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Chapter One
I wiped flakes of melting snow off my face as I helped a firefighting crew in the Jemez Mountains burn wild Blackroot, that predatory lifeform from planet Halcyon. My sample had escaped the Los Alamos National Lab's Biology Department where I'd been studying it, when a worker left the tank lid unlocked. Now it was running wild, destroying indigenous plant life wherever it took hold, and having domestic and wild animals for lunch. As the astrobiologist who brought the cutting to Earth, I figured I was partially responsible for this disaster.
My eyes stung as I squinted at the roiling clouds of smoke, and breathed a bitter taste of scorched root that burned the back of my throat. All around us, seared roots crackled and burst open, spilling yellow fluid and strange organs as they spasmed and burned. The bones and scraps of rotting flesh and hide from animals the root “forest” had devoured lay strewn across the snowy woods.
“Reuben!” I called to a firefighter close by, a squat Hispanic tag built like a tree stump, “watch out! It's crawling up your ass.”
Reuben swung around as a black branch snapped free of its ground holds and raised up, exposing pink stubs that lined its underside, where clods of earth still clung wetly, and a circle of teeth like a Lamprey eel's mouth. Yellow flowers suddenly sprouted along its sides like tiny fists opening to attract insects. Reuben lifted his shovel and slammed the branch back down. I heard it crack and thought it was dead, but it just spasmed and retreated.
“Holy Mother of God,” Reuben muttered and crossed himself, “what're these things made of?”
“Wish I knew.” Actually, I had a pretty good idea, but I wasn't saying, or revealing the source planet of this enigmatic plant/animal.
I spun my stingler's ring from stun to hot, and blasted the retreating branch with a laser burn. It twitched as it smoldered and cracked open, oozing a trail of fluid. The mother branch, thick as a python's body, convulsed and shook free of the dying tendril.
I turned my stingler on a patch of root that was sucking the meaty ribs of a deer, and blasted them. I don't like to kill anything, but this root was highly opportunistic, an introduced species that would wipe out indigenous plants and animals, and had a spectacular, hidden attribute that was worth billions. If word ever got out, it would cause a mad rush to Halcyon to rip up every last branch.
Spirit, that formidable guardian of the planet, director of its evolution, would not stand for human ravagers invading his world once again. He had come close to destroying Laurel, the Terran colony, along with me and my daughter Lisa, when the Terran dream czar began harvesting priceless crystals. The dream crystals that were Spirit's buried tendrils of coagulated blood could make your dreams of choice more real than what passed for reality. It had become the basis of a very profitable, illegal enterprise in new Lost Vegas.
* * *
The day was long, and I was grateful to return to the bio lab and shrug out of the sooty coveralls. I showered and got into my street clothes, then sat in front of a tank with the few remaining Blackroot branches. They were already sending out new shoots that crowded the tank. The mock meat and vegies I'd given them in the morning were gone.
“Hungry little suckers, aren't you?” I fished out the key that I alone carried now to unlock the tank. “OK, tags, soup's on.”
I lifted myself wearily from the chair, went to the refrig, took out another slab of mock meat, a package of peas, their favorite, unlocked the lid and threw it all in. “Yum,” I said as yellow flowers sprang from their sides. A narrow tendril whipped up so fast I couldn't close the lid in time. It lashed out and tightened around my wrist. Tiny claws raked my skin, probing for a vein as I slammed down the lid. The tendril snapped off, but the tip spasmed around my wrist, drawing blood. It began to suck.
“You little crote fucker!” I uncurled it, opened the tank, threw it inside and slammed down the lid. I leaned on it and locked it. “You can eat, scud, but you can't run!” I squeezed my bleeding wrist. It stung, but the tiny claws hadn't gone deep. I shivered as I pictured a mother root. They probably had teeth like a shark's. I went into the bathroom and wrapped my wrist. What was Spirit thinking when he came up with this one?



Chapter Two
“Don Rastelli,” a thin man with intense black eyes, slicked back dark hair, and a hooked nose strode around the massive oak desk in the dark office.
Rastelli raised his hand from the armrest of his chair. “Alberto. Mio capo.” He nodded. “My captain.”
Al clasped the white-haired man's beefy hand in both of his and kissed it. “You sent for me, Godfather.”
Rastelli nodded. “My son Roberto has received a personal call from someone at a laboratory in Los Alamos. Are you familiar with this lab?”
“Si, Godfather. I have heard of it.”
“Well, this person informed my son that there is an experiment being conducted that would be of interest to the family. Sit down, Alberto.”
“Gracie, Godfather.” Al sat across from the desk and leaned forward with his hands in his lap.
“A drink?” Rastelli gestured toward the two men sitting in the shadows of the room. “Tony, a drink for my guest.” He waved his hand. “I forget my manners. Age, Alberto, you understand.”
“Si, Don Rastelli,” Al said quickly. “Da niente. It is nothing.”
“This person who called,” Rastelli said softly and ran a finger over a paper on his desk, “he told Roberto about something the lab is working on.”
Tony handed Al a drink.
“Gracie.” Al sipped it.
“Prego.” Tony returned to his chair.
“Si, Godfather?” Al said. “Something that is of interest to the family?”
Rastelli stared out the window from his desk. “They say it can take an old body, like mine, and make it young again.”
Al sat back, his mouth open. “Is this possible?” He straightened. “I do not mean to doubt your words, Don Rastelli. I mean no disrespect.”
Rastelli nodded. “They call it Blackroot, and they have destroyed it.”
“Destroyed it? I don't understand,” Al said. “Why would they destroy it? It must be worth billions.”
“Whatever their reasons,” Rastelli tapped the paper, “there is a man, the leader of the team who discovered what this plant can do. He is the only one, Alberto, who knows which world this Blackroot has come from.”
“I will find him, Don Rastelli, and I will get the information from him, if that is what you wish.”
Don Rastelli got up and locked his hands behind his back as he stared out the window at his estate on the north shore of Long Island. “I knew I could count on you, Alberto.” He turned and smiled. “You are my most trusted capo. This man's name is Jules Rammis.”



Chapter Three
Lisa and Sophia rode beside me as I loped Asil across a dry southern slope in the Jemez Mountains that was free of Blackroot.
Sophia and I had picked up Lisa at the Los Alamos Airport after my former wife, Althea, and her new husband Charles put her aboard a small commercial airliner in Denver for the flight and three days with us.
Lisa and Sophia had taken to each other like long lost sisters. I guess I was a little jealous when Lisa clung to her and they laughed together over whispered words. But jealous of which one, I didn't know, and the pleasure of seeing them laughing together overcame the jealousy pretty quickly. It was almost like family again, something I'd missed out on for five years. My fault. Guess I shouldn't have left Althea with a baby and gone to the primitive planet Syl' Tyrria to look for emerging mammals. The one-year assignment for the Lab wasn't the problem, it was the one year that turned into five that was. My dumb call. But that's another story.
The February morning was warm and full of the smell of pine and bird calls. We dismounted, loosened the saddles, and tied the three horses' reins to a tree. My black Arabian stallion nuzzled Stormy, Sophia's Arab mare. Lisa, whose horse Ginger was stabled outside of Denver, had a borrowed pinto named Patches.
I eased back against a tree and chewed a blade of grass as I stared at Stormy, a beautiful white mare with good conformation, a gentle disposition, and an alert manner. “You know, Soph,” I reached for her hand, “we should get Stormy and Asil together this spring. I'll bet they'd have a pretty awesome foal.”
Lisa, who sat eating a power bar between us, crawled to my side. “How do they make an awesome foal, Daddy?”
“Uh.” I sipped coffee from a thermos and glanced at Sophia. “Well,” I said, “Stormy has an egg inside her, Lis', and Asil has these tiny things called sperm, and…”
“And?” Lisa asked.
I brushed back her blond curls. Her eyes, a deep blue, stared as she waited for dad's pearls of wisdom to drop.
“Well, then…” Dad managed and sipped more coffee.
“Then what, Daddy?” Sophia asked with a chuckle in her voice.
I slid her a look. Sophia's a beautiful woman, with her mop of dark curls surrounding black, exotic eyes that slant upward, a broad mouth that often widens into a smile or a laugh, and bladed cheekbones that could cut ice.
“Tag who talk before he think,” she said, “put foot in mouth.”
“Did you get that from a fortune cookie?” I asked.
“Daddy!” Lisa pulled on my sleeve. “Then what?”
“Then,” Daddy said in his great wisdom, and gulped more coffee, “the tiny sperm and the tiny egg get together and a little baby begins to grow.”
Lisa snuggled against me. “Grow where?”
“Inside the mommy where the baby is safe until she's ready to be born, just as you did, Lis'.” I squeezed her shoulders.
“But how does the tiny sperm find the tiny egg inside the mommy?” Lisa asked.
And there it was. Bam! The question that turns parents into politicians, who can talk and talk without saying anything.
Sophia rolled to her back and chuckled as she stared at the sky. “Tell us, Daddy. Enquiring minds want to know.”
I watched a black Cadillac leave the gravel road below and bounce across the grassy hill as it approached us. “I wonder who that is,” I said and stood up.
So did Sophia. “Probably just some of your friendly Los Alamos neighbors wanting to pass the time.” She brushed grass from her pants. “They couldn't have chosen a more opportune time, now could they, Babe?” She winked.
I extended a light telepathic probe across four men inside the vehicle as it ran over a small scrub oak and ground to a stop near us. A sinister sense of darkness settled in my mind as I probed, like a storm cloud that springs over a peak on a sunny day and gives little warning before it turns the sky black and strikes with cold sheets of rain.
I glanced at Lisa. At seven-years-old she is already a powerful tel with the ability to move elements, something I lack. She stared back at me, her eyes wide, her light skin paling, and shook her head as she stepped closer to Sophia. “I don't like them, Daddy.”
Dammit! My stingler was in the saddlebag. “Go and mount up,” I told Sophia. “Do it casually. Go!” I threw the rest of my coffee on the ground and strolled to the vehicle. “Morning,” I said to the unsmiling men who openly stared at me. Dressed in expensive suits, with slicked-back hair and gold cufflinks, they exuded a jaded, big-city appearance that reeked of unquestioned power.
No campers these!
I cleared my throat and glanced at Sophia and Lisa, who had tightened their saddles' cinches, untied their horses, and were mounting. “You tags lost?” I asked the men.
The short, sallow-cheeked one in the passenger seat, with intense black eyes and a hooked nose, leaned out of the open window. “Tell those two to get off the horses,” he ordered in a high voice.
I backed away and threw down my empty cup. “What for?”
He reached inside his jacket.
“Go!” I shouted to Sophia and Lisa as he withdrew a snub-nosed stingler. “Go!” I stood between the stingler's aim and Lisa and Sophia as they turned their horses toward a stretch of woods and started for it at a full gallop. They were quickly between trees and lost to sight.
The short tag jumped out of the vehicle, his gun aimed at me as the driver tore grass and dirt and sped after them.
“What the hell do you want?” I asked him.
“Lean against that tree, spread-eagled.” He gestured toward the closest Ponderosa.
“If it's money you want,” I reached toward my back pocket, “take my wallet. The girls aren't carrying anything worthwhile.”
“Don't touch that!” he said. “The tree.”
I went to it and leaned my hands against it, my legs spread.
“What do you want from us?” I asked as he patted me down.
He didn't answer. “Sit there and don't move.” He motioned to the grass.
I did.
A cricket leaped out of the dirt beside me and the tag almost dropped his gun. I tensed, but he held it. I closed my eyes and began to form a tel coil, hoping he was one of the few people left on Earth who hadn't heard from the media that I was a tel. I picked at blades of grass as I spun the red coil faster.
He lifted his weapon. “I'm a sensitive, stupido. That's why the boys left me to take care of you. So cut that shit out!”
“A sensitive?” I said, as though impressed, and continued to fuel the coil. “I'm impressed.” I probed for his brainstem as I had when I was forced to kill Priest, a friend who'd been captured by a slave-mine boss, and was about to be burned alive at the stake. I shrugged. “Who knew?”
My gentle probe, calculated to bypass the neo- cortex guardian, detected the brain stem. I targeted it and threw the coil.
“I said I was a –” he started, then jerked back and dropped his weapon.
I leaped to my feet and scooped it up. It hadn't been a death blow, but it flattened him and he twitched on the ground. “A sensitive?” I asked. “You're lucky I'm letting you breathe, crote!” I shoved the gun into my pants pocket, ran to Asil, strapped on my stingler and went after Lisa and Sophia and the vehicle.
I didn't find any of them, though I searched all morning. At noon, my heart fell. Stormy and Patches munched grass in a field to the west, still saddled.
“Lisa! Sophia!” I called over and over, without an answer. My heart pounded and I felt sick to my stomach, afraid of what I'd find as I searched the bushes and continued to call to them. I sent out tel probes that Lisa would have answered if she were anywhere in the area. Or if she could answer. That last thought clamped down on my ability to think straight.
I was about to contact the police for a search party when the call came in. My hands shook as I turned on my comlink.
“Is this Rammis?” an oily voice asked. “Jules Rammis?”
“Yeah! Who's this?”
“Never mind who. You want to see the kid and your comare alive? You give us what we want or you'll never see them again.”
I squeezed the comlink in a tight fist that dug the edges into my palm. “What do you want?” I asked hoarsely. “Don't hurt them. Please! Just tell me what you want.”
“That's easy, stronzo. You know the source planet of Blackroot. We trade you that info for the lives of the kid and your woman. By the way, cute kid.”
“OK! You got it. Just don't hurt them.” I pressed a hand against my stomach. I thought I was going to throw up. “Where do we meet?”
“Black Mesa. Five o'clock in the morning. Be there or start planning your kid's funeral.”
“No! I'll be there. Please don't scare her. This morning? Five o'clock?”
“That's what I friggin' said.”
“I'll be there.” I heard the click as he hung up.
I felt frozen, my hand clutched to my shirt at the throat. Beneath the anguish that kept my thoughts scrambled, a seething anger built. Someone on my own bio team had contacted mobsters for his or her profit, and told them about the secret cell structures of Blackroot and that I alone knew the source planet. I had never revealed that it was Halcyon.
My hand shook as I punched Joe's code on the comlink. My former father-in-law and Lisa's grandfather lived in Denver with his wife, Abby. He was still a good friend, the team leader on three missions, and the closest thing I'd ever had to a father, even though he didn't always approve of me. I needed him now as never before.
“Hello,” a familiar crusty voice said.
“Joe. It's Jules!” I began to shake and my throat tightened. I grasped the comlink. “It's Jules.”
Asil felt my anxiety and pranced sideways.
“I know. What's wrong?”
“They, they've got her, Joe.” I sobbed. “They –”
“Got who? Calm down and tell me what's going on.”
“I think it's the Mafia, Joe. They kidnapped Lisa and Sophia. They want to know where Blackroot comes from. He said if I didn't –” I began to sob and couldn't speak.
“Jules! Talk to me.”
“What am I going do? They've got my little girl. And Sophia. What the hell am I going to do?”
There was a pause.
“Joe?”
“I'm here.” His voice sounded hoarse. “Let's back up. You're saying that the Mafia kidnapped Lisa and Sophia and they want you to tell them the source planet of Blackroot? My God almighty! Is that what you're saying?”
I nodded. “Yes!”
“How do you know it's the Mafia?”
“They sound like the Mafia. What're we going to do, Joe? If I tell them, they'll go there and rip up every last root to export to Earth. Spirit – He won't let that happen.”
“I know.”
“Joe, can you fly down here? I need your help. I need you here.”
“I'll be there in three hours. Abby's –”
“Is Abby there?”
“No. Thank God, no. She's visiting Althea and Charles. I'll call her and say I decided to spend some time with you and Lisa and Sophia in Los Alamos.”
“You'd better text her, Joe. She'll hear it in your voice that something's wrong.”
“Where are you?”
“In the Jemez. But I'll meet you at the bio lab.” Suddenly I felt listless. I wanted to crawl into a hole and forget this unbearable reality. “Joe? Hurry up, OK?”
“I'll be there in three hours.”
“Do you have a pass? Maybe we should meet somewhere else. You need a pass to get into the Lab.”
“I've still got my Worlds CIA credentials. What did you tell the contact?”
“I said I'd meet him. What else can I do?”
“You can't meet him! They'll squeeze the information out of you, and then…”
“They'll kill us all,” I mumbled.
“Wait for me in bio.”
I rubbed my forehead. “Hurry up, Joe.”
“I'm on my way, kid. I'm…God almighty.” He cut the link.
I leaned over Asil and threw up.



Chapter Four
Joe rubbed his eyes and leaned back on a counter in the bio lab while I paced, unable to stand still. Through a window, I watched the afternoon light fade, giving a blue caste to swirling snow.
“We've got to get the police in on this,” he said. I'd never heard such weariness in his voice. “It's their only chance.”
“No!” I slammed my fist against the wall. “You know how the police work. These tags will see them coming a mile away. I've got to meet them. I've got to do whatever they say.”
“Listen to me! They'll squeeze the truth out of you so fast, you won't have time to take a last breath.”
I sat down heavily. “I've been thinking about it. I can't tell them the truth. You know that.”
“I know.”
“I'll lie and say it's a different world. One of the thousands that've been discovered and don't have intelligent lifeforms or civilizations, just numbers. I'll tell them that I was studying the flora when I found Blackroot.” I tried to sound convincing, but I knew my idea was lame.
“Think about it, Jules.” He came close. “What's that going to buy you?”
I felt sick to my stomach. “Maybe they'll believe me and let Lisa and Sophia go.”
“If they believe you, they'll kill the three of you. If they don't believe you, kid, ask yourself how long you'll hold out with the truth when they put a gun to Lisa's head.” He rubbed his eyes and I heard him sob.
“What are we going to do?” I got up and walked to the window. I clutched the windowsill with both hands. “I just want to see Lisa and Sophia safe. After that, I don't really care what happens.”
“They won't do it!” He followed me to the window. “These people are animals. Human life means nothing to them. For Christ's sake, they kill their own relatives. You think your life means anything?”
I strode to the door.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“I don't have any other plan, Joe. I've got to meet them. These are the only cards I can play.”
He came to the door, put a hand on the doorknob, and held it closed. “I can't let you play them. You and my granddaughter will be dead, and when they invade Halcyon and start ripping up the Blackroot, Spirit will have no choice but to kill every Terran on the planet as he kills them. You know that better than I do.”
“I know. He calls it collateral damage.” I wiped tears that slid down my cheeks, and leaned against the door. “They've got my little girl,” I whispered. I pictured Sophia's broad smile. “My two girls.”
Joe's features hardened and his jaw tightened. “We've got to bring in the police. It's Lisa's only chance.”
“Joe?”
He looked at me.
“Do you think…”
“That she's still alive?” He lowered his head and pressed a fist to his mouth. “I don't know.”
I opened the door. “Well, thanks for all your help.”
He leaned against it, closed it, and took his comlink from an inner pocket. “This is Captain Joseph Hatch of WCIA,” he said grimly. “We have an emergency. Send security up here. Now!”
I backed away from the door. “What are you doing?”
With his jaw set, and the white stubble on his broad cheeks, he looked much older. “I can't let you meet them.”
“You can't stop me.” I went around a counter, knocking off a petri dish perched near the edge, to the other door. But I heard the lock click before I got there. They were shutting down the Lab.
Joe reached under his jacket. I knew he carried a mouse stingler in a shoulder holster.
I strode across the room, grabbed his wrist and yanked. The small gun clattered to the floor. I scooped it up, spun it to stun, and went to a window. “I wanted your help,” I told him and lifted the window. “Now I have to face this alone.”
The door was flung open. “What's the emergency, sir?” the captain of a four-man team asked Joe and looked around. They entered with their weapons drawn.
Joe pointed to me as I straddled the windowsill. “Watch out,” he told them. “He's armed. Don't kill him! He's not dangerous. But don't let him get away.”
I aimed the stingler, set on stun, but a guard zapped it with a hot beam and I dropped it and grabbed my hand.
“Don't hurt him,” Joe told the squad.
I went out the window and onto a narrow ledge. We were on the second floor. They wouldn't dare zap me on stun setting. I'd fall off the ledge. I heard the guards go out the door. Alarms wailed as I edged to the corner of the building, clung to a drain pipe, and eased myself around the corner and toward another window.
A security guard got there first and locked the window. They didn't want me to come back in and confront lab workers. And then I saw why. Two guards on the roof, three flights up, were harnessing themselves, preparing to rappel down to me. “Damn you, Joe!” I muttered. It was too late to create a coil of tel to influence the guards. They were on their way down, rappelling off the building. I moved along the ledge, back to the drain pipe, and yanked on it. It felt pretty secure. I began to climb down.
“Jules!” Joe shouted from the open window, “Don't do it! The pipe won't hold you.”
“We'll see!” I started down. Holder screws on the pipe's clamps scraped out of cement and clanged to the ground below me. But I was moving fast, sliding more than climbing down, and the pipe held.
I leaped to the ground as two guards rushed out the front door, stinglers drawn.
I threw myself around the building's corner and rolled. My ankles tingled as the wide beam hit, then I was up and running into the parking lot, using land and air vehicles for cover. The rappelling guards didn't stand a chance of targeting me at this distance. Not on the wide beam of a stun setting.
Los Alamos is a safe town and few people lock their vehicles. One owner would be sorry he didn't. I opened the door of a Cheetah sports hovair, climbed into the driver's seat, started it, and yanked back on the wheel. The Cheetah leaped into the air.
I was safe up here at three hundred feet, where they wouldn't shoot me down. I doubted if the craft had an OnStar system to shut off the engine and make it glide to the ground. Why would it if the door wasn't even kept locked?
I turned east, toward the sandstone cliffs with their myriad pockmarked holes, some big enough to be called caves.
I landed the craft on the highway, left it programmed to continue over the canyon, and jumped out.
Let them search for me, I thought bitterly and hunched down behind a small juniper tree as a ground car went by, then I ran across the road and climbed the sandy ridge to a ragged cave. I crawled inside, flattened myself and watched the Cheetah disappear over trees.
There's an old story in the town that a bank robber made his getaway on a bicycle and hid in one of these caves. They never found him. He probably watched police cars race back and forth on the road below, as I did now, and Lab security hovairs soar across the leaden sky as they chased the cheetah.
Damn you, Joe, I thought, I needed your help.
I rolled to my back and stared at the crumbly ceiling. Was he right, after all? Would I meet the crotefuckers only to get us all killed? And maybe take the town of Laurel on Halcyon with us?
Spirit? I sent. Are you out there… Spirit?
I am here.
I sighed. I don't know what to do.
I will tell you what not to do, Terran. Do not think to divulge the source planet of bristra, what you call Blackroot. I will not stand for more human ravagers desecrating my world.
I know. But my daughter…and Sophia.
You have a sample of the bristra root at your laboratory.
Is that what you call it? Bristra root?
Yes. Then contact the crotemuckers, as you call them, and insist that the only way you will divulge the source planet is if your offspring and your mate are released.
That's crotefuckers, Spirit. But they'll force me to tell them. They'll threaten Lisa and Sophia!
There are thousands of uncharted planets that hold no intelligent lifeforms, yet. Like islands in an uncharted sea.
Yes. So?
Tell them it is one of those worlds where you were studying the flora and happened upon bristra. Not even the Terran colony on my homeworld knows the true properties of this new lifeform.
I thought of that, but – Wait a minute. I'm not thinking too straight. Suppose I told them I'd have to take them there myself across that uncharted sea, with my tel power to home in on the right world! And they would need me to find their way back out to the trade lanes! But –
But, Terran?
There would be no Blackroot. No bristra. Unless…
Yes? he sent.
Unless Joe got there first and planted my Lab specimens.
And then you must manage to leave with him so I may do my work.
You'll kill them all, won't you?
I will destroy the crotedumbers, and the bristra plants on the planet.
Crotefuckers, Spirit, as we Terrans say.
Whatever, as you Terrans say. The hybrids are extreme opportunists. Few lifeforms can challenge the genus bristra.
Are they plant or animal, Spirit?
They have characteristics of both.
How is that possible?
How is it not possible in the myriad lifeforms that Great Mind creates?
Whatever they are, I sent, they can't be left to destroy the emerging lifeforms of an early planet, can they?
At times I believe there is still hope for you. Tell the Terran Joseph to plant them in a winter zone of the planet. There, the vines will not spread as fast and with –
With other lifeforms in hibernation, they'll be little for them to consume and destroy. Right?
You took the words right out of my mind.
Will you be there if things don't go as intended and I need more help?
Am I not always? What else do I have planned, human, besides directing the entire ecology of my homeworld?
Spirit? My sister Ginny. Is she still happy on the planet where she lives now?
She is content.
Does she have any memory of me, or how I got her killed in that…
That helicub crash over the mountains? No.
I wiped tears from my eyes. Spirit?
Yes, Terran. I could almost feel his sigh in my mind. You have taught me the meaning of patience with your constant demands. What more?
If I die trying to save Lisa and Sophia, will I have any memory of them when I reincarnate?
You will not.
Then death's a mindwipe.
A fair analogy.
It doesn't seem fair.
Would you like to argue with Great Mind? I can summon Him.
No! No, that's all right.
Do you mind if I return to tending my world now, or have you other work to entangle me in your constant webs?
It's not my fault.
There is a cephalopod with three sexes evolving in my ocean. What is it you humans say? This will be three for the cooks?
Uh. One for the books. Spirit?
Yes, Terran?
Thank you.
You are croteducking welcome!
Whatever.
The day was fading. Snowflakes swirled in the wind like white dust devils. I shivered and zippered my jacket. How was I going to get to Black Mesa, miles away on the road to Espanola? I could probably hitch a ride with someone. Hundreds of people would soon leave their Lab jobs and return home to Espanola. I rolled to my stomach and looked out. Yes, traffic was already thickening.
Wait a minute. Had I made the local news? I fished out my comlink, tapped on the screen, and checked the news.
Oh shit. It was like looking into a mirror. A reporter stood in the Biology Department and held up my Lab badge with the photo. “…six feet,” he was saying. “Blond hair and blue eyes. Slim. Twenty-six or twenty-seven years old. Wearing black pants and jacket and a blue shirt.”
I sighed. “You forgot the black scarf, crote.” Damn them!
I punched in Joe's number and took a deep breath.
“Where are you, Jules?” Joe said tightly.
“Listen, Joe, I've got a plan.”
“You never had a plan in your whole damn –”
“Listen to me! Spirit is backing me up on this one.”
There was a pause, then, “Go ahead,” he said wearily.
I explained the story Spirit and I had concocted about having to guide the gangsters to a planet with tel power, then guiding them back to the trade lanes. “I checked out the astro charts,” I said. “Planet Equus in the 51 Pegasi System is newly discovered, Joe. It's an E-type world, suitable for human habitation. It's designated C for colonization, but it's on hold until Alpha approves their ecological studies.”
“What happens when you get there?”
“That's why you're in on this, and the team, if you can get them together. You have to plant the Lab specimens of Blackroot on the planet before we arrive. By the way, Spirit calls it bristra.”
“After we land,” he said, “you'll zero in on us with a telepathic send?”
“You got it.”
I heard Joe sigh. “They've just about destroyed the plants that got loose here on Earth. I'll talk to Chancey and Bat. We'll have to steal the Lab specimens. It's illegal to possess…bristra.”
“Joe, Spirit wants them planted in a winter zone of the planet to limit their destruction of the ecosystem.”
“I'll bring my woolen underwear. Where are you?”
I wouldn't put it past Joe to pretend to go along with my plan, and then bring the police down on me.
“Doesn't matter. I'm doing the best I can do.”
“Has Spirit agreed to help us if we need his help?”
“He has. He's not happy about it, but he'll help.”
“You intend to demand the release of Lisa and Sophia before you leave for Equus?”
“That's the only way I'll agree to take these crotefuckers there.”
“They just might kill you once they have the bristra and they're back in the trade lanes.”
“That's where you and the team come in, Joe. We have to get off-planet in the WCIA ship Sojourner, and then Spirit will destroy the bristra on Equus and the gangsters with it.”
“That's the plan?”
“It's the best we could come up with.”
“You'll be their prisoner, kid, and those scuds are murderers.”
“I won't guide them to Equus until Lisa and Sophia are free and safe. I'll tell them that if they try to torture me into taking them there, or traumatize me by killing my daughter and girlfriend, I could lose my tel abilities to guide them.”
“It's a thin plan.”
“It's all we've got. Come to Black Mesa at four-thirty this morning, Joe. That's where we're supposed to meet, at five AM. When Lisa and Sophia are safely in your hovair and you take off, I'll agree to guide them to Equus. Can you be there, Joe?”
“I'll be there.”
“Without the police? I won't take that chance with their lives.”
“Without the police. You've got my word.”
“Good enough. When can you leave for Equus?” I rubbed my eyes. “We're cutting it pretty close.”
“I'll call Chancey and Bat as soon as we disconnect. Then I'll call WCIA with some trumped-up story to acquisition Sojourner. And then we'll steal the fucking tank of bristra from the Lab. A piece of cake!”
“Joe. It might be Lisa and Sophia's only chance. Once I agree to take them to Equus, they have no more need for Lisa and Sophia.”
“It's a plan that can go wrong at any turn. What the hell is so great about this bristra anyway?”
“Are you sure you want to know?”
"I'd say that's why I'm asking.
“My bio team took a scraping of it and we tested it on some of my own cells in a dish.”
“And?”
“There's an enzyme in the cells of bristra that caused my cells to produce younger cells instead of older ones. It's more than just a youth auxinon, Joe. We already have those.”
“Then what?”
“When exposed to bristra, the young cells grow to maturity and then they revert back to their initial young state. We think…”
“Immortality? Is that what you're saying?”
“It's possible. A jellyfish called Turritiopsis nutricula does it. We needed to do more studies, but we know that it keeps doing these flips in age. For how long? That's still open to speculation.”
“What's your guess?”
“I think Spirit was experimenting with a lifeform that not only reverts back to its earlier state indefinitely, but has the capacity of curing any disease that attacks the organism. We saw that, too, when we introduced viruses and bacteria. It killed them off so fast it was a slaughter.”
“Did you ask Spirit about the workings of this plant?”
“Joe, some things you don't ask the entity that's directing the evolution of a whole planet. It's against protocol, you know?”
“How the hell did these gangsters find out about the bristra?”
“Some crotefucker on my own bio team must've decided he wanted in on the incredible profits from this lifeform, and contacted the right people.”
“Do you know who it was?”
“With the kind of credits involved here, any one of them could've been corrupted.” I wiped a hand across my eyes. “Joe, cut the link and call Chancey and Bat. I don't have much time. We'll probably be right on your tail going to Equus.”
“We'll be there, waiting for you when you arrive, kid.”
“I'm counting on you. Do you think Sophia can stay with Abby? She's pretty much alone and probably traumatized.”
“Sure, kid. She can stay with Abby.”
“Leave a cutting at the lab, Joe. I still want to study it if…” I laid my head back and sighed. “Wish me luck, Dad.”
I heard the catch in his voice. “Luck, son.”
I broke the link.
Now, I had to get to Black Mesa.
The air turns cold quickly in the dry high plains of the Rockies. As night settled, I began to feel the chill through my jacket. I put on my knitted ski hat and muffled my face with my scarf. Traffic was heavy as lab workers headed home to the bedroom community of White Rock, and the towns of Espanola and Poquaque. I slid down the sandy ridge and walked along the road with my thumb out, using the headlights of passing cars to see my path.
Finally, a bright yellow low-rider pulled up in front of me, by the side of the road. I trotted to the front door, opened it and slid inside.
“Thanks,” I said and blew on my hands. “It's getting cold out there.” I took off my ski hat and scratched my itchy forehead.
The driver, alone in the ground car, was a young Hispanic woman with large dark eyes and thick, black hair held back in a frilly pink holder. She smiled at me with lips too crimson to be natural, and fire-red cheeks, and swung the car back onto the road. “I can warm you up, guapetón.”
“Sorry. No Spanish.” I rubbed my cold hands together.
She shrugged. “It just means very handsome.”
“Oh.” To be polite I asked, “How do you say very beautiful?”
She gave me a broad smile and batted long lashes. “Muy bella.”
“Well, you're very muy bella.”
She laughed. “Mi nombre es Lydia. What's your name, Blondie?”
“Sam.”
“OK. So where to, Blondie?”
“Black Mesa. Can you drop me off there?”
“What's there, besides a church, a few houses, and a long climb?”
A church? “Can you drop me off at the church?” It would be a place to stay warm. “I have to meet someone at five AM.”
“I won't ask about your business, guapo, even though it's very strange, so early in the morning.” She put a hand on my knee. “Drugs?”
I shook my head.
“My two kids are staying with their abuela, their grandmother.” She rubbed my knee. “Mi casa es su casa.”
I knew that one. “That's a great offer, but…” I lifted her hand off my knee. “I'll have to take a rain check.”
She shrugged. “It could've been a fun night.”
Sure, I thought. And it will be a real fun morning.
* * *
She left me off at an adobe church. The Mesa loomed darkly, like God's own table in the snowy night. It was a real cloud scraper that had been lifted from deep within the planet's mantle, probably by volcanic action.
I said goodbye to Lydia and entered the church, and was struck by a sense of spirituality. Perhaps it was the pink adobe walls, lit warmly by a great chandelier suspended from the ceiling that cast a golden glow through the broad, solemn chamber. Perhaps it was the alcove that held an ornate altar of white marble columns with the Christ figure on the Cross looming above as central to the religious creed; the heart of the Catholic Church that beat throughout the world. Fresh-cut flowers adorned the altar and gave off a perfumed aroma on this winter night; a winter that had invaded my soul. Invisible organ music played through my mind as an overlay to this transcendent experience.
I walked up the aisle toward the altar, drawn by its serenity in a world where turmoil and greed seemed commonplace.
“For God so loved the world,” a voice said behind me, “that he gave His only son.”
I whirled.
A priest stood at an open side door, his hands folded across his chest. A young Hispanic man, tall and narrow, he smiled at me, looking like a column himself in his black vestment. “I didn't mean to scare you.”
“No, that's all right, Father. Would it be OK if I spent the night sleeping in one of the pews? It's pretty cold outside.”
He smiled and motioned to the door. “I can offer you a softer bed than a pew.”
I checked my watch. Just past six pm. I had eleven hours before meeting the kidnappers. “Thank you.” I followed him through the doorway and into a small room with a cot and a kitchenette. The smell of bubbling bean soup filled the air. I sat at the table and rested my head on the high-backed chair.
“I was about to make supper.” He smiled. “A little more water in the soup wouldn't be a problem.”
“Appreciate it, Father, but I don't think I can eat.”
“I'll add it anyway,” he said and laughed, “in case you change your mind.”
I closed my eyes. Where were they holding Lisa and Sophia? Lisa would be so frightened. I thought of our dangerous days on Halcyon together and the times she pleaded, Daddy, I just want to go home! when there was no way to take her home to Earth. I sent out a probe, hoping she'd receive, but there was no response.
“I have fresh-brewed coffee,” the priest said, breaking my train of thought. “By the way, my name is Father Rivera.” He poured two cups and set them on the table. “Sugar? Milk?”
“OK.”
He brought them to the table and sat down. I realized, in the soft light, that he was older than I'd first thought. While he moved like a young man, his face bore the first wrinkles of age. “Choose a name that you like,” he said and stirred his coffee, “and I will call you that.”
“Jules,” I said, “Jules Rammis.”
He stopped stirring. He must have listened to the news. “May I call you Jules?”
I nodded. The room was warm and cozy. Had I some peace of mind, I could have slept. I stared at a Crucifix on the wall. He gave His only son, I thought. Would I have to give my daughter and Sophia to save the town of Laurel on Halcyon? The hand I was playing held no high cards. Tomorrow I would be the prisoner of vicious gangsters. That was my only certainty.
“Are you religious, my son?”
“In a sense, Father, but it's not your religion.”
He shrugged. “When you go past the rituals and customs of any true religion, we all meet at the Gates of Heaven.”
“You think so, Father?”
He sipped his coffee. “A Buddhist will tell you to shed ego and follow the right path. A Muslim will say that the real jihad is to conquer your own negative base desires. A Christian will say to follow the Ten Commandments.” He put down his cup and smiled. “In the end, what difference?”
A thought struck me and I drew in a breath. He looked at me and waited. Was it possible that as we reincarnated, we were meant to continue to learn? Star Speaker said she had achieved Nirvana and no longer wished to be dragged back to the vicissitudes of lifebinds. “Father? Have you ever considered the possibility of reincarnation?”
He stared at the Crucifix. “I have considered all possibilities, my son. Before I became a priest of the Catholic Church, I was a follower of Mohammed. Is there a belief system that you follow?”
I bit my lip. “In the end, Father, I think, as you've said, it doesn't matter. We strive to arrive at the same Gates.”
He nodded. “Can you find some peace in that?”
“No.” I rubbed my forehead. “It's impossible to detach myself from things that will happen in the morning. I can't talk about it.”
“You are not of my faith, but if you request it, I will hear your confession and give you the sacrament of Holy Communion.”
“Thank you, Father, but…” I thought of Great Mind and His love for the souls that passed from this lifebind. Well, the good ones. He would be waiting in the wings if I fell during this dangerous mission. “Father, would you say a prayer for my daughter Lisa and my girlfriend Sophia?”
“Of course.” He went to the stove and shut off the soup. I followed him out to the altar and we knelt side by side. I lowered my head and crossed myself as he whispered a prayer. The Christ figure looked down at us, just a carved statue, but in significance, so much more.
I suddenly felt weary. Father Rivera guided me to the cot and I lay down. “I have to wake up before five o'clock,” I said.
He smiled and slipped off my boots. “I will make certain to wake you. Now close your eyes and sleep, my son.”
I felt him cover me with a blanket as I drifted off.



Chapter Five
The night was stormy. Snowflakes settled on my shoulders. I stamped my feet and walked by the side of Black Mesa's main road to stay warm. It was four o'clock in the morning. I wanted to be out here in case the crotefuckers showed up early. Would Lisa and Sophia be with them? I could only hope.
The church and Black Mesa were at my back, both invisible in the darkness. I buried my chin inside my scarf and shivered as an icy wind howled by. It cut through my jacket, and stung my nostrils.
The sound of a distant engine!
I strained to see headlights through falling snow. But as the vehicle materialized out of the night, I realized it was an old pickup. I moved back from the road as the truck pulled up beside me.
“Need a lift, amigo?” the old driver asked. “It's too cold to be standing out there in the road. Where are you heading?”
“Thanks, no. I'm waiting for somebody.” I checked my watch and nodded. “He'll be here any minute.”
The old man shrugged. “Hope he's not late.” He ground the gears and the pickup jerked forward.
“Me too,” I whispered and peered down the road at the sound of another approaching vehicle. A Lab hovair. It lowered and circled me. It had to be Joe! But I resisted contacting him on the comlink. The call could be picked up by the gangsters. I wondered if Bat and Chancey were with him. Just the thought of the three of them backing me up relieved some of the tension and fear I felt.
They landed in an open field not far from me and waited there. The driver flashed the headlights in a Morse code that read We're here.
We've got your back.
I nodded silently.
And then I saw the headlights of a private luxury liner cruise out of the stormy sky and land smoothly about fifty feet away from me.
Lisa, I sent.
I'm here, Daddy! Where –
Are you all right?
I'm…I'm scared.
I know, baby. I know. I breathed a sigh of relief. Grandpa's waiting to pick you up.
I want to go with you!
You can't, Squiggles. You'll be safe with grandpa. Is Sophia with you?
She's here. She's scared too.
She'll go with you and grandpa. Don't talk, Lis'. Don't say anything out loud.
What do they want, Daddy?
I have to take them someplace, Lis', like a guide. Then…I can come home.
Can I come with you? Please, Daddy! I'll be good. I want to go with you.
No, baby. Kids can't go where I'm going. You'll stay with mom and your new dad.
He's not my dad. You are!
I love you, Lisa, I sent, more than anything, baby.
I know, daddy. I love you too, more than anything…except mommy.
I watched the skinny short guy and a bulky tag, both in long overcoats and hats, get out of the liner and approach me. The scene was set.
The skinny tag nodded toward the Lab hovair. “Did you call the police?” he asked in his high voice.
“They're friends from the Lab,” I told him. “They're here to pick up Lisa and Sophia.”
“Lift up your hands,” the bulky one said in a gravelly voice.
I did and he patted me down.
He was a massive man, with beefy hands and wide thick lips set in a broad face. He yanked out the snub-nosed stingler I still carried from when I'd tel-flattened the short, skinny tag in the Jemez, along with Joe's mouse gun, and my pocket knife.
“What makes you think,” the skinny one said, “that we've got the kid and your comare with us?”
“Because that was our deal, and I figure you're a man of your word.” I lowered my hands. “Just turn them loose and tell them to go to the hovair, and I'll come without a fight.”
“A fight?” The skinny one laughed and turned to the bulky one. “Listen to him, Zack. If that don't take balls.”
“I flattened you once with my tel power,” I told the skinny one. “I can take on both of you, if need be. Tell your buddies to let them go, or take the chance that this time I'll use a death blow.”
“You think he's bullshitting, Al?” Zack took a step backward and almost fell over a rock.
“Who cares?” Al answered. “We don't need the kid and the looker anymore. We got what we want, right here.” He took out his comlink. “Paulie, Vito, let the kid and the woman walk. We got him.”
I held my breath.
“I thought they was gonna be added insurance, Al?” a voice said over the link."
“Just fucking let them go, Vito!”
“OK! Whatever you say, boss.”
I breathed again as the liner's back door swung open and Lisa and Sophia emerged, holding hands. They looked back at me as they trotted toward the hovair.
I waited until they were onboard. Lisa? Is anybody else with grandpa?
There's two men in here. Grandpa says it's all right.
Ask what their names are, baby.
There was a pause, then she said, One is Chancey and one is a bat. Grandpa says to tell you they're on their way pretty soon to another planet.
OK, baby. Love ya, Squiggles.
Me too, Daddy.
“Let's go!” Al motioned toward the liner.
“As soon as the hovair takes off,” I said.
“I'm freezing my ass off!” Zack whined.
I watched the hovair lift and disappear into the storm, then I turned. I realized I was shivering as I walked toward the liner.
When we got there, Al spun me around and hit me across the cheek. I fell back against the craft. “That's for what you did to me in the mountain with your tel shit.”
I touched my sore cheek. “If it makes you feel better.” I could've delivered a death blow, I knew. But it takes time to spin that degree of tel power, then locate the brain stem, zero in and destroy it. And four were too many to tackle at once.
The back door yawned open and I climbed inside, next to a young tag with brown wavy hair, light eyes, chiseled features and a tan complexion. He was eating a crunchy pastry tube filled with a thick cheese. I stared at it and realized how long it had been since I'd eaten.
He broke off a piece. “Here.” He handed it to me. “We're gonna be together for a long time. Might as well treat each other right.”
I took it and bit into it. I'd have to rely on them for food and any other needs. The crunchy pastry tube mixed with the heavy sweet cheese in my mouth. It was delicious. I stared at it as I chewed.
“It's a cannoli,” he told me and nudged me with his elbow. “Pretty good stuff, huh?”
I nodded and finished it. Then I glanced at the small white bag in his lap.
“Here.” He reached into it and pulled out another cannoli. “You can have the last one.”
“OK.” I took it and bit off the end. “Thanks.”
“Prego,” he answered.
“Why the hell don't you propose to him, Paulie?” Zack said from beside him.
“He's a guest,” Paulie answered. “You always feed your guests. You got the friggin' manners of a pig, stratto!”
“Al,” Zack said, “he's calling me a jerk!”
“Enough!” Al shouted from the passenger seat. “You two are getting on my friggin' nerves. Now shaddup, both of ya.”
I ate the cannoli and stared out the window as the driver, a balding man with drawn features and a hooked nose, Vito, I guess, headed out to the main road. He turned south toward Santa Fe and possibly the Galaxy Spaceport located there. If we were space bound, we might well get to Equus before Joe, Chancey and Bat.
Lisa? I sent on a hunch.
Silence.
The ties had broken and I had to consider that I might never see her again, or watch Sophia's broad smile. My daughter and my girlfriend were safe, and that was what really mattered. But I had only myself now and a future that was as bleak and unknowable as this snow-shrouded land.



Chapter Six
I piloted the syndicate's Star Searcher with its Alcubierre drive, within the bubble that harnesses space-time as it contracts space ahead and expands it behind, and set our course for the 51 Pegasi Star System.
“Hey, Julio, how does this mother work?” Paulie asked as the stars surrounding us flashed by.
“I don't know the theory behind it,” I told him, “any more than I know how a hovair can fly, but it has Einsteinium tensor roots and depends on negative mass. I can tell you that we're riding a warp wave inside a bubble. I push the right buttons, set the course, and the drive takes us there. Actually, it brings our destination here.”
“Oh,” Paulie said with his lopsided boyish grin. He tapped my cheek lightly with an open palm. “Good thing you know what the fuck you're doing, because we don't.” He shrugged and sauntered back to his seat, which was where I wanted him in the first place.
We entered the Pegasi system, but I wasn't saying. I set a course for the blue planet Equus and brought it up on the visual screen. There were two great oceans, with islands and five continents. The northern hemisphere was locked in its winter phase. That's where I'd try to home in on Joe's thoughts.
None of my team was a sensitive, though Huff sometimes showed glimmers of response to a tel probe. But my good Vegan friend who resembles a Polar bear and thought of me as his Terran cub, wasn't with us on this one. He was probably back on his homeworld, Kresthaven, playing blue checkers, their national pastime, and hunting dire flappers in the frozen north seas.
The small spacecraft was buffeted as we entered Equus' atmosphere. I lowered her over the mountains and the forests of strange snow-covered trees with looped branches, and cruised the northern hemisphere in a search pattern as I probed for human thought rhythms. This was the proverbial needle in the haystack. C'mon, Joe, I thought. I need a signal!
Had they made it here before me and planted the bristra? I could only hope. Four moons played in the sky as I circled from night to dawn to day.
But no signal.
“Hey, kraut,” Al called against the opera they were blasting.
I turned in the seat. “Are you talking to me?” I shouted back.
“Well, I ain't talking to the walls,” he said. “You want a drink?” The four of them were sipping red wine.
“No thanks,” I called back, “I'm driving. The name's Jules.”
There, on the radar screen, I saw a blip. It had to be Joe and the team making planetfall!
“C'mon, Julio, have one anyway.” Paulie poured wine from a thermos into a plastic cup. “You see a cop around here to pull you over?”
“Even if there was a cop,” Vito grinned with missing teeth, “he'd be in the don's pocket anyway!” He elbowed Zack, who spread his lips in a silent laugh. I felt a chill run up my back. I'd never seen such vacant eyes on a human.
I turned back to the console to track Sojourner to her landing site and picked her up on the visual.
Dammit! I thought as Paulie walked toward me with the cup in his hand. He'd see the ship.
“OK.” I got up and met him, blocking the console with my body. I took the offered cup and raised it. “A toast,” I said, as a reason to remain standing, “to a safe landing and locating your Blackroot.”
Zack swirled his cup and peered at Al, who was obviously their leader.
Al raised his cup. So did I and the others. “Salute,” Al said with an Italian inflection.
“Cento di questi giorni,” Paulie added.
Whatever, I thought as we drank.
I returned to the pilot's seat and watched Sojourner land in a forest clearing. A signal from it began to flash. I flashed back our own signal. I would pretend to continue searching for awhile to give my team time to plant the root away from their ship, and then return to it.
“With all respect, capo,” Vito said to Al. He brushed back his remaining dark hair and nodded at me. “I think this faccia di stronzo is stringing us along.”
“Why would he do that?” Zack asked. “You want me to shake something out of him, Al?”
Uh oh. “Maybe if you'd all be quiet,” I said, “and lower the tunes, I could concentrate my tel probes to find your root! You think this is easy?”
Al sipped his wine. “We'll give him another hour. Now shaddup, all of you. Vito! The music.”
Vito shut it off.
Actually, I like opera, but I had to keep up this farce.
The next fifty minutes passed in utter silence except for the drone of the ship's engines as I pretended to tel-probe.
“I'm getting something,” I finally said when my hour was about up, and hoped the team had finished their work. “There's a patch of Blackroot somewhere under the trees on that snow-covered western slope.” I pointed to the visual screen.
The smell of wine was thick as the four men crowded around the console.
“I'm just looking for a suitable place to land.” I banked the ship away from Joe's landing site.
There ahead was a clearing between thick trees. I brought Searcher to rest on flat snow-covered ground. We were about five miles away from the roots, which would give my team even more time to leave the area.
I zippered my jacket, wrapped my scarf, pulled on my ski hat, and shrugged into my backpack. Then I sprang the hatch and leaped outside into a foot of snow and drifts that had been lifted by our landing. The four men jumped down after me, all with backpacks.
Zack landed on his knees in the snow. “Porco Dio!” he exclaimed, got up and brushed off his pants.
“Hey, Al,” Vito said, “you ever see friggin' trees like these?”
Al just peered ahead “Which way?” he asked me.
I pointed northeast, where they must've planted the bristra by now. “A few miles, that way.”
Soft white cumuli clouds scudded across an Earth-blue sky as we walked. The snow-shrouded trees were hoary growths, black-barked, with curled branches that bore red pods and broad pine needles. Game trails crisscrossed the snow. Some of the footprints were broad, with deep holes around the curved front that indicated long claws. I wondered about predators and felt naked without my stingler.
“Hey, Zack!” Paulie called.
“Whatta ya want?” Zack asked.
Paulie made a snowball, threw it at him and hit him in the face.
“Oh, shit!” Paulie laughed and ran along a game trail.
“You stupid frocio!” Zack shouted and balled his hands into fists like hams.
I stepped back, out of Zack's path as he plowed after Paulie like a bison in snow.
“Who you calling a queer?” Paulie threw another snowball at Zack.
“Get over here,” Al yelled, “you two friggin' morons. C'mon!” He trudged in the direction I'd pointed. “You!” he said to me. “You lead the way.”
I chose a game trail that meandered northeast and walked ahead. Besides an occasional chirp, the only sound was the crunch of snow under our boots. The thin air held a faintly bitter smell. I knew that after a while, I would no longer notice it. But the gravity was slightly heavier than Earth's one g. I would have to get accustomed to that, too. A throaty growl told me we were not alone in this ancient forest.
I reached out with a tel probe and encountered Joe's thoughts. There's a small cave, I heard him say within my mind. I saw it as we landed. About a mile away. We'll wait there for Jules to bring them to the bristra. Chancey?
Yo?
Is Sojourner ready for liftoff?
Whenever we're ready, boss.
Let's avoid a firefight if we can.
Will y'all look at that.
What is it, Bat? That was Joe.
The bristra, Joe. It's already sending out feelers an' sniffing in our direction.
Precocious little fuckers. That was Chancey.
Let's get to the cave, Joe said. C'mon. If it follows us, we can burn it at the entrance. I think it's trying to surround us here. Jules can locate us with his tel.
Another damn cave! Chancey said. No matter what planet we land on, we always end up in some fucking cave. I hope there ain't no flying roaches in this one!
I smiled as I felt Bat's chuckle. Ya'll never know, Chance. Could be flying poisonous snakes this time, hibernating for the winter.
You'd like that, wouldn't you, rebel? Chancey said. Remind you of home in the swamplands?
Let's go! Joe told them and they fell silent, except for subliminal thoughts.
I broke the link. Some thoughts are private.
It was dusk when we reached the planted bristra.
My Lab specimens had already spread into an area the size of a small field. An amazing creature. It had avoided trees, as usual, and instinctively put out yellow flowers to attract insects. I saw no dead animals. It must have its own reserves of energy to spread so far. The field was quite beautiful. The flowers exuded a sweet aroma there in the frigid winter air, inviting, I'd guess, to herbivores scrounging for sparse, dried grass. A deadly web of promises.
Zack carried a small metal box strapped to his backpack for bristra cuttings. I wondered if the thin metal would hold those voracious escape artists, or if they could burn through it, but I didn't say. The Lab's glass tank had held them and Spirit was not about to let the bristra or the gangsters leave Equus.
Zack and Vito burned off some root tendrils and pushed them into the box with tree branches. The truncated thicker branches convulsed and lifted, showing those rows of pink legs and the round mouths along their bellies.
“Mia madre,” Vito exclaimed and backed away. “Ma che cosa e questi diavolo?”
Zack shrugged.
“What devils?” I was able to interpret.
Zack slammed down the lid, breaking off a tendril that was already attempting to escape, and locked the box.
“Wait a minute,” Al said as Zack slung the box over his shoulder. “It's too late and too cold to find our way back to the ship. It's getting dark. I don't want these friggin' diavoli crawling up our asses at night. We'll camp here, with a wall of fire around us. Tomorrow we'll take off.” He shrugged out of his backpack. “We've got what we came for.”
We unrolled NorthSlope sleeping bags, our thermoses, and food packets.
“Hey, Al,” Paulie said as he rolled out his sleeping bag on his hands and knees, “I feel like a friggin' boy scout.”
“You look like un frocio waiting to take it up the ass,” Zack told him and chuckled.
“You motherless piece of shit!” Paulie jumped up. “I don't take it up the ass from nobody.” He started toward Zack, who lifted a hand and wiggled fingers, motioning him to come ahead,
“Enough!” Al shouted. “Vito.” He nodded toward Paulie.
Vito got up and stood between Zack and Paulie. “C'mon, Paulie,” he said softly and took his arm, “he just likes to tease, you know?” He patted Paulie's cheek. “It's OK, paisan. C'mon, I'll help you unpack.”
“Naw, I can do it!” Paulie kicked at snow.
I exhaled a breath and looked at Al. He was already opening his food packets. Vito combed back his thinning hair with his hands and returned to his sleeping bag.
I pulled the tab on a heavy food packet. The filaments heated up and the food inside bubbled. The tab turned green. I unpeeled the top and opened it. Whatever it was, it smelled like an Italian restaurant. I dug in with the dangling fork and stabbed a sausage that dripped red sauce. I chewed the hot, spicy end and wiped my mouth on the napkin provided with the packet. Then I ate the rest of it, fished around for more, and speared another sausage. “Is this mock?” I asked Vito.
He nodded and chewed a meatball. “Best we could do on short notice.”
I was relieved. Mock meat is cloned from the cells of living animals to grow different cuts of meat. No animal is slaughtered for the meat. As an astrobiologist who studied lifeforms and didn't usually kill them, I only ate mock meat when it was available. I thought of Sophia, my beautiful lady. The worst argument we ever had was when she served me deer meat without telling me it was from a real deer she'd hunted and killed. I stabbed a meatball and nibbled it. Where was she now? With Abby, Joe's wife? Was she worried about me? Sure she was.
Paulie strolled over with his bags of food. “Mind if I join you, Julio?”
I nodded at the bedroll. “Mi casa es su casa.”
He grinned, sat down, and twirled spaghetti inside a bag.
I dug around in my last bag and pulled out a fat, ripe peach, fiery red in the light of flames; a little gem in this frozen wasteland. I was about to bite into it when Paulie shook his head and chuckled.
“What's so funny?” I asked.
“Here, gimme that.” He took the peach from my hand. “Don't you know nothing, kraut?”
I watched him slice off a piece with the small knife dangling from his bag. “See,” he said, “you hold it between your thumb and the knife.” He popped the piece into his mouth. “That's how we do it in my neighborhood.”
I swiped the peach from his hand and glanced around. “You've got some neighborhood.” I sliced off a piece and chewed. “You part of the family, or just a hired gun?”
“Al and Vito are my older brothers. We're nephews to the godfather.”
“And Zack?”
“Zack's hired muscle.” He waved his small knife at me and chewed. "Don't ever cross him. Capisco?"
I shook my head.
“When Zack gets mad, not even Al can stop him.”
“Is Al the boss?”
“Al's the capo! We take orders from him.”
I sliced off another piece. “And if he orders you to kill me after we're back in the trade lanes?” I chewed. “I guess you're obligated to do it.” I was down to the pit.
Paulie's features turned hard in the stark flame light. “I said we take orders from him.” Then he sat back and smirked. “Why would he order your execution?”
“To leave no witnesses.”
He laughed and leaned forward. “You think the family is concerned about witnesses? You heard Vito. The police and the local politicians are in Don Rastelli's pocket! The only witness protection program is a slab of cement under the West Side Highway.” He pulled dessert from his last bag. It was a layered pastry shell that resembled a large clam.
“Is that a different kind of cannoli?” I asked.
“Naw.” He broke it open and a rich, white cheese oozed out. “This is a sfoliatelle. In your language, anglo, it means many-layered. Here!” He shoved half of it at me.
“Gracie,” I said.
He grinned his lopsided grin. “Prego.”
The pastry was creamy and crunchy and like nothing I'd ever tasted before.
“Better than the peach, huh?” Paulie said.
I nodded and chewed. “Better than a lot of things.”
I turned the peach pit between my fingers. Given the right conditions, the seed within could blossom into a mature peach tree. But not here in this unforgiving world. I slipped it into an inner pocket. If I made it back to Earth, Lisa and I would plant it in Joe's backyard. Someday, when she became a woman, the tree might bear fruit.
“Don't look so worried,” Paulie said. “Your neck is safe.”
I fished around in my dessert bag, took out a sfoliatelle, and broke it in half. “Do I have your word on that?” I handed him half.
“On the souls of my children.” He took it. “Gracie.”
“Prego.” I extended a light probe, calculated not to be noticed. And touched a dark place where conscience did not override violent acts. I withdrew and shivered.
“Paulie!” Al called.
“Gotta go.” He got up quickly. “Coming.” He strode to Al's bedroll and sat down.
Al gestured toward me. He poked Paulie in the chest and said something that made Paulie hang his head and nod. Don't collaborate with the enemy, I thought, or something like that.
I rubbed a hand over my eyes and felt lonelier than ever. Spirit? Are you out there?
I am here. What do you wish this time, master?
I felt the sarcasm in his send. So far, so good, Spirit. Our plan is working. When they're all asleep, I'll sneak away and into the cave with Joe and my team. Then we'll leave Equus. Do you have to kill these tags?
They will not be allowed to leave with bristra. Had I known that you took samples from Halcyon, I would have stopped you!
I rue the day, Spirit. Isn't there some way you can spare their lives?
Not that I can conceive of.
Your call, Spirit. I wish it could be otherwise. My team and I will be off-planet just as soon as we make it back to Star Sojourner.
If you can.
Why? What's stopping me? I sent and froze. Zack was approaching. I stood up quickly.
“You right-handed, or left-handed, kraut?” he asked.
I took a step back. “Right. Why?”
He pulled out handcuffs on a long chain from inside his overcoat, grabbed my left wrist and snapped one on.
“That's not necessary,” I said. “Where the hell would I go?”
He grabbed my jacket, dragged me to my knees, and snapped the other cuff on my left ankle. “Nowhere. You can crawl, but you can't run.” He stood up and walked toward his sleeping bag.
“Son of a motherless, crotefucking, slimesucking bottom feeder!” I muttered under my breath.
He stopped and turned, blocking out the campfire and half the woods, it seemed. “You say something to me, kraut?”
I looked up and shook my head.
He chuckled and continued to his bedroll.
Vito unholstered his stingler from beneath his coat, took a small bag of everchips from his bedroll, and spread them carefully around our campsite. Then he fired them with the stingler. Flames shot around the circle and rose to three feet. It would burn all night, I knew, and stop the advancing bristra in their tracks.
Now what? I thought. Joe and Chancey might be forced to face four well-armed killers in a firefight to free me. Bat, our gentle Southern medic, was no warrior, and hesitated to kill even when he was under fire.
I laid back on my bedroll and covered myself. The stars, and three of the moons, lit the unfamiliar sky in the high mountain air.
I rubbed a hand across my eyes. Had I forced Joe and Chancey and Bat to come to this godforsaken world only to be killed in a fight to save me, or by Spirit, who would send us all into geth state, the place between lifebinds, in one terrible burn of his massive tel power?



Chapter Seven
It was morning when I awoke to a chitinous scraping of bristra. I sat up and realized that the field had grown overnight, and was spread as far as I could see from my low vantage point within the ring of fire. I limped, hunched over like Quasimodo, dragging my chain to a tree, pulled myself up and leaned against it, my left foot braced on the trunk, and scanned the field that surrounded us.
Christ and Buddha! Bristra roots were spread out as far as I could see. I shivered at the sight of animal skins and cracked bones, sucked dry, that lay among them. Only that thin circle of fire prevented their assault on us. We knew it and they knew it. They were sending out suicidal tendrils to smother the flames. What degree of intelligence and analytical thinking had these creatures achieved?
Jesus, Spirit! I sent spontaneously. Were you developing an army?
I didn't get an answer and hadn't expect one. Spirit doesn't engage in academic questions.
“Al!” I called. “Al, get up! The barbarians are at the gates.”
He sat up quickly and brushed hair out of his eyes.
“We're surrounded by an army of Blackroots,” I told him.
He threw off his bedroll, jumped up and looked around. Vito stirred, sat up and rubbed his eyes. He got to his feet and looked around. “Holy shit! Paulie! Zack!”
I pulled at the handcuff in desperation. “Son of a crotefucker!” I don't know when I've felt more vulnerable. “Al! Get me out of these handcuffs. The Blackroot's going to break through!”
“Zack.” Al gestured toward me.
Zack pulled out a key from an inside coat pocket as he lumbered toward me. I held out my hand and he unlocked the cuff. I sighed and stood up straight.
“Just don't get no ideas,” he said, coming close, “that you gonna run away.” He pointed to his eyes. “”Cause I gonna be watching you with these eyes.”
“Right!” I rubbed my wrist as he unlocked the ankle cuff. Asshole, I thought, and sent out a tel probe to see how my team was doing. I caught Bat's thoughts. He was scared but trying to remain calm. They were trapped in the cave, surrounded by bristra that kept trying to breach the entrance. “Dammit,” I muttered.
“What'd ya say?” Zack asked.
“Just reciting a morning prayer,” I threw back and strode to the fiery edge of the campsite. The roots had smothered flames in a few places and were penetrating the camp's perimeters.
We'd have to burn a swathe through them and make a run for Searcher. Then what? I thought. If I were forced to pilot the ship, they'd kill me when we entered the trade lanes, and program their flight to Earth. I gazed out at the endless field of roots. I was damned if I did…and what about my team? How long would their stingler batteries hold out to keep those hordes at bay?
“Hey, Al,” I said, “how about giving me a weapon? I need you tags and you need every armed man to burn our way out of here. I'm familiar with these roots. They'll close in behind us, and they're fast when they want to be. What do you say?”
He stared at me with those intense black eyes.
I walked toward him, my hand out, and nodded. “What do you say?”
“Do I have your word,” he asked in that hollow voice, “that you won't try to escape?”
“On my children's souls,” I answered solemnly. I have rarely given my word and broken it, but keeping it this time would mean my death. “Do I have your word,” I asked, “that you won't kill me once we're on our way home?”
He nodded. “On the souls of my children.” He put out his hand. I shook it. I sent a light tel probe and saw my own demise in his mind. A stingler burn to the chest. The lying bastard.
Vito gave me back the snub-nosed stingler I'd taken off Al back in the Jemez. I checked that it was set for hot.
“Paulie,” Al said. “You burn the roots that close in behind us. Vito, Zack, you burn the ones on our sides. Me and the kraut will burn the path ahead of us.”
We packed our backpacks.
“Don't anybody trip,” Al told them. He strode back and forth, like a sergeant instructing his troops. “Don't fall!”
“They'll be on you,” I added, and shrugged into my backpack, “before you can get on your feet.”
I watched the four of them strap on their packs, cross themselves, kiss the crucifixes they all wore around their necks, and mumble a short prayer. Ludicrous, I thought, that murderers should appeal to their God. Great Mind, I sent, keep us safe, if you would. And if it's OK with you, keep Joe and Chancey and Bat safe too. I'm just saying.
Luck, Spirit sent.
I hadn't expected that. Thanks, Spirit. Uh, Spirit?
Yes, Jules? What now?
Is it possible for you to kill this creation of yours? We need a break!
Not without killing you, these Terran butchers, your team, and other advanced races on the planet.
Somehow, I didn't think so. Wait a minute. What other advanced races?
Silence.
Spirit?
He'd broken the link.
I hoped he was just speculating that others might have made planetfall.
The bristra had breached our camp in three places and was advancing. Time to go. My plan was simple. Lead the gangsters out past the bristra field, then make a run for it and beat them to Searcher. Once onboard, I'd head for the cave to rescue my team and we'd take off for the trip back to Earth.
It seemed the bristra knew our direction, though, southwest, back to the ship. It had gathered its main force to cover that path. What the hell were we dealing with? I had to assume that these ground roots were intelligent, analytical aliens with a form of communication and an organized culture, of sorts. To theorize less could result in all our deaths.
I paused by the fire's edge. On a hunch I sent a tel probe across the root field. It was instantly slammed back at me. I gasped as it hit my mind like a blow. “Christ and Buddha,” I whispered.
“What's the problem now?” Al asked.
I shook my head and stamped out a small area of the fire on the south side of camp. “We'll skirt around the main root system. Let's go.”
Somehow, the bristra understood what we had in mind and opened a narrow path so we wouldn't burn it. “Hold your fire!” I shouted. “Save your batteries.” Was it reading my tel mind specifically, or all of us? I tried to cover my thoughts as we trotted out onto the trail it had provided. It snapped closed behind us as we made our way south, and climbed each other's brittle backs to the southwest. It was leading us away from the ship as though we were on a leash!
We ran south along the path. The roots flung themselves to stack up like a wall of firewood to the southwest. We couldn't burn through that even with a concerted effort of firepower.
“Turn east!” I ordered. There had to be an end to this field. When we reached it, we could turn southwest and hopefully outrun it to the ship.
My God. The roots to the east began to stack up. They were building walls around us. The bitter odor stung my nostrils as I ran, the chitinous scraping of climbing roots made me shiver. It was dark within those walls, with the morning sun hidden behind the black eastern barricade. I began to breathe hard as we continued to run south. Was it building a wall ahead of us, to hem us in? I thought of cattle, back in the days when they were herded into the slaughterhouse.
“Wait!” Zack shouted. He was stumbling and falling behind. The bristra was hard on his heels. “Wait for me!” He gasped and reached out a hand.
Vito went back, slung Zack's arm over his shoulder and hurried him forward.
Something bit into my thigh. I yelled and swung my weapon. A tendril had wrapped itself around my leg and was pulling me toward a wall. I blasted it with a hot beam. The truncated root jerked back. I pulled the tip from off my leg. Tiny feral teeth scraped my flesh as I flung it away from me, more in disgust than to be rid of it. I didn't stop to check if the wetness on my thigh was blood or the creature's yellow fluid. I heard Paulie yell and glanced back. His stingler was on the ground. He was trying to yank off two thick tendrils wrapped around his arm. I skidded to a stop, ran back, and burned off the tendrils. They lay twitching in the path as I picked up the stingler and slapped it into Paulie's hand. “Hang onto this!”
A look of shock crossed his face. “You came back for me.”
“Yeah. Imagine that!” I turned and ran again.
If these crotefucking roots were building a wall to the south, it was all over. I would burn out my own brain before I'd let them chew my flesh with those Lamprey teeth and suck my body dry. I was gasping for breath as we ran south. Zack and Vito were falling behind again. Al showed no fear in his intense expression as he trotted beside me, only anger.
I tried another probe as I ran, targeting a specific thick tendril that was looping out from the western wall. It lifted, exposing short pink legs and a mouth of round pointed teeth. Then it uncurled toward me and my send came back like a boomerang that crashed into the inner core of my brain.
I stumbled and fell. The creature probed deep and suddenly my limbs felt cold and numb. “Great Mind!” I tried to get up and couldn't. Al was ahead of me, still running.
A strong hand gripped my arm and yanked me to my feet. “Get up, you dumb kraut!” Paulie dragged me forward. Blood began to circulate again and I stumbled and then ran. “Gracie!” I said.
“Prego,” he threw back and kept running.
And then I saw it ahead. The south wall the roots had been building.
“We're finished!” Vito said and let go of Zack, who sank to his knees, his mouth wide, gasping for air.
Vito clasped his hands together, fell to his knees and looked at the sky. “Bless me, Father. Forgive me my sins.” He fished out his crucifix and kissed it, then began to cry.
Zack leaned forward, gripped his knees and lowered his head.
“Stop bawling, Vito!” Al searched the walls for an escape route.
Paulie looked at me the way a child would, as though I'd have a way out.
The eastern wall wasn't as high as the others. I tried not to project the thought. “We all aim at the bottom of those narrow roots,” I said and pointed to an area that had the thinnest tangle of roots. “Go!”
The bitter odor swirled around us as we blasted the roots. The wall above collapsed. Roots crashed to the ground. “Keep it up!” I said. The bottom roots spasmed and rolled as they tried to smother flames that shot up and engulfed them.
But the walls closed around us. They reared and lashed out tendrils. We swept them with hot beams, then went back to burning the path we were creating. A tendril whipped across my arm and knocked my stingler out of my hand. I threw myself down and made a grab for it, but the tendril curled around the weapon and yanked it into the wall.
“Marrona!” Vito shouted. “It got mine, too!”
I saw a thick tendril whip Al's stingler from his hand and throw it high over the wall.
Zack was flat on the ground, fighting with a root that had his weapon.
Only Paulie still held his stingler. He looked fierce as he screamed at the root system. “Come and get us, frocio stronzo. I'll take you with me, diavolo!” A tendril reached out and snapped the stingler from Paulie's hand. “You mother fucker!” he screamed.
Great Mind, I sent, and swayed as I closed my eyes. Take me. Take us all. Don't let us die this way.
Not yet, Spirit answered.
A sound overhead. The whine of a hovair. But that was impossible. Still, I looked up. A hovair hovered above us. Beneath it a ladder unrolled to our small clearing. I had to believe what I saw.
Vito was already climbing the rungs. Paulie and I grabbed Zack under each arm and dragged him to the ladder. Al was on his way up behind Vito.
“Just hold on tight,” I told Zack. Paulie grabbed one side of the ladder. I grabbed the other and clung as the hovair yanked us up above tendrils that reached for us with sucking sounds. Zack was sagging. I gripped the shoulder of his coat with one hand, clung to the ladder with the other, and wrapped my feet around rungs.
Beneath us the field of bristra blurred with the speed. Wind cut like ice in the cold mountain air. I looked up at the hovair. Spirit had said …and other advanced races on the planet. He wasn't just speculating, after all.
The hovair lifted high over a craggy peak. I was shaking badly from cold, and current events didn't help, when it set us down gently between snowdrifts.
I untangled myself from the ladder, unslung my backpack, and rolled to my back, shaking, feeling weak. Paulie sat leaning against Zack, who was flat on his back with his pack under his head like a pillow. Al and Vito sat listlessly in the snow. “We made it,” I said.
Paulie just stared at me. “Did you…” He jabbed a finger toward the landing hovair. “Did you call for that plane with your tel stuff?”
I watched the hovair's hatch spring open amid swirling snow. The occupants remained inside, waiting for it to settle, I think. “I'm not that good, kid.” I winked. “Not yet, anyway.”
We had all lost our weapons, though Zack was himself a weapon. Whoever our benefactors were, I'd impress on them that we had to rescue my team and get off planet. If the syndicate tags wanted to come without their sample of bristra, that was OK with me. But somehow, I doubted they would opt to scrub their mission. They were soldiers, all right, with a captain, in a war they started for the love of credits.
When the snow settled, a slightly-built Terran woman and a tall, gray-haired man emerged from the hovair and strode toward us.
Paulie and I sat up, but Zack remained on his back.
“Are you folks all right?” The man, gaunt-cheeked and hunched, furrowed his brows.
“We are now,” I said. “Thanks. You saved our butts.”
The woman, perhaps in her early twenties, with short straight blonde hair and a narrow face, rubbed her pale hands in the cold air. “Where did that plant come from?” she asked in a high-pitched voice and spread her hands. “I think it was about to eat you all.”
They both wore stinglers at their sides.
“It's indigenous to –” I began, ready to lie and say it was native to Equus.
“In fact, where did you trolls come from?” she squeaked.
I looked at Al. “We, uh…”
He got up and brushed himself off. Vito, Paulie and I stood as Al approached the couple. “We were hired to take samples of the Blackroot to a lab on Syl' Tyrria.” Al looked around. “But the friggin' thing attacked us.”
“Oh, the woman said and smiled,”I know scientists at that lab in Cape Leone on Syl' Tyrria. Who hired you? What is his name?"
“He runs a private business on the side, lady.” Al eyed her stingler. “His clients don't like their names advertised. You know what I mean?”
The man put his hand on the woman's arm and backed a step.
“What are you two doing on Equus?” I asked him and ventured a few steps closer.
Al glared at me.
“My daughter and I are an advance ecological team. We're here to –”
“To study possible areas for Terran cultivation,” she interrupted, “under the auspices of Alpha's Department of Environmental Colonization and the Department of Science and Technology.” She watched Zack stir and lift his massive bulk to a sitting position. “The project has a wide scope and…” Zack stood up and towered over her. “And content,” she whispered, “including nutrient cycling, hydrology…plant…plant –”
“Plant succession?” I asked. “Soil microbiology?”
“Why yes!” The man came forward and extended a hand to me. “Doctor Wallace. David Frances Wallace. Just call me Dave. And this is my daughter Gretchen. We call her Gabby.”
I smiled and shook his hand. “Jules Rammis,” I said.
“Doctor Rammis?” he asked. “You seem to know about plants.”
“Well, astrobiology.”
He pumped my hand. “Very glad to know you, Doctor. Are these your, ah, colleagues?”
“We're together,” I told him, “on this mission.”
“Excellent,” he said. “My daughter and I are addressing cash crops with an eye to cropping yield patterns and energy budgets for possible exportation of produce to other colonized planets.”
“Fascinating,” I said, and kept an eye on Al, who was moving closer to Gabby. I saw him catch Zack's eye and nod toward Dave.
“I would enjoy discussing it further with you,” Dave told me. “And we're more than curious about this highly aggressive predatory lifeform you encountered.”
I glanced around at the four Mafiosi. “So would I, Dave. So would I. You find it necessary to carry weapons?”
Dave chuckled. One never knows what alien faunae one will encounter on unchartered worlds."
“Good idea, Dave,” I said. “You never know what you'll run into.”
“Wait a minute.” Gabby moved closer, away from Zack, who was approaching her. “Wait a minute. Jules Rammis!”
“Yes,” I said and moved away from Al and Zack.
Gabby and Dave followed me. Gabby drew in a breath and pointed at me. “You're the tag who killed the deviant Loranth on Syl' Tyrria!”
“No, I didn't exactly –”
“And you got rid of the dream czar on Halcyon!”
“I helped, but I wasn't the one who –”
“Oh my God!” She clasped her hands. “And you stopped that lunatic Rowdinth from dragging a black hole into our solar system!”
“Well, I had something to do with that, but –”
“Dad! He stopped the BEMS from invading planet Denebria and eating the people!”
“Well, my team did most of –”
“You're famous,” she squeaked. “Can I have your autograph?”
Zack was approaching her from behind. “I don't have a pen and a –”
“Here!” She whipped out a field stylus from her jacket pocket. “Write it on my jacket.” She smiled through thin lips and patted her chest. “Right over my heart.”
Good old hero worship. “OK.” I reached for the stylus and grabbed her stingler instead. “Run, Gabby!” I pushed her aside and spun the ring to stun. “Get back to the ship! You too, Dave.”
I swung the weapon toward Zack. Something crashed into me. It was Paulie. We both went down. He grabbed my wrist and slammed it to the ground. The stingler flew out of my hand. “You crotefucking slimetroll,” I said. “You just got three people killed.”
Paulie had a pained expression as he got off me. “I take orders from Al.”
I stood up. “Then you're nothing but a murderer.”
Gabby and Dave clung to each other and tried to back toward the hovair. Al had Dave's gun in his hand. “Stay right there!” he ordered them. “Sit down. Now!”
They sat, still clinging to each other. Gabby was shivering. Dave kissed her forehead gently and stroked her hair. He murmured something to her but he looked desolate.
Al turned to me, fury in his black eyes. “You gave me your word you wouldn't try to escape!” He strode toward me, his shoulders raised, and poked me in the chest.
I brushed away his hand and tried to back up, but I stumbled into Paulie, who had stationed himself behind me. “You were stupid enough to believe me,” I told Al. “I didn't believe you'd let me live all the way back to Earth.”
Al balled his hands into fists. I was ready to block his blows but his hands remained down. “Zack!” he called. “You're going to learn respect, kraut.”
“You need me,” I said, “to get you back to the trade lanes.”
“Are you so sure of that?” Al asked. “We've got these two cloudweavers to get us back.”
I heard Gabby cry. I felt like crying too. But I took deep shuddering breaths instead. “I'm sorry,” I told Gabby and Dave. “I tried.”
“Oh, no,” Gabby said, “we don't know how to fly a starship.” She half rose and pointed to the hovair. “It's not like an airship.”
“Sit down!” Al ordered. “How did you get here?”
“We –” Gabby started, then couldn't catch her breath.
“We were dropped off by Arcadia V,” Dave said, “one of Alpha's scientific explorer ships. They're due to pick us up in one Equus week.”
“Zack,” Al called.
“Wait a minute, Al,” Paulie whispered, “I mean no disrespect, but Jesus Christ, Zack'll kill him.”
Spirit! I sent.
I know, Jules.
What am I going to do?
What can you do?
I'm scared!
I am here.
Paulie got between me and Zack, who was approaching like a grizzly bear on hind legs. “I'll do it,” he told Al.
I started to tremble and couldn't stop. I wanted to turn and run. They'd probably hit me with a stun setting. That wouldn't hurt half as bad as what they had in mind. I turned and slammed into Vito. Too late. Too slimeshitting late! Zack wrapped me in a python grip.
“I'm sorry, Julio,” Paulie said. “Al don't tolerate no disrespect. You gotta learn that.” He pulled off my ski hat, unzipped the top of my jacket, and shoved it inside. “Take it like a man.” He made a fist.
Spirit!
How does a man take it? Spirit sent.
I don't know!
Paulie hit me hard enough to joggle my brain, but not enough to flatten me. The bastard was going to make this last.
I kicked back hard and caught Zack in his shin. He just chuckled.
I squeezed my eyes shut at the repeated jabs to my face, but the shock of being hit was worse than the pain. The onslaught lasted for hours. Well, maybe not. It just felt that way. After a while, the blows to my cheeks didn't hurt so much, but my mind retreated to a place of its own dark creation. Blackroot swarmed around me and reached out tendrils to drink the blood from my veins.
Spirit.
I can shut off your brain.
No. I can take this.
Like a man?
I don't fucking know!
“Take him down, Paulie,” I heard Al say.
“I'm sorry, Julio,” Paulie said.
A hard shot to my left temple snapped my head sideways. Zack let go of me and the snowy ground rushed up and slammed me. I blinked, trying to remain conscious. It became too hard and I gave myself up to a black predator of my imagination that seemed to suck my brain.
* * *
Subdued. It was my first thought when my brain returned from La La Land. If they thought I was subdued, they were mistaken. But I'd let them think so. What was that humming sound? I'd also let them think they had knocked the tel abilities out of me, along with the stuffing, and I'd have to recuperate before guiding them out to the trade lanes. My head hurt. I tried to remember what they had done to me. I remembered fists.
I opened my eyes, but it was a blur. Gabby and Dave. Where were they, and my team, trapped in the cave?
“Jules, you want a drink of water?” someone asked in a squeaky voice.
“You got coffee?” I mumbled.
“No. Caffeine-free lime tea?”
“Never mind.”
My vision cleared and I saw Gabby and Dave sitting next to me. I lifted my head and looked around. I was lying on a bunk. “Are we in the hovair?”
Gabby nodded. Her hair was disheveled. Her eyes were puffy and red. She leaned against Dave, who looked distracted as he stared straight ahead.
“I think we're going to their starship,” Gabby said.
“Searcher,” I told her.
Paulie came into the room from the cabin. “You two,” he said to Gabby and Dave, and nodded toward the cabin. “Get lost.”
Gabby helped her father up and guided him into the cabin.
Paulie sat down. “How you feeling?”
“Never better,” I said.
“You know, I probably saved your life. Zack's a fucking animal.”
“Send me your bill.”
“You want coffee?”
“You've got coffee?”
“Zack has the ingredients for Demitasse in his backpack. Vito made it in the ship's sous chef.”
“You have a sous chef onboard?”
“That's what I just said.”
The chef was an indispensable appliance that turned ingredients into a variety of meals and drinks.
“You like Demitasse?” Paulie asked.
“OK. You got a cannoli?”
“No.” He got up and grinned. “A little anisette in the coffee?”
“Whatever.” I rubbed my eyes. “I gotta pee.”
“C'mon, I'll help you to the bathroom.”
I had to make this look good. I got up as though I were much weaker than I really was. I staggered and Paulie took my arm and guided me to the bathroom. When I was done he helped me back to the bunk. I sat down heavily, leaned against the wall and sighed. “There's something you should know.”
He walked toward the cabin. “After I get the coffee. I want a cup too.”
“Take your time.” Crotefucker, I thought, because you're going to love this!
He came back, handed me one of two small cups, sat down and sipped the other one.
“Can't you tags afford bigger cups?” I asked.
“That's how you drink it, kraut.”
I sipped the hot, strong brew. It had a hint of liquor. “I can't do it anymore,” I said.
“Can't do what?”
I brushed a hand over my swollen left temple. “I tried to read the girl's thoughts, but it didn't happen.”
He looked worried. He'd look more worried before I was finished. “Maybe she wasn't thinking nothing,” he suggested.
“There are always subliminal thoughts.” I stared at the cup. “It's more than that. This happened before, after a couple of so-called friends put out my lights.”
He leaned forward. “So what's wrong?”
“I can't probe.” I stared him in the eyes. “I don't know which way is home, Paulie.”
He sat back. I thought he was going to drop his Demitasse. “Earth?”
I nodded. “It's like…” I touched my left temple. “It's like the road signs are down, you know?”
Damn, I was good!
He looked around, as though searching for an answer to this dilemma. “How fucking long does this last?”
I shook my head, carefully. “Last time it happened, it lasted about an Earth week. But…but I don't know. All of a sudden it's like the fog lifts and my tel is back. I just don't know.” I ran my hands through my hair to get it off my face. Eat shit and die, mother fucker! I heard a chuckle in my mind. Spirit? Is that you? Taking a break from world building?
Ah, Jules, my Terran paisan, we all need some entertainment.
You think this is funny?
Sorry. No. Back to work. I'm manipulating the DNA of a small lizard to give his offspring wings. Just a matter of turning on the right triggers.
Sounds fun! Good luck.
Gracie. There was that chuckle again as he broke the link.
I bit my lip. Prego, you crote.
Paulie looked distraught as he got up and headed toward the cabin. “I better tell Al about this. He's gonna want to know.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. “You'd better tell him.”
I sent out a probe toward my team and held my breath that the root hadn't gotten them. If I could steal this hovair, with Gabby and Dave still onboard, I could get to the cave, rescue my team and fly us to Sojourner. As Joe would say, it was a thin plan with lots of holes. But it was all I had. After that, let Spirit do his work and wipe the planet's slate clean.
I projected my tel into the cave for a visual on my friends, and gasped. Bristra filled the entrance like a closed door. The cave was lit only by their comlink lights. Oh, Great Mind.
We can't burn it, Chancey! I heard Joe say. The cave will fill with smoke. Bat, how are your batteries holding out?
About forty-eight percent left, Joe. It's my last one.
Chancey?
I've got one more after this baby. Then that's all she wrote.
I felt Joe's fear, not only for himself. The crusty leader of our team doesn't shake easily, but this was enough to do it. I wished he were a sensitive and I could tell him that I was doing my best to rescue them. I pressed a hand to my mouth and felt tears burn my eyes. What was that? Someone…something was responding to my send. It wasn't the bristra. Then what? The mind pattern was familiar. I wiped my eyes. Probably some indigenous animal with rudimentary tel powers and a mind similar in ontology to ours.
Al strode into the room, followed by Paulie and Zack. I guess Vito was steering the boat.
“What the hell is this?” Al said. “You can't find your way back to Earth?”
“I've lost my tel abilities,” I told him. “It's the way I found this star system, and the only way I'll find my way back to the trade lanes. It's unchartered, you know?” I ran a hand over my left temple. “I don't feel so good. I think I'm hungry.”
Al strode to me and grabbed the front of my shirt. “If you're lying to me…,” he came close, “you'll think you're feeling like a million creds compared to how you're gonna feel.”
I let my jaw drop and tried to look listless. “What…what good would lying do, Al? Sooner or later, I'll have to take you home. When my tel is back, you know?” I pressed my fingers to my forehead. “It should come back,” I mumbled, “the way it did last time. As long as I'm not traumatized.” I looked at Gabby and Dave standing in the doorway and smiled crookedly. “Hi, guys. Al, are Gabby and Dave coming home with us? I worry about them.”
Al pulled me closer. I smelled liquor on his breath. “Worry about getting us back to Earth.”
“Al, he's the only one who can fly a starship,” Paulie said, “and the only tag who can program the ship for the lanes and home.” He glanced at Gabby and Dave and lowered his voice. “We gotta keep him happy, you know what I'm saying?”
Al never took his gaze off me. “If I find out you're lying,” he growled, “I won't give you to Zack.” He pushed me hard against the wall and spread his hands. “I'll burn your balls off with a hot beam.”
I was truly afraid of this man. Looking into his eyes was like peering into a mirror of Hell. I threw up my tel shields, unwilling to encounter the tidal force of his evil mind.
“You'll beg to die,” he said, “but I won't let you!”
“You'll be the first to know,” I croaked, “when my tel is back. Promise.” I crossed my heart with a shaky finger.



Chapter Eight
We landed near Gabby and Dave's small prefab on a knoll, surrounded by winter woods of curled branches and red pods. I still played stupid and weak. Paulie guided me into the small hut, which was packed with scientific instruments, equipment, and plants growing in tanks. Here, the men would wait for me to announce that my tel abilities had returned and I was ready to fly them to the trade lanes.
Fat chance.
But there was no chance, I knew, of influencing four minds at once with an intrusive probe that would force them all to do my bidding, especially Al, who was a sensitive. I had trained myself to influence one person, sometimes two, but never four. I had stretched my powers to the point of achieving distant probes, seeing visuals of surroundings through the minds of others, and the death blow that burned through the brainstem.
I sat on one of the two cots, closed my eyes, and leaned back against the hypalon-inflated wall. How much time did my team have before their stingler batteries gave out?
The room was stuffy and crowded with six of us. Vito was onboard the hovair, preparing supper in the sous chef. Al said something to Zack and nodded toward me.
Zack dug into his coat as he approached me. I heard a chain rattle. Oh no! If he handcuffed me to the cot, we'd never get away.
I stood up quickly. “It's too hot in here,” I mumbled, and moved lethargically toward the door, acting as though I couldn't zippered my jacket. “I need some fresh air.”
Zack moved faster than I thought he could, and gripped my arm. “You gotta go to the bathroom?”
“What? No, I'm too hot. That's all.” I tried to pull away. He clamped down harder. “Al,” I said, as Zack pulled me to the cot and forced me to sit, “he's scaring me!”
“Just do what he says,” Paulie said from the small table where he was playing solitaire on his comlink. Gabby and Dave sat close together on the other cot.
Son of a crotefucking bottom slimesucking piece of shit! I thought and bit my lip as Zack pulled out his handcuffs. “Right-handed, right?” He clamped the handcuff around my left wrist, brought the chain through the cot's bottom stand, and clamped on the footcuff without waiting for an answer. “See?” He pointed to his head. “I remember.”
“Why are you doing this?” I asked him. “Where would I go?”
He shrugged and flipped Al the key. “Talk to the capo.”
Al just stared at me with those black eyes and slipped the key inside his vest pocket.
Vito came in with a large bag slung over his shoulder and brushed snow from his hair. “Man, it's getting cold out there. Snowing again. Brrrr.” He stamped his feet and dumped food packets onto the table. “Brown is yer meat.” He pointed to a packet. “Green is yer vegies. Tan is yer carbs, and red is yer dessert.” He placed four packets in front of Al, who sat down. “Here ya go, boss.”
The men gathered at the table, but Gabby and Dave remained on the cot. I knew how they felt. My stomach was too upset to eat. I was afraid to project a visual to the cave with Al so close to me. He might pick up the send, realize my tel powers were intact, and I'd be talking with some very high notes.
After they ate, Al motioned for Gabby and Dave to get off the cot. They got up quickly and sat on the floor in a corner. Al stretched out on the cot. Zack approached me, yawned and scratched his crotch. He grinned when I got off the cot and sat on the floor. “Have a nice dreams,” he said and shook the chain. He laid down with part of his bulk hanging off the sagging edge.
The room was lit only by dim glowballs along the ceiling. I leaned back against the wall and slept for a while. I jumped and suddenly awoke from a nightmare. The window was black. Snowflakes slithered down the glass and piled up in miniature hills at the bottom. Gabby, who was no sensitive, was projecting a thought. Jules. I think I can get the key. Do you hear me?
Al couldn't catch just a normal thought.
I turned my head in her direction and nodded.
If we can sneak out, she continued, and get to the hovair…
I nodded again.
Al and Vito wore the two stinglers they'd taken from Gabby and Dave tucked inside shoulder holsters. I stayed very still, not wanting to rattle the chain as Gabby silently lifted herself and padded softly toward Al, who was snoring.
An alarm suddenly beeped. Gabby jumped back and ran to sit by her father, who put his arm protectively around her shoulders.
What the hell? I thought. Then I saw the tiny light blinking on Al's belt as he got up. Vito and Paulie were on their feet. Zack mumbled something, scratched his cheek, and snored.
“You little puttana!” Al said as he approached Gabby and Dave.
Gabby screamed and Dave got in front of her.
“Leave her alone, Al,” I said and stood up, my left foot braced on the cot. “She's just a kid.”
Al shoved Dave aside, grabbed Gabby by her hair and lifted her to her feet.
“Al, don't!” I cried as he smacked her across the face. She fell to her knees with a cry. A trickle of blood seeped down her chin. “Christ and Buddha,” I said, “she's just a kid!”
Al swung around and pointed at me. “You shut your friggin' mouth or you'll be next!” He dragged Gabby to her feet while Vito held back Dave.
“Please!” Dave sobbed. “Don't hurt her. Do it to me instead. It was my idea. I swear it was!”
Al dragged Gabby to the door by her hair and flung it open.
“Daddy!” she screamed as he threw her outside, slammed the door, and locked it.
“No,” I whispered. “You can't do that.”
“Julio!” Paulie said. “Shut yer mouth!”
Gabby screamed and pounded on the door.
I pulled at my chain. With Zack on the cot, I couldn't drag it to the door. Al calmly returned to his cot, sat down, and shut off the alarm.
“No, please!” Dave shouted and tried to get to the door. “She's my baby.”
Vito threw him down to a sitting position.
A sensation of fury built inside me. “You belong in a zoo,” I told Al.
He stared at me, wiped a hand across his mouth, and stretched out on the cot.
Paulie strode over to me. “Will you shut the fuck up before you're out there with her!”
“I am out there with her. You should be too.”
He gave me a strange look, as though I were talking in a foreign language. I slumped to a sitting position and pressed my hands to my head.
Paulie squatted beside me. “You…uh, you want a cannoli? I still got one left. Vito made them.”
Tears slid down my cheeks as Gabby's screams tore through my mind like blades. I began to sob.
Paulie got up and went to Al. "Al, I mean no disrespect, but suppose I let her back in? It's bothering Julio, you know? We don't want him to get upset. He might not be able to –
Al swung to a sitting position. “Paulie, you're my younger brother and I love you, but don't ever question my orders again!”
Paulie shrugged and backed away. “I meant no disrespect.”
For fifteen minutes I listened to Gabby scream for help and watched Dave sob on the floor. Then Gabby's screams stopped and there was only a scratching on the door as though some animal wanted to get inside.
If she dies, I thought, I'll find a way to kill him.
“Paulie,” Al called. “Let the puttana back in.”
I stood up as Paulie strode to the door and opened it. Gabby was leaning against the doorframe, shaking badly, with balls of ice dangling from her hair.
“Can I please…please come in?” she asked.
She stumbled as Paulie yanked her inside and closed the door.
“Gabby!” Dave hugged her and guided her to a corner. He helped her to sit down and rubbed her arms and hands vigorously. She leaned against him and closed her eyes. “I'm…I'm so tired, Daddy.”
“I know, baby.” Dave pulled the ice balls from her hair. “I know.” He kissed her forehead.
Paulie looked at me like a kid asking for approval. I smiled. After all, within the parameters of their fucked-up social order, Paulie had tried.
“You still got that cannoli?” I asked him. “I could use some supper.”
“Sure!” He took it from a red bag and brought it to me. “It's fresh,” he said proudly and unwrapped the paper.
“Gracie,” I said.
“Prego.”
“Hey, Paulie!” Vito called, “you two engaged, or what?”
“Ma vaffanculo!” Paulie told him and flicked his thumb from behind teeth.
I didn't even want to know what that meant as I ate the cannoli, savoring the crunchy pastry tube and the sweet heavy cheese. Not the most nourishing meal I'd ever eaten, but one of the tastiest.
Zack woke up, dragged himself to a sitting position and scratched his head. “Wha' happened? Did I miss something?”
I sighed as I chewed and leaned my head back. Now all I had to do was find a way for the three of us to escape and get to the cave in time to rescue my friends. That's all.
* * *
Gabby found a way for us. After she recuperated from hypothermia, with Dave's help, and slept for a while, she contacted me again with natural thoughts.
I was asleep, but it woke me up. The four gangsters were sleeping soundly. It was still night. Wind howled and rattled the window. Snow had piled halfway up the glass. Fat flakes beat against it, as though wanting to get in.
Jules, she sent. I'm going to bring you a bolt cutter we use for snapping off thick branches. Be ready! OK?
I looked her way and nodded. Dave was sitting beside her.
She crawled softly on hands and knees to a cabinet, opened it with a click and lifted out a bolt cutter. I tried to keep my thoughts down to subliminal, but I was getting excited. I stuffed my scarf inside my jacket, with the ski hat, and quietly zippered it, just in case any of the crotes woke up. Who, me? I'm not going anyplace, I practiced.
Gabby and Dave left their jackets tied around their waists.
Gabby kept the heavy cutter pressed against her chest and moved on her other hand and knees to me.
I took the cutter. “Go back,” I whispered, “in case somebody wakes up.”
I waited for her to lie down beside Dave, as though they were both asleep, then I took off my jacket and wrapped it carefully around the end of the chain and the cutter to muffle the sound. I held my breath as I snapped through the closest link, and the smallest, to the handcuff. The sound was only a dull crack. Still, I quickly hid the cutter and jacket under the cot. I leaned back, as though asleep. No one stirred. I think the howling wind and rattling window covered the sounds. My heart was beating in my throat as I carefully lifted the cutter and jacket again and broke the closest link to the footcuff.
No one stirred at the muffled crack.
Are you free? Gabby sent the thought.
I nodded to her, put on my scarf and hat, and crawled to the door. When I was safely there, I motioned for them to stay low and follow.
I waited for them to get close, then I reached up, unlocked the door, and opened it enough for them to scurry out on all fours. Wind howled through the opening and took my breath away as I followed. I jumped up and closed the door against it, but the icy wind had already swirled though the hut.
“Run!” I shouted as wind cut like broken glass across my face and invaded my throat with icicles of air. I followed them toward the landing site with the hovair. But the night, the swirling snow, had created a whiteout. We floundered through deep drifts.
The hut door flew open. The light nailed us in its glare. I saw Zack plow through snow, a massive dark shape, like a moose in winter.
“Run!” I gasped and fell into the drift. The flash of a laser overhead. I was glad I'd fallen. Until I heard Dave scream. “Oh, no,” I muttered. “Oh, no!”
“Daddy!” Gabby shouted. “Daddy, get up.”
I plowed up to Dave and Gabby. She was pulling on his wrist, trying to lift him. But the blackened hole in the center of his back, where snowflakes melted, told me he would not be moving again.
Zack was gaining, and the others weren't far behind.
“C'mon.” I grabbed Gabby's arm and half dragged her away from the light.
She fought me. “I'm not leaving him here in the snow.”
“He's gone,” I said. “They're coming for us, Gabby. They need me. But this time they'll kill you.” She stared at me numbly. I shook her arm. “They'll kill you!” I pushed her ahead. “Your father wouldn't want that.” Another blue flash. It barely missed her. “Run!”
She did.
We plowed our way past the light. The others caught up to Zack, but we were as invisible as the hovair.
“We're the fuck are they?” I heard Al yell.
“Probably heading for the hovair,” Vito answered.
“Where's that?” Al asked.
Silence.
“Stay down, Gabby,” I whispered. We lowered ourselves into a drift and funneled out snow around us. “Think you can find the hovair?”
She wiped tears and pointed. “Somewhere in that direction. Are you sure he's gone?”
I nodded. “I'm sorry. There's no chance.”
“Oh, Dad!”
“Quiet, now, they're coming this way. C'mon.”
We circled behind the hut and Gabby led the way toward the landing site, using the hut as her reference point. I didn't tell her, but the air was so cold, with crystals swirling, that we couldn't stay outside much longer. Plan B would be a hollow in a drift, out of the wind, for the rest of the night.
The cold was creeping into my chest when Gabby pointed at a dark shape looming to our right.
“That's it!” I said. “C'mon.”
I covered my face and neck with my scarf, then realized that Gabby had no scarf and no hat. She was shaking badly again. I took off my scarf, smiled at her as I wrapped it around her head and neck, and tied it in place. We followed a flattened trail through drifts. Probably made by a large animal looking for shelter, I thought, until Zack rose up near the hovair, growled like an animal, and threw himself at me.
“Oh, shit!” He hit me like a falling tree and we both went down.
Gabby screamed and ran to the hovair. She sprang the hatch.
“Get inside and lock it,” I yelled. I took a handful of snow and rubbed it into Zack's eyes, probably the only vulnerable spots on his body. He lifted me by my jacket and pants and threw me. I landed in soft snow and tried to scurry away from him.
“He's over here!” Zack shouted and plowed after me. He caught up and lifted me again. I kicked him in the leg and he laughed.
Gabby had started the hovair.
“I got him!” Zack shouted and squeezed me so hard I couldn't draw in a breath. I brought my knee up into his groin. He grunted but he hung on. The other three were approaching through the dark, using the whine of the hovair's engine to guide them.
I was seeing spots before my eyes that weren't from the storm when the hovair hatch sprang open. Gabby jumped out with something in her hand, lifted it and slammed it down on Zack's head.
He grunted like a shot bear, but still clung to me.
I heard her hit him again, a sound like a coconut cracking. His body spasmed and he dropped me.
I staggered to my feet, drawing in gulps of freezing air as Gabby guided me back to the hovair and helped me inside. I slid to the deck and sat there. She locked the hatch, ran to the pilot's seat and strapped herself in. The window flashed blue as a laser beam bounced off it. Then we were airborne.
I went to the co-pilot's seat and sat down heavily. “Thanks,” I said.
She wiped tears. “You're welcome. Where to?”
I patted her shoulder. “I'm sorry, Gretchen.”
She nodded. “Where to?”
“Just get us above the peaks. I've got three friends on this planet who need help. They're trapped in a cave by Blackroot. Actually, it's called bristra.”
“Where's the cave?”
“I don't know, but I can use a tel probe to locate it.”
“Then what?”
“Then we get them out of the cave…somehow, fly to my team's starship, Sojourner, and leave for home.”
“And those four murderers? They get to walk away?”
“They're not going anyplace, kid. They don't know how to pilot a starship. Even if they did, they couldn't create a flight plan to bring them home to Earth.”
“I hope they die here!”
I thought of Spirit's plan to destroy the bristra and the gangsters. “That's a real possibility.” I closed my eyes and sent out a probe. There, to the southwest, probably not far from Sojourner's landing site, I felt a response. It wasn't Joe, or Bat, or Chancey. Yet…
“Someone or something down there is responding to my sends. Lower the craft, Gabby. Let me see if I can get a visual.”
“In this soup?” she squeaked.
“A visual from his mind, Gab. I think he's in trouble. Turn on autolanding.”
“It's probably just an animal, caught away from its den.” She lowered the craft. “What can you do for it?”
“I don't know. Go to autopilot.”
“Jules, I like to see the put-down site. Let me hand-fly the landing.”
“Trust the technology, Gabby. The hovair doesn't have to see the landing site and we can't see it.”
“But I'm the flying pilot,” she whined. “I make the decisions.”
I thought of the decision I'd made as a young, smartass pilot of a helicub over the Rockies. I've regretted nothing so much in my life as the decision to hand-fly the cub where I should have never taken it in the first place. I closed my eyes and saw again my sister Ginny's face when an updraft flipped the cub and drove it into rocks. Ginny slid out the broken door and down into the canyon.
“What?” I asked. Gabby had been talking to me.
“I said what about the turbulence?”
“Auto can handle turbulence. Give me the controls, Gabby. I'm not going to argue about this.”
“Oh, all right!” She relinquished them and I programmed the autopilot for a touch-down. I sent out a tel probe to Joe's mind and picked up Chancey's instead.
It looks like the cold stopped them in their tracks, boss. You tags see any movement?
Just a few ole feelers trying to sneak in, Bat said.
Keep them clipped back, Joe told them. But save your batteries.
You think the cold killed them? Bat asked.
One can only hope, rebel, Chancey said.
Not if they're sending out feelers! That was Joe.
I breathed a sigh of relief. My team was in no immediate danger.
We're lost, a thought came through. I searched for the magnetic poles, but I could find no magnets and no poles. The Terran female is getting cold inside, close to her heart.
Who was that? It was just a natural thought, but it was a response to my send, a call for help.
The hovair settled down in a clearing between hills. The first light of day brightened snow fields to the east. The storm was diminishing or moving on. Ragged patches of blue shone between clouds that were cracking open like a puzzle.
“Stay here, Gabby.” I put on my ski hat and started for the hatch. “It's still too cold out there. Oh, can I have my scarf?”
She handed it to me, took my arm and smiled. “Stay warm, OK?”
I wrapped the scarf around my head and neck. “A bug in a rug.” But I wished I had gloves as I sprang the hatch, went outside and closed it. I shoved my hands deep into my pockets. Ice crystals still swirled in the frigid air. If you wanted cold, Spirit, I sent, you couldn't have chosen better! I sent out a mind probe, scanning for the source of the call for help.
It came as a pressure against my head. A feeling that dragged me down to deep melancholy; a resignation of the spirit, given over to death. But not his own. What was I dealing with?
I turned to my left, where high craggy rocks formed a cliff with dark cracks a man could fit through. The thoughts seemed to be coming from there. If this were a predator, he was putting his thoughts together like a thinking, analytical being. Had he gleaned that from my mind and imitated it?
I wished I had my stingler as I walked a narrow path between deep snow to the largest crack. Something with big paws had gotten there ahead of me. I stopped and looked around. Perhaps it was a call for help, and perhaps it was an animal that had evolved rudimentary tel receptors to entice prey to an imaginary meal. I rubbed my hands together and shoved them back into my pockets.
Are you reading me? I sent as I approached the dark crack in the cliff.
I feel your mind, but not your words. I am trying to keep her warm with my fur.
I picked up a short thick branch and moved cautiously through the crack. A club and a cave. Dammit! I hate to devolve.
I crouched near the entrance, ready to turn and run, as my eyes adjusted to deep shadows and a smell that was familiar.
Oh, you have come! Happy is my liver.
A white shape loomed up in stark shadows and moved toward me. Was he imitating my Vegan friend Huff as a ploy? A memory he'd gleaned from my mind? I raised the club. “Stay where you are!”
“But –” He spread great white paws and kept coming. “I cannot approach you from where I am. I am so happy in my –”
I took a step back. “Stay away!”
“I am away. But I am happy in my liver to see you, Terran Jules friend.”
I was already swinging at his head when I recognized his voice. “Huff!”
He slammed the club from my hand and sent it spinning. I thought a couple of my fingers had gone with it. I grabbed my hand. “Huff?”
“Why do you swing this stick at my snout, my Terran cub? What have I done that I didn't know I did to you?”
“Nothing. What are you –?”
“For nothing you would hit my snout?”
I didn't know, Huff. What are you doing here?"
“You didn't know Huff? Sorry am I. I am here because you are here.”
“You were searching for me?”
“No.”
“No?”
“No. I was trying to find you.” He pointed with both paws to a dark shape in a corner. “The cold has gotten inside her narrow body. I have kept her warm with my fur, but –”
I went toward the figure, half hidden by shadows and diffuse light. “Who is it?”
“Your Terran female from New Lithnia.”
“Sophia?” I shouted.
“Yes. Sofa. Why do you shout it? She is not deaf, only unconscious.”
“Oh my God!” I ran to her.
“Sophia,” I whispered and stroked her face. “Baby.”
She lay on a slab of rock. Her face was pale and cold to the touch. Her lips were parted. Her eyes, closed. She wore a jacket and pants and boots. I pulled ice balls from her hair, then took off my scarf and wrapped it around her head and neck. I lifted her against me. “What the hell is she doing here?”
“Finding you.”
“You shouldn't have brought her here.”
“I did not bring her here. She brought herself here.”
“Help me with her.” I lifted her off the slab.
“I will help…how?”
“Carry her. We have a hovair parked outside. It's warm in there.”
He dropped to all fours. “Put her on my back. I cannot carry her on hind legs through deep snow.”
I did that and held her there as we made our way to the hovair. “When did you humans lose your fur?”
“I don't know. A long time ago.”
“You should have kept it.”
“Yeah. Right!”
Gabby saw us coming and sprang the hatch. Huff and I carried Sophia inside and laid her on a bunk. Her breathing was shallow. I wrapped her trunk in a blanket first, and pulled off her wet boots and socks.
“Where's your ship?” I asked Huff as I wrapped her hands and feet.
“We have no ship.”
Gabby stared at him as she raised the heat and turned the vents toward Sophia.
“This is Huff,” I said.
“I am Huff.”
I motioned toward her. “This is Gabby,” I told him. “How did you get here?” I asked Huff.
A freighter brought us to this place with supplies for the colonists that will be coming in the sometime."
“They left you near the cave?”
“No.”
“Where?”
“Near your ship.”
“Sojourner.”
“Yes, Jules, Sojourner is your ship. Are you all right, or has the cold invaded your liver, too?”
“I'm fine!”
“But when you were not inside Sojourner, we went finding you.”
“Then the storm closed in,” I said, “and you took shelter in the cave?”
He nodded. “It was shelter only for me in the closed storm. Not for the Terran woman.”
“Sophia?” I patted her cold cheek. “Baby?”
Huff began to pant in the high heat.
“Gabby,” I said and wiped a trickle of sweat from my forehead, “you can turn it down now.” Before we all roast, I thought.
Sophia blinked her eyes open. “Huff,” she mumbled, “turn down the heat. The cave's getting hot.”
“It is going down,” he told her.
“What's wrong with him?” Gabby whispered to me. “Is he retarded?”
“He's a Vegan,” I told her. “They're like that.”
“Do you know,” she asked, “that he takes everything you say very literally?”
“Tell me about it.” I unwrapped Sophia's blanket. “You're going to be OK now. How do you feel?”
She frowned at me through glazed eyes. “Who…who are you?”
I sat back. “It's me, Jules!”
“Oh…babe,” she slurred, and lifted a hand to my cheek. “We found you.”
I smiled and brushed back her damp hair. “I think we found you.”
“What happened to your face? It's all swollen and discolored.”
“I ran into a fist.” I smiled. “I'm OK.”
She traced her fingers across my lips. “You have the best smile.”
Gabby squatted beside the bunk. “Hello, Sophia. I'm Gabby. I flew the ship in to find you.”
Sophia nodded. “Thanks, Gabby.”
“You want hot caffeine-free lime tea?” Gabby asked her.
Sophia flicked me a look. “Do you have coffee?”
“I think so,” Gabby said. “Something called Demitasse inside the sous chef.”
“No, Sophia,” I said, “you shouldn't have caffeine. Take the lime tea, OK?”
Sophia smiled that broad smile that crinkles her upturned exotic dark eyes and turns her cheeks to blades. “I'd rather eat snow instead.”
Huff turned and went to the hatch.
“Huff!” I called, “where the hell are you going?”
“To get the snow.”
I rubbed my eyes. “No! No, that's all right, buddy. She shouldn't eat snow right now. Soph, take a check on the caffeine until you feel better, OK?”
She smirked. “And the snow?”
“And the snow.” I chuckled, relieved.
Gabby stared at Sophia, then reached out and touched her cheek. “You're very beautiful.”
Sophia smiled. “So are you, Gabby.”
“No. Not like you.”
“In your own way,” Sophia said.
“Is he…?” Gabby glanced at me. “Is Jules your husband?”
Sophia smiled. “Not yet.” She winked at me.
I felt my throat tighten.
“He's…,” Gabby started. “He's just adorable. You should have seen him before they beat him up.”
Sophia flicked me a look. “Is he? I hadn't noticed. Who beat you up this time, dear?”
“C'mon, girls,” I said, “give a tag a break.”
Sophia lifted her head and glanced around. “Where are Joe and Bat and Chancey?”
“Where indeed,” I said. “They're trapped in a cave by bristra.”
“Oh, no,” she exclaimed softly and lowered her head to the pillow.
“We have to break through the root system to rescue them, Soph. Spirit said they couldn't grow in extreme cold. Looks to me like they're growing in leaps and bounds.”
“I think they huddle,” Gabby offered, “like killer bees and penguins, as a way to survive the cold.”
“Yeah,” I said, “I think you've got a point there, Gab.” I yawned. Cold, hunger, and a night with very little sleep were taking their toll. Rescue the team, I thought. Yeah, if I'm still standing.
“Have you got a plan, Jules?” Gabby asked.
“I'm working on plan B,” I said.
“What is a plan B?” Huff asked and sat on his haunches. Sophia stroked his shoulder.
I shook my head. “It's what you do after you've screwed up Plan A.”
* * *
I located the cave through tel, but with the storm fast approaching, this was no time to go outside and try for a rescue. A hill of bristra, white with snowy backs, their carapaces streaked with gray, perhaps from the cold, lined the cave entrance like a hill of firewood. A frozen waterfall hung in a huge bridal veil above the roots and the entrance. Broken slabs they had pushed through lay across the roots. Water trickled down the falls as the day warmed.
Huff and Sophia had hand stinglers, but we couldn't burn the bristra. As Joe had said, smoke would fill the cave.
“Anybody got an axe?” I asked. The hovair wasn't heavy enough to plow through the roots to the entrance.
Gabby flicked off the autopilot button and hand-flew the craft to a smooth landing. She looked at me expectantly.
I winked at her. “Couldn't have done any better, kid.” But I rubbed my lips and stared out the window. The storm was on us. I engaged the holdfasts against the wind that blew snow like white sheets across the windows.
“Is the team OK?” Sophia asked.
“They're worried, but they're hanging in there.”
Even if we used ourselves as bait after the storm blew past, the roots were too lethargic to move away from the entrance and chase us. I tried a subtle tel probe, but only got subliminal scatterings of streaming thoughts, like winter dreams I'd encountered in hibernating animals.
“What if we drown them?” Sophia said from over my shoulder. Her wet hair had curled and was frizzy.
“Drown who?” I asked.
“The root system! We burn the frozen waterfall above their backs with our stinglers until they retreat or drown or freeze to death.”
“Yes. It would clog their skin,” I said. “They don't have lungs. They breathe through tracheae tubes. We saw that in our bio lab studies.” I got up. “Air enters their bodies through pores. Spiracles. Clog the tracheae tubes and they can't breathe!”
Sophia snapped her fingers. “Voila!” She threw back her mop of hair and put her arms around my neck. “I knew I chose an astrobiologist for good reason.” She kissed me and rubbed her body against my hips.
“Oh, baby,” I said when she let go, “hold that thought.”
Gabby got up, swung on her heel and strode out of the cabin to the living quarters.
“Uh oh,” I said.
“Did you ever meet a woman who didn't fall in love with you?” Sophia asked.
I grinned. “I'll let you know if I do.”
“There was the BEM All Mother on Denebria,” Huff said from where he sat in a corner munching a slab of lard with eyeballs. “She tried to eat Jules.”
Sophia grinned. “I'm glad she left some for me.”
My body was responding to her. I ran my hands down to the curves of her buttocks and pressed her against me. “This is not the time,” I whispered. “But then, we never pick a good time.”
She laughed. “With the storm keeping us indoors, babe, what better time?”
Huff stood on his hind legs, and waved the half-eaten slab of lard. “Are you two going to do that thing again?”
“Only if you leave the cabin, Huff,” I said, “and lock the door behind you.”
“And the human, Gabby?” he asked.
I pulled Sophia's shirt out of her pants and slid my hands under it and up to her breasts. “You got warm quick.” I leaned her against the co-pilot's backrest and kissed her.
She gasped in a breath. “You're better than a heating pad.”
“Oh, Terrans!” Huff said. “We only do that thing underwater, for privacy.”
“You still here?” I asked him. I got Sophia's shirt over her head without unbuttoning it and kissed her left breast. Her nipple was already hard. But then, so was I.
The door slammed and I heard the click as Huff locked it. “You can't go in there,” I heard him tell Gabby. “I swear by the Ten Gods of Kresthaven, they would do that thing in full sight of all on an ice floe.”
“Would you?” I asked Sophia and helped her out of her pants.
“With the right tag I would.” She cupped my cheeks to kiss me.
“Gently, gently.” I moved my left cheek away.
“You're always battered somewhere! I swear, Jules, you –”
“Be quiet, woman.” I kissed her lips and she stopped talking. Instead, she pulled my shirt over my head and ran her hands across my arms and back. “Not much meat,” she teased.
I unzipped my pants and pushed my shorts down with them. “You want meat?” I pressed myself against her and spread her legs with mine. "I've got meat here for you, lady. I felt the soft wetness between her legs and pulled in a breath.
“Are we going to do this right here?” she asked, “with my back against the chair?”
“Wait. I've got a better idea.” I sat in the pilot's seat and pulled her down with her legs straddling my hips. “Is that more comfortable, love?” I said and entered her.
“Oh! Much better,” she gasped. “You are a fine cushion, love.”
We were wrapped around each other in the pilot's seat, which I had tilted back. She was moving while I held her hips.
“Oh, babe!” she cried, grabbed my hair in both hands and kissed me hard. “Oh!”
That brought me to a climax, too. I spread my hands across her buttocks and helped her push.
Lifted to heaven! On the wings of love.
No, wait!
She had kicked on the autopilot and the craft was lifting erratically.
“Holy shit! Get off, Soph, we're airborne!”
She slid off me and plopped into the co-pilot's seat.
“Uh oh.” I grabbed the yoke and tried to steady the ship as we headed for the frozen falls. Huff was banging on the cabin door, which had autolocked when the ship sensed intruders at the controls.
“Hang on!” I yelled as the hovair veered away from the rock face. “Strap yourself in,” I told Sophia and strapped myself into the pilot's seat. The craft swung wildly, oscillating between autopilot and manual controls. The banging on the door stopped.
“Oh my God!” I looked at the ground above and the sky below. We were dipping toward earth.
Sophia screamed and clutched the armrests.
“Christ and Buddha.” I clicked off auto, righted the craft, and hand-flew it to a landing near the roots.
The banging on the cabin door resumed.
Sophia and I hurried back into our clothes, then I flicked off the emergency switch, and the one to unlock the door.
Huff stood in the doorway with Gabby peering around from under his left arm.
“Uh, sorry about that, tags,” I said. “Kinda got away from me.”
Huff made fists of his huge forepaws.
“Now Huff,” I said and backed against the console. “Control yourself.”
He approached me with a frown darkening the pink skin around his black nose. “Only this love I have for you in my liver, Terran Jules cub, keeps control here in my head.” He tapped his forehead. “Which aches from sliding into the wall.”
“Sorry,” I said. “You OK, Gab?”
She nodded. “He grabbed me and held me on his belly when we slid.” She leaned against Huff and smiled. “He's such a gentleman.”
* * *
“You mean all this time you had a comlink?” I asked Sophia.
“Doesn't everybody? Huff has one, too.”
“Not me,” I said. “The gangsters took mine, and Gabby's, too.”
“Then how did you get in touch with the team?”
I raised my brows.
“Oh. You didn't.” She shoved her comlink at me. “Take mine.”
“Thanks!” I smirked.
We were near the cave entrance and the stacked hill of bristra. The day was warmer, with a clear sky overhead and no wind. A high sun caressed my face. Birdlike creatures chirped among curled, snow-covered branches with sticky red pods. But the bristra still smelled bitter.
I flipped on the comlink. “Joe, it's Jules. Chancey? Bat? Do you tags read?”
“It's Jules!” I heard Chancey say.
“Jules,” Joe said, “where are you?”
“On the other side of this root wall, Joe. We've come to rescue you.”
“My God! Are you OK?” he asked.
“Fine. Sophia and Huff are with me, and a kid we picked up along the way. I'll introduce you as soon as we drop a waterfall on the roots.” I glanced at Gabby, who was watching from behind the hovair's window. “Better get to the back of the cave, you tags, a high spot if there's any. We're going to drown the bastards or send them packing. Their choice.”
“Watch your ass, Superstar,” Chancey said.
“Don't I always?”
“We'll try to help from this end,” Joe said.
“Soph.” I pointed to the frozen top of the falls. Suppose we burn through that ledge and drop it on their backs."
“I don't know, babe. If it kills them, how are we going to move them out of the way?”
“How come you're so logical, dear?”
“Oh, I must have learned it from you. I'm only a woman.”
I spun my stingler to hot. “Start burning, woman.”
The frozen wall bubbled and snapped and cracked like thunder. Water poured down and splashed on the backs of the roots. Some quivered.
“Time to wake up, crotes,” I announced.
“Run!” Sophia shouted.
“What?” I looked up and saw a huge slab of ice break loose and dangle. Then it released and shattered on the roots.
“I said run!” she shouted.
Sophia and I threw ourselves behind a tree. Huff was flattened behind another one. I covered Sophia's head with my arms. The trunk vibrated. When the cascade was over, I saw Huff emerge from behind the shattered trunk. Our tree had a shard of ice sticking out of it like the spearhead of a giant arrow.
“You OK, Soph?” I asked.
She nodded. Her eyes widened. “Oh my God!”
I turned.
The roots were stampeding away from the cave, surging toward us in loops of thick branches, like a herd of bison on the run. Sheets of snow flew up, until only gray backs showed as the bristra plowed through drifts.
The hovair!" I yelled, and dragged Sophia by an arm as I ran toward the ship. Huff dropped to all fours and bounded through drifts. Gabby sprang the hatch and we dived inside. I grabbed the handle and slammed the hatch shut as the largest roots, thick as truck tires, rolled past the windows and plowed on. The hovair shuddered as its hull was slammed, but it remained upright. Snow settled. The roots were gone.
“Jules! Jules!” I realized Joe was calling on the comlink.
“Are you tags OK?” I asked.
“Yeah. You guys?” Joe asked.
“OK. Close, but OK.”
“We're coming out,” he said.
“Come ahead. We'll meet you when the snow settles. Those galloping crotes caused a whiteout.”
We left the hovair.
As the snow settled, I saw Joe, Chancey, and Bat standing in front of the cave. Joe's shoulders were slumped with weariness. His broad creased face was flecked with white stubble and his hair was over his eyes. Compact Bat, our gentle Southern medic, with his wrinkled military cap covering his bald head, and his mild blue eyes, smiled as I approached. Chancey, my black Harlem friend who would challenge Satan himself, hooked his thumbs in his utility belt and grinned as I strode toward them, followed by Sophia, Huff and Gabby. Then I broke into a run.
I threw my arms around Joe and tried to say something through the tightness in my throat. I grabbed Chancey and Bat and pulled them closer. Sophia joined the circle and Huff wrapped his paws around us. Gabby stood watching. I took her sleeve and drew her in with us. We said nothing, but I buried my head in Joe's shoulder. He patted my back. “It's good to see you, son,” he finally said in a choked voice. “It's OK.”
I nodded against him.
“My liver is in joy,” Huff said and squeezed us. “We are together like the scattered cubs of the Ten Gods that come home to the Sacred River.” He looked up at the sky. “Watch over us, Lords of Kresthaven.”
“Amen,” I said and wiped my eyes.
* * *
I vibed my clothes, shaved, brushed my teeth, and showered while Sophia and Bat prepared a hearty meal in the hovair's sous chef.
Huff sat near the bathroom door and showed sharp, predatory teeth in a smile when I emerged. “Do you feel almost human again?” he asked.
I laughed and patted his shoulder. It had become a joke between us ever since I'd said I felt almost human after a shower, and Huff had wanted to know what it was like to feel almost human.
Sophia looked up from stirring the ingredients. “Your face is healing.”
“Ah,” Chancey, sitting at the table, shook his head. “He looks almost human again. Which new friend put out your lights this time, Superstar?”
“You know, Chance,” I pulled out a chair next to Joe, and sat down, “someday you're going to push it too far.”
Joe just shook his head.
Gabby's light eyes widened and she looked from me to Chancey.
“It's OK, Gabby,” Bat called from the sous. “Every so often they have to check their testosterone levels against each other.”
Sophia chuckled.
“Back home,” Bat said, “we never put two bulls in the same pasture.”
Sophia glanced at me and laughed. “My bull.”
“Don't encourage her, Bat,” I said.
Joe nodded at the handcuff on my wrist. “Guess we'd better not use a stingler to burn that off.”
“Guess not!” I said.
Sophia and Bat brought the dishes to the table. I breathed in the mixed aromas of mock steak and hot mashed potatoes swimming in butter.
Sophia set a bowl of crisp salad in front of me. “Eat your greens, hon.”
Chancey drew in a breath to say something. I slid him a look through lidded eyes.
He shrugged innocently and began to eat.
While we ate, I briefed my team on all that had happened after we left Black Mesa. Huff sat beside me on the floor, finishing his lard and eyeballs.
I yawned. “I think I just might sleep for those twenty hours on our trip home.”
Gabby chewed thoughtfully. “So this Spirit entity intends to wipe out the bristra fields, and humans will be destroyed with it?”
“After we leave the planet,” I told her. “He has incredible tel powers. When he targets the bristra, anything with a neo-cortex in a very wide range will be destroyed. Burned out.”
“Which planet does he inhabit?” Gabby asked.
“I gave him my word I would never tell, Gab.”
“But isn't bristra indigenous to Equus?” she asked.
I looked at Joe and smiled. “It was planted here as a ploy. I wish we could talk the four tags into coming with us.” I thought of Paulie. “I hate to see them sacrificed.”
“They must have comlinks,” Joe said.
“They've got mine, for sure.”
“Suppose,” Joe continued, and speared some of my lettuce leaves, “you contact them and give them an ultimatum.”
“Come aboard unarmed,” Chancey said and speared a slice of avocado from my salad, “and you get to live.”
“I'd like to try it,” I said, “but I don't think they'll believe me.” Gabby watched the others eat my salad. She must have assumed it was some kind of ritual and shoved her fork into the lettuce. I pushed the bowl to the middle of the table. “Why don't you tags just help yourselves? Good thing Huff' doesn't like green food.” I scratched his shoulder. “I'd never get my vegies.”
“Thanks.” Sophia dug her fork into the bowl.
“Bat?” I said airily. “Not hungry?”
He chuckled. “Not if it's green.”
“What about the other humans on Equus?” Gabby asked and chewed.
“What other humans?” I stared at her. “What other humans, Gabby?”
She stopped chewing and looked around, as though she had offended us. “The…the early colonists in White Horse Valley.”
“There are colonists?” I asked. “What are they doing here? The planet's not open to colonization yet. What the hell are they doing here?”
Gabby put her hands in her lap and lowered her head. Her narrow frame seemed to shrink further within herself. Her straight light hair fell across her thin face.
“You're scaring her, Jules,” Sophia said sternly. “It's not her fault.”
I put a hand on Gabby's shoulder. “I-I'm sorry, kid. I didn't mean to yell at you. It's not your fault.”
“Jesus and Buddha,” Joe mumbled. “Gabby, it's OK. How many of them are there?”
“I think,” she drew in a breath, “a few hundred.” She looked around at our stunned faces. “They…they came here early, illegally, to get the best land before The Rush. They're already doing soil nutrient cycling and, and shrub and tree growth strategies with…with –”
“Gabby,” Sophia said softly, “where is the village located?”
She pointed southeast. “Over that mountain. It's prime land. They've introduced soil fertility systems and brought implements, and stores of food.” She looked around. “I thought you knew. I would've told you sooner.”
I lowered my head to my hand. I had to talk to Spirit, for all the good it would do. When I looked up, Joe was staring at me. “I need some privacy,” I said and headed for the cabin. Huff got up and followed me. “I will private with you, Jules.”
“Huff!” Joe shook his head.
Huff stopped. “I always private with my Terran cub.”
“Not this time, fur ball,” Chancey said.
“Huff,” Bat said, “he needs time to contact Spirit.”
I closed the cabin door and fell into the pilot's seat. How easy it would be to start the craft and head for Sojourner. I touched the yoke. The controls were all so familiar. The seat embraced me in a cushion hug. The silent engines waited to voice their throaty rumble that lifts to a wolf cry. There's something about a ship or a motorcycle that says, “Fly on my wings. Adventure waits around the next curve, or the next cloud.”
I ran my hand over the worn armrest that still held a slight smell of leather. How easy to lift her into the waiting sky, head for Sojourner, and take our starship back home.
“Would that I could,” I whispered and touched the power button.
I could not love thee dear so much… Spirit sent.
Loved I not honor more, I finished it. So what's your plan, Spirit?
It hasn't changed.
Is there a safe place on this planet for humans when you let your destructive tel loose on the bristra?
I doubt that.
We need more time, Spirit, time to get them all off-planet!
Meanwhile the roots cause destruction in wide swathes. On Halcyon, I am in charge of bristra's growth. Here, it causes dead zones with its voracious devouring of plants, animals, and microorganisms. I have no right to allow it to expand any further on this world.
And the humans that will be killed?
As you Terrans say, collateral damage.
Spirit, to my people, each life is important.
As the girl's father's was?
We put murderers in jail.
I have dipped into your history, Terran, your savage wars that killed millions of your people. So preach me no sermons. You kill with impunity. You produce offspring with irresponsibility.
So you won't give us the time we need to call in Alpha's transport ships and evacuate these people?
Not with honor. I owe a debt to this new world. I have allowed it to be desecrated.
How much time, Spirit?
Three Equus days.
I sighed. An Equus day was twenty-eight hours.
In that allotted time, Spirit sent, bristra will cause even further dead zones.
I can't –
You cannot leave the colonists behind and save yourself. I am truly sorry, Jules.
Maybe the others will leave. No use for us all to…to stay.
Nor for you to stay.
Bristra was brought to this planet because of my desire to save my daughter and Sophia. I rubbed my forehead. I was so tired. I thought I received a tel send from the root system, Spirit. Does it have tel powers?
If it does, it evolved the capability on its own.
I'm so tired.
Sleep.
I have no time!
You can't help anyone if you can no longer stand up. I will send you the quiet interval that humans call sleep.
No. I… I felt his light tel probe and a sweet sleep slid into my soul.
Goodnight, sweet prince, he sent as I drifted off.
Have you been reading Terran plays?
I find them convoluted and violent.
* * *
It was daylight when I awoke and stared out the window. The sun was just above the eastern horizon. How can that be? I thought. It should be setting in the west. I threw off a blanket that covered me. My shoes were under the console. My God, had I slept through the afternoon and all the night? “Spirit, damn you!”
The cabin door opened. Sophia smiled and came in. “You're awake.”
“About time, no?”
“If you say so. Breakfast?”
“Yeah.” I hugged her. “Sorry.”
She brushed back my hair. “What did Spirit say?”
“No help.” I walked into the living quarters. “Three Equus days,” I announced to the group. “Then he attacks.”
“Oh my God,” Gabby said.
Joe lowered his head and scratched it.
“Alpha could bring in ships in the time we got left,” Bat offered, “and at least get those people off-planet.”
I poured a cup of coffee from the sous and sat down. “Two problems with that, Bat. One, we'd have to convince Alpha that a powerful earth-builder intends to destroy the root system with tel power, from another star system, and that humans will be killed along with the roots.” I sipped coffee.
Sophia brought a cup to the table and sat down. “We don't know that the colonists would even believe us.”
Chancey stared at his cup. “Boss,” he said to Joe, “I'm thinking only you can convince Alpha that there's humans here need saving.”
Huff came and sat next to me and I scratched his shoulder.
“I'll contact Alpha,” Joe said. “We've got a Stellar Positioning System on Sojourner. Chancey?”
“Yo, boss?”
“You finished eating?”
“You want me to fly the boat to Sojourner?”
“The sooner, the better,” Joe said.
“What are these colonists like, Gabby?” I asked her.
“They're Neo-Fundamentalist Children of the Old Lord.” She looked around and hesitated.
“And, Gabby?” I asked.
“And they think,” she continued, “that their god will always provide and protect them as long as they believe.” “They're strange people. I've never met anyone like them before.”
“Why not?” I sat back and threw up my hands. “Why should we catch a break? Couldn't be just Pagan farmers, you know?” I looked around at the group. “You tell them there's an invisible spirit from another world that's getting ready to steal their souls with tel power, and they kick the cow shit off their boots, grab their womenfolk, and hop a ship back to Earth!”
“Take it easy, Jules,” Joe said.
“They better pray good.” Chancey stood up and pushed back his chair. “Their god's gonna have his hands full this time.” He strode into the cabin.
“They're a strange people.” Gabby looked around.
“I have prayed good on my homeworld,” Huff said.
“Did it help?” Sophia asked.
“I think the gods heard me.” He nodded. “I prayed for the wind that drives away the dires we hunt, to find another direction.”
“Did it?” Bat asked.
“Yes.” Huff chewed the last of his fatback and meticulously licked his paw. “When the wind died, the blizzard descended like the cold stones of Deep Pit.”
“Oh,” Sophia said. “Did it blow away the dires?”
“No.” Huff licked his lips. “It killed them all and they slid off the ice floes and into the depths for good. Then we lived on the fat in our bodies, until even that was gone.” He leaned his head against my leg and I rubbed his ear. “We stopped playing blue checkers and waited for the gods to call us home. So I left my beloved Kresthaven and took the bad work with General Rowdinth, to help my people.” He looked up. “I am sorry, Jules, for what I did to you.”
“Don't tell me he put out your lights, too!” Chancey called from the cabin and started the engines.
“Shut up and drive, crote,” I called back. But it was true. I patted Huff's head. “We're friends now, right, buddy?”
“Yes, right buddy,” he said. “We are friends now.”
We'd been on opposite sides, all right, Huff and I, when we'd first met. He'd been one of Rowdinth's lackeys, and he'd helped capture me and bring me to the vicious general.
* * *
Speaking of vicious…
“Oh no,” I said as we hovered above Sojourner. The hatches were open and our equipment lay broken and strewn in the snow along with pieces of the pilot's console.
“Maybe an animal got inside,” Sophia offered.
“More like four of them,” I told her. “Chancey, don't land. They might be waiting for us to come out.”
“Gabby,” Joe said, “do you know what an SPS unit is, for interstellar communication?”
“Dad and I…” Her voice caught and she wiped her eyes. “Dad and I used them in our work on colonized planets. But not here.”
Sophia put an arm around Gabby's shoulders.
“Do you know if the colonists have one?” Joe asked.
She shook her head. “They don't. I'm sorry.”
“Dammit!” I whispered.
“They…” She looked at me. “They came to Equus with nothing.”
“What do you mean?” Joe asked.
“They had no intention of communicating with Alpha before the Big Rush.”
“When the colonists make their land grab?” Bat asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Of all the newly colonized planets Dad and I worked on, I never saw colonists who came with so little.” She looked at Joe. “I don't understand what they intend to live on. Dad thought they might want to live off the land. He said…” She leaned against Sophia. I heard her sob. Sophia stroked her hair and kissed her forehead.
I stared out the window where the red sun had climbed above the eastern mountain, inexorably beginning its day's journey, without a nod to our headlong rush to disaster. “What the hell are we going to do, Joe?”
“The only thing left to do,” he said. “Chancey, head southeast, for the village.”
I followed Joe to the living quarters, but he was drawn into himself. He poured a glass of red wine, slumped into a chair at the table, took out his comlink and brought up an aria that had tragedy built in; a man was about to be executed and realized how much he loved his wife, and life.
I went back to the cabin. Chancey glanced toward the door. “What's he doing?”
I shrugged. “Oh, just listening to music.”
“Not E Lucevan le stelle?”
I nodded.
Chancey turned back to the controls. “I hate when he does that.”
Sophia was in the co-pilot's seat, with Gabby sitting on the deck beside her. Huff watched the ground whiz by from a window and lifted his arms as though he were flying.
Bat was checking his medkit. “Could use some more gauze pads and…,” he said distractedly and rubbed his eyes. “And…”
I patted his shoulder. My stomach felt knotted. Somehow, as long as our crusty leader was in command and remained steady, we could face any situation head on. We would study Joe's broad, creased features for any cracks in his emotional armor. As long as he remained a strong guiding force, we were an intact team.
But Joe seemed broken.
I'd seen this only once before, and it scared the hell out of me.
I went into the living quarters, sat across from Joe, and waited for the aria to finish.
“You drew the short straw?” he asked.
“Joe, I've got an idea.”
He stared at his wine. “What else is new?”
“Suppose I contact Spirit and ask him to relay a message to Lisa. He's done it before, from New Lithnia.”
He nodded. “If you think he'll cooperate, go for it.”
“Suppose Lisa tells her mom to call your wife, Abby, and says our SPS unit was smashed in a crash landing on Equus. We're under attack by spreading Blackroot, along with hundreds of illegal homesteaders.”
Joe shifted in his chair. “And we have two and a half days to get them off-planet or they'll be overwhelmed by the rampaging roots.”
“Sucked dryer than a corn husk,” I said and lifted my brows.
“One small point. Suppose the homesteaders refuse to go?”
“We'll have to convince them that they don't have a choice. They're here illegally. Either they board the transports or be hunted and captured by the military crews.” I sat back. “Once we're all off-planet, Spirit can destroy the bristra. I think he'd give us a short time-out if we needed it.”
“And your four friends from the syndicate?”
I bit my lip.
“They're dead meat?” Joe asked.
“I'll contact them by comlink. I'll make them an offer they can't refuse. Surrender to the military crews or die here.”
“You know they can track us by our comlinks even when the units are turned off. They might be doing it right now.”
“After I contact them with the ultimatum, we throw our comlinks out the window over a mountain peak and continue on to the village.”
He chugged the remaining wine and wiped his mouth. “Why don't you get on it?”
I took his comlink, deleted the aria: E Lucevan Le Stelle, and smiled. “I hate bad endings.”
“Sometimes that's all we've got, kid.”
It was a relief to see the spark return to his eyes. I looked up and realized that Chancey, Sophia, Bat, and Gabby were crammed in the cabin doorway, listening. At seven feet tall, only Huff's white snout and black nose showed above them.
“Anybody need the bathroom?” I asked.
They shook their heads and snout.
“Good. I want some privacy for a long distance call.”
I heard, Jules, Spirit sent as I closed the bathroom door and sat on the rim of the tub.
Then you'll relay the message?
Do I have anything better to do?
Spirit!
Of course I will, but allow me my self-pity.
OK. How's your octopus with the three genders coming along? You know, I ran into a race like that on planet Syl' Tyrria.
That's where I got the idea to create this lifeform.
Oh. We'll have to compare notes someday when this is over.
My Terran friend, when this is over, only Great Mind knows what you'll be into next. He broke the link.
Thanks a lot, I sent into the void.



Chapter Nine
“Look at that,” I said as I guided the hovair between blue shoulders of a mountain range. Ahead, a village sprawled on a plain of ochre and brown soil. Bristra poured through passes like the black cells of a growing cancer, moving east, toward the village. I circled the forest of bristra, low. The mother roots lifted and showed pink bellies and round mouths lined with teeth like white spikes. “I'd say it's more animal than plant.”
“Some of its characteristics,” Gabby mused, “remind me of fungi.”
“They're still spreading out,” Joe commented from behind my pilot's seat.
“And coming this way,” Sophia added and put a hand on my shoulder. “Do you think they're aware of the village, babe?”
“I'd bet a few creds on it,” I told her. “My guess is they know exactly what they're after, fresh meat on the foot.”
“At this rate,” Chancey said from the co-pilot's seat, “they'll overrun the village before the transports land.”
“If the transports don't arrive in time,” Bat said from behind Chancey's seat, and scratched under his cap, “we're gonna have to herd the people out to safer ground.”
“They won't go,” Gabby said.
“They don't have a choice,” Joe told her.
I flipped on the radio. “Al,” I said, “do you read? Al?”
There was a pause, then, “I hear ya, kraut,” he answered.
“Listen carefully.” I didn't expect him to believe me when I told him that a very powerful entity from another planet was preparing to destroy Blackroot to save Equus' ecology, and if he didn't get off-planet within two days, he and his people would die too.
“OK,” he said. “So where are you? We need ya to fly us off this dirtball.”
“I've got a better idea. Wait for the military transports from Alpha to land, then fly Searcher to their site and give yourselves up.”
“No. I've got a better idea! We're already crawling up your ass, and our boat's armed. Land your friggin' plane an' wait for us, or I'll turn it into a glider. You want your friends to live? Give yourself up now or watch them take a hot beam up the ass after we grab you, you friggin' frocio!”
I looked around at my friends, gathered in the cabin, listening to the conversation. “If you don't surrender to the military, Al,” I said, “you and your buddies are dead meat. Think about it, paisan.” I broke the link, thought of Paulie, and sighed. “I didn't think it would work, Joe.”
“They've made their choice,” he said.
Sophia rubbed my shoulder. “You can't help them if they won't be helped, hon.”
“We're probably doing the FBI a big favor,” Chancey said. “Saves them time and money if the crotes die here.”
“What kind of favor?” Huff asked and sat on the deck beside me. He fished around in his belly pouch and pulled out a candy bar.
Bat shook his head. “Killin' is never a favor.”
“I hope they die here!” Gabby said through gritted teeth.
We looked at her.
“I hope they die.” She stamped a foot. “They killed my father!”
Bat put his arm around her shoulder. “We understand, kid.”
She leaned against him and wiped her eyes. “They're murderers.”
“Can't argue with that,” Chancey said.
Huff unwrapped the candy bar and took a bite. “Life is sweet.”
“What?” I asked.
“The damn candy bar,” Joe explained.
“It's a Life Bar,” Chancey added. “Man, don't you know nothin'?” he teased me. “Company's got a franchise to operate on Kresthaven.”
Sophia chuckled. “I guess McDonalds is next.”
“Land o' the frozen arches.” Chancey swept a raised hand. “We specialize in fish burgers and snow cones. Drive right through on your ice floe.”
“And chunks of lard with eyeballs,” Huff added. “Don't ever forget the eyeballs, Chancey. My people say `The more eyeballs you eat, the better you see'.”
“Oh, yum.” Chancey licked his lips. “Rather go blind,” he muttered.
Sophia kissed my head. “You've got some weird friends, babe.”
I glanced at Chancey. “I seem to attract them.”
The sun stood high in the sky as we slid open the windows and dropped our comlinks into a crevasse over a snowy ridge. “Go fetch!” I said.
Cloud shadows slid across a swift-running silver river south of the village where groves of curly-branched trees with red pods hugged the banks. Native quadrupeds with olive-drab coats, and horns like a goat's, bolted from beneath the trees as we cruised by overhead. A large animal, perhaps the alpha male leader, reared up on hind legs, spread diminutive arms, and extended paws that jutted from his shoulders. He raked the air with sharp claws.
“I'll be a Shayl's mother,” I said. “The pattern here is six limbs instead of four.” I turned to Gabby. “Did you know that?”
She nodded. “Dad said we could spend our lives studying the faunae on this one planet.”
“I wouldn't want to go head to head with those goat horns,” Chancey said.
“Why not, Chance?” I offered. “With your thick skull, you'd probably inherit the herd.”
“Someday, Superstar,” he wagged a finger at me, “you're going to push it too far.”
I chuckled as I headed toward the village. Wind lifted the brown and ochre soil below into dust devils. Groves of trees stood in scattered patches of green. If snow ever fell in this valley, it would quickly turn to rainwater and be swallowed by the thirsty land. The village of white cottages, with picket fences and bloated red roses intertwined in arbors, looked like clones as they huddled around a stone church with an unusually high spire.
But where were the farms, the livestock that colonists on other planets brought as fast-gro fertilized eggs? Where were the people out walking on dirt streets and the children at play?
“How long have these people been here, Gabby?” I asked.
She shook her head. “They wouldn't talk about it. Dad wanted to…he wanted to introduce systems for Terran soil fertility. It must be addressed for conservation of indigenous plant and animal lifeforms, you know?”
“That's by the book,” I said, “for any newly colonized planet.”
She nodded. “We intended to do a detailed ecological study on the dynamics of Equus' ecosystems.”
“And?” I asked.
“They weren't interested. They're strange people, Jules. Dad was a little leery of them.” She rubbed her pale forehead with thin fingers. “I think…I think he was more afraid of them than he let on. He finally said that we should just collect some native samples of flora and small insect life, and wait in our hut for Arcadia V to return and pick us up.” She hung her head. “That was the plan. They didn't even let us wait in the village. They made us feel like outcasts.”
I glanced at Joe. He shook his head.
“Well,” I said, “Let's go give them their ultimatum.” I turned the craft toward a flat plain east of the village.
Huff reached up with the candy bar to Gabby. “It's long. Take a bite, my skinny Terran friend, and make it shorter.”
She shook her head. “No thanks, Huff.”
“On my world,” Huff said, “we have a saying.”
I glanced at Chancey, who gritted his teeth. On Huff's world, they have a saying for everything, and Chancey has the patience of a wounded shark.
“On my world,” Huff repeated and Chancey moaned, “we say that the outcast rides the river floe alone until he meets with other outcasts, and then he is no longer an outcast.”
“Do tell?” Chancey said. “And what do all these outcasts do to make a living? Sell ice to each other?”
“Chancey,” Bat said, “that's not necessary.”
Huff found a parasite in his belly fur and popped it into his mouth. “I think you are teasing me,” he told Chancey and crunched the bug's hard shell. It squeaked as he swallowed it. “My Terran cub Jules told me about teasing. We have a saying on Kresthaven about those who tease.”
“I give up!” Chancey got out of the seat and strode into the living quarters.
“Huff,” I said, “you're eating native lifeforms. Did you take a digestall pill?”
He nodded. “I keep them in my pouch, along with Vegan Grow-Fur-Fast, and candy bars. I don't think Chancey wants to hear our saying on Kresthaven.”
I scratched his shoulder. “Tell me, my friend.”
“All right. On Kresthaven we say that the one who teases is trying to make himself look taller than the one he teases.”
“Good saying, Huff.” I plucked a parasite off his shoulder and handed it to him.
“That's disgusting,” Sophia muttered. “Has he ever offered you one, dear?”
“Sure,” I lied. “Tastes like chicken.”
I steered the craft toward the flat empty plain east of the village. “Gabby.”
“Yes, Jules?”
“You want to hand fly this baby to that open strip ahead?”
“OK!”
I unbuckled my harness, looked up at Bat and winked. “She's all yours, Captain,” I told Gabby as I stood up.
Joe frowned at me.
“Piece o' cake,” I mouthed.
Normally, I would strap in for a landing, but to show Gabby my confidence in her, I stood by a window, and peered out. Sophia came and I put my arm around her waist, and held onto a wall strut. “Chancey,” I called back.
“Yo?”
“We're landing.”
“Can Huff be my co-pilot?” Gabby asked as she took the controls.
“Why not?” I said.
Joe muttered something and strapped himself into a rear seat.
Bat sat beside him and chuckled. “Bubba knows what he's doing, boss.”
“I could tell you stories!” Joe replied.
Huff squeezed into the co-pilot's seat, tried to buckle himself in, and gave up. Hovairs are designed for Terrans.
“Hey, tags, look,” I said. “Real people!” They came out of the identical cottages and strode toward the landing site.
“They're all dressed alike,” Sophia commented.
“Now why am I not surprised?” I asked.
The women wore long black dresses and white caps. The men were in black suits with buckles at the waist and round-rimmed hats. Children, dressed the same, ran out ahead of the approaching group.
“Either they're Amish,” Bat offered, “or it's Thanksgiving on Equus.”
The hovair suddenly nose-dived. “What the hell?” I tightened my grip on the strut and Sophia. “Pull her up!” I yelled to Gabby. Sophia's weight against me tore my hand from the strut. We both fell and slid across the deck into the bottom of the pilot's seat. “Pull her up, Gab!” I shouted and held Sophia's arm tightly.
“She's not responding!” Gabby cried.
The craft's nose suddenly lifted and she shot skyward. I lost my grip on Sophia, slid along the deck and slammed into the doorway. It knocked the wind out of me. “Get the auto pilot on,” I gasped.
The hovair was roaring skyward with all engines wide open. “Sophia! Hang on!”
Bat unharnessed himself and crawled to where Sophia was grasping the stationary legs of the pilot's seat.
The craft suddenly rolled. I held onto the doorframe but was thrown to the floor as it righted itself. Sophia and Bat managed to hang onto the seat. Huff was still in the co-pilot's seat, but his candy bar bounced across the deck.
“What the hell's going on?” Chancey called from the living quarters.
I heard something break loose in there and crash into the wall.
“Gabby!” I cried as I crawled toward the pilot's seat. “Autopilot, dammit!”
“Auto's not responding!” she cried shrilly. “Neither are the controls. She's flying herself!”
“That's not possible,” I said as I got up. “Sophia?”
“I'm all right.” She got to her feet.
Gabby left the pilot's seat, holding on from dizziness, and I fell into it and buckled up. It was only then I realized my right side hurt.
“A piece of cake!” Joe remarked as I took the controls.
“Gabby, strap in.” I activated the yoke button and took manual control of the craft. “Chancey, come in here and strap in. Huff, keep holding on tight. I don't know what the hell she's going to do next. It feels as though we're caught in a tractor beam and somebody's sending us a message.”
“A message to get the fuck out!” Chancey said as he staggered through the doorway holding his head, and flopped into a seat. “The sous hit the wall. Got a big dent in the ingredients door.”
“Strap in, Chance,” I told him.
I flew the craft down for an uneventful landing and wondered if it had been Gabby's inexperience that caused the erratic flight path. I doubted it, though. A hovair will go to auto-pilot and bring the craft to a safe landing, if need be. It's a dead-man's switch, so to speak.
“Is everybody all right?” I asked as I shut down the engines.
“I'm checking them,” Bat said. His medkit was open and he was dabbing a cut on Chancey's forehead with some medication. “Are you all right?” he asked me.
I rubbed my sore ribs. “I'm OK. Joe?”
He nodded and unbuckled. “Were you serious about a tractor beam? That's a sophisticated piece of equipment, and considering where we are…” He stood up unsteadily.
“I don't know,” I answered. “Maybe it was a glitch in the hovair.”
“Sure,” Chancey said. “A glitch.” He unholstered his stingler, checked it and spun it to hot beam.
I unstrapped from the seat and did the same with mine. They were the only two weapons we had among us, and whatever the people of the village were about, I was not taking any chances with Sophia and my team.



Chapter Ten
The hundred or so people were silent as they stood, wearing only dresses and suits in the cold evening air as they watched us disembark. The sky was darkening, the temperature was dropping even further. I blinked in the flurry of light snowflakes that burned my nostrils. There is a smell to snowy air that I can only describe as “cold.”
“Hi,” I said and waved to the villagers. No one moved or smiled. A child picked up a rock and threw it at us. It fell short.
“Friendly bunch,” I told Chancey and shoved my bare hands into my jacket pockets.
“Yeah,” he said, “hope they didn't exert themselves. Hey!” he called to the group, “I like the way your town is laid out. When did it die?”
There was no response.
“And no sense of humor either,” Sophia said.
“Is this the welcome you and your father got?” Joe asked Gabby.
“Worse.” Gabby blew on her hands. “They wouldn't let us leave the hovair. We sneaked out a few times just to look around.”
“They better get ready to leave the planet!” Joe strode toward the tight group of villagers, raising snow dust in his wake.
They moved aside, making a path. I thought it was to let Joe through, but a tall man in black, with a dark beard flecked with gray, strode between the people and stopped in front of Joe, blocking his path.
“C'mon, Chance.” I moved forward. “Gabby, stay near the hovair. If things turn bad, lock yourself inside. Leave if you have to.”
She nodded, wide-eyed, her cheeks and nose red with cold, and hurried back.
“Soph?” I gestured toward the craft.
She lifted her chin. “Protect the women and children?”
“Yeah, something like that,” I said.
“Did you consider, dear, that having an unarmed woman with you might lower their defensive attitude?” She brushed snow off my shoulders.
Let's go, Jules," Chancey said. “You never could win an argument with your woman.”
“Then stay behind me, Soph,” I told her. "You too, Bat. He was unarmed but carried his medkit.
He lifted it. “We'll be here if you need us.”
Huff went down on all fours in front of me, white as the ground, and prowled toward the group, head held low. He drew back lips that showed a predator's teeth.
“Look at that!” Sophia pointed back to the advancing bristra.
It had breached the pass and was flowing down the flanks of the mountain.
Bat scratched under his cap. “Suckers is movin' like their tails are on fire.”
Joe and the tall man were talking. Joe waved us back. We stopped and waited. Wind filtered through my ski hat and I shivered. How could the villagers stand this cold the way they were dressed?
The conversation grew heated and loud. Chancey took out his stingler and let it hang at his side. The snow was thickening, but the villagers never moved. Joe jabbed a finger toward the advancing bristra.
On a hunch, I spun a light tel coil and probed the tall man. What I felt turned me even colder. His thoughts were not the usual human pattern. It was as though his mind was a web, and images were hung in random patterns. I felt him pluck one and expand on it as he argued with Joe. Other patterns came and went. Suddenly he turned and fixed me with a glaring eye. I could not pull my gaze away. I grabbed Chancey's arm and gasped as a bolt of tel power hit my mind and my head suddenly felt hot.
“What's wrong?” Chancey steadied me.
I pulled off my hat and stared at the tall man. He turned away and the probe dissolved.
“Jules!” Sophia said. “What is it?”
“He's a tel,” I whispered. “I think he could rival Spirit in power.”
“Are you OK?” Bat asked me.
I nodded. “I am now.” I rubbed my head behind my right ear. “His probe was so close to my brain stem, he could've killed me if he wanted to.”
“Jesus and Mary!” Chancey exclaimed. “What're we dealing with here?”
I shook my head. “If his power extends to controlling the elements, he might have…”
Sophia took a breath. “He could've turned the hovair into a roller coaster!”
“That's what I'm thinking,” I said. I watched Joe approach our group as the people turned and walked toward their village.
“Some people,” Joe began, “you just can't reason with them. They refuse to leave and wait for the transports from a safe position!”
“Joe,” I said, “I don't think they're –”
“Are you all right?” he asked. “You look pale.”
“The tag you were talking to,” Chancey told Joe, “he hit Jules with a powerful…” He turned to me. “What do you call it?”
“A powerful tel probe,” Sophia said.
“While we were talking?” Joe asked.
I nodded. “It's not just that.”
“What the hell else?” Joe asked.
Huff sat by my side. “You do not look in the well,” he said, fished in his pouch and took out a candy bar. “This high fructose with wackos will help your liver.”
“Wachos?” Sophia asked.
“He means nuts,” I explained. I took the bar to be polite, unwrapped and it and took a bite. “Nuts.”
Joe shifted feet. “Then what is it, for God's sake, if it's not just that? Or do we have to wait for you to finish the candy bar?”
“I don't think they're really human,” I said as I chewed.
Gabby came back. “Was it his tel probe, Jules? Is that why you think they're not human?”
“More than the probe,” I told her. “We base our thinking on assumptions, preconditioning, feelings, motives, and other stuff.”
“Yes,” Gabby said, a fair superficial analysis." She glanced at the crowd of receding villagers. “What do you think they base it on?”
“They seem to form random images, Gab,” I said, “then they pluck the one they want and elaborate on it without a basis in memory or preconceptions.”
“How can that be,” Bat said. “They look so human.”
“I don't know,” I admitted. “Their thought patterns are very visual. I wonder if they…”
“What?” Joe asked. “Will you put down that damn candy bar?”
“If they can project images to us.” I stared at the villagers and chewed as they dispersed and entered the cottages. “Overlays of reality. I'm beginning to wonder if the cottages are overlays too.”
“Man,” Chancey said, “if they can do all that, ya gotta ask who they really are and why they're here.”
“That tag you were talking to, Joe,” I said, “he could have killed me with his tel power.”
Joe looked grim. “They want us to leave. You think that was a warning?”
“Could be,” I said. “I don't think the tall tag realized there was a tel among us until I probed. I'd love to know what goes on inside those cottages, or whatever they really are. Maybe doorways to –”
“Jules!” Sophia took my hand. “Tell me you're not thinking about sneaking into a cottage.”
“You don't want your lover boy to lie,” Chancey said, “now do you?”
She stared at me, waiting. “Tell me that's a stupid plan, Jules.”
“They didn't kill us when they could have,” I said.
“OK,” she answered lightly, “then I'm coming too.”
“No you're not!” I told her.
“How do you intend to stop me, dear?”
I pulled my hand away and shoved it into my pocket. “I'll flatten you with a tel probe if I have to, dear.”
“He's right, Sophia,” Joe said. “Equus is on the colonization list. If there's a viable intelligent race existing here, we may have to scrap this planet from the program. There are thousands of Terrans and people from alien races waiting for the Big Rush.”
“Besides that,” Bat said, “I think it's our duty to try an' warn these people, or whatever they are.” He looked back. “That bristra's moving mighty fast.”
“Spirit said winter would slow them down,” I told Bat. “But Gabby figured out that the little buggers have learned to huddle to stay warm.”
“Can't imagine,” Bat said, “how they gallop along in summer.”
“Joe, when Spirit destroys the bristra,” I said, “this race of aliens will go with it. Any being with a neo-cortex will be killed in Spirit's massive probe. Did you tell that tag you were arguing with about Spirit and his intentions?”
“I didn't have to. He told me that they would take care of the advancing root system and it was none of my damn business. He said to stay the hell out of the village!”
“What all are we dealin' with here?” Bat asked.
“That's what I intend to find out,” I studied the cottages, “when it gets dark.”
* * *
The sous chef had taken a hit when the hovair rolled. The ingredients door was bashed in. Only raw rice and beans would fit through the narrowed opening to be cooked. Not my favorite fare. We still had coffee, but no mock steak or mashed potatoes or mud pie. Damn! Well, at least our Southern medic Bat was enjoying this down-home Mom's cookin'.
“You missing the hog jowls?” Chancey hunched over the table in the hovair and asked Bat.
Bat chuckled. “You ain't lived, New York boy, until you've eaten roasted hog jowl bacon.”
“Nectar of the gods,” Chancey said. "Joe, put that on my list of things to do when we leave this frozen rock.
I sat back, sipped Earthbrew coffee while they bantered, and considered my plan to enter a cottage. “Chancey, you in on this invasion of the cottage?” I asked. “I could use another good man.”
He grinned his lopsided grin and patted his holster. “My stingler's charged, Superstar.”
The group was silent as I took my weapon from the holster and checked the battery. Fully charged. Once, on planet Syl' Tyrria, I'd forgotten to charge my stingler and when my grunithe mount Gretchen and I were attacked by a pack of hunting brawns, it was only Gretch's quick thinking that saved both our lives. Since then, I've been a bit compulsive about checking the stingler's battery. “She's good to go,” I told Chancey and holstered the weapon.
“I am also good to go,” Huff said from where he was trying to eat rice and beans with his front paw. There was more of it on the floor than in his stomach.
“All right, Huff,” I said, “we could use another good hand…uh, paw.”
Sophia slid me a worried look. “I suppose there's no use telling you to be careful.”
“Oh, you can tell him,” Joe said, “God knows, all you want.”
“Bubba,” Bat said softly to me, “I'm running out of medical supplies, so watch your derriere, OK? You too, Chancey.”
“Me three,” Huff said. “I will also watch my Terran cub's derriere.”
“You do that, fur ball,” Chancey said.
Gabby bit a nail. “Jules, what if you run into that awesome tel again? Are you prepared for that?”
“I don't know how to prepare for it, Gab.” I shrugged. “I'll play it by ear.” I got up and clipped a hand light to my holster, put on my jacket and zippered it, then wrapped my scarf and jammed on my ski hat.
Sophia followed me as I walked to the hatch. I turned and put my arms around her waist. “I'll be careful, Soph. Promise.”
She sighed. “Where have I heard that before?”
“I mean it.” I kissed her nose. “I've got a lot to come home to.”
She stared up at me. “Jules, you're everything I have. You're my lover, my friend, my whole family. When you smile at me, nothing else in all the worlds matters. When we're apart, nothing matters.”
I wiped a tear from her eyes with my thumb.
“Without you,” she said, “my life isn't worth a crusty's hollow shell.”
I smiled. Crusties were the crustaceans she caught and sold on planet New Lithnia to make a living.
“Coming, Jules?” Chancey said from the hatch.
“On my way.” I lifted Sophia's chin and kissed her lightly. “I'll be careful, Soph, promise.” I pressed her head to my chest and kissed her hair. “I love you, woman,” I whispered. “I mean it.”
She looked up at me and her lips quivered. “Those are the words I want to hear for the rest of my life.”
“I'll make a note of it,” I said softly.
“C'mon, Romeo,” Chancey said, “before we run out of night.”
“Go.” Sophia pushed me gently away.
“Jules!” Gabby called.
“Yeah, kid?” I asked.
She just shrugged.
I winked at her and walked to the hatch.
Joe followed and put a hand on my shoulder. “Be careful, son. You too, Chancey. Shine your light skyward if things go bad. We'll pick you up.”
I nodded. “Thanks, Dad.”
Chancey, Huff and I jumped down to the snowy ground. The pool of yellow light from the craft was cut off as Joe closed the hatch.
The night was frigid. Snow slapped my face in gusts of wind that howled down from mountain passes. I hoped it would slow the bristra. I turned up my collar and shoved my hands into my pockets as we trudged toward the village. Huff, with his keen Vegan night vision, led the way.
While we walked, I raised my mental shields and imaged myself as a bee on a flower's petal, as I had learned from Star Speaker, my Kubraen tel instructor. I guided the bee like a tiny lifeline between the bulwarks of silken petals, down to stamens and into the pistil at the flower's core. It huddled there, safe from alien probes, or so Star Speaker had said. The tall man's probe had been powerful, but this time I'd be ready for it. Could I maintain my shields if he came after me with his tel? We'd find out.
The closest cottage had dark windows, shuttered from the inside. The back door was windowless and locked.
“Chance,” I whispered, “suppose you give me a hand up to the roof. Maybe I can listen from the chimney or look through a skylight.”
He hunched down and interlocked his hands. “Go for it.”
With Chancey's boost, I hoisted myself onto the low roof and moved quietly on all fours. Snow made the angled wood slippery. I held onto ridges as I looked for a chimney or a skylight. I found neither. How did they warm these structures, I wondered. They were certainly off the grid. In fact, there was no grid.
I began to slide and couldn't find a ridge to grasp. At the roof's edge, I jumped to the ground, near the front door. It swung open and I peered inside.
Darkness there. And sparks of blue lights that came and went like large fireflies.
A sudden tel-lock clamped down on my mind and pulled me toward the door. I imaged the protected bee and threw myself back onto the walk. “Chance!” I whispered. “Huff!”
They came around the building's corner. “Something's trying to pull me inside!” I reached for Chancey's extended hand. We grasped each other's wrists and he dragged me away from the door.
Huff stared into the black interior and growled, deep in his throat. He crouched.
“No, Huff,” I said as he sprang through the doorway. I heard his teeth snap and his long claws click on the floor. I got to my feet as he loped back out.
“Let's get out of here,” I said. “There's something that wants me in there pretty badly.”
As we trotted toward the hovair, I felt a ghostly presence, more a pressure, on my mind. “C'mon!” I said to my companions. We broke into a run. Blue sparks burst in tiny puffs around us as we headed toward the lights of the hovair. Something was trying to force down my shields. Was it to communicate or attack? I fought back and kept the shields up.
What was that ominous noise? That chitinous sound of bristra on the move? Roots like slithering snakes rose up to cover the hovair's lit windows and exterior lights as the root system swarmed over the craft.
I gasped and put out a hand to stop Chancey.
“Holy shit!” he exclaimed.
“They can't get inside, Chance. But neither can we.” I wiped snow from my face.
Chancey unholstered his stingler. “We'll burn the bastards off!”
“No. I tried it, when they attacked me and the Mafia tags. The roots surrounded us and stacked up like firewood. You can't burn through that. C'mon.”
“C'mon where?” Chancey asked.
“I don't know. Away from the roots. Huff, c'mon.”
“I am c'moning,” he said. “These creatures of air make the fur on my back stand up like icicles.”
We ran into the night, away from the roots, and away from our hovair. The strange blue lights sparked like small fireworks and I felt that pull again.
“They're tracking us, Chance.” I shivered, not only from the cold.
“Who is, man? Those blue lights?”
“I think so. Whatever tried to pull me into the cottage.”
It was dangerous to run in this frigid air and work up a sweat that would freeze and make us colder, but we had no choice. The bristra had sniffed us out and its eastern flank was rolling toward my group like a mass of writhing pythons. The blue lights swirled around us, leaving pale green streamers. Something was pounding at my mental shields and I was afraid I couldn't sustain them much longer.
My legs felt heavy as we ran uphill on loose snow and shale to escape the advancing roots. I was gasping for breath in the thin, oxygen-poor air. The muscles in my legs began to burn. My head throbbed and I felt nauseous. I heard Chancey breathing hard. How much longer could we keep up this pace? Only Huff covered ground in an easy lope on all fours.
I slipped and fell. When I tried to get up, I only made it to my knees. My arms and legs felt like lead. I was afraid to look back at the encroaching bristra, but the chitinous clamor of their carapaces jostling each other grew louder and filled the night.
Chancey came back, gasping for air, and helped me to my feet.
“I will carry you,” Huff told me.
“No, Huff,” I said. “I'll only slow you down. You can outrun them. Chancey. Go!” I took out my stingler and forgot to breathe. The red light blinked. NO CHARGE lit up.
“That's impossible!” Chancey said.
I shook my head and tried to catch my breath. “It's the aliens. They…they took control of the hovair. Now this.”
Chancey pulled out his stingler. He drew in a breath and stared at the red blinking light.
I got up, took a few steps, and sank to my knees. The shields weakened and a probe came through. Stay where you are. Do not move.
“Chance!” I said. “Whatever those lights are, they're telling us to stay put. I don't have a choice. You and Huff take off.”
Chancey sat down heavily in the snow. “How much further can we run, anyway?”
I rubbed my hands over my throbbing temples. I was shaking badly from the cold. “Huff, you can still outrun them. Save yourself.”
He came and sat beside me, and pulled me onto his warm, furry legs. He reached out a forearm and Chancey crawled on all fours and leaned against him.
“Gods of Kresthaven,” Huff said, “here are these three of us who tried hard to take the right path instead of the wrong path. Take us to your warm safe den in the sky now and keep us close to your liver.”
“Amen.” I watched the bristra approach. It began to stack and loomed high in the night air. There was no use calling on Spirit for help. He would have to kill us all to destroy his creation. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against Huff's chest. “Great Mind. Make it quick.” I pictured Lisa's face, laughing as she ate an ice cream cone at a county fair in Denver. “I love you, Lis',” I whispered, “better than anything else.”
I will deliver the message, Spirit sent.
Thank you, my friend.
The alien probe sent a sense of warmth and comfort. Was it a last merciful footnote in our lives before being torn apart by the bristra?
Blue lights swirled between us and the advancing roots. Lightning flashes suddenly laced the backs of the roots. They reared up, twisted, and flopped back down, exposing their bellies and teeth. Their long bodies twitched, sending up sheets of snow dust. Smoke rose from their spasming bodies. Shells cracked open. Fluid burst out in geysers and poured across the snow like a branching yellow river.
“That was too close!” Chancey exclaimed.
As far back as I could see in the curtain of swirling snowflakes, the roots were spasming and smoking. Some sprouted yellow flowers as they died. Tiny clawed legs raked the air in an attempt to escape their agony.
“Huff,” I said, “help me up.”
He held me as I leaned against him.
Chancey shook his head. “Sometimes it's hard to tell the friends from the enemies.”
I sent a light probe, calculated not to intrude but to show our gratitude to our saviors, whoever they were.
The hovair's lights rose through the snowy night. They had broken free of the dead roots. I unclipped my light and waved it skyward to catch their attention. The blue bursts blinked out. I lowered my shields and felt the presence within my mind withdraw.
“What's that light in the sky?” Chancey said.
“What do you mean?” I answered. “Our hovair.”
“No! The one in the Western sky.”
“Oh my God.” I backed up. “There's only one other ship on Equus.”
“The starship Searcher!” Chancey said.
“How the hell did they find us?” I asked.
“You want to hang around an' find out?”
“I think when the bristra was killed, their infrared sensors picked up the hovair. Get out of there, Joe!” I muttered.
We watched as our hovair banked to the east and fled into the night.
“Let's go!” Chancey exclaimed as Searcher turned its nose toward us. Lights raked fluttering snowflakes.
“They don't need lights to find us!” I started to run.
“Where to?” Chancey called.
“The cottage. It's our only hope. C'mon, Huff!”
We plowed through deep snow and my legs began to burn again. My lungs labored for air.
“Are you sure it's this way?” Chancey shouted.
I heard the ship's engines as it approached and lowered. “Maybe not. Huff, which way to the cottage?”
He pointed to our right. “That is the which way.”
“Why didn't you tell us,” I drew in a shuddering breath, “that we were going the wrong way?”
“You did not ask,” he said.
“You sure you want to argue now?” Chancey was plowing ahead in blowing snow.
The engines whined overhead. Glaring spotlights pinned us like insects.
“They won't fire! They want us alive,” I said as a hot beam burned snow and made it bubble in front of us. “Keep going!” I shouted. “They're just trying to stop us.”
Huff dropped back. “They are stopping us in the well!” he exclaimed.
“Keep going, Huff.” I slowed, wanting him close to me so they wouldn't fire on him. They needed a pilot for their interstellar flight. Chancey or I would do. Huff was expendable.
He lumbered forward and I kept him between me and Chancey.
The big ship skidded down with screaming engines and plunged through drifts of snow that enveloped it about a hundred feet away. I pulled out my stingler as I ran. Green light! Fully charged. I checked for hot beam. Chancey did the same. But my legs were turning to burning lead. I stumbled, fell, and got up. Through the storm, I saw the vague outline of a cottage ahead. I started to hyperventilate as I ran, and couldn't catch my breath.
“Climb on my back, my Terran cub!” Huff cried.
Good idea. Covering Huff would prevent the Mafia tags from shooting him.
I threw myself across his back and clung to his fur with the frozen fingers of one hand. I clutched the stingler in the other one.
The ship's hatch sprang open and I heard voices. We were still too far for a stun setting, but Chancey was falling behind.
Ahead, the cottage.
The front door yawned open to a rectangular darkness with those flashes of blue lights. I slid off Huff's back. “Get inside!” I yelled and went to my knees, my stingler pointed at the hatch as Chancey staggered up to me.
“I don't give a rat's ass if we're too far away,” I heard Al shout, “try the stun setting anyway, you friggin' morons!”
A tingling in my chest. A sense of spreading cold. Huff grabbed my jacket collar in his teeth, and dragged me inside. Chancey came in, threw himself on the floor and rolled. He aimed from there. I was on my knees, my stingler held at arm's length in both hands. My fingers were so numb, I wondered if I could pull the trigger.
“Hey, Al, they went in there!” I heard Vito shout.
“They might be waiting for us,” Al said.
“You got that right,” I mumbled between chattering teeth and steadied my stingler.
The door suddenly swung shut. It locked with an audible click.
The room was black, and cold as a tomb, but it was a very welcome tomb.
“Blast the friggin' door!” I heard Al say.
“Uh oh.” I held out the stingler and waited.
A sizzling sound.
“Mother fucker!” Vito exclaimed. “Something zapped my gun.”
The door was still secure.
“Thank you,” I whispered, “whoever you are.”
“I'll second that,” Chancey said between gasps of breath.
I unclipped my hand light and shined it around the room. Bare wooden walls, some planks still held hanging bark. A dirt floor, packed down for easy walking.
“Love the amenities,” Chancey said.
I rolled to my back, my arms spread, and tried to catch my breath. “Too close.”
“Too close for what?” Huff sat on his haunches, looking like a vague pyramid in darkness.
“Doesn't matter,” I squeezed out.
“I thought it mattered very much, my Terran cub, the way you were running.”
I took a deep breath. “We'll talk about it later, OK, Huff? Right now, I just want to breathe.”
“I would not want you to stop that.”
“Jesus Christ!” Chancey said. “How do you put up with him?”
“Did you ever consider, Chance…how he puts up with us?”
Huff cuddled next to me and threw a heavy forearm across my chest. “I put up and down with you.” He brushed snow off me.
“They're not going anyplace,” I heard Al say. “Get back to the fucking ship. We'll camp here an' wait fer them to give it up an' come out.”
“He's got a point,” I said.
“An' if that plane comes back fer them,” Al continued, “blast it outa the sky.”
“What plane?” Chancey asked.
“That's what he calls the hovair,” I told him.
“Tag's a natural born genius,” Chancey said. “Wish we'd kept our comlinks.”
“Yeah, they found us anyway. I wonder if those friendly blue lights would consider protecting our team in the hovair?”
“Why don't you ask them?”
I lowered my shields and imaged the bee climbing up to hover above a petal. “I just sent out an invitation.”
“Do you think those blue lights are the aliens?” Chancey asked.
“I don't think so, Chance. It's a primitive planet, perhaps only a few billion years old. Unless there were some quantum leaps in evolution, I'd say those quadrupeds we saw under the trees are about as far as evolution has come…unless there are primates, too.”
“Then what were those lights, man?”
“Weapons, maybe?”
“Pretty sophisticated weapons for goat people.”
Suddenly, I was so tired the cold floor felt comfortable. I put an arm across my eyes. “And their control of electricity speaks volumes,” I said. “I suspect it's advanced technology, But I'm reserving any conclusions until we have more information.”
“Spoken like a true scientist,” he said. “But we ain't gonna form no hypothesis while we're flat on our backs.”
“It's about all I can manage right now.” My body still ached from the tiring run through the frigid night, the thin air. But the heaviness that overcame my mind seemed to come from a tel probe. I lacked the strength to lift my shields. All I wanted was sleep. “Maybe we can just rest here for a while,” I mumbled.
If Chancey answered, I didn't hear him.
I hovered in the fantasy world between reality and sleep. Huff slid the stingler from my hand. I made a grab for it by pure reflex, then relaxed my hand. He put the weapon in my holster.
Somewhere, in a dreamscape too real for dream, but not real enough for the waking state, I found myself in a red world of devastation. Strange angular structures, burned and broken, jutted from scattered ruins, some still smoldering. The sky was full of roiling red-tinged smoke. Crumpled heaps of humanoid skeletons and rotting bodies with large skulls and hips, and rags that fluttered in the wind, were stacked like firewood among the rubble. I recoiled as the stench hit me. This was no planet under Alpha's jurisdiction of colonized worlds. No aliens I'd ever encountered. I heard myself moan in my sleep. Why were they showing me this? Huff cuddled closer, and lifted my head to his warm forearm.
Then I saw rows of living aliens, shorter than us, I think, and squatter, boarding space shuttles. I was guided to one that docked with a starship in orbit. This race of beings wanted me to know what had happened to them. And why they had come to Equus. I wondered if they understood stelspeak, the universal language of the stars. On a hunch I projected a thought in stelspeak. Who are you? Is your whole world in ruins? What happened?
There was that web again, with images strung randomly. I chose one of an asteroid breaking up as it hit the atmosphere of a red planet. Flaming chunks of rock plunged to the surface where they exploded and started raging fires that swept across the lands.
So it was an asteroid hit! I sent.
I felt a deep sadness, tinged with anger. It was not my own. An image of blue Equus with its five small continents swam into my mind.
They found their sanctuary, I thought as the dream faded and I slept.
Light seeped through slats in the closed shutters when I awoke and smelled popcorn. I was hungry, but I realized it was Huff's paws. They always smell like popcorn. I would've given a lot for a cup of Earthbrew, but that wasn't about to happen.
I gently lifted Huff's forearm from my chest and stood up. I could barely make out Chancey, still asleep on the floor.
Something told me to shine my hand light across the dirt floor. There, in a corner, a trap door with a latch. I went to it, opened it and peered inside with the light. A ladder led to a dirt floor.
“What's happening, man?”
I jumped. “Oh, Chancey. Come here. Look at this!”
“Damn,” he said softly as he peered down the shaft. “Could be our way out.”
“Huff,” I called.
Something slammed into the front door. Wood cracked. Huff leaped up with all fours off the ground. He came down hard and grunted. “The ice floes are splitting. Swim for your lives!”
“Huff,” I said, “c'mon.”
Chancey unholstered his stingler. “I think they're using Searcher as a battering ram.”
Light streamed through the broken door. “Whatever,” I said. “The barbarians are at the gate. Let's go!”
I let Chancey go down the ladder first, in case Huff needed help with his short round fingers and long claws.
“Come out, come out wherever you are,” Al called. “Throw out your stinglers and come out with your hands up. We don't mean you no harm.”
“Go, Huff!”
I didn't have to tell him twice. He hooked his claws on a rung and lowered himself, but one claw got stuck in a cracked rung.
“I am trapped like a dire on a floe!”
“Shit!” The door was splintering. “Hang on, Huff.”
“I am hanging!”
I wiggled his claw free and he slipped down the ladder, landing on top of Chancey.
“Son of a crotefucking –” Chancey exclaimed.
I slammed the trap door shut behind me and slid more than climbed down the ladder. I tried to pull the ladder loose but it was tied to holdfasts in the dry dirt wall. With my stingler on hot beam, I burned through the rungs in one long sweep.
Chancey was on his knees.
“C'mon, Chance.” I helped him up and kept an arm across his back while I shined the light ahead of us. He was holding his side as we ran. A muffled crash from above. The front door had been thrown down.
“Where the fuck did they go?” I heard Al shout.
“Over there, Boss,” Vito exclaimed. “It's a trap door.”
We came up short at the tunnel's dead end. “Uh oh.” I helped Chancey to the floor, kneeled beside him and aimed. “I guess we make our stand here.”
“Four stinglers against two,” Chancey squeezed out, “and no cover. Let's hope it's not our last.”
Huff crouched beside me.
“It won't be, Chance,” I said. “Not yet. Except for Huff,” I whispered. “But even if they take us alive, they'll dump us out the airlock once we guide them into the trade lanes.”
“Yeah. They can find their own way home from there.” He looked around. “Where are your friendly aliens when we need them?”
“Right here.”
I spun around and aimed. The stingler was slammed out of my hand by a force I didn't see.
“Do you bite the hand that frees you?” the alien asked in stelspeak. He was squat and dark with a big bare head and wide hips. Spindly legs stuck out from his plain brown smock. His features were delicate, with large amber eyes placed further back than our own.
“Where'd you come from?” I asked.
“Isn't it more important where we are going?” he asked back.
Al and his boys were swearing as they slid down the broken ladder and jumped to the floor.
“Wherever that is,” Chancey said, “it's better than here.”
“Then follow me,” the alien said.
Huff crowded behind him. “I would also rather be where than here.”
I picked up my stingler. The charge button was red again. NO CHARGE. “Did you do that?” I asked the alien as he walked through a wall. I tried to follow and hit the wall. “Dammit!”
He came back. “Why are you walking into the wall?”
I held my nose. “I was following you!”
“Then follow and stop trying to walk through walls.”
I heard Al and his boys trotting down the tunnel.
“Lead the way!” Chancey told the alien and got to his feet. He glanced back at me. “It's a friggin' three-ring circus.”
I walked with my hands out, following Chancey and Huff, and though the dirt wall looked solid behind the alien, I went through it as though it were a holograph.
We emerged from the short tunnel and into winter gardens. The alien's people were tending strange bushes that rose like still fountains and spread out in broad circles of yellow and green leafy veils. Plump purple fruit hung in clusters under the spiky leaves. The six-legged, goat-like animals wandered freely among the trees, peeling the fallen fruit with nimble fingers, and chewing, while juice dripped from their lips.
“Come,” our alien guide said and walked ahead.
Here, in the deep valley, there was no snow. The ground was covered with a dark soft mulch. Yellow grass grew in tall patches. Each breeze that brushed my cheek was scented with a sweet aroma, possibly from the ripening fruit. In the background, white huts, not unlike the cottages, were strung across the land until they disappeared behind hillocks where curled-branched trees with red pods grew. Diminutive brown and tan aliens, children I assumed, chased each other and chortled as they ran through the groves.
“Is this a projection?” I asked our guide.
His browless forehead wrinkled and he squeaked out a laugh. “What do you think?”
“I think it's your home.” I glanced back to be certain that Al and his entourage hadn't followed us through the tunnel.
“They will encounter only a solid wall,” our guide said and continued to walk. His gait was flowing, as though he hardly touched the ground.
Huff paused and picked up a ripe fruit that had split open.
“Don't eat that!” I said, “Not even with a digestall, Huff. We have to test the food in the hovair's lab unit.”
He sniffed it. “It smells like a dire.”
“Allow him to ingest,” the guide told me. “You can all eat from this garden.”
“What do you think, Chance?” I asked.
“I think if these aliens wanted us dead, we'd be dead by now.”
“I guess so.” I nodded to Huff.
Chancey eased himself down to the grass, picked up a ripe fruit, brushed it off and extended it to me with his lopsided grin. 'Course I wouldn't mind having a food taster."
“Thanks a lot, tag,” I said. “Maybe it's a slow-acting poison and I'll meet you in geth state when you arrive.” I took the fruit and sniffed it. The aroma was much like a mango, an Earth fruit. Huff slurped his down and licked his lips. I bit into the fruit and chewed. The full flavor of a ripe mango filled my mouth. “This is fantastic,” I told our guide around a mouthful.
Huff swallowed the last piece and licked his paws. “I have not ever tasted such fine dire meat as this purple fine dire fruit.”
“Dire meat, Huff?” I asked.
He licked purple liquid off his mouth. “Dire meat.”
Chancey bit into his and chewed. “Damn, man! That's the best fried chicken I ever ate.”
“What do you call this fruit?” I asked our guide.
“Wholyberry.” He turned and continued toward the huts.
We followed.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“You will see when we arrive.”
“How's your side, Chance?”
“Sore.” He rubbed it. “But I think I'll live if the fur ball doesn't fall on me again.”
Huff shook his head from side to side. “You should not be under me when I fall. It is unhealthy.”
“No shit!” Chancey said.
A group of children ran up to us. They chortled and waved skinny arms.
“Hi.” I smiled and extended my hand to touch one child's shoulder.
His amber eyes deepened to gold, hard and shiny as the metal.
I felt a tingle of electricity course through my body and a sudden tearing open of my mind. I cried out and staggered back as thoughts from Ginny's death burst through and I was reaching again, braced on solid rock, as her small fingers touched mine, her face contorted in terror, and she slipped away and screamed as she plunged down to the valley floor.
Chancey caught me as I fell backward. “What the fuck?” he said.
The child spread thin lips in a grin, showing tiny rows of block teeth.
“Evunn!” our guide said.
“I just wanted to see if it works on an alien,” the kid squeaked.
“I'll show you what works, you little shit!” I made a grab for his smock. I was going to shake him, but he jumped back, out of my reach.
Our guide stepped between us. “If you touch the child again, there will be consequences for the three of you. Do you see now why we cannot co-exist with the alien colonists? This was just a child's unformed tel. We are too powerful. Sooner or later we would destroy the communities without intention. Now follow me!”
Huff picked up a rotted fruit and threw it at the kid. It hit his chest and slid off. Juice dripped down his smock. “Yawya!” he exclaimed.
I gave Huff a thumb-up and he showed those predatory teeth in a smile.
Our guide set a fast pace and led us up to the top of a hillock. From there, we saw the field of dead bristra rotting in the sun. I choked on the stench. “Did your people kill all of it?” I asked him.
“No.” He started along the ridge. “Some retreated to the pass.”
“Great!” I said and followed him. “Are you aware of the properties of bristra?”
“Eternal youth. An end to disease.”
“Is that why you let some get away?”
“I will tell you how old I am, Terran, so that you may inform Alpha of our powers and our claim to this world.” He paused and stared into the valley. “I number my years in the thousands, by Earth's reckoning of time.”
I glanced at Chancey. He raised his brows.
“May I ask,” I asked, “how your people manage that?”
He began to walk again. We followed. “We have complete control over the cells of our bodies. While yours reproduce for a certain amount of time, and then you die, we direct our cells to continue to reproduce.” He waved a slender hand. “Of course, it's more complex than just a simple explanation.”
“Man,” Chancey said, “you conquered death!”
“Barring accidents. In that rare event, we have cloned bodies ready to accept our…what you call kwaiis.”
“Your spirits,” I said. Chancey and I were breathing hard. Huff loped along easily on all fours.
“Rest.” Our guide suddenly sat down in a clump of long yellow grass.
We sat around him.
“Have you been in touch with Spirit,” I asked, “the creator of bristra?”
“We have touched minds.” He twirled a blade of grass. “He is a powerful telepath, but had he attempted to destroy the bristra, we could have easily blocked and remained safe during the annihilation.” He chewed the blade. “Now, we must work to grow and spread our communities. This world is unfamiliar to us. We have much to learn.”
“I don't think,” I ventured, “that Alpha will take Equus off the colonization program. There are thousands of Terrans and peoples from alien races that are anxious to claim free land on Equus and start their own communities.”
“Do you think,” he said and chewed the blade, “that Alpha's science and technology are the only methods of defense?”
“I thought so,” I said. “I've encountered a lot of races across the known worlds, but never one that has transcended science, except for Spirit, and he's a rare bird.”
Huff shifted position. “I didn't know that Spirit was a bird.”
Chancey shook his head and ripped up a blade of grass.
“Yet you couldn't destroy the bristra ravagers with your laser weapons,” our guide said, “and we achieved it without them. Someday, your own race may go beyond science. It serves you well now, Terran, but it is not the final objective.” He twirled the blade of grass thoughtfully. Nothing is," he said softly, “except the cold when the universe burns out.”
“You heard of the Worlds Alliance?” Chancey asked him. “Greatest military force that ever was.” He leaned forward. “What's gonna happen, man, if Alpha decides to send colonists here against your wishes?”
“You count your power in military might,” our guide said, “and the things you make with metals and other elements.” He stood up and pointed northeast. “There is where your friends await your arrival.”
Chancey and I stood up.
“We have protected you twice now,” our guide said, “first from the greedy bristra, and then from murderers among your own people. When the transports arrive, we will direct them to your hovair.” He turned and stared at his village. “We can do nothing more for you. We have our own struggles.”
“I saw an image of your homeworld being hit by an asteroid,” I said. “I'm sorry.”
He lowered his head. “Yes. We lost.”
“Excuse me?” Chancey said.
Our guide pushed dirt with his bare foot. “In the dim past of our prehistory, our people split. Most remained on our homeworld, but a large group took ships and colonized the fourth planet of our system. In years that came, we had disagreements over trade, and went to war.”
Uh, oh, I thought.
“Yes, Jules, you are thinking that the New World directed an asteroid at our homeworld and we could not divert it in time. Is that right?”
I nodded. “Is it?”
He glanced back at the distant village. “It was a pre-emptive strike, unexpected and deceitful. We had a treaty. We were not at war. Now we are the remnants of their war.” His shoulders hunched and suddenly he looked weary. “I have been away too long. I wish you luck.”
“Thank you for your help.” I automatically extended my hand to shake his.
He studied my hand. “What should I do with that?”
I lowered it and smiled. “A Terran ritual to show friendship.”
“We had a stake in destroying the bristra and in saving you to return to Alpha with our message.”
His body began to fade.
“Are you a projection?” I asked.
“Does it matter?”
“I guess not,” I said, but how did you pull up the grass, and…"
“Damn!” Chancey exclaimed as his image shimmered and disappeared.
Huff sniffed the ground where our guide had stood, then dug at the dirt. “He is gone,” he announced and sat down. “Would you like lunch food?”
Chancey and I glanced at each other as Huff dug into his belly pouch and rolled out three Wholly fruits. I kept these," he said “for a foggy day.”
Chancey looked at me.
“A rainy day, Chance.” I shrugged. “What's so hard?”
Huff handed us two of the fruit. We thanked him and ate.
After our foggy-day lunch, I stared northwest, where clouds scraped their bellies on mountain peaks. If there were live bristra crouched in the shadowed passes beneath those dark clouds, we had one day left after today to board the transports and get out of Spirit's way. “Guess we're on our own again,” I said, got up and started walking.
Jules.
I paused. Spirit?
Your guide. I have touched the mind of the human called Alfredo. He intends to contact his family and have them steal the tank of bristra from your bio Lab.
Why? They have samples onboard Searcher.
Those samples died when we killed the ground roots.
“You coming?” Chancey called and kept walking.
“In a minute, Chance.”.
I can't contact Earth without an SPS unit. I have to wait for the transports to land tomorrow. They'll have them onboard.
Then I would advise that you do that. I have broken one of our codes by interfering in alien affairs. Please keep this knowledge within your own mind until you are off my world.
I only hope I can contact Earth Central in time.
Until then, let it be in your mind.
You have my word.
That is sufficient. He broke the link.
I caught up to Chancey and Huff.
“What's happening, man?” Chancey asked.
“Nothing. Let's go.”
“Wish I could believe that,” he said.
“Are you all right in the well?” Huff asked, came closer and brushed a paw through my hair.
“Oh yeah.” I sighed. “Just fine.”
As we walked, the wrist and ankle manacles suddenly sprang open and slid off.
“A present from a friend?” Chancey asked.
“I guess so.” I looked back and rubbed my wrist. Thanks, I sent.
“When one of the Ten Gods,” Huff began and pushed at a manacle with his paw, “gifts you with a gift, don't look it in the mouth, as Terrans say.”
“OK, Huff,” I told him. “I won't.”
As we continued walking, I could only pray that the family hadn't already stolen the Lab tank.



Chapter Eleven
“Can't eat, Sophia?” Bat asked.
I sat at the table with Joe, Bat, and Gabby, and picked at my meal of rice and beans. Finally, I put down the fork. “No. Do you think they're waiting for us near the village?”
“I think they know better.” Joe seemed drawn and tired.
“We have just one day left.” Gabby looked around.
“We know, Gab,” Bat said.
She lowered her head. “Sorry.”
I smiled and patted her back.
The Alpha transports were due to land tomorrow. I knew we were all thinking the same thing. Would we have to leave without Jules and Chancey and Huff?
I covered my quivering lips with a loose fist. Jules. I pictured his smiling face, a smile to die for. His blue eyes shadowed by sunlight like a hawk's. His lanky body and easy gait. The breeze lifting his mop of blond hair. It had grown long again after we'd laughingly held him down and cut it. He could have stopped us with a tel link, but he didn't. He was all I wanted. Was it possible that I couldn't have him? I closed my eyes and spread my empty hands, as though I held his head and kissed him.
“Sophia,” Bat said. “You should eat something.”
“I can't!” I stood up. “I need to get some fresh air.” I went for my jacket and scarf and hat, and slipped on my gloves. Jules had forgotten his gloves back at the lab, and his hands were always cold. I began to sob. Gabby came up behind me and patted my shoulder. “I need some fresh air too.” She put on her jacket and scarf and hat.
“Don't forget your gloves,” I told her.
“Oh.” She put them on.
“Sophia,” Joe said, “don't wander too far from our hiding place. We don't know where Searcher is hunting for us.”
“And for Jules,” I said. “Can I take the graphoculars and a hand light?”
He nodded.
I strung the graphoculars around my neck and clipped the light to my belt.
“Stay within sight,” Joe ordered as I opened the hatch.
I nodded and went out, followed by Gabby.
The site Joe had chosen for a landing and hiding place was an open plain strewn with large boulders and groves of trees as far as I could see.
The cold bit my face. A banshee wind howled. Snow fluttered between my teeth as I took a breath. Jules always said that the only word for the smell of snow was “cold.”
To the west, a storm was climbing the distant mountain peaks. Were Jules and Chancey and Huff out in this, with no place to take cover and stay warm? They had two stinglers, but I didn't think they'd use them to start a fire and give away their location.
Huff would be all right, I knew. “Oh Jules,” I murmured, “be safe, my love.” Tears began to freeze on my cheeks. I quickly wiped them away.
Gabby walked by my side as I climbed a hill for a better view of the surrounding land. The village was west of us. I focused there with the graphoculars. It was too far for a clear view and I studied the desolate land east of the village. Something told me to search there. Was I receiving a tel send from Jules? I was not a sensitive, but I felt his presence like a warm pressure against my mind.
“I…I feel as though they're close,” Gabby said and rubbed her arms. “It's so cold.”
“Are you a sensitive?” I asked.
She shook her head. “It's just a feeling.”
“I feel it too.”
She looked at me.
“No.” I smiled. “I'm not a sensitive.” I scanned the western plain again. A small herd of the six-legged goat-like animals dashed through a wallow, raising clouds of snow. I smiled at the sheer vitality of wild creatures, no different on any planet I'd ever visited.
“Wait!” I focused east of the herd. Three figures, one almost lost in the white snow. “Oh my God!” I shouted. “It's them!” I unhooked my light and shined it skyward in long arcs. “It's them, Gabby!”
She jumped up and down in the snow. “Let's go meet them.”
“All right.” I clipped the light to my belt and we ran and slid downhill on snow, shouting. I heard the whine of the hovair's engines. They must have seen my light flashing in the sky as a signal. It taxied from behind boulders and kept to the ground where it would be less noticeable as it followed us. We stayed ahead, running between boulders and trees, while the hovair made its way around them.
“Jules!” I shouted when we were close. “Jules.”
They heard us and began to run in our direction.
“Oh my God!” I laughed as I ran.
Suddenly a dark shadow swooped overhead.
Searcher!
“Oh, no,” I gasped and crouched down. “No.”
The hovair lifted and banked as it fled to a hiding place between boulders. Searchers laser cannons blasted rocks behind it.
“Gabby, here!” I threw myself under a ledge. She scrambled in beside me. But Jules and Chancey and Huff were out in the open. Then I remembered what Jules had said. They wanted him alive to pilot Searcher to the trade lanes. They didn't know how to run the complex Alcubierre drive for interstellar flight. After he got them there, he'd said, they'd kick his ass out the airlock in space.
“We have to get back to the hovair,” Gabby said. “They'll meet us there.”
“You go. I'll wait here for them.”
She crawled out into the snow. “Are you sure?”
I nodded. “Go!”
She started to run and fell over a snow-covered tree stump. “My leg!” she cried. It was twisted under her. “I can't get up.”
“Oh my God.”
Searcher had not discovered Jules' group in the snow veils raised by wind. I crawled out from under the ledge and shined the light at his group, flicking it on and off. I saw Jules and Chancey point toward me and start to run. Our hovair's engines were silent as it hid between boulders about two hundred feet away.
“Jules!” I screamed as they approached. “Chancey. Huff.” I ran to them and threw my arms around Jules. “Oh, Jules!” This was a dream I'd prayed for but never dared hoped for.
“Sophia!” He hugged me tight, lifting me off the ground, and kissed my cheek. “It's really you!” He looked around. “Where's the hovair, Soph? Searcher's breathing down our necks.”
“Between those boulders.” I pointed. “Gabby needs help. She hurt her leg. It could be broken.”
“Huff,” Jules said, let her ride on your back to the hovair, OK? Chancey, go with them and steady her for the ride. You too, Sophia. I'll play decoy and lead Searcher away. Chancey!"
“Yo?”
“Pick me up later.”
“You sure about this, Superstar?” Chancey asked.
“Go!”
“I'm coming too,” I told Jules as he began to run away from the hiding hovair.
“No!” he said. “Go with them, Sophia.”
“I won't!” I followed as he ran.
But it wasn't long before we were both gasping for breath and had to slow down.
Searcher came in low, like a bird of prey, its star engines deafening in a deep-throated roar. Snow swirled around us and blinded me. Suddenly a high whine, more like a hovair, vibrated snow off trees.
“They're launching the lifeboat,” Jules shouted.
The lifeboat! A small fast craft. Snow settled and I saw it skid down and plow to a stop in front of us.
Jules grabbed my hand and we ran in the opposite direction. Two men jumped out of the craft and spread out. It lifted and banked in front of us. The engines whined down and it landed again. Two more men jumped out, stinglers aimed at us.
Jules got in front of me and held my hand tightly as the four approached. I leaned my head against his back and shivered from cold and fear.
“It's the fucking kraut,” I heard Al say as they approached. “He'll do. And there's the icing on the cake.” He pulled Jules away from me and hit him across the face. “You mother fucker!”
Jules staggered but he kept his feet.
“Leave him alone,” I shouted.
Al pushed me hard and I fell. “You tell me what to do, bitch, an' I'll give you to Zach to be his pussy.”
Zach approached me, leering. “Can I have her anyway, boss?”
I stood up and faced Zach, though my knees trembled. He was a mountain of a man.
“Al,” Jules said, “you've got me. Let her go and I'll cooperate with you.”
“Are you fer real?” Al laughed. I think he scared me more when he laughed than when he yelled. His black eyes squinted in the windblown air. “She's my insurance that you'll cooperate.”
Paulie and Vito came up.
“Paulie,” Jules said, “tell your brother that I'll cooperate. You have my word. You know I'll keep it. Just let Sophia go.”
Al laughed. “We have your comare, so who needs your word?”
Paulie shrugged helplessly and lowered his gaze. I had the feeling that if he could, he would've helped us.
I began to shake all over and couldn't stop. “Paulie? Can't you help us?” I pleaded.
He shook his lowered head.
Jules walked toward me, but Zach shoved him back.
“Get in the boat,” Al told Jules and gestured toward the lifeboat. He moved close to Jules and I tensed.
“Don't hurt him,” I blurted.
“I'm sorry I got you into this,” Jules told me. “You treat her right, Al, and I'll do whatever you say.”
“You will?” Al said too softly. “Then get in the friggin' boat.” He pointed his stingler at Jules. “Before Zach has to carry you there.” He pushed Jules in that direction and turned to me. “You too, bitch.”
I walked toward the craft with Zach close beside me. “You wanna be my lil' pussy?” he whispered in my ear. “I treat you good!” His teeth were rotten, and his breath was worse. “I show you what a real man do with a bitch.” He grabbed his crotch.
I remained silent and stared straight ahead as I walked. If I protested, Jules might interfere, and that would not end well for him.
“Zach,” Paulie said, “leave her alone, will ya?”
“You mind your own fuckin' business, frocio,” Zach said.
“They're going to kill us, aren't they, Paulie?” I asked.
“I don't know what Al's got planned!” Paulie strode ahead to the boat.
I was sick to my stomach with fear. Why had I insisted on staying with Jules? He might have gotten away without me to hinder him. “Zach,” I said, “is Al going to kill us?”
“Naw.” He squeezed my backside. “Not until I have my fun.”



Chapter Twelve
I was in the pilot's seat when Al came into the cabin and sat in the co-pilot's seat. “Paulie said you wanted to talk, kraut.” He reached over and put a finger on the green power button.
“Don't touch that,” I said. “I have a deal I want to make.”
He laughed. A harsh sound. “I gotta admire your hutspa. You're in this situation, and you're still looking to deal. OK, this I gotta hear!”
“I know I won't make it back to Earth, but Sophia –”
“I shoulda known this was about the broad. Don't you know they're a dime a dozen? Ya kick one outa bed, there's another one, just dying to be fucked.”
“Sophia doesn't know anything about the properties of Blackroot. I made sure of that, to protect her. She doesn't know why I'm on Equus, or why you're here, either.”
“So what're you saying?”
“Let her live, and go free, and in exchange I'll program the ship for a landing on the Earth spaceport of your choice. I'll notify the tower that it will be an auto-piloted landing. You'll just disembark and walk away. That simple.”
“Looks like you came up with a deal, after all.”
“One thing.”
“I can't wait to hear it.”
“I want you to swear on your crucifix, as a devout Catholic, that you'll keep your word.”
“Marrona mia, what a pair of brass balls! Anything else, kraut?”
I shook my head.
He fished out the crucifix around his neck, kissed it, and murmured, “I swear by my Lord Jesus Christ, the savior of my soul, who I love above all others, that the broad…the woman Sophia, will go free, unharmed, when we reach LaGuardia Spaceport. Amen.” He kissed the crucifix and tucked it inside his shirt. “Is that good enough for ya?”
“It'll have to do.”
“I want you to understand something. There's nothing personal between you an' me. What I gotta do, I gotta do. It's strictly business.”
“Whatever.” My stomach clenched.
“So what I'm gonna do for you is this. You'll never see it coming, an' it'll be so fast, ya won't feel a thing.” He shrugged. “That's the best offer I can make you.”
My hand shook on the controls as I watched Equus fall away like a blue ball flung into space. The planets are sanctuaries in the great void. I doubted I would ever again feel soft earth beneath my feet, or the warmth of a sun on my face. I programmed the ship for the trade lanes and closed my eyes as I pictured my daughter's laughing face.
“Al,” I heard Paulie say as he entered the cabin, “I want to talk to you. It's important.”
“Everybody wants to talk to me. OK, what is it?”
Paulie glanced at me. “Not here.”
Al got up and strode out of the cabin. I heard Paulie and him arguing in the living quarters. Dammit! Sophia was in there.
I struggled to loosen the ropes around my chest. I used the armrests to push myself down into the seat. I didn't know what I'd do if I got loose, but I had to try to comfort Sophia. I lifted my arms and pushed hard to slide out from under the ropes. I think they stretched, because suddenly they were around my neck. I threw them off and jumped up, panting.
I turned and almost ran into Zack, who filled the doorway. He grabbed the front of my shirt and drew back a fist.
“Don't hit!” I yelled.
His brows wrinkled into a furry caterpillar. “Why not?”
“Because I give up.”
He threw me through the doorway. I fell, rolled, and got to my feet.
“He give up,” Zack told Al.
“You're a moron,” Al told him.
“Oh, Jules!” Sophia jumped from the chair and threw her arms around me.
I held her head against my chest. “Al,” I said, “let her stay in the cabin with me and I give you my word I won't try to untie myself again.” I looked around. Zack and Vito stood on either side of me. Paulie sat at the table with his head down, rubbing his forehead. “Where would I go?” I asked Al.
His eyes narrowed to black slits. “How long before this boat's programmed to land on Earth?”
I took a breath. My throat felt tight. “Three or four E-hours. When the Alcubierre drive kicks in and starts warping the space around the ship into a bubble.”
He motioned toward the cabin and I led Sophia there. She sat in the co-pilot's seat and watched me. I smiled tightly and felt tears burn my eyes.
Vito came in and tied me to the seat with a rope around my chest. “Now stay put!” he ordered. “Al don't like it when you squirm outa the ropes.”
“Tell Al to go fuck himself,” I said.
“Hey!” He smacked me with an open palm across my head.
Sophia half rose. “Leave him alone, you dirt bag!”
Vito raised his hand to hit her. She stared at him defiantly.
“Vito, don't!” I said. “Please. Leave her alone.” I felt weary, almost numb. This lifebind would be over for me in a few hours at most.
Vito lowered his hand. “Bitch broad. What'd you ever see in her?”
I didn't answer and he left the cabin.
Sophia came and sat on the deck by my side, her head on my thigh.
“Soph, when this is over –”
“I don't want to talk about it!”
“Listen to me.” I took a shaky breath and stroked her hair. “You're a young, beautiful woman. I don't want you to mourn for me. That's just a waste of your life.”
She began to sob.
“Now listen. You find a good tag, marry him, and have a family.”
She shook her head.
“I'm sorry I got you into this. Just do one thing for me.”
She looked up. Her eyes were red and tear-streaked.
“Tell Lisa that her daddy will always love her. OK? More than anything.”
She nodded and wiped her eyes. Then she reached up and wiped my eyes and I realized that they were wet.
I ran my fingers across her face, drinking in every feature, as though making it my own. At what appeared to be the end of my life, I found that never have I loved life more. I thought of Joe's aria about the tag who was about to be executed. My last hour has flown. She pulled my head toward her and kissed me gently on the lips. Her kiss was bringing me back to this life. I lifted my head and stared at the deck. My stomach was so knotted I was afraid I was going to throw up. I hoped I wouldn't, for Sophia's sake.
The Alcubierre drive kicked in with a whine and a flash of green lights that made me gasp. I knew they heard the drive from the living quarters.
My arm felt heavy as I programmed the ship for LaGuardia Spaceport, Earth, typed in a code that Starship Searcher would land on autopilot, and gave the tower my call sign for the ship. I sat back, hoping my demise would be as quick as Al had promised.
The fear waned and I felt only numbness, as though I were halfway to geth state, death, already. Spirit?
It has been an honor to know you, Jules.
You too, my friend. You too. See you in the next lifebind?
Perhaps.
Sophia glanced at the door. Her eyes widened and she screamed.
I lurched forward against the rope and drew in a breath through gritted teeth.
Sophia's screams came through a world that had turned to frost. I had time to think that this was not what I'd expected before my mind froze up like a watch plunged into ice water.



Chapter Thirteen
Let the bitch scream! I opened my pocket knife and made a small cut on the back of Julio's head. There had to be blood for Al to think I'd hot-flashed him instead of just stun. Jesus Christ! If Al found out what I just did, I'd be out the airlock along with the kraut, even though I was Al's brother. You don't question the capo, let alone disobey an important order like this one. My hands shook as I cut the rope around Julio's chest and grabbed him as he fell forward. The bitch was still screaming.
“Help me with him!” I ordered her.
She shook her head.
“Listen, comare, your boyfriend ain't dead.” I glanced at the empty doorway. “You understand what I'm saying? Now help me get him to the airlock,” I whispered. “There's a lifeboat in there.” I slung Julio's arm over my shoulder. “I could get killed fer this!”
She stared at me like a statue.
“What the fuck's wrong with you, lady? Did you turn to stone? Help me with him, capisco?”
She nodded, finally closed her mouth, got up and threw Julio's other arm across her shoulders.
Blood dripped down the kraut's cheek as we dragged him into the living quarters.
Sophia continued to cry. Thank God, she was putting on a good act, or maybe her nerves were shot. Either way.
“She wants to say goodbye to him in the airlock,” I told Al and kept dragging the kraut toward the inner lock. Jesus God, don't let him wake up now! I prayed.
“Hey, Al!” Vito said, “I just saw his foot twitch. What the hell is that?”
Al shrugged. “Nerves. Get him outa here, Paulie. He's dripping blood all over the floor.”
“Sure,” I said.
“I'm glad it's over,” I heard Al say. “I take no pleasure in this business.”
Vito hit the airlock switch and the inner door sprang open. Me an' the broad dragged Julio through.
My heart was beating like a hammer at what I was about to do. There's no friggin' turning back now, I thought as I slammed the inner door and locked it. “Unlock the outer one!” I waved toward the door and dragged the kraut into the lifeboat. I threw three spacesuits and helmets into the back, just in case, and pushed the power button. It turned green and the motors started up.
The broad threw herself into the boat.
“You know how to run this friggin' thing?” I asked her.
“Yes! Move over.” She nudged me out of the driver's seat. Pushy bitch. “It's like a ship's console,” she said and studied the gauges. “Only a lot simpler. More like a hovair.” She pulled down a lever marked Airlock. Beware! Air will Escape through Outer Door!
The outer door swung open and I heard the whoosh as air went through. The boat rocked.
“Paulie!” Al screamed through the boat's link. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Sorry, Al.” My voice was shaky. “I just couldn't let ya kill him, you know? I'm…I'm through with the family. Goodbye, Al. Goodbye, Vito.” I started to cry and bit my knuckle. “Goodbye.”
“I'll fuckin' kill you, Paulie!” Al shouted. “I'll cut out your lungs and throw you in the East River. Are you nuts? He's a witness! Get back here, you stupid moron!”
“I can't do it no more, Al. I can't! Forgive me, mio fratelli.”I shut off the link.
She guided the boat out of the airlock. She knew what she was doing. Then we were in that big black pot of nothing and I grabbed the door handle, feeling like I was gonna fall. “What…what do we do now?”
She glanced back at the kraut, who was rolling his head. “Jules can guide us back to Equus. A lifeboat can't make jumps.”
I scratched my forehead. “If he gets his hands on me, Marrona mia, I'll be sleeping with the fishes.”
“Al?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Isn't he your brother?”
“Listen, lady. He's the capo first. Then he's my brother.”
“That's a brave thing you did, Paulie. I can't thank you enough.”
“Yeah, if they catch up to me, just throw some flowers in the East River in my honor, OK?”



Chapter Fourteen
How could I still be alive? I lifted my head. Was this a new lifebind? I thought fearfully. No. It was my human body. My hands. My clothes. There was a cut on the back of my head. I put my fingers on it. They came away bloody.
Somebody stroked my cheek. I jumped.
“It's me, babe. Sophia.” She kissed my forehead.
“I thought I was dead,” I mumbled.
“I know. I thought so too. Paulie saved you. He used the stun setting instead of hot beam and we made believe you were dead and carried you into the lifeboat.”
“Paulie did that? Why?”
“To save your life! He's steering the boat but we need you to program it.”
“Help me up.”
She did.
I made my way to the pilot's seat. “Let me take over, Paulie.”
He got up and I sat down heavily. Blood trickled down my neck and back.
“You feel up to it?” he asked.
“No. Does this rig have a sous? I could sure use a cup of coffee.”
Paulie looked at Sophia.
Sophia nodded. “I'll make a pot.”
“These lifeboats don't have a star drive,” I told them. “Either we have to return to Equus and wait with the others for the transports to arrive, or try to make it to the trade lanes.”
“You think,” Sophia said, “we can hitch a ride home on a starship?”
“I hope so.”
She handed me a cup of steaming Earth brew and pressed a cold compress to the cut on my head. It hurt, but I knew we had to stop the bleeding.
“A starship would have an SPS unit onboard,” I said. “We could alert La Guardia Spaceport to arrest the crew when Searcher arrives, and tell them that a biologist and a guard at the lab plan to steal the Blackroot tank for the Mafia.”
“Do you have to get my brothers arrested?” Paulie asked and ran a hand nervously through his hair.
I thought of the catastrophe that would follow if the Mafia sold bristra to wealthy customers and they grew it in their own gardens. Gabby had suggested that at maturity, during temperate weather, the roots might produce windblown spores. “I do, Paulie,” I said. “I'm sorry, but I really do. I'll explain it when this is over.” Providing we weren't toast, I thought as stars whizzed by. Caught in this bubble, we could be plunged into a sun.
“I owe you one, kid,” I told Paulie and tried again to break us free of the bubble with full power. “A big one.” I smiled. “Grazie. What did it cost you? I think your family.”
He blinked back tears and nodded.
“If it's any consolation,” I said, “you did the right thing, not just for me, though I'm pretty damn grateful.”
“I know.” He rubbed his eyes.
Sophia reached over and patted his shoulder. He took her hand and held it tight. I heard him sob.
Sophia pulled her hand away.
I looked at her and lifted my brows.
“Hold the compress,” she told me.
I did.
She walked around to Paulie and held his head in both hands. He wrapped his arms around her waist, buried his face against her, and cried.
“I'm sorry I called you all those names,” he said.
She kissed his head and smiled. “That was the old Paulie, before the epiphany.”
“Epiphany?” He looked up at her. “That's the Feast of the Three Kings Day. We don't eat until we see the first star at night. My mother always made cassata sicilliana.” He put his fingers to his lips and kissed them. I sipped coffee and held the compress as he clasped Sophia and cried again.
“Better than cannoli?” I asked, to lighten the mood.
“You haven't lived until you've eaten cassata sicilliana the way my mother makes it!” He buried his face in Sophia's stomach again and sobbed.
She looked at me and shrugged.
“It's OK.” I smiled. “I'm not the jealous type.” Just the worried type, I thought, and rotated the chair back to face the console.
“Are you plotting a course to Equus or to Earth?” Sophia asked.
"No, we're sort of, uh, stuck in this bubble for now, Soph. I'm working on it. Sure I am.
“There's something you're not telling us, Jules. I know that look.”
“I'm working on it, that's all,” I lied.
She stared out the viewport and bit a nail as she watched stars streak by. “Work on it faster, all right?”
“All right.”
Paulie came to the pilot's seat and watched from over my shoulder. “You know, Julio, we could still go back an' find some live Blackroot.” He nudged my shoulder with an elbow. “We'd be billionaires. Ya know what I'm sayin'?” He grinned that lopsided grin.
“We'd be dead, Paulie. Just take my word for it. If we ever…” I bit my lip. “When we kick ourselves out of this bubble, or get a pick up, we're going back to Earth.”
“What's your problem with being a billionaire?” he asked.
“My problem's with being dead. Now let me work on this!”
“Paulie.” Sophia took his arm and led him to a rear seat. “Leave him alone. He knows what he's doing.”
Sure, I thought. I activated the distress signals on the heads-up holo display and flipped on the mic. “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. Grave and immediate danger.”
I heard Sophia draw in a breath. “Just normal procedure,” I threw back. “We're looking for a pickup,” I said into the mic. “Three adults onboard the Starship Searcher's lifeboat. Calling anyone inside the bubble. Request assistance.”
I sat back and stared at the circle of stars shooting by in the viewport. What if we plowed through a star? Would we even know that it happened, like jumping through a hoop of fire, or would we be toast? I cranked up the power and tried to kick the boat out of the bubble. It hit the edge and bounced back. The grav stabilizers held us steady in an invisible net.
“Dammit,” I muttered. Only Great Mind knew where we'd come out of this warp, if ever. The continuous contraction and expansion of space/time could fling us past the Milky Way. The laws of physics were being bent all out of shape. And we might be too if it spit us into that great wheel, the galaxy's central black hole.
Sophia came back and put a hand on my shoulder. “I know you're doing your best, babe.”
I nodded. “I'm trying, Soph.”
The boat had a limited supply of air tanks. After that, there were the biosuits. After that…
She sat in the co-pilot's seat. “Jules?”
I lifted brows.
“If this doesn't end well…”
I reached out and she gave me her hand. “Don't think that way.”
“I just want you to know that whatever happens, I will love you to my last breath.”
“If it comes to that,” I said, “I want you to know that I loved you from that first time on the pier.” I squeezed her hand and smiled. “You know, when you threatened to gut me like a crusty with your dive knife.”
Paulie came forward and we were all crowded in the tight front quarters. “If we gotta die, I can't think of anybody I'd rather be with when it happens.” He squeezed between me and Sophia and put a hand on each of our shoulders. “We're all too young to die, you know what I'm saying? But if it's gotta be, then it's gotta be. You two are like family to me.”
Sophia smiled and leaned her head against his side.
“This is the Texas Belle Star,” the radio suddenly crackled. “We are homing in on your signals.”
“Oh my God!” Sophia jumped out of the seat and covered her mouth with a hand. “Oh my God.”
Paulie looked from Sophia to me. “So our asses are saved? We're gonna be OK?”
“Looks like we lucked out, Paulie,” I said.
“Mamma mia. I thought we were dead meat. I mean…” He planted a kiss on my cheek, then one on Sophia's. “Thank you, Lord Jesus!”
Sophia threw her arms around him and laughed. “Saved by the Belle,” she said.
I sat back and didn't know whether to sigh with relief, or groan at that joke. Instead, I wiped my wet cheek and smiled.
We had our ride home.



Chapter Fifteen
The Belle Star, a cargo scow, gnashed her metal teeth and rumbled deep in her belly like an old man with indigestion, sending vibrations racing along ribbed metal beneath our feet.
“Y'all just some lost sheep out there in the bubble?” Captain M. Jackson, a squat man with a stained white beard and a paunch that hung over his belt, gave us suspicious looks as he shuffled down a dimly lit lower deck. Our footsteps echoed through the hollow tube as three silent crewmen followed us.
“Captain,” I said, and stopped him with a hand on his worn blue uniform, “I have to use your Star Positioning System for a priority call to Earth.” I'd told him that when they first picked us up, minutes before, but he'd ignored it.
“Sounds mighty important.” He scratched behind his ear and flicked some crud from his finger. “ `Fraid y'all have to wait till we get to the space station on Denebria. This old lady ain't had a workin' SPS for the life of a dwarf star.”
“Denebria?” I said. “I thought we were heading to Earth? This is urgent, Captain.”
“Got to pick up some passengers on Denebria first.” He narrowed his bloodshot eyes. “This is business, Mr. Rammis.”
I glanced at Sophia and Paulie. Sophia shook her head. Paulie dropped his gaze. I had explained the ramifications to him of widespread bristra on Earth. I think he still felt guilty for his part in this possible disaster.
I took a breath. “Captain, Alpha or Earth Central will reimburse you for the loss of the passenger fees. But this call has to go through!”
He shrugged and continued walking. We followed. The three crewmen followed us, past twisted metal girders, patched breaks in the walls, and a comlink dangling by wires. The foul smell in the air made me think the recyclers weren't working either.
“Y'all know how the government works,” Jackson said as he ambled along. “I'll be feeding the worms an' pushing up daisies 'fore they put the check in my credcount. Sorry, but I got to look out for my own ass. Oh, 'scuse me, Ma'am.” He opened a hall door to a small room. “Here's your quarters, Mr. Rammis.” His gaze slid across Sophia's body. “And the, uh, misses?” He winked.
I leaned against the wall. I had to contact Earth Central before the Mafia stole the bristra tank from the Lab. If Al had talked to his family on Searcher's SPS unit, I would already be too late. My team, back on Equus, didn't know that Al's family planned to rob the Lab specimens. My only hope was that Al couldn't use an SPS unit. Still, with a stop on Denebria, Al and his boys would make it back to Earth before us, and with my message to La Guardia Spaceport, they'd walk away from Searcher free as three vultures.
“Captain Jackson,” Sophia used her authoritative tone and took a step closer to him, “Jules is trying to tell you that your decision could cause a worldwide catastrophe.” She moved even closer, but he held his ground. I had to give her credit, considering the smell of whiskey on his breath. “You're our host,” she said, “and we're grateful to you. But if you don't take us directly to Earth, you could be in for jail time.” She nodded for emphasis.
Jackson narrowed his eyes and I caught a glimmer of the tough-minded captain he once was.
“Miss Rella, or Mrs. Rammis,” he said, using the old labels, “I learned long ago not to depend on the conclusions of strangers who have a stake in those conclusions.” He motioned toward the compartment. “Dinner is in two hours. I expect payment for the food, and the fuel we expended to find your boat and pick you up. Son,” he addressed Paulie, “your berth is next door. Gentlemen.” He nodded at me and Paulie, turned and started back toward the ladder. The three crewmen followed him.
Paulie flicked a thumb at his back. “Gavone!” he whispered. His shoulders sagged and his hair fell over his eyes.
“Get some rest,” I told him. “It's been a trying day all around.”
“To say the least,” Sophia added.
Paulie shrugged. “I don't know what I'm gonna do when we get back to Earth. I'm fish food if the family finds me. Where the hell am I gonna go?”
I patted his shoulder. “We'll get you into the witness protection program.”
“Sure! I'll be shoveling cow shit in Montana.”
“You're young, Paulie,” Sophia said, and you're a handsome man. You'll make a life."
Paulie patted her cheek. “Maybe I'll find a broad…I mean a woman, like you.”
We all laughed.
“Later, Paulie.” I entered the compartment with Sophia and locked the door.
She sat on the bunk and wiped her hands through her hair. “We did what we could, Jules.”
I sat next to her. “I think I could've done more.”
She rubbed my knee. “You always think you could've done more.”
I put my arm around her and breathed in her scent. “Right now I want to do more.” I kissed her cheek.
“Now?”
I smiled. “Now.”
“Don't smile, babe, you know what that does to me. It's not fair.”
I broadened it to an evil grin.
“You are incorrigible.” She ran a hand through my hair. “You need a haircut.”
“Don't get any ideas, woman. This time you don't have Chancey to back you up.” I touched her lips with mine. “And I think I could take you on any time.”
“Oh, yeah, man, you and what army,” she said, imitating Chancey's words and dialect.
I laughed. “You don't have your dive knife with you, dear.”
She took my head in her hands and kissed me. “What you do to me is sinful!” Her expression turned inward, touching on some inner pain. “I thought I lost you back there when Paulie used the stun setting instead of the hot beam.” She traced her fingers across my cheek. “I would give you anything you asked for. I can't help myself.”
“Good. Because I'm asking for you. All of you.” I pressed her face against mine. “I want to be inside you, Sophia. Not just for sex.” I kissed her neck, her lips. “I want to feel you all around me, like another skin. A better one than mine.”
She sighed heavily and pulled me down on top of her. “You don't make sense.” She got her hands under my jacket, my shirt, and ran her nails lightly over my back. Bat had applied new skin after a whipping I'd taken on planet New Lithnia, and Sophia's touch was not painful, just exciting. “You cat!”
She giggled. “My mouse.”
I was ready for her as I sat up and threw off my jacket and shirt. She pulled me back down and held my head as we kissed hard again, as though trying to enter each other. “Whoever invented zippers?” she said as she tried to unzip my pants."
I got my hands around her back and fumbled with the bra clips. “The same idiot who invented bras.” I unclipped it, and ran my hands across her breasts. I took in a breath. “I can't wait much longer, Soph.”
“Then take off those damn pants!” She lifted up and slid her pants and panties down to her knees, then kicked them off. I got out of my pants while she slipped off her blouse.
“Oh, Jules!” She pulled me down on top of her. “Baby. Baby!” she gasped and spread her legs around my hips.
I kissed her breast and sucked on a nipple.
“That's all I can take!” she said, and pushed me inside her.
“Be gentle with me.” I pushed in deeper.
Our lovemaking was more like a cat fight. Maybe it was all the trauma we'd been through, but we both needed this ultimate physical closeness that melded us into one, and the release that came with our orgasms.
We clung to each other for a long while afterwards, relaxed, content, in the face of all the uncertainties that weighed on us and destroyed our peace of mind. Here was a small sanctuary in space and time.
“I love you, Sophia,” I whispered. “My woman. That hasn't been easy for me to say.”
“I know. I know what the death of your sister Ginny did to you. And Joe told me how you grieved inconsolably after Willa's murder.” She held me close. “I know it's difficult for you to commit and maybe get hurt again.”
I could not hold back tears. They slid to her cheeks and I wiped them.
“I feel so quiet inside, Jules. We make our own garden wherever we are.”
I nodded. “With you, it's easy.”
She lifted my chin. “Babe, as long as I'm alive, I'll be there for you.”
“As long as I'm alive,” I whispered, “I'll be your rock to cling to.”
She chuckled.
“What?”
“Nothing.” She turned her face and chuckled again.
“C'mon. What?”
“Oh, the image of you, my reckless adventurer, as a steady rock.”
“I can do it. I can be a rock.”
She pressed her lips, trying not to laugh, but I felt her chest shake.
“Listen, wench,” I lifted onto elbows, “if I'm going to be your husband, you'd better learn to take orders from me and believe every word I say.”
This time she couldn't suppress a laugh. “Is that a proposal?”
“A what? Oh. Well, I meant…uh.”
She pulled me back down and kissed me lightly on the lips. “It's all right. Let's not ruin this perfect moment with a committal.”
* * *
Our worst fears were realized when we docked at the Denebrian outpost station and I put in a call to Earth Central. They'd already been informed that a tank of alien Blackroot had been stolen from the Los Alamos National Lab in New Mexico.
The sounds of humans and aliens rolling or balancing or levitating their travel bags, laughing as they awaited ships to destinations among the stars, seemed to fade as I considered the consequences. The metallic smell of the air, laced with aromas from open restaurants, just served to turn my stomach.
“They've got it,” I told Sophia and Paulie. “We're too late.”
“The Mafia?” Sophia asked in a hushed voice.
I nodded.
“Mother of God,” Paulie said, “you'll never get it away from them.”
“We've got to,” I told him. “You know where their compound is located. You're our only hope.”
“Then there's no hope!” he shouted. People and aliens alike turned. “What do ya want me to do, turn in my own family? Fuck that! I'm out o' here.”
“Paulie,” I started, “you know the consequences if bristra sprouts spores and they spread across the continents.”
He pointed a finger at me. “This time, you're asking too much.” He bared his chest dramatically, ripping off buttons. “Here! Cut out my heart while you're at it.”
I glanced at Sophia. She raised her brows.
“OK, Paulie,” I said, “you're out of it. Just tell us where the compound is located. We know it's somewhere on Long Island.”
“You don't understand nothing,” he said. “Niente. You call it a compound? Hey, it's my family's home. You understand? There's kids there, my mother, husbands and wives of my brothers and sisters. I was born on the kitchen table in that friggin' compound. What do you know about anything, kraut? You told me yourself you never had a family. So what the hell do you know about anything?”
I bit my lip. “You can't go back there anymore. You know that.”
“Paulie,” Sophia said, “if bristra gets loose, your own family could be at risk.”
Paulie strode away and paused. “You understand what would happen if the police or the CIA came down on them?” he yelled. “You think they're gonna throw up their hands and walk into the friggin' enemies' arms? You don't know shit!”
“They won't have a choice,” I called back.
A young spaceport guard sauntered over, wearing an oversized brown cap and a uniform two sizes too big for his narrow frame. “Is there a problem here?”
“No,” Sophia said innocently. “No problem, officer.”
“They'll send the women and children away,” Paulie yelled, “and they'll stand an' fight till…” He pressed a fist to his mouth and bit a knuckle. “Till the last man is dead! But first they'll take some CIA pricks with them! You understand what I'm sayin'?”
The officer looked from me to Paulie. His blue eyes widened.
I walked toward Paulie, followed by Sophia and the officer, whose hand edged to the butt of his holstered stingler. “Suppose you just give us the location of the Mafia's home base,” I said. “Then you're out of it, OK?”
“You don't know what you're asking.” He turned and brushed past the officer. “Get the fuck outa my way!”
The officer took a step back and almost fell.
Paulie strode toward the boarding gate. “I'll be on the Belle Star if you want me.” He threw back a dismissive wave of his hand.
“Now what?” Sophia asked.
I rubbed my lips as I watched Paulie disappear around a corner, almost knocking over a Cleocean who was balancing on his tails. “We could use truth serum on him,” I said.
“Oh, that's low, Jules.”
“Any lower than thousands of lives lost if bristra produces spores that spread across the continents?”
The officer took my arm and Sophia's. “I'd like you two to accompany me to the guards' quarters for a talk with my captain.”
I took out my wallet and showed him my WCIA badge. “We're on a mission, officer.”
“Oh, wow! A mission?” He released our arms. “Sorry, sir.”
“It's OK,” I said. “You're just doing your job.”
“Thank you,” Sophia gave him a demure smile, “for being so alert and concerned and brave.”
He stared at her for a moment and I could almost see his pupils dilate. Then he touched his wide cap. “Uh, ma'am, sir, have a nice day.” He turned and walked back to his station with the cuffs of his pants flapping.
“I think he has to grow into the job,” Sophia said. “What's going to happen when Paulie wakes up?”
“He'll have no memory of what he said under the influence of the drug. He'll think he just had a pleasant night's sleep.”
I turned back to the SPS wall unit. “Oh, man. I've got to call Joe. By now the transports have landed on Earth. He's not going to be happy when I tell him the news.” I held still for the retinal scan, then punched in his call numbers and sighed, “He's going to kill me. I hope he doesn't hit me this time.”
“Why would he do that?”
“Oh, if I hadn't tried to be a decoy for Searcher, but just gone to the hovair, I wouldn't have gotten us both captured.”
“Well, I followed you willingly.”
“Thing is, if I was in the hovair when the transports landed on Equus, I could've used their SPS to contact Earth Central and warn them of the Mafia's plans.”
“To steal the Lab bristra?”
I nodded.
She took a breath. “Oh. You think he'd really hit you?”
“He did once, on Denebria.” I touched my face. “Made my cheek black and blue. He was mad as hell over something I did.”
She chewed a nail. “Suppose I stay between the two of you? You know, run interference for you.”
“OK. He's going to kill me.”
“I'm glad you're making the call and not me.”
“Thanks.”



Chapter Sixteen
“Now, Joe,” I said, and moved around the Denver Spaceport welcoming buffet table to keep it between us, “remember your blood pressure.”
His face was red beneath the white stubble and the hair hanging over his forehead. “What were you thinking?” He slammed a fist on the table. A vase of red roses tilted and fell. Water trickled between steaming meatballs and stew in hot casserole dishes, loaves of bread in baskets, and bowls of sliced fruit.
“I thought if I played decoy, Joe,” I said, “it would give Chancey and Sophia and Huff and Gabby a chance to make it to the hovair. Then I thought I'd sneak around back and –”
“What do you mean, you thought?” he shouted. “You never thought in your life.”
Chancey chuckled from where he sat sprawled in a chair. Bat shook his head, picked up his medkit from the counter and set it beside him.
Joe came around the table. “OK,” he said quietly, “come here and tell me what you thought. I'm anxious to hear this.”
I kept the table between us. “Well, I figured,” I began, “I could make it back to the hovair without being seen by the Searcher's crew, and once we were off-planet on a transport, I would contact Earth Central and…” He tried to get closer. I moved back. “And tell them –”
“But you didn't make it, did you?” he said too softly. “No, you got yourself and Sophia captured by the Mafia crew and taken off- planet without delivering your message.” He pushed the table into me. I held it as bowls of fruit rocked. “Didn't you?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Well, things didn't go as planned.”
“If you ever had a plan in your life, your brains would leak out of your ears.” He tried to reach me across the table.
I backed away.
“You want me to hold him down for you, boss?” Chancey asked between chuckles.
“Shut the hell up, Chancey,” I said.
Huff shuffled back from watching a magic show on the center platform with Gabby by his side. “We do not have magic on Kresthaven,” he told her. “Only the magic of water that becomes ice, and the ice that becomes water.”
“That's pretty magical,” Gabby said.
“Yes, someday we will figure that out.” Huff watched Joe and me circle the table. He sat down and pulled a candy bar from his belly pouch. “Is this a Terran ritual, my cub,” he asked me as he unwrapped the bar, “to welcome home the weary long travelers?”
“Yeah, fur ball,” Chancey said, “that's what it is. And for an encore, we're going to watch your cub get his ass kicked.”
Gabby's eyes widened and she crouched behind Huff. Bat sighed and took a blood pressure cuff from out his bag. “Jules is right, Joe. You have to watch your blood pressure.”
Sophia returned from the restroom.
“Soph,” I said in a thin voice, “you still want to run interference?”
She looked at Joe. “To quote a source, `uh oh'.” She stepped between us. “Jules really did his best, Joe. We're a team, remember?”
Joe walked around her and I moved to the far side of the table. “When I get my hands on you,” he pointed a finger, “you're going to be sorry you ever decided to play decoy, as you put it.”
Gabby, wide-eyed, peered out from behind Huff.
“When does this happy welcome back ritual end?” Huff asked and chewed the bar.
“When I get my hands on him!” Joe bellowed. “That's when!” He slammed the table again. Meatballs jumped. Some fell out of the casserole dish, rolled across the table, and plopped onto the floor. Humans and aliens stopped to watch.
Bat rubbed his chin. “C'mon, Joe. Give it up and relax. You know he can outrun you.”
“But,” Chancey said and lifted a hand, “not me.”
“Joe,” Sophia got between us again, “it was my fault that we got caught. I…uh, I slowed him down by following.”
Joe turned on her. “Do you realize what this means? We could've prevented the theft of the bristra tank with his knowledge that there was a traitor at the Lab bent on stealing it. This mission could've ended successfully.” He took Sophia's arm and moved her out of his way.
“Be careful, Sophia,” Gabby squeaked. “He's really angry.”
“But no,” Joe continued, “your boyfriend had to screw it up! He had to follow his own reckless idea of a plan, as though he ever had a plan in his life.” He kicked a table leg and the table collapsed. Bubbling sauce seeped across the floor.
Sophia stared at the mess with her lips parted. I saw the fear in her eyes.
Bat got up and went to Joe. “Take it easy, boss,” he said softly and took Joe's arm.
Joe threw off his hand. “You take it easy.”
Chancey stood up and suddenly he looked serious.
“Your boyfriend,” Joe growled at Sophia as she moved between Joe and me again, “allowed a deadly plant to be turned loose and only God knows the consequences.” He took her arm. She tried to pull away. “You must be as lame-brained as he is to stay with him.” He shoved her aside. She almost fell.
“Leave her alone, Joe!” I came around the fallen table. Chancey stepped between me and Joe and just stood there.
“It's…it's all my fault,” Gabby cried and stood up straight. Her narrow face was pale. “If, if I hadn't of twisted my ankle and had to be carried, we…” she looked around, “we could all have made it back to the hovair. Jules was trying to protect me.”
I walked around Chancey and stood in front of Sophia. “I'm sorry, Joe.” I lowered my head. “I'm really sorry, Dad.”
He stared at me for a long moment, then lifted his hand. I winced and heard Sophia gasp. He patted my shoulder. “I should know better than to ask you to change. It's not in the cards. You are what you are. I didn't mean to scare you, Sophia.” He took a breath, then turned on a heel and strode away.
Bat watched him go with the blood pressure cuff in his hand.
“Damn,” Chancey said, “I was gonna eat those meatballs.”
* * *
The team sat around a table in Joe's den. Gabby had returned to Northern California and a job at Livermore Lab. I missed her squeaky voice.
Fire crackled and wood burst in the stone fireplace. The warm smell of smoke pervaded the wood-paneled room. Winter flakes brushed dark windows and died in streaks of water that slid down the glass. I sipped hot earthbrew and listened to Joe explain the situation.
“The CIA, the FBI, and the WCIA cannot legally invade the Mafia compound without due process of law.” Joe cupped his coffee at the head of the table.
“For all that those scuds have done, man,” Chancey said, “you mean there ain't nothing we can hold them on?”
“They have lawyers, Chance,” I said, “consigliere, to you.”
“Same to you, fella.” Chancey grinned.
“From what Vito said,” I put down my cup, “the police and some of the local politicians are in Don Rastelli's pocket.”
“I'm afraid to ask,” Sophia said from beside me, “just who that leaves to recover the tank of bristra.”
“I've got a bad feeling about who it leaves.” Bat scratched under his cap.
We waited as Joe looked around the table and folded his hands. Only Huff seemed unconcerned as he rooted through his belly pouch and took out a candy bar.
“Don't you think you've had enough of those?” I asked him.
“But there are many more here in my pouch.”
“Hey, fur ball,” Chancey said, “what'd you do, break into a candy store?”
“That is against the Terran laws,” Huff said. “I shook a machine that had candy bars in its belly, and they all fell out.”
Sophia slid me a look.
I shrugged.
“So…” Joe folded his hands.
“So that leaves us,” Sophia asked, “doesn't it?”
Bat leaned forward in his chair. “Did Paulie tell the FBI the location of the family's compound?”
“Let's say,” Joe tapped the table, “it took a little persuasion.”
“In the form of a certain drug?” I asked.
Joe nodded. “Couldn't be helped.”
I sat back. “I'm glad.”
Sophia looked at me.
Soph," I put my arm around the back of her chair, “if Paulie had volunteered the location of his family, he would've never forgiven himself. Where is it?” I asked Joe, “and, uh, what's the plan, boss?”
Joe's cement features cracked into a smile. “Southampton.”
I raised my brows.
“Right up there with the high falutins,” Bat said.
“Yeah,” Chancey sipped a glass of wine, “I always wanted to rub noses with the upper crust.”
“The only upper crust you'll rub noses with,” I told him, “is the cold pizza we'll be living on during this mission.”
“Take a hike, superstar,” Chancey answered.
“Joe,” I said, “did they put Paulie in the Witness Protection Program?”
“They did. He didn't like it, but he had no recourse.”
“What state is he living in?” Sophia asked.
“Can't tell you that,” Joe replied.
“Oh.” Sophia nodded.
Abby, Joe's wife, opened the door and came in with a platter of fresh-baked cookies. I breathed in the aroma as she smiled at us and set them on the table. Abby is one of my favorite people.
“I hope you like chunky chocolate gobs,” she said in her airy Southern drawl and looked around the table. Her brown hair was a little grayer, but the same blue sparkle shone in her eyes, and wrinkles had set into laugh lines.
“They look wonderful, Misses Hatch,” Sophia offered.
“Call me Abby.”
Huff rose up on his hind legs and sniffed the cookies.
“Can Huff have one, Jules?”
“I don't know, Abby,” I said, “any more sugar and he'll be dancing on the roof.”
“Althea and Charles just came over to drop off Lisa,” she told Joe and glanced at me.
Sophia put her hand over mine on the table.
“Mom!” I heard Al call as she opened the door. Lisa was beside her. A tall, thin, pasty-faced man stood behind her. “Oh, sorry,” Al said, “I thought…I thought you were meeting in Dad's office.”
“Come in, Al,” Joe told her. “You too, Charles.”
“Daddy!” Lisa ran to me and I scooped her up. “Hi, Squiggles.”
She hugged me around my neck, then stared into my eyes. “Are you gonna leave again?”
I kissed her cheek. “I'll be hanging around, Lis'.”
I stiffened as Al and Charles walked into the room. Al stared at me for a moment. “Jules,” she said quietly.
“How are you, Al?” I asked.
“I'm well.” She put a hand on her protruding belly. “A little morning sickness. Oh.” She turned to her husband. “This is Charles.”
I stood up and stared into his eyes as I shook his hand. He stared back without flinching. “Nice to meet you,” I said.
“You too.”
Lisa pulled on my sleeve. “I rode Ginger today, Daddy.”
“That's nice, Lis',” I said.
Joe introduced Althea and Charles to the team.
“Well, we have to go.” Al kissed Lisa. “Now you be a good girl. We'll pick her up in the morning, Mom,” she told Abby and shifted her feet. I knew it was a sign of nervousness in Althea. “Nice to meet all of you,” she said.
“Do you want to help grandma make some more cookies?” Abby asked Lisa.
“OK. Daddy, will you be here when I wake up in the morning?”
I bit my lip. “I don't know, Lis'.”
“You're always going away!”
I kissed her forehead. “But I always come back to you.”
She giggled. “I don't use Ginger's reins when I ride her.”
“You mean you guide her with tel?”
“Uh huh. She doesn't like it though.”
“You're a pretty amazing kid,” I told her. At seven-years-old, she could work with elements and influence minds. It almost scared me to consider her powers as an adult.
“Abby,” Joe said softly and glanced toward the door.
“C'mon, Lisa,” Abby took her hand, “let's go make those cookies.”
“OK.” She pulled away and kissed my cheek. “Goodnight, Daddy. Sleep tight.”
“You too, Squiggles.”
She skipped to the door and Abby closed it behind them.
I stared at my cup of brew. The only sound was the burst of wood in the fireplace and a wind that bent a tree branch and made it scroll across the window.
Sophia squeezed my hand.
“I'm OK,” I told her and took a breath. “So,” I said to Joe, “what's the plan, boss.”



Chapter Seventeen
I swore that this time I'd follow Joe's orders as I slipped into my thermo dive suit on the dark winter beach. “Stay on the beach,” he'd ordered. “And if you can project and locate the tank of bristra, contact me by comlink. Then get out of there.”
We'd left our ground car parked well above the high-water mark. Waves heaved chunks of ice that crashed into the shallows on Long Island's south shore.
“Look at him.” Sophia gestured toward Huff, out playing in the water past the ice.
“He's right at home, Soph. His people are semi-aquatic. He even has rounded lenses to see underwater.”
Sophia watched him dive and surface. “I wish I could live in the sea as easily as he does.”
“To catch more crusties?”
She gave me a broad smile. “Well, I caught you that way.”
“Only because I wanted to get caught.” I kissed her cheek.
We strapped on stinglers in holsters, dive knives to our calves, and lights and comlinks clipped on our belts. The lights were only for emergencies. From the high balcony of the Mafia estate, a light could be seen, even in shallow water.
“Ready, hon?” I picked up my fins and mask.
She looked toward the distant white estate that overlooked the sea. “As ready as I'll ever be. Maybe they're all asleep.”
“Maybe. Just stay close to me, OK? No hero stuff.”
“I always do, but look who's talking!”
“Then let's do it.” I put on my mask.
We splashed into the frigid water and stopped to don fins. I didn't feel the cold on my legs through the loose suit, only the pressure of the water as we walked out backward.
“Huff” I called.
He paddled over to us.
“Time to go to work, buddy.”
He nodded and lifted his head. “I forgot my candy.”
“You left them behind?” Sophia chuckled. “Who would've guessed?”
He shook his head. “They are all in my pouch still here, and I am candy soaked.”
“Get rid of them, Huff,” I said.
He nodded, dipping his snout. “But I am sorry to let them go all into the water.”
“They're no good any more, buddy.” I turned to Sophia. “Maybe the fishes will get diabetes.” I checked my watch. “Let's go.”
When we were close enough to the estate, I'd try to tel-project into the rooms and find the tank of bristra, then relay the location to Joe, Chancey, and Bat, who were prepared to sneak inside and take it away or destroy it.
I was afraid I'd bite through the snorkel's mouthpiece as I laid face down in the water. Only the area around my mouth was exposed, beneath the hood and mask, but it was enough to send shivers down my spine as we swam toward the sprawling white building, whose windows were still lit at this late hour. Searchlights combed the beach and the shoreline.
We kept our fins underwater so they wouldn't splash white foam. Run silent, the thought came to me from some ancient film I'd seen about the early frogmen.
A disturbed seagull flapped into the brilliant night sky, so crowded with stars our galaxy appeared like a stream of diamonds flung across the dome of space. The seagull wheeled overhead and cawed, as though to scold us for disturbing his sleep, then settled on a piling.
We swam around the tip of a jetty and I felt the faint pull of the littoral current that runs parallel to beaches.
Voices, talking, laughing, carried over the water from a group around a fire. I kept Huff on my seaward side so they wouldn't notice his white fur. People enjoying a winter weekend at their summer house, I thought, probably keeping warm and roasting hotdogs, while we crossed them on a mission that could save thousands of lives if we succeeded, or lose thousands if we failed. I envied those carefree weekenders as we approached the Mafia estate.
“Wait!” Sophia said. “What's that?” She pointed to a dark dome shape, about two feet across, floating on the surface. “Look,” she exclaimed, “there's more of them, there, there, and there!”
Mines. I took the snorkel from my mouth. “Jesus and Buddha,” I whispered. “Stay here,” I told her and Huff, and swam closer to a mine bobbing in the water. Deadly spikes stuck out along its sides. Touch one and the mine would explode. Son of a crotefucker. I swam back to Sophia and Huff.
“They're mines, aren't they?” Sophia asked.
I nodded. “The problem is, there might be others set at different depths, maybe just below the surface. If we use our lights to detect them, we could be seen. Huff, do you know what a mine is?”
He nodded. “Mine and yours. I understand that Terran meaning.”
“No, Huff,” I said. “I mean that black thing floating on the surface that I just inspected.”
“I see it. My vision is good.”
“Yeah, well if you touch it, it will explode.”
“Why would it do that?”
“It's a weapon,” Sophia told him. “It keeps people and boats away from the Mafia's beach.”
“Couldn't they just put up a sign,” he asked, “that said `Trespassing On Here is No'?”
“Huff,” I told him, “we need you to guide us around these mines with your night and water vision. Some of the mines might be just under the surface.”Can you do that, buddy?"
“It is how I would hunt the night roving dire flappers, if there were any night roving dire flappers left, but they are all –”
“OK,” I said. “We'll follow you. Just don't touch any of them. You understand? Or we're all dead.”
“I understand, my Terran cub. I would not want all of us dead, or even one of us dead.”
“Good. We'll follow you.” I checked my watch and clamped down on the snorkel.
Huff guided us through the treacherous shallows and we reached the beach.
We clipped our masks and fins to our belts, afraid if we left them at night, we might not find them again. I unclipped the comlink and tapped out a Morse code series of beeps to Joe. On the beach. If anyone in the estate heard it, he would think his comlink was low on batteries.
Roger, Joe sent back.
“Sophia, be quiet now,” I said. “I want to project into the building and see if I can locate the tank of bristra.”
“Good luck.”
The estate loomed ahead, its form distorted in the dark, so that imagination and the night conveyed the sense of a living creature, crouched, with searchlight eyes that swept the beach, as though hunting for prey.
I lowered my head. With my eyes closed I mentally opened my mind to the white building and imagined myself drifting toward it. Into it. After a while, that loud humming noise began inside my head and I felt the strange, uneasy break between mind and body. My stomach clenched and I grabbed Sophia's arm. She took my hand and held it. The prospect of probing within walls that held those criminal minds, was not conducive to a peaceful state. Their dark thoughts and attitudes would influence me, unless they were asleep.
I felt the frigid black indifference that is the geth state between lives suddenly open up around me. Physical sensations ceased and there came that strange feeling of drifting, not through space, but through vibrations at the core of energy. I willed my kwaii, what we Terrans call soul, to move through the subliminal beat of fundamental strings and toward the white building, so like a ship in the night.
The walls were no more than the barrier of water when you dive beneath its viscous surface. I went through it and into the core of the Mafia stronghold.
Children and adults, asleep. Well, not all of them. There was one couple… I backed out. No dark thoughts there.
I went through walls and systematically examined kitchens and pantries, dining rooms and living rooms, offices and attics.
Then I mentally gasped. In a far corner of the building, on the top floor, away from the living quarters, a bio lab had been set up. There, under lights, were stacked rows of bristra, some squirming and putting out new shoots. I drifted closer and read names and Southampton addresses and email addresses taped on some of the tanks. Customers? I almost felt a chill even in this disembodied state.
The family was not just studying the properties of this complex life form, but very probably selling new shoots at incredible profits. Yet they slept so well, these Mafiosi, knowing that sooner or later, a careless customer would allow this opportunistic creature to spread spores into the high winds and take root only Great Mind knew where.
I moved in closer, though I knew my time was limited in geth state. Stay too long, and the laws of the universe will trap you and move you into a new lifebind.
Spores! Rows of small brown spores lined the grooved sides of mature roots, just waiting for freedom and a wind to start them on their adventure.
I felt the hold on my physical body beginning to weaken, and I fled back.
I opened my eyes. The white structure, so like an animal itself, seemed to growl deep in its belly.
“Watchdogs!” Sophia said and unholstered her stingler. “Jules. Are you back?”
“I'm here.” I got shakily to my knees and took out my weapon as two black Dobermans charged out of the night, flashing through a searchlight.
“Take the one on the left,” I told Sophia. “I've got the one on the right. Stun setting.”
I heard her spin the ring, then we fired together. The dogs yelped and rolled, raising sand. Their panting quieted. I saw the red lights blink on their collars. “Uh oh. Alarm systems.”Help me up."
When I was on my feet, we trotted toward the water, but the searchlights pinned us. Huff was ahead and beyond their reach.
“Stop,” a voice blared from a speaker, “or I will shoot.”
A warning hot beam blazed across our path and turned sand to glass. We both stopped.
“Huff,” I said, “they haven't seen you. Take off!”
“Take off what?” he asked. “I am wearing nothing.”
“Get back in the water and behind the ice packs. You'll blend in with them. Tell Joe what happened. Now go!” I ordered as two jeeps plowed across the beach, their headlights bouncing over sand.
“I would rather stay and help you,” Huff said and backed away from the headlights.
“You can't,” I told him. “Now, dammit, go!”
He loped to the water's edge and out of sight as the jeeps pulled up and ground to a stop. I tapped out a Morse code on my comlink to Joe. SOS. SOS.
“Raise your hands,” a voice grated.
We did.
A husky man with a light-colored crew cut and a face chiseled out of marble strode toward us holding a stingler.
“What are we going to do?” Sophia asked.
“I'm…I'm working on it.”
“Work faster,” she whispered as four other men left the jeeps and crowded around us.
“Get their guns and knives,” the husky man ordered the tag next to him.
His companion, a young slim man with oversized ears came forward and unstrapped our holsters and our knives with shaking hands and brought them to the husky man. “Here, Tracy.”
“What the hell do I want with them, Cory?” Tracy jerked his head toward a jeep.
“Oh.” Cory went there.
“Now who the hell are you,” Tracy asked us, “and what're you doing on our property?”
“We're just divers,” I said, “looking for lobsters. We stopped to rest. Sorry, we didn't see the `No Trespassing' sign.”
He came closer and stared into my eyes. “Who you fucking with, scud? There's no lobsters in the winter.”
I put on a look of surprise and glanced at Sophia. “Did you know that, dear?”
She shook her head. “I thought they were all-year-round lobsters.”
Tracy pushed my shoulder hard. “Searching for lobsters with stinglers? And where's your bug bags?”
“Damn,” I said and shook my head. “We forgot our bug bags, dear.”
“Oh,” Sophia said. “We left them in the Land Cruiser.”
“The stinglers are for any encounters with sharks,” I told Tracy.
He narrowed his eyes. “Sharks?”
“Sharks,” Sophia said.
“Especially bull sharks,” I added. “Look, Mister, we don't want any trouble. Just let us go back to the water.”
“I could burn both of you,” he said. “Armed and trespassing. The police couldn't touch me.”
“Give us a break, Tracy.” I put my arm around Sophia's shoulders. “We're newlyweds. Let us go and we'll never bother you again.”
Sophia smiled and leaned her head against me.
Tracy chewed his lip, then shrugged and lowered his weapon. “I hate to burn a woman.” He nodded toward the sea. “Get the hell out of here, and don't come back!”
“OK,” I said. “Thanks. Uh, could we have our stinglers and knives and fins and masks back?”
“No!”
“OK.” I took Sophia's arm. “C'mon, dear.”
“What the fuck's going on out here?” a familiar, high-pitched voice called from the door of the estate.
Uh, oh, Al!
“Let's go, dear.” I hurried her toward the water and looked back.
Al came into the lights from the jeeps buttoning his shirt. “Who are these scuds?” he asked Tracy, and shoved his shirt inside his pants. “You two,” he called to us. “Stay there! I want to talk to you.”
Shit! I thought.
We stopped and I kept my head lowered. We still wore our hoods.
“Just a couple of night divers, boss,” Tracy told Al. “They decided to rest on the wrong beach.”
“We're leaving,” I said.
“No you're not,” Al told us.
I bit my lip.
He squinted as he came closer, then grabbed my sleeve and turned me to face him.
“Just a couple of newly-wed night divers,” I mumbled. “Give us a break, tag.”
He pulled down my hood. “A couple of night divers,” he said through teeth “You fuckin' kraut. You're supposed to be dead!”
“Sorry,” I said.
“Oh, Jules.” Sophia leaned against me.
Al yanked down her hood. “An' you, you traitorous bitch. Where's my brother?” he asked me. “Where's Paulie? I'm gonna rip out his fuckin' lungs an' feed him to the fishes.” He grabbed the front of my suit. “Where is he?”
“They wouldn't tell us,” I said.
“He's in the Witness protection Program, isn't he?”
“Probably.”
“What state?”
“They wouldn't tell us that either.”
“I oughta rip off those rubber suits and kick your asses back into the water.”
“You don't want to do that,” I said.
“I don't?”
“I've already done a preliminary investigation on bristra…Blackroot. I can assist your lab team in further studies. It's what you want, isn't it? Further studies?” You slimy bastard! I thought. “In return –”
“In return?” Al said. “Marone e mia, he told Tracy,”he's still got a pair of brass balls. Get the fuck inside!" He pushed me toward the estate.
I reached for Sophia's hand and squeezed it.
Al broke my grip with a fist and pushed Sophia toward Tracy, who grabbed her. “Lock her in a guest room.”
“You know the deal, Al,” I said. “You don't hurt Sophia, and I'm your pet serf. I want to see her every day to know that she's all right.”
“You mother fucker, you're still telling me what to do? This is what you'll see every day.” He made a fist and hit me across the face. I staggered back, but kept my feet. “It still holds.” I put a hand to my stinging cheek. “I don't see her, I don't work.”
Al glanced around at the watching men. “Get the fuck inside!” He pushed me.
I could have killed him with a tel blow to his brain stem. But I couldn't handle all the others. I looked at Sophia, then turned and strode toward the building. I have only killed when it was absolutely necessary, but Al was on my short list, if and when the opportunity presented itself. I owed the world a favor.



Chapter Eighteen
“Come in,” Don Rastelli said in a voice rough with age. His hair was white, his jowls sagged in a broad face. “Sit down.” He motioned to a chair across from his desk in the dark, gloomy office. A fog of cigar smoke hung in the air. The bitter smell was in my throat. Two men sat in shadows along a wall. I was flanked by Zach and Vito. Al walked behind me. An aria I didn't recognize emanated softly from wall speakers.
I sank into the cushioned chair. I hadn't slept or eaten since the night before, when Sophia and I were captured on the beach. There was too much on my mind for gentle sleep to be invited in.
“I would offer you a glass of vino,” Rastelli said, “but it's early in the morning. Demi tasse?”
I shook my head. “What did you want to see me about?”
Al stepped forward. “Show some respect.”
Rastelli raised a hand. “Va bene,” he told Al. “It's all right.” He scratched his cheek. “You see before you,” he told me, “an old man.”
Here it comes, I thought. Give me back my youth.
“I can be very generous when I am given what I want. Money no longer interests me. My family, and my friends, they're all provided for.”
“If you want to know how long it will take to locate and extract the bristra longevity element, and make it available to humans, I'd just be guessing.”
“Then give me your best guess,” he said.
“A year. Five years.” I shrugged. “It's an alien species. It doesn't have the same morphology as lifeforms that developed on Earth.”
Rastelli rubbed his lips and looked at Al. Al straightened, prepared to do the don's bidding, I think. “My biologist from the Los Alamos Lab,” Rastelli said, “has been given everything she needs to study this…lifeform, as you call it.” He shifted stiffly in his chair. “I would like you to look over my lab and tell me if there is anything else you need for your work.”
Freedom, I thought, but didn't say. Instead, I just nodded.
Rastelli leaned forward in his chair. “I am curious about one thing. If you had entered my lab last night, what were your intentions?”
“Either steal the bristra or destroy it.”
He studied me. “I can understand stealing it. But to destroy it…” He shook his head. “This makes no sense to me.”
That's because you're a degenerate, I thought. “Bristra,” I said, “is a dangerous opportunistic plant/animal that would ravage the land if it were set free. It moves fast and it destroys all life in its path, including humans. You have roots in your lab, Don Rastelli, that have already produced spores. If these spores get loose, the wind will carry them far and wide.” I tapped the desk. “Is that enough reason for you?”
Al kicked a leg of my chair.
“What if I can assure you,” Rastelli rubbed his chin, “that we will take all necessary precautions and this root will never get free?”
“I saw your list of customers, Don. One slip by any of them, and it will be too late. The spores will produce wild roots, and they will quickly mature and produce more roots. It can easily become an apocalyptic event.”
Rastelli looked at Al. “Ma che cosa…?”
“A disaster, Godfather,” Al explained.
Rastelli shrugged. “There are always two sides to every coin,” he told me. “This plant/animal, as you call it, can also extend life.” He leaned forward. His eyes became intense. “For how long?”
“I don't know. I hadn't completed the preliminary studies when your capo kidnapped my daughter and my girlfriend, and forced me to leave my work.”
“That was unfortunate,” Rastelli said, “but suppose we put it behind us?”
Fuck you! I thought and rubbed my tired eyes. “So you intend to hold me and Sophia here until I find a cure for old age? Is that the plan?”
“You and your comare will be treated well.” He traced a finger across the desk. “You will be given everything you ask for, except –”
“Our freedom.”
He raised his hands and smiled. “That would be a foolish wish to grant you. You understand?”
I sat back. “Only too well. Will you personally see to it that Sophia is cared for?”
He nodded. “On the souls of my children.”
I glanced at Al. During an earlier run-in with him, Al had sworn on the souls of his children that he'd let me live, but my tel probe had caught his thought of my demise.
The only ace I had was that Joe and the team knew our location, and our situation. “Are we finished?” I asked the don.
His features hardened. “I will tell you when we are finished. Now you tell me, how much more time before you have a drug that I can take?” He tapped his chest hard.
That bad, I thought. Maybe a heart condition. “First,” I said, “I have to determine how each individual gene protein trigger interacts independently from each other, and then each variant in every possible combination. And remember, it has an alien morphology. I wouldn't want to inject you with it and find that the side effect was death.” Let him chew on that!
He looked at Al.
Al shrugged.
Rastelli rubbed a hand across his chest and stood up.
The two tags in the corner got to their feet. Al and Zach and Vito moved closer.
“Get up!” Al told me.
I did.
“Alberto,” the don said, “is the police captain waiting to see me?”
“He is, Godfather.”
Rastelli nodded. “Then we are finished,” he told me. “I expect reports on the progress of your work, say once a week.”
“If there is progress,” I told him, turned and walked out the door, followed by my entourage.
“This one will be trouble,” I heard the don tell the tags in the corner.
You got that right! I thought.
* * *
I sat alone in the lab and studied a tank of mature bristra. Whenever I tapped the glass, yellow flowers sprang open along its sides, enticing the prey closer. The brown spores rolled, ready to catch a wind for flight.
Spirit, I sent, it would be a big help if you would tell me just a little bit more about your great creation…Spirit? I guess he was too busy creating more of his natural wonders.
I am here, Jules. You humans have jokes about genies in bottles who grant wishes. I am beginning to feel like your personal genie. What do you require of me this time, master?
I'm in a mess here, Spirit. I need to know –
Oh?
I took a breath. I need to know what potent element is in bristra cells that causes them to jump back to the juvenile state and how I can isolate it.
With your primitive instruments, that will not be easy.
Is it doable?
Probably, but your process of doing clinical tests could take Earth years.
I don't care, Spirit. I just want to make it look good until Joe and the team can get us out of here. Before I leave, I intend to destroy every last root!
Every last root?
Well, maybe just a cutting that I can really study at the Los Alamos Lab.
Why am I not surprised?
Probably because you know I'm an astrobiologist and this is a fascinating lifeform. Dangerous, but fascinating. One of your more gifted children.
And it will never be set free from your lab?
Never! I can vouch for that.
I seem to recall South American killer bees.
That was different. I intend to destroy the spores as they develop. No spores. No new roots in wild areas.
So in the end, you are also intrigued by the possibility of eternal life.
I'm intrigued by the study of the root, Spirit.
Eternal life. What's the Terran term you often use? It's not in the lard.
In the lard?
Oh, in the yard.
Spirit, what the hell are you talking about?
I have it! It's not in the cards. Know this, Jules, Great Mind does not incorporate eternal life into His Plan. The kwaiis must move on to new lifebinds. Your long-lived jellyfish do not really live forever, and neither does bristra. New lifebinds await us all. Even myself.
But bristra can extend a lifebind?
It can. In the end, what good comes from that? There is much more that will be learned by moving on.
We humans are afraid of death, Spirit. We cling to our lifebinds.
Because you Terrans don't really understand the geth state.
I've been very close to it, when Great Mind pulled me back from Priest's dying hold on my kwaii. It was frightening.
The undiscovered country? It wasn't your time. You have many more messes to get into.
Thanks for that!
You are welcome, as you would say.
Spirit, I'm ready to take notes.
Then I will give them.
It was hours later, and copious notes later, that Norma, from my own bio team back at Los Alamos, entered the lab. I saved the notes on the comp in a private file that said BLOCK AUTHORS, and turned to her.
“I've been hesitating to enter the lab,” she said in her sultry voice, and shook her blond curls. Norma was young, beautiful, and very ambitious. She had always focused on creds too much and knew exactly how to use her feminine wiles for her own objectives. Her slim body and oversized breasts, those beguiling wide blue eyes, that translucent skin, dotted with freckles on an upturned nose, her full, fuck-me lips, drew tags to her like moths to fire. I always wondered why she became a biologist and not a high-end prostitute.
“Why hesitate?” I asked. “You have something you feel guilty about?”
She began to widen her eyes and I turned back to the tank of bristra. At least they were overtly dangerous.
“I know the way you feel about me, Jules, but we have to work together.”
“We don't have to like it.”
She came closer. I smelled her perfume. “You know,” she said, “I always thought you were one of the best-looking men I've ever met.” She put her hand on my shoulder.
I looked at it and she took it off.
“Is that why you betrayed my trust by contacting the Mafia and getting my daughter and girlfriend kidnapped?” I turned on the stool to face her. “I suppose it's a good thing you didn't consider me ugly. Only God knows what you would've done.”
Her eyes narrowed to blue chips. “I'll show you my notes and we can proceed from there.”
“Yes,” I said. “Let's do.”
You show me yours, I thought, but you don't get to see mine.



Chapter Nineteen
I sat in Terran JoeBoss' den, a strange lair with no bones from past meals piled on the fuzzy thing spread across it, and no cache of meat and fat drying in a corner for coming meals. I glanced up. I am not with comfort inside the Terran burrows with their flimsy overheads. Their see-throughs along the walls shut out the cool night breezes with its many aromas. I do not think Terrans smell the outside or see the small animals that dash through the night. They are so far away from the earthly joys of our Nature mother.
I sniffed the empty chair beside me and the fuzzy thing beneath me. Salty water leaked from my eyes as I smelled my Terran cub's left-behind aroma. I wiped my eyes with a paw and searched my belly pouch for the Earth sugary rolls that tasted sweeter than a dire flapper's gall bladder and crunchy as its flapper bones. They gave me comfort in my liver to eat them, like the warm sun on my back as I swam in Kresthaven's northern seas.
Then I remembered. I had lost all the Earth bars in the ocean. Ten Gods, I thought, this is a small thing compared to the loss of my Terran cub and his female! Sweeter than candy, my love for my Jules cubfriend.
“Are you crying, Huff?” the bat asked me.
I shook my snout. “No. I am leaking water from my head for my Julescub.”
“Watch out your brains don't leak out with it,” the chance said.
I nodded. “I will.”
“Enough, Chancey,” Joe said in a harsh voice. He studied a piece of paper on the table and rubbed his chin. “Would be nice if one of our elite commando teams would go in and rescue them.”
“The Seals or Delta Force?” the bat asked.
“Or both,” the chance said.
Joe shook his head up and down. I had come to learn that this was another way to say Yes. “Unfortunately, there's no proof of a federal criminal offense. It's a missing person's case.”
“What about the WCIA?” the chance asked.
Now Joe shook his head the other way. “Even if they had the authority to go in, there are families living in the compound.” He leaned his forepaws on the table. “Nobody wants women and children caught in a crossfire, Chancey, not the CIA, the WCIA, the FBI, the commando teams, or the SWAT teams. Two members of our team disappeared on a night dive. That's all we've got.” He tilted his head toward me. “And an alien who isn't known for his astute judgment as an eyewitness.”
“Which leaves only us,” the chance said.
“Which leaves us,” Joe repeated and rubbed his eyes, a human gesture that meant I am tired or I am sad or I don't know what to do. “The local police department and the politicians are in Don Rastelli's pocket.”
I put a forepaw on the table. “I will help, JoeBoss,” I said, “in any way that I can, to free my Terran Jules friend and his female.”
The bat reached over and patted my paw. “We all want to see that, Huff.”
“Fortunately,” JoeBoss said, “none of the Mafiosi on Equus ever saw us face to face. Huff, you say they didn't see you on the beach when they captured Jules and Sophia? Is that right?”
“That is right, but what they did was wrong!” I shook my head from side to side in that human gesture. “I hid beyond the lights and behind the ice.” The memory of how the Al One had hit Jules and made him go into their burrow ached in my liver, and water dripped again from my eyes. “I could crush the skinny Al One with a forepaw and squeeze the red liquid out of his evil body!”
“Take it easy, Huff,” the bat said.
JoeBoss stared at a glass in the wall. I wondered what his human eyes saw through it. “This goes no further,” he said wearily and lifted a hand as though to hold down his words. “A friend in the WCIA agreed to tap the compound's comlinks for us.”
“That's a plus!” the chance said.
“Once a week,” JoeBoss said, “the compound calls for a laundry pickup and delivery. My WCIA buddy is in contact with the company that services them.”
The bat leaned back and folded his front paws on the table. “Is that when we go in?”
“This has to be a surgical mission,” JoeBoss said. “We go in with the truck, make the delivery and pick up the dirty laundry.”
The chance smiled. “And among the diapers…” he chuckled. When's the next delivery and pickup, boss?"
“Thursday. Two days from now. We'll fly to Southampton tomorrow morning and take a hovair to the laundry company, You Soil, We Toil.”
“Oh, cute!” the chance said.
Joe studied the paper. “This is a blueprint of the compound we got from the building department. Study it. Commit it to memory.”
“If there were only some way,” the bat said, “that we could get in touch with Jules and Sophia.”
Joe glanced at me.
I lifted my snout and waited.
“Huff,” Joe said, “Jules tells me that you have some latent tel abilities.”
“Does he tell you that?” I asked. “From where does he tell you?”
“Never mind.” JoeBoss let out a long breath of air. “Your mission, Huff, is to swim to the beach and get as close as you can to the compound without alerting their guard dogs.”
“I will rub myself with dead fish and move as silently as the doplestriker of the ice!”
JoeBoss' brows came together over his nose. “Damn good idea, Huff. Tomorrow night, when you're as close to the building as you can get, try to project thoughts to Jules. Just tell him over and over that on Thursday afternoon, to look for a laundry truck. That will be our rescue vehicle.”
“Should I tell him,” I asked, “to just look, or to find it?”
JoeBoss hit the table with a curled forepaw. “Yes, Huff! To find it.”
“How does Jules put up with him?” the chance asked.
“Sometimes,” JoeBoss said, “I don't know how either one of them puts up with the other. I only hope Jules knows where they're holding Sophia.” He stared up at the overhang of his burrow and ran his paw over his lips. “Someone at the compound might want to know what happened to the usual pickup and delivery crew. Our story is that they had an accident with their truck and we were asked to cover for them. If they call the laundry company, the manager is ready to confirm the story.”
“We'll do our best, boss,” the bat said in a soft voice.
“That kid,” JoeBoss said, “will make me old before my time.”
“What kid?” I asked and looked around. “How can a kid make you old before you are old?”
“With Jules,” JoeBoss said, “it's a piece of cake.”
A piece of cake, I thought. So sweet. As sweet as Earth candy rolls. I drooled and licked my lips. “Is your female,” I asked JoeBoss, “baking us a piece of cake?”
JoeBoss stared at me.
“Now, boss,” the bat put a hand on his forearm, “think of Huff as a kid.”
“Just two kids,” Joe said, and rubbed his eyes again.
I looked around and under the table, but could see no kids. Perhaps they were beyond the dark glass. I opened my snout to ask, but bat moved his head from side to side. I knew the meaning was No, don't talk.
Ten Gods, I prayed, in two days let me see my Terran cub again and his female. Keep them safe, please, I beseech you, inside the bag of dirty diapers.



Chapter Twenty
I sat at a corner table in the compound's communal dining room as Sophia entered with Vito by her side. She paused and smiled at me. I smiled back. Vito ushered her to the buffet breakfast table and they filled dishes on trays. I ate a piece of spicy sausage and watched men follow Sophia with their eyes. I guess Vito was riding shotgun.
The room smelled of fresh-baked bread. Pans clinked. Families laughed and talked loudly. Some people glanced my way, pointed, and whispered to others. Kids ran around the buffet table, shouting and grabbing food.
A teenage girl, her red sweater tight across small, pointed breasts, her brown hair piled on her head and held with a ribbon, sauntered up to my table and winked at me. She tapped the edge with long red fingernails.
“Amelia!” an old woman at a nearby table called hoarsely, “vieni qua.” The woman's lips were curled down. Her black hair was tight in a bun.
The girl hurried to the table and sat down. The old woman raised her hand and shook it, then let it drop.
Beauty and the beast, I thought as I watched Sophia and Vito walk to my table with trays. Sometimes I forget how exotic Sophia really is with her dark, slanted eyes, her black hair thick around those high, sharp-bladed cheekbones. We'd been given clothes to wear after stripping off our thermo dive suits; just plain black pants and white shirts, but she stood out like a flower among weeds. What makes her more lovable is that she is so unaware of her striking good looks.
Vito escorted her to my table and they both sat down.
“Sophia.” I smiled at her.
She just nodded. I saw the tears in her eyes. I think her throat was too tight to talk.
“How about a little privacy?” I asked Vito.
He took his dishes off the tray. “No can do.” His long, thinning hair fell across his bony face and hooked nose as he ate.
I reached a hand to Sophia, with a folded note between my thumb and palm. She felt it as I clasped her hand, and her eyes widened.
“How are they treating you, dear?” I glanced down at our hands.
She cleared her throat. “All right,” she said hoarsely.
I spread my fingers, and she curled her hand around the note and drew it toward her. She scratched her chest beneath the open top buttons of her shirt and I saw her tuck the note inside her bra.
I needed an answer to the question in it.
“How are you, Jules?” she asked.
“Oh, I'm OK. You know, working on the bristra project.”
We both started eating and I motioned toward the restroom with my head.
She put down her fork. “Excuse me, please. I need to go to the restroom.” She stood up.
“Aw, now?” Vito slammed down his fork. “C'mon.”
He walked with her to the ladies room door and stood there as she went inside.
When no one was looking my way, I slipped a ceramic salt shaker into my pants pocket. I went to an empty table, took the salt shaker and returned to my table, where I shook some on my already salted eggs and continued to nibble on them.
Five minutes later Sophia came out the door and walked to our table with her left hand balled into a fist.
“Dear,” I said as she sat down, and reached for her hand. “You look pale.”
“Oh, no.” She clasped my hand. I felt the note and slid it into my palm. “I'm really all right, dear,” she said.
I released her hand. “Well, I'm glad to hear that.”
“Are you two gonna eat or what?” Vito said with a mouthful of eggs. “The don wants you back in the lab,” he told me. A piece of egg flew out of his mouth. “This is just a break.”
I picked up my fork and let it slip from my fingers to the floor.
“Oh, butterfingers,” Sophia remarked and turned to Vito to distract him while I stuffed the note into my sneaker and picked up the fork. “He never could hold onto anything. I thought he'd never hold onto me, either. But then he –”
“Yeah, yeah. Mangia!” Vito bit into a sausage. “Eat.”
I nodded once to her and wiped my fork on a paper napkin.
“Hey, Mister,” a young dark-haired child came up to me, “are you the kraut?”
“Go back to your table, Francesca,” Vito told her.
She pointed at my shoe under the table. “But he just –”
Sophia stopped chewing.
“You heard me,” Vito said.
Francesca shrugged and skipped away.
“My stomach's kind of upset,” I said. “I think I'll just go back to the lab.”
“Yeah, go 'head,” Vito said. “You know the way.”
I got up and kissed Sophia on the cheek. “See you soon, dear,” I said. “Very soon.”
She nodded. “Soon.”
Back at the lab, I walked past Norma, who was studying a tank of young shoots and taking notes. I locked the bathroom door behind me and opened the note. It was my crude drawing of the compound and a message to Sophia: Mark the place where they're holding you. Rescue mission by the team this afternoon. I love you.
She had ripped out a tiny piece of the paper on the area marked Top Floor, East Wing.
I tore the note into small pieces and flushed it.
Vito and Zach were waiting in the lab when I came out of the bathroom.
“What's up?” I asked casually.
“Francesca says you stole a knife an' put it in your shoe,” Vito said. Zach, the gorilla, just grinned. “Take off your shoes,” Vito ordered. “The socks too.”
“Whatever.” I took them off and shook them out. “You tags see a knife?”
“I don' see no knife,” Zach said.
Vito went into the bathroom. I heard him banging around as he searched.
Zach smiled at Norma. “You gotta boyfrien'?”
She backed away and nodded.
“Ah,” Zach said, “that'sa too bad.”
Vito came back out of the bathroom. “Stupid kid. C'mon, Zach!”
They went out the door and he slammed it behind himself.
I glanced at Norma, who was staring at me. “What's your problem?”
She shook her head and went back to the tank and her notes.
I walked past the rows of tanks. Somehow, I would have to destroy the roots before we left the compound. There were four Bunsen burners on a bench. No, they would never reach the tanks from their fuel source. The roots breathed through tracheae tubes along their bodies. Clog the tubes, and they die. Two fire extinguishers were clamped to the walls. That should do it.
“You seem distracted,” Norma said.
I jumped. “I was just thinking that we should do some clinical tests.”
“On animals?”
I nodded. “Pigs would be appropriate.”
“It's OK with me.”
“I'll talk to Vito about purchasing some piglets.”
“Uh, Jules, you know,” she came closer, pursed her ruby-red lips, and arched her back so that her breasts were against my chest, “I'm really glad we're working together on this project.” She let her lips stretch into a smile.
I smiled back as I thought of tying her to a chair when the rescue came. Let's see how sexy she could look with a gag stuffed in her mouth.
* * *
When Norma left with Vito for lunch, I washed out the salt shaker and opened a lower cabinet that held clean folded rags, cans of alcohol, propane for the Bunsen burners, boxes of lab gloves, instruments, and assorted paraphernalia. I found a roll of duct tape and a pair of dissecting scissors.
This will do, I thought as I ripped off four pieces of tape and let them dangle from the counter, then slipped on a pair of gloves. I unlocked and opened the tank lid on some juvenile roots, lifted a tendril and cut it off with the scissors. The shoot spasmed and curled tightly around my finger. I closed the lid quickly and locked it as the other roots reared up and attempted to escape.
The shoot clung tenaciously to my finger and had already cut through the glove as I uncurled it and stuffed it into the salt shaker. I used the pieces of duct tape to securely close the bottom. The sticky surface would foil the bristra's tiny claws as it tried to cut through them. The holes in the shaker would provide air. I had my cutting for the Los Alamos Lab, if I ever got back there again.
Footsteps!
I stuffed the shaker into my pants pocket and went to the door.
Zach opened it and almost hit me with it. “Vito wants to know if you comin' fer lunch or what?”
“On my way,” I said and walked past him.
It was twelve forty-five pm by the dining room clock as I filled a dish with grilled peppers, meatballs, and pasta, and brought it to the table where Sophia and Vito already sat eating.
Huff hadn't told me what time to expect the rescue in his attempt at a tel send from the beach the night before.
“About time,” Vito said around a meatball. “You better eat fast.”
I kissed Sophia's cheek. She put her arm around my waist and smiled up at me. I saw Amelia watching as I sat across from Sophia and started eating.
I found myself staring at the clock as I chewed.
Would the team come for me and Sophia, or should we try to get to the laundry room, in a basement of the complex, and wait for them there?
Should I destroy the tanks of bristra right after lunch or wait for Joe? A diversion. That's what I needed, I decided, and stared out a window. Dark clouds drifted from the west.
“Looks like snow,” I told Sophia. “I think it won't be long now.” I nodded.
“We need a change…in weather,” she said.
“Will you two stop talking an' eat?” Vito asked.
We did. Now that I had made my decision, I felt relaxed and hungry. I knew what I had to do.
* * *
Norma was already in the lab when I got back from lunch. The fly in the ointment, I thought as I unclamped a fire extinguisher.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“What does it look like I'm doing? I'm about to destroy all the bristra and start a fire.”
She smirked. “I could almost believe you.”
“I could almost mean it.” I went to a tank, unlocked it and threw open the lid. Before the roots could react, I sprayed them with foam, slammed down the lid and locked it.
“Are you crazy?” she said and backed toward the door.
“Could be.” I went after her, grabbed her arm and dragged her into the bathroom while she pummeled me with small fists.
“What are you doing?” she cried. “You can't destroy the project.”
“I can't? Now stay there. I'd hate to hit a woman.” I closed the door and shoved a chair under the doorknob. I would let her out before I started the fire. Hell. I owed the bitch that much.
I did not feel good about what I was doing as I went from tank to tank and systematically sprayed the roots. The first ones were already dying, trapped in their tanks, when I reached the last root, a fully mature bristra, probably twenty feet long when uncurled, black, and thick around as a sapling. “Sorry, guy.” I opened the lid. It reared up so fast I didn't get a chance to step back. I gasped as I saw the row of small black eyes, like a spider's, just below its bulging head. It swung its body and sent the extinguisher flying from my hands.
I tried to close the lid.
Too late!
It rolled out of the tank and hissed as it wrapped a thick coil around my right ankle and pulled me down to the floor. I screamed as teeth on its legs raked my ankle, and dragged the creature along as I crawled to the extinguisher and grabbed it. I sprayed the heavy loop that was tightening around my ankle. A coil rose up over me and dropped across my waist with the weight of a truck tire.
I tried to spray it, but the extinguisher was empty. The creature reared up, hissed, and opened its wide pink mouth. I felt dizzy as I watched teeth like a shark's with rows behind rows, extend out from the mouth in a hinged jaw.
I yelled and shoved the extinguisher into its mouth as it plunged down at me. I rammed the extinguisher as far as I could between those jaws.
The creature lifted like a snake and shook its head from side to side, trying to shake loose the extinguisher. I pulled my ankle free, rolled under a table and crawled out the other side. I grabbed the second extinguisher from the wall bracket and turned in time to see the creature looping a coil above me.
I threw myself on the floor, rolled away and scrambled to my feet.
With a jerk of its head, the creature dislodged the extinguisher and came after me.
My back was against the bathroom door as I aimed for its eyes and sprayed, then leaped aside. Its head crashed through the door, but I knew it was blind behind the thick foam. The door hung by a hinge. I continued to spray its body as it sprawled into the bathroom.
Norma's screams were ear-splitting. I leaped over the creature's back and grabbed her arm. “C'mon!” I tried to drag her past the thrashing root but she was paralyzed with fear.
I picked her up by her waist and jumped over the creature. Those pits on its head must've been heat sensors because it swung around and grabbed Norma's leg between its claws.
She screamed as it drew her closer to its body. I pummeled its head with the empty second extinguisher and tried for its eyes. Its tail lashed out, hit me across the thighs and sent me sliding into the wall.
“Help me!” Norma cried and kicked the creature's side as the massive jaws opened and came down on her body.
“Oh my God!” I gasped as blood spurted from her smashed chest. She reached out to me. I grabbed her hand and yanked, but her eyes turned up and closed. I heard bones snap. Blood poured from her slack mouth and her head fell forward.
Oh my God! The creature clamped down and her torn body hung in its jaws.
Great Mind.
Jules! Get out of there.
Either it was Spirit, or my own traumatized brain trying to save me.
I leaped the thick black body, oozing foam, with flowers spontaneously sprouting along its sides, and ran to the cabinet. I flung open the door, grabbed a can of alcohol and poured it across the floor and over the creature's body. Matches! I had no matches. I turned on a Bunsen burner and flung it into the spreading alcohol.
Fire raced across the floor and over the creature. I heard it bellow, a sound out of hell, as I ran to the lab door and slammed it behind myself.
“Call the fire department,” I yelled to a blonde woman who held the hand of a small boy and descended the steps from the upper floor. “Hurry up.”
Her eyes widened. She scooped the boy into her arms, and ran down the hallway.
I leaped the steps three at a time. “Sophia!” I shouted when I reached the third floor, and banged on doors. Below, a thunderous explosion from the lab blew the door off its hinges. The fire must have reached the propane for the Bunsen burners. Fire spread through the hallway.
“Jules! I'm here!” Sophia rattled a door. “It's locked.”
“Get back.” I smashed the door with a kick. It took a few more tries but finally the lock broke and the door swung open.
“C'mon. I started a fire.”
“Oh.”
We ran down the steps and into the hallway. Flames shot from the wooden floor, but there was room to run past them.
“Fire!” I yelled as we passed three men running up from the first floor. We went down the staircase and continued into the basement.
The fire house must've been close, because I already heard the wail of sirens through the narrow high windows. People shouted as they poured out of the building.
“No use waiting for the team,” I said and pushed an empty box under a high, narrow window. Red flashes of light from the trucks illuminated the dirty glass.
Sophia went up first on the box and opened the window. She hefted herself without my help and squeezed outside.
I climbed on the box and grabbed the window ledge, but something dragged me back to the ground from behind.
“What the hell?” I swung around.
Zach had me by my shirt. He pointed to his eyes. “I see good with these. I see you run down the stairs with comare.” He drew back a fist.
I reached down, grabbed the box and smashed it across his head.
He staggered back, but still clutched my shirt. I tried to pull his hand off. The shirt ripped.
“Ay, paisan, he grinned,”thatsa no fair."
I ducked as he swung, and threw myself away from him.
He looked at the piece of shirt dangling in his hand and shrugged. “Itsa nice handkerchief now.”
I got to my feet but stumbled over a row of pipes and went down again.
“No. No.” He grinned and spread his arms to stop me from crawling past him.
I picked up a rusted pipe and swung at his stomach. The pipe cracked. The end dangled. He laughed and shook a finger at me as he grabbed the pipe from my hand and flung it aside.
I tried to run but he grabbed my arm in a vise-like grip. I kicked him in the groin. He grunted, but it only slowed him. He lifted me and slammed me against the wall. Pain shot through my head and back.
“Jules!” Sophia cried.
He let me go. I went to my knees, grabbed another pipe and braced it at an angle against the wall. I used the leverage to knock him over. He went down like a dazed gorilla.
I scrambled to my feet but he grabbed my ankle and yanked. I found myself on the floor again. I blinked to clear my vision as he drew back his fist. I blocked his blow with an arm across my head.
Suddenly he howled like a stricken bull and staggered backward.
I pulled myself to my feet and watched him slump to the floor. Sophia stood behind him clutching a lead pipe in two hands. Zach moaned and tried to roll to his stomach.
“No, don't,” I said as she raised the pipe and smashed it across his head.
I heard bone crunch. Zach lay still with blood oozing around his head like the devil's own halo.
I stared at Sophia for a split second while sirens wailed their fire song.
“He won't be following us,” she said.
“No.”
We went out the window, wearing only our pants and shirts, into a frigid night where snowflakes swirled in heated air from the spreading fire.
Flames shot out of windows from the first floor.
“Is everybody out?” I asked a fireman who was taking off his helmet.
“We got everybody out.” He wiped a hand across his sooty brow and jammed on his helmet.
“Do you carry blankets?” I asked him. My teeth were chattering. I put an arm around Sophia. She was trembling. I rubbed her shoulder.
“Jules!” She pointed to a man on the ground being given CPR by a medic. “Isn't that Don Rastelli?”
“Sure is,” I said.
Al kneeled beside him, holding his hand. Others from the compound stood silently by and watched the medic give Rastelli CPR. Snowflakes swirled and landed on Rastelli's face. He lay motionless.
The medic sat back, shook his head and looked around.
Al stood up and glanced in our direction.
“Uh oh,” I said as he unholstered his stingler from under his jacket. I took Sophia's arm. “Let's get out of here.”
We backed behind the fire truck, then ran.
“Hey, tags,” the fireman called and extended two folded blankets.
“Where are we going?” Sophia asked.
“I don't know. Just run!”
I looked back as we crossed a road. Cars had stopped along the shoulders and people stared at the blazing building. Al was a vague figure behind a curtain of thickening snow and passing ground cars.
“There!” Sophia said and pointed to a convenience store with a car parked in front. It was the only building in sight.
“It's going to have to do,” I said as we ran toward it.
“Maybe he doesn't see us.”
“Yeah, maybe.” Sure, I thought as Al headed in our direction.
I threw open the door and went into the store after Sophia. “Lock it!” I told a pudgy man behind the counter.
He stood frozen. “Are you thieves?” he asked in a squeaky voice.
“Hurry up!” I said as Al came out of the snow curtain and trotted toward the store.
“There's a serial killer out there,” Sophia told the man. “Lock it! He intends to kill everybody in here.”
The man's pasty complexion drained to white. He grabbed a set of keys off a hook and lumbered to the door.
I heard it click as I ushered Sophia into the bathroom.
“You need the bathroom now?” she said.
“We need a mirror.”
“OK, a mirror…why?”
I grabbed the mirror over a sink and ripped it off its hinges.
“Now what?” she asked, her eyes wide.
“The back door.”
“Are you going to rip the door off, too?” she asked as we ran toward it.
“Just follow me.”
I went out the door first and skidded to a halt. “Stay back!” I told her. Al had come around the store. “Get inside. Christ and Buddha!” I muttered and followed Sophia back into the store.
“He's dead, you fucking piece of garbage!” Al shouted in his high, hollow voice. “You killed him.” He raised his beam weapon. I put the mirror in front of me and crouched behind it like a shield. “Now it's your turn, bastardo!” he cried.
“Go back!” I told Sophia. I imaged the red coil of my tel power. Growing. Spinning as Al approached and I backed behind stacked boxes where Sophia crouched.
Quiet your mind, Jules, Spirit sent.
OK, Spirit. Stay with me. OK?
I am here.
I lifted the mirror as Al fired. The beam bounced harmlessly off glass.
I spun the tel coil within my head, focusing all my energy, as I had when I was forced to kill my friend Priest to save him from the flames of a slaver's bonfire.
I groaned as my head began to beat, but I forced the coil to tighten and spin faster. A small, tight tornado, twisting and heating within my skull. A tel death blow is the most powerful of sends.
Al paused. “I won't kill you fast. You deserve a slow death.” He fired again.
I screamed as a hot burn grazed my thigh. It broke my concentration.
“You destroyed an old man's dream to live a little longer,” Al yelled and took a step forward.
“Oh God!” Sophia huddled behind me.
I took a chance and closed my eyes to picture his brain stem. That was my target. I screamed again as a hot beam grazed my arm.
“Call for help!” Sophia yelled to the owner.
Concentrate, Jules! Spirit sent. You must concentrate or die.
I put a hand over the wound in my arm. I'm trying, I sent. My head burned as though a hot poker had been rammed into my brain, but I tightened the coil down to a fierce knot of power.
Now throw it, Spirit sent, and don't miss.
Al grinned and moved closer, enjoying the moment, I think.
Throw it! Spirit ordered.
I aimed for Al's hindbrain, pictured the brainstem column, and threw the intense beam. I felt it slice through his stem.
He stopped as though he'd hit a glass wall. His face contorted into a look of surprise. His jaw went slack. His eyes rolled up. I think he was dead before he hit the ground.
I felt dizzy. Sophia steadied me as I slid to the floor.
“He's dead,” she said in disbelief.
“I sure hope so.”
A brown truck swung around the back of the store and skidded to a stop in front of the door. You Soil We Toil was painted across the side.
“It's Joe!” Sophia said, “And the team. Oh, Jules, we made it.” She squeezed me. “Oh, God, I love you so much!”
“I love you, too,” I said, “but watch the arm!”
The truck door slid back and Chancey and Bat jumped out.
Bat ran over with his medkit, looking concerned.
“I'm OK,” I told him. “But if you have some pain pills…”
“Where are you hurt?” he asked.
“My arm.” I pointed. “And my leg.”
He examined the wounds. “Doesn't look too bad.” He snapped open his medkit.
Chancey strolled over with two blankets and grinned. He nudged the mirror with a toe. “You always check your hair before you fight the bad tags?” He handed the blankets to Sophia.
She draped one over my shoulders and the other one around herself.
I watched Joe get stiffly out of the truck. “Is he pissed at me, Bat?” I asked.
Bat chuckled as he applied salve to my arm.
“Easy!” I said.
“Well, he didn't say, bubba,” Bat told me. “But he's been pretty quiet.”
“He's pissed at me,” I said.
“When did that ever stop you, superstar?” Chancey asked. “You could've waited for us, man.”
Bat opened a small bottle, shook out two pills and handed them to me. “Soph, you want to get your guy a glass of water?”
She got up and went to the coffee dispenser. The owner was gone, probably out the front door. The ground car was gone, too.
“Where's Huff?” I asked.
“The fur ball's shaking so bad over his Terran cub,” Chancey said, “he's afraid if he stands up, he'll pee himself.”
Joe got out of the truck stiffly and paused to inspect Al's body.
“You'll live.” Bat hummed as he wrapped my arm with a bandage. He looked back at Joe. “Maybe.”
Huff jumped out of the truck and trotted up on all fours. He plunked down beside me and stared with his snout almost touching my nose. “Are you all right in the liver?” His face was wet with tears.
“I'm OK, Huff. Don't worry.” I wiped his tears.
He hugged me with furry arms and rocked me.
“Watch the arm, Huff,” I said.
"Jules, my Terran cub, my liver ached for you! JoeBoss said you are making him old. I think you are also making me old.
“Ah,” Chancey said, “Mommy and her cub.”
Sophia returned and handed me a cup of hot coffee.
I took the pills and sipped it. “Uh oh,” I whispered as Joe strolled over, grim-faced, and stared down at me.
Chancey stepped aside. “You're in the line of fire, Bat.”
“Oh, be quiet!” Sophia told him.
Chancey touched his forehead. “Yes, ma'am.”
“Hi, Joe.” I bit my lip. “I was going to wait for the rescue, honest, but things got out of hand, you know?”
“And you were in a mess,” he said.
“Yeah.”
I heard Spirit chuckle.
Thanks! I sent.
“Is he going to live, Bat?” Joe asked.
Bat shrugged and tied the bandage around my thigh. “Guess so, boss.” He looked up and grinned. “If you let him.”
Joe squatted beside me. “Do you have any idea the red tape I went through to organize this rescue mission?”
I shook my head.
“Of course not!” he said.
Chancey chuckled.
“Shut up, Chance!” I told him. “It turned out all right, Dad.”
“Joe,” Sophia put a hand on his arm, “he destroyed all the bristra in that fire. What more could you ask for?”
Joe squinted at me. “You got all of it?”
“I'm pretty sure. The tanks with the customers' names had small shoots that were still growing. They weren't ready to sell. Mature roots would bring in a much higher price.” I shrugged. “They're for show, after all.”
Joe frowned. “So there's none left for you to study?”
I lowered my gaze.
“To quote a source,” Chancey said, “uh oh.”
I took the salt shaker from my pocket. A tiny new shoot had squeezed through one of the holes and was wiggling, looking for a hold. “Well,” I said, “there's this very tiny little guy.”
“To study at the Lab.” Joe came closer.
I leaned back. “To study at the lab,” I said. “Joe, it's a spectacular lifeform.”
“I would not shake that salt,” Huff said. “There is a creature crawling inside.”
Joe shook his head. “Just can't leave well enough alone, can you? But this time, your project will be under tight government security.”
“OK.” I let the tiny tendril wrap around my finger. The little shit extended teeth and dug them in. “Uh,” I said, “who knows what potential it carries in its DNA, Joe?”
I do, Spirit sent. As usual, Terran, you are looking for trouble. You will find it in this creation of mine.
Since you know its properties, Spirit, maybe you can help me.
The next time you find yourself in a mess, Terran, call Star Speaker. She has it nice and easy in Nirvana.
Ah, c'mon, Spirit, you know you enjoy helping me.
As you Terrans say, I'd rather have foot canal.
Foot…root canal. I chuckled. Spirit, I have to get you an Earth dictionary.
Joe called the local police department on his comlink to come for Al's body, then we all piled into the laundry truck.
“Those bastards are in for it, too,” Joe said.
“Which bastards are those?” I asked.
“The local police department and some county politicians and judges that're on the take.”
“Oh, good.” I leaned back to rest. “Joe, did Alpha get in touch with the aliens on Equus about colonization?”
“They did,” he said. “The High Court decided that the Vrorhs, the alien people, had first claim to Equus as refugees from their dying planet.”
“And the other colonists?” I asked.
“The Vrorhs can be destructive with their tel power.” Joe scratched the white stubble on his chin. “Even if it's involuntary. There are other planets for colonists to inhabit. Equus is off the colonization program.”
“That's a fair decision,” I said, and closed my eyes. I hadn't realized how tired I was.
Bat turned in the passenger seat. “Is the pain better?”
I nodded. “Thanks, Doc.”
Chancey drove us to our hovair, parked in the laundry company's lot.
“Too bad,” Chancey said as he jumped out.
“Too bad what?” I asked.
He helped me out. “I was hoping we'd have to rescue you, man. I just couldn't wait to see you inside a bag of dirty diapers.”
“Maybe next time, Chance,” I said.
Sophia kissed my cheek. “There won't be any next times, if I can help it.”
“Don't bet any creds on that, Sophia,” Joe said as we boarded our hovair. “Your boy doesn't sleep well unless he's in a mess.”
I watched the blazing Mafia compound below as we swung west toward Denver. I was anxious to see my little girl Lisa again. I put an arm around Sophia and smiled at her.
“Don't do that,” she whispered, “or I'll have to have my way with you right here.”
Huff put his arm around me. “I will always be here with my way with you, to untangle your messes.”
We all laughed, except Huff, who looked at us with a creased brow. The team was back together, and safe, and we were heading home.
I kissed Sophia's forehead. “Home is the hunter, home from the hill.”
She smiled that beautiful broad smile that made her eyes crinkle. “And the sailor home from the sea.”
END
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