hand. “Jones. Chancey Jones.”
I shook his hand. “Chancey. We'll drop the body off in the sea before we head into town. This hovair's got engine problems. We'll have to stay in ground mode.”
Huff sobbed and I laid a hand on his trembling shoulder. “It's a sea-worthy burial,” I said, “very respected on Earth.” Yeah. Right.
I looked toward town. I had to contact Joe Hatch with the information I had on the location of Rowdinth's Citadel. Well, more or less the location. I'd bet a new pair of boots that the vicinity was holo-protected as plain beach from the air, and nothing but sand from the ground.
I parked the hovair with the rear facing the ocean and we got out. “Walk away for a while, Huff,” I told him and opened the storage compartment. I unsheathed Zorga's knife and studied his body.
Chancey shambled over to watch as I cut through Zorga's scales and thick chest muscles to slice open his lungs. I held my breath as ammonia and methane gushed out.
Chancey backed away. “Keeps the body underwater, right?”
“Yeah.” I took a breath and retched from the bloody work. “It helps, until the fishes have their full. The bones might wash ashore someday.”
“You've done this before, tag?” Chancey asked.
“No.” I looked around. The beach was still deserted. “Give me a hand, will you, Chancey.”
Together we slid Zorga's body out and onto the sand.
“Huff?” I called.
He came over on all fours, sobbed as he hooked his teeth into Zorga's uniform and dragged him to the water's edge. Seabirds must have smelled the blood. They circled Huff like a living white halo as he towed his friend out to sea.
“What're you going to do with the Vegan when we hit town?” Chancey asked.
“I don't know.” I kicked sand over the bloody patch on the ground. “Drop him off at the spaceport I guess, and pay for his ride to wherever he wants to go.” I thought about contacting Joe. “You know today's date, Earth time?”
“Somewhere in late April.” He kicked more sand over the blood. “You got an appointment to keep back on Earth?”
“Just curious.” We all do, I thought, and stared across the inlet. Somewhere, on that far shore, a madman was conspiring with traitorous scientists to destroy our homeworld.
I scratched under my arm. My clothes were stiff with salt and sand. “Right now I'd give a lot for a shower, a clothes vib, and a hot meal.” And access to a star positioning system. I looked at my feet. “A new pair of shoes and a place to kick back for a while would be a little bit of Nirvana. “There must be Terran-class hotels in Gorestail, no?”
“Sure, and I know a place that sells alien food, and stocks Terran clothes.”
“'Alien Health', by name? 'We Serve the Stars'.”
“That's the one. You familiar with it? Run by a Cleocean married threesome.”
“Oh yeah. I've heard of them,” I said distractedly. I was more concerned whether or not Rowdinth had agents in Gorestail who were out looking for me. “What about the police force? Do those tags patrol the town?”
“Not since seven of them were killed by miners.”
“How'd that happen?”
“The police are General Rowdinth's cruds. They thought they could muscle in and extort the mining companies for a cut of the gold. You know, Mafia style.”
“The companies took umbrage?”
“Yeah, and they decided to use some mafia tactics of their own.” He made a “thumbs down” gesture.
“Did the police force disband?”
“They're still around, getting paid by the general. But these days, the tags stick pretty close to their fortified office.”
“So you and the other hired guns have filled the niche?”
He nodded. “And all we ask from the mining outfits is our weekly check.”
I watched Huff swim back to shore. How the hell did they find me in the barn? I shook my head. Probably dumb luck. I scratched an itch behind my right ear. The skin there was crusty and sensitive. I'd probably been bitten by some native insect.
Huff knew the location of the citadel, maybe by some landmark of rocks or whatever, but even Huff didn't know where the laboratory was located, and that was target one.



Chapter Nine
Gorestail was a wild, wide-open town that reminded me of the Western frontiers portrayed in historical flicks. Except that instead of horses, though a few Terrans rode them into town, the preferred mode of transportation was still hovairs and hovars, and hybrid water sprites.
Altairians, Vegans, and Cleoceans, with their smell of kelp, walked the wide, muddy streets. Long strands of oblong Zenorgisms, looking like giant plums with wings and eyestalks and spindly legs, buzzed drunkenly in eccentric circles, crashing into each other and falling out of the sky like purple rain. They dipped into puddles of black ooze that bubbled to the surface. Oil, I think. It must have clogged their pores, from which they breathed, and forced them to retain carbon dioxide, which caused intoxication. A dangerous game. Some regained flight. Others fluttered oily violet wings and fought to pull their long legs out of the black ooze.
A few Terrans miners in soiled clothes squeezed out of the swinging doors of a bar with laughing Altairians and Vegans. One Altairian handed his bottle to a Terran and turned around. The Terran obligingly poured dark liquid into the diaphragm on the Altairian's tank. The Altairian pulled back his lips in a sharp-toothed grin and nodded.
The group staggered to a Hovair van and piled inside.
I wondered who was driving. “Is anybody in town still sober?” I asked Chancey.
“Only the patrons.” He chuckled. “It's a holiday.”
“What are they celebrating? The day fermentation was discovered?”
“They celebrate Gold Lode Day,” Huff said from the rear seat. “The day Altairians discovered gold on Fartherland.” He quietly sobbed.
I glanced at Chancey and shook my head. Huff?” I turned in the seat. “What say we take hotel rooms and get cleaned up? I'll pay for it.”
“I am cleaned up. And down too. But I will oblige you.”
“Oh,” I said. “Well, thanks.”
“You are welcome, Terran Jules friend.”
I let Chancey off at a bar, supposedly to check that the miners were behaving themselves, and Huff and I found an All-Species' hotel and restaurant. Joe Hatch could wait a few more hours for my report, if I could find an SPS to contact him. It wouldn't do much good anyway, until I located the lab.
While Huff went to the Vegan quarters of the hotel, I took a Terran Deluxe room, threw my clothes into the vib unit, thermiconed off my beard and brushed my teeth. I punched in Deluxe Wash-Male and stepped into the Geisha stall. Soap and warm water caressed my body from jets in the tile walls. I hummed as scrubbies extended from slots and softly rubbed me all over, washing away bacteria, salt, oil, sweat, and dead cells, and moving gently in my more sensitive areas. Soft streams of water rinsed me off until I was squeaky clean. Warm currents of air moved across my body. It was almost sexual. I closed my eyes and softly hummed. The unit located and sprayed rashes I'd accumulated from my gritty clothes with narrow jets of soothing, medicated pain blocker.
I sprang for a medical checkup. After all I'd been through, I thought it might be a good idea.
A green light announced Medical Exam in Progress. Suddenly I froze as green turned to flashing red and a low alarm sounded.
“What the hell…”
 
LIFE-THREATENING CONDITION DETECTED. HIGHLY RECOMMEND
ASAP VISIT TO MEDICAL CENTER!
 
I backed away and turned off the system. The whine of the alarm, the flashing red warning, all stopped.
The silence was worse. I felt as though I were lost in a void. Was I about to have a heart attack at twenty seven years old? Or maybe a stroke? How do you fight something that's inside you? Had I picked up a deadly parasite? I threw on my clothes, remembered that I had no shoes, and didn't care. I reached the door, then turned back and grabbed my jacket and the stingler and holster.
I ran down the stairs with my heart pounding and asked the clerk at the desk for directions to the medical center.
I tried to avoid pebbles and twigs as I trotted there in my socks, and ran into the emergency room.
“There's something wrong with me,” I told the dark-haired, stocky nurse seated behind her desk and tried to catch my breath.
“She looked up from the romance novel she'd been reading. “There usually is.” She closed the book with a sigh. “What's the problem?”
“I don't know.”
She lifted her brows.
I explained about the automated medical exam.
“Those units malfunction all the time.” She ran a hand lovingly across the book's cover.
“Can I see a doctor, please?”
“Take a number.”
“What?”
She gestured toward the waiting room.
There were perhaps twenty Terrans and aliens sitting or slumping in straight-backed chairs, or lying on the floor, moaning. The refugees from the holiday spirit, or spirits. But one Terran lay unconscious on the floor.
I went to him and checked his pulse. It was weak and rapid. His skin was gray and his forehead was clammy. I lifted his eyelids. The pupils were dilated. I sat back on my heels. The tag was in shock. He had a paper slip with a number on his chest.
“Christ and Buddha!” I got up and strode back to the desk. “There's a Terran in there who's in shock!”
She slammed down her book. “Does he have a number?”
I leaned my spread hands on her desk. “Look, lady, his number might be up if he isn't given medical attention fast!”
She tilted her head and smirked. “You must be a doctor,” she said and opened the book.
And you must be an asshole! I thought.
I grabbed the book from her hands and strode outside. I heard her chair scrape as she stood up.
“Hey!” she called.
I went out the door and flung the book down the steps. “Go fetch, bitch!” I yelled back, and took a deep breath as I walked down the steps into fresh air and sunshine.
She must've been right about the unit malfunctioning, though. W-CIA's physicians had given me a thorough checkup back on Alpha and an A-OK rating.
I asked a drunken Cleocean if he knew where they sold shoes. He pointed a wavering fin toward a store across the street and took an unsteady step backward. I grabbed his slippery fin as he began to fall and stood him upright.
“We Make 'Em Fit!” the store announced on a sign that dangled above the door.
They did, too. A nice pair of black hiking boots to go with my color-coordinated outfit of a worn blue jacket, an old black turtleneck that hadn't recovered from the swim in salt water and was sagging at the neck, and black ripped pants from my climb down the jetty.
A drunken Shayl with tawny fur and golden wings glided toward me. I drew my stingler and flattened into a recessed doorway, but he continued on, his wings fluttering, and crashed into a swarm of Dineans, who were singing a native ballad from their homeworld. The Dineans took umbrage and attacked the Shayl with claws and their long, sharp proboscises. The Shayl galloped, hissing, in an erratic path down the street, until he crashed into a parked water sprite and slid to the ground like a crumpled dragon.
This town is a nut house! I thought and looked around. Nuts would be good, though. I realized again that I hadn't eaten in over a day and I walked back to the hotel's restaurant.
I was enjoying a fresh meal of mock steak, genetically modified native veggies grown in Earth-Type artificial sunlight, vat-grown sweet potatoes, and beans made from desalinated sea-foam polyps. Dessert was a helping of yapple pudding, and coffee with mother's milk-crème of Tarhanth. What the hell was a Tarhanth? I wondered as I drank it. Well, it tasted good.
Huff came into the restaurant and smiled as he walked to my table. “May I sit here?” he asked and pointed to a chair.
“Sure.”
“You look well, Jules.”
“I feel human again.”
“Is that a good thing?” He sat down.
“It is if you're a human.” I sipped the last of the coffee. Do you know what a Tarhanth is?”
“Oh, yes. A native species of Fartherland. Somewhat like your Earth's Tarantulas, except larger and hairier.”
“Spiders?” I stared at my empty cup. “But…spiders don't give milk.”
“Oh.” He chuckled. “Mother's milk-crème of Tarhanth. They extrude a white liquid from their anal glands for their young to lick. Did you drank it with your coffee?”
“I don't want to talk about it.” I spread a hand across my stomach. “Huff, do you know if there's a star positioning system in town that I can use?”
“An SPS?”
“Yes, Huff, an SPS.”
“No.”
“No, you don't know, or no, there isn't one?”
“No, I don't know if there isn't one.”
“Fine!”
“I'm sorry, Jules. If I knew, I would be smiles to tell you.”
“I know. It's OK.” I got up and patted his shoulder. I went to the counter, paid for my meal, asked the waiter about the SPS, and was told that only the government had those systems. The government. That would be General Ki Rowdinth and his rat pack.
“Huff,” I said on my way out, “if you want a meal, go for it. It's on me. No, wait! It's not actually on me. And I mean ask for it, OK?” Who knows where the hell he'd go looking for it. I nodded to the waiter and gestured toward him.
He glanced at Huff and nodded back. Considering that he was a Cleocean, that couldn't have been easy to do.
I walked down the street feeling lost among the revelers and paused before a closed office with iron gates protecting its plate-glass window, and the androids behind it.
COMPANION DROIDS Inc.
Replace A Loved One
Your Specifications
Grown Right Here on Fartherland
Short Waiting Period
Financing available with good credcount
 
With a lack of females of all races, except for native Vermakts, and gold miners making creds they never dreamed of, the plant behind the office, the largest building in town, probably did a thriving business.
I leaned against a lamppost with my hands in my pockets and gazed at the finished models and the new blank ones behind the dark glass. I won't go into the ethics of A.I. androids who could respond like humans, but as I studied a blank-faced female model, I thought of Willa and mentally sculpted her features onto it.
The Government on planet Alpha kept a bank of DNA samples from members of all willing races, taken at birth. I could buy an exact replica of Willa, capable of learning and programmed to respond to my instructions, sexually functional and responsive, but not flesh and blood. That was against the law. Whatever materials they used looked so close to real, I'd heard people say that they forget it's a replica. I had the creds for it. But did I have the desire for a replicant?
“How come a great-looking tag like you looks so lonely?” a woman said as she stopped between me and the plate-glass window. She broadened her wide, cherry-red lips into a crooked smile. “How about the real thing?” Her black eyes held the allure of night, set in an olive skin tone with sculptured cheekbones and an aquiline nose.
I stared at her face for a moment, intrigued by her gypsy looks, her tight red dress so amply filled, her perfume that reached out like tendrils to touch desire, then shook my head and turned to go.
She grabbed my arm and pulled me back to face her. Her tongue caressed her upper lip. “Rejection only makes me more persistent, tag,” she said.
She wasn't beautiful, but she was exotic, the way gypsy woman are said to be, with a promise of wild abandonment and a disdain for rules. She flung back her thick, raven hair dramatically. A few wisps stuck to her moist lips. Her cheeks looked flash-burned with all the blush she wore. Oh, she was good at “gypsy.” A love child with lots of experience. I guessed her to be in her early thirties.
“Sorry, Carmen.” I pulled my arm away. “Persistence only makes me want to reject.”
As I walked toward the hotel, she caught up and strode beside me. “Don't you think we make a handsome couple?” She took my arm again.
“You're wasting your time, lady. There are plenty of Terran tags wandering around with full credcounts.” I walked faster, but she kept up with her high heels clicking on the sidewalk. She would've been tall without them. Now we were at eye level.
I stopped and faced her. “I'm going to my hotel room. And I'm going alone.”
She took my chin in her hand and shook it. “Ah, cutie's in a grumpy mood.”
“What do you want?”
“Just to talk.” She shrugged. “Did I say anything about sex or getting paid?”
“You didn't have to. You're a walking advertisement.”
I started toward the hotel again. She caught up as I entered the lobby.
Huff was eating a meal of something raw and full of eyeballs and bones. His jaw fell open and a piece of food slid out when he saw us. I swear his pupils dilated at the sight of all that red and I wondered if he were picturing Carmen swimming for her life in Fartherland's ocean.
I chuckled and nodded at Huff. He showed teeth in a forced smile.
A Terran tag reading a real paper newspaper looked above it and watched Carmen sway her hips in the tight dress. He winked at me as we headed to the elevator.
Screw off, I thought.
I took the steps instead, just to make it difficult for her in her heels. She was a trooper, though, and she reached the hallway before me.
“Which room?” she asked
“That one, lady!” I pointed to the elevator. “Just push the button to open the door, and go in.”
She stared at me from lowered lids. “You're a closet human, tag.”
I wondered for a moment if she were an android, possibly sent by Rowdinth. I studied her face. No, they had a pasty look, on purpose. A warning that they were not the real thing.
“I'm lonely, too.” She tilted her head to one side. “Suppose we just talk and comfort each other.”
She read my skeptical expression and chuckled. I was never good at hiding my feelings. Willa used to say that whatever I'm thinking is right there on my face.
“The mining tags,” she explained, “like to spend their days with the boys and their nights with the ladies. And “talk” is not done at night.”
“What's your name?” I asked her.
“Call me Carmen. You seem to think it fits.”
“Just talk? And…” I shrugged. “A cup of berrybru?”
She smiled demurely.
I opened the door and let her go in first.
She watched me from the sofa as I took off my jacket. I unstrapped my holster and slung it over a chair. “That's all I'm taking off, Carmen.”
“Are you always armed?” she asked with a touch of sarcasm.
“Only when I'm awake.” I poured two cups of berrybru, handed her one and slumped down beside her on the sofa.
“Thanks,” she said. “So what do they call you?”
“Jules.” I sipped the sweet bru, laid my head back and closed my eyes. Last night, spent shivering in my sleep in the barn, had left me tired.
“So what are you doing on Fartherland?” she asked.
That was a good question. I opened my eyes. “I'm out of work and I thought I'd try mining. How did you land here?”
“I'm a working girl and I thought I'd try miners.”
I rolled my head and smiled at her.
“You've got a great smile, tag.”
“I work on it,” I lied and fingered the sofa's remote. “You want to look at some vis?”
“I'd rather just talk.” Her lips were even redder with berrybru.
I closed my eyes and relaxed back into the sofa.
“But I think you'd rather just sleep,” she said. “I usually affect men that way after my work.” She yawned and moved closer to me. “Can we cuddle?”
I put my arm around her shoulders and she snuggled against my side. I had to admit it felt good to have her warm feminine body pressed against mine. I sighed as I pushed off my boots and put my feet up on the coffee table. l laid my head against her mop of sweet-smelling hair and dozed off.
When I woke up, it was dark. I was stretched out on the sofa with a pillow under my head and a blanket over me. The room was empty, but I saw a note on the coffee table. “On!” I said and had light. I fumbled for the note and read it.
You're a real conversationalist, tag. Thanks for the long talk. Gotta go to work now.
I crumpled the note and threw it toward a wastepaper basket. “You're welcome,” I mumbled.
A loud knock on the door made it rattle. I jumped and sat up. “Who is it?”
“It is Huff.”
Then huff and puff and knock my door down! I thought as I threw off the blanket and went to open the door.
He glanced down the hall, wide-eyed. “May I enter?”
“Yeah. Come on in.”
He shut the door and locked it. “I-I was walking the street to see stars above my head. I do not relish a roof over me.”
“I know.”
“And General Ki Rowdinth's police were out.”
“His men were walking the streets?”
“No.”
“Then where were they?”
“They are not men.”
“Dammit, Huff. What happened?”
“They were asking about you.”
“Shit!” I strapped on my holster, threw on my jacket and went to the front window. I pushed an edge of the curtain aside. Five Vermakts dressed in black and silver uniforms were entering the hotel lobby.
I thought of Carmen. “Who told them I was here?”
“They described you to people on the streets. You stand out with your yellow head fur and your black and blue coverings.”
I went to the side window and flung it open. It overlooked a narrow alley, lit by glow balls. A crumbling cement ledge ran beneath the window. Bricks jutted from the wall in decorative patterns.
“You do not appear to be a miner,” Huff said, “although of course you could be…”
I straddled the windowsill.
“Jules, my Terran friend, I hear footsteps on the stairs.” His hearing is more acute than a human's.
Voices outside the door!
“C'mon!” I told him.
The door was hit hard, but it held.
He shivered. “I am not evolved for heights.”
I climbed to the ledge and grabbed two bricks. “Are you evolved to be fed to Rowdinth's sharks, or maybe strung up in his horror show?” I inched toward the ladder.
“Possibly.” He stuck his head out the window and looked down at the alley. “I once had a grandmother. But she was eaten by a fish not unlike Rowdinth's sharks, only brown.” He took a breath and climbed out the window.
I reached the ladder and looked down. A Vermakt had run into the alley.
“Come down here, Jules Rammis,” he called. “We wish you no harm.”
I climbed up instead. I heard Huff panting behind me.
“Look at the sky,” I said encouragingly. “It's ablaze with stars, Huff. Like God's own arms. And, dammit, don't look down!”
A Vermakt peered over the wall of the roof. I tried to grab my stingler but Huff panicked and yanked on my foot. I held a rung with both hands.
“I am beating difficult within my heart!” he cried.
“Let go!” I tried to shake him off but he clung harder. “You'll beat more difficult when these cruds beam you. Now dammit, will you – “
“Jules!”
Chancey was parked in our hovair outside the alley. It was too narrow for him to drive the vehicle inside. “C'mon!” he called and waved.
Good old Chancey, I thought. He seemed to always be there when I needed him.
“Get down, Huff!”
But he was frozen to the ladder.
The Vermakt in the alley fired at Chancey. I held my breath, but the hot beam bounced harmlessly off Rowdinth's fortified hovair, the one we'd taken from Zorga and Huff.
A blast assaulted my ears as Chancey fired back with his projectile rifle. The Vermakt in the alley jerked and fell to the ground.
Another Vermakt stuck his head out the window of my room and aimed at Huff. Chancey fired again. He missed, but it was enough to drive the oversized rat back into the room.
I tried to shake off Huff's paw. “All you have to do is climb down this ladder. You can do it.”
“I can?” he cried. “All is right! I can! Except that my heart quivers within my chest.”
I think the Vermakts who peered over the roof again would have burned Huff, but they were probably afraid of hitting me, and they had their orders.
Our weight on the ladder sent crumbs of cement bouncing off the old wall to the alley below.
Chancey fired at the Vermakts on the roof and they drew back, but a ladder brace broke loose from our combined weight.
“Jesus and Vishnu!” I squeezed out.
Wait a minute. What am I thinking? I thought and closed my eyes. I'm a tel! I imaged the red coil within my mind. Huff was easy. He wasn't a sensitive, and he was mental putty. I threw the coil. Fear not, I sent. All is well.
Your Loving God wants you to climb down this fu– This ladder to the solid earth below. You are held in the Hands of the Lord who loves you.
Huff sobbed and let go of my foot. “I'm coming!” He climbed down and I followed.
The Vermakts on the roof fired at him. Their shots went wild as they tried to avoid hitting me.
When we reached the ground I stayed behind Huff to afford him some protection as he went to all four legs and we ran to the hovair.
Chancey threw open the back door and Huff and I piled into the seat. I slammed the door shut.
Beams hissed off the hovair as Chancey swung the vehicle and raced for a clearing where he could lift off.
I pressed my hands to my temples and glared at Huff. They throbbed from the send to him.
Huff threw me furtive looks and slid across the seat until he reached the closed door.
I slid after him. “I'm going to kill you, Huff!” I grabbed his thick neck and heavy fur in both my hands and squeezed as I shook him. He could've swatted me with his massive paws, but he just let them dangle.
Carmen suddenly popped her head above the passenger seat in front of me. “Calm down, Jules. He tried. He can't help it if he's afraid.”
I paused with my hands still around Huff's neck. “What're you doing here?”
“Trying to stop you from strangling your best friend.”
“I mean – “
“I know what you mean,” she said. “You really messed things up for me.”
“I messed – “
“The tags on the street and in the hotel lobby saw us together,” she said, “and they told the police. Now I'm out of a job.”
“Me too,” Chancey said and shrugged those broad shoulders. “Ah, I was tired of kicking ass anyway.”
“Me three,” Huff whimpered.
I realized my hands were still around his neck and I let them drop.
“Thank you, Jules.” Carmen widened her lips in that cherry-red smile. “Now don't you feel better for not strangling your good friend?” She said it as though she talked to a child.
I sat back and bit my lip, feeling guilty. “You're welcome, and I'm not sure.” I found something interesting to study on my fingernails so I wouldn't have to meet her steady gaze.
There's a certain allure to a woman, well, most women, that can defuse men's anger and make us realize how dumb it was in the first place. We guys need the tender touch of females, and I think they need our love, our physical strength, and our willingness to protect them.
Huff stared at me as I scratched the itch behind my right ear. I couldn't scrape off that damn crusty skin.
“What?” I said.
“No thing.” He shook his hairy snout and looked out the window.
Carmen, too, stared at me.
“What? I asked. “Christ-Buddha, what did I do now?”
“Nothing,” she said solemnly and turned to face the front windshield.
“Chancey?” I said, “You want to take a shot at me, too?”
“Later, tag. I'm a little busy right now.”
I turned to look out the rear window. Dammit! Two police hovairs were racing after us, leaving trails of dust.
Chancey drove into a clearing, threw the hovair into flight mode and we lifted. I was pressed to my seat as we tore into the sky. In the clear night air, the spiral arms of the galaxy seemed close enough to embrace us.
Chancey banked the craft and we fled the town of Gorestail. But the pursuing hovairs also took to the sky.
“Chancey!” I said. “This craft isn't flight worthy. I heard Zorga say the engine kept quitting.” I looked at Huff.
He nodded.
“Don't fly over water,” I told Chancey as we approached the beach. “Head for the spaceport.” In the distance across the harbor, the port was a pool of yellow lights. “I've got an appointment to keep on planet Alpha.”
It might be better to just go there and talk to Joe Hatch, instead of trying to contact him by SPS, which could be bugged by Rowdinth even if I did locate one.
“Rowdinth's rats are probably guarding the spaceport,” Chancey replied.
“It's worth a try,” I said and glanced out the rear window. The hovairs were gaining on us. “If we can lose these crotes.” I scanned the ground for places where we might land under cover of trees and wait for them to give up the chase. “There!” I told Chancey and pointed to a hilly, wooded area north of the beach. “We can hide there until they're gone, and then we can head for the port.”
Chancey glanced at Carmen.
“Oh. We don't have the credits for space flights,” she said.
“I do,” I told her.
She didn't answer.
“What the hell's going on here?” I asked. “You tags want to let me in on your little secret? I'm one of the good guys, remember?”
“Uh oh,” Chancey uttered as the whine of our engine diminished. “Uh oh.”
The hovair lost altitude fast.
I held my breath as the engine abruptly quit.
“We're all going to die!” Huff whined like a scared cub.
Carmen sank back beneath the passenger seat.
It was too late to head for trees as we glided toward the beach. We'd have crashed into them.
“Engage the velocity dampers!” I shouted to Chancey, who already had, and clung to the backrest.
I felt the invisible net hold me as the dark beach leaped up and the craft plunged toward sand.
“Oh,” Huff cried, his head lowered, “Great Lord of the Ten Oceans, and of The Bottomless Pit, too. Forgive us for being mere flawed Vegans…and mere flawed Terrans, and open Your loving arms, for we are your brood!”
“We're not going to die, Huff,” I told him as we plowed through sand and the world turned upside down and I caught a glimpse of the two police hovairs coming in for the kill.
The hovair flipped over, then bounced on its side. Sand scraped the hull like great sheets of sandpaper, scrubbing it raw.
I wanted to reassure Huff with a pat on his shoulder, but I was still held by the net. A wing snapped free and bounced off the window.
Finally, the hovair slid to a stop on its side. Sand poured down the hull and we could see outside again.
We sprang the doors and crawled out.
The police hovairs circled above.
“Head for the trees!” I yelled and ran toward them, digging my boots into soft sand. I paused to look back. Huff galloped toward the ocean on all fours as a hovair chased him from the ground. He zigzagged and stayed out of its scanning light.
Good idea, tag, I thought as I heard him splash into the water. The hovair lifted and scanned the surface with lights. Huff could stay under for quite a while in the dark sea.
Carmen and Chancey ran for the woods further down the beach as the whine of the second hovair died and it landed between us.
The only sound now was my heavy breathing and the caw of disturbed seabirds as they took flight.
The woods smelled sweet with raw sap. I had to slow down and walk with my hands extended in that black void of crowded trunks and the thick canopy of branches overhead. Twigs cracked under my boots and native insects chirped as they leaped aside.
My eyes adjusted to darkness and I saw the trees like giant shadows left over from the day. I peered between trunks and wondered if predators inhabited these woods, and how far the trees extended. Just a stand, or a whole forest? I slid my stingler out of the holster as a pair of eyes, close to the ground, moved toward me. “Go away!” I stamped my foot hard and the eyes disappeared with a scraping of dried leaves.
I'd heard the story that evil Leprechauns inhabited the boreal woods of Fartherland. Sure, and faeries and dryads flitted among the trees.
What was that?
A grotesque form with great black arms murmured something behind me. I swung and fired. The hot beam set a thick-boled tree ablaze. Fire reared up like a giant candle that lit the woods.
“Oh, dammit!” I stumbled back. Not only had I given away my location, I'd probably started a wildfire. I'd better run for it.
I turned and tripped over a little humanoid. “Oh, sorry,” I said automatically. Fire flickered on his green jacket and top hat, his white beard. He was about three feet tall. “What the hell – “
“Ye blathering fool!” He hit my left ankle with a club.
I yelled and limped as I stood up. “You little shit. I'll hook you to a tree!”
“Owww!” I yelled as he hit my ankle again. I picked him up by his jacket and was about to hang him on a branch when I felt a jab in my right buttock.
I turned, still holding him aloft while he tried to kick me in the groin, and was confronted by a group of male and female dwarfs, perhaps seven or eight of them, all dressed in green jackets and hats, and pointing wooden spears with chiseled rock arrows at me.
“Now put him down,” the closest one said, a young male with a scraggly red beard.
I let go and he fell to the ground with a yell, then crawled to his club and grabbed it. He stood up and rubbed his backside, then raised his club threateningly.
I pointed at him and backed away. “Don't even think about it. I'll kick you like a football!”
He lowered the club and laughed.
I lowered my pointing finger.
“Ach, lad,” he said, “now did ye have a reason to burn down our main entranceway?”
I glanced at the flaming tree. “I heard a voice behind me and I fired. We need water!”
“Ye don't say now?” he answered. “An' how did ya figure that one out?”
There was a rustling of dried leaves in the dark woods. A line of dwarfs, all dressed in green and carrying buckets of water, strode to the tree and threw the water at the base of the trunk. The roots hissed and smoked.
The group glanced at me with open curiosity, then ran back into the woods with their empty buckets swinging.
The white-bearded dwarf brushed off his jacket and pants. “Now do ye always set trees afire when ye hear voices?”
I heard the sound of a hovair overhead. “Only when I'm being chased.”
“So it's you they're after?”
I didn't reply but the hovair's whine grew louder.
“Well,” the white-bearded one said, “that makes you a friend, Lad. Come along then!”
The group lowered their spears and followed as I limped beside the old one and grimaced with pain.
The woods were silent when the hovair landed, not far from us. The spear carriers trotted after the bucket brigade.
“The name's Darby O'Malley,” white beard said as we walked, “of the O'Malley clan.” He put out his hand. I shook it quickly and looked back.
Voices!
This time it was Vermakts. I unholstered my stingler.
“Now don't go burnin' down no more trees,” Darby whispered and took my sleeve. “This way.” He pulled me toward another large-boled tree.
“I won't,” I said, “if you don't hit me again with your fucking club.”
He chuckled and lifted the club to show me. “Tis a shillelagh, lad. Now what would ye be called?”
“Jules,” I whispered as the voices behind us grew sharper.
“An' yer clan, brudder?”
“My…my clan brudder? Oh, brother. I-I don't have one. Where's the damn entrance?”
“Yer standin' on it with yer big feet.”
I stepped back.
He reached down, felt around in the grass between tree roots, and lifted a hatch. Dim yellow light showed from the interior, but enough to see a ladder and the braced wall of a vertical dirt tunnel.
“In yer go,” he whispered and gestured.
I went down the ladder a rung at a time to favor my swelling ankle. Darby came in behind me and quickly slid the hatch in place.
“Off!” he said when we reached the ground, and we were in darkness. “That was a wee bit closer than I like.”
“Me too,” I said.
The voices grew louder, but after a minute they faded.
I braced a hand against the wall as he led me along the dark path.
“On,” he called. Yellow glow balls lit the main passageway and a maze of cross cuts in the warren. I had an uneasy feeling that on my own, I'd never find my way back out.
We came to an enormous cavern with dark side passages. I stopped, my jaw open. The walls and floor were burnished gold and amber, lit by glow balls, and laced with streaks of pure blazing yellow. This vast grotto was a mother lode mine. Water dripped down the walls, but the chill of stone was softened by small fires. A narrow, bubbling stream ran along the perimeter of one wall.
But it was the inhabitants that held my attention. Perhaps a hundred dwarfs and about twenty-five or so young people and children of average height lay on thick straw mats, or quietly talked as they worked.
Dwarfism results from mutated genes, I knew, and some of their children can attain average height. Toddlers had free range of the floor, where the warming fires and the stream were fenced in.
Three women talked quietly as they spun and weaved a blanket out of soft animal fur. One looked up in surprise as I walked by and nudged another one. They smiled. I smiled back.
Friendly bunch, I thought.
“Now there's a looker,” I heard one say as I walked by.
“Ye be married, Hannah,” another said.
“Ach, I be married, Bridget, na dead!”
I chuckled as I went by.
Darby led me past a group of males who tended a distillery that was producing a dark, ruby brew with a foamy top. Guinness beer, I guessed. A woman scraped an animal hide spread on a frame with a sharp rock. She paused and watched me as we walked by.
We passed cobblers and hatters and I had the distinct feeling that Darby was parading me before his clan. There was a sense of quiet camaraderie here that I hadn't witnessed even in the Kubraen community on Halcyon, though Kubraens are aliens and it had been difficult for me to read their emotions or understand their connections to each other.
I turned to Darby. “Did you bring the fertilized eggs of Earth animals and seeds when you came here?”
“Aye, the grandfathers did that, and food to last until they were settled into the growing season.”
I held his shoulder to brace myself as he led me to a straw mat. I sat down with a long sigh and leaned back against the wall. My ankle throbbed, but with a little rest I thought it would be OK. “So why the underground community?”
Darby scratched his beard. “The clan left Ireland when they got tired o' living among the arses that decided dwarf tossing was the national sport.”
“What?” I asked.
“Ye take a little person an' ye toss him across the barroom floor, far as ye can. Winner takes the pot. I suppose 'tis great fun if your brain is soaked with the elixir.” He shook his head sadly. “T'was the last straw. The clan pooled their resources, bought a small private star worthy ship, an' left the homeland.”
“But why the Leprechaun act?”
“Ta be left in peace, lad! Our tall people go into town an' buy what we need with the gold we mine. They've spread the word that evil Leprechauns live in these woods an' would kill anyone who gets too close. We're magical, we are.” He winked. “An' we'd steal their children an' turn 'em into changelings that would hunt down their own parents and murder them in their beds fer what they did.”
A slender, red-haired young woman in buckskin pants and a colorful shirt strode up to us and sat next to Darby. “Grandpa!” she took Darby's arm. “Liam O'Donnell. He's going to sing 'Danny Boy'.” Freckles on her nose wrinkled as she smiled shyly at me. Her eyes were a striking green.
Darby kissed her cheek. “Me granddaughter Shannon.”
I smiled back. “Jules.”
People spread out and sat in a semi-circle around a chair with a green glow ball above it.
The community fell silent as Liam, a tall tag, perhaps in his fifties, wearing a ragged gray shirt and brown pants, walked out and sat in the chair.
“No music?” I whispered.
“Oh, no,” Shannon answered. “Tis best sung this way.”
Liam gazed at the ceiling but I had a feeling he was searching within. His face was lined, his jowls beginning to sag, a man whose joys and sorrows were etched in his features. He smiled at the people and shifted position. Then he began to sing.
 
“Oh Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling,
from glen to glen, and down the mountain side.
The summer's gone, and all the flowers are dying.”
 
His tenor voice was clear as winter bells and I knew he had power in reserve. But more than that was the honesty of his style and the simplicity of the words. I was immediately caught up in the song and the singer.
 
“Tis you, tis you must go and I must bide.
But come ye back when summer's in the
meadow, or when the valley's hushed and
white with snow. Tis I'll be here in sunshine
or in shadow. Oh Danny boy, oh Danny boy,
I love you so.”
 
I shivered with the emotion that overwhelmed me. An ache of love and loss expanded within my chest. His song opened me and touched a part of my soul that I had tried not to expose to the light of day.
Oh, Willa. I lowered my head and felt tears run down my cheeks. I couldn't stop them anymore than I could stem that flowing stream with my two fists. Oh, God, Willa, I miss you. I almost didn't want to hear the rest of the song. It hurt with such a sweet pain of memories. There were quiet sobs around me.
“And if you come, when all the flower
are dying, and I am dead, as dead I well
may be. You'll come and find the place
where I am lying, and kneel and say an
'Ave' there for me.”
 
I wiped eyes on my sleeve. Shannon moved closer to me, and put her hand on my arm. I glanced around. I wasn't the only one openly crying. When the singer's voice rose, my heart seemed to float with it, until the singer bore me out of this mundane plane of existence and to a place where joy wins the battle over loss.
 
“And I shall hear, tho' soft you tread above me.
And all my dreams will warm and sweeter be,
if you'll not fail to tell me that you love me,
I'll simply sleep in peace until you come to me.”
Liam sat amid the silence. No one clapped. The song, the singer, were beyond mere applause. Somewhere, a baby cried.
As Liam got up and walked to his place among the people, they reached out to touch him. But they could not bridge the gap that he had bridged, not with mere physical contact.
I looked at Shannon. She still held my arm. Willa was gone. A sense of finality, of a last goodbye, set into my soul.
“You were right about the music,” I told her.
She nodded. “What clan are ye from, Jules?”
I shook my head. “My sister and I were orphans. We were shuffled around to foster homes. She's, uh, she's gone now.”
Shannon sat back. “So then…ye have no family?”
“I have a daughter, Lisa, back on Earth.”
“On Earth?” She lifted brows.
“I visit her, occasionally,” I said defensively. I laid back on the soft mat. What had happened to Huff and Carmen and Chancey? Were they still alive? Or captured? Or looking for me? I had to get back out there. From my reckoning on the night I escaped from Rowdinth, his citadel wasn't too far from here. The real question was where, in Hell's twisted spokes, as Willa would have said, was the laboratory?
Supper was handed out in bowls, from steaming pots, to the line of people who gathered at the long tables. Shannon brought me a bowl of stew with potatoes and beans and meat and barley, on a tray, with a chunk of dark bread, and a glass of the ruby beer. It had been a while since Willa and I had cooked together, and this was the best meal I'd had since then. I thanked Shannon and she smiled and sat beside me to eat her supper.
After the meal, people sat in groups and quietly talked and laughed. Two couples held hands and disappeared into passageways. Some smiled as they strolled by to glance discreetly at me, and then continued on.
“You're the latest news,” Shannon said.
Glad it wasn't the obituary, I thought. “Front page?”
“Oh, yes.” She got up and went to an old woman dwarf in a hooded black robe who sat before a blackened iron pot on a small fire and dropped bones into it.
Darby strolled over. “Well, what do ye think, lad?' Could ye love me comely granddaughter?”
“What?” I asked.
“We be needing some new blood in the clan.” He turned to stare at her. “An' she's sure a pretty lass. I'm thinking ye might stay an' make yer home among the O'Malleys.”
“That's quite an offer. But I-I have an important mission that I'm committed to finish.”
“Sure ye do. An' ye wouldn't want yer freedom taken away, now would ye?”
I bit my lip. “Maybe not.”
“I'll tell ye, lad, ye can either have ye freedom or the comfort o' family.”
“I know.”
Shannon said something to the old woman and nodded toward me.
The woman got up, rummaged through an animal skin on the floor beside her, took out a bag and hobbled over to me, followed by Shannon.
“This is Mother Holly-Eva,” Shannon told me.
Mother Holly-Eva nodded at me and carefully took off my left shoe and sock.
Now what? I thought as she opened the bag and pulled out soggy cabbage leaves that dripped back into the bag.
What the hell? I thought as I smelled urine. “You know what, Mother Holly-Eva, my ankle feels better already! I think all it needed was some rest!”
Too late.
Too late!
She slopped the leaves across my bare ankle as though she hadn't heard, and wrapped them under my foot.
I leaned my head back. Christ and Vishnu. I watched her take a roll of red thread from her robe and tie the cabbage in place. God forbid I might lose it.
“Thanks a lot, Shannon,” I muttered.
She smiled. “Thank you, Mother Holly-Eva.”
The mother didn't look up as she gathered her bag, her roll of thread, and returned to her boiling pot.
“How long am I supposed to keep this on?”
“Two days,” Darby said and chuckled.
“I haven't got two days.” I sat up. “I have friends up there who are counting on me.”
Well. Maybe.
“I've got to get back out there…to the surface. Uh, to my friends, I mean.”
“Aye, an' what would ye important mission be all about? If I could ask.” I heard the note of sarcasm in his tone.
“You've heard of General Ki Rowdinth?”
“Oh.” Shannon nodded and soft red curls brushed her bare shoulders. “We all know about General Rowdinth. The mon's a lunatic.”
“And so he is,” I agreed. “He's hired two scientists to develop a weapon that can – “
“Destroy Earth,” Darby finished.
I was too shocked to reply.
“We know about his plan,” Shannon offered. “But what can we do about it?”
“W-CIA will know what to do, if we can only locate the lab.”
Shannon glanced at Darby.
“What?” I asked.
Darby sat down beside me and stared into the distance as he rubbed his lips.
“Do you know where it is?” I ventured.
“We know,” he answered softly. “But tis impenetrable, lad. Ye mission is a suicide one.”
“Just point me to it. That's all I'm asking.”
Darby looked at Shannon and raised his brows. “I tried to keep him here, lass.” He turned to me. “If yer mind's made up, well then, I'll show ye the way.” He stood up with a grunt.
“No, Grandpa,” Shannon said firmly. “I won't have it! I can show him the way an' run back, if need be.”
I snapped the red thread and pushed off the cabbage leaves with my other foot.
“I'll get ye jacket,” Shannon said.
Darby stared at her and I saw the fear of loss in his eyes.
“I'll send her home,” I said, “as soon as she shows me the way.”
He nodded.
I went to the stream and washed off my bare foot.
Shannon handed me a towel and waited while I dried off my foot and put on my sock and shoe.
“Lead the way, lass,” I said and took my jacket from her extended hand.
Shannon led me through a side tunnel to a dead end where sand sifted into small piles around our feet. Fingers of light pierced through three pairs of tiny holes at eye level in the wall. I brushed dirt from my hair and peered through one pair.
Beyond the holes, a mirrored bubble chamber, about two meters in diameter, and clamped to a platform that had wheels, stood in the center of a lab. A red globe pulsed and spun within the bubble's transparent center, with a golden kernel within that, and surrounded by an outer blue halo that turned green, then back to blue.
I leaned against a wall. “That's it! That's the Dark Energy Project!”
“Tis what ye been lookin' fer?” She smiled.
“Sure tis. There must be a way inside!”
“No one knows where.” She shook her curls in the narrow beams of light. “We happened upon it when we were digging a new tunnel and heard the machine.”
I stared through the holes again. “I expected it to be…”
“What, lad?”
“I don't know. I mean, the damn thing's on wheels!”
“Aye.”
“Shannon, dark energy is born of space itself, you see? It defies gravity. It's pushing the universe out.” I gestured with my hands.
“Out where?”
“Not where. To expand faster than it should. I mean, than it would've. If they've harnessed that energy within the chamber, and they expect to destroy Earth with it, it should be…” I shook my head.
“Bigger?” she asked.
I nodded. “Bigger.”
“Well, lad, I'm sorry ye disappointed.”
“I didn't say that.” I gestured toward the wall. “I mean, it lessens one of the four forces of the universe.”
Her green eyes widened. “Aye, then I suppose it should be bigger. Unless…”
“What?”
She peered through a pair of holes again. “Unless tis concentrated, like the singularity in a black hole.”
“A dark-energy singularity? Did you read that in a scientific journal?”
She shook her curls in the narrow beams of light. “Tis just a thought, lad.” She drew in a soft breath and moved back. “Hush,” she whispered.
I peered through holes again and saw two coveralled Terran men shuffle into the dark lab. I leaned against a wall. “Don't talk, Shannon,” I whispered, closed my eyes and tried for a probe. But they just shut down the chamber, ordered the lights off and were gone before I had a chance to link for an image of the entrance.
“Dammit!” I whispered. I hadn't even gotten a good look at them. Well, I could find this passage again, with Shannon's help, and notify Joe.
Black-hole type singularities of dark energy? I thought. Was that possible? There are millions of black holes roaming the Milky Way. There's one in the vicinity of Earth's solar system, as you count space distances, but it's drifting out between the galaxy's arms, and black holes don't purposely target planets, or whole solar systems. Could dark energy do that? Ah, hell! I'm a biologist, not a particle physicist.
“C'mon, Shannon.” I took her hand. “Show me the entrance to the surface with the hatch.”
She led me down the tunnel, feeling her way along the wall. “Then ye be leaving us?”
“I've got to contact W-CIA. This lab's going to be shut down, or blown up. It's the military's call.” I paused and took her shoulders. “Shannon, if the government decides to blow it up, you and your people will have to leave. There's a good chance this whole maze of tunnels and caverns will collapse with it.”
“But this is our home, Jules! Where would we go?”
“Maybe Darby and the elders can devise some contingency plan if the cavern becomes uninhabitable.” I smiled. “Anyway, you're too pretty to spend your life underground.”
In the dusky light of glow balls, I saw tears shimmer in her eyes.
“I'm sorry,” I said and hugged her. We paused and I wiped her tears with my sleeve.
“I know, Jules. But not near as sorry as I am.”
I made a mental map of the paths as we continued toward the hatch. Maybe it was the urine cure after all, but my ankle felt a little better.
We paused at the bottom of the ladder. Chances were good we would never see each other again. I was at a loss for words.
“I…I'll keep your clan's location a secret,” I said lamely and glanced up at the hatch. “Do you know if it's day, or still night out there?”
“Day. Tis that time o' the month.” She put a hand on my chest.
“What time is that?” I studied the hatch. “You'll have to fit it back in place when I'm on the surface.” I smiled. “Goodbye, lass. Give my love to your grandpa.” I hugged her. “And that old crudgemother Holly Eve.” I tried to break away but she held me and stared into my eyes.
“Do ye not remember what grandpa said about the clan needin' new blood?” She wrapped her arms around me.
“Now, Shannon.” I pried her hands off my back and held her wrists. “This is no time for a wedding proposal.”
“Did I ask ye fer a ring now?”
“Just what are you asking for?”
She smiled. “A bit o' yer time.” She reached up and pulled off my jacket. “A bit o' ye.”
“Oh. That time of the month.” I grabbed back my jacket. “You figure you're ovulating.”
“I'll bet me grandpa's beard I am.”
“Forget it, Shannon. I'm not leaving behind a kid I'll never see. I'm a little more responsible than that.”
I thought of Lisa. Sure.
She pressed herself against me and I backed to the damp wall. “Would it be so terrible a thing,” she said, “to father a child who would be loved by the whole clan?” She stood on tiptoe and kissed me. Her tongue probed past my lips. I didn't know my hands had relaxed until she embraced me and pressed her breasts against my chest. She must have been wearing perfume. Or was it pheromones? Dammit! My body was responding. I tried to back further but a branch in the wall poked me in the side. I held her away by her shoulders and she smiled and unbuttoned her blouse.
“Jesus and Vishnu!” I tried to pry my eyes away from the siren call of her firm breasts with their hard nipples.
She shook off her blouse as she backed away, and unzipped her pants.
“Don't do that!” I ordered and turned toward the ladder. “You'd better get dressed before you catch a cold. I'm leaving!”
She threw her arms around me under my loose sweater and pulled it off. “Are ye certain o' that, now?”
“Give me that!” We fought over the stretched sweater. “Now give it back!” I picked up my jacket.
She held the sweater behind her. “Come an' get it, lad.”
“Look, Shannon,” I said sternly, “you're a beautiful woman, and if things were different….” I thought of Willa and felt guilty.
“Aye, but things bein' what they are.” She stood naked before me, her red hair draped around her shoulders like a caress. “An' ye havin' to leave.” She dropped the sweater and kissed me again. I held her against me. Willa was somewhere in a new form. Live your life, she had sent. Well, if there was ever a time….
“Ye won't be needin' this.” She unstrapped my holster.
Maybe she wasn't ovulating, I thought as I kissed her. She helped me push off the rest of my clothes. How could she know that for sure?
I ran my hands through her hair, pulled her close to me and kissed her again.
She gasped in a breath. “Ye have kisses like wine, lad.” We slid to the cold floor. “Sweet an' intoxicating.” She pulled me down on top of her. “I'm yours.”
And I'm going to regret this in the morning, I thought. No. It's already morning and my friends might be worried about me, if they were still alive and not captured by Rowdinth's rat pack. And I had a mission to save Earth. But it all faded as we made love.
“You're beautiful, Willa,” I whispered.
“What?”
“Just a…a pet name.”
“A dog, I hope.”
We gave ourselves to passion. It spread through me like wildfire and I didn't know where I ended and she began. And then those waves of ecstasy that come only with fully loving a woman. She cried out and we clung to each other like two drowning people.
When it was over, we lay side by side, holding hands, panting. Dammit! If that didn't make a baby, I don't know what would! I rolled my head to look at her. “I don't know whether to kiss you or kick you.”
She lifted on her elbows and lightly kissed my lips. “If I have yer child, I hope tis a boy who looks just like ye.”
“A girl who looks like you would be the princess of your clan.”
She smiled and brushed hair back off my face. Her eyes were glossy with tears.
“I'll come back,” I said, and wasn't sure I meant it. “If I can.”
'Ye remember the song, lad?” She kissed my cheek. “Tis you must go away and I must bide.”



Chapter Ten
Joe Hatch sat at the conference table in planet Alpha's W-CIA private room. His shoulders hunched, his expression grim, he surveyed the four officials gathered there and chewed the stem of his cold pipe. “The last we heard from our field operatives on Fartherland,” he said, “agent Enigma could not be found. General Rowdinth might be tracking him with the implant.” He tapped the table with his fingertips.
“Assuming he's still alive,” Director Kerry, a compact man with black, thinning hair and a focused expression, said.
Joe stared out the window, where rain dripped from an overcast sky. He'd never liked the cold, wet climate of Alpha.
“What's your input as a psychiatrist?” Kerry asked Doctor Chang.
Chang's white hair brushed her shoulders as she turned to Kerry. “Let's consider the ramifications if agent Enigma is informed that General Rowdinth can kill him with the remote push of a button.”
Joe rubbed his eyes.
“It could cause him to attempt to dislodge it himself.” Doctor Chang rolled a pen between her fingers.
Will Kaiser, head of Engineering, shrugged his bulky shoulders. “Depending on the device, of course…I'm sorry, Joe, but if he did, it would very likely explode.”
Admiral Owusu sat back and folded his long, dark arms. “Do you think General Rowdinth can track him?” he asked Will.
“It's possible,” Will said. “It depends on the device.”
“And whether agent Enigma is still alive,” Joe said. He lit his pipe, puffed it to life, and went to stare out the window.
“I thought you gave up smoking,” Doctor Chang remarked.
“I did.”
“Joe,” Director Kerry said, “please sit down.” He shuffled through papers on his desk, then picked up one and stared at it as Joe returned to the table.
“This lunatic,” Kerry started, then looked around the table, “as in General Ki Rowdinth, has informed us that if we locate his citadel, and attempt to invade it, he will destroy Earth now and target the off-planet colonies.” He rubbed his lower lip. “He's threatened to destroy them, one by one, until Alpha hands over the gold bullion.”
Will Kaiser shook his head. “What weapon, in the name of all the perditions, are his scientists developing with dark energy? It's all around us. How can they use it to destroy a planet?” He looked around, but the others were silent.
“If we knew that, Will,” Kerry said, “we might have a handle on how to stop him.”
“I could send in a special operation's team,” Admiral Owusu said. “My people would take him and his citadel out so fast he'd never hit any button, including the one to destroy Earth.” He glanced around. “The fucker would never know what hit him. What do you say, Director?”
Kerry laid down the paper and folded his hands over it. “Not until our operatives locate the lab, Admiral. If just one of Rowdinth's people escapes, he could take up the cause with the two rogue scientists and line his own pockets. He shook his head. “Or so they think. If Rowdinth only knew that there is no bullion.”
Owusu leaned forward. “Why don't we just tell him?”
“It would cause worlds-wide financial chaos,” Kerry answered. “And the lunatic might still destroy Earth and extort the colonies.
Joe slammed a fist on the table. “This is a goddamn rock and a hard place. And Agent Enigma is between them.”
“Joe,” Director Kerry said, “has agent Enigma contacted you in the recent past from Fartherland?”
“No. Our other field operatives on the planet have, though. Some Vegan who worked for Rowdinth hooked up with our team and told them about the implant.”
“The mission is not going well.” Director Kerry shook his head. “Agent Enigma has become a hindrance with Rowdinth's Elite Guards after him.”
“Is it his tel powers Rowdinth wants to tap into?” Doctor Chang asked.
“That's a fair assumption,” Kerry said. “I don't know why else Rowdinth would want him.” “I'd say,” Owusu offered and waved a graceful arm, “that if Rowdinth captured our agent, he would threaten him with death if he didn't return here and mindprobe the government, especially W-CIA, for information about our plans to counterattack.”
“Suppose,” Joe said, “we bring agent Enigma home and replace him?”
“Joe,” Will said, “if Enigma boards a ship for Alpha, the change in pressure on the implant from the shuttle to the starship would alert Rowdinth, even if he isn't tracking Enigma.” He glanced at Kerry. “If Rowdinth pushes the button, it would blow a hole in the ship.”
“I think we must assume,” Admiral Owusu said, “that whether or not Agent Enigma becomes Rowdinth's tool, in the end, Rowdinth will execute him.”
Joe put down his pipe. “And if Rowdinth manages to send Enigma here for mind probes?”
“Or possibly,” Will said, and combed back his light hair through fingers, “to activate the device when Enigma is inside the government halls.”
“Joe,” Director Kerry said, “we all know that this agent is the father of your grandchild. But considering the magnitude of the lunatic's threat….”
Joe nodded. “I want to go to Fartherland.”
“What could you accomplish on Fartherland, Joseph,” Doctor Chang asked, “except to endanger your own life? You're too close to this agent to remain objective.”
Joe tapped ashes from his pipe into his empty coffee cup. “I've found in my long career, Doctor, that even with the best laid plans, sometimes it's better to just play it by ear as events unfold. Director?”
“You're getting a little old for field work, Joe,” Kerry said.
“I intend to remain behind the scenes, and continue as Enigma's contact.”
“He hasn't contacted you,” Kerry said and lifted his brows.
“Which is good reason for me to go there and find out what the hell's happening? I have a few years of experience in field work!”
“No one is questioning your experience,” Kerry said softly. “There's just one hitch. And you're not going to like it.”
Joe felt his stomach clench.
“If Agent Enigma becomes Rowdinth's tool, with the stakes being what they are….”
Joe lowered his head. “I wasn't hired on as an assassin.”
“Then Admiral Owusu's people will have to step in.”
“Jesus and Brahma,” Joe muttered. “A rock and a hard place.”



Chapter Eleven
Night crept in to cover my tracks as I lay on cool grass under a canopy of trees and breathed in the smell of winter flowers. The stars above, sharp as spears, began to unroll in that great scroll of sky. “Huff, take care of yourself,” I whispered as the roar of waves told of a storm out at sea.
It had been a long day of hiding out in the woods while Rowdinth's government hovairs crisscrossed the sky and reminded me that there were those who would use my tel powers for some very unethical purposes.
I hadn't found Chancy or Carmen, and that worried me. Were they lying dead somewhere in these woods, brought down by Rowdinth's Elite Guards? I reached out with a tel probe for the hundredth time, but all I touched was a small predator stalking a prey creature. I withdrew. I don't argue with nature, but I don't get my kicks linking with animals who are chasing their supper. My stomach grumbled its disagreement. A good mock steak with some mashed potatoes and a salad would've been very welcome about now.
What did they serve for dinner aboard an Aristos-Class starship? I wondered as I stood up and brushed off my pants. If I couldn't contact Joe Hatch by SPS, then I'd take a chance on evading Rowdinth's police at the spaceport and hop a flight for planet Alpha.
As I limped toward the shore, I pictured Joe grumbling to his colleagues at W-CIA, Why the hell doesn't he call, the irresponsible crote! I smiled. “Wait till I tell you, Joe,” I grumbled back, “that I found the lab.”
At the high water mark, with waves crashing at my wet boots, I turned and counted steps back to the underground community's hatch. OK, 918 steps. I turned toward the lights of Gorestail, and committed landmarks to memory as I walked a straight line to the jetty. Now I could find the hatch to the tunnels again, and hopefully, a surface lab entrance for Joe and his W-CIA team to storm.
My ankle sent slivers of pain up my leg. I picked up a suitable branch to use as a cane as I skirted a shabby, one-road village. But a cheering crowd of Vermakts drew me closer to the lights of the central square.
“I'll be a rat's ass,” I muttered as General Rowdinth himself, dressed in a black and silver uniform, gestured and shouted from a platform surrounded by the crowd, who seemed mesmerized by his shrill speech, delivered with pounds of his fist on the dais.
I climbed the steps of a second-floor building and hid in shadows for a better look at this bizarre event.
The lunatic knew how to work a crowd. I had to give him that. But he spoke in Vermaktese, and it was Greek to me. With every calculated pause, the crowd roared and tried to move even closer to their deranged leader, but Vermakt police milled around the platform and held them back.
I leaned on the branch and listened as the people broke into what I took to be their National Anthem. Rowdinth led them with extended claws, like some macabre conductor.
Damn! If I'd had a long-range weapon, I'd have taken out the fucker here and now, but a stingler would just wound some Vermakt people between us.
I don't know what propaganda Rowdinth used to inflame his followers, but I'd a feeling that we Terrans, who'd been instrumental in keeping Fartherland out of the United Worlds, were not being praised for our attitude toward Fartherland's indigenous people. I sympathized. From what I'd gathered in conversations on Alpha, the Vermakts had not been treated fairly when gold was discovered on Fartherland. They were non-technological, and that has always put races, even on Earth, at a great disadvantage, if not in danger of genocide.
On cue from Rowdinth's raised hand, a color guard marched through the crowd bearing a huge silver and black Vermakt flag with Fartherland's star system emblazoned on it, and that enormous bronze bust of Rowdinth. I paused to watch as Vermakt children in white robes threw flowers to the crowd from a wagon drawn by an old ground hovar.
With broad theatrical gestures and a piercing tone, Rowdinth told his followers in stelspeak for any aliens and Gorestail reporters in the crowd, how the Vermakt race was descended directly from heaven and how the people were destined to rule the known worlds. He demanded vengeance in the name of God on the inferior alien races who stripped Fartherland of its gold riches, especially the Terran rat-eaters.
Rat eaters? I thought.
With each pause in his diatribe, the crowd cheered wildly. The general was a madman, but why did the Vermakt people fall for such obvious rhetoric? Had he touched upon something in the basement of their psyches that wanted recognition and power?
Could be.
I wondered if the general were on a campaign route of Vermakt villages, whipping up enthusiasm with grandstanding for the coming war, should he acquire the gold bullion he sought to build his war machine. If his rogue scientists perfected the dark-energy weapon he bragged about, even without Alpha's gold-bullion depository, he could conquer and strip the colonies of their reserves.
I shook my head as Rowdinth changed his stance and his tone to a religious sermon in the modulated intonations of the high priest of a new religion. Did his people know what a sick mind was leading them toward war, I wondered. If he weren't stopped, his own race would suffer too. It sent a shiver through me as I went down the steps and stayed to the shadows of crumbling fibrin shacks. I left the village and headed for Gorestail, more determined than ever that this lunatic leader of his race had to be stopped.
It was past midnight when I reached Gorestail and the harbor. People still strolled the winding streets. Boats creaked, held in their berths by tie-downs. The water, with its translucent blues and greens in sunshine, was as dark now as the shadow of a prowler. Choppy waves told of the breakers assaulting the open coastlines.
I paused to study the distant lights of the spaceport. I'd never make it there on foot. The more I walked, the more my ankle objected with shooting pain. I hoped Darby couldn't sit on his arse, as he called it, for the next month!
A soft breeze with the promise of spring brushed my hair across my neck and I felt that itch again behind my ear. This time I dug at it with a nail and managed to scrape off the crusty skin. It stung and blood dripped down my neck, but maybe I was free of it. I wiped off the blood on my pants. Whatever had bitten me, probably while I slept, had left a calling card I couldn't ignore.
Uh oh. Two heavily armed Vermakt police, a male and a female, their pear-shaped bodies clothed in black and silver uniforms, strolled down the dark path. They were hermaphrodites, but I got the impression that they had a dominant gender.
I lifted my hood over my head, pulled down the jacket to cover the stingler, which was a no-no in town, and leaned on the rail, as though studying the waves that lapped stones below.
“Out late, no, Terran?” the female called as they walked past.
“I guess,” I called back. “Couldn't sleep.”
“Try dreaming about your homeland,” the male said in a deeper voice. “You might not have it much longer.”
“That's below the belt,” the female said as they continued on, but the male just chuckled. His ample backside, the “pear” in pear-shaped, made an easy target for my stingler. But only in my dreams.
I watched a shuttle blaze across the sky like a meteorite as it headed for the spaceport. Perhaps that one would be my ride out. “Shut up!” I told my ankle as I continued to walk and it complained again.
The whine of a small ground hovar.
It slid to a stop beside me.
“Are you walking to the port?” the Vegan driver leaned out the window to ask me.
“I'm trying to. Do you have room?”
The female Vegan in the passenger seat motioned to three furry children in the back. “Slide over, my darling cubs.”
“Thanks,” I told her.
The kids watched me with open curiosity as I climbed inside, and stretched their snouts to sniff me.
“Now watch your manners,” Mama bear told them.
I grinned at the adorable kids. “Hi, tags.”
“Hi, Terran,” the tallest one responded and wagged her muzzle in a Vegan greeting.
I sighed as I sat back and closed my eyes. “Are you on your way to planet Earth?” the driver asked casually.
I decided he was just curious. “No, Alpha. I have some government business there about ordinances on the gold mines. Going home to Kresthaven?” I asked, to be equally friendly.
“Yes,” the woman answered. “We also are on business for our homeworld. We negotiated for a Vegan interest in a mine that will bring credits to Kresthaven and help feed our people.”
“That's important work,” I said and closed my eyes and promptly fell asleep.
I awoke when the vehicle jerked to a stop.
We were at the spaceport. It boasted one building that looked like a termite mound of native soil and stone on steroids.
The shuttle had landed. Terrans and aliens strolled out of the terminal with backpacks and suitcases and looked around curiously.
I helped the Vegan family unload and carry their suitcases as we headed for the main entrance. Vermakt police stood guard near the doors and scrutinized the passengers as they walked to rented hovairs in the parking lot, and eyed those entering the terminal for an outward bound.
Two Vermakts guarding the main doors were busy discussing the possibility of pay raises for the police department. I stayed close to my Vegan buddies and walked casually past the two and into the building.
“Thanks for the ride,” I told the Vegans. “Bye, tags.” I waved to the three kids and went to buy a ticket for an outward bound.
SHUTTLE NOW BOARDING the holo announced as it drifted under the ceiling. VEGA ALTAIR DINEA ALPHA EARTH
I went through the portal, where my stingler was automatically discharged. I hate that, but I can understand the reasoning behind it. Not only was it illegal to carry a weapon through town and the spaceport, but automatically discharging any weapon prevented ships from being hijacked.
I boarded the shuttle and beat an Altairian to the last window seat. He muttered as he plunked down beside me. The gases inside his bubble helmet stirred and clouded his lime-green features.
I never liked Altairians, besides my encounters with Zorga. They seem to think that “grumpy” and “disdainful” are virtues. He flipped open an i-something, I can't keep up with the devices, and watched a holomentary of his home planet, narrated in his native tongue. It was Altairian to me. But I found myself intrigued by the stark gray and charcoal landscapes, dotted with thick, slime-green ponds. Altairians rested on the slick surfaces. It was strange to see them without their helmets. In the distance, buildings like bent crosses leaked green light.
He slid me a look and I turned and gazed out the window as the shuttle taxied down the tarmac. I love the whine of powerful engines as a space craft lifts in contradiction to the law of gravity. But then many objects in space, including black holes, concentrate gravity into monsters that eat stars and solar systems as they drift through the galaxy.
Uh oh, I thought as the craft suddenly slowed, banked, and landed on a side runway. Engine trouble.
“Vert fie!” the Altairian muttered and snapped shut his i-holo device.
Passengers looked around, shook their heads and whispered to each other. But they fell silent as the captain, a well-built Cleocean, opened the cabin door.
“The sorry I am, all fellow races of the star systems.” He stared at me. “But there has been a slight delay.”
Christ! I thought. Had the police discovered me after all? My hand went reflexively to my stingler as the captain approached and leaned over the Altairian's helmet. “Terran sir Jules Rammis,” he whispered, “please accompany my walk.”
“I have a ticket,” I told him and tried to keep my voice even.
“Yes. Please accompany me now to the hatch.”
I took a breath and tried to relax. “What's the problem, Captain?”
“This craft cannot take off, Terran sir, until you disembark.”
“Just go with him!” the Altairian said. “Before you make me late for my wedding!”
Pity the bride, I thought. I stood up and glanced toward the main hatch. It was the only way out. The captain waited for me to go first. As I walked past the Vegan family, they kept their heads lowered. I was beyond embarrassment. I laid my hand again on my discharged stingler. Habit always wins out. But what awaited me on the other side of that door?
The captain reached around me and sprang the hatch. I fell back into him as I stared out at…nothing.
The lit path to the terminal was empty. I glanced at the captain. “They await your arrival within.” He gestured toward the terminal.
“Oh. Well, bon voyage, Captain.”
“To you also, Terran.”
Whatever, I thought.
As I walked toward the terminal, I heard the hatch snap shut behind me.
I turned and limped toward an outside gate of the small spaceport. Who but Rowdinth's police could abort a shuttle takeoff and order a passenger to disembark? But why hadn't they confronted me at the shuttle?
Why was I looking a gift horse in the mouth? A forklift! My ride. I hurried toward it and climbed into the seat. Yes! The key was still in the ignition. I started the work vehicle and drove toward the gate.
Behind me sirens!
A ground police car sped across the tarmac. This was the tortoise and the hare as the forklift lumbered toward the gate.
Wait a minute. I swung the vehicle around and raised the fork. It protected me from their fire, if they were inclined to fire.
I headed for their patrol car. They turned the vehicle to try to avoid a crash, but I turned too and smashed into their right fender. The forklift rocked. I crowded the car as it ground sideways, and lowered the fork until it was under the car's belly. Then I engaged the fork and lifted the vehicle until it toppled onto its side.
“Eat that, fuckers!” I shouted as their wheels spun in air, and turned the forklift back toward the gate. As I said, my ride was a tortoise, albeit a very powerful one.
The two police tags crawled out of their downed vehicle and ran after me, their weapons drawn. But they wouldn't burn me. Would they? My sought-after tel powers had given me carte blanche, so to speak, in the past. Of course stun settings were another story.
The Vermakts went to all fours, for all the world like huge rats in uniforms, and loped after the chugging forklift. I realized they were the same two I had encountered at the harbor. They'd been following me!
I unholstered my stingler and aimed. Then I remembered. No charge…no burn.
Dammit!
They had nothing to fear from me as they leaped onboard the lift. One shut off the key.
“All right!” I said as they pushed me down into the seat and held me there. Damn, they smelled bad, like sweaty armpits. “Let go. I give up!” I lied. The prospect of facing that lunatic Rowdinth again made me wish for a can of rat poison.
They let me go and I sat up and brushed myself off. “I almost made it, you sewer rats,” I told them, just to be irritating.
“Not even close, Terran,” the male said. “We followed you from the woods and waited for you to make contact with W-CIA. We wanted to catch your accomplices too. But don't worry.” His smile was snide. “General Rowdinth will have ways to squeeze their names out of your shapeless body.”
“There are no contacts,” I said sullenly. “I work alone.”
A wanton sense of isolation settled inside me like the void between stars as the shuttle lifted into the night sky. My ride out. How could I contact Joe now?
I closed my eyes as the male steered the forklift back to their vehicle. When we reached it, the female worked the fork and bounced their stalled car onto its wheels.
I closed my eyes, gathered my tel powers and imaged a giant Earth tiger emerging from the blackness of night, head low, mouth agape and slavering, eyes like glowing yellow coals as he prowled toward the two Vermakts. I've come to rip open your throats and bleed you out, my ancient enemies, I sent, before I feast on your beating hearts. Run and I will rip razor
claws down your trembling backs.
“Did you hear that?” the female squeaked. She rolled beady eyes that showed white. “I think it's a cat!”
“The cats on Fartherland have all been killed,” the male told her. But his eyes, too, were wide. “It's an Earth rat-killer. Now control yourself, Cirzma, before you lose this litter too!”
I came from Earth to rid this world of its rats, I sent. Run, rodents, if you can, and feel my hot breath on your necks as I crush your bones between my fangs
“It's him!” The male pointed at me. “He's sending these images.” He raised his fist to hit me. “You snake in the burrow!”
I shoved him hard. Vermakts are difficult to knock over with their low center of gravity. I grabbed his stingler from its holster as he staggered back and swept them both with a beam.
I was relieved that the weapon was only set on stun as they slid to the floor of the vehicle in two bulgy heaps. I shoved the stingler inside my holster strap, grabbed the female's weapon too, and climbed off the forklift, now sporting three stinglers. I limped to their patrol vehicle, got inside and drove toward the gate.
I had to smile. I had learned a valuable lesson. No matter how smart and/or civilized your opponent is, he retains, as we all do, the fears of his early heritage in the proverbial primal ooze. Being eaten alive was a link right at the top of the food chain. Latch onto that one with a tel message, and you activate the core of the survival kit, past reason, past all the so-called technological advances and scientific knowledge of civilized beings. With rats it's cats. And snakes. What was it with Terrans? Oh yeah, saber-tooths and short-faced bears would do nicely.
I had taken a step forward in my tel lessons, and my powers would never revert to previous dimensions. “You might have suggested that, Spirit, my Halcyon mentor and antagonist.” I knew he could easily reach Fartherland with his incredible tel powers. “Or did you assume that when the student was ready, the lesson would appear? As usual, thanks for all your help.”
I glanced back at the empty tarmac. The port's second shuttle sat in its open hangar. For me to board another shuttle would be suicidal. The port would be swarming with Rowdinth's police in a short while, and his Elite Guards.
On the other hand, Huff could board with a ticket for his Vegan homeworld. Then, he could disembark on Alpha with a coded message from me to Joe. He owed me. And he had honor. But was he alive? And if so, where in hell –
“Jules!”
In the lights of the patrol car, I saw Huff standing in front of the gate. I came to a screeching halt and opened the driver's door. “Huff?” It couldn't be Huff. Coincidences like this only happened in poorly written fiction. “Huff?” I got out, my stingler drawn. Did Rowdinth have other Vegans on the payroll? Could they disguise themselves as Huff with his slouchy stance and his golden eyes?
Wait! Wrong stingler. I pulled out a charged weapon.
He extended a furry paw. “I would not attempt harm on you, Jules. I thought you and I be friends. See.” He raised both paws. “I have no arms but these.”
It sure sounded like Huff.
I kept the stingler raised, but set only to stun. “What are you doing here?”
“Attempting to allay your fears.”
This had to be Huff. I holstered the charged stingler and stuffed mine into the holster strap, along with the third one. “Where are Chancey and Carmen? Are they alive?” I held my breath as I waited for his answer.
“You mean Shelley?” he said. “Why needs your waist so many weapons?”
“I'm opening a gun shop! I need answers, Huff. Where are Chancey and Shelley, if that's her real name?”
“If that's her real name, they are in the building with Joe Hatch, who says he is a friend of yours.”
“Joe? Joe's here?”
“No.”
“You just said….”
“In the building.”
“Get in the car, Huff!”
He did, and I drove to the terminal. “Why didn't you tags come to my aid when those two police cruds attacked me? I could've used some help!”
“Joe wanted them to capture you. He said they would not exterminate you.”
“Brave of him to take that chance. Did he say why? Wait. Let me rephrase that. Why did Joe want them to capture me?” I asked carefully.
“He believed they would take you to General Rowdinth's citadel and we would follow and locate it.”
“But you've been there.”
“Yes, I have.”
“Huff, don't you know where the citadel is located?”
“No. General Rowdinth keeps it holo-shielded so that the entrance appears to be just one more barren sand among more barren sand.”
“And when his own people approach?”
“They cannot find it.”
I sighed and shut off the motor. We were at the terminal.
I tried again. “How do his people get inside, dammit?”
“Oh. They must wear blindfolds and then an automated vehicle greets them and brings them inside.”
Thank you, Huff.”
“You're welcome, Jules.”
“Like pulling eye teeth!” I muttered as he led me into a back entrance of the building.
“What?”
“Eye teeth!” Oh, no, I thought. Don't go there with Huff. That way madness lies. “Never mind.”
Huff led me through a warehouse stacked with boxes for delivery and export. He opened a shabby inner door and nodded for me to enter. I walked into an employee's lounge with the smell of coffee. He followed.
Joe, Chancey and Shelley sat at a long table in the center of the room. Shelley wore little makeup, a demure outfit of blue pants and a white blouse, and a perceptive expression. No love child here, but a capable woman. Perhaps a W-CIA operative? Could be. Chancey nodded at me as I entered the room. He folded his bare arms, thick as a woman's waist, and sat back with a broad grin.
I shook my head and smiled. “It's good to see you tags alive and well. You too, Joe. Sorry I couldn't accommodate you and stay captured, but you know me, unpredictable as a bull moose in rut.”
“Sit down,” Joe said.
“How's Lisa?”
“She's fine.”
I took a ham and cheese sandwich from the refrigerator, unwrapped it and studied the contents. “And Althea and Abby.”
“Just fine too. Sit down.”
I poured myself a cup of coffee and strolled to the table. “How Charles what's-his-name? You know, Althea's new tag.”
“They're all fine,” Joe said. “Sit down.”
Shelley threw me a glance that held a wisp of humor.
I stirred the coffee. “Chancey? Is that your real name, or just a cover, too?”
He smirked “Who would name their kid Chancey?”
“So what do I call you?”
“My real name's African,” he said. “Call me Bhekizitha. It means 'He who watches for the enemy'.”
“Appropriate,” I said, “but unpronounceable, I'm afraid.”
“That's why they call me Chancey.”
“Are you going to sit down sometime today?” Joe asked me.
I pushed aside a platter with one doughnut and crumbs, rolled away an empty soda bottle that rattled to the floor, put down my dinner and leaned on the table with my hands. “The next time you want to use me for the sacrificial lamb, Hatch, let me in on the plan!”
Joe took out his pipe, stared at it and put it away. “There was no way to contact you. You know the stakes we're playing for.”
“Where were you,” Chancey asked me, “between the landing on the beach and boarding the shuttle?”
I thought of Shannon and the little people as I sat down and sipped coffee. God! It was awful. “This stuff tastes like battery acid.”
“I have an ant-acid.” Huff dug into a pouch in his belly fur. Were Vegans marsupials? If so, wasn't it only the females of the species?
“Never mind, Huff.” Joe said and stared at me. “Chancey asked you a question, Jules.”
I shrugged. “Just rooting around, so to speak.” The sandwich was days old, by the taste of it. I stared into the coffee cup. “You know something, Joe, you're damn lucky I escaped from Rowdinth's police.”
Joe stared at me and waited.
“Because if they had dragged me off to Rowdinth's den, I might have lost the opportunity to lead you to the lab.” I forgot and drank the coffee again. “God! This is terrible.”
“Then maybe stop drinking it?” Huff offered.
I heard Shelley gasp. “The lab?”
Joe's expression didn't change, but the look in his eyes grew intense.
“Where, Jules?” Shelley asked. “Where's the lab?”
“Well, the only entrance I know of is a hatch between tree roots that leads to a warren of little people disguised as Leprechauns, and a dead end at a wall of the lab.”
She glanced at Joe and frowned.
Joe closed his eyes and shook his head.
“You've been there?” Chancey asked. “It's not holo-veiled?”
“Rowdinth doesn't know about the tunnel to the lab.” I shrugged. “I couldn't tell you where the surface entrance is located, but if we blast the lab from that tunnel, we should be able to – “
“You were personally at the dead end?” Joe asked with an intensity that was unusual for him.
“Yes. Personally, Joe, that's how I know – “
“And that's how they know.” Joe rubbed his forehead. “Goddammit!”
I glanced from one solemn face to the other.
Joe sat back with a sigh. “They're tracking you,” he told me.
“Who's…Rowdinth?” I glanced around. “How?”
Joe stared at me, his lips pressed, and seemed older.
“I'll tell him, Joe,” Chancey said. “They're tracking you with a device that was implanted under your scalp while you were anesthetized in the parking lot.”
“What?” I asked numbly.
“I said – “Chancey started.
“I heard what you said. All this time?” I looked around the table. “And none of you had the balls to tell me?”
“It's not that simple, Jules,” Shelley said. “It's more than just a tracking device. It's….” She glanced at Joe.
The miserable coffee, the stale sandwich, played tag in my stomach. I wasn't certain I wanted to hear the rest. I touched the scab behind my ear. “What more?”
“It's a nuclear device,” Joe said.
Suddenly I felt nauseated. I couldn't find the breath to form words. “How…how will it…I mean, when will it go off?”
Huff sobbed and wiped his eyes. “When Rowdinth pushes the red button.”
I gripped the table edge and felt too weak to stand up and smash Huff across his face. “Why didn't one of you tell me? Is this another calculated move in your chess game, Joe? I had a right to know.” I stood up unsteadily.
“Where are you going?” Joe asked and nodded at Chancey.
Chancey kicked back his chair and stood up.
“The medical center,” I said. “They'll cut it out for me.” I put a hand to my throat and swayed. I can't remember ever feeling so vulnerable. “Why didn't you tell me?” I asked them again, feeling more betrayed than angry. I turned to leave.
Chancey came around the table and gripped my arm. “Sit down, Jules. The surgeons can't help you.” He pushed me into the chair.
I stared up at him.
“I'm sorry,” Joe said. “If they try to remove it….” He rubbed his lips, as though he didn't want to say the words. “It will detonate.”
I stared at nothing and attempted to slow my breathing, but I couldn't stop trembling. “You helped them do this to me, didn't you, Huff?”
“I,” he whined. “I. Yes!”
“I'll kill you!” I leaped at him, but Chancey got between us and held me back.
“Leave the tag alone,” Chancey said. “He didn't know what they were up to.”
I slumped back into the chair.
“Listen to me, Jules,” I heard Joe say. But it was as though they were all in another room, and I were alone.
A lunatic held my life in his hands.
“Jules!” Joe demanded. “Stay with me and listen.”
“What am I going to do?” I whispered. “Joe? Get me on a starship to Alpha. Rowdinth can't reach me from Alpha.”
“You can't do that.” Shelley leaned forward. “You see, if you had boarded that starship you planned to take, the device would have detected the change in air pressure and, it would have detonated.”
I tried to lick my lips but they were too dry. “Joe? C'mon, Joe, you always have the answers.”
He shook his head. “Not this time, kid.”
His words echoed down the halls of my mind. Not this time.



Chapter Twelve
I felt exhausted, but I couldn't sleep. When had I last slept? Oh, yeah. The nap on the sofa in my rented hotel room. What sweet innocence. To sleep. Somewhere beneath the tumult in my stomach, I was hungry. But I'd never be able to hold down food.
I looked at my four companions, asleep in Joe's rented hovair camper, with all the amenities of a home except peace and security.
With dawn I would take my companions to the tunnel entrance. Of course I might not make it there myself, so I had drawn them a map from the mental one I'd made in the tunnels. In fact, Joe decided that it would be better if I didn't enter the tunnel system at all, in case Rowdinth was awaiting just such a move so he could push the button and bring the whole warren, including the cavern of the little people, down on our heads. I sighed and thought of Rowdinth saying, “Checkmate, Terrans.”
I stared at the galaxy-rise through the camper window. Ah, Willa. Which star, my love?
I've never prayed. I always felt that Great Mind might be a pretty busy tag without listening to my personal whims and cares. I rubbed my eyes. “If it's not too much trouble,” I began, “and if you care about such things, and if you have a little extra time between creating star systems from nebulae, do you think that when I am gone from this mortal coil and my kwaii is seeking a new coil to give me angst, you might reunite me with my lost love, my Willa, no matter the body form? Just a small thought in your Great Mind. By the way, it's Jules Rammis, Terran, of planet Earth.”
Morning dawned drizzly. The sand below the small single-person hovair that Joe had rented for me was dappled with rain. “The lead ship,” he called it. The pariah, I knew myself to be. Not safe for anyone to come near.
The sea, that mirror of the weather's moods, reflected a fish-belly gray sky after last night's storm. We stayed in ground mode in case Rowdinth's Guards were still patrolling the skies in an attempt to find me. I led Joe and the team through the forest to the great-boled tree that was the entrance to the tunnels and the dead-end to the lab.
I don't have the best sense of direction in the worlds, but where the hell was the tree? I circled the area and Joe held back in the camper and waited. I could picture him saying “He's lost again.”
“Oh no!”
I stopped near the broken fragments of a massive trunk that lay half buried in sand. Sharp roots jutted from the ground. Blackened branches lay strewn around the exposed roots. Where the hatch to the tunnels had been, a ragged hole in the earth. And something else. What were those forms in the sand?
“Christ and Buddha,” I whispered.
I drove toward the forms and Joe followed.
“Oh, no!”
Eight small bodies lay half covered by sand. By their dark beards, I knew they were all young males. Defenders of the people. Here we fell, obedient to their law, I thought.
I got out of the vehicle and walked back to the shattered tree. Joe and the others met me there.
The ground was collapsed in deep, narrow ravines that followed the paths of the tunnels. I wondered about the cavern-home itself.
I felt overwhelmed with sorrow and didn't speak.
“I suspect that Rowdinth discovered the tunnel to the lab,” Joe said softly. “How large was the…is the community in the cavern?”
“About a hundred dwarfs and maybe twenty five or so average-sized children and adults. I wonder if the rest of them are trapped in there?”
Shannon? I reached out for a tel link, but encountered emptiness. I scanned and felt the cold silence of a home that had once encompassed the joys and tragedies of life, but now lay sterile.
“We'll investigate further,” Joe said. “I want you to leave the area, just in case Rowdinth is tracking you. I'm in touch with W-CIA. They're conferencing right now to decide the best course to resolve this threat, now that we know here the lab is located.”
“I'm pretty certain the dwarfs are gone, Joe. I couldn't get a tel link. Unless….”
“Unless they're all dead,” he answered.
With the knowledge of the lab's location, he no longer needed me as a sacrificial lamb. “You can't protect me from him, Joe. We both know that. If you follow the collapsed tunnels, you should find the lab with your copy of the map.”
“That's what we intend to do,” he said. The fact that you're still…that Rowdinth hasn't pushed the button, tells me he still intends to use your tel powers against us. We can't allow that to happen, Jules.”
“For Christ's sake, Joe, is that a threat?”
“Rowdinth doesn't know about the agents on Fartherland. I intend to keep it that way. I contacted Will Kaiser, head of engineering. He said your best bet is to hide out deep inside a gold mine. It's just possible that the detonator's signal would be blocked. That's an order. And for once in your life, will you follow it!”
“Sure.”
“My Terran Jules,” Huff said, “may I come with where you are going?”
“No, Huff,” I said. “You wouldn't like it under the roof of a mine. Stay with the team.”
The dismal day seeped into my soul as I returned to my small hovair and drove along the maze of fallen tunnels. It came to the dead end and the smooth ground that must be over the roof of the lab.
I left the craft parked beneath a grove of trees, hoping that Joe and the team wouldn't see it there. Let him think I was heading for the mines.
My ankle was improving, I realized, as I walked to the sandy ravine and slid down near the dead end. Let Rowdinth blow me to hell now. The lab would at least be damaged, hopefully beyond repair. The closer I got to the slimesucker's home base, the less likely he'd push the button.
“Protect your king, you motherless bag of garbage,” I muttered. “I'm coming for a checkmate!”



Chapter Thirteen
General Rowdinth studied the pair of Great White Sharks that circled within the glass tank. He turned to the two scientists who stood trembling before him. “I've decided not to wait for the United States Independence Day.”
The scientists glanced at each other. George, the tall one and the father, with an unusually high forehead, thick, black hair, and eyes that almost glowed with intensity, took a breath. “General Ki Rowdinth,” he said softly, his head lowered, “allow us to complete our work, and we will present you with a weapon that will make all our names renowned, down through the annals of history.”
When Rowdinth didn't answer, he continued. “We need to test the device before we can be certain that – “
“I gave you my decision!” Rowdinth suddenly shouted, and pounded a fist on the tank. The two sharks swam to the other side and crashed into the glass. “My Vermakt race has waited long enough for their day of glory and it is in my hands. Do you understand that? I alone have the weight of this responsibility.” He pounded a fist into his open palm. “When you defy me, you defy Providence!” His eyes drained to white and he couldn't see. “Nobody follows my orders,” he screeched into the pale void that enveloped him and pressed his hands to the glass to steady himself. “I could have you both killed, you know.” Anger was a hot iron that burned his words. “I could have you roasted alive on a spit.”
“Yes, General.” George's voice shook and he kept his head lowered. “We understand.”
Lennie, wide-mouthed, still rash with youth, with ears that protruded like antennas, shook his head. He glanced at his father and threw Rowdinth an angry look.
“Then live with that knowledge,” Rowdinth told George. “I want the weapon within one week!” He held up his hand, claws spread, and his eyesight slowly returned.” One week.”
“General,” Lennie said, “we're doing our very best, sire. My father is weary from lack of sleep. But there's more data that, as scientists, we really must evaluate.”
Rowdinth clenched his fists and dug his claws into his palms. “Then evaluate it and stop wasting my time and your lives.”
“But you called us – “Lennie started.
“Be quiet!” George whispered. “Yes, General Rowdinth, we'll get right back to work now and you'll have your weapon within the week.”
Lennie frowned at his father.
General Rowdinth turned his attention back to the sharks as the two scientists strode quickly out of the great room with George pulling Lennie by the sleeve of his lab coat.
“Geek and Nerd!” Rowdinth said.
The sharks avoided his shadow as they circled the tank.
The general clasped his hands behind his back and narrowed his eyes. His anger turned to sexual desire, as it always did. What would it be like to have sex with the Terran telepath before he blew him to pink chunks of meat for the sharks? Or hung him in his museum to delight his people? He pictured himself assuming the female's masochistic role and allowing the Terran to perform the male's sadistic part. The image added to his desire. But an orgasm would only come when he blew the Terran's body to spatterings against the walls. With that explosion the climax would course through his body like electricity.
He shook his head to dismiss the pleasant daydreams and retired to his central chair in the great room. In reality, he needed the Terran alive to garner information from Alpha's government officials. He relaxed with a leg hooked over the armrest, and the chair accommodated his position. But afterwards….
He turned on the holo screen and smiled as he watched the vid of a dark-bearded dwarf being burned, upside down, at a stake. Look at the faces he makes, he thought and giggled. Upside down, the agonized man's mouth appeared to be grinning.
The chair's armrest compartment slid open with a warning beep as a glass of ruby wine in a golden goblet emerged.
He sipped it. The Terran was at the wall of the lab, according to the tracking device. He could send his Elite Guards to bring him in. He chewed a dewclaw. He could also lose a few Guards in a firefight with the Terran. Or lose the Terran himself.
How much more interesting if a dwarf were used to lure him in? No, not a dwarf, but one of the normal-sized females from the cavern. The red-topped one was considered pretty by human standards. A threat to kill the rest of her people should be enough to force her to bring him in. He spat out the broken tip of the claw. What was it the vicious Terrans called them? Judas goats.



Chapter Fourteen
“That tag's a March hare, Dad!” the son said in Terran. “He's out there like a zenorgism on oil!”
“That's the reason we have to be very careful with what we say to him,” the father responded. “Can you please try to remember that, Lennie?”
I received the verbalized thoughts from the two scientists as I tel probed inside the ravine.
“It's like talking to a rabid rat on steroids!” Lennie replied.
“You weren't so judgmental,” I read the father, “when I told you what we'd be paid to develop the project.”
“I'm beginning to wonder if he'll let us leave here alive after we hand it to him.”
“Don't you think I've considered that?” the father said. “He gets the key to activate the weapon when we're paid and gone from here.”
“How long more, do you really think, before it's ready?”
“Three, perhaps four more Earth days, the most, if we work through the nights. He'll be in a better mood once he has the weapon.”
But I touched the father's fear and anxiety and a subliminal reflex to flee for his life.
“You should've considered that, crotefucker,” I muttered to myself, “before you decided to hand over a weapon to destroy Earth!” I felt a response. Uh oh. Mastermind Daddy was a sensitive! I sat back against the wall of the ravine. Well, that complicated things. All I wanted from them was an image of the surface entrance, with some surrounding scenery, so I could locate it.
“What if Rowdinth says we don't leave until we hand him the key?” Lennie asked. “Then what, Dad?”
“Wait! Be quiet,” his father said.
“What's wrong?”
I silenced my thoughts and held the link open, waiting.
“There's a telepath linking with us. I suspect it's that damned Jules Rammis. He's close! Help me shut down the systems.”
“How close?” Lennie asked.
“Don't talk. Don't think!” the father told him. “He's probing for information. Block out everything but shutting down the lab!”
“Dammit,” I thought, and said it too, before I could stop myself.
“If he's close, General Rowdinth knows it, Dad. And he'll send his Guards to bring him in or blow him to stew meat.”
“Not this close to the lab, he won't detonate the device. Use your brain, Lennie.”
“Well, why don't we just activate the lab's defense systems?” Lennie asked.
“Shut up!” the father ordered. “Jesus and Mary, but you're a doofus! Why did I ever bring you along on this project?”
“Maybe because as your son, I do all the grunge work.”
“Just stay away from the goddamn defense system controls. Do you understand that, my son?”
“Of course I understand. OK. It's only to be activated if we're under attack, right? I'm not stupid, Dad.”
“Then stop acting as though you are. Do you have any intuitive awareness of how dangerous our situation could become? If we can't bring the weapon in on the psycho's schedule, or he decides to tighten the screws even more just for the fun of it… Lennie, if that should occur, try to escape and get to the spaceport. We have tickets to Altair waiting there for us.”
“What about you, Dad?”
“In the event that I am no longer with you. Rowdinth holds me alone responsible for the weapon.”
“And so you are,” I whispered, then stemmed my thought flow.
I still carried the two charged stinglers, and a transmitter Joe had given me. I covered myself with sand until only my face showed. It was a race between receiving an image of the entrance and Rowdinth's Guards showing up.
I closed my eyes and imaged the red coil of my tel power, growing, spinning, gaining strength at the expense of a headache. I would influence the weaker one, Lennie, with his mind jumping from thought to thought, still clueless of the real danger he already faced, to evoke an image of the entrance. I might not have time for them to actually go to it.
I heard Joe's hovair whine as the team approached. Hell's twisted spokes! Not now, Joe.
“Jules? Are ye there, lad? It's Shannon.”
Shannon? Was she one of the last survivors of her people, wandering? Lost? Or…. It was the or that frightened me even more. Her people had obviously lost the battle against Rowdinth's overwhelming forces, or they would have buried their dead defenders. The lunatic would never let any of them go free. He'd execute them all first. Was she sent to draw me into his citadel?
Could be.
Oh, God, Shannon, I thought. She wouldn't lure me in on her own. There had to be ramifications, like the execution of one of her people every so often if she didn't comply.
Or worse. The death of all of them!
Joe's hovair flew over the ravine. I heard it land. Dammit. Them too? Under better circumstances, we could've had a party. Circumstances being what they were…. I concentrated on the red coil, which was weakening. Block out everything else, I told myself as I forced it to strengthen and spin faster. I targeted Lennie's mind and threw the ball with a note attached: The exit from the lab, Lennie. Go to the exit! I sent it with all the force I could muster. Somewhere, Shannon was talking to Joe. I had other concerns right now. You want to go to the exit, Lennie. Flee this dangerous lab. Flee for your life! Run to the exit!
I knew George felt the send too.
“For Christ's sake, don't listen to him, Lennie,” I heard George say in my mind. “We're not going anyplace until the general's people show up. Don't you get it? He wants to relay the location of the lab to W-CIA.”
“I'm feeling scared, Dad!”
“It's about time,” George responded. “Look, all you have to do, son, is to keep your mind quiet. I'm getting on the horn with General Rowdinth's captain to see what action the Elite Guards are taking.”
“Hurry up! My mind keeps wanting to go to the surface entrance.”
“That's him influencing you. Fight it. Sing a song inside your head!”
I squeezed my eyes shut and imaged the tight red coil, like a miniature tornado, growing from the core of my tel power. If I were going to influence Lennie past his resistance, it would have to be a tornado that subjugated his own will.
My eyes burned as I forced the coil to grow and spin. A powerful funnel of thought control. I took a deep breath. This was going to hurt. But it was worth the pain if it worked. I threw the coil at his mind with everything I had and felt it hit its mark, influencing the electrical impulses of his brain and turning his thoughts to my desire.
The surface entrance, Lennie!
And there it was!
I pressed my hands to my eyes in an attempt to quench the fire in my brain.
Beyond the narrow woods, between two hillocks, lay a sunless chasm, deep and jagged as a murderous thought. The tortured land was strewn with grant boulders from ancient upheavals. And current upheavals, I thought and knew with certainty that a dark cave entrance would lead us to the project that could destroy Earth.
“Joe!”
I had to tell Joe! If I went there myself, Rowdinth would surely detonate the device in my head. There's close. And then there's too close. And that would be too close.
I brushed off the sand and tried to climb the ravine, but I kept sliding back down on loose shale. “Joe!” I called again. “I'm down here. It's Jules.”
“What the hell?” I heard Joe utter.
They came to the lip of the ravine with Chancey holding Shannon's arm in what seemed to be a pretty tight grip.
“You want to let her go?” I called. “Or are you afraid she'll beat you to a pulp?”
“Jules,” Huff said, “did you fall in, my Terran friend.”
“No. Just get me out.”
“We should leave him there,” Joe called. “I told you to go to a mine.”
“I know where the entrance is to the lab,” I said.
That did it. They formed a human chain, with one Vegan, and pulled me up.
Shannon looked bedraggled, but worse was the expression on her face.
“Shannon? What happened?” I touched fresh bruises on her cheek. What did Rowdinth do to you?”
“Oh, Jules!” She shook her head.
“Let go of her,” I told Chancey. “She's not going anyplace.”
Chancey released her and she leaned against me and sobbed. I put my arms around her. “It's OK. You're safe now,” I whispered.
“It's na OK, Jules!” She pushed away from me. “He's killing me people, one by one! He says he won't stop until I bring ye to his citadel.”
Joe pulled her back and got between us. “We can't allow that,” he said. “Jules, where's the entrance to the lab?”
I scanned the woods and pointed to the two hillocks beyond the trees. “Between those hills, Joe. There's a chasm with a cave entrance.” I smiled at him. “That's it.”
I swear I think he gave me a look that bordered on respect and affection. Although, I could be imagining it.
“Does Rowdinth know you found it?” Shelley asked.
“No. Not unless the tag I learned it from is dumb enough to tell Rowdinth he let it slip from his mind.”
“Be that as it may,” Joe said. “That's a big valley with a lot of abandoned mine shafts. Can you describe the exact location of the cave? I don't want you going there yourself.”
“Me either.” I told him where to look. “They've got some sort of a defense system set up in case of an attack.”
Joe squinted toward the two hills. “Then we don't go there until the W-CIA Shaka teams are prepared to occupy the lab.” He took out his SPS unit and strode away from the group.
“Joe!” Chancey called. “Tell W-CIA to send along a physicist with the teams.”
Joe waved back and kept talking into his unit.
I turned to Shannon, who stood with sagging shoulders, and put my arm around her. “It's going to be OK, lass,” I murmured and kissed her forehead.”
Would Rowdinth keep his word and free Shannon's people if I gave myself up to him? I bit my lip.
Chancey took a step toward me. “Don't even think about going to the citadel and surrendering to Rowdinth like a dumb shit!” He had read me like a holo.
“Jules,” Shelley said, “if Rowdinth gets his claws into you, you might be forced to tell him that we know about the surface entrance.” She glanced at Shannon with a maternal look. “Of course, it would free her people.”
“What the hell are you talking about, Shelley?” Chancey said. “You know the stakes we're playing for here. W-CIA wants a surprise attack of the lab. They want it secured without damaging or destroying the project in a firefight.”
I nodded. “And before Rowdinth gets a chance to move the project to another secret hideout.”
“You wouldn't walk into him, would you, my Jules friend?” Huff asked. “General Rowdinth would not be kind to treat you.” He put a paw on my shoulder. “I have heard him with my own ears say he dislikes you to hate.”
“No, of course not, Huff,” I said. “I know better than that.” I patted his paw and stared at the hills. I'd given our scientists a means of studying the dark-energy project's technology. “But what about Shannon's people?” I glanced at Shelley. “But don't Shannon's people count for something?”
Shelley nodded solemnly.
“They're…” Shannon wiped her eyes and stared at Shelley. “They're my family.”
“I know, Shannon,” I said.
Chancey hooked his thumb under his shoulder rifle strap and stared at me. There's no stun setting on a projectile rifle. “Our military,” he said, “can mount a mission to free her people after the lab is secured.”
That may be too late, I thought. “Huff, do you have any idea where Rowdinth would hold so many people?”
“Somewhere- or place they cannot be noticed from afar,” he said.
“Yeah,” I nodded. “And then he could holo-shield the area from SHAKA reconnaissance flights.”
“He probably has it done,” Huff said, “already by this day.”
Shelley was strangely quiet as she stared at the two hillocks. I wanted to probe, but she was a comrade in arms against Rowdinth, and that would've been unethical.
“You have any ideas, Shell?” I asked her.
“What?” She jumped. “Oh, no. No. I think our plan's in place.” But she seemed strangely disturbed.
Joe continued to pace as he talked on the unit with animated gestures.
If Rowdinth got a chance to move the project before the W-CIA Shaka teams could stop him, we'd be back to square one. There was nothing more I could do to help the government forces. But I could save about a hundred people. Shannon's people.
I thought of my daughter Lisa. I should have visited her on Earth after Willa's death. How would she remember me, if…?
“You're right, tags,” I said and glanced at Chancey as I assumed a relaxed, non-aggressive stance. “I'm sorry, Shannon, but I can't help your people.”
Her lips quivered and I knew she was holding back tears. I let my hand on her shoulder slide down to her waist, and then to my holstered stingler as I stood behind her, one of the charged weapons, and thumbed the ring to the stun setting. “Maybe the Shaka team can rescue them.”
She felt the motion, nodded, and remained still.
“Watch out!” Shelley cried to Chancey and drew her weapon.
Before she could fire, I beamed her.
Chancey slid the rifle off his shoulder, but my stingler was already aimed. I fired and watched the two of them slump to the ground. Huff threw up his paws as though to surrender.
“Joe!” Shannon pointed at him.
He had unholstered his stingler. I threw Shannon in front of me as he fired. I knew Joe well. The weapon would be set for stun. I felt a tingling in my wrists and Shannon collapsed against me. I fired from under her right arm.
Joe staggered back. He dropped the SPS. Then he fell, too.
I swung the weapon toward Huff.
“Let me company be with you!” he cried. “Perhaps I can help to offer.”
I holstered my weapon. “Help me with her.”
He lifted Shannon over his broad furry shoulder. I checked Shelley and Chancey. They were both breathing okay. Damn! I thought. Chancey would've killed me with his old projectile rifle, rather than see me surrender to Rowdinth.
Joe was breathing okay too. I fished his pipe out of his jacket. “I'm going to do you a big favor, Joe.” I flung the pipe as far as I could. Then I scrawled directions to my hidden one-person hovair in the sand to give them a ride out of here, while Huff carried Shannon into Joe's rented hovair camper. I followed him and sat in the pilot's seat. God, I was tired. And hunger was an ache. But I forced down my needs and concentrated on the effort ahead.
Huff lowered Shannon to one of the cots and seat-belted her in.
“Which direction to the citadel?” I asked him as I started the craft and lifted it into the sky.
“That way lies the citadel.” Huff pointed northwest. “Jules?”
“Yeah, I know, Huff. Don't go there. Sometimes we just don't have a choice.” I rubbed my eyes to clear my vision.
That way lies the citadel, and torture or death. Maybe both. I could walk away from this. I had no responsibility for the lives of Shannon's people. But how many of the hundred or so had Rowdinth already murdered as he waited for her to bring me in? I felt a mental shiver and rubbed my arms.
I could walk into Rowdinth's lair and probe his sick mind for the location of the dwarf community. I could let him think my tel powers were for hire to discover Alpha's plans to destroy his project. If I could squeeze the community's location from his deranged mind, I might be able to relay the information to Shannon and Huff, who could be waiting, hidden on the surface nearby.
The Shaka teams, probably already on their way here, might agree to save the community if they already knew the location. It was the longest of shots. Then there was that little problem of a bomb planted inside my head. I touched the sore spot behind my right ear as I turned the craft northwest, toward Rowdinth's lair.



Chapter Fifteen
“My comrades in arms,” Rowdinth addressed the six nervous military officers at the conference table in his great room, “may I present to you a Terran telepath.” He gestured broadly toward me with his walking stick as I stood, my wrists and ankles shackled in irons and chains, flanked by two of his Elite Guards. “Jules Rammis by name.” His whiskered snout twitched into a smile.
The officers nodded at me as though I were a guest, and glanced nervously at each other. Holos of Earth, Alpha, and the colonies' star systems hovered above the table, with a red tag on Earth. The Vermakt flag was draped across a wall, with the bronze statue of Rowdinth on that high, Greek column. A plaque beside it with a protruding claw was probably the Soldier's Oath of Loyalty. The two sharks circled their tight quarters so they could breathe, but they crowded the tank's far side when Rowdinth walked by and tapped the glass with his stick.
“I kept my part of the agreement, General,” I told him. “Now, as the honorable leader of the great Vermakt race, I expect you'll keep your part and free the dwarfs.” Eat that, I thought, in front of your officers, you murdering bastard. I would never forget that it was by Rowdinth's orders that Willa had also been killed when he sent his police after Joe and me back on Halcyon.
He strolled around me and raised the pointed walking stick to touch my throat. “But I already have you!” He turned and chuckled to his officers. The crote was playing to the crowd. I sighed as I watched him fish out the detonator from his uniform and finger the red button. He wouldn't push it. The nuclear device was powerful enough to blow him and his citadel into the next dimension.
The room was too hot, with the fire blazing. Too stuffy, with the sour smell of Vermakts. Pale Drackin lay curled before the fireplace, his wings folded, his hooded white eyes fixed on me, like Death waiting for permission to strike.
“I told you before, General,” I started, “I have no ties or sympathy for Earth or Alpha. No one there ever treated me right!” I figured he was familiar with paranoia.
I lifted a hand to rub my eyes. A Guard gripped the chain and yanked down my wrist. Where the hell did they think I was going? Oh, I get it! They're afraid of my tel power. “Release the dwarfs, General. Tell me what you want, and we'll do business.”
I knew full well what he wanted. Discover Alpha's plans to counter his threat. Sure, rat-face. Why not? Only it's way too late. If only he knew that his days as the worshipped messiah of the Vermakt race were numbered. I wished I could tell him.
“I'll tell you what I want.” His tone was strident, as usual. How did his vocal chords cope? I wondered. But then, he was all mouth. “When I'm ready to tell you what I want!” He jabbed my chest with the walking stick and spoke to his officers in their native tongue. They chuckled stiffly. A few murmured an answer.
I closed my eyes, but I swayed and blinked them open again. I was so weary, my knees trembled. My body ached for sleep. I pictured a meal of mock steak, mashed potatoes, and a salad. My favorite fare. Neither food nor sleep were in the offing. The geth state, that pleasant pause between lives, sans body or troubles, seemed welcome. If I knew for certain that Great Mind would allow me to reunite with Willa, I would've lunged at the rat bag, made a grab for the detonator and blown us all to that comfortable state. But Spirit had told me, rather adamantly, that the Great Creator of it all did not take kindly to suicide as a way out of troubles. Too much like walking away from lessons needed toward that degree called Nirvana. And He/She/It set the rules. The rest of us have limited control over the vagaries of our lifebinds.
I had left Shannon and Huff with Joe's rented hovair before walking toward the general direction of Rowdinth's lair. That was the limit of my control over the vagaries. An automated hovar had burst out of a dune and stopped beside me while I climbed inside. The windows were black. The doors were locked as it drove me into a citadel vehicle entrance.
I lowered my head and tried not to think about the consequences past freeing Shannon's people.
After that, the chips would fall, all right. I wouldn't be surprised if an assassin accompanied the Shaka teams to execute me before this “loose cannon” could do more harm. It would be a coup de grace, with the surety that Rowdinth would do it himself when he was finished with me, and not as gently as a hot beam to the head. I glanced at the sharks and wondered if they were kept hungry?
I gathered my tel powers yet again, an exhausting task that had helped to drain me, and probed Rowdinth's sick mind for the location of the dwarf community.
Here lies the path to madness! I thought.
I encountered a mindscape so heavily linked to the primal core that the gentler emotions could not take hold. Here lived mistrust and a rage for power and exaggerated praise. A demented child who could not tolerate criticism. But something more made me shiver in the heated room. Sexual desire, so twisted it could only be satisfied through pain and death, even his own.
I closed my eyes and threaded carefully past this tortured hell of emotional fire and ice, and latched onto an image of the dwarfs. Ripped walls of gray-streaked granite canyons. Stark shadows in a sunless valley. A stream that rushed toward the sea.
And there!
A gathering of diminutive Terrans huddled within cold shade. Vermakt soldiers with rifles.
“Did you find what you were looking for?” Rowdinth asked and tapped the floor near my boot with his walking stick.
I was not surprised. I knew he was a sensitive. “Can you blame me for wanting to know what this is all about?”
“How did you find the entrance to my citadel?”
“Shannon told me generally where to look.”
His voice rose. “Then why isn't she here with you?”
“That wasn't part of the deal. You've got me, and my tel powers. Now let's talk business. What is it you want me to do?”
He walked quietly around me and whacked my knee from behind with his stick. My leg collapsed. I fell to the stone floor with a clang of metal, and shuddered in a breath against the sharp sting. The disturbed sharks swam faster. Through tears of pain I saw Drackin lick his lips. Was that to be my fate when Rowdinth was done with me? Drackin savaging me to death while my hands and legs were held in irons?
I got to my feet sluggishly with the help of a Guard and felt sweat trickle down my hairline.
“I'll tell you when I'm ready to do business,” Rowdinth shouted near my face. His bristly hair fell over his eyes. I stared at the unit in his hand. His thumb was on the red button.
Drackin got to his feet and padded out of the room through a back door. The six officers also shuffled toward the door en masse.
“Where are you cowards going?” Rowdinth demanded, his voice a screech.
The officers stopped and crouched down in a submissive stance.
I stared at the detonator.
I can't remember ever feeling such raw hatred for a living creature. I don't argue with nature, but this abomination needed killing. If he were dead and cold, would his small army disband, their Oath of Loyalty no longer relevant? Would the Terran rogue scientists abandon their project with no means of recompense? Would the soldiers who guarded the dwarf community abandon their posts? This sacrifice on my part, and Fartherland might return to a peaceful planet, finally ready to become a member of the interstellar community.
There was about a foot of chain between my wrists. Enough space, I thought, took a breath, perhaps my last, and threw myself at Rowdinth, intent on grabbing the unit and pushing the button.
It was the leg irons that tripped me up. I fell into him and we both went down. He screamed something in his native tongue as I clawed for the unit. A Guard scooped it from his outstretched hand. The sudden weight of the other Guard as he threw himself on me squeezed the air from my lungs. Rowdinth was back on his feet. I saw him lift the walking stick above me. I shut my eyes and tried to cover my head, but the chain was held under a Guard's boot.
The stick came down like a brick wall crashing into the side of my head. I screamed, as much from fear, and moaned as I waited for the blow to set off the device. It didn't. I opened my eyes. The room was shrinking to a darkening tunnel. I felt thick sweet liquid seep across my lips. I blinked and saw the raised stick. My head lay on cold stone as my muscles refused to respond. The second blow came as though from afar. I was glad when the tunnel closed down like a shield between me and this world of agony. I had done what I could and as my thoughts faded, I hoped I was drifting into geth state.
No such luck.
I moaned as the pounding in my head told me I was still attached to this mortal coil. Someone was stroking my hair. I rolled my head and blinked up into Rowdinth's snout. He stood over the cot I lay on and ran his knuckles gently down my cheek, my chest. I felt my pants being unzipped. The shackles were gone. I tried to lift my hand, to sit up, but couldn't. He probed where no one should probe without the probee's permission.
“What do you want?” I croaked.
“You're completely male,” he said in a high voice as he fondled me.
The dark room was a blur, but I thought it was my old cell. “And you're a freak!” I mumbled as he pulled off my pants. “Get the hell away from me!” I tried to kick him but my leg wouldn't lift.
The weakness deepened as he took off my shorts, and I couldn't stop him. “I'll kill you!” I muttered.
“I don't think so, dear. This isn't going to hurt you as much as it will hurt me. I am female now.”
I managed to lift a hand to his throat. I squeezed, but there was no strength behind my stranglehold.
He laughed and pulled my hand away as he straddled my hips and lowered himself. I felt pressure on my penis. Good luck, I thought as night thickened again to utter darkness and all sensation went with it. Thank you, Great Mind, was my last thought as I welcomed the loss of consciousness.
Something happened while I lay in that state. Besides Rowdinth using my body for his amusement park. Something I'd never experienced before.
I dreamed I left my body behind and lifted into a night sky of our resplendent galaxy. I had no fear of falling. The stars were singing in vibrations of colors. There was a sense of love such as I'd never known with Althea or Willa, or even with my own daughter Lisa. Ahead was a light, the source of the great love. And I, along with crowds of other spirits, was moving toward it. Most of them entered the light, but a few, including myself, turned back.
I rushed past nebulas where new star systems were forming with the promise of life. Past novae, the death of stars, and those enigmatic black holes that drink light, and eat whole star systems. Destroyer and Preserver, hear, Oh, hear! my heart cried out.
Then Fartherland rushed up as though to embrace me in its gravity well, and the dream ended in blackness as my brain tried to cope with the trauma of the head injury.
“Jules?” a feminine voice called in a whisper.
“Fuck off, you miscreant.”
“What?”
I sat up gingerly. Particles of dust swirled in shafts of sunshine that streamed through the bars of a window above my head. The door, too, was barred. Rowdinth was gone. My clothes lay in a heap on the floor next to the blanket. I looked down at my crotch and felt dirty. “You miserable slimebag.”
“Jules, is it ye, lad?”
“Shannon?” I eased my legs over the cot and stumbled to my feet. “Shannon!” I wrapped the blanket around my waist. My head throbbed, but not nearly as bad as the night before. I touched it and felt a lump and scrapes on my left temple. I climbed on the cot and clutched the bars. “Shannon.” Her face was pressed against the bars. “Are you all right?” I asked her. “Where's Huff? Have you been in touch with Joe?” I looked around. “This cell must be bugged. Now listen to me. Your people are being held at the bottom of a dark canyon with a stream, between high granite walls. Rowdinth's soldiers are guarding it. Do you know where it is?”
“Aye. Tis not far!”
I heard the deep whine of Joe's rented hovair behind her. “Is Huff at the controls?”
There were tears in her eyes as she nodded.
“Now go!” I told her. “Tell Huff to get in touch with Joe.”
She slipped an arm between the bars and touched my left temple. “What did they do to ye, lad?”
“I'm all right.”
“Here.” She pushed a white paper bag through the bars.
I took it. “What's this?”
A meal. The hovair camper is stocked for long voyages.”
“Thanks.”
She smiled, then stared at the sky. “There's a Shayl circling above.”
“Drackin! He's Rowdinth's lackey. Now go.”
I watched her turn and run, until she was out of sight. The hovair wailed into the sky full throttle.
The sound faded to only the drip of water in the old sink. I rested my forehead on the bars. Stone walls do not a prison make, but they sure help.
I sat down and took out a large plastic container from the bag. When I opened it, the heat filament snapped on. A mock steak sizzled. Mashed potatoes bubbled and butter melted. A chunk of bread turned crispy brown. Only the salad remained cold. I brought the dish to the small table, sat down, my hands trembling, and began to eat. When had I told Shannon that this was my favorite meal? The food was delicious, but it did nothing to melt the fear in my chest.
After breakfast I washed myself at the tiny stained sink, brushed my teeth with soap on a finger, and ran wet fingers through my hair. My old escape route, through the meal slot, had been barred from the outside. I got into my clothes, laid down on the cot, and tried to make sense of the patterns of cracks in the ceiling. As with most of life, they were random and unfathomable.
Wait a minute. I sat up. Something had happened last night while I lay unconscious, something that just now came back as I remembered the dream, if dream it were.
Sye Morth, a friendly Loranth, was capable of those spirit flights. He told me how he got caught in a supernova during a flight and almost lost his kwaii in that incredible furnace. I'd assumed that leaving the body was a Loranth ability, since they're all telepaths, but suppose…just suppose…
I laid back on the cot, closed my eyes and gathered my tel power. This time, instead of throwing it to influence a subject, or probing for information, I pictured it encompassing my own mind, my feelings, my experiences. All that I am.
I heard the hall door slam. “Time for breakfast,” a Vermakt voice snapped. The forming image dribbled out of my ears.
“Just leave it,” I told the husky guard. He had outgrown his uniform. The blue shirt was stretched across his belly. His jowls hung like layers of gray pancakes.
“Can't do that.” He unlocked the barred food slot and pushed through a covered tray. “Have to stay and watch you eat. Take away the tray. And the utensils.” He lifted gray-furred brows.
“Take it away now. I'm not hungry.”
“Can't do that either.”
“What the hell can you do?”
“Stay and watch –”
“Me eat! Is your boss afraid I'm going to starve myself to death?”
“General Rowdinth is not afraid of anything, especially depraved Terrans. He will give you your orders after he returns from important business with our Vermakt villages. Now eat.”
Probably more campaigning, I thought. “If I do, will you go away?”
“It will be my pleasure.” He twitched his graying snout.
I swung off the cot, sat at the table and lifted the cover off the tray. Some kind of cereal mush and a cup of red liquid. “Will you join me?”
“That is Terran food.”
I tried a spoonful, hoping I could eat again and get rid of him. It tasted like shredded cardboard. “Where'd you get this food, the local hospital?”
“No. Alien Health: 'We Serve the Stars'.”
“Figures!” I rubbed my eyes. “I can't eat this.
“Reason?”
“I'm allergic to cardboard.”
“Eat it anyway so I can leave.”
“You want to leave?”
“Did I not just say that?”
“Let me oblige.” I picked up the bowl and threw it at him. The bowl bounced off the bars, which dripped mush cereal, as did the guard. I picked up the cup of red stuff. “Care for dessert?”
He got up without wiping off the mush, took out a key and unlocked the cell door.
Uh oh. I backed to the cot. Do not harm my captive telepath, I sent. That is an order from your General and Master.
He swayed. “You're doing that! I was warned.”
“Doing what?”
“Trying to scare me!”
“Why would I want to scare you?”
“So I won't smash in your flat, hairless face!”
“General Rowdinth would not take kindly to damaging me any further than I already am.” I touched the lump on my temple. “Suppose I lose my tel powers because of you? His sharks look hungry.” I shook my head.
He growled something in Vermaktese, turned and stomped out of the cell, then remembered and turned back and locked it.
Dammit!
He jabbed a pudgy finger with a ragged claw at me. “You will only get solid food at your next feeding! Terran cat!” he muttered, brushed off his uniform, picked up the tray and strode down the hall.
Keep going, I sent. He hadn't locked the food slot and I knew from a past escape that I could fit through it. I closed my eyes. Keep going!
He paused, turned, and strode back, still holding the tray. “The Altairians are correct,” he said. “You Terrans are all pritculls!” He slammed the bar shut across the slot and locked it.
I returned to the cot and laid down, my hands behind my head.
Now where was I?
Oh, yeah. Floating off-planet.
I gathered my powers again, encompassed my own mind, and pictured myself lifting, breaking away from my body. All it did was make me dizzy. This was not going to be easy, if possible at all. But I had one thing going for me.
Time. I hoped. While the master was away.
I spent the day, without interruption of lunch or supper, my punishment, I guess, trying to break the connection between mind and body. Finally, I fell asleep.
And dreamed.
I was drifting above Fartherland's night beaches. Below me a convoy of unmarked military jeeps plowed through the sand from the direction of the spaceport, their headlights bouncing. I watched armed Terran and alien soldiers in ragged ghillie suits for camouflage as they jumped out of the vehicles, armed to the teeth, and threw sand-colored tarps over the vehicles. In the sky above them, light military starships circled.
Was that Joe, with Shelley and Chancey, running from a hovair to meet the them?
Something flew past me with great wings flapping. Drackin! He had seen the arrival of the Shaka teams and was on his way to report it to Rowdinth.
Joe! I called in my dream and followed Drackin. Joe,
he's going to warn Rowdinth. Get him!
In a jeep's headlights, I saw Joe look up and point at Drackin. He said something to the captain of a team. The captain lifted his weapon to fire but Shelley knocked it aside.
Shelley! Why? I thought.
Drackin plunged below the cover of high dunes and glided toward the citadel.
Chancey hit Shelley across the face and she fell.
One of the Shaka soldiers pointed his weapon at her still form.
No! I cried.
He fired. Her body jerked and lay still.
Oh, God. Shelley!
I heard myself moan in my sleep.
Then I was flying above the holo-shielded citadel while Fartherland's moons lit my way. I watched Drackin land, fold his wings and lope toward an entrance.
Rowdinth's holo camouflage shield above the citadel faded to reveal heavy beam missile sites.
Uh oh!
I drew in a sharp breath and sat up on the cot. I was back in the cell, alone. It was night. A bare bulb lit the room with deep shadows. What was that tapping sound? The drip of water from the old sink.
Shelley… Had it been just a dream? I'd never had such a vivid dream.
If it were real, then Rowdinth had already warned the scientists to activate the defense systems, whatever those systems were, or just take their project on wheels and run like hell.
I laid back and rubbed my eyes. No. This hadn't been a dream. Unless all of life was a dream.
I closed my eyes and sought the beach image again, formed it like a mind painting with sand and pebbles and reeds. I brushed in military jeeps and soldiers running across the dunes in flapping ghillie suits.
The painting took on life and I knew I was looking through some warp in space at the real beach.
Shelley… Her body lay abandoned on the dark sand.
Why, Shelley?
Was it the money? Or had Rowdinth managed to threaten her with death, or the death of someone she loved? I'd never know. I said a prayer to Great Mind, asking for Shelley to have a good renewal from geth, and turned my attention to the coming battle at the lab.
I saw Joe jump into the lead jeep to direct the teams to the lab. Chancey slid into the back seat. Plumes of deep sand sprayed in their wakes as the jeeps tore in the direction of the lab, between the two hillocks.
This elite force would not let anyone or anything stand in the way of their mission to capture or destroy the weapon. I wondered how tough and well-trained were Rowdinth's soldiers, or if they feared their own master more than they feared the enemy? Cell living wasn't so bad after all, I thought and folded my hands behind my head. It was kind of like playing hooky from life. At least for a while. For a while I could tarry.



Chapter Sixteen
I swung off the cot and stood as the hall door slammed open and booted feet marched down the metal floor. Four Vermakt Elite Guards came to my cell door in their black and silver uniforms, like rats in Sunday dress. One unlocked the door.
“Time for supper?” I said, though fear said otherwise, just when I was getting used to the security of the cell.
A Guard came in, grabbed my arm, and yanked me through the cell door. He said something to the others in Vermaktese, and they all wagged their heads and snorted. They guided me down the hall and the tunnel beyond, and outside the citadel.
I squinted in the harsh headlights of an idling hovair that whined as the pilot checked the engines. A cold sea breeze with a bite to it salted the air and rifled through my hair. A chill went through me, and I zippered my jacket and turned up the collar.
“Get in,” a Guard ordered and shoved me toward the hovair's door.
I boarded the craft and sat down, flanked by Guards. What devious scheme had Rowdinth conjured? Did he think to use me as a shield at the lab so the Shaka teams wouldn't enter? I thought of Shelley's cold body lying in the sand. I wish you luck, General, I thought. “I guess there's no use asking,” I asked, “but where are we going?”
No answer.
I stared at the sky as the craft lifted. The stars that waited for me. Willa…?
The pilot banked toward the lights of Gorestail, the town that never sleeps, where miners enjoyed the varied and not always ethical forms of entertainment. But some came with their families to shop and take in a holo from their home worlds.
Oh, God. I sat up straight. Why hadn't I thought of it before? I wasn't to be a shield, but an ultimatum. If the battle went badly for Rowdinth, he could play his ace card and threaten to blow up Gorestail unless the Shaka teams backed off. Would Alpha sacrifice Gorsetail to help save Earth? No contest!
The craft landed in the town square.
“Get out,” a Guard ordered.
I did.
And was escorted by three of them to a bench near limestone statues of aliens from all the known races, lit by a fountain that sprayed water through colored lights. Clustered around the square were the hotels, restaurants, recharge stations, the medical center and shops; the heart of Gorestail.
One Guard had remained inside the craft, probably to keep in touch with the Vermakt ground troops in the battle that must be raging by now at the lab.
Another Guard motioned for me to sit on the bench.
I sat down and stared at the town square. But the general had a pair, a pair of aces, that is. If the battle went badly, and he fled off-planet in his private ship with his prize weapon-on-wheels, then his reasoning would be that he would blow up Gorestail, and the Shaka teams would turn back to help the survivors. The fact that Vermakts lived among alien neighbors in town would mean nothing to Rowdinth. What he didn't know was that the teams would never abandon their primary mission.
I stared at the gathering crowd and bit my lip. I never thought I'd root for Rowdinth to win a battle, but it could save Gorestail. And my ass. Some of the people held children in their arms or by the hand as they walked into the square.
I leaned forward. “Get away from here!” I shouted to them. “The Guards are going to explode a nuclear bomb!”
A Guard hit me across the face. “Shut up!”
He grinned as he ambled toward the people. “Don't listen to him, my friends. He's just trying to scare you.” He waved toward me. “He's a criminal. Of the worst sort. He stole gold from the mines. Your mines! We are awaiting a security taxi from the spaceport to pick him up and take him to a starship and an Earth jail.” He shrugged broadly. “We have no jurisdiction over Terrans past the borders of our town district.”
I wiped a trickle of blood from my stinging lip. It would do no good to try to convince the people, Terrans or aliens. The Guards would just shut me up. Were they on a suicide mission? Or had Rowdinth convinced his elite force that Alpha would recall the Shaka teams if he threatened to blow up Gorestail? If the Guards believed that, they did not understand Alpha, and we were all doomed.
The Guard who stood beside me took out a pair of old handcuffs and clamped my wrist to the bench's armrest, then slipped the key into his shirt pocket.
I stared at the night sky and had a bit of an epiphany. You don't want to die, Jules, the fear at my throat told me. You don't want to find your lost love in some alien form on some alien planet. No more than I wanted these people surrounding us, Terrans, aliens, and even the misguided Vermakt Guards, to be blown away. Play the hand you've been dealt.
I lowered my head. Great Mind, by way of Spirit, was right. Life was a gift, given by the universe, to be treasured. I realized I was trembling with fear and took deep breaths to relax. It was no use attempting to influence the minds of the Guards. They would have been warned to beware of my mental intrusions.
What was happening at the lab? Could I throw my tel powers, as I had in the dream, to influence Rowdinth from here? Even a sensitive could be taken by surprise.
I attempted to open my mind to the events at the lab. An image of the two hillocks began to form and –
“Hey, criminal!” a teenaged Altairian boy called from the crowd and shattered my concentration. “Where's the gold you stole?” He thumped his tail to draw attention to himself. “Did you use it to import some dreamy dream crystals from Halcyon?” He turned to the crowd. “Now those crystals, tags. Now there's some real gold!” He did a dance, clapping his hands and thumping his tail. Other Altairians, and Terrans too, laughed and cheered him on.
I lowered my head again and closed my eyes. That inner eye we call imagination began to expand. An image of the two hillocks formed behind my eyes. Flashes of hot beams crisscrossed the dark knolls, defined by stars and moons. Spotted flames marked the trees they had hit and set ablaze. A firefight raged between Shaka teams and Rowdinth's forces.
“We're not winning!” the Guard inside the hovair called from the door and jumped down.
I was pulled once again from the projected image.
He shook his head as he approached his companions. “Our leader has the weapon onboard his private starship!” he whispered to them.
Uh oh, I thought.
“Does he intend to leave us here?” another Guard asked.
“Don't you get it?” I said. “You tags are expendable! Your leader's probably got his handpicked officers onboard with him. The rest of you will be fried in the nuclear blast.”
The Guards glanced at each other and I saw the eyes of one go white. He said something in Vermaktese and slammed his fist into his open palm.
The others nodded.
“What?” I asked.
One of the Guards approached the crowd and shrugged broadly. “We just got word that the spaceport's security taxi has engine trouble.” He studied a limestone tower with clocks set to all the inhabited star systems. “We have to return to our posts, friends. We're already late! We'll leave the Terran criminal here for them to pick up when they can.”
Nice going, crotefucker! I thought. He'd see all these people killed as they stood around and waited for a security car that would never show up.
“Now listen to me, my friends,” the Guard called loudly, “it is against the law to converse with a criminal awaiting extradition. Please, do not approach him or attempt to interact in any way.” He waved toward me. “This human is dangerous.”
He got that right. But only the Guards knew just how dangerous. I licked my dry lips to work some moisture into my mouth and touched the raw spot behind my right ear. Spirit? I sent and held my breath.
No answer.
The four Guards walked nonchalantly to their hovair, boarded, and slammed the door shut.
It leaped into the sky and raced, full bore, away from Gorestail.
When the ship was gone, I stood up, feeling numb, someplace beyond fear. “Listen to me, please!” I called. “You have to leave Gorestail. Take your children and go! Get them as far away from town as you can, and warn anyone you meet to get out too.”
“Why?” a Terran woman called. “So you can make your escape when we're gone?”
“General Rowdinth's your enemy. Not me. They've planted a nuclear device and they intend to detonate it. Get your kids out of here!”
A Terran miner, rough-hewn and dark-bearded, stepped forward, still wearing his miner's helmet. Behind him a slim woman carried a toddler.
“We're not fond of the general around here, tag,” he called to me, “but why would he blow up his own town?” He glanced around. “Why would he want to do that?”
The crowd became silent as they awaited my answer.
“Because he's nuts!” I said, though it sounded lame. “He lives for war and power.” I looked around for people who might support that conclusion, but saw none who seemed to agree. “Right now he's developing a weapon to make war on Earth.”
“I think you're nuts,” a Terran woman shouted. “I think you're a criminal who wants to escape before the security police come for you.” She glanced around with a smug expression. “That's what you get for stealing our gold.”
“Think a little further, lady!” I held up my manacled wrist. “Where's the key?”
A murmur went through the crowd.
“He's right!” a Terran woman said and picked up her crying infant from a carriage. “They didn't leave the key.” She patted the baby's back.
“It ain't worth the chance.” The burly miner turned to the crowd. “If Rowdinth's police can't hang around long enough for port security to show up, what the hell are we doing here?” He took the toddler from the woman behind him. “C'mon, Laura. Let's get the hell outa here.” He paused and looked back at me. “What about you, tag?”
I shook my head. “You can't help me. Save your family.”
He gave me a strange look, nodded and left, followed by Laura.
A few people walked away. More followed, until the crowd broke up and people trotted to their vehicles.
The square was empty. The only motion and sound were the hiss and spray of fountains lifting and falling back. I sat down and stared at the tower clocks, each one ticking away its own minute, hour, day and year. There was Earth's clock, resembling London's Big Ben, ticking away the seconds. Home is the hunter, I thought.
From behind the tower, tangled among stars, the lights of a hovair swooped down and circled the square. The large vehicle bounced to the ground, spraying dirt, and skidded toward me sideways, too close for comfort. I stood up and tried to back away, then remembered that my wrist was clamped.
Stupid bastard, I thought. Whomever was flying that craft could've used some time in a rehab flight school.
The hovair finally plowed to a stop. I coughed on sprayed dirt and brushed off my jacket. It was Joe's rented camper, I realized. The door swung open and Huff leaped down to all fours and loped up to me.
“Huff!” I clenched my fists. “Christ and Buddha, you almost ran me over. Wait a minute. You can't stay here.”
“Why a minute?” He stood on his hind legs and looked around, for all the world like a Polar bear searching for seals.
“Never mind,” I said. “The bomb, Huff.” I caught my breath. “They're going to explode it!”
He cocked his head. “Never mind the bomb? Jules, my Terran friend.” He lumbered closer and smiled. Sharp canine teeth protruded from beneath his lips. “It is fine snow cones to see you alive and well.”
“Get out of here, Huff. Rowdinth intends to blow up Gorestail.”
“Yes, that is his intend.” He sat on his haunches and fished around in his belly pouch. “I have something for you.”
“What happened at the lab? The Vermakt Guards said Rowdinth took off in his starship with the weapon. Where's Shannon? Is she all right? And what about the community of dwarfs?”
He shook his head and continued to fish. “I know I put it in here somewhere.” He pulled out a candy bar wrapper and tossed it away.
“Huff!”
“Oh, yes. I will start at the bottom of your questions. For the last thing, the dwarfs like to be called little people.”
“Goddammit!”
Shannon is mostly all right but she mourns the death of six of her family at the little graves.”
“Oh.” I sat down heavily. “That many?”
“Six,” he repeated on a sad note and dug arm-deep into his pouch.
“She's with her people,” I said and bit my lip. “They'll comfort each other.”
“She isn't seen among the dwarfs, and she stands up.”
“You mean stands out.”
“The probable is that she went off to console herself with natural scenery, as a Vegan would do. Perhaps she went for a swim in the ocean.”
“Yeah. Perhaps.”
He fished out a gold coin and grinned. “Always useful to have.”
“What the hell are you searching for? You can't stay here!”
“Yes, my Jules friend, but first I must find it.” He pulled out a wrapped sandwich with the store's name stamped on it. Alien Foods: We Serve the Stars, and extended it.
“I'm not hungry.”
He sniffed the sandwich, then tossed it away. “Neither am I. But the something I have for you is in here somewhere. If only I could find the where.”
“Are you going to tell me what happened at the lab?”
“Why wouldn't I? Rowdinth escaped with ten of his elite Vermakts officers and the two Terran scientists on his own private starship.”
“With the weapon?”
“Yes, with the weapon.” His eyes widened and he stopped fishing in his pouch.
“Christ and Buddha, how did the Shaka teams let them get away?”
“It happened without their let. Also without Christ or Buddha. Here it is!” He yanked and pulled out the detonator. “This is for you, my Jules Terran friend.”
I sat there, shocked. “It's…it's – “ I pointed to it.
“Have you forgotten the name? This is called a detonator.”
“It's… Is it disarmed?”
His shaggy brows drew close together as he studied the unit. “Never do I think it had arms. Why are you Terrans so difficult to convert with?” He handed me the detonator. The red light was out.
“Convert?” I said numbly and stared at the unit.
“Yes. From my thought to yours and back again. Convert. Like an ice-clogged tidal flow!” He smiled. “But I love you, my Jules Terran friend, like a sister, and since I helped to place the device inside your furry yellow head, I thought it was my concern and friendship to give you this gift.” He smiled and pointed a claw at the detonator. “This dead unit can no longer activate anything.”
I sat back. “The bomb…it can no longer explode?” I felt dizzy with relief.
“Is that a question?”
I shook my head. “How did you get the detonator?”
“Ah. That is the question. I hid in a blooming Yami tree.”
“A blooming – “
“You know, the blossoms are white, like my fur.”
“At the laboratory?”
“Oh, no. The citadel. Rowdinth's Guards protected the laboratory as though the weapon were still there.”
“It wasn't?”
“There is a labyrinth of tunnels surrounding the citadel.”
“And?”
“And I waited in the Yami tree while Rowdinth and the ten of his Elite Guards, I counted them on my paws, and two white-coated Terran scientists boarded his private starship.”
“While the rest of his Guards kept the Shaka teams busy at the lab?”
“Busy? It was a battle, my Jules friend. Each body was busy.”
“They took the weapon onboard, didn't they?”
He nodded. I prayed to the Ten Gods to stop them, but they must have been busy with other prayers.” He shrugged, showing the rough pads under his paws. “General Rowdinth gave a stationary Guard this detonator.”
“A stationary Guard? Oh, one who would remain behind.”
He gave me a strange look. “Behind?”
“On the ground!”
“Standing,” he said. “I heard Rowdinth tell the Guard that when the Shaka warships rose to pursue him, the Guard must detonate the bomb, uh…” He pointed to my head.
“Yeah. So the Shaka teams would break off the chase and return to help the survivors. So what happened?”
“So what happened is that I prowled after the Guard who held this detonator. I am not proud of what I did next.
“What did you do next?”
“What next I did…I leaped on the Guard's back, dug my claws into him and snapped his neck between my teeth before he could push the red button. You know how I hate red.”
I looked at the detonator and shivered. “It must've been close.”
“Yes. You must reach very close to snap the neck of the prey.” He lowered his head and stared at the ground.
“Huff.” I laid my free hand on his shoulder. “You saved a whole town. And my ass!”
He gave me a quizzical Vegan look and cocked his head.
“And the rest of me,” I added quickly.
He nodded, but I saw tears slide down his furry cheeks. I touched the sore spot behind my ear and glanced toward the medical center. “It's safe now to remove this thing.”
He looked up and smiled, showing razor canines.
“Let's go!” I stood up, began to walk and came up short. I was still attached to the bench.
“It will be difficult to do with the bench.” He gestured toward the hovair. “There is a jaws full of life in the camper.”
The jaws of life, I thought. “OK.”
“OK to use them to unclamp your paw?”
“Get the jaws, Huff. I'm tired of being latched to this thing.”
“Oh, then perhaps rest for a while should be initiated.”
I took a breath and shook off irritation. “Go get the jaws,” I hissed.
He shook his head as he walked to the hovair's door. “Never, I say, never Great Gods of the Ten Lands of Ice, will I understand my Jules Terran friend.”
As I waited for Huff to return, I felt a fierce desire for revenge grow in the pit of my stomach. The Shaka teams had let that bloated bag of slime get away with the weapon. But I wouldn't. Not as long as I had breath in me, I wouldn't.
Huff returned with a hydraulic tool with large pincers, used for cutting open vehicle doors when people are trapped inside.
“You, uh, you know how to use that?” I asked.
“Yes, Jules.” He shook his head. “To cut you free of the bench that tires you.”
I jumped when he turned it on. The pincers snapped like a soldier ant from hell. I squeezed my eyes shut and turned away. “Just be careful!”
“Don't look.”
“I'm not!”
There was a vibrating grind of metal and I felt the chain break. I was free!
I started breathing again. “Thanks, Huff.” I studied my gentle, alien friend and scratched under the handcuff. “You said you loved me like a sister.”
“Yes. I said that.”
“And you have a pouch.”
“Yes.” He looked down at his belly. “I have a pouch.” His expression seemed puzzled.
“If it's OK to ask. Are you female?”
“It's OK to ask.”
“OK. Then are you female?”
He chuckled. “No. Male. Why do you OK ask?”
“Oh. I think I would've been a little kinder and more tolerant if you were just a girl.” I laughed.
He chuckled through predatory teeth. “You Terrans draw a great distinction between those who carry sperm and those who carry eggs.”
Viva la différence, I thought but didn't say, unwilling to try to explain that one to Huff. I stared at the rows of lights from the medical center. “After the docs take this thing out of my head, and the handcuff off my wrist, I intend to go after Rowdinth myself.”
“Why not before, and wait for him to approach?”
“Either way.”
“May I join in the endeavor myself, too?”
“I suppose, Huff.” I walked to the hovair. “But we should probably take along a dictionary. And a thesaurus, too,” I muttered.
“And some candy bars. I do like Terran candy bars. But why did they see us?”
I paused. “What? Oh, forget it. No!” I raised a hand, as though I could stop his thought processes. “No. Don't forget it. Oh, Jesus, because they'll help us to convert…I mean – “ I climbed into the hovair. “Get in, Huff!”
“What the hell happened to you?” Dr. Elliot, a surgeon at the medical center, asked me as I walked into his examination room, followed by Huff. He was a young, lanky Terran with quick, sure movements and a casual manner that put me at ease.
“Can I stay to comfort my Jules friend?” Huff asked him.
“Sure, but go sit in a corner and don't distract me.”
Huff prowled to a corner and sat with a grunt.
“What happened to your head?” Doc Elliot gestured to the lump on my temple.
I thought of Rowdinth's walking stick and winced. It was easier just to lie. “I fell.”
“Off what? A building?” He glanced at the handcuff. “What do you do for a living besides leaping off tall buildings?”
I smiled. “Only when the elevator's not working.”
He sat down in front of me and shined a small light into my eyes. “Alpha contacted the medical center. They said you might show up, and to take good care of you if you did.”
A stocky, young nurse sauntered in. “Good evening, Mr. Rammis. How are you?”
“I'm – “
“Please take off your jacket and the sweater.”
I did.
“He is not all well.” Huff leaned toward her. “But we are hoping he will be better well.”
“Well, thank you for all of that!” She checked my blood pressure, oxygen level and temperature. “That's quite an egg you've got there.” She pointed to my head. What happened?”
“I fell! Are my vital signs OK?”
She slid me a look. “Oh, everything's just fine. And your vitals are good, too.”
I looked at Doc Elliot.
He shrugged. “Everybody's a comedian.”
I bit my lip as I watched him fill a syringe.
Huff slid closer on his haunches. “Should I hold your paw, Jules?” His voice quavered. “I would be helpful to comfort you.”
Doc Elliot frowned at him.
“No, it's OK, Huff,” I said.
He raised up on hind legs and whimpered as he went to stand in a corner.
The shot was the worst part, a local anesthetic that stung.
“Ouch,” I mumbled and heard Huff whine.
But the area around the implanted device went numb and I felt nothing as the doc removed it.
I stared at the tiny silver ball he held between forceps. It had threatened an entire town, and me. “Can I keep it for a souvenir?”
“Afraid not.”
The nurse extended a small container and he dropped the ball into it. “We have orders to transport it to Alpha's lab,” he told me.
The nurse screwed the cap on tight and winked at me.
“I'm putting in a stitch,” the doc said quietly. “It will dissolve.”
Something big crashed to the floor behind me.
The doc looked toward a corner. “Oh, for Christ's sake!”
Huff had fainted.
After they revived him, Huff smiled up at me. “I had a good sleep. I feel refreshed.” I helped him to his feet and he shook himself off.
“Thanks!” Dr. Elliot said. “My examination room needed a coat of fur!”
“You're welcome, Healer,” Huff told him with a touch of awe.
“You can get dressed now, Mr. Rammis,” the nurse informed me. “If you must.”
I did. My black turtleneck was sagging worse than ever, and my blue jacket had tears crossing the rips.
Doc Elliot examined the lump on my head. “Put ice packs on that,” he told me, “and make an appointment in a week for a checkup.” He tilted my head to one side and studied the incision he'd made. “I covered it with newskin. Just leave it alone and let it seal up.” He peeled off his surgical gloves. “And do me a favor? When you come in for the checkup, leave Nanook at home.” He opened the door. “Somebody ask the maintenance guy to come in here,” he called down the hallway.
The maintenance guy turned out to be a retired W-CIA Terran agent who used an open paper clip to spring the handcuff.
“Well, Mr. Rammis.” Dr. Elliot smiled. “Now you're free to continue to do whatever it is you do.”
I thanked him and the nurse, and Huff and I left. I paid my tab in Billing from my dwindling credcount and we boarded the hovair camper.
It felt good to sit back in the comfortable pilot's seat. I clicked on the sublink. “Joe, you out there?”
“Hatch here,” his voice came through.
“It's Jules. Where are you? At the spaceport?”
“No. I'm at the lab with Chancey and Doctor Madison Stone.”
“Who's Madison Stone?”
“An Alpha astrophysicist. She accompanied the Shaka raiding party. She's sifting through debris for clues on the project.”
“Debris? Did Rowdinth's Guards destroy the lab?”
“They did. Covered their tracks, so to speak.”
“Huff and I are on our way there.”
“Take your time. Stone's got her work cut out for her. Did Huff give you the detonator?”
“Yeah, Joe. The device is out. I'm free of it!”
He sighed. “Really glad to hear that, kid, but I should still hand you your ass for what you did to me, Chancey and… Do you know Shelley's dead?”
“I saw it happen. You think she was a counterspy?”
“It sure looked that way.”
I heard a harsh voice in the background.
“Stone's calling me. Out.” He broke the link.
Speaking of time out, I took time to thermocline by beard, brush my teeth, vib my clothes, and shower. After combing my hair, I brushed Huff's back in places he couldn't reach, and scraped off some local parasites. I gave them to him and he ate them.
We sat down to hot meals from the camper's supplies of chicken, rice and green beans - mine, and something I couldn't make head or tail of, though it had both-Huff's.
“Jules?”
“Hmmm?” I asked around a mouthful.
“What is a Nanook?”
I almost choked as I chuckled. “Uh, it's a compliment, Huff.”
We lifted off and I turned the hovair toward the lab. Only Joe could requisition a light, military Star Sojourner from the spaceport so we could join the hunt for Rowdinth. My tel powers might be a welcome asset in locating him.
As I flew toward our destination, I realized that I wanted to see Shannon again. Live your life, Willa's kwaii had sent to me from geth state as she drifted to a new planet and a new life form.
I had a fanciful image of Great Mind, spectacles braced on his nose, a feathered quill clutched in whatever He/She/It used for a hand, keeping track of all the life forms in all the galaxies in a ledger spread open before him. Would He ever run out of ink? Was Great Mind really the Creator, I wondered, or just the accountant for a higher Lord who ruled many universes?
I shook my head and stared at the night-blanketed sea south of us with its wrinkles of white waves. The great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me, an Earth scientist had said centuries ago. Yeah,
and if you pondered the concepts of eternity and infinity long enough, I added, you could go nuts.
“Jules?”
“Huh?”
“No. Huff.”
“What?”
“Aren't we intend to land at the laboratory?”
I looked at the ground below and nodded. “Oh, yeah.” I had overshot the lab. I banked the craft and flew low between the two hillocks and the blasted lab entrance, stark in the crossed lights of the moons.
Huff and I grew silent as the hovair's lights picked out the torn bodies of Vermakt Guards, and dead native animals that had been caught in the firefight. Blackened tree stumps smoldered and patches of grass, brought to the planet by Terrans, left burned paths as fire consumed them. The hovair's side window was open. Acrid smells rode on sea winds that moaned between the hillocks like a requiem. But any Shaka soldiers killed in battle had been taken away by their comrades.
It was a scene out of The Inferno. It turned me cold and I slid the window shut. In what dark corner of Great Mind's brain had He thought to endow his creatures with a taste for wanton destruction? As a biologist, I knew that all species were in a continuing arms race for survival. But you'd think the ones with the big brains might've gone beyond the predator-prey mentality. Could Earth herself be reduced to rubble if Rowdinth's two rogue scientists perfected their weapon?
“Creator and Destroyer,” I muttered to Great Mind as I landed the craft and shut her down, “what the hell were you thinking?”
“Are you talking to me?” Huff asked.
“No, just thinking out loud.”
He leaned over from the co-pilot's seat and put a furry arm around my shoulders. “On Kresthaven we have a saying for times like this.” He sighed.
I waited, but he was silent.
“What's the saying, Huff?”
“Oh. 'Time is the river, and we are all caught in its flow'.”
“That's it?”
“No. 'The Great Lord of All Sees All. The Dead Shall Rise Up and Find Their Bones Again and Good Deeds Will Bring Everlasting Love and Joy as He Stokes the Fire Within the Great Ice Den'.”
“And the evil-doers?”
“'Those Who Lift an Angry Paw Against Their Brothers and Sisters Will Remain Outside the comfort of the Den forever'.”
That's more like it, I thought. “Thanks, Huff. I feel a lot, uh, a lot happier now.”
“Time with any!” He squeezed my shoulders. “Happy am I as the White Glider who swoops and spears a fish for his nestlings, to help my Terran brother.”
We left the hovair and walked to the blackened entrance of the laboratory.
I smelled burning wires when Huff and I entered the dark lab, and crunched a glass shard under my boot.
“Smells of the rot of the uneaten bones,” Huff said.
“Yeah, and a quick exodus.” I stepped over pieces of metal.
Joe turned from talking to a small woman, perhaps in her fifties, as they studied a broken green ring under a makeshift light that hung from the ceiling.
Doctor Madison Stone, I presumed.
Her hair was dark and close-cropped. A spider web of wrinkles crisscrossed her dry, pale face and bony hands. But it was her eyes that held me as she turned in my direction. I'd seen that self-contained, focused look on professionals in many fields, the ones who were confident of their abilities and the decisions they'd made in long years of practicing their skills. She wore a baggy tan jacket and pants, and hiking boots. Here there'd be no nonsense, I instinctively knew. I ran my fingers through my hair, straightened, and tried to look focused and professional myself.
“Jules!” Joe said and approached us. “Huff. This is Doctor Madison Stone.”
She waited as I smiled and moved past a maze of twisted wires and broken tubes that dangled from the ceiling. But the heart of the project was gone, along with its table on wheels. “Madison,” I said, my hand extended, and nodded, “glad to meet you.”
She gave my hand a quick pump. “If you don't mind, it's Doctor Stone.”
“No,” I said softly, “I don't mind. This is my friend Huff.” I gestured toward him.
Huff went to all fours to navigate the littered floor, then stood up and extended a paw. He drew back his lips in a Vegan smile and wagged his head. “I don't mind either, Doctor Stone.”
She glanced at the paw and nodded.
I slid Joe a look. “Uh, where's Chancey?”
“He went to the spaceport to requisition a light military starship.”
“So we're on the team that's going after Rowdinth?” I asked.
“With everything the military's got.” Joe threw aside the green ring. “The Alpha fleet is already searching for him. We'll catch up when Chancey returns.”
“Doctor Stone,” I said as we walked outside, “do you have any theories about this dark-energy weapon?”
“I suspect it's a hoax,” she said. “It's not possible to destroy a planet with dark energy.”
I heard the deep whine as a ship approached, and scanned the night sky.
“Well, from what I heard those two rogues scientists say,” I told her, “it sure sounded like they were dead serious about their project.”
“That doesn't mean that they can develop a weapon of such magnitude.” She waved toward the lab's scarred entrance. “Especially in this primitive facility.”
“We have profiles on those two,” Joe told her. “The father's considered to be at genius level. The son's more of a tag-along. And the notes for the project were stolen from NASA.” He glanced back to the cave entrance. “The project wasn't conceived here.”
A black ST-Class Four starship made a smooth landing and raised dust on a narrow strip that was probably used by the lab. It was a light, armed-to-the-teeth military Sojourner with provisions for four on a star journey.
“I guess the port didn't have a bigger ship,” Joe said and strode toward it as the engines whined down.
I turned to Doctor Stone. “The father was pretty adamant about finishing the project within three or four days. Then they intended to take the creds and run like hell.”
“Did you also happen to notice,” she remarked drily, “that their incredible planet-destroyer was a table-top model of a chamber and spinning red glass that might make a nice children's toy?”
“Alpha's taking it pretty seriously,” I told her. I shoved my hands into my pockets and made fists.
“Oh, yes. Save Earth and get re-elected! And to hell with the body of scientific evidence that tells us that dark energy is a repulsive force. Your rogue scientists threatened to burn Earth to a cinder, if I recall Rowdinth's phrase correctly, not to propel it into the sun.”
Propel it into the sun? Was that their plan if they didn't get the gold bullion? “Can dark energy push a planet into its sun's gravity well?”
She smiled without mirth. “No more than you can throw a mountain at a continent, Mister Rammis.”
I held back a twinge of anger and watched Chancey jump down from the pilot's door. “Do you want to bet Earth,” I asked Doctor Stone, “that they haven't found a means to destroy our world?”
“I've been told that you have telepathic abilities,” she said as we walked toward the ship.
“Oh, they told you the right thing!” Huff put in as he followed us. “My Jules Terran friend can even read the minds of aliens.” He chuckled through pointed teeth. “But where I come from, Doctor Rock…I mean Stone, Terrans are the aliens.”
I couldn't help chuckling. I rubbed Huff's shoulder, then brushed down his fur.
Huff noticed my laughter and seemed embarrassed. He wandered off to search for bugs under rocks.
“Don't you consider astroparticle physics to be a bit out of your area of expertise?” Doctor Stone asked me.
“When you put it that way…” I let it hang there and went to greet Chancey. “Hey, tag,” I called to him, “good to see you again!”
He gave me that broad toothy grin and shrugged into his leather vest. “Glad you're still among the living, after your little tête-à-tête with the Prince of Rats.”
What Rowdinth had actually done to me would remain a dark secret I'd take to my grave!
“Yeah,” I said, and bit my lip as I thought back to when I'd hit him and Joe and Shelley with a stun setting so I could enter Rowdinth's den and try to save the dwarf community. “Uh, about that incident on the beach with the stingler.”
“You don't play by the rules, do you?” Chancey made a fist. I clenched my teeth, but he just tapped my chin.
Joe went to check the ship's tires. They were the weakest link in a craft that could traverse the stars. “Ask him what the hell he did with my pipe!” he threw back.
“It wasn't part of the plan,” Chancey said and shook his head as though he addressed a child, “for you to walk into Rowdinth's den.”
“Plan?” Joe called. “He doesn't know the meaning of the word.”
“Well sometimes you have to think outside the box, Joe!” I called in my defense.
Joe walked around the craft. “You wouldn't know the box,” he told me and wiped his hands on a rag, “if you fell over it.”
I felt Doctor Stone's gaze burning into my back. I sighed and studied the sky. The great ring of the galaxy twinkled and winked and beckoned us out to cold space and hot stars and a crazed Vermakt who had billions of systems to choose from as hideouts where he could plan the destruction of my homeworld if he didn't get his due. I shook my head and kicked a rock. There was no way we could give him his due!
Spirit? I sent. You want in on this hunt?
Use your tel powers.
I was surprised he deigned to answer at all. But his advice was the counsel of the obvious.
Still, if I could send and receive across the vast spaces between Fartherland and Halcyon, in their separate star systems, how far, I wondered, could my tel powers extend



Chapter Seventeen
Our ST-Class Four Sojourner joined the Worlds Alliance's great fleet in space. Operation Independence Day, the military code name for the massive hunt for Rowdinth, was sending probes to all known habitable star systems. But the probes were, to coin a phrase, just shots in the dark.
Rowdinth could make planetfall on a non-habitable world, and live within the confines of his ship, with BioSuits for outside work, while the two crotefuckers finished their project. Altairians lived in their suits and helmets for lengthy periods of time on Halcyon and Fartherland. And the project, from what I'd overhead the two scientists say, was only Earth days away from completion.
“You know, Huff…” I gazed through a porthole in our small craft at the great war vessels and light fighters whose dark shapes blocked out stars. “I think– “
“Yes, I know Huff, my friend,” he said patronizingly. “In fact, I know him very well.”
“Yeah. Well, I'm afraid we won't find the crotemunger until he contacts Alpha with the weapon ready to fire, and his demand for the gold.” I turned to my furry friend who sat on his haunches and picked his sharp teeth with a sliver of dried bone.
He paused. “Better to find him before he burns your homeworld up. And down.”
“Much better. He's already threatened to burn Earth if Alpha doesn't come up with the bullion. In that turn of events, he intends to attack the colony worlds one by one until Alpha hands over the gold.” I paced the small deck. The gold that no longer exists, I thought.
“Do you have a Jules Terran plan? I know you are very resourceful. The peoples of the worlds all know that Terrans are very resourceful. That's how you make meat without animals and starships.” He picked out a piece of meat stuck between his teeth and extended it to me. “Would you like a bite of real meat?”
“No, thanks.” I sucked a tooth. “I already ate.”
He chewed the meat. “My homeworld is cold, by your human degrees. But if Rowdinth destroys your Earthplanet, you are welcome to come and live on the ice as one of us. We have animal furs that will keep you warm, and I think you would make a good hunter of fish.”
“That's quite an offer, my friend.” I restrained a chuckle and turned it into a smile. Mi ice floe es su ice floe. “But I thought you couldn't go back.”
He shrugged his broad white shoulders. “If I carry my people enough checkerboards and fish eggs in freeze to thaw and hatch in the ponds, they would receive Lord Vorlof, Pit Master of Fire, Himself!”
“Oh. That's good.” I pictured a Vegan with an apron and a chef's hat barbecuing fish on an open grill, then shook my head to clear the image. “Is that the Vegan Lord of the Damned?”
He nodded and wiped a paw across his eyes, then slapped his chest three times. “This desists away Lord Vorlof,” he said, in answer to my stare. “He is also the Lord of those who have transgressed The Code.”
“Oh.” I gazed out the porthole. “You'll have to tell me about The Code someday,” I said distractedly. What if I could persuade Spirit, and Sye Morth, my friendly Loranth ally who was in geth state last time we'd talked by tel links, and Star Speaker, that powerful Kubraen tel and spiritual leader from Halcyon, who was also in geth, and…no, not my young daughter Lisa, though she had the spectacular skill of moving the elements themselves. No. Not Lisa. She'd been through enough hell with me when we'd faced the dream czar on Halcyon. The others, though… Spirit? I sent on a hunch. Are you out there, and in a mood to converse?
I am here.
What say you to a proposition to find this madman and help us save Earth?
Earth is already a dying world, he sent. You Terrans have desecrated it with your excessive breeding and your greed and indifference. The only variance with the Vermakt general is that he would destroy it all at once.
Give my race a break, Spirit. We're trying to change our ways. Will you help me to locate him? I think his scientists are just days away from finishing the project. Our time may be running out.
If I agree, will it “even the score,” as you Terrans are fond of saying, for your part in ridding my planet of the dream czar?
It would be a move in the right direction. It's not easy to forget how you involved my young daughter on threat of death, you know.
Nor to have my being slashed open like your Earth bovines and carried away piece by piece by Terrans!
OK. This is no time for quibbles. It would even the score. All right? What say you?
I will do what I can, when the time comes.
Do what you can? When the time comes? You're running true to form!
I will not ask, Terran, what that particular phrase means.
“Jules?” Huff said.
“Huh?”
“You were so deep in thought. You frighten me when you turn inward that way, and your lips move without spoken words, as though you plunge to the depths of an icy river.”
I smiled to alleviate his fears. “Just hunting fish, my good friend.”
Our quarters were cramped. Sojourner only slept four, and we were five. Huff volunteered to sleep on the rug. He preferred to curl up there anyway. Joe used the excuse of age to requisition one of the two narrow beds. Doctor Stone took the other one, with a drawn curtain for privacy. Chancey and I flipped a coin for the bottom bunk.
He grinned when I muttered a swear word and threw my backpack on the top bunk.
Huff frowned as he watched me climb the ladder and roll onto the bunk. I was glad he didn't comment about sleeping way up there when there was plenty of rug room. I didn't need a mother to go along with Joe's tough-ass-father act.
Alone in the dark, I closed my eyes and called on Star Speaker, that enigmatic Kubraen spirit who had probed me more deeply and painfully than open-mind surgery.
Star Speaker, I sent, with a touch of trepidation. Gwis? I called her by her unceremonious Kubraen name. Are you reading me?
I am here. I expected your call, Jules, after your talk with Spirit. Though I am not elated to be brought down from the bliss of Nirvana to do the bidding of one small planet.
One small planet? Excuse me, Star Speaker. I don't mean to be arrogant, but I put myself and my daughter's life on the line to lead your people home. At the time, you didn't think the fate of the Kubraens was a small thing.
And so, I have answered your call, though I have learned much since our last meeting.
Have you been in contact with Great Mind? You know, I think I touched on Him myself.
He is but one more manifestation. I have discovered that matter and energy are so intertwined with spirit that planets themselves are mere separations of our one being. They are born with their star, and they are doomed to perish when their star dies.
But it's what we do in between that matters. Isn't it?
If we believe it matters, then it matters. Your telepathy powers have grown considerably since we last communicated. You have reached past star systems to contact Spirit and myself. I suspect it was your mental attack on the dream czar that forced the expansion of your skills. So in protecting Spirit and my people you have also benefitted.
Yeah. What doesn't kill you makes you stronger. Then I can count on you as part of our team?
Who else do you have in mind?
Sye Morth, a Loranth from planet Syl' Terria whose kwaii is probably still in geth state.
Sye Morth, who almost disrupted his kwaii when he drifted into a supernova?
The same. He, uh, he's matured since that incident. Look, I need all the help I can get. Rowdinth could be anyplace in the galaxy. Only Great Mind knows how many warp jumps he's made, and into which star system.
I'm surprised you have not conscripted Great Mind onto your team.
I would if I could. What do you say, Gwis? To save my homeworld?
I felt her mental sigh. It is but one among billions.
Yeah, but Great Mind endowed us with a sense of love for our home worlds, now hasn't He?
I will join your team, Terran Jules. But as you say yourself, this will even the score.
That's great, Star Speaker. Thank you! I'll try to contact Morth.
Tell him I advise that he keep out of supernovas.
I'll do that.
I laid back and sighed. The links with these super telepaths had worn me out, as usual. Just a short nap, I thought, and closed my eyes, and then I'd contact Sye Morth. I rolled as I drifted into sleep, then yelled and made a grab for the bedpost as I fell off the bunk.
Huff howled.
I found myself sitting on the floor in my underwear with Chancey's grinning mouth breathing against my cheek. He rolled over, his back to me, but I saw his shoulders shake.
“Now what the hell happened?” Joe sat up, a silhouette in the darkness of the small sleeping quarters, and looked around.
If Doctor Madison Stone deigned to comment on my fall from grace, it was sotto voce.
Huff lumbered to my side. “Do you ache?”
I shook my head and got up. “Only my pride.”
“Come.” He nudged me toward his rug with his cold nose. “There is room enough for two good friends.” He took my blanket and pillow.
I curled up beside him and he covered me, then tucked the blanket and lifted my head by my hair to stuff the pillow under it.
“Don't forget to read him a bedtime story, Huff,” Chancey called airily.
“I have no reading material,” Huff responded and raised his head. “But if I did, I would gladly – “
“He's kidding you, Huff!” I told him.
“Oh,” Huff said. “Bedtime stories for kids. Sleep taut, my friend.” He draped a heavy forearm over my shoulders. I wiped a strand of fur from my tongue, but I had to admit, it was comforting to have all that soft fur around me.
I sighed and closed my eyes. I'd contact Sye Morth as soon as I had some privacy again. “Yeah, Huff, you sleep taut too.”
The alarm announced the end of our sleep period. The “slop,” as we called the sous-chef unit, produced bacon, eggs, English muffins, toast, pats of butter, and coffee. I switched it to “Vegan” and it generated ground fish meal and purple seaweed.
I felt like Alice in Wonderland as we sat around the miniature table, elbowing each other and excusing ourselves. Huff ate beside me on the floor.
“It's nothing but a wild goose chase,” Doctor Madison stated and glanced at Joe as she buttered a muffin. “Even if they do locate him, which they won't, they will not find a planet-burning weapon.” The ripped muffin dangled.
“Still,” Chancey said, and dabbed an egg yolk with toast, “the general's managed to launch a thousand ships.”
“Ships of fools!” Doctor Stone motioned toward a porthole with her half muffin. “And what makes him a general anyway? Because he says so?” Her dark eyes widened within the web of wrinkles on her pale face.
“On the other hand,” Joe said softly, “if the two scientists discovered something about the workings of dark energy that could be used for a weapon, and Alpha took your advice, Doctor, and backed off, it could mean the end of Earth.”
Doctor Stone leaned forward, an exasperated expression thinning her tight lips. “To say that dark energy, a repulsive force, can be used to destroy a planet, Mister Hatch, is tantamount to saying that the attractive force of gravity can be used to destroy Earth.”
I put down my cup. “Gravity doesn't destroy planets, Doctor Stone, until it gets concentrated inside a black hole. Then, as we both know, it eats stars and drinks light.”
“That's very poetic, Mister Rammis,” she said, “but their supposed instrument of destruction is not exactly a black hole.”
“Well what about light?” I persisted. “It doesn't usually destroy. But concentrate it in a handheld laser weapon and it can burn through metal.”
“Are you suggesting,” she said in a tone that dripped disdain, “that their table-top instrument can concentrate dark energy, a force we hardly understand?”
“Alpha seems to be taking this threat pretty seriously,” Joe told her and glanced at a porthole, where fighter craft were racing by.
“Alpha would take the threat from a Terrapin tortoise shell-driller seriously,” she said, and shook her head for emphasis. “It's what keeps the military afloat.”
Chancey glanced at Joe. A frown deepened his dark, heavy brows. “You know something, Doctor Stone,” Chancey said. I found myself leaning away from the knife edge in his tone. “If it wasn't for the military, the barbarians would have broken through the gates a long time ago.” He slammed down his empty cup. “A lot o' good people gave up their lives over the years to make sure those gates are still standing!” He kicked back his chair as he stood up. I stared into my coffee cup as he stormed out of the galley and left an awkward silence behind.
Huff found an itch to bite on his flank.
Joe got up quietly and took his dish to the recycling unit, then followed Chancey out the narrow door.
“Maybe they need help to steer the boat,” Huff said, and went to join them in the cockpit, leaving me by myself with the illustrious Doctor Stone.
“Don't you have someplace you have to be, too?” she asked me.
I shrugged. “There's places I'd rather be.”
She glared at me.
“Then this claustrophobic ship,” I added quickly. Actually, I did have some very important work to do. I had to get in touch with Sye Morth. With the four of us mindlinked, we might be able to locate General Rowdinth.
I squirmed as she continued to stare at me. “How do you do what you do?” she asked.
“Read minds?” I ventured.
She chewed the remains of the muffin and nodded.
“It has to do with the electrical impulses of the brain. Other than that, it's a mystery to me, too.”
“Is the military expecting you to detect his hiding place among the stars?”
“I suspect that's why I'm along on this cruise.”
“Can you do it?”
“Alone?” I shook my head. “No. I've been asking some friends for help.”
She sat back and sighed. “I'll be glad when this madness is over and I can return to my real work.” In a relaxed state, her small frame seemed vulnerable.
“Me too.”
“What do you do?”
“I'm an astrobiologist. I'd like to get back to – “
“You never mentioned that you're a scientist!”
“There was no reason to.”
“A PhD?'
I nodded reluctantly and sipped coffee. I had earned it for my forced study of the race of Loranths.
“Then you're a doctor.”
God help me. Now I had a union card into her exclusive club. “It has nothing to do with this work,” I said, “and obviously physics isn't my area of discipline.”
“I'd still like to discuss your record of accomplishment, Doctor. It's always a pleasure to discuss research with a peer.”
I thought of narrowly escaping from a field of sucking blackroot I was studying on Halcyon, and dangling from the underside of a helicopter while the roots leaped up and snapped at my heels. I took a breath. “I did my dissertation on the parallel evolutionary mechanisms of reptilian life forms on planet Syl' Terria, and those on Earth, as proof of a universal law of evolutionary development.”
“Fascinating.”
I thought of Sye Kor. “It had its moments.”
“How long did it take you to complete your degree?”
I lowered my head. “Five years.” And a lost family, I mentally added. “I was hoping to discover an emerging mammalian life form.” I sipped coffee. “It would've been further proof of parallel genetic adaptation in different star systems. Damn,” I said softly. “I saw one too. A small, shrewlike mammal on Syl' Terria. Crossed the road right in front of me. But, I ran out of time.” I pushed back my chair. “Well, Doctor Stone, I have some tel research to do for this mission. So, if you'll excuse me?”
“Certainly, Doctor Rammis.”
I retreated to a tiny private room with a small chair and a foot-wide desk, which were all we were allotted on the craft, and sat down with my knees up around my chin. Me and my big mouth!
I rested my head in my hands and closed my eyes. Val Tir Sye Morth, I sent. Are you out there?
Oh, no! Not the Loranth Calling Time? So soon. No. I am not ready to take on a new body. I will cloak if you persist!
It's me, Morth. It's the Terran Jules Rammis.
Jewels! Are you already in geth state? What sent your kwaii into the eternal?
I'm still in the same body, Morth. Are you sending in stelspeak, because now I can understand you a lot better?
I discovered a holo called Learning Stelspeak in Seven Easy Lessons in the new Loranth museum. You remember the old one, don't you?
Let's not go there, Morth. You know I had reasons for what I did. I had destroyed the Loranth's Museum/Library/School/Church after Sye Kor infected Terrans on Syl' Terria with his virulent viral disease. I need your help, Morth.
I am counseling the kwaiis of youngsters who fled from their planet when their star went nova and destroyed the entire system.
Sye Morth, this can't wait!
Once we were friends, Sye Jewels, but your destruction of the museum is a wall of old-growth between us now.
You remember my friend Jack Cole?
Of course. He accompanied you on your treacherous excursion into the very heart of our culture, where you destroyed the –
All right, Morth! I remember what I did. Do you also know that Jack's young daughter Heather died from Sye Kor's plague, along with a baby his wife was carrying, and two hundred other Terrans on your homeworld?
I…but I assumed the gland antidote was developed by my people in time. After all, you and Jack survived because of the serum.
You assumed wrong. Now my entire homeworld is threatened by a madman. Listen to me, Morth, two very powerful telepaths from planet Halcyon have already agreed to help stop him before it's too late. Will you join us?
If it means saving your homeworld, then the cause is just. What is your plan, Terran Jewels?
Oh. I'm still working on that.
May I interrupt, Spirit sent.
Sure, I answered him, if you have a –
I suggest that we link our tel forces, somewhat like a pulsar, and form a search pattern that orbits the outer ring of the galaxy in warp mode. Of course it would be useless to scan the inner ranges. Even the mad General Rowdinth would not venture into such killing radiation. In your words, Terran, we weed out the bastard.
That's uh, I sent, that sounds like a plan to me. Then we burn his brain cells once and for all and destroy the weapon!
There was silence.
“What? I sent.
We may well locate him on a planet, Spirit sent, so that his scientists can set up a makeshift laboratory with life support, to finish their project. You know the consequences, Terran, if I unleash my powers.
The destruction of the entire planet?
Though I might try, I can do no less.
I sighed. Star Speaker. Gwis. I've been subject to the depth of your probes. I know you can stop him.
Temporarily, she sent. I took the Kubraen Oath of Manifest Kwaii not to terminate a life after I killed the czar's guard when they came searching for you.
Oh. I rubbed my forehead. A pacifist. Sye Morth?
A vegetarian now.
A what?
In my last three lifebinds, before this current geth state, I have sworn that no conscious being, with a face and-or a mother, will ever again suffer at my hands, or flippers, or clawed feet, whichever the lifebind might be.
But this madman could destroy an entire planet of conscious beings! I sent.
I am sorry, Sye Jewels. I will assist you in locating him, but I will not send his kwaii into geth state. The deaths he causes will be on his own head, if he possesses one in his next lifebind. He alone must make recompense.
That should be a great comfort to the dying people of Earth!
Sye Morth, Star Speaker sent, have you stayed away from novae in your present geth state?
I have, Star Speaker. Especially the great wheels that become black holes.
I bowed out of the conversation when I heard a knock on the door. “Come in. There's room in here for everybody!”
Joe opened the door. “You comfortable in there?”
“I've been in tighter places.”
He nodded. “The flag ship's sending a drone pod. Commander Ca Prez wants to talk to you.”
“Oh, yeah?” I unfolded myself from the chair. “What does he want?”
“She didn't confide it in me.” He sucked a tooth. “There's something I've been meaning to tell you.”
“What did I do now?”
“C'mon. She's waiting.”
I followed him to the docking port. The airlock was shut. The panel glowed red.
He leaned against the wall with his arms folded. “Turning yourself in to Rowdinth, and reading his mind for the location of the dwarfs… That probably saved the whole community. We figure Rowdinth would've had them all executed before he left Fartherland. He hates Terrans.”
The green airlock panel blinked on. Joe pulled the lever and the hatch swung open. The drone pod was idling inside.
I touched the lump on my forehead. It was getting smaller. “Did you convince a Shaka team to stay behind and rescue them?”
“They agreed to it after they secured the lab. It was probably pretty damn close for the dwarfs.”
“They killed six of them, you know, as a warning for Shannon to bring me in.”
“I know.”
I slid into the pod and Joe helped me sort out the seat belts that kept the pilot from floating around in space.
“Now don't touch anything in here,” he said. “There's no grav and it's programmed for the flagship.”
“You know, Rowdinth kept a pair of White Sharks from Earth in a pretty tight tank.” I adjusted the seat for my height. “It would be nice if they were released into the ocean. They're both males, so they shouldn't have a significant impact on Fartherland's sea life.”
“If that's what you want, I'll see to it.” He clamped the straps in place. “That was a damn brave thing you did, but damn stupid to walk into Rowdinth's den. W-CIA was ready to give the nod to the sharpshooters on the teams.”
I felt my stomach clench.
“That close for me, too, huh?”
“Alpha couldn't let a powerful tel fall into Rowdinth's hands.”
“There were a hundred or so innocent lives at stake.”
“That's why I want to commend you on the brave part of it.
I grinned as Joe reached in and activated the pod. “That must have hurt to say it, Joe.”
He nodded without smiling. “But not as much as that crack on your head must have hurt.”
* * *
“Come in, Jules,” Commander Ca Prez said. “May I call you Jules?”
Oh no! An Altairian. “Of course, Commander.” Among all the known races, only Altairians elicited a resentment reflex in me.
“Sit down, please.”
Her office was elegant, with plush chairs and holos of her homeworld. Instruments lined the wall next to her desk, which appeared to be real wood.
“Coffee?” she asked. “I have it imported from Earth for the Terrans under my command.”
“Real Earth brew? Thank you, Commander. That's a luxury I can't resist.” I got up and walked toward the unit.
She rose and waved me to my chair. “Allow me.”
I eased back into it. It was unheard of for an officer, especially of her rank, to serve anyone.
I watched her pour coffee into an ornate cup with a silver bird in flight. The commander's scales within the bubble helmet were emerald green, as were her eyes. Her rounded snout, while showing hints of gray, was indigo. She must be a beauty among her people, I thought, and wondered if gray scales detracted from beauty or were seen as an added compliment of wisdom.
“Sugar? Milk? They're both organic.”
I smiled. “How can I refuse?”
She stirred the coffee and set it on the table next to my chair.
“Thank you, Commander.” It was becoming increasingly difficult to dislike her.
She clacked her teeth softly and returned to her desk. “It's we who must thank you for work well done.”
I leaned forward. “I came so close to killing the madman! I was ready to blow us both into the next universe. I'm sorry he got away.”
“You did what you could.”
I sipped the coffee. It was nectar and ambrosia, all in one cup. “God, this is good.”
“I thought you might like it.” She shifted in the chair and blinked wide, slanted eyes as she stared silently out a porthole.
“You have no idea where he is, do you?” I asked her.
“None whatsoever.”
“The probes?”
She shook her head.
“I've been in touch with three very powerful tels,” I said. “They intend to do a search pattern and see if they can't locate him that way.”
She tapped her fingers on the desk. “I've been informed that your telepathic reading of the two scientists showed that we have three, possibly four Earth days until their weapon is ready to launch.”
“I sipped coffee. “They didn't know I was probing. So I'd say that's what they believe to be their date of completion.”
“And the probability of your tel friends locating the general before that?”
I sat back in the chair and cradled the cup. “I couldn't venture a guess, Commander.”
“Have you been in touch with Doctor Madison Stone?”
“Oh, yes. She believes it's all just a hoax.”
“What do you believe?”
“I'm not qualified to offer a valid opinion, but if it were up to me, I'd take the threat pretty seriously. NASA was working on a dark-energy project, and the Los Alamos National Lab, a former weapons lab back on Earth, was interested.”
“That's my take on the situation, too.”
“Commander, I get the feeling this conversation isn't just a rehash of events as they stand.”
“No. General Rowdinth contacted us after he left Fartherland.”
“He did?”
She folded her hands on the desk. “I thought it only ethical to inform you, Jules, that he took a hostage for insurance.”
I mentally scrolled down the list of possibilities, and came up short with Shannon's name. “Not…”
“Shannon O'Malley, a woman from the dwarf community.”
“Oh, no!” I stood up and dropped the cup. It shattered at my feet. I looked down. “I, I'm sorry.”
“No matter. You understand that if we do locate the general and he refuses to surrender, we will be forced to destroy his ship?”
“Can't you just web it and drag it back to Alpha?”
“With a possible lethal weapon onboard?”
“He'll probably be on a planet anyway!”
“So I've been told,” she said. “Then we'll confront him there.” She stood up and peered out the porthole with her hands behind her back. “We have to assume that the weapon will be capable of destroying an approaching ship.”
“But Commander Ca Prez, there's got to be another way to – “
She turned. “For the sake of your homeworld, Jules, you must cooperate! If you and your tel friends discover Rowdinth's location, then your mission will be completed, and the military will proceed from there.”
I stared at the pieces of the mug. The silver bird's wings lay broken on the floor.



Chapter Eighteen
“I don't give a rat's ass anymore!” I shouted at Joe. I didn't like the calculated look in his eyes as he watched me from the galley table. I paced the small room, banging into Chancey and Doctor Stone's chairs. Huff kept his paws tucked as I strode by. “I've had it, Joe. Finished. Fini! All over but the shouting. You got that? There's a transport ship's leaving the fleet tomorrow. One of their stops is planet Syl' Terria. I intend to be on that ship!”
Doctor Stone leaned away as I spread my palms on the table. “I always wanted to find a quiet place in the wilderness and let the worlds go to hell in the proverbial hand basket.” I slammed the table with a fist. Plates rattled. “I've had enough!”
Huff whined and slinked out the narrow door.
“You know,” Joe started, “your sister Ginny, and Willa…” He squinted up at me. “Their deaths are not on your head.”
“That's below the belt, Joe. That has nothing to do with this.”
“I suspect it has everything to do with it,” he said quietly.
I looked at my plate of food, the hot coffee, but felt no hunger. “I've got nothing more to say.”
I slammed the galley door on my way to the sleeping quarters and laid down on my bunk bed. From the porthole above me, I watched an inscrutable arm of the galaxy. If only we could read between the lines of creation and touch Great Mind's Plan. What's it all about, God? C'mon, you can tell me!
Why do you put your creations through such hell? Am I being tested for some higher plane of existence? Keep it! I just want to be left alone. Go screw around with somebody else's head for a change. You've had your fun with mine.
Huff opened the door and peeked in.
“What do you want?” I asked.
“No thing. May I enter?”
“Leave me alone, Huff.”
He looked around. “You are alone.”
“No kidding?” I put an arm across my eyes to stop tears that burned behind my lids. “You're just full of revelations.”
“No. I haven't eaten yet. Have you?”
“Go away. Go eat some fish eyes.”
I heard him tiptoe into the room. “You know, on Kresthaven we say a thing for times like these.”
“You mean when your friend is about to be disintegrated by an atom blaster?”
“When Death pads into the village on soft paws and leaves red prints behind.”
I sighed. “OK, lay it on me.” Then maybe he'd go away.”
“We say that though we swim through a sea of great fish that devour our bodies, we will not dress pair.”
“What? Oh, despair.”
“For the furry arms of a Great Love embraces us all at our time of floating up from the river, even He loves the red-lipped fish as they eat our flesh.”
I remembered my out-of-body encounter with that great love beyond the walls of our universe. “I don't want Shannon to suffer and die, Huff, especially not because of me. She doesn't deserve it. This fucking tel power is a curse I never asked for!” I thought of Lisa. How would her tel abilities affect her life as she grew up? Could she live a normal life? Somehow, I doubted it.
Huff padded closer and stroked my arm. “We have no power over death or life, my Jules friend. It is beyond our paws…and our hands.”
I rolled toward him and felt tears seep down my face. “I'm scared, Huff.” I clung to his arm and wiped my eyes on my sleeve. “If I help find this madman, Shannon will die with him. I don't want to be there when her kwaii leaves her body. I don't think I could take that again. But if I don't help, my homeworld might be burned to a cinder.”
“Fire and ice, my Terran Jules.” He stroked my hair. “Your former Joe in law and Chancey would stop your leaving in the way of any. I heard them say it from my behind.”
“Your…?”
“From the door's other behind.”
“Oh yeah? And how do they propose to stop me?”
“Joe has a pill he proposed for coffee cups that would force you to sleep while the transport left.”
“The bastard would have used it, too!”
“I think he said one.”
“Who does he think he is, God?”
Huff shrugged. “I will ask him for you. Is better, your former Joe in law told Chancey than chances are good…or bad, you or Chancey be hurt from Chancey stopping you to leave.”
“What makes him so damn sure Chancey could stop me? I'd take him in a fight!”
“Take him where?”
I rubbed my eyes. “Never mind. Damn them both!” I sat up. “Haven't I done enough? I saved the Terran colony on Syl' Terria from Sye Kor. Then I risked my life and my daughter's to save the Terrans on Halcyon from the dream czar and Spirit's wrath. I even saved Shannon's community. Now they want me to save the whole goddamn planet Earth!” I slammed a fist on the bunk. “What's next? The galaxy?”
“I think star systems are in between.” He lightly probed the newskin over the incision behind my ear. “It is healed, Jules!”
“What would you do, Huff? Would you leave on the transport? I'd like to lose myself in the wilderness of Syl' Terria without any demands or responsibilities. Maybe find that little mammal I saw running across the road. Or by now, maybe her offspring.”
“Would what I do?” He scratched his snout pensively. “I would think to myself, 'Is the one fish I see more than better than the sea of fish that I do not see'?”
Yeah, I thought. Sacrifice the one fish to save the many. I hung my head. “I'm so tired, Huff.”
“Sleep, my Jules friend. I will love you still in the morning.”
“What? Oh, our friendship. I'll love you too in the morning.” I laid back and closed my eyes. “Huff?”
“Yes?”
“There is no morning in space.”
“No. Only the great black skin stretched out on a rack that holds the worlds and the suns in places of their own.”
“The worlds and the suns aren't the only things stretched out on a rack.”
I couldn't run. There was too much depending on my lone ability to communicate whatever my tel friends discovered back to the commander.
I swung off the bunk and strode past Huff and to the galley. Joe, Chancey, and Doctor Stone were talking over coffee. I sat across from Joe. My plate and coffee were still there. I slid the cup toward him. “You want to put something in here before I drink it, or did you already do so?”
“Did you make your decision?” he asked.
“I'm staying. You know, Chancey,” I said across Doctor Stone, who sat between us, “I could take you in a fight any day.”
Doctor Stone paused with a forkful of fried tofu halfway to her mouth and gave Joe an exasperated look.
Chancey threw me a half-grin. “After this business is over,” he said, “I'm up for a friendly bout with gloves and helmets.”
Stone slammed down her fork. “Well, Joe can be the referee and I'll cheer on the pugilists!”
Huff stood up to his full height. “And I will throw the towel for you, Jules!”
“Like hell you will!” I stared at my plate. The smell of bacon and eggs, usually my favorite breakfast, made my stomach queasy. “You know, something Joe,” I said, “if Doctor Stone is right, and this is all just a hoax, and Shannon is killed with Rowdinth and his crew, I don't ever want to hear from you again. Not from you, or W-CIA, or Alpha. Abby can bring Lisa somewhere where we can meet.”
He nodded. “If that's what you want.”
“Now, can I drink that coffee?”
He got up. “I'll get you a fresh cup.”
* * *
Chancey approached me that “night” in our sleeping quarters before the others came in. “Hey, tag,” he said.
“Yeah?” I climbed into my bunk.
“I just wanted you to know, I had nothing to do with trying to keep you aboard the ship.”
“Except that you would've stopped me from leaving.” I slid him a look. “If you could.”
“Yeah, if I could. Joe's the team leader.” He leaned on the bunk. “Whatever he says goes. That's just the way it is.”
I laid down with my hands behind my head. “And I'm not a team player, right?”
He chuckled. “What do you think?”
During the sleep period that “night,” I dreamed I had a fish in a tank, but I kept forgetting to feed her and adding water. Then the room filled with water and a shark came in and chased her out to sea, where I could no longer protect her.
It's a dream, someone said in my mind. Wake up, Jules.
Sye Morth?
Spirit.
Oh. I blinked my eyes open.
We found him.
What? I sat up in bed. “Oh my God!”
“What the hell is it now?” Joe asked sleepily.
I jumped off the bunk.
“Did he fall on his head this time?” he remarked in the dark and sat up.
“They found him!” I shouted.



Chapter Nineteen
I felt a sickening lurch as Sojourner made a jump, along with the fleet, to an unfamiliar system with a Type G star, the same as our sun, and eight orbiting planets. It wasn't the jump alone that made me nauseated. I watched a great warship plow past us, escorted by fighter craft. The fleet was zeroing in on Rowdinth's small ship, whether he was still in space or had made planetfall, and there would be no quarter given if he decided to fight.
I thought of my tel probes into his sick mind and knew in my heart he would fight to the death of all his crew and himself, or commit suicide, if need be, before he would suffer the shame of surrendering to Terrans. I pressed a fist against my lips. Would he make an example of his ferocity, and his hatred for Terrans with Shannon before he died? I pictured her thrown out of his ship's airlock into space. Her body might swell, her eardrums would probably rupture. The freezing void would be an agony of cold knives cutting her skin, but after a few seconds, it would finally be the lack of oxygen in her blood that would kill her.
“What are you thinking, Doctor Rammis?” Stone came up and asked me.
“Oh, just tormenting myself with what might be.”
“Shannon?”
I nodded.
“With half of Alpha's star fleet bearing down on him,” Stone commented, “Rowdinth just might surrender, especially if he really has no weapon.”
I shook my head. “He'd rather go out as a martyr against the imperial forces of Alpha than give up.”
“Imperial forces?”
“It's all in the way you look at it, Doctor. Excuse me. I have to contact my tel colleagues and see what's happening on their end. It's a big star system. Lots of moons too. Rowdinth could be hiding out anywhere.”
She followed me to the tiny room with the diminutive desk and chair. “You don't believe this is a hoax, do you?”
I stopped inside the room with my hand on the doorknob. “At this point, it hardly matters.”
“Yes. As long as Alpha is willing to use deadly force against him.”
“That's the bottom line. Excuse me, Doctor.”
She put a hand on the door to hold it open. “Why don't you just tell Commander Ca Prez that your friends couldn't locate him in this vast star system? Who'd know the difference, except you?”
Why indeed? I thought.
Because it just might not be a hoax, my conscience answered. “That's the thing, Doctor Stone.”
“What is?”
“I'd know the difference.”
She shook her head, turned and strode away.
I closed the door and sat at the small desk, my head in my hands. Spirit? Are you out there? Sye Morth? Star Speaker?
We are all here, Jules, Star Speaker sent. We were awaiting your contact.
Sorry, Gwis. I guess I don't really want to know where Rowdinth is. Have you tags pinpointed his location?
He's made planetfall on the fourth world out, Morth sent, where his scientists can set up a laboratory and test their weapon.
Do humans and Vermakts need BioSuits to leave their ships? I asked.
No, Morth responded. But the air is thick and cold, Jewels, with not much oxygen, and the gravity is more than a Terran is used to. You'd better take your jacket.
Yeah. Thanks, Morth. Can you tags give me his precise location on the planet?
We can, Spirit sent. Am I correct in detecting an alternative plan to informing your Commander of Rowdinth's landing site?
I'm thinking I might try to rescue the Terran woman before the fleet engages Rowdinth.
Alone? Morth sent.
Well, the pod would already be overloaded with the two of us in it. Spirit? I imagine there are life forms on such a viable planet.
There are. A lush world of many species of both flora and faunae, with seas full of life. All untouched by Terrans. Until now.
Thanks for the lecture. We ravaging Terrans will leave it alone.
You might suggest that to your leader, he sent. The Altairian commander intends to use whatever force necessary to send the Vermakt ship back to its separate atoms. Of course, no matter to her that a continent might go with it!
She's trying to save my homeworld. Will you guide me to Rowdinth's site?
I'm having second thoughts, as a Terran would say.
My dear Spirit, Star Speaker sent, while we love and respect all living creatures of all the worlds, still we must act without attachment. It is not unreasonable for Jules to want to save his homeworld.
I'm familiar with the concept of non-attachment, Star Speaker, Spirit sent. All right, Jules. We will guide you to his hiding place when you board the pod. This time, be certain that your stingler is charged.
Thank you, Spirit. You too, Star Speaker, and you, Sye Morth.
Speaker? Morth sent, will you instruct me in the ways of the ultimate reality?
Sye Morth. My student. I felt her mental chuckle. You will be a classroom of one.
I returned to the galley.
“Joe.” I nodded and sat at the table across from him. “I know where Rowdinth and his scientists have landed. Will you request a pod to take me to Commander Ca Prez?”
He put down the message he was composing on his personal SPS unit. Probably writing to Abby, and stared at me. “I suppose I'm not privy to the details?”
“I suppose not.”
He raised his brows. “Good enough.” He got up and went to the cabin and the radio.
Twenty minutes later the pod arrived. I sneaked the stingler past Joe and onboard, tucked through a hole inside my jacket.
“You know how to strap yourself in,” he said and turned to leave.
“Joe?”
He paused.
“I shouldn't have taken it out on you.” I bit my lip. “None of this is your fault.”
He nodded. “You think I want anything to happen to you? Every time I look at you, I see my granddaughter's face.”
“If I don't make it out of this, will you tell her that I love her?”
He smiled. “You do the same for me?”
“Sure.” I smiled back. “But you've been in the middle of Alpha's skirmishes all your life. They can't kill you with an axe.” I turned on the pod and heard it whine to life.
“Tell that to Abby.” Joe helped me to strap in.
“I'll see you later,” I said as he left, but wasn't sure that would happen.
I was about to close the canopy when Huff shuffled into the airlock.
“I brought you something, my Terran friend.” He rooted around in his pouch. “Since you will be empty for lunch.” He extracted two candy bars and handed them to me with a smile. “This is for quick human actions.”
“Thanks, Huff.” I took them and stuffed them into my jacket pocket.
He wagged his head in a Vegan version of “You're welcome.”
I reached out and squeezed his forepaw. “Take good care of yourself, OK?”
“I will care. Two eyes for dinner, Jules.”
“What? Fish eyes?” I shook my head. “Oh. See you for dinner?”
“That's the say I said.”
“Goodbye, my Vegan friend.” I closed the pod's canopy and locked it.
After Huff left, I activated the airlock. As it vented the air and the outer hatch sprang open to the blackness of space, I reprogrammed the pod for the fourth planet out.
* * *
I sprawled on an outcrop above a canyon. An icy wind rushed down a snow-blown pass between peaks and swirled around me. I shivered as I brushed rancid shreds of lavender plants and dirt off my face and tongue. The planet's heavy gravitational field pressed the spiky ground growth against my chest as I scanned with graphoculars I'd found in the pod.
“Not the most pleasant planet I've ever been on,” I muttered and watched Rowdinth's Elite Guards in their camp below, between the protection of sandstone cliffs. The captain wore a higher hat than the others, and golden braids across the chest of his black uniform. Their weapons were nowhere in sight, probably still aboard Rowdinth's private starship, parked beside an escarpment of eroded caves and loose shale.
The Guards had no reason to suspect an attack from the fleet, and the landscape seemed devoid of large denizens. Still, they had set up sensors around the perimeters of the camp as a precaution.
Was Rowdinth aboard the ship while the two scientists put the finishing touches on their weapon, or had it been a hoax all along? Either way, from the safety of this hideout, Rowdinth was probably in touch with Alpha, demanding the gold bullion and threatening the demise of planet Earth. Did he intend to hold off until the U.S. Fourth of July? If the weapon were ready to launch, why should he?
I bit my lip. I could return to the hidden pod and call in the coordinates for a strike on his ship. I could also get Shannon killed if she were onboard.
I rolled to my back, wiped a hand across my eyes and squinted into the cold, hazy sky. I dared not try a tel probe of the ship in my search for Shannon. Rowdinth and George, the project's mastermind, were both sensitives.
I lifted the graphoculars and scanned the hull in close-up mode. Emblazoned across the flank was an overblown image of General Rowdinth's rat face, his arm extended in a salute, against a backdrop of Fartherland's flag with its home solar system. The Earth-built private starship was a luxury long-voyage class. Rowdinth was not above buying the best, even if it were from his avowed enemies.
I lowered the graphoculars and wished I could probe inside the ship.
Shannon…
He wouldn't kill a hostage before he had the gold, would he, in a fit of rage if Alpha didn't agree to his terms? Even the lunatic tyrant of Fartherland wouldn't sacrifice a pawn that could block the Worlds Government. I thought of Shelley's body lying abandoned in the sand and shook my head. Nothing would block Alpha from giving Commander Ca Prez the nod to destroy his ship.
The sky was darkening above the eastern hills. I lifted my collar against the icy wind as the waning sun drained color from the sandstone cliffs. How long until nightfall on this hazy world?
When it came, I'd make my way inside the ship, destroy the weapon, hoax or no, along with the Vermakt leader of the pack. I just had to get past the sensors, the ten Guards, then make my escape with Shannon, if she were alive and onboard, and back to where I'd hidden the pod, then off to rendezvous with Commander Ca Prez to tell her what I'd discovered.
That's all.
I eased my stingler out of the hole in my jacket, checked that it was fully charged, on hot, and stuffed it behind the waistband of my pants. It's a short-range weapon with a solar-backed battery life between frequent charges, but it was all I had.
Spirit? Star Speaker? Sye Morth? Anybody out there?
From this point on, Spirit sent, expect only our considered advice on your decisions and actions. I will not damage this world, and Star Speaker and Val Tir Sye Morth will not kill for your cause.
Yes, Spirit. It's all branded in my brain. Just stay with me until this is over, OK? Gwis? I'm afraid to probe the ship. There are two sensitives onboard. But…
You are hopeful that the Terran woman still lives, she answered.
Yeah. I held my breath.
Fear not, she sent. Shannon remains in her current lifebind.
“Oh, God!” I breathed again and laid back on the ground cover. Thank you, Star Speaker! Is she onboard the ship?
She's inside the ship, Sye Morth sent, and very scared, Jewels.
General Rowdinth means to use her as a shield when he meets with Alpha to collect the gold bullion. I have probed his mind, my friend, and withdrew quickly. I am sorry, but this Vermakt who holds the Terran hostage is mad.
As in insane? I sent.
As in all ways. Something long ago assailed his brain and left him as devoid of the higher sensibilities as the mind of a bottom feeder, but with the power to destroy.
That's what I found too, I sent. Power without conscience.
A shell devoid of substance, he added, in the manner of Sye Kor.
I mean to destroy the shell, Morth.
Jules, my reluctant student, Star Speaker sent, referring to her intrusions into my mind back on Halcyon, before this night is over, with all you mean to do, you may well reside with the Vermakt leader in geth state.
I've always been a great believer, Gwis, in playing the hand that's dealt to me, and letting the cards fall where they may.
And tonight they will fall, Sojourner.
* * *
Night arrived on cat paws, a black hunter with a fat orange moon as a familiar over its shoulder. The wind died. The frigid night air formed sparkles of ice crystals. The voices of nocturnal denizens rose in howls and cries and squawks from all around the desert landscape. Spirit was right. The planet must be teeming with life. But I was out to exterminate an intruder. A large rat.
I shivered and rubbed my arms as I made my way quietly down a path of loose shale, and threaded along the base of the escarpment, avoiding rocks in the moonlight, toward the black hulk of the starship.
The Guards had finished their suppers. They sat in the flickering lights of wood fires, singing. Some danced to amuse their laughing captain and comrades. Perhaps their mood reflected their belief that soon they would be rich.
Have fun, I thought. There's no gold at the end of this rainbow.
I stepped over the sensor's trip wire and approached the ship, my stingler drawn, when the alarm sounded and lights flashed on.
Dammit!
I plastered myself against the hull. A long, green scaly creature had tripped the wire. He ran in circles, probably confused by the sudden lights and the blaring alarm.
One of the Guards laughed and threw a rock at him. He shrieked as it bounced off his side, and scurried into a small cave in the cliff wall.
I breathed again and ducked under the hull to the main hatch as a Guard switched off the alarms. But he shouted something in Vermaktese and pointed at me. I was in deep shadows and I doubted that he saw more than movement.
I tried to leap the wire, but in the heavy gravity I came down on it and tripped the alarms again. Lights flashed on, speakers wailed, but by then I was behind the ship. I scrambled up the side of the cliff, with gravity and the loose shale trying to drag me back down, and threw myself into a narrow cave in the sandstone wall. Something scratched the rock beside me, nipped my hand, and squeezed out the entrance.
I scraped my arms and knees as I pulled myself around to face the opening, my weapon pointed, and heard my own heavy breathing.
The captain strode to the base of the cliff, flanked by his Guards, and muttered something. There were perhaps a hundred caves of varying sizes, the result of erosion. In the night shadows cast by the moon, I saw the captain look around. He sniffed into an empty cave, then kicked a rock and waved toward the cliff in a gesture of dismissal. I watched him turn back to the camp, followed by his Guards. I think he assumed that another animal had tripped the wire.
My heart returned to its normal rhythm and I rested my cheek on the cold stone. The narrow cave acted as a blanket that held in my body heat as I waited for the Guards to turn in for the night.
An hour or so later, I squeezed out of the cave to the sound of snoring, and avoided brittle shrubbery and slabs of rocks as I started toward the ship.
What was that sound? I paused. A whoosh of great wings. Something swooped down from the night sky. A native bird? A predator? I drew my stingler.
Jules! Morth sent. It's the Shayl. It's Drackin! He's seen you.
Drackin!
I flattened against the rock wall as he landed with a sweep of wings, like some gargoyle from hell in the ruddy light of the moon. He'd been part of the ship's crew!
He hissed and I half expected flames to shoot from his mouth as I pulled out my stingler. He leaped at me with claws extended and swiped the weapon from my hand with a massive forepaw that sent it spinning. I scrambled to my feet against the heavy gravity and threw myself on top of the weapon. Drackin lunged at me. I rolled and fired and drove my legs against his chest. He grunted as he landed beside me, and snatched the stingler from my extended hand between hooked teeth. I reached for it, but he crunched the weapon in his powerful jaws. He snarled and clutched his chest as smoke rose from a hole beneath his ribs.
I rolled away as he lifted a foreleg to strike at me, and got to my hands and knees. His foreleg slammed the ground and raised dust. I backed away as he tried to crawl toward me. His wings fluttered and crumpled around him. Dark blood pumped out from his chest. His jaws spasmed on the broken stingler and a pool of blood spread out beneath his head. It's a terrible thing to watch any being give up his life. I wanted to comfort this enemy of mine, but I knew he would just try to take me with him.
Then he was still.
The Vermakt Guards still slept, unaware of the death struggle on the other side of the ship.
I approached Drackin carefully, pulling in long breaths of the oxygen-poor air, and pried the stingler from his clamped jaws. The weapon was ruined.
I went to a cave and threw it inside. In ten thousand years from now, some archeologist might uncover it and conclude it was a relic from some long-forgotten religion. On a quicker note, when the Guards found Drackin's body, perhaps they would conclude that a predator with acid for saliva had chewed a hole into his chest.
The ground was cold beneath me as I slumped down with my hands on my knees, and lowered my head to recuperate from the effort of the fight. I felt Drackin's kwaii struggle to free itself from his body. For some, it's like squeezing out of a tight shoe. I gave him my stock kwaii speech, used on a Lost Vegas tag from Earth who'd tried to shoot my hovair out of the sky, but lost the dogfight. And again when Chancey shattered Zorga's helmet at the stable.
See you in the next life, brother, I sent. The geth state is pleasant, and there's no pain. You will reincarnate on some planet. Probably not your homeworld, but that's in the hands of
Great –
He blocked me out. His was a race of loners who only came together to mate. He hadn't asked for quarter, and wanted none.
I got up, feeling worn out, and made my way silently back to the main hatch. Come hell or high water, I would get aboard that damned ship! But then what? Without a weapon? Play it by ear, I told myself. Remember the cards will fall.
I climbed the ladder to the hatch. It was unlocked! I opened it, slipped inside, and softly closed it.
To say the interior was opulent was an understatement. The dark entranceway was lit by rows of miniature lights that bordered a thick-piled white rug. Gravity adjusters purred as they maintained Fartherland's lighter force. I leaned against a padded column and took deep breaths of perfumed air that felt like the right mixture for Terrans and Vermakts alike. Rowdinth's followers must have contributed hard-earned creds so their lord and master could cruise the galaxy in such extravagance.
Donations or taxes? I wondered as I padded across the rug and opened a gold-filigreed door to a lounge of plush chairs and marble tables.
I paused to risk a light tel probe and touched Shannon's mind. Her fear assaulted me like the convulsive beats of a heart in distress.
“I'm coming, lass,” I whispered, though she wasn't a sensitive, then blocked out her intense emotions to keep my focus.
I entered a porcelain galley, with sous chef units, including one that read TERRAN FOOD DRINKS MEDICATIONS. That was for the scientists.
Turn right, my instincts urged. Morth? I sent, can you guide me to her?
You are on course, Jewels, for your purposes.
OK. Thanks.
As I opened the door to a dark storeroom, I heard someone inside draw in a quick breath. “Shannon?” I whispered.
No answer. But I heard her sob.
My eyes adjusted to the pale glow of a single bulb and I saw her. She sat on the floor, leaning against a post, with her hands tied behind her.
“Shannon. What did they do to you?” I went to her. “It's me, Jules.”
“Oh. Jules! Is it really you, lad?” She cried. “Talk low,” I warned and took her face in my hands.
“Pray heaven, I thought ye be a banshee come to tell me o' me death.”
“No.” I kissed her forehead, then wiped her tears on an edge of my sweater. “What did they do to you? Are you hurt?”
She shook her head. “Just frightened to me bones.”
“It's over, lass. It's over.” I kissed her head and smiled. “I've come to rescue you.” I got up and went to the porthole to stare out. Just the cliff side and the caves.
“Aye. But who's going to rescue you?”
“As soon as I get those ropes off you, we're out of here. I've got a pod hidden…” The ropes were too tight to loosen by hand.
I looked around the dark room. “I need a knife.” There were boxes and canisters tied down, and a laundry basket next to a sink. I opened a service door. It just led to the utility ducts.
“Dammit. Something sharp!”
“Hurry, lad. I've got to pee.”
“What?”
“I didn't want to wet meself!”
“Oh. There's nothing here.” I opened the storeroom door a crack and peered into the empty galley.
“Where are ye going?” she whispered on a note of desperation.
“A knife!”
“Hurry. I'm about to pee meself anyway.”
I slipped into the galley, rummaged through a drawer of utensils, found a serrated steak knife and hurried back to Shannon. “I got it.”
Voices!
“Uh, oh.”
Was that Rowdinth shouting?
I cut through the ropes quickly and went to listen behind the door. “Pee in the sink!” I whispered.
A door to the galley slammed open. I heard quick footsteps click on the bare floor.
“They will pay for this insult to me and to my fellow Vermakts!” Rowdinth shouted as he strode into the galley. “There can be no compromise with the degenerate government of Alpha!”
“But General,” that was Lennie, the younger scientist, “my father and I have to test the weapon before you use it on the Sol System. It might still need tweaking. In fact, this solar system would be ideal for the test.”
“Why do you disobey my orders?” Rowdinth screamed. “High treason is punishable by death!”
“Shut up, Lennie.” That would be his father George.
“Providence has chosen me for a great mission,” Rowdinth shouted as he paused by the storeroom door. “My people will never again be the underclass of the worlds.”
The leader of the Vermakt people was a real one-note vis. Did he ever talk about anything else but his great mission? Did he ever wonder if a fresh uniform was waiting for him on the laundry room rack? I hoped not.
“Shannon,” I whispered and pointed to the post.
She hurried back to it buttoning her pants and sat down with her hands behind her. Her eyes were wide as she stared at the closed door.
I quietly backed away from it.
“They will learn the consequences of their futile attempts to deceive me. I am my people's messiah.” The storeroom door rattled as he pounded on it. “I alone have been given the mission to raise the Vermakt race to their exalted place as the leaders of the worlds.”
Yada. Yada, I thought.
More pounding on the door. “Never again will my people suffer ignominies because of the degenerate criminals of Alpha.”
I wondered if he were trying to convince the two scientists or himself.
“Yes, General Rowdinth,” George said softly. “I understand your pain, my lord.”
“My pain is beyond anyone's understanding, especially a Terran who eats rats! I will destroy this ship, and everyone on it, including myself, before I suffer the insults of those miscreants on Alpha any further.”
“The weapon is ready, General Rowdinth,” George replied. “You are free to use it however and whenever you deem it appropriate.”
Well, there goes the hoax theory, I thought.
The storeroom door suddenly flew open and Shannon was bathed in light from the galley.
I flattened against the wall behind the door and breathed quietly through parted lips.
“We will see,” Rowdinth said to Shannon from the other side of the door, “if your government will destroy a ship with three Terrans on board.”
Make that four, I thought.
He slammed the door shut.
Even in the pale light of the single bulb, I saw Shannon shaking.
The footsteps faded toward the lounge.
“I will have my revenge!” I heard Rowdinth howl.
I shook my head. He sounded like a caricature of himself. A windup tyrant. How did the pragmatic, industrious Vermakt people ever make this lunatic their leader?
Shannon was shaking badly as she stood up. She clung to me. I hugged her and rubbed her back.
“There must be another hatch,” I said, “even if it's just an emergency exit. If we can make it back to the pod, I'll call in the coordinates and let the fleet blow this ship all over space.”
A general quarters alarm suddenly sounded.
I bit my lip. I didn't want to tell Shannon that Rowdinth was calling his Guards to their battle stations as he prepared for liftoff and an encounter with the fleet.
“He's about to leave the planet, now isn't he?” she asked.
I nodded. “By the time we find the emergency hatch, his Guards will be swarming all over the ship.
As though on cue, the engines whined to life.
We sat down and held onto the post as the ship lifted and the darkness of night was replaced by the star-strewn infinite blackness of deep space.
There goes plan A, I thought, and wished I had a backup plan B.



Chapter Twenty
“Agent Hatch, this is Commander Ca Prez.”
Joe went to Sojourner's cabin and picked up the mic. “Yes, Commander, this is Agent Hatch.”
“Did Jules leave Sojourner yet? I've been awaiting his arrival.”
“You mean he hasn't arrived yet? He should have been there two hours ago!”
“Did you receive a distress call from the pod?” she asked.
“No. That dumb –“ Joe glanced around. Chancey, Doctor Stone, and Huff had followed him into the cabin. “I can tell you where he is, Commander. He's on some planet in this system where Rowdinth landed his ship.”
“Why would he choose to do that?” she asked.
“Why indeed.” Joe glanced at Chancey, who threw up his hands in a gesture of futility. “He's attempting to rescue the Terran woman,” Joe told her, “before we engage General Rowdinth.”
Chancey shook his head.
“I should have known that was his plan.” Joe hit a fist on the control board.
Doctor Stone sat down in the co-pilot's chair. “Would the military destroy Rowdinth's ship with Doctor Rammis on board?”
Joe glanced up at Chancey.
“What would you do, Doctor,” Chancey said tightly, “if the general was on his way to destroy Earth?”
Huff sat on his haunches. He whined and swung his head from side to side. “My Jules Terran friend,” he murmured miserably.
“I'd try to negotiate,” Doctor Stone told Chancey.
“Doctor Stone,” Commander Ca Prez called from the radio, “we have attempted to negotiate with General Rowdinth. He is completely unreasonable. Doctor Chang and Alpha's psychiatric team have concluded that he's undergone a psychotic break with reality.”
“Commander Ca Prez,” Joe said, “the fourth planet of this star system is an Earth-type world capable of supporting Terran and Vermakt life. I'd suspect that if Rowdinth's ship made planetfall, that's where you'll find them.” He let out a breath. “All of them.”
“We've already probed that planet,” Ca Prez answered, “and discovered the general's landing site. But his ship is gone. We believe he's heading toward your solar system.”
Joe heard her hiss out a breath.
“I'm sorry to have to tell you this,” she said, “but we believe he's given up his scheme to acquire the gold bullion and intends to take revenge on your homeworld.”
Doctor Stone looked pale as she gripped the edge of the control panel.
“Still sound like a hoax?” Chancey asked her. “Let me sit there, Doctor.”
She stood up unsteadily, a stricken expression on her drawn face.
Chancey sat down and flipped a switch on the control panel.
“Chancey,” Joe said, “prepare the ship for a jump to – “
“Sol System,” Chancey interrupted. “I'm on it, Joe.”
“Commander Ca Prez,” Joe said, “I assume the fleet is bound for the Sol System as well?”
“As soon as all ships are in formation, we will make the jump.”
“Has W-CIA contacted you with orders?” Joe asked her.
“We have been cleared to attack and destroy the general's ship upon visual contact.”
Joe sat back in the chair and saw Chancey stare at him. A bleakness of soul numbed the pain of knowing that Jules, and possibly Shannon, too, would be among the dead. More likely, the missing. What would he tell his granddaughter? That her father had sacrificed his life to try to save Earth? Little comfort to a seven-year-old who asked about her dad on a regular basis. “The damn fool!” he muttered.
“If he's on Rowdinth's ship,” Doctor Stone said, “he must be Rowdinth's prisoner too.”
“God only knows,” Joe responded, “what he must be.”
“He's a loose cannon, is what he is,” Chancey said.
“Ten Lords,” Huff whispered, “keep my loose cannon Terran friend well and I will never ask for any other ever thing again.”



Chapter Twenty One
I draped my arm around Shannon's shoulder as we watched the stars take form through the storeroom's small porthole. In the distant reaches of space, a type-G star emerged. Our own sun? But why had Rowdinth chosen to jump parsecs away from his target, Earth? I pointed at the sun. “That's our star, Shannon. Somewhere out there our homeworld is orbiting it.”
She gazed out the porthole. “Aye, but for how long?”
“Aye is right.” I pictured Earth, the majestic snow-peaked mountains, the awesome sweep of oceans, a planet losing species but still swarming with such a great variety of life that it's difficult to comprehend. Of Sol's eight planets and all their moons, Earth alone was a gem of life spinning in what astronomers and astrobiologists liked to call the Goldilocks Zone. Never too close to the sun or too far out in its orbit. A habitable planet all year round. Could the madman really reduce it to a burned-out cinder? He seemed to think so, and so did his rogue scientists. Unless I could sneak that table-top planet killer into the airlock and shove it into space.
We watched ole Sol grow in the porthole. I could understand Rowdinth's madness and his hatred of Terrans who helped to keep aggressive Fartherland out of the Worlds Government, with all its amenities of free trade and the exchange of technology. But how to explain two Earth scientists who would see the destruction of their homeworld for some pieces of gold?
“I'd better go an' sit by that post,” Shannon said. She went there, sat down and kept her hands behind her back.
I returned to my place behind the door and rested my head against the wall. If I managed to get the weapon into the airlock, I'd have to stay with it so that in those last seconds of remaining life, when the outer lock opened to deep space, I could roll that doomsday device-on-wheels out there.
Unless I could find a BioSuit, or even an old bulky spacesuit.
Shannon was watching me. I smiled half-heartedly. She knew the end was near for both of us, either by Rowdinth's hand, or the Alpha fleet. I reached into my pocket and took out the two candy bars Huff had given me. Thanks, Huff, I thought. “I'll share,” I told Shannon and tossed her one.
She picked it up and smiled.
Lisa had called her first taste of an avocado “green chocolate.” My eyes blurred as I unwrapped the candy bar. My little girl, safe on some colony planet. Did she ask about me? We had grown close during our dangerous times on Halcyon together. I wiped tears and took a bite of sweet chocolate.
For the first time, I felt no animosity toward Charles, Althea's new husband. Joe had said he treated Lisa well. What more could I ask of him? Someday, I'd be a dim memory in my daughter's mind, and hopefully, Charles would give her the support and love a girl needed from her father, from “the first man in her life,” as dads were called.
“What are ye thinking?” Shannon asked softly.
“Oh, just what might have been. You?”
“Aye.” She nodded and I realized she was also choked up.
I put down the candy bar and stood up. “Well.” I saw the fear in her eyes as she got to her feet. “I'm sorry I couldn't do more to save you, Shannon.”
She came to me and wrapped her arms around my back.
“I did the best I knew how,” I added and kissed her head.
She leaned her head against my chest. “I was hoping fer a lifetime o' holding you like this, lad. But 'twas not to be.”
I rumpled her thick red hair.
“Remember the song?” she said. “Tis you must go away an' I must bide?”
I nodded and felt tears slide down my cheeks and into her hair.
She looked up at me and her face was also tear-streaked. “Well, I'll na be biding. I'm coming to help you, whatever it is ye have in mind.”
“Shannon. You stand a better chance staying right here.”
“I know ye be trying to protect me, Jules, but we stand no chance at all that I can see, except to try to save our homeworld. The banshee be wailing fer both our names.”
I stared above her head through the porthole. Where were we? Maybe this jump so far from Earth was a miscalculation on Rowdinth's part.
“What the hell is that? Wait, Shannon.” I went to the porthole as a planet-sized wandering black hole swam into view consuming gas that swirled around it.
Shannon followed me.
I heard the ship's engines fire and felt the kick back as the ship maintained a safe distance from the hole's event horizon. Anything that ventured past it was sucked in, including light.
“It's a black hole!” Shannon said. “I've seen pictures o' them. Why are we so close, do ye think?”
“I don't…” I shook my head, at a loss for answers. “I don't know.”
The engines kicked in again, moving us away from the hole. At least the madman wasn't out to commit suicide by black hole.
“Wait a minute!” I slid to the floor with my back against it. “Wait a minute!”
She slid down beside me. “I'm waiting, lad.”
“Dark energy is a repulsive force,” I said.
“Aye. So ye have told me.”
“And primordial black holes wander the galaxy. And if an intermediate one like that one out there…” I pointed up at the porthole.
“Were to get pushed into our solar system?” she said. “Is that what ye be sayin'?
“Oh, my God! The weapon can't destroy Earth. Doctor Stone knew that. She was right!”
“About what?”
I jumped up and stared out the porthole again. “Do you know what would happen if a large black hole like that one made it into our solar system?”
“Sure an' I haven't the foggiest.” Her green eyes widened. “But I think it wouldn't be a good thing.”
“Christ and Brahma!” I squeezed my forehead between hands. “First the comets from the Oort Cloud would get thrown out of orbit and start hitting the inner planets like spears!”
She leaned against the wall. “An' then?”
“And then Earth itself…”
“I'm na so certain I want to hear this.”
“Earth would be torn from its orbit by the black hole's immense gravitational field.” I pictured our homeworld ripped apart and bleeding her hot magma into space. “Then Jupiter would attract the hole and get eaten,” I whispered hoarsely. “And then…” I leaned against the wall next to her. “And then the sun itself would be torn apart and drawn into the black hole.”
“Pray heaven!” She took my hand. “Our own world an' our sun ripped apart like spears and eaten by that monster out there?”
I looked around. “I need a weapon.”
I used the serrated knife to cut the tie-downs on boxes and rooted through them. It was mostly ingredients for the sous chefs, and the necessities for a long voyage. But I found a tool bag that was used for light repairs on the ship. I took out a slim metal rod with two holes and a screw tip. It had the weight of a good weapon. I stuffed it behind my waistband, along with the knife, and covered them with my sweater. “Shannon? If anything happens to me and you can make it to the weapon –”
“I'll do me best, lad.”
“That's all either of us can do.” I kissed her forehead and went quietly into the galley.
Shannon followed.
Voices!
She backed into the storeroom as the far door swung open and two Vermakt Guards stopped in the doorway, looking shocked when they saw me.
One unholstered a stingler. I threw up my hands. “Don't shoot! I surrender.”
The Guard strode up to me, his gray forehead wrinkled around bristly hairs. “How did you find the general's ship, Terran, and how did you get past the Guards to board her?”
“The hatch.” I shrugged.
“The hatch? Smartass Terran.” He smacked me across my face.
It didn't hurt that much, but I fell against the counter and doubled over. “Don't hit me again, please,” I whined and slid the metal rod from behind my waistband.
His companion chuckled. “Terran coward. They are all alike. No honor or courage.”
Jack Cole, my spiker friend from Syl' Terria, once told me, “If you're holding a weapon on some tag, don't get too close. You give him the chance of swiping it away.”
I launched myself at the close Guard with the stingler and swiped it out of his hand. Vermakts are stronger than humans, but they're slow and bottom heavy. I struck him with the rod just behind his narrow snout. He sagged and went over like a bowling pin.
I ducked behind the table as the other Guard moved back and drew his weapon.
Uh oh!
The zap of a stingler. The Guard cried out. His shot went wild as he slumped to his knees, then kneeled over, motionless. A trickle of blood seeped from a small hole in the side of his head.
Shannon stood, legs braced, the unconscious Guard's stingler still pointed in her hands. She smiled. “I told ye, lad, tis better if I come along instead o' biding.”
We dragged the two Guards into a corner of the storeroom and I tied the unconscious tag's hands and feet. Shannon found a pair of dirty socks in the laundry basket and tied his snout shut. He'd breathe Okay through his nostrils. Like horses, the Vermakts were nose breathers.
“It won't be long,” I said, “until their friends come looking for them.”
“Then we'd best be gone from here.”
“Aye. Good idea.”
I strapped on the dead Guard's holster and checked the stingler for the hot setting. The weapon felt good in my hand. It could provide the chance we were looking for to destroy the dark-energy weapon and maybe even make our escape.
Shannon strapped on the other holster and stingler.
“Lass.” I took her by the shoulders and smiled. “If the gods, or the spirits, be with us, and we manage to destroy the dark-energy weapon with our stinglers, we might just make it to a lifeboat. There's got to be at least one on this long-voyage ship.”
She smiled. “Tis a better chance than we had a few minutes ago. But time is na on our side.”
“No. I won't lie to you. If the Alpha fleet decides to guard the Sol System instead of continuing their deep-space search for Rowdinth, and they locate this ship.” I shook my head. “They're not going to take a chance on Rowdinth getting away with the weapon.”
“Let's just take it a step at a time, lad.”
I nodded. “Let's go.”
We moved quietly through the galley and the sleeping quarters, empty now. Beyond that, we saw through a window, was the control room.
Rowdinth himself held court from the comfort of his imported A.I. leather-bound chair in the center of the room. He was naked except for the dire wool blanket wrapped around his narrow shoulders.
The communication center was manned, or I should say Vermakted by a Guard.
The older scientist, that would be George, the mastermind of the project, was tall and lean, with the highest forehead I think I've ever seen on a Terran, and a shock of black hair above it. He sat at a biocomputer and stared intently at a holo of the Sol System. He was probably directing the weapon to push the black hole into the outer reaches of Sol. The traitorous crotemunger! But where was the weapon? His son Lennie, shorter, thick-set, with a pale complexion and ruddy cheeks, sat next to him and leaned over to stare at the holo. They both wore white lab coats.
Ludicrous! I thought.
The six other Guards and the captain sat at a table, talking and gesturing toward George's computer.
Rowdinth appeared agitated. His eyes darted from the Guards to the holo. He compulsively scratched a raw spot on his cheek that already had scabs. His chair, capable of learning from its controller and taking on aspects of its master's personality, slid open the armrest and raised a glass of red wine that sloshed over the rim, then retracted it. It slid open again, lifted the splashing wine and retracted it. Holos of cheering Vermakts appeared and faded on a small stage. Dancing Tahitian girls mingled with images of Terrans burning at stakes.
I heard Shannon gasp.
The chair's backrest expanded to engulf Rowdinth's shoulders in soft cushions. He struggled to extract himself. “Does anybody know how to shut off this fucking chair?” he shouted in stelspeak to include the scientists in his request.
Lennie swiveled in his chair. “Just quiet your thoughts, General, and it will shut down.”
“My thoughts are quiet!” he shouted.
The wine glass rose again. Rowdinth caught it and threw it at Lennie.
Wine splattered Lennie's white coat between his shoulders, like blood. He jumped up, but George snapped out a hand, clutched Lennie's arm and yanked. Lennie fell back into his chair.
“The mon's a fruitcake,” Shannon whispered.
“Yeah.”
“But where's the weapon?” she asked.
Where indeed.
Morth? Val Tir Sye Morth, are you out there? I sent.
We have not abandoned you, Jewels, he answered.
Thanks, Morth. Do you see the dark-energy weapon?
Yes.
I waited. Well, where is it?
It sits upon a mount that protrudes from the outside of the craft, and is capable of turning in a multitude of directions.
The outside? Dammit.
Quite an ingenious design, Jewels. I must commend you Terrans on your science and technology.
That's just great!
You are welcome.
Jules, Spirit sent. Your time is running out. Rowdinth's ship is approaching the Oort Cloud.
I know.
The Alpha fleet is just parsecs away as you count space, he added. They may well destroy the weapon for you, along with this ship.
I looked at Shannon, who still watched the control room from a corner of the window, and felt fear at my throat for both of us. Star Speaker? Are you near me?
Jules, my reluctant student. I am here.
I'm scared, Speaker. Not just for me and Shannon, but for all the living beings on Earth.
My student, lifebinds are fleeting, and while I respect your compassion, know that your desire to save your homeworld is what causes you fear and suffering.
I won't let Earth be destroyed, Speaker, as long as I have a breath.
Yes. You must act within your lifebind, but understand, Jules, that all is impermanent, including your homeworld. When you relinquish your attachment to it, you will know peace.
You ask too much.
I ask nothing.
I'll know peace when Earth is saved, I sent.
Then know, Sojourner, that if you slip into geth, we will welcome you and heal your troubled soul.
Thank you, Gwis. You were always compassionate.
I have worked on it for many lifebinds. I feel that you are probing for the location of the BioSuits.
Can you see where they're kept?
On the other side of the control room, inside the lifeboat, which is inside the airlock.
The other side. We just never get a break!
I heard voices from the control room.
“Where in the red hazes of First Moon are those two?” the captain said. “Did they go back to Fartherland for the volup drinks and the Terran rolls?”
A short Guard stood up. “I will see what they are engaged in, my captain.” He walked toward the door.
“Shit!”
Shannon and I slid under bunks as the short Guard opened the door and shuffled by.
We had bare minutes now before he discovered his two companions in the storeroom.
Ducts! The utility ducts. They ran the length of ships with access through service doors. There was a door in the storeroom.
I crawled out from under the bunk, unholstered my stingler, and motioned to Shannon to come out.
“We have to get back to the storeroom,” I whispered. “Ducts.”
“Ducts?”
“I'll explain later.”
We padded quietly into the storeroom. The Guard had found his two companions. He was untying a sock from his comrade's snout. “But how, Zygeith,” he asked the conscious Guard, “did one Terran woman, tied to a column, manage to escape and bring about this carnage?”
The tied Guard's eyes bulged and he attempted to talk when he saw us behind his companion.
“Wait! Can't you?” the short Guard said “You can explain it all as soon as I get this smelly sock off your nose.”
I spun the stingler to stun and zapped them both. I wanted no witnesses to see me and Shannon go through the service door.
“Come on, lass.” I opened the door and crawled into the duct.
She followed me. “What's ye plan?”
I explained about the BioSuits and the location of the dark-energy weapon on the outside of the hull.
“How did ye know all o' that? Ye be in touch with the Great God Himself, now.”
“Close.”
Through a slotted vent in the duct at the control room, I saw the captain stare grimly at the door to the sleeping quarters. His snout twitched. He stood up. The five Guards at the table looked at each other and also got to their feet. “General Rowdinth,” the captain said, “something is not right. I intend to see for myself what the wrong might be.”
Rowdinth waved him toward the door in a distracted manner and stared glumly at the computer's projected holo. The captain went out the door followed by his Guards.
“How much longer, Terran?” I heard Rowdinth demand as Shannon and I continued quietly through the duct.
“No more than a half hour, my lord,” George responded.
“Or less than?” Rowdinth asked.
“”No less than ten minutes.”
Ten minutes! I thought.
I opened the next service door a crack and peered out. It was a small room with a metallic smell, banks of instruments, and the wall-to-wall inner hatch to the airlock. Voices from the control room came through a short hallway without doors.
“This is it!” I whispered to Shannon and went into the room.
She followed me. “Aye, we've made it this far.”
“Yeah, and miles to go,” I said. I threw the switches on the wall panel and watched the iris plates of the hatch open like a lens to the airlock and the lifeboat.
We went through and I closed the hatch and locked it manually. Now it couldn't be opened, not even from the ship's security station.
Shannon found the BioSuits inside the lifeboat and brought out two that were designed for the Terran scientists. She held them up with a questioning look.
I nodded.
She had never been in space before. I helped her into the white, form-fitting suit and sealed it. “You look great in a BioSuit,” I said, to lighten things up.
She laughed. “Tis nice that ye noticed fer a change.”
“Here, look, Shannon.” I showed her the sealant packet inside a pocket for small breaches in the elastic suit. “If there's a puncture from a micrometeor or an abrasion, peel one of these strips and press it over the hole, OK?”
She nodded, but she looked frightened as I lowered the helmet over her head. I smiled with a reassurance I didn't feel and turned on her life-support system, then sealed the helmet. “Take this,” I said, and clamped one of the stinglers onto a metal tool band around her waist. “You see these nozzles?” I pointed to the ones that protruded from her backpack. “It's a maneuvering system.” I showed her the controls on her chest pad. “Just stay close to me. We're going out untethered.” I knocked on her helmet with a light fist. “That's it, kid. We can talk to each other through the mics.”
She smiled. “But what if I get an itch on me cheek?”
“Just don't try to scratch it.” I climbed into the other suit and attached the stingler. I didn't want to tell her that we could never come back to the ship. Even if we tried to, they wouldn't pressurize the lock for us. She was smart, though, and I'm sure she surmised as much.
A wall panel light flashed red. Pumps thumped on and began to suck out the air.
Uh oh, I thought.
“They've discovered us!” Shannon cried. She quickly helped me seal my suit. But before I could fit on the helmet, I felt sharp pains in my ears and gasped to draw in breath as the lock depressurized. I leaned against the lifeboat but kept listing to my right side as the room spun. Shannon came after me with the helmet, shoved it over my head and locked it in place. She turned on my life support system and I breathed deeply as air rushed into the helmet. I felt blood trickle from my right ear and pressed my hands against the helmet. “I think my eardrums are ruptured.”
“They're trying to open the hatch!” she said.
My hearing had dulled and it was as though she spoke through a tunnel. “They can't. Help me to the outer door.”
She took my arm and guided me there. The panel lights went out as all systems were shut down. I turned the mechanical wheel and the door opened to deep space.
Shannon gasped at the splendor of endless stars.
“Hold on!” I told her as the gravity adjusters shut down.
We used hand and foot holds to climb onto the outer hull. The dizziness came in waves and I had to stop each time until it cleared.
“There it is,” Shannon said through the mic and pointed toward the engines.
In the stark shadows of space, I saw the dark-energy weapon, housed within its mirrored bubble, and mounted on a pedestal that probably contained the control cables. The heart of the weapon, a red globe within the transparent center, held a golden kernel rimmed by blue light. The golden light pulsed and spun as the beam concentrated dark energy and forced the distant black hole toward Sol's outer reaches. Gases roiled around the hole as it ate, and sucked in light.
It was a surreal scene, set against the crystal night of space, with our own star shining like a distant memory.
I forgot the pain in my ears as we made our way toward the dark-energy weapon for a clear shot. Four cameras surrounding the pedestal swiveled to track us. The ship lurched. They were trying to shake us loose. I gripped a handhold tighter, but I heard Shannon scream as she was thrown off.
“I'm coming!” I shouted into the mic. “It's all right. I'm coming.”
She fumbled with the jet controls but only managed to propel herself further away from the ship.
The weapon rotated in our direction. I zapped the reflective housing with my stingler as it swung toward me. It swiveled back again to protect the vulnerable heart of the beam. What would concentrated dark energy do to the human body? I had no idea and I was not anxious to find out.
I zapped the four cameras with a sweep of the stingler. Sparks burst from them but died quickly in the vacuum of space. I could just picture Rowdinth in a screaming rage because I had blinded his ship. I allowed myself a smirk as I went after Shannon. I caught her arm. “I've got you,” I said.
She looked terrified, drifting out there in the void.
“It's OK. I've got you.” I jetted us to the belly of the ship, out of the weapon's range.
The ship lurched again, like a whale trying to shake off sharks, but these two sharks had a mission to accomplish.
“Look, Jules,” she said shakily and pointed.
Among the stars I saw a distant formation of moving lights. The Alpha fleet had jumped and was approaching. But from George's estimation of the time he needed to push the black hole into our system, the fleet would arrive way too late. All they could do was to chase and destroy this ship, but the black hole would have already wreaked havoc on Earth and the sun itself.
I unclamped my stingler and nodded toward Shannon's weapon. She looked scared but determined as she unclamped her weapon. “May the road rise up to meet ye,” she said shakily and attempted a smile.
An Irish blessing, I guess. “For you too.” I smiled back, though my stomach was knotted with fear for both of us, and my ears stung as though daggers were poking at them. “Shannon, if you get the chance, aim for the yellow center of the weapon. Your stingler will only bounce off the mirror casing. The beam could even come back at you.”
“I'll do me best. But if the Good Lord wanted us out here in the void, he would've given us something to hold onto so we would na feel so lost!”
“You've got me to hold onto, lass. Wish I could kiss you.” I pointed. “You go that way around the hull, and hold on tight! I'll go the other way. One of us should be able to hit that brainchild from hell.”
I climbed the handholds and made my way around the hull.
The dark-energy weapon swiveled away from us to protect its heart from our weapons as we approached it from opposite sides. I held on as the thrusters fired and turned the craft at an angle, and again the weapon was pointed at the black hole, but away from us.
“ChristBuddha!” I muttered, “give us a break.”
I moved from handhold to handhold with the stingler attached to the tool belt. I saw Shannon climbing the rungs on the other side of the hull, but neither of us could get a clear shot.
Wait a minute! If we destroyed the weapon now, the black hole would just continue on its current course. What was I thinking? The mastermind physicist had already accomplished General Rowdinth's purpose. Rat face need only to watch the fireworks on the computer's holo from the comfort of his chair.
“Shannon!” I called through the mic, “Wait! Don't hit the weapon. I'm going after it.”
“What do ye mean, 'after it'?”
“It's too late to destroy it. It's already done its damage. I'm going to try to make it direct the black hole away from our solar system.”
“I'll back ye up, lad, if ye need help. Just let me know what ye want me to do.”
“OK, kid,” I said as another wave of dizziness hit. “But just hang on. They'll probably keep trying to shake us off.”
The dizziness passed and I saw the lights from the fleet growing brighter as they approached. “There's a chance they'll pick us up when this is over.”
“An' if they don't, lad. I'll be seeing ye in the next life.”
“All things considered, Shannon, that's a possibility.”
“Look out, Jules!” Shannon shouted.
Two small turrets had opened on either side of the weapon. Beam guns rose and snapped out blue light. They went over my head, but the guns were adjusting to target me, possibly tuned to body heat or brain waves. I detached my stingler and hit one with a hot, steady beam. The turret's gun barrel melted. I swung toward the other gun, but Shannon had already beamed it.
“Thanks, lass!” I said into the mic and climbed the weapon's pedestal. I wrapped my legs around it and grasped the handles on either side of the s housing. An intense vibration shook my fingers, but there was no sound here in the vacuum of space. The beam was locked onto the black hole. That was OK, but I couldn't move the housing to redirect it.
I opened the panel on the pedestal's back. The controls were written in Stelspeak, as I'd hoped. Among the row of buttons were a SHUT-OFF button and an emergency SHUT DOWN ALL SYSTEMS. I hit the red button for DIRECT BEAM. That was the one I would use to direct the black hole away from the solar system.
Dammit! It stayed red. I hit it a few more times, but it stubbornly glowed red. George must be overriding from the biocomputer.
OK. Plan B. I sent a tel probe and found his mind by his intense concentration on the computer. His ability to focus was intimidating.
Relinquish controls, I sent. You've done your work successfully. Congratulations. Now you want to relinquish controls.
Fuck you.
I looked around. Who had sent that? I probed his mind again. You have been successful, George. Now you can expect your reward. Cancel override. It is no longer necessary. Cancel it.
Not until Earth is ripped apart, I haven't completed my project. But you and your paramour are both dead.
Uh oh. George was more than just a sensitive. The traitorous crotemunger was a telepath.
With dizziness assaulting my brain, and probably only minutes left to turn the black hole away from Sol, I imaged a red coil forming.
The housing suddenly grew snake heads. Fangs clamped down on my hands. There was no blood, but the pain was real. I let go of the housing and clutched my hands. You traitorous bastard, I sent. You would destroy your own homeworld and all life on it for some pieces of gold! You are the slime at the bottom of the swamp.
Gold and recognition among the colonies for my advances in particle physics.
You think they'll praise you for destroying Earth?
Only the smart ones who know what I achieved with dark energy.
You're even crazier than your lord and master. You're a pair of demented bottom feeders.
I formed an image of his son Lennie walking on an Earth beach. There's your boy, I sent. A thousand-foot tidal wave reared up as the black hole dragged on Earth, and crashed down on Lennie. His head floated on waves, with shreds of his neck tangled in white foam. His eyes stared. Turn the black hole away from our Star System, George! You still have time to redeem yourself and your son.
I felt his sudden anguish. He overcame it through reason. Lennie is right here beside me, he sent. And he is well.
I tried to grab the housing's handles again but the snakes became bloody shark maws that lunged and snapped and I instinctively withdrew my hands.
I imaged the red coil growing. I allowed it to feed on my life energy like a hungry child. When it was spinning, a fierce tornado beating against my skull, I conjured an image of Lennie ripped apart like a puzzle and threw the image at George. The Alpha fleet is approaching. Save your son! Damn you, cancel the override. Now! I watched the red button for DIRECT BEAM. “Turn green. Please, Great Mind. Turn green!” It remained red. I increased the red coil's spin until I was afraid I would burn out brain cells. I wanted to squeeze my hands against my burning temples. Instead, I squeezed the helmet.
But as I attempted to throw the coil at George, another wave of dizziness assaulted my mind and my eyes.
Having trouble with your inner ears? he sent.
I gathered my reserves, conjured an image of Lennie's body burning up in a cannon beam from the fleet, and threw it at him like a small bolt of lightning. Cancel override. Do it now! Lennie's life is at stake.
His resistance came as a powerful wave that buffeted me. Do you take me for a weak-minded fool? This is the culmination of my life's work. Within these next minutes I will accomplish what NASA physicists and other short-sighted fools said I could never do. Never again will they laugh and leave the auditorium while I give my presentations on dark-energy weapons!
No, I sent. They'll be dead. And so will Lennie.
Or watching the carnage from colony planets, he sent.
This wasn't going to work.
I had a last ace to play. If that didn't work either, the cards would fall, all right. And so would Earth. When I'd been Rowdinth's prisoner, I had left my body. I'd never forget seeing Shelley executed by a Shaka soldier on the beach. I'd been there, if in kwaii state only. Could I throw my psyche into the ship's control room and influence an A.I. biocomputer? Rowdinth's chair was computer controlled and sensitive to nuances of his thoughts and moods.
I closed my eyes and pictured the control room. A loud, humming noise began inside my head, and then that strange separation of body and mind. It scared me and I tried to cling tighter to the pedestal. But I was no longer reading the world through my five senses. Yet I was still in this world, like a vivid dream. Star Speaker? I sent.
I was expecting your call. Your body is immobilized but it will care for itself while you make this kwaii journey.
Thanks, Speaker.
I pictured the ship's control room and willed myself to be there.
I was floating beneath the ceiling. Rowdinth sat in his chair, his mouth working, his claw jabbing toward George in another explosive temper tantrum. But his rage was silent to me.
George kept nodding with his back turned to Rowdinth as he studied the computer holo. Lennie slid Rowdinth angry looks that probably escaped the general. Vermakts can't read the subtleties of human facial expressions. The captain and his guards sat at the table, their eyes averted from their general's fury.
George suddenly stiffened and glanced around. I think he felt my presence.
I willed myself into the heart of the biocomputer and felt an eerie landscape of molecular transistors directed by George's mind. I encountered RNA moving along strands of DNA. I felt the computations occurring within living cells. This was a strange and uncomfortable world, as alien as any planet I'd ever been on.
Cancel the Direct Beam Override, I ordered with my mind and had no idea if there would be any effect. Cancel the Direct Beam Override, I repeated and felt an interaction of the computer's cells. I became aware of a green fluorescent protein as an answer.
That's it! I thought and withdrew. That's it.
I blocked out the control room and pictured my body, wrapped around the pedestal. Waiting.
I drifted toward it and felt a uniting of consciousness with physical sensations, not all so pleasant. I was confronted with the stinging pain in my ears. The metallic taste of the air in my helmet. The pressure of the suit that kept me safe from the vacuum.
Shannon clung to a handhold and stared at me. “Jules?”
I nodded for reassurance and studied the open panel.
The Direct Beam Override was green!
“Are ye all right? I thought ye fell asleep.”
“No.” I gripped the housing handles. “I'm all right.” I pressed DIRECT BEAM and moved the weapon slowly up. The black hole began to lift above the plane of the solar system.
“We've got it, Shannon. Jesus and Vishnu, we've got it!”
I felt out of breath with excitement as I continued the motion of the housing and watched the hole lift higher. I had no way of knowing if it had already influenced the orbiting comets of the Oort Cloud, but it would not get any closer to the inner planets or the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter.
And Earth!
What had George discovered about black holes and dark energy that allowed them to lock like this? He was a genius, but science can be used for good or evil, and he'd made his choice.
I continued the motion with the housing, pushing the black hole further and further away from Ole Sol. Until the vibration in the housing lessened and stopped. Someone had turned off the system. Probably George.
The fleet was approaching, with a single-minded purpose, I knew. To blow this ship into metal meteors.
The lifeboat! Shannon and I still had a chance, if we could get to the lifeboat and leave the ship behind.
I felt a sudden agony. Not mine.
“For God's sake. No!” the thought came through as spoken words. “No!” I was reading George's mind. “I gave you what you wanted, General. Don't do this! Please.” I felt his sobs. “All right. Take me. I'm the one who failed you. But let my son live.”
“Dad! I don't want to die. Keep the gold, General. Just let us both live.”
A darkness of mind came through. Rowdinth. “Take them to the air lock.”
“I'll be remembered as a great scientist,” George shouted. “But you'll go into the history books as a maniacal tyrant. You're a failure, General Ki Rowdinth. And that's how you'll be remembered!”
Their screams echoed in my mind. I lifted shields but could not block them out.
The small delivery lock slid open and George and Lennie were cast out into space. I drew in a breath between clenched teeth as their soundless shrieks echoed in my mind. I lifted mental shields but could not block it out.
“Oh my God!” Shannon cried when she saw their tormented bodies flail in the frozen void.
“Don't look!” I took her arm and turned her toward me. “Don't look.” I closed my eyes and blocked George's last agonized thoughts. “I'll be remembered – “
He had chosen to destroy his own homeworld. Let him go into geth alone.
It was over in seconds. White lab coats ballooned around their lifeless bodies as they drifted toward the solar system, caught in the gravity of an outer planet.
Shannon cried against me.
“C'mon, lass. We've got a ride out of here.”
We climbed into the open airlock and pulled ourselves along the lifeboat to the pilot's door. It was locked. The bastards had locked it from the control room. I unclipped my stingler from the metallic tool belt.
“Do ye know how to fly this raft?” Shannon asked.
“Ah, how hard could it be, lass?”
What was that? I looked around as a seething anger that bordered on lunacy struck my mind.
Here dies a great leader of his people, I read from General Rowdinth. I stood at the right hand of Providence, but criminals and villains defeated my sacred mission.
Uh oh.
An iris panel from the inner hatch broke free and flew past us. The madman was venting his ship of air!
I burned through the lifeboat's door lock and threw it open. “Get in, Shannon!”
Fog coalesced behind the missing panel as the ship rapidly lost heat and pressure.
The inner hatch suddenly blew out like the open petals of a metal flower. For a brief second I saw Rowdinth standing behind it with a heavy beamer weapon held in both claws.
Then, as though he'd been kicked from behind, he flew past me like some surreal rat that had taken flight. His skin was black and taut from the sudden, extreme cold and loss of pressure. His eyes bulged. I think he was already dead when he tumbled through the outer door.
“Look out!” I shouted and shoved Shannon into the lifeboat as Rowdinth's A.I. chair was forced through the hatch and exploded into the airlock.
I threw up my arms as it slammed into me. I felt my ribs snap. Pain shot through me as though I'd been clamped in the jaws of a predator. I heard Shannon scream as I was thrown out the airlock door.
Oh, no! Jewels! Sye Morth sent.
The stars that lit the blackness of space faded until only the blackness remained.



Chapter Twenty Two
“There's Rowdinth's ship!” Joe Hatch told Chancey from Sojourner's pilot's chair.
Chancey stared out the cabin window, where the Alpha fleet headed for the Sol System, and nodded. “I wonder who turned the black hole away from Sol?”
“I wouldn't bet your life on it,” Joe said, “but I'll bet a few creds it was Jules. Who else on that ship would want to?”
Huff stood behind Chancey and pushed against him as he tried for a better look out the window. “Do you think my Terran friend is onboard with the dwarf female Shannon?”
“Back off, Huff.” Chancey nudged him in the belly. “How can anybody know where your maverick friend is at any given moment of the day?”
“There's no way of knowing if he's onboard, Huff,” Joe said quietly.
Doctor Stone, standing behind Joe, bit a fingernail as she watched Rowdinth's ship. “How close must they be, Mister Hatch, before the attack craft will destroy the ship?”
“Not much closer.” Joe's jaw was set tight.
“Agent Hatch,” Commander Ca Prez' voice came over the radio.
Joe jumped and reached for the mic. “Yes, Commander!”
“It appears that General Rowdinth's ship has been severely damaged by an explosive decompression. Alpha has given us a green light to inspect the crippled ship. They are hopeful we can retrieve the dark-energy weapon now that it no longer endangers your star system.”
Joe glanced at Chancey, then sat back in the chair and released a long breath. “That's very good news, Commander. Thank you for informing us.”
“You're welcome,” Ca Prez said. “I thought you would want to know this new state of affairs.”
“Much appreciated, Commander.”
“Over and out,” she said.
Joe stared through the window. “If Jules and Shannon made it into BioSuits, they might still have a chance.”
“He has guardian angels that watch all over him,” Huff said and nodded at Joe. “I have heard him talk to them in the air. I will keep a flame lit within my soul that he is in a BioSuit.”
“Keep one lit for Shannon, too.” Chancey chewed his lip as he leaned on the instrument panel and squinted out the window.
“Agent Hatch,” Commander Ca Prez said over the radio.
“Agent Hatch here, Commander.”
“We have just located bodies drifting toward the solar system. Two of them are wearing Terran laboratory coats. The other five are Vermakts. We think a naked one might be General Rowdinth. But one other is wearing a Terran BioSuit.”
Joe sat up. “Have they identified that one?”
“No. Search and rescue detected the body from the white Terran BioSuit. We don't know yet if the person is alive. Would you care to have Sojourner join S and R?”
“We're on our way!”
“I'll go don a suit,” Chancey said. “Tell them to look for a second Terran in a white BioSuit! I'll pick up the one they located.” He slammed the door behind him as he hurriedly left the cabin.
Huff slid to his haunches and pressed a paw to his chest. “Ten Gods of Ice and Land and Snow, those who vanquished Lord Vorlof to the Fiery Pit, hear the prayer of this wretched creature. Save my Jules Terran friend of the Rammis tribe and I will sacrifice two fat fish at the Portal of Your Den.” He hung his head. Oh, and if it troubles you not too much, save also the Terran female of the Leper Clan.”
Doctor Stone went to him and stroked his shoulder. “Keep your paws crossed, Huff.”
He nodded and wiped tears on the back of her hand.
She drew away her hand and brushed it on her pants.
Joe watched Chancey move away from Sojourner through the cabin window. Search and rescue had told Chancey where to look.
Doctor Stone sat beside Joe in the co-pilot's chair and bit a fingernail. She studied the chewed nail. “I haven't done this since I was ten years old!”
Joe wished he had his pipe.
Minutes later Chancey's voice came through the mic. “It's Shannon. She just waved at me.”
“That's great news, Chancey,” Joe answered and grinned at Doctor Stone.
“I don't think she knows how to use the maneuvering system on her pack,” Chancey remarked. “She's all over space and hell!”
“She's probably never been in space before,” Joe said. “And by now she's had a taste of hell.”
“Joe,” Chancey called, “she says Jules went out the ship's airlock before her. I'll look for him closer to the system. Alpha S and R says they're going to leave Rowdinth's body and the dead Elite Guards. They found the two rogue scientists, too. Both dead. They figure it's more important to search for the living. If there are any left. Shannon wants to come with me to look for Jules.”
“I'm on my way to your position,” Joe said and started the engines.
“Good. I don't want to waste time bringing Shannon back to Sojourner.”
“Oh, let him keep the time!” Huff exclaimed.
“Is she all right?” Joe said into the mic.
“She appears to be,” Chancey answered. “She's more worried about the maverick. She says he's hurt. Got hit by a chair.”
“A chair? All right.” Joe glanced at Doctor Stone. “Then take her with you.”
“How could Doctor Rammis get hit by a chair in space?” Doctor Stone asked.
“General Rowdinth had a chair,” Huff offered.
“Only my former son-in-law could manage that,” Joe said. “I'm going to have a heart attack before this is over.”
Doctor Stone bit another nail. “I thought lab work was stressful.”
Joe nodded. “I thought my undercover work for W-CIA was stressful.”
* * *
“Is that him?” Shannon yelled into her mic and pointed at a speck of white with sunlight glinting off a clear helmet against stars.
“Damn! Could well be. Hold on.” Chancey had tied them together on a short buddy line.
Shannon wrapped an arm around Chancey's waist as he jetted them toward the white speck. “How in the Vegan Ten Holies did you manage to pick him out?” Chancey asked.
“I was lookin' a might hard.”
“Joe,” Chancey called as they approached the white figure and he realized it was Jules, “We got him!”
“Is he alive?” Joe asked.
“Can't tell. He's not moving. I'll let you know in a few minutes.” He heard Huff sobbing. Shannon caught her breath and he felt her body tremble against him. “Will you tell that fur ball to stop sniveling, Joe? He's got Shannon all upset here.” He let go of her when they reached Jules and turned him face up. “He's breathing.”
“Pray heaven!” Shannon held Jules while Chancey extended the buddy line and tied it around his backpack. “C'mon in, Joe.”
Sojourner approached and fired retro rockets to match Chancey's speed. The outer airlock door opened. “There's a medical ship in the fleet,” Joe told Chancey. “The Star of Mercy. I told them to send an ambulance.”
Shannon nodded. Her green eyes were wet with tears. Her delicate mouth quivered. Her red hair, tied back, was a blossom around her alluring features. “An' so will I.”
Chancey studied her and shook his head. I don't know how he does it.



Chapter Twenty Three
I opened my eyes and looked around. Was I still in my body? Oh, yeah! The pain in my ribs, my arm, my throbbing head, made that clear.
“Jules?” Shannon sat beside me, with Joe, Huff, Chancey, and Doctor Stone. I lifted my head. “Is this a hospital?”
“A hospital ship, Doctor,” Doctor Stone said.
I couldn't resist. “Oh. With doctors?”
She gave me a curious look.
“Wait a minute. Did I divert it in time?” I asked. “I mean the black hole…”
Joe smiled. A rare occurrence for him.
“I guess I was in time,” I said and leaned back with a sigh.
“It pulled a few comets out of the Oort Cloud,” Chancey told me, “but NASA's on it.”
“I dreamed I was floating in space,” I told Chancey. “And then you and Shannon came out of nowhere.”
“That was no dream, tag,” Chancey said. “We saved your ass.”
“I owe you, Chancey,” I told him. “Doctor Stone, you were right about the weapon. It was never meant to directly destroy Earth.”
“And you were right, Doctor Rammis.” She leaned forward in her chair. “It was a lot more than just a simple hoax.”
I smiled. “Yeah.”
Shannon lifted my hand and kissed it. “We thought we lost you, lad.”
“Oh, you can't get rid of me that easily, lass.”
“No!” Huff said. “I will make it hard and troublesome to get rid of you.” He sat on the other side of the bed. I rested a hand on his forearm and he laid his head across my legs.
“The ships are returning to Earth from the colonies,” Joe said and got up stiffly. He went to a window and stared out. “Thousands of people are coming back to their homes, their jobs, their lives.”
“That's good to hear,” I said, but I thought of the millions who never had an opportunity to leave, and the multitude of animal species we could also have lost.
Joe turned from the window. “When you're up to it, there's a shipload of dignitaries from Alpha who want an audience with you.”
“An audience?” I asked.
“That's what they like to call it,” he said. “The politicians are a little more down to earth. They just want a photo-op.” He shrugged “The media is the real problem. They're tripping over each other's feet at Earth's SunPort, waiting for this ship to arrive.”
Chancey chuckled. “The hazards of being a galactic hero, tag.”
“Is there any way of sidestepping it all?” I asked Joe.
“Doctor Rammis, Doctor Stone said, “you should be honored.”
“Oh, I'm honored. I just don't like all the hype.”
“Hey, Joe.” Chancey grinned and patted his new beam rifle. “How about you let me beam them all? Promise, I'll use the stun setting.”
Joe smirked. “That's not a bad idea. On the other hand…” He glanced at the door. “There's a small visitor who's been waiting to see you, Jules. You feel up to it?”
“Oh,” I said. “Lisa?”
Joe grinned.
“Bring her in!”
He nodded and left the room.
“That's my daughter,” I told the others.
“Yeah,” Chancey shifted in his chair. “Joe told us. He said she takes after you.” He slid me a look and smirked.
“Maybe she'll outgrow it,” I said.
Lisa ran into the room, followed by Joe, with a present under her arm. “Daddy!”
She would have thrown herself on top of me but Chancey ran interference and scooped her up. “You got to be a little careful with Daddy, kid. He's in a delicate condition.”
“Come here, baby,” I said. I'd forgotten how cute she really was, with her blonde curls and her innocent blue eyes. She was taller than the last time I'd seen her. “You're growing, Squiggles.”
“I brought you a present.”
“Yeah. Can you open it for me? Daddy's a little tired right now.”
“OK.” She stuck her tongue between her teeth in a gesture I remembered from when I'd brought her presents, and ripped open the wrapping paper.
I lifted my head as she opened the box. Rows of green avocadoes and chocolate bars. “Wow, Lis',” I said. “How'd you know?”
“Grandpa ordered them all the way from Earth!”
“Thanks, Grandpa,” I told Joe.
He nodded. “Anytime you save Earth.”
“Can I have a chocolate bar?” Lisa asked.
“Only if I can have a kiss, baby.”
She leaned over me carefully and kissed my cheek, then took a chocolate bar.
Shannon was smiling at her.
“By the way,” I said to Shannon, “are you…uh –“
She shook her head. “I guess 'twas the wrong time o' the month after all. We could try again when ye be feelin' up to it.” She winked at me.
“Oh. That might be a while.”
A woman from the cafeteria shuffled into the room with covered dishes and laid them on the food tray. She was dark-eyed, with alluring features and full lips. She smiled at me as she rolled the tray closer to my bed. “Hungry, Mister Rammis?”
“Jules,” I said and smiled back. “Depends on the fare.”
Shannon cleared her throat.
“I think you'll like it,” the woman said. She handed me a note from the tray and brushed the back of my hand. “Here, read the note.”
Shannon stood up. “I think we can manage just fine from here, missy,” she told the woman.
The woman shrugged and sauntered out of the room.
Shannon uncovered the plates. I sat up. Mock steak. Mashed potatoes swimming in butter! Salad. How'd they know?” I said.
Joe nodded toward the note.
I opened it and read it aloud.
“Hey, Julie,
I told the tags on the med ship that if they wanted to keep you happy to just give you your favorite meal three times a day.
Remember when you said that me and Kit were trying to populate Cape Leone all by ourselves? Well, she's going to have another baby. Thanks for the creds, tag. Stop off on my planet sometime. They've got a new drink at the Leone Grill. They call it Loranth Sunrise. Got a kick to it like a grunithe in rut!
Your buddy,
Jack Cole.”
I looked up. “Jack. He's a good friend.”
Joe went to the window and rubbed his chin as he stared out. “Alpha's having some trouble on Denebia. It seems the peaceful Denebians are under attack by an alien race we've never encountered before.” He turned. “These alien tags communicate by telepathy and – “
“You want my answer in writing, Joe,” I said softly, “or will a verbal response suffice? Because if you like, I'll sign my refusal in blood.” I cut into the steak, tore off a piece and chewed.
“Just give it some time,” he said. “When you're feeling better, you might decide – “
“Joseph!” Doctor Stone said, “Doctor Rammis is an astrobiologist. That's his real work. Isn't that right, Doctor?”
But not on Halcyon. I thought of Willa and felt tears burn behind my eyes. I blinked them back and took Lisa's hand and Shannon's hand in both of mine. “Doctor Stone, do you think the Los Alamos National Lab would be interested in a project on blackroot? I could have a sample mailed there from the lab on Halcyon.”
“Blackroot?” She lifted her brows. “I think they would be interested in any project you offered to head, Doctor.”
“Shannon? Huff,” I said, “how do you tags feel about visiting Earth?”
Shannon smiled. “I'd like to see me homeworld, but the truth is, lad, I miss me family back on Fartherland.”
Star-crossed lovers, I thought. There was no work for me on Fartherland's small mining town of Gorestail.
Shannon lowered her head. I think she knew it too.
“Does your homeworld have ice?” Huff asked.
“Sure. And if it's summer in Los Alamos, Huff, we'll make ice.”
He wagged his head. “Then I will visit. But I yearn to return to my homeworld, and to my clan. Now that I have honorary credits from Alpha, I can help my people buy the necessaries of life.” He looked at the box of avocadoes and chocolate bars. “And presents of checkerboards for our time of slacken.” He drew back lips in a sharp-toothed smile.
“That's great, Huff,” I said. “That's what you always wanted. I'll help you find blue checkers on Earth. Chancey? What're your plans? Care to visit the homeworld?”
“Maybe a short vacation. I figure W-CIA's going to have an assignment waiting for me.” He rubbed his chin and smiled that broad, toothy grin. “Maybe on Denebia.”
“Sounds like fun,” I said with a sarcastic edge and closed my eyes.
“Hush, now,” I heard Shannon whisper. “He's falling asleep.”
I wasn't.
Spirit? Star Speaker? Sye Morth? I sent.
We're still here, Jewels, Morth sent. But it is the Loranth Calling Time when we in geth state choose new lifebinds. So I must say goodbye.
Well then, goodbye, Val Tir Sye Morth, I sent. And thank you for all your help. Maybe we'll meet again someday in new lifebinds.
If we wish to, we probably will.
Val Tir, Star Speaker said, choose your next lifebind wisely. Beware of bottom dweller binds.
I will, my teacher.
Spirit? I sent.
You are welcome for my help, as a Terran might say. But now I must see to the needs of my own homeworld.
Go with God, I sent, as a Terran might say. Gwis?
And I back to the bliss of Nirvana. Someday, but not very soon, I think, we will meet in the eternal, where suffering sinks to nothingness and all is peace.
Someday, Gwis.
I opened my eyes and stared at the window.
Somewhere out there, our sun was doing nuclear fusion to light and warm our homeworld. With any luck, it would continue to do so for another five billion years. After all, the sun is but a morning star.
END





Thank you for taking time to read Spears of the Sun. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated.
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