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Chapter One
Questing. Through canyons of space. The Kubraen Spirit scanned for one remote planet, his telepathic senses guided by crystals stolen from him and taken to that world, his heart more desolate than the measureless chasms between the galaxy's silver arms.
Searching, he brushed the minds of peoples on many spheres, far from where his body lay, enmeshed in the mantle of his own world, a world that revolved with four others around a yellow sun. As though peeling back the layers of the galaxy, he stretched the limits of his tel power and threaded between stars, through swirling nebulae where new star systems emerged, and circumvented the insistent drag of black holes.
There! he thought.
As though retrieving a silver pearl that shone through black depths, a quiver of joy crossed his vast body and softened the bleakness within him as his tel senses brushed the star he had tracked. With the stolen crystals as beacons, he unveiled the system's third planet and scanned the minds of its dominant species.
Among the rare telepaths he probed, he located the two beings he sought. The one he would teach to manipulate the minds of the creature's own race, the other, a young tel, the daughter, would develop that rare ability to move the elements themselves. Both were needed to fulfill his plan.
Alone with the great sadness in his soul, the Kubraen Spirit waited for the man to dream…



Chapter Two
The day Althea married Charles What's-His-Name I rented a fast hovair and headed for Waste Flats, an ideal zone to lose yourself in ways both imaginative and lethal. It was common knowledge that mega-dream dons ran an illegal import-export business from the contaminated Flats. Perhaps I'd find work.
“Al, how could you?” I asked myself in the small aircraft and slammed a fist on the console. My hand came away numb. I rubbed the knuckles, stared through the side window and saw my reflection gaze back.
It was easy, I responded to my reflection. She waited five years for you to come home to Earth before the divorce. Perhaps you were expecting five more to practice astrobiology on planet Syl' Tyrria?
But endings are always difficult. This one was a killer. Bile ate its way up my throat as I flew over Rocky Flats plain, west of Denver, a fitting locale for my dismal mood. The Flats had once been the site of a government lab that was supposed to be processing nuclear material, not fissioning. After the explosion back in the twenty-first that left the land irradiated, the locals christened it Waste Flats.
To the west, the cloud-shrouded Rockies. And memories as sharp and sudden as those jutting crests. I stared at three sun-glazed peaks above mist. The Three Sisters, my kid sister Ginny called them. I closed my eyes and felt a shiver run through me.
The image of my broken hornet cub caught in pine branches on the sheer canyon cliff below those peaks. The terror on Ginny's face as she slides down an outcrop of rock. Beneath her, the canyon floor…
My hands trembled on the wheel as I pulled my gaze from the peaks and exited the air lanes. Below, Lost Vegas.
I banked over shabby plastic-board buildings, dirt roads and gambling houses. The houses are for tourists who like to dress in weekend warrior toughs and spend some time, but not too much, gambling in the contaminated zone, then bragging to friends about the dangerous Flats. But it's no worse than Old Las Vegas, run by the Mafia back in the twentieth, if you're here to spend creds. You have to stay out of the posted areas designated No Trespassing. They mean it! Here there be tigers, in the form of underground warehouses which are heavily guarded at hidden entrances. I've heard that anyone sniffing around those posted areas loses his “tourist” status and ends up as part of the pavement on some new road system.
Well, I wasn't interested in illegal warehouses or in exposing the dons. I'd leave that to suicidal investigative reporters. I clamped my teeth on a gritty taste of sand from the open window and wiped my tongue on my collar.
It's a symbiotic relationship, though, in the flats. Dream Dons need the tourist business as a front to whitewash creds, so non-straying customers are treated with tender loving care.
The real gamble of the Flats takes place in backroom cozies. There, for an exorbitant fee, they'll hook you into illegal crystal mega-dream systems that weave your wildest fantasies into a coherent mind construct populated with tangible phantoms of your choice. The universe is a balanced place, though, and you pay for your tangled web with burnt-out brain cell clusters.
But prohibition never works.
I knew I was being tracked as I lowered the craft, flew past a control tower that loomed beside a dirt runway, and a camouflaged missile launcher. The hovair's wings sliced swirling dust rising from truck and motorcycle trails.
Dangerous Territory, the comp screen flashed. Unpatrolled. Radiation levels high! The buzzer kicked on, calculated, by its insistency, to make me do something about it.
I overrode it.
“Request intentions and clearance code,” the control tower squawked.
“Roger, tower.” I flicked on the panel's ident switch and saw my brooding countenance stare back from the screen. I needed a haircut again. “Jules Rammis. Zephyr 185. When did you tags acquire a control tower?” I asked.
“Zephyr 185, maintain a holding position at 4,000 feet above ground level.”
“Sure. Roger, tower.” I climbed, my question unanswered.I guess you need a control tower when you're an active spaceport for contraband. I guess you need a police force or two from surrounding cities on the take. Mostly, though, you need judges too intimidated or too well paid to mete out justice to the most flagrant racketeers.
The dons, under the command of some off-world czar, wheeled and dealed with syndicates all over the country, across Earth, and even on off-world colonies. The virtual technology was old. But the alien crystals, illegally imported to Earth from only the czar knew where, though my police friend Jack said it could be planet Halcyon, were the heart of these new systems. I'd been told it gives the dreams a counterfeit reality more vivid than the waking state, more blissful than the rewards of sex or religion.
I was anxious to find out as I adjusted my console screen for a ground close-up and watched a band of scruffy tags struggle to unload heavy crates from a truck marked Filomena's Specialty Flowers.
More like illegal crystals. Perhaps I'd found my place after all. Perhaps these tags who lifted the bales and toted the barges for the Syndicate, their bodies ravaged by radiation, their minds smogged by mega-brain-char, were my real people. After all, we were each of us projecting an image of bravado, but behind the masks, the rads and I were all losers.
I thought of my auburn-haired Althea with the body and grace of a ballerina, and my six-year-old daughter Lisa, who didn't even know me. Behind the masks, the rads and were all losers. I wondered about the animals inhabiting the Flats, if any still did. By now, they had probably all died of cancer. But others would keep coming in to fill the vacant niches. Kind of a black hole of death for the local life forms.
Anything nuclear had been banned on my former home, the wilds of Syl' Tyrria, which Terrans had christened Tartarus before our encounter with their race of telepathic Loranths. Those rulers of the planet took one look at the workings of things nuclear and said “No way!” though they said it in stelspeak. It's a primal planet, designated Tooth and Claw by Worlds Colonization. The Loranths like it that way. I'd spent the last five years living with the tooth and claws while I searched for mammals emerging from more primitive forms. That's what an astrobiologist does.
“State your intentions, Zephyr 185,” the controller barked again.
“Oh, yeah. Tourist. Gold-Preferred compcard. Expiration date, three years, November, 21, 2284.”
“State name, age, and Worlds Security Code.
I knew my name and my code. I think by now I'm twenty-seven.”
Either I was close in my age or they didn't give a Loranth's silver tail when they found that nice fat seventy thou in my credcount. There were advantages to being acknowledged here on Earth, besides the Worlds Humanity Award, for my part in dealing with Sye Kor, the psychotic Loranth of Syl' Tyrria, who'd tried to kill off all of mankind with his gland-produced plague.
I held the craft in a hover position, rock still, at 4,000 feet, while they checked out my credcount and drooled. “Rock” still isn't easy on manual. But then I'd had a few months to get reacquainted with flying, and loneliness, while I sulked over Althea's refusal to cancel her wedding plans. And while she verbally fended off my efforts to see my daughter Lisa till after the wedding.
“Too traumatic for her now, Jules,” she'd insisted. “Sorry,” she'd soothed. “After the honeymoon!” she'd demanded when I'd persisted.
Finally I'd given in, on the assumption that Althea might be right. But damn, my little Lisa… I'd watched her grow, from the photos Althea had sent while I was working on Syl' Tyrria. Maybe I'd done some growing up there too when I was forced to take on responsibility for my race of humans against Sye Kor, because now I really wanted to be part of my daughter's childhood.
The tower came back. “Have you on an auto craft at 4,000 feet, Zephyr 185.”
”Negative. Manual,” I bragged.
“JesusChristlotus, look at that tag,” I heard the controller tell someone. “He's hovering like a stone, on manual, at 4,000.”
I smiled. You get your kicks where you find them.
“Landing approved, Zephyr 185. Proceed with caution.”
Proceed with caution, I thought. And search out your Nirvana, I added, somewhere in a designer dream so vivid you'll think you went through the looking glass, brightly. What if you leave a few brain cell clusters behind? Life's but a dream.
But Al, how could you?
“Lost Wages, tag. That's what we like to call it.” The grizzled drunk who sat across from me at a table in Uranium Bar and Grill spoke hoarsely against piped-in nature sounds, mostly wind across the flats. “No vids, no kids, no feds, no creds.”
Just sleepwalking radbrains, I thought. The derogatory term for these lost people. By now word had come down from the control tower that there was a tag in town with mucho creds. I was surprised they hadn't sicced someone classier than this ancient tag on me and my stuffed credcount.
“Best godforsaken nation off the map!” The drunk hiccupped and drooled beer. “Long as you manage to keep your prairie oysters attached.” He ran a dirty sleeve across his mouth. “Founded by the Biker Fathers way back in the late twenty-first.”
I didn't stop him by saying that I already knew.
“Started when bikers needed a place where the damn spikers wouldn't follow,” he informed me, referring to officers of the law. “Of course the tourists followed them, acting all macho and boasting that they weren't no way scared of radiation. Looking for fun, they were, gambling, dancing girls, willing women, not always in that order.” He chuckled. “Now some of 'em come to dream instead.” He gingerly touched a lump on his upper chest. “Dumb bastards,” he muttered and peered at me. “But it's still the best nation on planet Earth. Right, tag?”
I hate to lie. Sometimes not lying gets me into trouble, though. I swirled my glow burn on the rocks.
“Well?” he demanded when I didn't respond.
“Well what?” I sipped the drink and felt liquid scrape down my throat like sharp tacks. From the gambling room across the hall there came the rusty rasps and rattles of worn gaming machines, and an occasional shout or loud moan.
“Well ain't it the best godforsaken nation?” He raised his voice and his glass. “Mebbe you saying we ain't?”
Someone lowered the nature sounds and I heard bar stools creak as men turned to watch us, their forms heavy and slow in the murky light. Two bare-breasted dance girls on break picked up their drinks and moved away. The clink of glasses and the murmur of voices faded, till only old country tunes wailed softly from floating holos.
I folded my hands around the glass, squeezed it and studied the men. There was a rage in me that would have welcomed the hard shock of my fists against bone. Even carbide knuckles, if that was their way.
“Listen, tag.” The drunk pushed back his floppy hat and thrust his stubbly jaw forward. There was a lump on his chin, too, and another on his cheek. I felt cold inside even against the liquor burning through me.
His eyes widened. The whites were yellow. So was his skin. That hoarseness in his voice was not from age alone. I stared at my empty glass and felt suddenly drained myself.
Was I also out to self-destruct?
He tapped the table with a horny-nailed finger. “Whether you come to our nation to drink, gamble, or whore your worm off, you better have a good word for it.”
I filled my glass from the bottle on the table and watched a scrawny Australian sheepdog with exotic blue eyes and matted fur that was dotted with blue. He wagged his wet tail as he trotted, ignored, from table to table. “Well,” I said, “the people give off a nice warm glow.”
The drunk grinned. “Well, all right.” He threw back his head and laughed. “Well, that's all right! That's our motto, brother. Fireflies with stingers!” He looked at the men at the bar and belched. “Ain't it, brothers?”
Bar stools creaked as men turned back to their drinks.
The dog approached our table. As I petted him, he licked salt off my fingers from the pretzels I'd been eating. He was bony beneath long soft fur and his back legs trembled. They treated their animals almost as bad as their people here on the Flats. I reached for a pretzel.
The drunk kicked him. “Get outa here, ya tickbag!”
The dog yelped and scurried away, then stopped to look back, his tail tucked. I don't mind so much when people treat each other badly. I expect it. But I hate it when they treat animals like that. The drunk chuckled. “That's how you sting ass!”
I drew in a breath through teeth. “Which makes you a nation of pricks,” I said.
The drunk peered at me. He scraped his chair back and gripped his left arm with his right hand. A grimace of pain twitched across his face as he turned to look toward the bar. I realized that not even the hard liquor had dulled the agony of his growing tumors. It was getting difficult for him to hide the pain. A sense of numbness replaced my anger and I stood to leave.
A hand on my shoulder! I pushed it off, turned quickly.
“Want to buy a dream, tag?” The woman's tone was soft. She was young only in smooth skin and a firm body. There was a lot of experience behind those green eyes, so wide and innocent, behind that pallid night-time complexion and the practiced languid smile, as though she'd just had sex. Long red hair, almost the color of Althea's, but brassier, was piled on her head in a loose braid. Her perfume smelled thick and sweet as a Denebian's sweat. I scraped at a sticky stain on my shirt sleeve and offered the lady my arm. “Why not?” I had brain cells to spare and memories to annihilate. “What's your name?”
“April Flowers.”
“Isn't May Flowers more appropriate?”
“That's my sister's name,” she said without missing a beat. Freckles bunched under rouge as she grinned impishly.
I guess her pimp approved. A frail man, he smiled darkly from a corner and nodded at her, there beneath the twisted motorcycle wheel, the hanging biker's jacket with tread marks across the back, the old caved-in helmet with R.I.P. SNAKE painted on it. He twisted the dial on his wriststim, sending electrical impulses to the brain system of his choice. His eyes glazed in firelight and his jaw loosened.
At the bar a moosey tag in plaited hair and silk sleeves who had been staring at me, the muscle, I assumed, grunted and turned back to his drink. No matter the loyalty to brother or nation, business was still business in the Flats.
It was night as April and I crossed the drawbridge over the moat. “This where you live?” I asked her.
She took my hand and smiled. “It's where I dream, tag.”
“The Stuff of Dreams,” a floating pink holo read, a leaning rainbow castle on a Waste Flats hill, with tiers like a wedding cake and perhaps as much substance and longevity. Termites and spiders knew more about structural engineering than the jokers who pasted this one together. But the haloes of colored lights that looped from sugary stucco flanks to pink parapets lent an aura against the night sky and the wind-driven clouds churning across a full moon.
From the plains below came cheers of tourists at an impromptu boxing-karate-Mong Chu match, and shouts as rads rode motorcycles through campfires, spraying fountains of sparks.
I opened the flower-scented front portal and April hooked my arm in hers and led me into the lobby.
“She always finds the cute ones,” a woman dressed in long silver hair announced from where she reclined within an inflated vinyl sea shell. She caressed her upper lip with a slow tongue.
April gave her a look that could bleach silver to white.
The woman chuckled and stared at me. “Blue eyes is shy,” she said. “Hey, Ape,” she called to April, “can I have him when you're through with him? I just can't resist the tall, blonde Germanic type.”
German? Maybe so. Ginny and I were abandoned as kids and never knew our genetic heritage.
“You couldn't resist a gorilla's look,” April shot back.
I glanced over my shoulder as we went by and the woman winked at me. “Don't ever get a haircut, tag.” She grinned. “You look great in tousled blonde.”
“I'll try not to,” I said.
Her gaze raked my body. “Could use a little more meat on the bones, though.” She chuckled and sipped her drink. “If it's on the right bone.”
“You should try to get over your shyness,” I threw back as April pulled me along.
“Keep it up, June!” April snarled, “an' I'll come back an' squash you like a bug!”
April's room on the third floor was a child's delight of cotton-candy colors, misted golden mirrors, fluttering silk drapery, and plastic unicorns. Soothing flute music emanated from the walls. Stuffed dragons crouched on top of the dream equipment.
I smelled sandalwood as I sat on the plush bed. I couldn't resist lifting a chocolate-colored velveteen dragon, its wings protectively outstretched over the Inner Quietus panel, for a better look at the dials, buttons and switches of the illegal IQ board. I turned the dragon in my hand and had visions of Gretch, my Syl' Tyrrian reptilian mount. She'd probably returned to the wild by now. Be careful, Gretch. It's dangerous out there in the wilds. I smiled. Her species, the predatory Grunithes, were one reason it was dangerous out there.
April dimmed the filter lights to blue and sprayed instant-smoke to swirl through the soft beams.
How did she know, I wondered as she joined me on the bed with drinks, that blue always represented fantasy for me?
She handed me a drink and smiled. “To relax you before the journey.”
I sipped sweet berrybru spiced with something a lot stronger and watched as she undid her hair, then the buttons on her blouse. She stroked my body with hers as she reached across me to switch on the terminal. Lights blinked, the panel hummed. She took my drink and I let her gently push me down to the pillows. She lowered herself to my chest, her glossy hair brushing my neck, her breasts pressed against my chest. Her hand roamed down my body and played with pants buttons.
I touched her breast. Were Althea and Charles in their honeymoon bed by now? Damn them both! “If we make love in the dream, how real is it?”
She sat back onto pillows. “We could do it as the dream entities we'll become, but it might pull you out of the dreamscape. With her hair down, her face seemed narrow. “Of course we might both be males. Or females. You have any thorns about that?”
“It's just a dream.” I shrugged. “I suppose you're used to being either one.”
She raised her glass in a toast. “Sweet lips, you wouldn't believe the Utopias and hells I've generated from this bed.”
I think I liked her better when she'd worn that mask of childlike charm. I wondered if the freckles were real. “How come your brain's not vacced by all the mega dreams?” I asked.
“They're not my dreams. When I choose to make an appearance, no matter the form, it's merely a projected illusion.”
Isn't everything?
We fitted headgear and headphones – hers had a mic – and lowered visors. It reminded me of scuba gear. Perhaps I'd turn this illusion into the tropical underwater 'scape of the Grand Caymens, my favorite dive spot.
Then again, maybe not.
Sye Kor's slimy pond, with its chemicals, and the state of slavery, were still too firmly meshed in my mind. I'd had nightmares about being held down underwater while Kor feasted on my liver.
April's fingers rested on the terminal. Her other hand, in mine, felt thin and cool. “Ready?”
To slide into a dream state where April and I would be in deep mental contact? Where she could take full command if she'd a mind to? I closed my eyes and exhaled. In spite of my mistrust of her, I felt warm and relaxed from the drink, and excited about the adventure. “Why not?” I mumbled.
Machinery whirred.
I stared at the black visor and watched points of violet light appear. They grew and pulsed at a flash rate of four to seven Hz – Theta state – dream time…
Music began inside my head. No, it was piped through the headphones. A heavy beat. My muscles loosened of their own volition. A tingling warmth began in the soles of my feet and flowed upward, bringing a sense of well-being that I hadn't felt for quite a while.
The music deepened to a thudding throb, formed muffled sounds, stretched a piece of itself high and thin as violin strings and spun into the cry of a seabird. I held my breath as a wash of salty spray splashed my face. The seething hiss of waves crawled up my legs…
A fractured coastline!
Syl' Tyrria's pink sky jumped out of blackness with the vitality of a natural landscape. Bruised clouds roiled over seething water. A sick feeling in my gut deepened as waves grew hands that caught at me. I sensed an entity – not April, I knew. I tried to raise an arm to wipe away the image.
And Couldn't.
”Your muscles are held rigid by the system.” April's voice came through the headphones. “Or you might hurt yourself. Just force away the vision with your mind if you don't like it. It's all in your mind, remember?”
I tried to nod, remembered, and mentally turned away from the ocean, where a silver shape glided beneath waves, to search my mind for a more agreeable illusion.
“Just let the dream of your choice happen,” she said insistently.
It didn't.
The ocean 'scape intensifies and takes on a reality I cannot distinguish from the waking state. Sand too hot on my bare feet. Sun burning my skin. Odor of rotting things on wet rocks. Something slimy this way comes…and brushes my toes! An amorphous silver being rises from the ground with appendages locked deep within the sand like tree roots. Its mouth widens into a long black cave. Jules Rammis, it rasps within my mind, I have been searching for you.
I draw in a sharp breath, and in the dream I turn and run through soft sand. “Sye Kor? Dammit! No! You're dead. April? This is not the dream I envisioned!”
“Then discard it and form a new one. My boss doesn't like it when I cut dreams short.”
I try. But a shadow crosses the sun behind me. ”Christlotus!” I hear myself cry.
“If you can't push it away,” April says, “then just go with it. It's your dream. You set the rules.”
My dream? OK. My dream. Perhaps the dream is carrying a subconscious message for me. “OK. What do you want?” I mutter aloud and relax to open myself to the answer
To rid my world of the Terran dream czar of Halcyon!
“What? April! This is not my dream. I want out.”
It's all in your mind, she says indifferently. So was she! April no longer talked through my headphones.
Halcyon? “Is that you, Kor? From geth state? April, damn you! This is becoming a nightmare. I want out! You'll get your full dream money.”
What the hell nation is geth state in? she asked.
“It's a state of existence, not a nation.”
“Well, there's a reason for its appearance here, honeybee. I thought you had the prairie oysters to stand up to a dream.”
I stop, though the shadow lengthens, turns and – the fish has grown by leaps and bounds. It smiles a gaping smile, lunges and – Oh, God. Inside Sye Kor's slimy cavern. No. The creature has swallowed me! Black cavern closing. I scream. Anticipate teeth.
They don't happen. But the fish's mouth is suffocating, his tongue warm and raspy as he rolls me around, positions me for the slide down his throat. I hang onto a sabre tooth. Who are you? I shout within my head. A gush of foul air as he burps and I slide and attempt to claw past the dream. I slip down his gullet. April, Get me the hell out of this!”
Her thought is tinged with amusement. It can't hurt you. Just order it out of your head. It's your own illusion.
Sweat pours down my cheeks, is wiped away when I fall into a pit of liquid. “This is a real good time!”
I could direct the dream to your own personal harem, if you like, April sends. Or is it superspeed hovairs? How about cheering, adoring crowds? It's your dream, tag.
I feel her mindprobe deepen. No wonder crystal mega dreams are illegal. Imagine a government enforcement agency that could legally probe like this.
Oh, April exclaims, one loyal, adoring woman, and your child, hmmm?
“You're enjoying this, aren't you? OK, hook me into that dream and I'll stay, but you're a lascivious voyeur.”
I've been called worse. The dreamer controls the dream, tag. Your subconscious is sending you images that you haven't dealt with, although I've got to admit, yours are among the more curious that I've witnessed.
“If I wanted therapy, I'd have –
A light in the distance. Liquid thins to a quicksilver stream. The putrid stench dissipates. I float on a wooden raft between bare branches that catch at me. A silver tentacle lifts. A giant white octopus? No. A sense of despair emanates from the creature. I scramble onto a marshy bank. This isn't Sye Kor. Then what, or who? “Goddammit, April, this is not my dream! Get me out.”
The entity silently probes my mind while I brush past ferns and throw up a mindshield. A shrew- like animal with full teats scurries by and races up a cave-riddled canyon wall. I follow my Syl' Tyrrian mammal. I'd searched long and hard for her among reptilian life forms. I'd given up on finding her. Given up everything, actually. Family. Home. I imagine a church. Bells ringing… She wears a saffron wedding gown. Her auburn hair is more the halo around her face than the headdress of flowers and veils. It makes me feel good, and makes me feel miserable, just to look at her. I stare through a stained-glass window at the Church of Saint Guevara, where I'd really watched Althea's wedding earlier that day. She gives Charles the same demure look she'd worn when we traveled down the aisle, once upon…
“April?” I feel her presence as a question in my mind. “How do I delete a dream character?” I ask as the married couple emerges on church steps.
That's in your hands, cull. She uses the rads' term for outsiders.
Yeah. I image a stingler in my hand, turn the ring to “hot” and press the red button. Charles becomes a smear on the church steps.
Lisa. My Lisa. A beautiful flower girl, with blonde curls and a golden smile that outdoes the bouquet of yellow roses she clutches. Does she ever think of me?
Why should she? She's six, was five months old last time I'd seen Earth, and her. There's an ache in me past dream as she giggles and scratches her white stockinged leg with her raised foot. Relatives and friends throw paper confetti at the smiling, groomless bride.
One year on Tartarus, before we knew there were Loranths who'd named their world Syl' Tyrria. One year, Al. It's my job. Astrobiology is what I do.
I open the door of a golden carriage with winged horses, there on the broad church steps. Nice touch, that. Althea always liked horses. She slides in beside me onto red velvet seats, her face flushed with excitement.
Lisa scrambles in beside me. “Daddy!” she cries and throws her arms around my neck. Her small bouquet is squashed against my face. The smell of roses is heady. I peel petals off my chin with a laugh and kiss her cheek. “Hi, Squiggles.” It's what I called her when she was an infant. “Do you want to drive the horses?” I hand her a bunch of reins.
“Jules, I waited,” Althea says, breathless. “I waited for five years.” A sheen of taut cheekbones and wide dark eyes…ebony on silk, my Althea.
“I know.” I take her in my arms, embrace silk, veils, a slim waist. God, I want her. Her lips are warm, tender with love. The breath between them shudders and she leans against me. I smear lipstick as I kiss her, so hungry for her. Lisa's… Oh, yeah, she's outside playing with horses. No. Staying with Althea's parents. “Al, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. But we're together now, and everything's all right.”
“I know.” She strokes my hair, hugs me. “I understand, Jay, really I do.” She always called me Jay. The carriage flattens and sprouts bedposts. The church steps curve up into walls, blocking out relatives and friends. Althea lies beside me. “It's not your fault, Jay,” she murmurs. “You had a bad childhood, you poor thing.” She strokes my hair. Poor thing, I hear April chuckle inside my head.
“Stay the hell out of this!” I tell her.
“Your call, tag.”
Tears burn my eyes. “Yes. I was scared, Al. I thought I'd somehow cause Lisa's death too, like…like Ginny's. But I'm past that now, I swear i am! I'm ready to be responsible.”
“I know,” she coos.
I undo silk buttons down her back, lift off her headdress and set it on the night table. ”Al, I'll always love you, no matter who you marry.” I kiss her smooth shoulders. Her hair falls on my cheek as I slip the gown down to her waist and undo the bra. “Oh, God, how I've missed you,” I murmur. “How I want you.” I open more buttons to ease the rustling gown over the curve of her hips.
Althea's crumpled headdress rustles there on the night table and contorts into a large white spider, grinning, panting.
“Suppose you back out now, April? I warn her, “if you want the creds for this dream.”
Your little indulgence would dissolve faster than a bad marriage. The spider's not me.
Althea rolls on top of me, spreads thighs around my hips, smiles down. But… I cry out as her face darkens. Her skin shrivels. “Al. No!” April!” Glowing threads of fire race up cracks that split Althea's face, circle her eyes like brands! I try to twist out from under her. Something silver shimmers, flows from within the spreading wounds of her charred body.
This is illusion, searcher, I hear in my mind. But Halcyon is not.
“April!” I scream. I choke on bile as Althea's blackened skin shreds and the amorphous silver being emerges as from a chrysalis. I'm trapped beneath its heavy weight! A piercing lick of flame erupts inside my head and I see a dark tunnel, its walls streaked with laces of silver. A smell of rotten fruit. The alien presence still radiates a sense of…of despair? Sadness!
“April, help me,” I cry. “Please. I'm losing control.”
“Shit!” she growls.
Shit indeed! It's just a dream, I tell myself. Just a – My head burns. “Pull me out,” I beg.
“I can't!” she cries aloud. “Go to another vision. Quick! It's toasting my brain. Damn you, Jules, let go of it. You're holding me here!”
I drag in breaths and try to force away the image. The alien pushes back with a very undreamlike power.
Your destiny is on Halcyon!
The word echoes through my mind, touches that place where obsession waits. I find myself desperately searching my memory. Halcyon… I feel drawn to the word, the place.
“Shut off the goddamn IQ!” I yell to April. “Hurry up. Do it!”
“Something's…got my hands,” she says. “What the hell are you doing? Let go of the vision, you dumbshit cull!”
I clamp teeth against the alien mindlink, image an ocean absorbing the intruder, spreading his being like a silver oil slick.
He lifts a mighty wave against me.
“This is no dream!” I hear April draw in a breath as she pushes against the vision. “You're on your own, tag!” Her presence begins to fade. I feel a loneliness that has no edges as she slips away.
But fear strengthens me and I throw my mental defenses against the wall of water, image my enemy a black void. “Suck on this, slimeshit!”
The silver being doesn't recoil. His dripping body catches light in quivering motion. Droplets of water shake off him like haloes.
I moan as his telepathic probe burrows deeper. ”Who are you?” I mutter. “What do you want from me?”
Within that great sadness, an unraveling of time, rolling back to the beginnings of things organic. I take a shuddering breath as the being envelops me. A pulsing limb extends to my head. Light suddenly blazes behind my eyes. An explosion of energy within my brain. A sense of tel power I've never known.
Halcyon! he whispers in a voice formed from sea waves. Halcyon.
Where you will destroy the Terran ravager. He fades out of the dream, leaving me breathing hard, with a bitter smell in my throat.
“What ravager?” I whisper. “How can I destroy him if I don't even know – “
Gone.
“What he is,” I finish.
The dream wanes, overlaps with April's dim room. “Like hell I'll go to Halcyon!” I throw after him…it.
I rubbed my forehead as I lay shivering on sweat-soaked sheets. The machinery wound down and violet lights faded in the visor. April was sprawled beside me, very still.
“April?” She didn't respond. I threw off my headgear and wondered if a dream could kill. “April!” I shook her.
She moaned and turned her head. Her hand slid off the terminal.
“Jesus, I thought you were dead!” I felt weak and nauseated as I lifted myself up. “Glad that was just a dream.” I smirked. “Right?”
She opened her eyes and drew in a shaky breath. “Goddamn you,” she croaked, “why didn't you tell me you're a telepath? I needed to know that. Why didn't you tell me you're in contact with some goddamn alien creature?” She threw off her headgear. “You could've killed me. Get out!”
“I'm not in contact with any alien. I mean I wasn't until now.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It was all just a dream. You told me that yourself!”
She glared at me. “It was as real as your tel-brain.”
I rubbed my throbbing temples. I'd sent and received from Loranths, but they're a telepathic species. It was this alien's own skill that had opened channels in my mind. “I'm sorry,” I said. “I told you to get me out.”
April rolled toward the bed's edge. Her back heaved as she vomited on the floor. She coughed and wiped her mouth. “Just get the hell out of my room!”
“Sure.” My knees trembled as I swung off the bed. “And thanks loads for hanging in there when the dream turned bad. Where's your autocount?”
“Never mind. Just go find a mind exorcist who needs the creds bad enough to take your case.”
“You know a good one?” I retorted. I saw her autocount unit behind hanging beads and went to it. “You must've sent him some customers by now.”
“Get out!” she cried shrilly and picked up her shoe, “before I call my husband.”
“Your…” I took out my wallet. “The skinny pimp in the bar?” Suddenly I felt fear. Not my own, I knew. I looked around. What the hell was going on? Human tels are rarer than mercy on the Flats. I had retained tel abilities from Kor's mindlinks. But now, a greater power had been awakened by this silver alien's probe with that blast of mind energy.
A pencil of ice found my stomach and scribbled graffiti there. In what star system was the planet Halcyon? I knew it was a pristine Earth-type world that had been staked and settled by a colony of eco- minded Terran tags whose mantra was: We will not desecrate Halcyon as Terrans have desecrated Earth!
More to the point, why couldn't this powerful, probably indigenous telepath destroy a Terran ravager himself?
He read my thought. If I unleash my tel power, he suddenly sent, it will destroy the nervous system of every Terran on Halcyon. In the end, if I must do it to save my people, I will.
April was pale and wide-eyed. But I think I might have been paler.
You can do that? I sent.
Only if you fail.
April swung off the bed as I opened my wallet. My hand shook when I realized that my compcard was gone. I heard a buzzer, looked up and saw her pushing a button on the IQ terminal.
“I warned you,” she said. “Don't say I didn't.”
“There were seventy thousand creds in my account last time I looked. Your prices are a bit steep.” I started toward her. “How are you going to explain this when I tell the dons you're hustling customers?”
Fear! Again. Stronger this time.
It stopped me. A door had been thrown open between my mind and the outside world and I was powerless to shut it.
A large wall mirror rumbled back, exposed a camera and the sickly pimp from the bar. Behind him a brawny tag with a naked paunch hanging over his fur pants leaned forward to peer at me.
“Where the hell were you, you two dumb fucks?” April shouted. “I was caught in that dream!”
“Hey,” the fur-clad tag responded, “you shoulda told us you needed help.”
“You should've anticipated it!” she shot back.
Pushy bitch!
It was not my thought. I glanced at the furred tag.
He was glowering at April. “You're the one said you could handle two like him. An easy vinewrap, remember? Only he's going to the dons, so now what?”
I backed to the door. I didn't see how they could use my personal card. It still needed my retinal scan as a backup. Still, if they wanted it that badly, they must have found a way to forge it for a withdrawal. I could stop payment from a sidewalk autocomp, providing I made it to a sidewalk. But I couldn't resist asking as I opened the door. “Just one thing, April.”
She stared at me, hair clinging to her sweaty cheeks.
“Which loser's your husband?”
“Both!” She spat as I went out the door. “Get him, you dumb grassmoles, before he gibbers to the dons!”
Heavy footsteps behind me. I stumbled down the stairs with a hand on the banister, still shaky from that alien dream…encounter. I decided against the lobby, sprinted to the fire door and threw it open.
The bastards were cranking up the drawbridge!
I felt like a holostage swashbuckler as I ran up the rattling bridge, leaped, cleared the moat and rolled onto grass with an eyeball-jarring thud.
Someone shouted “Stop!” from behind me. If I wanted to stop, I wouldn't be running. Shots! A flash of hot light seared a low rock wall as I vaulted it. I ventured a quick look back and saw a rad at a window lift his stingler and fire again. I threw up an arm as grass and dirt flamed to my right, and raced for my hovair.
My hand shook as I thumbprinted the vehicle's lock and realized I'd left the window open. I threw open the door and tried to jump in. Tickbag, the dog from the bar, was curled comfortably on the driver's seat. “Move, you dumb son of a bitch!”
He yelped as I shoved him off the seat. I prayed as I started the motor and taxied across bumpy ground. If that rad managed to hit the vehicle's batteries with his stingler –
Tickbag scurried to the rear of the craft. The fur-clad tag jogged across the lowered bridge. In the moonlight I caught the glint of something long and heavy over his shoulder. A missile launcher! April and the pimp followed.
I hit boosters, lunged skyward. Beneath me the trio set up their weapon. ”Shit!” I exclaimed as an explosion rocked the hovair. Below me, a boulder on a hill did a million years of eroding in a second that was very split. Tickbag whined and slid across the metal floor, his claws trying to dig in as we tore into the night sky. I felt his fear as another layer of my own. The comp corrected for buffeting winds as I made a dash for the other side of a hill. I flicked on my console screen and saw people swarm to their air vehicles on the Flats below. Six sets of headlights lifted and followed me as I headed for the hills. I switched my screen to nightvis, scanned, found a tight box canyon and dived into it. Too bad the ship's sensors couldn't see around corners! Too bad it wasn't equipped with a satellite tracking link. I checked rear visuals. The lights swooped down behind me. Those rads had the oysters for this box canyon, all right!
“Follow this!” I muttered, flew a nape-of-the-earth line inside the canyon, saw moon-silvered boulders and pine trees rush by like a stream. “Hang on, Tickbag!” I banked, headed for a cliff wall and yanked back hard on the stick.
My stomach caved against my backbone as the sheer ridge dropped away and the hovair streaked skyward in a shuddering climb that pinned me to the seat. Tickbag whined. I heard his claws scrape as he tried to get a grip. With my teeth clamped I hung onto the stick and watched a windscreen of stars. Through my port window, I saw the pursuing craft rise to follow.
“Here we go!” I muttered, slowing, and threw on full reverse thrusters. The hovair lurched over its right wing in a sickening dive. Tickbag howled. I sympathized as we plummeted. “And here we go again, son of a bitch,” I warned the frightened dog, tugged back on the stick and forced the sport craft into a pull-up that seemed to defy Einstein's laws of gravitational wells.
Hemorrhoid time!
I leveled, forced out a breath and bored toward my pursuers. Lights parted from the pack as two craft separated and left me a hole. When you act crazy, even your enemies give you some space. Red flashes from the leader's wing stingers went wide.
A burn of hatred in my mind. There it was again! A tel-link. I felt the leader's anger, his determination. He'd have to take me or lose face.
Then I was past them. They'd be a long time doubling back. Shit! The leader's craft rose to follow me in that wingover maneuver. He's scared, though. I can't block out his desperate attempt to fight panic. He concentrates hard on guiding his ship. But he hasn't grown up with hornet cubs, as I have. Didn't spend months with nothing better to do than push the limits of his skill in self-destructive despondency up there in the sky. A cold grip of fear in my stomach as his hand freezes on the stick. He's too close to –
The cliff! I project to him. Pull her up! I moan as his silent scream rips through me and his craft explodes into the rock face. Terror! Inside my chest. Terror as the great void opens. Alone. I try to shake the link as he drifts into geth, the Loranths' name for that state between lives. Alone through a black chasm. A scream without a voice. Jesus and Vishnu! I'm locked with his spirit. I bank the hovair, circle above the blazing ruin of his ship, and project soothing thoughts to the poor bastard. Geth state's peaceful, I send. And fun. You'll like it there. I kept an eye on the returning pack of hovairs.
A light from within the well of the leader's death. His kwaii, soul in Terran, drifts toward it, hungers for it.
See you in the next life, brother, I send before his final break with this life, and try to cut the link, afraid he'll take my own spirit with him. I bank the hovair away.
Gone now. His kwaii. Where I can't follow. Not yet, anyway.
My ears still rang from the roar of the tag's exploding ship. In the eerie red glow I glanced back at Tickbag. His bulging eyes caught fire points of light and he whined pitifully. Did he wish he were back in the bar, being kicked by the grizzled drunk? Couldn't blame –
“Cull!” A woman's voice came through my radio. I maintained silence as I climbed. ”You've won the night and we salute your skill and courage. We're prepared to make you an offer you can't refuse. Join us. The pay is good, the rewards are many. It's important to have family.”
“Already have family,” I lied.
“Then have a nice life, superstar.”
“You too, rad. Keep your Geiger charged and don't take any hot creds.”
I sighed and sat back in the cushioned seat. My knees were shaking as I punched a course for Denver. Fair of them though. Still, I waited till they were off my screen and I knew I was off theirs, then I set a course for Boulder, and my apartment. I'd find a street comp and put a clamp on my account.
I thought of that silver creature. It was a dream, I told myself and sighed. Just a dream.
Did it have something to do with the crystals? The tel-link was real enough. Halcyon. The entity had spoken of the planet Halcyon. And April's words haunted me: This is no dream. You're on your own, tag!
“Aren't I always?
“Do you wish to go to auto?” the hovair's comp asked after my last course change. ”No. Steady as she goes.” God, I hate these talking electronics. Halcyon… I closed my eyes and held my breath as I opened my mind to tel contact and hoped it didn't come.
It didn't.
“Tickbag?”
In the rear light I saw him there beneath the seat, panting. We'd make friends later. Right now I had other things on my mind. Lisa was staying with her grandparents while Al and Charles what's-his-name were on their honeymoon. I always liked Joe Hatch and his wife Abby. We'd had some fascinating conversations over fresh-baked cookies, and good times together. But that was before five years spent on Syl' Tyrria, alias Tartarus. Now, Al had told me, Joe had no use for me. OK. I could accept that. But neither my tough former father-in- law nor hell or high water was going to stop me from seeing my daughter! I turned the hovair toward Denver.



Chapter Three
“Croteshit!” There it was again. A buzz of thoughts invading my mind as I entered ground traffic. An argument, somewhere ahead, I think, between a husband and wife. It was an old wound, and they were both of them weary of the verbal duel. A boy, somewhere close, daydreaming about being the Sunwind champion of all time. An old man with fears of dying.
I sighed when things quieted for a while, then I passed a hospital, a gray hulking building that loomed behind lesser structures. God! A cacophony of misery. I moaned, picked up speed, and pictured a lifetime of soaking up all the terror and agony this world has to offer. “I can't live like this!” I muttered.
Had the silver being given me this gift just to watch me sink into babbling insanity? Shields! I told myself as I pulled out of the lanes and braked to a stop on a quiet side street. I squeezed my temples, imagined shields rising around my head, locking together to form an impenetrable barrier. It hadn't worked with the Loranth Sye Kor, but my human brethren were mostly non-tels. I felt the barrier begin to fade and I willed it to strengthen again, to take form, until I almost heard the grate of metal walls closing. I held my breath as the voices slowly faded and the mind chatter disappeared. Carefully I relaxed the image and mentally listened.
Nothing!
“Thank you, Great Mind, Christ, Vishnu, Yahweh, Buddha, Quetzalcoatl, or Whoever.” Apparently I'd succeeded in installing a mental program. To check it, I imaged the shields sinking. A babble of voices flowed over them like waves breaching a storm wall. I lifted the shields, sat back and relished the silence. Hell, that hadn't been too hard.
It was Sunday night and tags were cruising the boulevards. I cruised too, wings retracted, then swerved to avoid a weaving car whose driver's brain was probably scalded on talc, and found myself careening down a narrow street, scaring perhaps two years' growth from a brainstimmed bum lying between garbage chutes. His fear cut into me as though it were my own. “Goddamn,” I muttered. Back to the drawing board and the redesign of shields!
I reported my stolen card at an auto bank, fed in my code number, and thanked the recording for my new card, which still showed a balance of seventy thousand creds. So all of April's troubles had been for naught. “I told you it was showers, April.”
I closed my account, opened a new one and deposited thirty thousand creds in Jack Cole's name and code. He'd let me use his credcard back on Tartarus, I mean Syl' Tyrria, when I was broke, which was most of the time. When Jack checks his account, he's going to think a rich uncle died.
I smiled sadly, remembering all sorts of memories. He'd been loyal to the bitter end, and the end had held much bitterness, compliments of Sye Kor. One of Jack's children, young heather, had died of Kor's plague, and his wife Annie had a miscarriage when she contracted it.
I scanned the night sky for moving lights from the direction of lost Vegas, and breathed a sigh of relief. No way April and her entourage could follow me here.
After stopping at Party Galore to buy presents for Lisa, I went to Speedy Gonzales Fast Food and bought hamburgers for Tickbag and myself. He gobbled them down and I gave him water in a crumble-cup. I threw the empty cup onto a lawn where it would dissolve and nourish grass and flowers. The owner of the house, out watering his lawn, waved to me and I waved back.
I cruised the upper lanes, with their canopy of city lights below, to the exclusive neighborhood of Mile-High Knoll.
My heart was knocking harder than my knuckles as I rapped on Joe and Abby Hatch's door. Joe has a mind tough enough to burn through doors, or keep them closed to you. But I was determined to see my daughter.
The security monitor scanned me through humming floor sensors. I hummed myself to relax and smelled Joe's pipe through an open window before he opened the door.
Light and the aroma of baking cookies flooded out from around his solid form as he squinted at me over reading glasses. Yeah, glasses. Joe refused to have his eyeballs massaged into 20-20 shape. His expression didn't change when he recognized me.
“Hello, Mister Hatch.” I smiled.
There'd been a time I'd called him Dad. I glanced at the presents under my arms. “I'm here to see Lisa.”
He removed the pipe. “Sort of figured that.” His tone was low, controlled as ever. “Thought you and Al had an agreement you wouldn't see her until after the honeymoon.” Fingernails scraped bristly stubs as he scratched his short-cropped gray beard.
“That was Al's agreement, Joe, not mine. I'd like to see my daughter.”
He just stared at me.
“Who is it, Joseph?” Abby called from the kitchen in her airy southern drawl.
“An acquaintance, Ab.” The crease between his brows deepened as he studied me. “We'll be on the porch,” he told her, took my arm and tried to guide me there.
I tightened my grip on the presents and stood my ground. “I want to see her, Joe. I have a right to.”
“You forfeited your rights years ago.” He replaced the pipe. His broad jaw hardened to bristly cement as he clamped down on the stem. He used pressure above my elbow to guide me to the porch. I put the presents down on a chair outside and remained standing when he sat. Joe had been a captain with the United Counter-Terrorist Force of W-CIA, mostly offworld, until he retired. I wondered what he thought of Charles, that pasty-faced smear on the church steps. I pictured the mental shields, lowered them a bit. There's a thin line between probing and just receiving. I'd learned that in Kor's den. The silver tag had given me the power to receive from a non-tel. Could I develop it into an ability to probe? I tried it on Joe.
Nothing.
Perhaps he'd been trained to block, though he showed no reaction. I knew he'd dealt with telepaths in his work, both alien and human. I lifted the mental shields and pictured bolts quietly sliding into place.
He sat back. “There were times I was glad for my daughter's sake that you didn't show up.” He chewed the pipe stem. “I'm not sure what I would have done to you on those days.”
I nodded.
“Was it worth the search for mammals?”
“It was more than that, Joe.” I had always wanted to explain this to him, to redeem myself, I guess, and I said it almost compulsively. “I was, uh, out to prove that mammals evolve naturally from more primitive forms on other planets as well as on Earth. You see it would prove that certain evolutionary laws hold throughout the galaxy, maybe even our entire universe. Maybe other universes, too.” I licked my lips. “I found the animal, Joe. I did prove it. I think the patterns exist before life itself.” I took a breath. “But, well, the animal got away.”
He looked skeptical.
I fingered the bow on a present. “We can talk about it sometime, if you're interested.”
“You managed to walk away from five lost years as a hero. The savior of the Terran race. I find that fairly remarkable.”
“Yeah.” I shrugged. “I was lucky.”
He squinted up through smoke. “So is my daughter. She finally divorced you and found a man who knows the meaning of responsibility.”
I bit my lower lip. “I just want to see Lisa. That's all.”
He gazed at the sky and frowned, looking inward, I think. “I spent the better part of my life on missions offworld.”
“I know.”
“Some of them took years to wrap up.”
I nodded.
He met my eyes. “I never left my family behind. They always came with me.”
I sat down. “I wanted Al and Lisa to come to Syl' Tyrria. I begged her. She said she was sick of that life.” I lowered my eyes and struggled with a twist of guilt. “I could've done research on Earth, but it wouldn't have been in my field, astrobiology.”
“What're your plans for the future?” he asked gruffly and drew in smoke.
“My job with the lab is still secure.”
“So you'll continue your work offworld?”
“That's usually where astrobiology is done.”
He smiled for the first time. He wanted me out of Al and Lisa's lives once and for all. I felt a sting of anger. He wanted me out of my daughter's life for good!
Abby stood silhouetted behind the living room curtains, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. She turned and walked toward the kitchen. I thought of the silver being, of his proposed rendezvous for reasons only he knew. I scooped up the presents. “I'm going in to see my daughter.” I went to the door.
“What's your problem this time, Jules? I can see that you've got one.” His voice came quietly through the darkness. He exhaled smoke. “I've still got connections.” Joe had always been an astute student of human nature, with a specialty in nuances. It was probably a prerequisite for his job. He was reading me like an open book. I kept my hand on the doorknob and felt my throat tighten. It was easier when he was angry. “You can't help me, Joe. Not unless you can rout out an alien who hooks your mind and reels you in as easily as a fish.”
Light glinted off his glasses as he turned to look at me. “One of Sye Kor's relatives?”
“No. But I seem to have an attraction for alien tels with mega problems.” I met Joe's gaze. “I don't know when I'll get to see Lisa again. Maybe…
“I cleared my throat and shrugged. Maybe never! I thought.
“You have five minutes to sit down and talk?” he asked.
I hesitated.
“Before you see Lisa.”
I sat down, fumbled presents and dropped one. I picked it up and absently rubbed a thumb across shiny blue paper.
Joe tapped his pipe on an ashtray. “It's illegal to enter a person's mind without his permission, you know. We put that one on the books a long time ago. So who's this crote who's been probing you?”
“I don't think this alien's read the book.”
”We could throw it at him.”
“We'd have to locate him first. He wants me to come to planet Halcyon.”
“Then he's a pretty damn strong telepath to have reached you here!”
“Oh yeah.” I stared at the presents and wondered if the IQ machinery, with its crystals, had anything to do with the silver being's ability to reach me telepathically. Would be nice if he were helpless to contact me without it. It seemed strange to talk of alien threats here on Joe's front porch, overlooking the pure blaze of Denver's lights. Lights that hid the squalor of the crumbling city. But then, most Earth cities were crumbling.
“But he's not stronger than the Worlds Court,” Joe said.
“If the Worlds Court can locate him. He'll know they're coming before the ship makes the jump. Now do you mind if I go in and see Lisa?”
“I read about your press conference.” He removed the pipe. “I agree with you on one point. NASA should be more cautious with its colonization program. There are dangers out there we never anticipated, and we should've.” He studied me. “I offered to go to Tartarus and drag you back by your ears but she wouldn't have it. What does this alien want?”
“I wish I knew. Whatever it is…” I watched the shimmering pool of city lights and realized how tired I was, weary as a spent day. “I doubt I'm telepathically strong enough to fight it…him. But I intend to try. I'm not keen on meeting this crote, or a trip to Halcyon, especially if it's one way.”
Joe got up and shook his head. He opened the door and gestured for me to follow him down the hallway. I knew he wouldn't ask for more information but would wait for me to offer it.
Not on his life. If this silver being could reach a non-tel on Earth, and I gave Joe specifics, it could mean Joe's life.
“Lisa's in the den,” he told me as I followed him. “Kid looks at more vis than the real world.”
We went past Abby's office with its shelves of program cubes. The lit monitor displayed a human pancreas organic. I wondered what modified cells she was designing into it.
Lisa sat cross-legged on the rug before the vid's small holo stage, her back to us as we entered the den, which was paneled in real wood. She held a stuffed Cleocean doll with mock white downy fur. Its six violet eyes blinked at me from over her shoulder and its twin tails protruded from beneath her arm. I wondered if Cleocean children went to bed with stuffed humans tucked under a flipper. A fire blazed in the stone hearth. The log was fake, I knew, but it crackled, sparked, and emitted a smell of burning wood.
A Siamese cat curled on the woven rug watched me with jade-green eyes. My heart was thumping as I gazed at Lisa's blonde curls, her small, fragile body. She needed a good father, I admitted to myself. Someone who loved and protected her. I lowered my head, afraid to face my daughter.
“Lisa?” Joe said. “There's someone – “
“I'll go to bed after Space Bears!” She hunched forward as though to plant herself. “I promise, Grandpa.”
“Your father's here to see you,” Joe said softly.
She turned. Her eyes widened and she hugged the doll, then buried her face in it. Joe went to her and picked her up with a grunt, doll and all. “It's all right, sweetheart,” he said gently. “Say hello to your Daddy.”
She peeked out from behind the doll's flipper and hugged Joe's neck. “Hello. Mommy showed me holos of Daddy,” she told Joe.
I remembered the presents. “Uh, I bought you some presents, Lisa.”
She stared at the bright boxes. “Did you bring them back from pig Tartas?” she mumbled into the doll's cloth body.
Joe grimaced. “Everything's pig this week,” he told me.
I smiled. “Well. One's from Tartarus.” I told Lisa and extended a wrapped sea shell. “Do you want to open it?”
She pressed her head against Joe's neck. “Can I, Grandpa?”
”Sure you can. Suppose you and your father open them together?”
She stared at the presents and nodded. He put her down on the carpet. “Grandma's in the kitchen and I'll be in my study.” He bent stiffly, hands on knees. “Is that all right with you, honey?”
She looked from me to the presents and nodded again.
“Good.” Joe patted her head. “I'll call a few friends,” he told me casually and left the room.
I knew just how serious Joe would turn when he got on the link with his friends. People from the Pentagon, W-CIA, the Worlds Court. Probably Interstel itself on planet Alpha, the seat of the Worlds' government. What could they do about a being they couldn't locate? But Joe never did give up in the face of a small thing like futility.
I sat on an easy chair armrest and watched Lisa pull at the ribbon of the shell present. The armrest groaned as it tried to conform to something heavier than an arm. I closed my mind to any possibility of tel-reading her thoughts. There's such a thing as privacy, after all.
On the holo stage, bears twirled and sang against a backdrop of stars as they skated on beams of sunlight.
“Uh, Lisa?” I began. “Is it OK if I come and sit next to you?”
She looked up, a solemn expression on her round face, her blue eyes still mistrustful. “I guess so. You can sit there.” She pointed to a spot away from her.
I sat where she'd indicated, legs tucked, and put the other presents between us.
She played with the stubborn ribbon. “Mommy has lots of holographs of me and you and her, but Charles made Mommy put them all away.”
“Oh?” I suppressed a dark thought.
“Mommy says you were just sick and couldn't come home but that you still love me.” She tugged at the ribbon. “But Charles says you should go to a doctor if you're sick. Did you go to a pig doctor?”
“No.” I smiled. “But I do love you, Lis'. I always have.”
“Were you really sick? Sometimes Mommy tells me right lies 'cause she doesn't want me to feel bad.”
“I must've been sick if I didn't come home to you,” I said softly. “That's white lies, Lis'.”
She knitted her brows and watched me. “Sometimes Mommy looks at your picture and then she does this.” She shook her head from side to side.
“You, uh…” I shifted uneasily. “You want me to help you open that present?”
She scratched her cheek, brows still furrowed. “I can open it.” She got up and gave me the Cleocean. It had a sweet perfume aroma. From my experience with Cleoceans on Syl'Tyrria, rotted kelp would've been more authentic.
She sat closer this time and I waited quietly while she undid the ribbon and tore apart wrapping paper. She rounded her lips and drew in a breath as she uncovered the iridescent whorled shell. “Mommy and Charles took me to the beach.” She giggled, her tongue between teeth. “I went swimming and you know what?”
I grinned. “What?”
She clamped the shell to her small ear, more intricate than the calcified souvenir. “I can hear the ocean. Listen!” She came over on her hands and knees and shoved the shell against my ear.
I winced as it scraped, and listened. And almost shrank back from the memory that sound evoked. The echo of long waves hissing like virulent thoughts.
“You hear that? That's the ocean!”
“I hear it, Squiggles.” I pulled down her shirt, which had ridden up her belly, and extended my hands. “Can I have a hug?”
She looked toward the kitchen. “Where's Grandma?”
I lowered my hands. “She's in the kitchen, and Grandpa's – “
“Making link calls.” She pursed her lips and deepened her voice. “Hello Mister Secretary.”
She giggled as she got up. She sat on my crossed legs and leaned against me as she turned the shell over in small hands.
I put my arms loosely around her, gently kissed her forehead, and felt a welling of love, sudden and strong. This was my child. My Lisa. I stroked her fine light curls. This was my flesh. To love. To protect with my life.
She pressed the shell to her ear and I rocked her.
My Lisa.
“Daddy?”
I smiled at that. “Yeah, Lis'?”
“Are you gonna live with us?”
“No. But I'll…I'll visit you.” I hoped. “And bring you presents.”
“Are you gonna go away again?”
I swallowed to force down the tightness in my throat. “I might have to, baby.”
“Are you gonna get sick again?”
“No, I don't think I'll get sick. And this time I'll try real hard to come back and see you.”
She stuck a finger inside the shell, probing. “Can I come to pig Tartas?”
“Tell you what, someday we'll go to the beach and look for more shells.”
“On pig Tartas?”
“How about California?”
“OK.” She yawned.
“You want to go to bed? You can open the rest of the presents tomorrow morning.”
“Do I have to?” Her whine was well rehearsed.
I looked up and saw Abby in the doorway. “Oh. Hello, Misses Hatch.” I managed a smile. “How are you?” I started to lift Lisa off my lap to get up, but Abby motioned me down.
“I'm fine, thank you.” Her hair was a bit grayer, neat as ever. Her face showed a few more wrinkles. Same mild eyes and kind smile, though. The apron was tied around a waist as narrow as in the wedding portrait on the mantle. Abby was one of the few constants in a world sliding into decline. “How are you, son?”
God, I wished she hadn't called me that. It tore at my tenuous composure. “I'm all right, thanks. Uh, how are things at Bio Tech?” I knew she loved her work.
She tilted her head, nodded in a familiar gesture that made me yearn for times lost. “Politics and poker, as usual. Did you have supper? There's mock stew and fresh rolls. Wouldn't take me a minute to fuse it.”
“No thanks, I've eaten.” I lowered my gaze. I always do when I'm lying. I had given my burgers to Tickbag.
She glanced down the hall. “Joseph's busy making calls. But he'll be going out to buy a newspaper. Our text transmitter went down. I can't understand it, we just had it serviced.” She looked from Lisa to me. “Well, help yourself to some cookies, Jules. They're still hot.”
“Thanks.”
Abby has the non-judgmental nature of a Buddhist monk. I guess she lied too, about the transmitter. I figured she wanted to give Lisa and me some more time alone. I never deserved this family. I guess I only deserved losing it.
“All we can get is the price of hogs from Arklahana,” she said with a smile. “I'll just go along and keep Joseph company. We'll be back in twenty minutes.”
“OK.”
”Nice to see you, Jules. You're looking well. A little thin, but well.”
”You're looking well too, Misses Hatch. It's good to see you, too. Abby?”
“Yes, Jules?”
“Be careful walking out there.”
She nodded and thickened her Southern drawl. “Ah have always depended on Joseph an' the kindness of stinglers.” I knew she carried a snub-nosed flashrod in her purse. We laughed and she turned and left. I heard her in the hallway, talking to Joe in subdued tones. “He's her father, Joseph. And it's only for twenty minutes.” Joe's deep voice rumbled something. ”Oh, for heaven's sake, you've been a government agent for too long,” I heard Abby say. “Sometimes you just have to use your good judgment. He was never abusive or unpredictable, Joseph. Don't you remember how gentle and loving he was with Lisa for those first five months?” A point in my favor. His answer was indistinct. ”Yes, Joseph, before he left.”
Joe mumbled something.
“All right, irresponsible, true,” I heard her answer as the front door closed behind them. I mentally wiped away my one good point.
Lisa giggled at me as though we shared a secret. She held the Cleocean at arms' length and talked to it. “Now, Ab,” she imitated Joe's deep voice, “there's no need to go walking around those dangerous streets spending money on pig stuff.” She giggled again and I hugged her close.
“Grandpa's newspaper pig thing is broken.”
“Oh?” That was not the only thing that was broken. I could not shake the sadness in me. Lost years of not being part of my daughter's life.
She gazed up, her smooth cheeks pink in firelight. “Can I open the rest of the presents now?”
“Sure, Squiggles.” I stifled a yawn.
“You want to go to bed, Daddy?”
“Do I have to?” I used a whiny voice.
She stared at me in surprise, then laughed.
“I think I'll stay up late.” I stroked her hair. “And watch you open presents.”
She handed me the Cleocean again and tore into the boxes. A miniature hovair; a stuffed white rabbit and the black box with our galaxy and a protruding zoom lens that could home in on all known star systems with inhabited worlds. Cube recordings gave information on each planet. I couldn't resist adding that educational toy.
On a hunch I lifted the box, adjusted the lens to my eye, and went through the toy's itinerary of newly discovered planets, searching for Halcyon.
A green light beeped when I found it.
I lowered the toy, smiled at Lisa as she looked up from opening the last present, then I went back to the box and turned on the cube.
“Halcyon is the second world of the four-planet Demeter System. Demeter is a Class G star slightly above the galactic plane. Halcyon was discovered on January 6, 2127, by a Borzian probe. Since the planet was suitable for human habitation but not for Borzian habitation, the Borzians graciously gave it to Earth as a gift of their friendship.
“The planet was explored by NASA and rated CW for colonization world. Four years later Halcyon was named and settled by a group of environmentalists called GreenWorlds. GreenWorlds strongly believes in not harming the land, water, air, animals or plant life of any planet. They have named their Halcyon colony Laurel, because the Laurel plant and wreath symbolize honor and achievement.
“If you wish to learn more about this world, ask your parents or teachers to check out cubes for you about Halcyon.”
A small revolving planet holo showed an Earth-like gem of a world with forests, mountains, plains, deserts, and seas too blue to be believed. Lush white clouds swirled.
Zooming closer I witnessed a parade of alien life forms, none amorphous or silver. The holo paused on a group of natives standing before the stone portal to a cave. The aliens were tall, humanoid, with skin like yellow and orange crepe paper.
“The Kubraens are a gentle, almost timid non-technological people,” the narrator continued, “who depend heavily upon fibrin trees and gathering native roots and tubers for food, and clothing, which is woven from shredded fibrin. These vegetarians are peaceful by nature and non-territorial, with a strong belief in the oneness of all Kubraen villages. The closest Kubraen village is twenty kilometers northwest of Laurel. With few predators and no wars on the planet, this placid race never developed the concept of weapons.”
I put down the box. If there were a telepathic race on planet Halcyon, the new probes, improved after the originals had missed the Loranths of Syl' Tyrria, would have discovered these silver beings. Wouldn't they?
Lisa turned the miniature remote hovair in her hand. It could hover and dart to treetop level like a humming bird, while you saw what the tiny plastic pilot saw, from a ground screen. Expensive, but what are creds for?
She set it down, guided it erratically toward the cat by remotes, and giggled as the animal arched its back and spat. The cat swatted at it, leaped up and made an undignified exit on the polished floor.
“It's an outdoor toy, Lis'. It's not to be used on anything alive.”
Her cheeks reddened. “Uh huh.” She picked up the pink whorled shell, held it to the Cleocean's head and enlightened the stuffed sea-goer as to ocean waves and how they chased you to the beach, where sand castles…
I leaned back against the chair. The vid was a monotonous drone. The smell of warm cookies lingered. A bell from the unit announced that the cookies were done.
I blinked at the fire, soothing with its heat, its dance of flames that ate nothing.
Halcyon…
Dammit, I wasn't going off Earth to fight a battle for some arrogant alien. Let him contact Interstel if he had a problem with a ravager, whatever the hell a ravager was! I would remain on my homeworld and at least have visitation rights with my kid.
“You want a cookie, Lis'? They're ready.”
“Uh huh.” She continued to lecture the stuffed Cleocean.”
I got up and went into the kitchen. The green light on Abby's bake'n-proof system blinked READY! I pressed the button and the system plunked a batch of chocolate chip cookies into the wide slot. I cradled a few in my hands and started back to the den.
And heard Lisa scream! I ran, and saw Lisa stumble away from the shell, which rocked as though she'd suddenly dropped it.
“Daddy!” she shrieked. She held the front of her shirt up to cover her face and shrank back into a corner.
”What is it?” I dropped the cookies and scooped her up. I looked around. “What is it, Lisa?”
She wrapped her arms and legs around me. “Throw it away!” Tears ran down her flushed cheeks as she glanced back at the shell. “Throw it away! Please, Daddy!”
I held her tight. “It's all right, baby, it's only a shell, but I'll throw – “
“No. No!” She pummeled my sides with her legs. “It's bad. Throw it away!”
“OK, Lis'.” I patted her back. “OK,” I said softly. “Daddy will throw it away where you'll never have to see it again.”
I tried to put her down but she clung. ”Don't go away, Daddy!” She sobbed against my chest. “Don't go 'way. Please! I want grandma.”
“I won't,” I said. “I won't leave you, Lisa. I promise.” I lowered my shields and flooded her with a wave of love and soothing feelings. “Lis, what happened?”
”It said bad things to me,” she whimpered. “It was gonna… Like that!” She pointed to her Cleocean doll and I restrained a gasp. The toy lay behind a chair, stuffing strewn around its gutted belly. The Siamese cat hadn't come back.
My first thought was Tickbag. How had he gotten inside? An open window? Or – Or the alien?
Oh my God.
“Listen to me, Lisa.” My voice was hoarse. “Was there a dog in here?”
She shook her head, sniffed as she stared at the shell, her body still trembling.
“The shell did this?” I nodded at the ruined Cleocean doll and felt my cheeks drain of blood. “Are you sure, baby?”
“Throw it away, Daddy. I'll just keep the other toys, OK?”
“Sure, Lis'. OK.” I carefully probed her thoughts. The shell, lifting…suddenly flung by some invisible force…ripping the tough material of the doll's belly with its sharp edges! My God! An image of a silver amorphous being… I backed out of her thoughts as her defenses and fear pushed against my mind.
“When's Grandpa coming home?”
“In a little while. I'm sorry this happened, baby.” I wiped her face with the back of my hand and kissed her cheek. “I'm sorry. I'm going to pick up the shell now, and I'm going to throw it down the garbage chute outside where it can't hurt you. Then I'll stay with you until Grandma and Grandpa come home. OK, baby?”
She nodded and clung to my neck.
And then I'd leave. I should've never come! It wasn't Lisa the being wanted. It was me! I tried to project serene thoughts to her, found that I couldn't. I had led him to my daughter!
“Can I come outside with you, Daddy,” she said dully, her eyes half closed. “I won't cry. I promise.” Her breaths shuddered as she leaned her head on my chest.
I thought of shock.
“Sure, Squiggles, sure.” I rubbed her arm. “You can come outside with me, and it's all right to cry.” I smiled reassuringly. “Everything's going to be OK now.”
She drew back to look at me and chewed her lip.
“I love you, Lis'. I won't let anything happen to you.” I squeezed her against me. “Cross my heart. I'm going to put you down now so I can go get the shell.” I stared at it. Stuffing was hooked on its ragged edge.
“Will you hold my hand?” she asked in a tiny voice.
I smiled and brushed the tip of her nose with a finger. “I'll hold your hand.” I put her down, took her hand and picked up the shell –
Halcyon!
The word seared through me, seemed to pulse with the blood in my veins. I held onto the shell, Lisa's hand, and didn't physically react to spare her.
But she screamed and yanked her hand away. “Lis' – “
Only on Halcyon will she be safe.
Who? Not Lisa. Leave her out of this!
“Daddy.” Lisa crawled behind the chair. “Daddy!”
“It's…it's OK, baby.”
Use your tel power to search me out. On Halcyon. With the child.
No, I cried within my mind. I'll kill your ravager for you, but alone. I dropped the shell, clutched my chest as the voice whirled through me like the dry ashes of an ancient grave. I felt it invade the chambers of my heart, pump through veins and suck my lifeblood. A cold hand clawed at my being.
With the child!
That same unrelenting melancholy, that death sense of eternal waiting, as though the dust of eons had settled into his thoughts, his mind.
Leave my daughter out of this!
Know that I can reach her. I will reach her, as I did the toy. If you do not bring her.
Why? Why her?
To end the Terran desecration of my world!
By who? This ravager? I said I'd kill –
The child too! He imaged me a picture I will never forget. Lisa… A scimitar poised above her head as she huddled there against the chair, her small arms wrapped around herself, tears streaming down her face. The blade took form, reflected light.
And lifted. ”No!” I ran to her, tried to knock the blade aside. My fist bounced off steel. “I'll kill you, you crotemunger.” I pushed the chair away and scooped her up. I'll make fucking amoeba soup out of you!
The sword flew across the room to slash a fireplace stone that shattered with the crash of an explosion. Shards flew, dust swirled in the heat of the fire.
Lisa screamed. She clutched at me, nails clawing my shoulders. “Daddy! Let's go 'way from here! Please!”
“We're going, Lis'.” I backed down the hallway to the front door. The sword followed.
I felt behind me for the pressure plate that opened the door, but couldn't find it. Either he'd torn it off or was blocking my mind. The image of a spaceship, a gypsy merchant, floated before my eyes. The Merchant Prince was painted on its stained and patched side.
Halcyon, Terran.
I flattened against the door as the sword glided closer. It lifted as though for a strike.
“All right!” I turned, to put myself between the blade and Lisa, though I knew it wouldn't save either of us. How will I know you?
By your tel power.
I took a breath, tried once more. The child will only hinder me from destroying the ravager. Without her along I can –
“Daddy!” Lisa shrieked as the sword suddenly pressed her side with the blunt edge. I tried to force the blade away, couldn't as it backed me into a corner. All right! I screamed within my mind. Halcyon! Just get it away from her!
It remained there, an inch from her death as she shivered and clung to me.
Both of you.
My gaze was riveted to the blade. “Both,” I whispered before he changed his mind and struck. Both, I sent and began to plan the silver being's death.
My legs started to shake. I leaned against the wall to maintain my balance and clutched Lisa against my chest. Could I trust this specter to keep his word and not harm my daughter if we went to Halcyon? He hadn't left me a choice.
The scimitar dissolved. I rubbed Lisa's back and stared at the torn doll.
“Don't leave me, Daddy,” she whimpered.
“No, Baby. I won't.” Not this time.



Chapter Four
Twenty days out. And approaching Halcyon. I lay awake, breathing in the faint metallic smell of humming machinery, and stared at the ship's ribbed metal ceiling with its banks of blinking green lights that showed all is well.
Sure.
The Merchant Prince re-entered the space-time continuum with great soft thuds that quivered through her hull, and rattled metal. I felt heavier as her old, grav stabilizers struggled to compensate. The reassuring whine of circulating air pumps was accented by snores from the five tags with whom Lisa and I shared these cramped quarters.
I rubbed my eyes and blinked, sleepless. Perhaps Tickbag was best off, iced in a cryogenic unit for the trip. Man and beast were not meant to live in tight geometric chambers of gray that shuddered down to erratic orbits around outback planets.
The new, dark-energy technology that encased starships in bubbles and made fast jumps, was still more for the big commercial liners that had the creds for such systems.
I'd hoped Tickbag's name wasn't an apt description of his condition when Lisa had hugged him all through the hovair ride to the Denver Spaceport. He'd wagged his tail and licked her face. It was damn expensive to take him aboard, what with decon and all, but what the hell? She had enough to face, so I sprang for the extra creds. Three lost sheep instead of two.
Lisa lay curled beside me on the narrow cot. I turned over carefully so as not to wake her, felt the scrape of cookie crumbs under me and brushed them off the dirty sheet. Even in sleep she clutched the stuffed brown bear she'd taken when we'd thrown her stuff into a backpack and fled minutes before Joe and Abby returned. There was a fear inside me that I knew would not let go until Lisa was back home and safe from the alien. It manifested as a dull ache that no amount of endorphol would cover.
I laid a hand across my eyes as the image of Joe's craggy face came to haunt me again, and wondered about the reward he must have posted for my head. Sans body. The W-CIA would be scouring Earth and her colonies for Lisa.
And me.
I could've used Joe's help, God knows, but I pictured the scimitar and the torn Cleocean doll. How would this powerful entity have reacted if I'd brought a former W-CIA agent along for support? It scared me to contemplate Joe's mood, his thoughts, even though there was no record of us boarding the ship and I'd never mentioned Halcyon to him. It scared me even more to anger the silver alien. And saddened me to think of Abby, forever sorry she'd convinced Joe to go out for an old-fashioned newspaper. How had the two of them broken this news to Althea? Althea…
Damn.
I'd signed the ship's log with Lisa as Heather Edwards, and myself as Chris Edwards. Anyway, these sulky pirates who plied the backwaters of space used names the way the rest of us use throw-away towels. The friendliest crew members were the mute 'bots with their chiseled metal smiles. But even if the ship got subspace Earthnews, their vis screens would only pick up static this far off the trade lanes.
And without pictures of us I figured we were safe. Still, the best laid plans… So plan B was to offer the ship's Master, who represented the owners, more creds than Joe's reward, in case we were somehow discovered and he decided to return us to Earth.
A sudden grav sink made me draw in a breath. It stabilized quickly, but Lisa cried out in her sleep. “Throw it away, Daddy! Throw it away!”
“Shut that kid up, will you?” somebody mumbled in his sleep.
“Daddy's here,” I whispered and stroked her blonde hair. “Go back to sleep, Lis'. Daddy's right here.”
She whimpered, then relaxed into sleep.
Halcyon. My fears glommed onto the unknowns awaiting us on this new world. I opened my mind to tel-links. Especially personal calls from the silver crote.
Nothing. I closed my eyes, sighed and began to drift off. Image of a voluptuous woman. Breasts of pure silicon. Lots of silicon. Her body straddled over – What the hell? One of the sleeping tags moaned. Dammit. I was tel-reading his dream. Well, I had to start somewhere. I slipped back into the dream, quieted my mind and focused, probed, into his vague thoughts and feelings. Passion. It was a very physical dream. After a while, I mentally tiptoed out.
A few days ago I'd experimented with my tel power by projecting the term spacesuits to the engineer. I'd cursed as he'd torn his gaze from the screens, glanced around and mumbled “Spayed goose? Wha?” Then I'd projected an image of a spacesuit, and he'd scratched his head, turned and left his station.
I'd followed him to where they kept the suits, watched from hiding as he carefully went through them, mumbling to himself, then turned and scratched his head again.
It seems that images, with a few key words, worked better when the probee was a non-tel.
Generally, though, the probee's mind was on more mundane things. Although one tag I'd probed fantasized about the embrace of a Vermakt hermaphrodite from planet Fartherland. Far be it for me to judge, but coupling with an alien that resembled a large gray bristly rat was not on my list of things to do.
And food. Speaking of which… It was morning, on planet Earth, anyway. Master Bjorn, whom I hadn't seen at all, sent an invitation for Lisa and me to join him for breakfast in his private cabin. Airchew had it that the Master talked to no one but God, and then only on Sundays.
Unless he wanted something? Was I being invited into a chess game? As a pawn in the shadow of the king? Decking rang under Lisa's shoes as she ran down the hall and leaped metal steps to Level D with her stuffed bear flopping under her arm. I trotted after her and nodded to scowling crew members. ”Li – Heather!” I called. “Squiggles! Wait up.”
She didn't.
“Dammit!” I caught up to her, grabbed her hand and led her to the Master's carved wooden door, which was as out of place on this scow as a prince among frogs.
Lisa knocked. “Mister Master, it's us!” She leaned against the door, panting, and ran a finger through a series of engraved designs. “Look, Daddy, it's a ghost. See, here's its eyes.” She poked at two protuberances.
The door suddenly opened and she fell onto a plush white carpet. I picked her up and set her on her feet.
Master Bjorn put down his systems remote and smiled through an impeccably trimmed brown mustache and beard. He tilted his chin up and gazed just above my head. “Welcome, Mister Edwards,” he said.
Lisa giggled at the name. I took her hand, gently yanked, and she stopped.
“So glad you could come.” The hint of a smile brushed Bjorn's pallid lips as he checked his watch. “And on time. Actually, two minutes early.” His voice sounded older, coarser than his features indicated. Dressed in a white jacket and pants, he was as tall and straight as a column. He rubbed a thumb across an intricate gold key he held in one gloved hand. “Come in, please.”
“Thank you.” I caught a faint smell of lemons as we entered his stately cabin. Probably furniture polish.
He closed and locked the glass door on a magnificent grandfather clock in an alcove of the cedar-paneled room. Delicately, he removed his white gloves, then came and shook my hand, very lightly, as though not relishing the touch.
“Heather.” He bent stiffly from the waist and patted her on the head, gazing just above her. She extended the stuffed bear for a pat but he ignored it.
“Look, Daddy. Look at the stars!” Lisa ran to a porthole, the first I'd seen on the Prince, and grabbed the rim to pull herself up. With re-entry, the stars were visible again. “Look at the stars, Piggy,” she told her bear.
Master Bjorn strode after her, took her by the wrist and shook a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe the bronze rim. He flicked me a distressed look. “Make yourselves comfortable. Please!” He gestured sharply toward chairs whose polished frames gleamed, then led Lisa to the table.
Gold-filigreed dishes and cut crystal shone in light from the tinkling chandelier as the ship continued to rumble down to orbital velocity around Halcyon. The delicate strains of classical guitar music emanated from hidden wall speakers. Water droplets shook down from live plants to real wooden trays below. I watched a white bird peck seeds in his golden cage. “A cockatoo,” I said, surprised.
Bjorn smiled proudly. “Possibly the last of its species, still grown from an egg, that is.”
“Yes, cloning rare species is a continuing story back on Earth.” I caught myself tip-toeing across the white carpet. I brushed off Lisa's pants, lifted her to the chair and sat close beside her, close enough to grab her if she started toward one of the antiques. “Put Piggy under the chair, Heather.”
She did. “Master Born,” she kicked the chair leg with her heel, “are we having lemons for breakfast?”
Bjorn winced.
“That's Master Bjorn,” I corrected. “Stop kicking, Heather,” I said between teeth.
Master Bjorn's head tilted further. “No, child, my personal robot just oiled the furniture by a time-honored method.”
Lisa looked at me and giggled. “With lemons?”
I saw Bjorn's jaw muscle twitch as he sat down. His pale blue eyes flicked a glance to the vis set, as though waiting for auto to engage and apprise him of some important event, maybe a kidnapping back on Earth? Was it possible – the knot in my stomach tightened – that viscasts could be bounced from trade lane transmitters as far out as the circuitous route we'd taken, complete with photos? Or had he caught a newscast about us from Halcyon's spacecom link, now that we were so close to the planet? Kidnapping stories didn't usually make stelnews, but there could well be a large reward involved here.
Croteshit. Then why this little game? To be certain it was really me? And Lisa? Maybe deal, since he probably knew about the Humanity Award and my cash prize. Or was I getting paranoid? I pictured my mental shields, lowered them and closed my eyes as I probed.
Lilies. An image of lilies. The woman in the coffin is white-haired, dressed in a white gown. A bouquet of gilded lilies lies across her chest.
I opened my eyes and looked at Bjorn. He sat very still, staring at his place setting. There were hand-painted lilies on the dishes. He saw me watching and his expression hardened.
“Elegant quarters,” I said.
His features softened and he nodded. A shiny gold-plated 'bot rolled into the room with covered trays and set them on the table.
“Yes, Mister Edwards.” Bjorn glanced at his watch and frowned at the 'bot. “You're four minutes late!”
The 'bot bowed his head. “Forgive me, Master.” His voice was programmed much too high and squeaky for his bulky body. “My wheels froze and had to be oiled.”
But Bjorn had already ignored the 'bot. “It has taken me years to collect the items you see here,” Mister Edwards. That clock, for instance, is – “
Lisa climbed to her knees on the chair and leaned over the table to sniff the tray.
Bjorn's eyes flickered wide.
“Sit still, Heather!” I whispered.
“I just wanted to see.” She slid down into the chair.
The 'bot extended a burnished claw and lifted the tray's cover, revealing a plate of puckered sliced meat, mushrooms stuffed with something green, long vegetables, marbled pasty lumps and white grooved pulpy things. There was a pitcher of milk and one of coffee.
“Yuck!” Lisa whispered to me as the 'bot filled her dish and poured her a glass of milk.
Yuck indeed.
“Heather, remember what I told you,” I cautioned. “We're guests here.” I'd eaten worse on Syl' Tyrria, and in some fashionable restaurants back on Earth.
She lowered her head and softly kicked the table leg. ”Sliced beef tongue, Master Bjorn,” the 'bot bleated and pointed to the puckered meat.
A smile creased Bjorn's cheeks.
“Broiled stuffed mushrooms Pierre,” it squeaked and Bjorn's smile deepened. ”Pickled poached rhubarb, Master. Sautéed goose livers and oyster balls with chopped kelp.” The 'bot extended a delicate claw and pointed to the white pulpy stuff. “Baked lamb brains and eggs. And your personal Lafroygue.” He set a bottle of wine on the table.
For breakfast? I thought, and wondered what he ate and drank for dinner. Bjorn's smile showed teeth. He flicked me a look, nodded to the food in a gesture that implied enjoy.
I swallowed, nodded back as the 'bot filled my dish.
“Daddy, I don't want – “
“Be quiet!” I said. “Just…be quiet, Lisa. Eat the long vegetable.” How bad could pickled poached rhubarb be? Anyway, this too shall pass. I poured myself coffee. Bjorn nodded to his metal servant. It bowed from a segmented waist and rolled out noiselessly on its newly oiled wheels.
Lisa poked her fork into the rhubarb. She pointed to the Lafroygue with her chin. “What's that pig drink, Daddy?”
“Heather,” I warned through teeth, though I'd tried the liquor once. My connoisseur friend Jack Cole's treat. Stuff tasted like a burning peat bog. Should go well with this meal, I thought.
Bjorn extended a poised hand toward the grandfather clock. “It's an original Ries Augusta, Mister Edwards. The pendulum is stabilized by a Potentializing Internal Transgravitational unit.”
“Ah.” I nodded appreciatively and wondered what the hell he was talking about.
He gestured toward the plants with his fork. “And those bonsai Brazilian wax palms are among the last of their species.”
“Impressive,” I said. “That's why we're going to Halcyon.” I watched for his response.
“Can I pet your bird?” Lisa hit the glass of milk with her elbow as she pointed to the bird. I heard Bjorn gasp as I made a grab for the glass. Caught it too.
“You may not,” Bjorn said, a hand pressed over his heart. He took a long breath. His gaze lowered to meet Lisa's eyes. “The bird does not like to be touched.” He stared at nothing for a moment, then blinked his eyes to focus. “Halcyon, Mister Edwards? For the flora and faunae?”
I rubbed Lisa's shoulder. “For the chance to work with a natural biosystem,” I lied. “I'm an astrobiologist. There's very little left on Earth for me. Or for a growing kid.”
Bjorn looked off to one side, but his gaze strayed back to the vis and I saw the twist of a smile touch his lips.
I wondered, as I chewed rhubarb and watched Bjorn cut his beef tongue into precise squares, then carefully chew with his mouth closed, if the vis was timed to come on with the latest news. Just what did Bjorn expect me to say or do? Pawns, after all, are limited, expendable pieces.
I put down the fork, my stomach queasy, and peered into the obscurity of black coffee as I opened mind channels and tried for a more meaningful tel-link.
A subliminal meandering of unconscious streams and a distinct curiosity to know… Damn! To know what? Bjorn was looking for information, but what information?
He set down his glass and dabbed his mouth with the linen napkin, then stared at a wall painting of the white-haired woman. “I thought conceivably your interest in Halcyon might involve alien crystals.”
“What?” I paused, the coffee cup in midair, caught completely off guard. “What sort of alien crystals?”
He met my eyes. “The sort an I-DEA agent might be interested in, Mister Rammis.” His expression intensified. “Mega-dream crystals.”
I sat back, not surprised he knew my real name. But Interstel Dream Enforcement Agency? Is that what he thought I was? Damn, then the dream crystals of Rocky Flats did come from Halcyon, and were somehow tied in with the silver being. And the ravager? I glanced at Lisa. She had stopped eating, intimidated by Bjorn's tone, and sat with her hands shoved in her lap, as though to make herself smaller.
I gently rubbed her back.
Was this ship on its way to pick up a cargo of crystals from Halcyon? A Syndicate ship? ChristLotus, I sure knew how to pick a ship! No, actually that crotemunging silver alien chose it for us.
I shrugged, though bands of fear constricted my chest. “I'm an astrobiologist, Master Bjorn, not an undercover agent. My only interest in your ship is to get my daughter and myself to Halcyon.”
“And your only purpose on Halcyon is to study the flora and faunae,” he said disdainfully.
“That's right. To do science within my field and to bring up my daughter in a healthy environment. I don't know anything about crystals or Interstel agencies and I'm not interested!”
He opened the Lafroygue, poured himself a drink and sipped it. “Environmentalists.” He mouthed the word as though it left a bitter taste. “Then tell me, Mister Rammis, just what interest an astrobiologist might have in locating the underground crystal warehouses of Lost Vegas?”
“What are you talking about?” My heart began to thump.
Lisa watched me. She got up quietly, picked up her stuffed bear and went to stand by the closed door. “I'm not hungry, Daddy. I'll wait here.”
“OK, Lisa,” I managed in an even tone.
“Daddy!” she whispered, “you forgot the game! You're supposed to call me Heather in front of Mister Born, remember?”
I tried to smile reassuringly. “The game's over, Lisa.”
Master Bjorn leaned forward. “My employers inquired into the Lost Vegas matter, after being informed of your hurried exit from the Flats. Their Vegas people told them the guards caught you sneaking around one of the underground entrances g to a crystal warehouse.” He lifted his gaze. “And that's the reason you fled from them. The story is all over the Flats.”
“I've heard of the underground warehouses,” I said, and felt sweat bead on my brow. “Everyone has. But I was nowhere near them.”
“Then you do know where they are.”
“I didn't say that!”
He leaned back, crossed his legs and studied the glass as he turned it. “Unfortunately, you managed to get away, and cause the death of one of our security people in the process. My employers were not pleased by that. Now who, Mister Rammis, but an I-DEA agent, would be interested in the warehouses?” He stared at me.
I stared back. “The Vegas people are covering their butts because they tried to rob and murder a paying customer. Me. The dons would love to hear that their Vegas front's being compromised by a threesome of greedy mega-dream guides, April Flowers and her two husbands, by name. Tell the dons for me that these three have decided to do business on their own. They tried to rob my credcount. And that's the truth and all there was to the Vegas incident.”
He sipped his drink, but liquid shook as he set down the glass and cleared his throat. “It's an intriguing tale, but my employers have concluded that only an I-DEA agent would be willing to incur the wrath of the czar for the sake of locating the crystal mines of Halcyon.”
Crystal mines? The source of the crystals themselves! I tried not to react. Jesus and Vishnu! Was my proposed mission from the silver being tied in with the crystal mines? After giving me that information, there was no way Bjorn was letting Lisa and me off this ship at Halcyon or anywhere else but planet earth and the dons' people!
“I was in Vegas for a mega-dream, Master Bjorn.” I flicked a glance at Lisa, who stood, looking frightened, by the door. I smiled at her and lowered my voice. “A dream,” I told Bjorn. “Just to forget for a while that my ex-wife…” I shook my head as though I couldn't go on. “There was nothing more to it.”
“And now,” he said, “you are off to Halcyon, of all planets, on a ship that keeps no records, to study the flora and faunae.” He lifted his glass to me in a toast, and drank. “Consider this scenario for a moment, Mister Rammis. You return to Earth as an interstellar hero for your part in the Loranth affair. I-DEA approaches you with an offer to do mankind another great service, by exposing the Dream Czar, and the source planet of the crystals so that the illegal mines can be closed down.”
“With my daughter along? Try this scenario,” I countered, though I felt like throwing up. “Your ship was the only one bound for Halcyon.”
“The environmentalist planet.” A chuckle jerked his shoulders.
My mouth went dry.
”Perhaps that was Laurel's original intent,” he said cryptically and smoothed the ruffled tablecloth. “Where do you think the miners come from? Not the natives of Halcyon, I can assure you. That would be like herding cats. Most of them are former Laurel GreenWorlders who decided that crystals are a more lucrative source of income.” He folded his hands. “Now, Mister Rammis, if I could present my employers with some data on I-DEA which they do not already possess, such as names of undercover agents, their physical descriptions, their missions and future I-DEA actions as pertain to the crystal mines, perhaps we could discuss your final destination.” He glanced at Lisa. “And the child's.”
“You mean Halcyon as our final destination.”
“That depends.”
I watched him for a few ticks of the clock, as though I were pondering the decision. Think like an I-DEA agent, I thought. A former I-DEA agent. Give the croteass something to relay to the dons in exchange for a one-way ticket down to the planet.
“All right, Master Bjorn.” I sat back and rubbed my lips thoughtfully. “For my child's sake. All right. I'll be finished with I-DEA when I give you this information. I'm probably finished with the agency anyway after kidnapping my daughter. I haven't been in touch with Central.” I looked around as though checking that we were alone, and sipped coffee, my hand steady this time. “There's another intelligent life form on Halcyon, besides the native Kubraens and the Terran colonists. A silver being, possibly not indigenous to the planet.” I studied Bjorn for his reaction, but saw none. “NASA's probes discovered this alien and it's become the government's best kept secret. The crystal mines are small spikes compared to him.”
Bjorn remained expressionless, the cool bastard.
”I-DEA is very interested in this entity,” I said.
He lifted brows.
“I was given the mission of first contact. I am an astrobiologist, and I-DEA wants me to study this powerful alien being.” I shrugged. “Now that I'm through with the agency for kidnapping my daughter, I'd be willing to lead you to him.” I leaned forward and smiled. “You see, I'm the only one who knows how to find him. And the only way to find him is with my tel power.”
“And just what makes this figment of your imagination so desirable to find?”
I sat back and smiled. “He – “A wash of sadness flowed through me. A door in my mind flew open. A sudden tel-link. The silver tag!
He can fulfill man's desires without dream systems, and control the minds of the great masses of men.
Can you really do that? I sent.
No.
Good. “He, uh, has the ability to – Why don't
you just contact a telepathic agent at Interstel? I sent to the alien. They'd get rid of the czar for you, if he's the ravager you want me to kill.
Interstel serves Interstel.
Bjorn watched me. I locked eyes with him and took a breath. “With his tel power and his crystals, this alien has the ability to implant compelling subliminal commands in anyone on Earth, or the Interstel Force itself, through mega-dream systems.” I leaned forward and plastered an intense look on my face, hopefully of greed. “Think of the possibilities, Master Bjorn. Through him, the dons could control the minds of all the grassmoles in power, once mega-dream units are concealed in the victims' bedrooms. This alien represents one of the greatest powers in the universe!” I slammed a fist on the table. “Or one of the greatest threats.”
Yes! the silver tag sent.
The hair on my neck bristled. “I-DEA thought it wouldn't hurt if I checked out your ship on the way to Halcyon.” I managed a smug expression. “We don't really have to tell the dons or the czar about this alien, now do we?” I smiled crookedly. “It could be our little secret.”
Bjorn's eyes flickered with a momentary gleam, then dulled.
“I can play it either way, Bjorn. I'll deal with you, or with your bosses. But either way, I'm in for a cut of the profits in the crystal imports and exports.”
Bjorn just looked amused, damn him!
“I've already tel-linked with this alien,” I said. “I understand his psyche. He trusts me.”
Don't overstep your bounds, the alien sent.
“I, I can turn his loyalty from I-DEA to you, Bjorn. I'm the only one who can keep him happy and productive.”
Would that you could.
Stay with me! I sent. Cold sweat trickled down my hairline. I dared not wipe it, but I had played my last card. If you expect us to make it to Halcyon, I sent to the silver crote, you'd better offer some kind of help or some very good advice! I'm all out of ideas.
“Daddy? Can we go now? I don't like Mister Born.”
Bjorn turned to her. “Really, child? He's enamored of you.”
“In a while, Lisa,” I said. “Be patient.” I leaned back and watched Bjorn dissect the baked brains with a fork and knife. “And the names, etcetera, of the agents, Mister Rammis?”
“I need to keep some cards face down, to cover my… “I glanced at Lisa. “My derriere.”
He set his glass softly on the table and stabbed an oyster ball with his knife. “The fate of your derriere is in the hands of my employers.”
“Then I'll deal with your employers. Maybe they have the foresight to see an incredible opportunity when it's presented to them on a silver platter.” I lifted the coffee cup for a sip, realized my hand was shaking, and set the cup back down. “Then again, maybe you like this scow so much that you prefer to spend your life,” I flicked a look at the painting of the old woman, “alone with your scurvy crew and your 'bots. That's your call.”
Bjorn played with the stiff edge of his napkin. “Unlike you, Mister Rammis, I adhere to a policy of strict and complete loyalty to the organization that pays my salary.” He tapped his mouth with the napkin. “After the ship's scheduled deliveries and pickups, we will return to Earth and to my employers.” He brushed imaginary crumbs from around his setting and flicked them onto his empty plate. “Breakfast is over, Mister Rammis. It is time for your nap.” He folded his napkin, then his hands.
I jumped up.
“Daddy?”
“Stay close to me, Lisa. Whatever happens. Just stay close!”
“You and your spawn,” Bjorn said, “will awaken when we enter Earth orbit and the Rocky Flats spaceport.” He wiped his hands. “You should have eaten breakfast. It will be a month before lunch.” “Can we go now?” Lisa tried to open the door. “It's locked, Daddy!”
I started for Bjorn. I'd hold the croteass as a hostage. It was a desperate move, but all I had.
Bjorn grabbed his systems remote, pointed it at the door and clicked it before I could reach him. The door swung wide and I saw exactly what I hoped I wouldn't see. Two crew members and a 'bot behind them. One guy was red-haired, with a hatchet jaw he jutted out to look tough. The other, a bulky black tag, stood, legs apart, and stared at me.
Dammit! Stop them, I sent to the alien tag. “Come here, Lisa!” I backed toward Bjorn as they entered. “Come here!”
You ask that I destroy these Terrans? the alien sent. Have you considered who will fly the ship?
“Run, Daddy!” Lisa tried to squeeze past the trio's legs at the door but the black tag picked her up, and got kicked in the knee for his trouble. She screamed and beat at his chest with small fists. He just held her lightly, though. “Master Bjorn?”
“Don't hurt her!” I yelled.
“Oh, just hold the little beast for now, Leo,” Bjorn told him.
The 'bot tried to push past the red-haired tag and roll into the room. “Get out of my way,” the man ordered and kicked him in a joint strut. “metal-brain!”
The 'bot rolled into a wall. “Desist and cease, crewman Sharkie,” he squeaked. “You will loosen my struts!”
“I'm curious,” Master Bjorn said to me, still sitting. “Just what sort of a deal do you intend to make now?”
I grabbed an edge of the linen tablecloth. “Tell him to let her go or I'll clear the table!”
“Get him!” Bjorn cried and clutched the tablecloth. His eyes bugged as I yanked.
Crystal crashed. Liquid sloshed out of the rolling Lafroygue bottle as it bounced to the carpet, and left a ruby trail.
Sharkie approached me carefully, arms spread, and blocked my path to Lisa.
I went around the table, grabbed Bjorn, pulled him to his feet and caught him in a neck lock that bent his back and forced him to stare at the ceiling. “You hurt my daughter,” I told Leo, “and I'll snap his neck like a chicken's!”
Bjorn's blue eyes went paler with a sheen of tears, like water under ice. Terror surfaced as I hauled him to his clock and lifted him till only his toes scraped the carpet. “Tell him to let her go or I'll put your fucking head through the clock.”
“Get him!” Bjorn croaked. His hands scratched at my neck.
Sharkie came around the table. I threw Bjorn into him and heard Bjorn's jacket rip as they both went down. Leo shoved Lisa at the 'bot. “Take her.”
Lisa screamed when the 'bot tucked her under a metal arm.
I backed away as Sharkie jumped to his feet.
There was no way out of this, and the alien did not seem inclined to help.
“I'll make a deal,” I said, with my breath coming fast. “You promise not to hurt my daughter and I'll cooperate.”
“Oh, you'll cooperate,” Leo said and approached me.
“Daddy!” Lisa whimpered and struggled. “His arm is cold.”
Robots are not programmed to harm living entities. “It's all right, Lisa. He won't hurt you.” I tried to shove Leo aside to get to her. He stood like a stone statue. I drew back a fist and hit him with everything I had. He swayed. His fist shot out and caught me on my cheek. The room jiggled. My knees buckled and I slumped to the floor. I gasped and squeezed my temples to ease the pain.
Leo dragged me to my feet and toward the door.
I kicked the glass clock on my way past it. It didn't break, but chimes clanged in a cacophony of tolling bells. The Cockatoo tried to fly away, but one leg was tied to his perch.
“Lisa.” I watched the 'bot roll into the hall with my daughter tucked under his arm.
“Daddy! Don't go away,” she cried. She clutched the doorframe. The 'bot gently pried her fingers off it.
“I'm here, Lis'. I'm right here.” I lowered my head as tears slid down my face. With Sharkie and Leo clutching my arms , I couldn't wipe them. They pulled me toward the door, but I followed Lisa willingly. Damn you! I sent to the alien, you want my help. Why aren't you willing to help us?
I can do no more than you can, for now.
You impotent bastard! If they hurt Lisa, you'd better find yourself another telepath.
I looked back as we went into the hall. Bjorn was on his knees, a napkin spread under them, trying to fit the pieces of a broken china lily back together. He looked up at me. “Philistine!” he spat.
I felt weak and shaken as I stared at the cryogenic units. What would happen to Lisa? I wiped a hand across my eyes and pictured her ripped Cleocean doll. It's not Lisa's fault, I sent, hoping the alien was still tuned in. Get her out of this mess. Your mess.
Nothing.
Are you out to lunch?
Tickbag lay within the smoky confines of a cold unit. Two more were open, ready to receive sleepers. Bjorn stood by in his ripped jacket.
”Lisa?” I said with weariness dragging at my muscles.
She looked at me from where she sat crying on the rim of a unit's bed, rocking, the stuffed bear squeezed tight in her arms. “Daddy! I don't want to go in the cry chamber. I'm scared, Daddy.”
“Baby, it's not a cry chamber.” Which perverted piece of slimeshit had come up with that one? “It's just a bed, Lis', just a bed. Let me comfort her,” I begged Sharkie.
But he was not about to.
“It's OK, Squiggles. You're just going to take a nap, baby, and when you wake up, they'll bring you home to Mommy.”
She rubbed her eyes with her shirt and stretched out her small arms to me. “Daddy, pick me up.”
I tried to reach her. Sharkie put out a stiff arm to hold me back.
I glared at Bjorn. “If you want my cooperation with the dons, you'll take her home first. Unharmed!” I tried to push Sharkie's arm away. He threw it around my neck.
“Damn you!” I grabbed his wrist with both hands but he just tightened the grip. “Is that a deal?” I rasped to Bjorn.
Bjorn raised brows and fingered the rip in his jacket. “A deal, Mister Rammis, “is when both parties are equal.” His lips twisted as he stared at Lisa.
I wondered, with a sudden stab of terror, just what he might do to her when I was asleep? I tried frantically to read his thoughts, his feelings, and got a strange sensation of lust and guilt coming from him as he watched her. Then the repression of guilt. Jesus ChristLotus! Don't touch the child! I screamed the message to his mind. Dirty. Contagious! Fatal disease! I closed my eyes and visualized bugs crawling across the face of the dead woman in the coffin. White hair. White shroud. She is ancient, sunken, as though the coffin is dragging her down. I pictured a skeleton in her shroud. The bouquet of lilies became brown and shriveled.
“What?” Bjorn glanced around, the whites of his eyes showing. He brushed off his face and stared at Sharkie. “What did you say?”
“Master?” Sharkie responded.
“The kid's got a fever,” I told Bjorn. “I didn't want to tell you, but she's sick. She shouldn't be put into cold sleep.”
Diseased! I bored toward his head. I imaged fat greasy bugs. Slime trails across skin. Halcyon! Drop them off at the Terran colony on Halcyon! Get rid of them!
Bjorn backed away from Lisa and covered his mouth with his hand. “Who said that?” he mumbled through fingers and frowned at Sharkie.
“Uh, master?” Leo answered. “Sharkie didn't say anything.”
Halcyon, you stonefried android, I sent and imaged Bjorn snakes striking the eyes of a bloated corpse. My head throbbed from the tel effort. Drop them off on Halcyon! If you put them into cold sleep, the bacteria will jump to you.
Bjorn moaned. He pulled out a handkerchief and slapped it over his mouth. “Get her into the unit and close it.” He turned away and waved an arm back. “Quickly!”
“Damn you!” I tried to twist out of Sharkie's grip.
Lisa screamed as the 'bot pressed her down into the chamber bed and pulled the bear from her hands.
“Leave her alone!” I cried. “For God's sake…you crotefucker!” I struggled and saw spots before my eyes as Sharkie squeezed harder. I drew in a shaky breath. “I'll kill you!”
Sharkie twisted and I was on the floor with his knee pressed into my back.
“Who you going to kill?”
Pain shot up my arm as he twisted my wrist. Oh God. Help my daughter, I thought miserably. Great Mind…
Oh God, Daddy. Lisa's voice…In my head! She was sending! Pig Born. Die, pig Born! Her link was weak and I don't think it reached Bjorn, but she was sending!
Yeah, Lis', I sent back. That's good, but stop now.
The silver tag must've amplified her own latent talent somewhere along the way. Was it inherited? Had she known it before and been sneaking around in people's minds?
My assault on Bjorn's senses was draining me. Sharkie lifted me to my feet and dragged me to an empty unit. He shoved me into the chamber. “Stay there!” he ordered, slammed down the cover and locked it.
I pressed my hands against the glass. My breath hissed in my ears. I was finished if the syndicate got their probes into me. They'd know I wasn't I-DEA and of no value to them. What would they do to my daughter? My Lisa. I slammed a fist against the cover, then rubbed my stinging knuckles.
I saw Bjorn pull a white glove over his hand and yank Lisa's bear from the 'bot's metal hand. A loose screw rattled to the floor and the 'bot's thumb dangled. Bjorn stood by Lisa's unit and smiled down as he methodically plucked the marble eyes off the bear, then twisted the head until it hung, and let the bear drop to the floor.
“You scramballed bastard,” I mumbled and pressed a hand against the cover, which was hazing over. I'm sorry, Lisa. How did I get her into this mess? I'm sorry, baby.
He's so mean, Daddy, she sent.
I'll buy you a new bear when we get home. I felt her trying to ease her anguish by sucking her thumb. How about a white, fluffy Vegan bear? The gentle hunters of planet Kresthaven in the Vegan system resembled bears. I let my hands drop, closed my eyes, inhaled deeply and breathed out, to relax my mind. My temples throbbed as I concentrated, as I willed that beating sensation in my brain to intensify.
Quickening now! Like a burn. Faster than my heartbeat. Spasms of a force growing within my skull. Energy coalescing. My breath came fast. I pictured a hot coil turning inside my head. Heating up. Spinning!
Daddy, I –
Cancel, Lis' Not now! I moaned as the coil twisted behind my eyes.
Gather your energy, the silver being suddenly sent. Gather it, until it must burst from your forehead.
Help my daughter! I threw all the power of my anger and fear into a mental command, groaned as I imagined the ball spinning faster. Moving forward. Hot. A volcano boiling inside my head. Searing! Would I die if I increased this power and unleased it? I felt as though I might. Now? I sent to the alien, afraid to summon more force. Now?
For now, yes, he replied.
I pushed at the imaginary ball, squeezed till it exploded from my forehead. I screamed as I flung it at Bjorn, who was turning away. I burned it toward his brain. Let Lisa and her father go!
I knew the power hit its goal as Bjorn stopped in mid-stride as though he'd walked into a wall.
Let them go. I fell back, exhausted, and thought my skull had split above my eyes. Tentatively I touched my forehead. It was sound. The silver tag faded out.
Strange.
Sensation of a vast spiritual desert when he bowed out. Loneliness? Not exactly, but an end to – what?
Lisa probed and withdrew.
Bjorn turned back! His hands were pressed against his head. I prayed as he reached out stiffly, hesitated, then tapped Sharkie, who was plugging in my unit. I held my breath as gas hissed into the enclosure.
Sharkie looked back.
“Wait,” Bjorn said. I watched his lips miraculously form that word. Wait.
Sharkie frowned at Bjorn with hairless brows, his jaw jutted, and glanced at Leo. Lisa's thoughts were a jumble of hate directed at Bjorn. Did it hurt her to project so vehemently?
If so, it wasn't slowing her down.
That's enough, Lisa, that's enough, I sent. We don't want him to know it's you.
I exhaled a long sigh of relief as the hissing faded and the gas was sucked out through exhaust vents. My energy seemed to flow back, but fists of pain still pummeled my skull.
Sharkie muttered as he unlocked the cover and snapped it open.
I lifted myself and swung out. The room reeled. I held onto the unit's edge till the view steadied. Sharkie was frowning at me. I pushed the croteass aside, went to Lisa's chamber, opened it and scooped her up.
“Daddy, my head hurts.”
I hugged her against my chest. “Yeah, baby, mine too. It'll go away.”
“I was talking with my head, Daddy. Did you hear me? I told Mister Born – “
“Shhh. Not now,” I whispered in her ear. “It's a secret.” Fortunately no one ever listens to kids. Bjorn wore a glazed look. His head was tilted so far to one side it looked as though his neck was broken. “I…I just received word from the dons over my private link.” He delicately withdrew the flat gold mechanism from an inner pocket and watched it swing on its chain. “He wants – “
These two on Halcyon, I sent.
“He wants these two on Halcyon.”
Delivery module! I imaged him the module gliding down through Halcyon's pristine clouds. That combination of key words and pictures still worked best.
“Yes,” Bjorn agreed. “He wants me to send these two –”
I stopped listening and winked at Lisa, though my eyes still ached.
“Can we go home now?” She rested her head on my chest. “I'm tired, Daddy. I want to go home and tell Mommy how I talked without making any noise. Mommy always says 'Don't make noise when we have company, Lissie.' Will you buy me a Vegan bear? I want to go home.”
“Sure, Lis', but first we have to go to Halcyon. Then I'll get you back home.”
Somehow.
I took a breath and projected the images of a few necessities to Bjorn: A backpack of food, a fully charged stingler, a knife, flashlight, blankets, and a two-person tent. I composed a camping list and mentally read it off to him while I projected images. With those supplies, we could live in the wilds of any Earth-type planet, from barren arctic tundra to steamy jungles. Oh. And defrost the dog!
Bjorn repeated the list to Leo, who threw me suspicious looks as he fed it into a comp. “And defrost the dog,” Bjorn finished, his expression anesthetized as he went to Tickbag's unit, stared down at him and swayed.
“You better get the captain,” Leo whispered to Sharkie.
Bjorn overheard. “I am the master aboard this vessel!” He slammed the unit's cover with a palm. “And if I say… If I – “
Defrost the dog! I sent.
”If I order you to defrost the dog,” Bjorn demanded, his hands clenched into fists, “then defrost the goddamned dog!”
“Yes, sir.” Leo mumbled something to Sharkie, kicked the 'bot with a swift foot and strode to Tickbag's unit.
“Tickbag's coming, too,” I whispered to Lisa.
She sucked her thumb and nodded.
Sharkie told Bjorn he was going to gather my supplies. He gave me a look to frost the flames of hell as he left the compartment. I could only hope he wasn't going to the captain instead.
Prepare the module for launch! I sent to Bjorn. How long would his zombiehood last? I repeated the message with more force and sent more images. Was I getting better at tel control or was Bjorn just a weak-minded wimp? I hoped for the former.
At the module's launch bay Sharkie scowled as he shoved a backpack and two bedrolls at me. “This constitutes all our have. You unplease? You voca with Captain!” His accent was Gangrian, a cold rocky planet with few amenities.
“What's missing?” I called to his back as he strode out the passageway.
He didn't answer.
I shoved a hand into the backpack as I waited for the module's systems to be checked out. My hand closed on the cool slim metal of a flash stingler with a beam ring that could stun or kill. Well, perhaps Gangria isn't as cold a place as I'd imagined.
Lisa shut her eyes and sucked her thumb as I carried her to the module. What was she trying to deal with, within her six-year-old mind?
No matter his power, that silver slimeshit alien had a lot to answer for!



Chapter Five
It was night in our little corner of Halcyon, snowy winter night. The module, stuffed with crates that left us little room, and smelling of astringent cryogenic chemicals on wet dog fur, lowered toward the surface through scudding clouds. Far below and to the southeast, the huddled lights of Laurel shimmered in the boundless wilds of this alien world.
The automated craft headed for a region unbroken by lights. Where the hell had Bjorn sent us?
The trip down was cold. They keep the module's interior at freezing for the cargo and I couldn't reach the thermostat past all the crates. I'd helped Lisa into warm clothes and gloves from her travel bag. Now I tucked stray curls under her jacket hood and smiled.
“I feel cushy, Daddy.”
“Cushy?”
“That's what Mommy says when she dresses me to play in the snow. 'Stay cushy, Lissie'. I made a snowman and Mommy gave me raisins for his eyes and I got two sticks and…” She wiped her eyes. “I got two sticks – Daddy, when can we go home? I don't like it here.”
“Lisa.” I hugged her close. “If I could take you home right now, baby, I'd do it. But I promise I'll stay with you. No matter what happens – “I held her face between my hands. “I'll always be here for you. Promise.”
She lowered her head and played with the strings of her hood. “Ok, Daddy.”
I kissed her nose and smiled. “OK, Lisa.”
I used my stingler to pry open crates within reach. I'd read the stamped labels on the outside in the small, overhead light: Parts to assemble air and ground vehicles, tools, appliances, vis holo sets, comp cubes. And a lot of other stuff we couldn't use. I'd skinned my hands trying to drag the crates aside to get at others.
I found heavy blankets, though, and we kept two. The memory of Sharkie's leer came to haunt me as I sifted through my backpack of meager camping equipment, then lifted out a wrist locator that worked off a compass. When I turned it on it projected a small holomap that could be scrolled by a stem on the unit. There was even a Halcyon-time watch attached to the wristband. All that was lacking was a thermometer and my body gave me a pretty good estimate of the temperature.
Not bad. I strapped on the band and sleeved my hands into the gloves. Through the porthole I saw a narrow circle of white snowfields that glimmered below us in the under fat snowflakes as a storm raged. I might be able to build an igloo that would blend nicely with the scenery. With our blankets for flooring and rocks warmed with the hot setting on my stingler, it wouldn't be half bad. But where to from there? How to contact Laurel?
Perhaps when the storm abated, I could make a sled of sorts with the blankets and branches and pull Lisa as I walked to Laurel. Perhaps we'd come across a road that led to town and ground vehicles heading that way. It was a lot of perhapsing.
In any case, we had to leave the module ASAP. As soon as Bjorn's mind cleared, he'd contact the czar, and the czar's people would know exactly where to look for us. If they thought I were an I-DEA agent, their orders would probably be to fire on sight. I looked at Lisa and the pain in my gut intensified.
OK, silver being, or whatever you prefer to be called. What now?
Now is too soon to know, he sent.
Then a small request. Let me know if the czar's minions are on their way here! Or is that also beyond your ken?
He did not deign to answer. Perhaps he was feeling sulky too.
The module settled to the ground with a thump and a sigh of hydraulics, sending up swirls of snow. I rubbed fog from the porthole and squinted out. In the sweeping light of the red beacon atop the craft's dome, I saw only a narrow view of that open field. There were no lights beyond, no structures visible, just a serpents' den of coiled ground roots that lay intertwined like fat, wet black snakes. Strange plant life, I thought, that could melt snow off their trunks.
A bleak feeling settled inside me, more wintery than the view. Had Bjorn blinked awake and reprogrammed the module to touch down in this desolate area on purpose? By now he might have contacted the czar. I glanced at Lisa and tried not to broadcast the thought, but these wilds, in the midst of a blanketing storm, were a great place for an execution.
I swept the compartment with the flashlight and located the beacon lever to shut off the outside light. But there was no way to reach it past piled crates and I wasn't about to fire at it in these tight quarters, even on the stingler's lowest setting.
Tikkie crawled to Lisa and flopped his sticky head onto her lap. He was still struggling up from cold sleep.
“Hi, Tikkie,” Lisa said and hugged him. His tail lifted and dropped.
I'd told her she could rename him and Tikkie was the result. She patted his wet head and whispered something to him, as though all the threats in her young life were tolerable, as long as she had her dog.
I wondered if this adventure of ours, provided we both survived, would make her a stronger adult someday, or mar her for life. I was afraid it might turn her bitter. Althea was fond of saying that all we do is provide our children's spirits with a passage into life. They arrive with their own imprinted personalities. Al knew instinctively what I'd learned from Sye Morth, my Loranth friend who'd been in geth-state last time we'd talked.
I sat down beside Lisa, shifted position against the loading tracks that ran back and up to the main hatch, closed my eyes and opened my mind to that great sadness which was the silver being.
Nothing. Damn him. He knew we couldn't stay here. Why wasn't he making contact?
A moving light! Below clouds. A small aircar dropped into the clearing with a whine of its single engine. It bounced, skidded, threw up a tail of snow and slid to a stop. The pilot jumped out and ran toward the module. Had Laurel seen us and sent help?
The shriek of an approaching air manta, low in the sky!
The pilot stumbled, got up and raced toward the module.
“Uh oh.” I pictured the ship's missiles destroying the module if it were after the pilot. “Uh oh.” I hooked the flashlight to my belt, scooped up Lisa and sprang the hatch.
The manta streaked into view with a roar that shook snow off the module's dome. Arctic air took my breath as I scrambled down the base ladder with Lisa wrapped in a blanket.
“Daddy. Tikkie!”
I jumped to the ground and snow folded over my shoes, was flung aside as I ran for the black root system hugging the frosty ground. Ahead, opaque distances. I turned, saw the pilot dash toward the module. Blue light snapped from the manta's wings. The running figure screamed and I realized it was a woman. Her arms flailed as she fell. Her body spasmed and sprayed up snow. Snow that misted around her still form.
I sat down heavily in the shadow of tangled roots, clutching Lisa to my chest, and hid her face from the sight of the body lying in the snow. Wind slapped my jacket collar against my cheek.
“Daddy!” Lisa gasped. I was squeezing her too hard. I loosened my grip. Had they murdered the woman for stealing crystals, or perhaps for just attempting to leave this idyllic world? Then again, did she have information they didn't want to reach other worlds? Or Interstel?
The manta circled, lifted in a harpy shriek, climbed into the storm and was gone.
Silence burned holes in moaning wind. Lisa cried softly against my chest. I patted her head and kissed her cold cheek.
How could Interstel have allowed this to happen? Interstel serves Interstel, the silver being had said. I knew its agencies were understaffed and spread thin. I'd heard talk of graft and lost files of criminal activities on the outback colonies, but I'd always thought it was just the usual criticism of government. Wouldn't the Worlds Government on planet Alpha regulate its own branches, including Interstel? Now I wasn't so sure. If Interstel could be bought, then who could a poor silver tag count on for help but me and my six-year-old daughter? Who indeed!
How far were we from Laurel? I studied the aircar. Would be nice to use it, but then again, someone, perhaps the czar's people, would be coming to claim it. Vehicles had to be imported to the planet in parts and were very expensive items. The woman might have stolen this one. I thought on igloos, or a crude lean-to for the night, fashioned from branches and blankets and camouflaged from mantas.
A sucking sound. Something cold and sharp caressed my thigh! I stood quickly, holding Lisa away from it, and slipped the stingler from its holster as a root-branch snaked around my leg.
“Daddy, there's a – “
“I know!” I burned the tendril and shook off the convulsing limb. Another root-branch reared from under snow and sprang toward us. I seared its root and it toppled. Snow melted around it as I beat a slippery retreat into the clearing with Lisa held tight in my arms. My thigh stung as though feral teeth had raked it.
A forest from hell!
“It was, uh, just a log,” I told Lisa when we reached the module's legs and crawled underneath. “But let's not go in there again, OK?” she said.
“OK, Lis'.”
A predatory jungle? Why not, if the soil were deficient in nitrogen, and if nitrogen was something these alien plants required. Slow for predators, though. Could be the cold. Still, it's a terrible thing to confront a being who wants to eat you, whether it's your mind, your body, or your soul the creature desires.
I know.
Somewhere within that banshee wind, a growl began and grew into the distinctive thud of powerful air freighter engines. The czar's people come for their merchandise? I carried Lisa behind the module's skirt and we huddled there. The snow was slushy from the warm exhaust. But for such a god-abandoned locale, this place was sure well-traveled!
“Daddy, can we get Tikkie now?”
“Not yet, Lis'. Not yet.” I prayed he was still too groggy to try the ladder. I didn't want our visitors to know there was life on board, if they didn't already know it. Ice crystals whirled in diffuse light from the module's interior. I rubbed my frozen hands and stretched the fingers. They burned as blood pumped back into them.
The heavy thud of engines deepened and I unholstered my stingler and set it on hot. The ship was a class F-11 atmospheric freighter. It lifted a haze of snow as it settled near the module.
“Lis', stay very quiet,” I whispered when a crew of three men and a woman swung out through the freighter's hatch. Exterior lights caught gold insignias on their dark uniforms as they moved around their vehicle.
“Colder than a miner's ass on level six!” I heard one of them exclaim.
I held my breath as I strained to hear any mention of us. I heard none and wondered how long the mindlock on Bjorn would last.
The four shuffled around their freighter. One shouted instructions to its pilot as they guided the backing vehicle to the module's main lock. Pools of light flashed diamond sparks across the snow.
One man checked the dead pilot. I turned Lisa's head away as he hefted her body over his shoulder, stalked to the ground woods and threw her in. But I couldn't protect her from the sucking sounds that followed.
With a jolt the freighter locked onto the module's hatch. Doors rolled open. I heard the rumble of a conveyor belt as crates were automatically loaded from the module into the freighter. How conceited of me to think the module had set down here just because of us. I felt relieved, though I had no idea where “here” was. But the frying pan is, after all, preferable to the fire. Fire would've been nice, though. A few stars gleamed through shedding clouds as the storm prowled north. The howl of wind faded to echoes. But the storm's footprints left an icy night.
“Hey, dreamsuck,” one of the crew shouted to another when they were finished loading, “contact the czar's hauler and tell them to come on in now. And make sure The Laurel Wreath gets the story of this dead runner for tomorrow's paper. The boss wants those vine weavers in town to know what happens when they interfere with his business. Let's close up the freighter and point her to Wolf Ridge. Daniel, get the car!”
So the czar ran Laurel too, or at least its government? I rested my head against Lisa's hood and watched Daniel trot to the aircar. The trouble with being pacifists, as I imagined Laurel was, is that when you meet predators you have no defenses. Turn the other cheek and that gets slapped too. Who had said that?
I'd hoped the czar just held the crystal mines, and now this place called Wolf Ridge, possibly his base of operations. Wolf Ridge… Sort of rang of high stone walls girdling high stone buildings, and parapets spiked with rail-A cannons, and invincible robots at high bronze doors. Then the native Kubraens were our only chance for sanctuary. According to Lisa's cube back at her grandparents' house, their closest village was located twenty kilometers northwest of Laurel. The other villages were hundreds of kilometers away. How did the Kubraens feel about Terrans? We'd find out. If we were lucky enough to make it to their village.
Daniel drove the aircar back. They clamped it to the freighter's tow bar and started across the clearing with a rumble of engines.
I closed my eyes and let out a frosty breath. What had Lisa and I to do with dream czars and illegal crystal mines? More important right now, that tag had said to contact the hauler, waiting somewhere beyond the clearing, and tell it to come in. Which left some hope that the vehicle was automated. Though robots, too, could discern and send messages.
Circus! I thought when the freighter was gone. Was our misery just circus for that slimetroll alien who had summoned us to Halcyon?
Lisa pulled off a glove and put her warm hand on my cheek. “You're so cold, Daddy.”
I smiled and kissed her hand. “I'm all right, Lis'.” I crawled out from under the module.
She followed. “Where you going, Daddy?”
I heard the fear in her voice. ”No place, baby.” I slipped her glove back on. “I just have to get Tikkie.”
He was heavier than he looked as I carried him down the module's ladder and set him on his feet.
Guess I'd fed him pretty well back on Earth. He lifted his leg and peed against a stud.
“Daddy, a ghost!” Lisa pointed at the woods and ran to me. Demon eyes winked and shuffled through macabre ground branches. A deep growl ranged over the black woods.
The hauler.
“It's a truck,” I told her. “It's just a truck, Lis'.” I grabbed Tikkie by his collar and we retreated to the motor skirt again as headlights bounced over roots, snapping their backs.
About twenty meters long, the hauler had an automated cab, I saw with relief as the vehicle swung wide and backed to the module, its rear lights blazing. Cargo doors rolled open. Tikkie barked at it and Lisa held him back.
”Stay here, Lis, and keep Tikkie here too. I'll be right back, OK?” This unmanned hauler could be our way out!
She nodded solemnly. “Don't be afraid, Tikkie.” She stroked his neck and hugged him. “You're a big dog now.”
I moved carefully toward the truck. No signs of life, but there were cameras on its hood and sides.
I expected that. I approached from the rear, maneuvered below the cameras' fields of vision to the front of the vehicle, and tried the cab doors.
Locked!
I attempted to burn a hole through the door, then the lock, with my stingler. They didn't burn. Whatever material they were made of was impervious to light, hand-held beamers.
I returned to the back of the long cargo bay and watched a conveyor belt rumble out of the hauler and snap in place on the module's main hatch. Robot arms inside the module systematically hooked crates and set them on the moving conveyer belt, which carried them into the hauler.
I climbed to the truck's bay and scanned crates with my flashlight. There were no 'bots inside, I was relieved to see. I set the flashlight on its base. With the stingler on hot I burned through the straps of one of many unmarked crates, then coughed as acrid smoke filled the compartment. The cover creaked as I opened it and dug under soft packing material. I came up with something heavy and round wrapped in thick enzylastic. I unwrapped it and peeled off the covering.
Crystal!
Yes. More a diamond, but warm to the touch. The size of a tennis ball. I was surprised at the weight of it as I lifted the orb and turned it. The facets caught every hint of light and reflected them against walls with pristine clarity in the smoky air. Light and warmth emanated from its glowing center. My fingers tingled. I held the warm globe blissfully to my cheek. I'd go get Lisa and –
A sudden image!
It held me, wiped away concern for my daughter, the burn of my cold fingers, as I felt torrential rains beat down on early seas. Black rock sizzled under the assault of lightning. Volcanoes cracked and spilled lava in births of land. Swirling ash and vaporous clouds. Asteroids crashed to the surface, bringing water that pooled and merged as a volley of asteroids tore into the early planet like bullets.
The image surrounded me, drew me in with a sense of primal energy and expanded my own being till I no longer knew where my consciousness ended and the planet's awareness began. I nestled against the planet's skin, suckled power from magma bubbling through sea fissures. I grew, envisioned life and drove myself deep, my tendrils spreading, as currents pulsed beneath me.
Vision…to desire…to fulfillment. I plunged my being into hot seas of organic soup and scattered coils of DNA.
Life, I made the slumbering planet say. Life! I allowed the rains to end, the sky to clear. Clear to emerald. Primal life… Microbes. Drifting in seas where broken sunlight danced on rocky floors. The delicate living cells, imbued with my gift of DNA, multiplied and combined under my guidance. I extended my being into the planet's mantle, folded the earth above me, and felt a tidal surge of love as my spawn awakened to consciousness. And finally, questing awareness.
”Jesus and Vishnu,” I muttered, lowered the crystal and stared at it. Had this globe, acting as catalyst, glommed me onto Great Mind, the Loranths' name for that unknowable entity beyond space and time which we call God? Or just made this image seem more real than the conveyor belt and the cold?
Lisa!
I leaped down from the hauler's bed, felt the same guilt and remorse, which had haunted my dreams of Ginny not so very long ago. I stuffed the heavy crystal into my pocket, heard gears reverse as the extended belt prepared now for loading the module with crates of crystals. Cameras swiveled to track the procedure. I took a circuitous route to the back of the module.
“Can we go in the truck now?” Lisa asked. “I'm cold, Daddy!”
“Sure we can.” I rubbed her arms through her jacket and glanced at the bloody trail left by the pilot's body. But not into Laurel.
“Tikkie? C'mon!”



Chapter Six
Though I felt his hunger as a craving in my own mind, I dragged Tikkie away from an open crate inside the hauler as it ground its slow way through snow. This cargo was not for eating. It was for growing plants from seeds and animals from fertilized eggs. I wanted no trace of our presence left behind.
Lisa was asleep.
“Stay away from there!” I whispered, as though Tikkie could understand. But he recognized the command in my voice. He hung his tail and licked my hand. ”All right. Good dog.” He licked harder and delicately chewed a finger. I let him chew for a while, then absently pulled dangling ice balls off his fur as I read labels on the boxes. One Hundred Frozen Fertilized Red Plymouth Rock Chicken Eggs. One Hundred Frozen Fertilized Black Angus Cattle - Guaranteed Breeders.
I felt sick as I pictured the czar's people growing real animals and slaughtering them for meat, instead of eating mock meat grown from cloned parts of animals. Another crate held the fertilized eggs from a champion Arabian stallion and mare.
I dug for packages of food, digestalls, those tiny pink pills that make it possible to break down and digest alien forms of cellulose. I sat back when I came up empty. Empty spread to a feeling inside me too. I would have given a lot for those pills just then. I shook my head and dug deeper. Boots, sweaters, socks, thick mortex winter gloves!
Cold air blew through vents in the cargo bay walls. I shivered as I checked through them for searchers.
The road was clear, but strange colored lights sailed between lumpy yellow trees. I wished I had the time and the peace of mind to examine them closer. There was a wealth of flora and faunae to study on Halcyon.
I eased off Lisa's boots and replaced her thin socks with a thick woolen pair. They reached above her knees.
“Cushy!” I chuckled, after dressing myself in a heavy black turtleneck sweater, thick socks, gloves, boots, a blue winter jacket, and a wide- brimmed Western hat that would keep off the snow. The turtleneck felt warm over my chin as I stared out the forward window. Real cushy. This merchandise was expensive to import. Was it more lucrative for the czar to keep workers in the mines and import staples instead of producing them here on Halcyon??
Could well be.
The crystal. If Lisa and I were ever in danger of being caught, I'd have to get rid of the crystal I'd taken real fast.
With the bizarre woods behind us, the automated hauler traveled an icy road between towering snow-sheathed trees with ruby-laced trunks as we climbed to mountainous terrain.
The hauler suddenly lurched to a stop. I went to the forward window, my stingler drawn, peered out, and smiled. A low, fat animal, seeming headless and tailless, so covered with snow he looked like a moving carpet, waddled across the road. After he passed, the hauler jerked forward.
A pool of lights appeared in the distance as we topped a ridge. Laurel, sprawled in a valley between the flanks of dark mountains. The hauler turned southeast, probably toward the czar's territory. Lisa was still asleep, with her thumb in her mouth, as the hauler droned to a lower gear and descended a steep hill.
I closed my eyes and let my head drop forward to stretch my tight shoulder muscles. Would be nice to sleep. Nice to avoid the drumbeat of time dragging us closer to whatever lay ahead, with Lisa's fragile life in my unsteady hands. I'd been through some harrowing escapades on Syl' Tyrria, but my responsibility had always been only to myself. It was scary as hell to know Lisa could be killed if I made the wrong decision. Considering the vicissitudes of life as outcasts on this alien world, things could turn tragic no matter my decisions.
I sighed, checked the gratings again, then sat beside her. Small and light as she was, she was a heavy burden. My love for her, the imperative to keep her safe, existed before life itself, I think, as one of the universal laws of life. Keep the offspring safe! It kept me more a slave to the silver crote than ever Kor had with his tel-probes and neurochemicals.
I rested my head in my hands. Damn you, I sent to the silver being. Damn you for forcing us to come here! Damn you for leaving us out here on a hostile world. Damn you!
Tikkie felt my anger and slinked away. I think animals are natural telepaths. Either that or canny readers of body language.
I got up and checked the gratings again. Laurel was behind us as we continued southeast. I took out the weighty crystal with both hands. Sparks of light caged me in a soft white aura.
Tikkie came back on unsteady legs as the hauler bounced through ruts. He stretched his neck to sniff the globe, his muzzle silvered by light, sneezed, and went to lie beside Lisa.
Something moved within the crystal's heart. I waited for it to take form. It didn't. But when I closed my eyes the blackness behind my lids was shot with stars. The image became three- dimensional. A cocoon of space wrapped around me like a blanket while I drifted weightless toward a nebulous mass with stars burning through it.
On a hunch I sent: What do you want from us?
That which you cannot yet give. Continuance. A sense of despair. His. Like a requiem for time itself.
I tried to disentangle myself from it. Where the hell were you half an hour ago?
I watched.
I hope you found it entertaining. Did you keep Bjorn's mind locked with my tel suggestions?
To 'lock the mind' is a tel endowment you must develop yourself. My mindlock is too powerful for trifles.
Then he's called down? Are they after us? Are you purposely trying to get us
killed? I lifted the crystal above my head but hesitated to smash it against a wall. “Damn you!”
You Terrans are all ravagers.
No. I lowered it to my lap. No, not all of us.
Lisa moaned in her sleep, tel-linked, I think, to our confrontation. What do you mean 'continuance'? I sent.
For now, observe.
Observe what, our deaths? Look, should we go to the Kubraen village? How do we get there? We're moving away from it but I can't take Lisa into the middle of this wilderness on foot! It's just too cold.
A swirl of anguish.
Lisa cried out.
I felt a deep rift, as though the source of life itself was exposed and sucked dry. Whose pain is that? Yours? Ours. How about just a hint on what this is all about? You want
me to kill the czar, isn't that it? OK. Tell me how
to do it if his keep is impenetrable. And give me your guarantee for our safety. You're never around when –
Develop your tel skills! Observe. Take initiative and survive.
About that last one.
My laws are rigid, tied to the laws of the universal! If I must locate another being for this mission, I will.
Another telepath? Great! But first get us back to Earth. I didn't ask –
But you do! You tax me with your questions. He was fading away.
What's inside this crystal?
The body of Halcyon.
The planet itself?
Gone.
I rubbed my throat through the turtleneck as that vast loneliness I'd come to associate with our links descended on me again.
Lisa settled into quiet sleep. I leaned back and sighed. Tikkie watched me with his head between paws. I pictured the canal locks, lowered them and locked onto his awareness…
…The rumbling of a hard floor against my chest and belly, my penis sheath. The smell of wood and wool. Pressure against my claws as I dig in to steady myself. The odor of close humans, not unpleasant. My belly empty. When will the human feed me?
I closed my eyes, but I had to smile, though it was a bit twisted, at the sense of security he felt to be with our pack. My “canine” hearing was acute and I discerned the far-off wail of an airship. Why hadn't I thought of locking onto Tikkie's heightened senses before? The sound of the ship faded toward Laurel. I broke the link when Tikkie whined and shook his head.
We were passing ranches. With the breaking of clouds I could distinguish the dark shapes of horses against the snow fields. Ahead, a few separate lights from outlying structures flecked the night. It all seemed so natural. Not much different than the small Colorado rural area where Ginny and I lived for a while as foster kids.
Sure. Except that here there be tigers, of a human sort.
Time to disembark. The next ranch house was about 200 meters in from the road. Five horses were gathered around bales of hay in a corral near a barn. The overhanging luminescent sign read
Four-Hour Trail Rides.
Four- Hour Hay Rides.
Do It The Natural Way.
 
There must be saddles in the barn, or a tack room. Better still, an aircar in the garage, though aircars are more easily tracked by satellite than horses with riders.
I studied the house as the hauler rolled slowly through the woods. It was late and the lights were out.
Did they hang people in these-here parts for stealing aircars? I threw the bay door switch and it rattled open. Cold air swirled in. How about for stealing crystals? Oh yeah.
I gently shook Lisa. “C'mon, baby,” I whispered, “we have to go now.”
“Don't want to!” She kicked.
“We've got to, Lis'.” I hit the switch to raise the bay door. The hauler ground to a stop as the door rattled open. I threw our gear into the snow and picked her up. “Hang on,” I said as I jumped. We hit soft snow and I fell. Lisa cried and kicked the ground. “I want Mommy!”
“Yeah, me too,” I mumbled under my breath. Tikkie bunched his legs and leaped into deep snow.
I picked up Lisa and brushed off her clothes. “Maybe we can go for a ride in an aircar.”
She pouted and wiped her eyes. “With a vis?”
“A vis? I don't know. We'll see.” I carried her toward the garage with Tikkie trotting behind.
“I don't want to run away anymore, Daddy,” she said sleepily. Let's go home.”
“That would be nice, Lis'. But right now we've got to be quiet.” I tried sending her soothing thoughts.
“I had a bad dream,” she whined.
“What happened in your dream?”
She just closed her eyes, leaned her head against me and chewed the glove over her thumb.
I pressed her close as I walked and held down the sense of despair that squeezed my throat, afraid she might read it.
The horses whinnied as we approached, but the house was far back from the corral. I stayed in shadows as we moved toward the garage. Tikkie chased a big bay Thoroughbred around the corral. Dumbshit dog! The animal kicked out at him, but missed. Tikkie yelped anyway and darted out of the corral with his tail between his legs.
“Stay here, baby” I put her down. “Daddy'll be right back.”
“I want to come!”
“OK.” I sighed and picked her up again. “Daddy's going to try to get us an aircar. It'll be real cushy.”
She nodded and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Daddy?”
”Yeah, Lis'. What now?”
“I love you better than Uncle Charlie.”
Against all the odds, I felt a warm glow. “I love you too, baby.” I kissed her nose. “Better than anybody.”
We moved through shadows to the garage with Tikkie behind us. I avoided the doors. They might be rigged with an alarm system. Instead, I went to a window, carefully inspected it for laser beams, pressure plates, heat and motion sensors, and anything else that resembled an alarm trigger. Nothing. I opened it and lifted Lisa inside, then climbed in after her.
It was dark, but I saw the silhouette of a small vehicle, a ground-skimming GT hovar. Good enough. “C'mon, Lis'.” I opened the door and we climbed in. But when I tried to start it I realized it was retinal coded. Dammit! “It won't start, baby. We'll have to take a horse instead.”
The barn smelled warm and musky.
A large brown dog trotted up on stiff legs, head low. Tikkie saw him and disappeared somewhere inside an empty stall.
“Nice dog,” I said, my hand on the stingler. He jumped up and humped my leg.
I shoved him off and he growled. “You horny bastard!” I whispered. Then I saw the alarm tag on his collar. It was blinking red. He'd marked my pants with a glow patch on his chest and activated a signal.
“Son of a bitch!”
I should have known. In a small communal colony, there wasn't much thievery, and alarm systems were expensive, like everything else, to import.
It was useless to brush the pants where it glowed. Somewhere in Laurel a signal was alerting the police, who were probably alerting the czar! No matter the planet, there's always a spiker around when you don't need one. But even with air mantas, it would take them at least fifteen minutes to reach the ranch.
I cursed as I opened my pocket knife, dug into the glowing pants material and sliced around it. My underwear showed through, but didn't glow. I kicked the piece of material into a mound of horse manure.
“I guess it's a horsey back ride, Lis'.” I hefted a saddle, blanket and bridle over my shoulder and started for the door.
“Daddy, your pants are ripped. Are they your good pants?”
“Naw.”
“Can we go in the house? I'm cold.”
“We can't stay here anymore, Lis', and I need you to help me look for a better place. Be a brave girl for a little while longer. OK?” I scooped some grain from a bin into a metal bowl as we headed toward the corral.
The house was still dark.
A big horse, a chestnut, shied as I approached, his breath smoking in cold air. He was a young quarter horse and looked strong enough to plow through snow all night.
I offered him the grain, patted his neck and talked to him as I slipped on the bridle and tied him to a post where the barn blocked the view from the house. I saddled him quickly, threw on our supplies and tied it all down.
Tikkie sniffed a chicken coop and started the chickens squawking. Though it went against my principles, it would've been nice to take a few with us. Lisa needed a good meal of protein.
I drew my stingler and aimed at a fat hen. She looked at me and clucked. I holstered the weapon. I just couldn't do it.
“You want to name the horse?” I asked Lisa as I swung her into the saddle and untied the reins. I climbed up behind her, headed the big chestnut for the corral gate and checked my locator.
“Piggyback!” she said.
Why not?
I wrapped Lisa's blanket over my shoulders and around her till only her face showed from a fold.
“Come on, Tikkie!” she yelled. He was still sniffing around the chicken coop.
“Quiet, Lis'! He'll follow us.”
The house remained dark as I opened the corral gate from the saddle and headed the horse through it. I closed it, and turned him toward the road. He was a lot more tractable than Gretch, my native Syl' Tyrria mount. Probably not as smart, though.
“Daddy, what about Tikkie?” He was still back at the chicken coop.
“Don't worry, he'll – “
“What about my horse, mister?”
Oh, shit. “Don't shoot! There's a kid here!”
The woman stood by the road, aiming a rifle at my chest – Lisa's head!
I swung the horse so I was between Lisa and her, and raised my hands, reins and all. My back itched as I looked over my shoulder. “Just…don't shoot. OK?”
She stood with spread feet, the rifle braced. “On!” she shouted. I squinted as hovering glowballs flickered on and lit her short brown hair, her shadowed face and shoulders below the wide-brimmed hat. “You're the offworlder, ain't you?” she said. “I just heard about you on vis.” Her voice had a rasp like fine sandpaper.
“What offworlder?” I asked innocently.
“Don't lie, mister, you're not good at it. The one with the ten-thousand-cred reward on his head.”
“That much?”
A glowball drifted and cast light on her large hazel eyes. Was that the gleam of money I read in them?
“Did they, uh, say alive or dead?” I asked. Wind blew a flap of the blanket back from my right side, exposing the stingler. It was set for stun. I covered the weapon.
“Yeah, they said.”
“Oh? I guess you could make a lot of improvements on the ranch with ten thousand creds.” I scanned the sky toward Laurel. It was still empty.
Lisa opened the blanket around her head. “Hello,” she said.
The rifle wavered, then steadied again.
“Hello, Lisa,” she said softly.
“Daddy, she knows my name!”
“Yeah, she does. Look, I'll pay you for the horse. I've only got minutes. Your dog tagged me.”
“Don't you be scared, Lisa,” she said. “I wouldn't hurt you, sweetie.” She shifted position. “The police are looking all over hell's twisted spokes for you, mister.”
“And now you've found us for them.”
She glanced toward Laurel.
I lowered my shields and probed. She was scared but I detected concern for us. Maybe Lisa picked it up too.
“Can I come in your house?” she asked with a whine in her voice. “I'll be quiet. I promise.”
“Look,” I told the woman, “I'll double the reward for your silence. Lower the rifle and let us go! I sent.
She held it steady. “Are you I-DEA, mister, or Wolf Ridge come down to ferret out rebels?”
Where did her loyalties lie? I had no time for a deep mindprobe. I bit my lip. “We're, uh,” I scanned the sky and took a breath, and a chance that she wasn't with the czar, who probably paid high wages for loyalty. “We're running from the czar.”
Her eyes narrowed but she said nothing. I felt Lisa tremble against me.
“Daddy, is she a bad lady? Is she going to shoot us?”
“No, Lisa.” I kissed the hood of her jacket. “It's OK.” I turned to the woman. “You're scaring the hell out of her with that rifle!” Would she use it if I turned the horse and ran?
Don't use the rifle! I sent, but I couldn't take the chance with Lisa. “Look, I've got a packed credcard with me.” I reached for the stingler, under the blanket. “It's yours if you just – “
The woman stiffened as my fingers touched the weapon. “Keep your hand away from there! I don't own no credaccount an' your neighbors in the graveyard don't care much about finances.” She glanced at Lisa. Her features were soft. She looked young and vulnerable. “If you're I-DEA, Mister, you ought to know what happened to the last two agents who tried to expose the crystal traffic.”
“I'm not!” Why did everybody in the known fucking universe think I was I-DEA?
She motioned toward Laurel with the rifle. “An' if you're Wolf Ridge you ought to know I mind my horses an' my own business. Last thing I need is to take a bribe from I-DEA or a czar tag.”
In the sky, four sets of lights rose from the direction of Laurel. I pointed to them, my heart racing. “They think I'm I-DEA.”
She shook her hair back as she glanced at the lights. “Then who are you?”
“A tag caught up in something I don't understand either. I was summoned to Halcyon by some silver crote.” I shrugged helplessly. Helpless usually works with self-reliant women. In my case, it was true. “You ever hear of him?”
She shook her head.
“I'm all out of time, lady.” In the distance, a whine of air engines. “Will you help us?” I touched Lisa's shoulder.
The rifle wavered. “I could be culled for letting you go.”
Let us go! I felt Lisa send. Her body was tensed against me. Let us go. Let us go! The wail of air mantas shattered Lisa's link. The chestnut flattened his ears, tossed his head and pranced sideways at the high whine. I was ready to make a run for it, rifle or no.
“You must be crazy bringing a kid on this work!” She reached into her pocket. “They'll track you quicker than blackroot sucks a marshbug dry.” But she lowered the rifle. “Here, for Lisa!”
I caught the scrambler she tossed to me. “What about the satellite? Does the czar control that too?”
“Used to. Till some rebel group called RECOIL blinded it with the czar's own beam.” I thought she smiled, there in shadowed light, and I wondered if she were lying, or just smug. “That horse is a head thrower. Watch him.”
I swung the chestnut onto the road. “I owe you!”
“If you're Wolf Ridge,” she called, “tell them I'll take a few scuks to hell's twisted spokes if they come looking for me.”
“They won't hear it from me!” I pressed the horse's sides and he leaped forward. “Someday I'll repay you,” I threw back. I didn't click on the scrambler yet, afraid they'd know their signals were scrambled starting at the woman's ranch.
“Someday you'll be blackroot feed if you don't show tail,” she called. “We don't have no real police force now, mister. That's the czar's people.”
The big chestnut had a rough gait, but I felt the power of muscle and sinew and bone beneath me. His sturdy shoulders butted wind as he leaped ahead. Snow flew under pounding hoofs. Hot breath whipped back from his nostrils.
Behind us the howl of mantas.
I turned on the scrambler. Now let them chase trees with their tracking systems. Still, though, they had lights and infras.
I prodded the horse's sides and he stretched out into a flat run. Cold air burned my throat, snowflakes stung my cheeks as we raced for a dark forest of standing trees. Lisa clung to the saddle horn from under her blanket and I held her high against me to soften the jolting gait for her. Tikkie did his best to keep up as we plunged onto a game trail in deep woods, but he was dropping behind.
I wondered if there were blackroot here. I hadn't seen any in this high country. Overhead, a snowy roof of prickly leaves blocked stars in a thick canopy. And blocked the mantas' visuals, I hoped, and held onto the blinking scrambler, the reins, Lisa, and wished I had at least one more hand.
The chestnut wanted to slow in the woods, but the deep whine of engines drew nearer, shook snow from branches, and I prodded him on. His breath labored as he maintained the hard gallop. Our lives depended on his strength and his sureness of foot. Did my pursuers realize I was heading northwest to the Kubraen village, guided by my wrist locater?
The game trail turned northeast. Crusted snow cracked beneath my mount's sharp hoofs as I turned him northwest onto untrodden snow.
Daddy, Lisa sent.
What? I tried to keep irritation out of my thoughts. I needed my mind clear with the mantas breathing down our necks.
Sorry I was bad. Didn't mean to.
What do you mean, bad?
Be good from now on. Won't cry. Promise! Her sadness and guilt formed a heavy ache within my thoughts, and I realized her tel-link had become more powerful. I hugged her close and wondered, fleetingly, just how strong and manipulative her tel powers would eventually become? You're already good, Squiggles. You're the best! I couldn't have made it without –
A bipedal animal rose up from his night roost under snow and hooted, a gray ponderous shadow there among trees. The chestnut's gait never wavered. I patted his neck around Lisa and told him what a good horse he was.
Behind us the roar of mantas.
Had they loosed electronic air sniffers to hunt us down? The thought hit me like a pail of ice water. I pictured the swift, compact machines skimming snow on air cushions, triangulating to zero in on us. If so, there was no escape, and this run was a futile endeavor through darkness.
I opened my mind, tried to probe a pilot's thoughts…
Dogged determination. Excitement. Rhythm of motion. Smell of dog. Burning in legs. Lungs. Yearning. Image of hay.
Hay?
“Nice horse,” I muttered and reached around Lisa to pat his neck again. There came a tingling against my body, more a vibration in the bones of my left arm and thigh, from a westerly source. It dragged at my senses like a mental compass needle. I rubbed my left cheek and purposely turned my head away. It tickled my ear and I was drawn back to it. “Lis? You feel that?”
She shook her arm out from under the blanket and pointed northwest. “That way, Daddy!”
“OK, Lis'.” I continued northwest. But to what? Was the silver tag providing directions? Nice to think so, but I wouldn't bet our lives on it. The horse slowed and I pressed his sides. He stumbled and I pulled up his head. He'd rest later. We all would.
One way or the other.



Chapter Seven
Willa Carson lay face down in the snow, her heart pounding against the ground as the wail of police mantas deepened to a roar and thudded overhead. Her frightened horses neighed and threw their heads from the corral, their breath pluming in cold night air. Her dog whined and licked her face. “Go away, Buck,” she hissed. He wagged his tail and clawed at her arm.
Fear iced her heart, made her lungs labor as a manta broke away from the pack to circle back. Its beam swept the ground and nailed her in its light.
“Lord of Great Unity,” she breathed, shivering as cold penetrated her body, “don't let it land!” Could she feign unconsciousness if it landed? She tried to slow her breathing but could not. Her story had to be that the offworlder stunned her with his weapon and took the horse.
No!
She could not know he took the horse. She would have to act surprised when she looked at the corral. Through slitted eyes she watched the manta bank and lift to join the chase over thick woods where the offworlder and his daughter had disappeared on Galahad. She breathed a sigh of relief.
“There ain't nothing more I can do for you now,” she whispered toward the woods as she got up, a gloved hand pressed to her frozen cheek, and retreated into the dim barn. Buck howled when she climbed the ladder to the loft.
“ 'Sometimes you're just down to makin' it alone, girl, or not makin' it at all'.” She parroted her dead father's words to ease the grip of fear as she brushed aside hay, pulled up a loose floorboard and lifted out the sublink. She fitted the headset over her ears and typed in the randomly selected code-of-the-day to scramble their conversation. But it was the act of punching in Libre, her Liberation Front name, that finally pushed aside a sense of foreboding and reinforced her dedication to RECOIL, Reformed Constitution for Interspecies Law.
Through the loft window she watched manta lights circle above distant woods. “You haven't found him yet, have you, you dumb scuks!”
Alone in the darkness she smiled, remembering how the man's blue eyes, catching light from a glowball, had peered steadily at her from beneath the broad-brimmed hat, fearless, it seemed, while she held him at bay with the rifle. Remembering how his scraggly light hair swung across his sharp-featured face as he'd put his own body between his daughter and her weapon, and how easily he'd sat Galahad, handling her high-strung stallion with a quiet voice and gentle reins. He'd picked the right mount, too, for a fast ride into the woods.
Would he have shot her if his hand closed on the weapon under his blanket? “Must've been just set for stun.” She rubbed her eyes and squinted out the small window. The mantas were still in the air, and that was a good sign.
Wind blew a flurry of snowflakes through the window. She lifted her jacket collar and brushed hay off her thighs. And how her heart had quickened, she reflected, with the reckless thought of saddling Ginger and galloping after him with nothing but an offer to guide him to the Kubraen village.
She smiled at the irony of it. The offworlder would have regarded a safe warm haven for the night as being next door to heaven. She saw his ragged path to the woods. It was a dark rift in the snowfield that glittered in light chipped from frozen moons. She drummed fingers on the sublink, waiting for her contact to respond. “Where in hell's hot spokes are you, Rache?”
The czar's police could still return to question her, especially if they didn't catch the man…Jules. For a year now she'd carefully cultivated the persona of a reclusive non-political loner who preferred the company of horses to humans. But lately, in the frown of a patroller passing her in town, in the way police cars slowed to pace her as she walked a street, she feared the czar's people had grown suspicious.
“I'm probably turning paranoid,” she muttered to herself, “along with all my other virtues.”
She watched the mantas' lights probe treetops and smiled. They were still searching for their quarry. Silently she prayed for the offworlder as she waited for her contact, and saw Puny, her two-year-old bay gelding, trot along the corral fence on bony legs, head low, seeking a breach so he could follow Galahad, his sire.
Static crackled on the sublink. Her contact's distorted voice came through and identified his code name, First Man. They had never met, wouldn't, in case of capture, until open revolution against the czar finally erupted.
“Commander Rache!” She hunched close to the unit. “The offworlder an' his daughter just came through here.”
There was a pause. “Where are they now?”
“Heading for the northern Kubraen village.”
“On foot?”
“No, he took one of my horses, but he's got half the police mantas on his tracks.” She glanced out the window. The mantas were disappearing into the northwestern sky. “If he makes it to the village, an' I'm not saying he will, RECOIL can keep an eye on him through our Kubraen contact.”
“You let him go? Libre, did you consider that he might be a czar plant?” Even through the link's distortion, Willa heard anger in the commander's tone.
“I don't see how. Those mantas didn't show up here till Buck marked his pants. How could he figure on Buck as part of his cover that he wasn't a czar plant? An' if he's I-DEA, I figure he must have a plan, so he wouldn't be half as lost as he looked. Anyway, I-DEA wouldn't let him bring his daughter along on some mission, even if he wanted to.”
“That's a lot of figuring, Libre. Just suppose the patrollers figure you helped him escape?”
“But if I turned him in an' he's really I-DEA, he'd be executed. An' the czar wouldn't just stop short of just killing him. He'd kill the child too! You know, Rache, someday we're going to have to live with the things we did to win back Laurel.”
“For now we'll live with what we have to do. We intercepted a message from Bjorn's ship to the czar. The man may or may not be I-DEA, but he and his daughter are telepaths. One of them is fairly powerful. That much is certain. If he's I-DEA, Libre, and he's captured, then sooner or later the czar will have two telepaths to use against us.”
She heard Rache sigh and wondered if he were rubbing a knuckle across his lips, the way her father used to do.
She shifted position. “The I-DEA mind sensitives have got brain implants, Rache. They can shut down their telepathic cell clusters if things turn bad. There ain't nothing stopping him from activating those implants with a brainstim till – “
“Libre, all they'd have to do is threaten him with his daughter's life!”
Willa drew back from the sublink. “We know what he looks like. I-I recorded that viscast about him kidnapping his daughter.”
“I'll notify our Kubraen contact that he's on his way. You should have detained him. RECOIL could have used two telepaths.”
An ache of tears began behind Willa's eyes. The guilt and shame she felt was an ingrained response, she knew, from times her father had admonished her for bungling ranch chores. A clawing finger of anger made her cheeks flush. How easily she'd fallen into the old defensive mode! “I couldn't bring him to a safe house, Commander. Just in case he really was a czar plant.”
“Bringing him there didn't necessarily mean he would have left. We're not megadreaming here, Libre. We're deciding Laurel's future with every move we make.”
“I had to make a call, Commander. I made the best one I knew how at the time.”
“Yes. You did.” His tone softened. “I'm aware of your dedication to the cause. Do you have a plan in place should the police question you on his getting away with one of your horses?”
“I think he's got a stingler. I'll say he stunned Buck with it. An' when I came out of the house to see why Buck was howling, he was hiding in the barn an' he stunned me with it too.”
“And when you 'wake up'?”
“I'll call the police.” She looked at her watch. “That'll be in about fifteen minutes.”
“Things could get very tight if the police question you. A brain scan would show that you weren't hit with a stingler. Remember our signal if they take you in. Drop your – “
“Drop my glove on the ground in front of the barn. I know.”
“If it should come to that, you understand that you must not divulge any intelligence.”
“To my last breath',” she recited. Her chest felt cold as she glanced out the window. The manta lights were gone beyond trees. “Anyway, I figure on keeping both gloves,” she said with forced assurance. “Rache? This man, Jules, he mentioned a silver alien on Halcyon. First off I thought it was an I- DEA code to see if I knew it, but – “
“Is that the term he used, a silver alien?”
“A big silver alien. He acted surprised when…” She heard Rache speak to someone, heard the other's muffled answer.
“Yes, Libre?”
“He looked surprised that I didn't know what alien he meant. I think…” She bit her lip and held back the personal thought through habit.
“You think what?” Rache urged. “Libre, I need the input of your mountain-goat brain.”
“I figure he's what he says he is, a tag caught up in something he don't understand either. I think he came here looking for this alien an' I think we ought to help him find it before the czar catches up to him.”
“What part of your anatomy formed that decision?”
“Maybe the real risk,” she said stiffly, “is that he's a civilian caught up in the dream traffic an' the revolution, an' he don't know squat about staying out of the czar's path. Suppose he finds this alien he came all the way to Halcyon for, an' it's some native being here that could be useful to our movement? Or to the czar! Would be helpful all around if we could recruit him into RECOIL.”
“You had a chance to bring him in. Unless he can prove he's I-DEA, we'll recruit him or terminate him. We can't allow the enemy to capture two telepaths, especially…What? Libre! Wolf Ridge just contacted the mantas with orders to bring you in. Get the hell out of there. Now!”
Willa sucked in a breath. “How could – ?“ She stared through the window and saw a returning set of lights skimming treetops. “Oh God, Rache. They're coming back.”
“Get out. Now!” The sublink went dead.
With a sob of terror Willa ripped off the headset. She flicked a red switch on the sublink and heard the unit implode as she scrambled down the ladder. The returning manta droned closer. “Oh God.”
She tripped over Buck as she pulled Ginger's bridle off a hook, jumped up and dashed outside. The black police ship roared over the barn, blotting stars. A shaft of light from its belly probed the ground.
Sleep…
Willa's limbs suddenly grew heavy. Sleep became an imperative within her own thoughts. Subliminals from the manta! Warm safe
sleep, Willa, a part of her own mind told her. Just lie down and sleep. The thought almost brought her to her knees. She groaned as she stumbled across the snow to the corral.
Your work is done. Lie down now. Rest.
She swayed.
Get that gate open and an' get the hell outa there! her father's husky voice seemed to say inside her head. I don't want no excuses, girl. Just do it!
“Just do it,” she muttered and imagined his iron will flooding through her mind as she lurched to the corral.
“Daddy,” she sobbed and unhooked the looped wire that held the wooden gate closed. “Help me!”
It seemed it was not her strength that pulled open the gate and allowed her to run into the corral. She crouched between Puny and Brandy, her Thoroughbred bay, as the manta's light swept the horses' backs. The beam missed her.
Sleep!
Your muscles burn, Willa. They can no longer hold you. Healing sleep.
Strength drained like blood from a wound. She stumbled as she made her way to Ginger, the bridle pressed hard against her chest, as though to protect her from the sear of hot light as the manta fired randomly. “Come on, girl!” she cried above engines, but Ginger trotted away, spooked by the hot beams.
The manta hovered over the barn, its shriek painful to her ears, the vehicle's light pinpointing the spot where she had lain. The light swept toward the corral again as sensors probed for living forms. Snow swirled in the draft at her back, lifted her hair and attacked her neck with frozen darts of shattered ice. The frightened horses whinnied and trotted to the corral's far side.
Come out into the light, her mind murmured, though she knew it was not her thought. Come home, Willa.
Her knees almost buckled when she reached the mare. Ginger reared, her eyes showing white, swung her head to look at the manta, then trotted away, lashing out with rear hoofs.
“Hell's spokes!” Willa followed, avoiding the beam. “Come on, Ginger! Look what I got for you, girl.” She extended a hand as though it held a carrot, Ginger's usual treat.
The mare stopped, snorted and pawed the ground.
Willa, there are no cares, no pain in sleep.
Willa clenched her teeth and fought off a desire to curl up in the snow. She went to the mare, though it was like pushing against water, talked to her in a soothing tone, blocked out her own thoughts, blocked out everything but the need to escape.
Her hand felt leaden as she raised it to stroke the animal's shoulder and put on the bridle. Her knees went weak when she grabbed a handful of mane. With an effort goaded by desperation she lifted herself to Ginger's back.
The hovering manta's light widened its search pattern.
Willa herded Brandy and Puny out of the corral and saw them scatter across the barnyard. Ginger tried to follow but Willa reined her in and studied the far fence of the corral. Ginger trusted her, Willa knew, as she urged the mare into a lope and headed her in a circle around the corral to pick up speed. As she'd hoped, the manta's light probed the two horses, searching for her.
“We can do it, girl,” she whispered as the manta thumped down in the barnyard and churned up snow. “We can do it!” She crouched low over the horse's winter-furred shoulder, a shock of mane and the reins grasped in her hands, her teeth gritted against the command to sleep.
For all eternity! she told her fogged brain and guided Ginger toward the snow-covered fence. She held her breath, relaxed her muscles to give Ginger confidence as the mare approached the railing, her hoofs spraying snow. Behind them, the manta's sweeping lights checked Brandy and Puny.
“Where the hell is she?” a manta loudspeaker blared.
“There's another horse in the corral,” came the answer.
“Not anymore!” Willa whispered as Ginger sprang and sailed over the fence. A rear hoof smacked the rail and the mare stumbled but regained her balance. Tendrils of the subliminals faded as Willa hunched low over Ginger's back and headed her toward the woods.
She wanted to scream with relief and joy as her mount outran the subliminal's field, the lights. Her head cleared. Her thoughts became her own again. She patted Ginger's shoulder. Damn ironic, she thought, that she should be fleeing from her own home so soon after the offworlder…after Jules had fled from the czar too.
Behind her, voices called out as the manta's crew jumped to the ground. “Set the sniffers after her!” she heard a policeman command. “In case the subs were too late to work on her.”
“Sorry, sir,” came a shaky answer, “we used all the sniffers to track the offworlder.”
“And so far, we haven't caught either one of them! The czar's going to be brens pissed!”
They hadn't caught the offworlder and his daughter either! She laughed into the wind. “Dumb scuks!” A note of hysteria thinned her voice. “I did it, Daddy,” she whispered. “I did it!”
With a sense of strength she had rarely known, Willa headed for a safe house, the factory farm on the edge of Laurel. “I still have both gloves, Rache!” she threw into the wind and failed to hear the hoof beats behind her as a czar patrolman jumped on Brandy, the fast Thoroughbred, and galloped after her, through the woods.
Until it was too late.
She turned Ginger into a frozen stream in a desperate attempt to escape. The mare's hoofs cracked ice, but she slipped and crashed to her hindquarters with a shrill whinny.
Willa was thrown into frigid water. She gasped and got quickly to her feet. A light blinded her as she brushed ice off her pants and waited for Ginger to regain her feet. “My horse is hurt, Mister,” she told the patrolman who sat on Brandy as she led ginger to the shore. “I'll have to lead her back to my ranch.” She patted the mare's neck to soothe her.
“Let go of the reins,” the patrolman ordered as a deepening whine told Willa a manta was approaching. “The horse can find her own way back. You just helped an I-DEA agent to escape!” He slid off Brandy. “You won't be going horseback riding anymore, lady.”
“He stole my horse, mister. I was inside the house when it happened.”
Ginger shied as the manta growled to a low hum and landed, throwing counterfeit movement on stark trees and bushes in the night woods.
“Easy, girl,” Willa whispered and stoked Ginger's neck, though she felt sick to her stomach. She pulled off the bridle and tapped the mare on her hindquarters. “Go home, girl.”
Ginger limped toward the ranch.
“Then why'd you run if you're so damn innocent?” the patrolman asked.
“I…” She watched two other patrolmen emerge from the idling manta.
“Jake,” one called. “Did you catch the bitch?”
“Got her,” Jake answered.
Willa's throat went dry. She shivered from more than the cold eating at her legs through ice-soaked pants. “I guess I panicked when I saw a police manta landing in my front yard. Same as most people would.”
“You had nothing to fear from us if you didn't help him escape!”
She watched the two patrolmen approach and her breath caught in her throat. “Mister, you Wolf Ridge tags got everybody in Laurel running scared, innocent or not.”
The patrolman shined the light in her face and she turned away. “We like it that way, lady. Move!” He gestured toward the manta. “We'll let the czar decide if you're innocent or guilty.”
Willa was shaking badly. She stumbled over a flat rock as she walked toward the manta, and stared in the direction of her ranch. “How could she be taken out of her life this suddenly?



Chapter Eight
The mudlumper son of a sand scrabbler decided we'd rest now!
Two hours out and the chestnut refused to go a step further. I'd slowed him to a walk when I no longer heard the mantas' engines. Had the silver tag mentally stepped in and confused the crews' minds, or the sniffers? Or was it that icy brook we'd forded? No, water doesn't break a sniffer's air trail and unless the crews were tels, which I doubted, I don't think my alien friend could affect their minds. That was my job, as he'd told me so emphatically. Perhaps his special talent was scrambling electronics.
I let the horse rest but left Lisa in the saddle, away from the cold ground. He pawed the snow to uncover grass and I helped him do it with the heel of my boot. I wondered how Tikkie was faring on this cold night. I knew we needed shelter soon. After the horse had grazed for a while I mounted behind Lisa, turned on the locator and headed toward the Kubraen village.
We reached a narrow canyon of rocky ledges and deep hollows, with only a scroll of stars overhead. Strange hoots, cries, yodels, emanated from the woods, as though to heckle us.
The chestnut stopped and looked back. I tapped his flanks but he threw back his head and refused to move forward. Maybe he was tired and our combined weight was too much for him.
“Stay on the horse, Lis'.” I swung out of the saddle and tried to lead him forward by reins. He pricked his ears and nickered as he watched me with lifted head, but his hoofs remained planted.
“Daddy, I think he's getting tired.”
“Yeah.” A sudden thought. And maybe not! I checked the watch on my locator band. Ten after two. Son of a bitch! Four Hour Trail Rides, the sign had read, and we were two hours out. My hard- working mount had done his day's work. It was time to return to the barn and a good feed. Well, it was the horse's will against mine. And I had more to lose. I mounted, let him turn back on the trail, and then continued the turn by pulling his head to one side with the rein until he made a full turn. I slapped his sides when we were pointed north.
He reared!
Lisa fell back into me with a scream, pushing me out of the saddle and against the supplies behind it.
Then he came down, stiff-legged, head low. I lurched from his back, saw the ground fly up. Snow buffered the shock as I hit, and I got to my feet. “Lisa!”
She sat on the ground, silent, her face covered with snow. “Lisa.” I ran to her. “Are you OK?”
“I-I didn't cry, Daddy.”
I wiped the tears that glistened in her eyes.
The chestnut was backing, reins trailing through the snow.
I approached him slowly. “Whoa, boy. Easy.” I tried to step on the reins. He reared again, kicked out and just missed my leg.
“Whoa!” I cried as he turned and loped down the path with all our supplies bouncing behind the saddle. I ran after him. “Whoa, damn you!” I pulled out the stingler, spun the beam to stun and fired as he disappeared behind trees and boulders.
“Jesus and…”
The disturbed woods fell silent. A bleak wind moaned through trees and shook down snow dust. I stared at the black expanse before us. “…and Vishnu,” I whispered. I took off a glove and closed my fingers around the locator. Quiet your thoughts, I told myself. I knew I was broadcasting fear as Lisa came up and took my hand.
I smiled down at her. “You, uh, look like that snowman you told me about.” I brushed her off, wiped her face and smiled.
“Where's Tikkie?” she asked.
“I don't know, Squiggles. I don't know!” I kicked a crusted mound of snow. “Maybe he'll catch up.”
She crowded close to me. “Are there ghosts in the woods?”
“There's no such – “I jumped as a black blotch fluttered on snow, realized it was our blanket and went to retrieve it. I threw the blanket around my shoulders, picked up Lisa and covered her with it. The mental tug that wanted us west still beckoned, but I trudged northwest, toward the village, and looked for a place to spend the rest of the night. If the mantas picked up our trail again, there was a chance they'd follow the horse. Though he was headed home and that could be trouble for the ranch woman. She seemed to know how to take care of herself, though, and more important, how to cover her ass. Might learn that trick myself someday.
As we reached higher ground, a glow lit the sky and the land, and I felt that tug again.
Dawn?
I checked my locator. No. Dawn rises in the east on any planet because we Terrans call it east wherever it rises. And dawn doesn't usually beguile you to her brief borders with a mind caress.
“Look, Daddy!”
“Yeah, I know,” I said, staring at the Western sky. “It's pretty, all pearly and blue and pink.”
“No, it's not. It's all dark!”
“What?”
It was dry under the dark rock ledge, and the crumbling silver mine shaft behind it that bored into the canyon wall. A crystal mine played out? We skirted rotted lumber which lay strewn about the stone entrance, went inside and covered the opening with branches that I'd hot-sliced with the stingler. Drifting blobs of those gelatinous light sacks we'd first seen in the woods lit shadowy passages.
Were they also seeking shelter in this narrow tunnel? Perhaps the floating sacks were helium-filled. Their intertwined tentacles rattled against leaden-veined walls as they gathered organisms for food, or mated, or whatever the hell they were doing. One gliding cluster, golden as apples, dipped trailing tentacles into a ground breach which bubbled quicksilver liquid from some underground source. Warm air currents breathed a pungent aroma of almonds which seemed to emanate from walls. I sat by the camouflaged entrance, weapon in hand and –
Almonds? I peered into the darkness. Streaks of silver laced the walls. It was right out of the dream, back at the Flats. And my first contact with the silver being!
“Don't touch the walls, Lis'. Don't, don't touch anything.” I picked up a chip of flat gray stone and scraped the wall. It smeared like taffy. I brushed it with my finger. Warm and sticky. But I stumbled back as it quivered!
“Daddy, you just said not to – “
“Yeah, I know, but I'm, uh…” I rubbed the smudge of silver across my finger, then wiped it off on my pants as my fingers tingled. I'd seen a lot of strange aliens on Syl' Tyrria. I'd worked with some for a while at the lab in Cape Leone, Syl' Tyrria's interstellar scientific community. On a mental level, the silver being's thought patterns were really pretty close to our own, unless he'd modified them for communication with humans. Could be, with his tel-links so sporadic and usually unhelpful. But on a physical level… My stomach felt queasy as I stared down the dark tunnel and considered what might be at the other end. I could say it was an open invitation, but as usual there was no guiding tel-link from the alien. I sat behind the branches at the entrance, listening. A cold breeze from outside bit my cheek. A mouse in a maze. No. Two mice. I could choose our directions within limits but I doubted there was cheese or a checkered flag at any of the finish lines. Which made me consider that if I were hungry, Lisa must be half-starved. She said nothing, though, knowing I couldn't help. Dammit. I should have beamed a couple of the chickens at the ranch. couple of the chickens at the ranch.
With dawn we'd continue northwest, if the czar's warriors didn't catch up first. The Kubraen village should be about ten kilometers from here. Then what? I hoped the woman at the ranch hadn't lied about the satellite being blinded by rebels.
There was a hollow space in my stomach, or was it Lisa's stomach? It was becoming difficult to distinguish her thoughts from mine. But hunger is harder on kids and we couldn't digest native food without digestall. Plants might well be poisonous to the human system.
I spun the stingler's ring to the laser setting and whisked the beam across a large rock in the dirt near the entrance. Its edges crackled with fire points. “Come here, Lis'.” I lifted an arm.
She snuggled against my side and stared at the glowing rock as though it were a fireplace. I took off my gloves, then hers, and we warmed our hands and feet. Nice if there was something to cook. I'd melted us snow in a sandstone depression, allowed it to boil and cool for drinking water. No matter the planet, water is still H2O, though the taste differs.
Lisa took the toy hovair from her jacket and turned on its light. I didn't know she still had it.
I squeezed her shoulders. “How'd you know we were going to need a light?” I'd lost mine from my belt when the horse threw me and only realized it later.
“Ms. Pigfeet says Campfire Girls must always be prepared.”
“Well, good for Ms. Pigfeet, and for you.” I smoothed down her damp hair and kissed her forehead. She lifted the toy by remote and let it roam the walls. I studied pink and silver veins and wondered if I were looking at real veins. ”Her name's not really Ms. Pigfeet.”
“Oh?” I laid back and felt weariness catching up. “It's really Ms. Pigtail, isn't it?” I said sleepily and glanced outside through the branches again. It was becoming obsession.
She giggled.
The miniature hovair's light scanned a drawing carved into the rock. ”Wait, Lis'.” I got up and inspected it as she swung the light back. A circle within a circle within a circle.
Nothing so much as a bull's eye on a chiseled field of stars. An artery of blue ran through it.
The bark of a dog! Outside.
“Tikkie!” Lisa jumped up and pulled out a slender branch. “Here, Tikkie!”
“No, Lisa,” I whispered and spun the stingler to hot. I stuffed the branch back into the entrance, then peered through it. I'd heard no mantas, but they could've cut the engines and glided down to the canyon floor.
The minty smell of stiff leaves pressed against my face might've been pleasant in other circumstances. It was still dark, still glowing in the west.
The dog barked again and I crouched as he bounded toward the entrance. Tickbag! ”Shit!” Behind him dark figures moved in, using trees for cover.
“C-C'mon, Lis'.” I kept her behind me as we backed down the tunnel, while I faced the entrance. Tikkie whined and clawed at branches, then squeezed through. Our pursuers, whether the czar's police or his warriors, hadn't entered yet. I turned the stingler's ring to magnetic pulse for stun and lifted it.
“No, Daddy!”
“We can't let him follow us!” My hand shook from her mental force as I fired, but I swept the beam and heard Tikkie yelp. He howled and tried to maintain his balance, but he crashed into a wall and slumped to the ground. His claws scratched dirt. I knew how the poor son of a bitch felt as we trotted down the tunnel. I'd been hit with a stun setting on Syl' Tyrria. It's no way to take a nap.
“He's OK, Lis'. Come on.” I scooped her into my arms. “He'll just sleep for a while. Hold on!”
With the hovair's remote control tucked under one arm, and my stingler held ready to fire, I moved down the main shaft in the small vehicle's light.
Behind us the rustle of branches being torn away, the scrape of boots on pebbles. I ducked as beams of light swept walls. I was not going to outrun them. I never thought I could while I held Lisa. It can't end here. Not for my daughter anyway. My heart hit my ribs as though begging to be let out.
I lifted the hovair by its remote. My hand shook as I swung it left to right to check for side passages. Our pursuers knew I had a weapon and they were hanging back. But the side “tunnels” turned out to be nooks for retreat, probably when the big mining lasers were at work.
I was breathing hard as we rounded a bend. Ahead the tunnel became arrow straight as far as I could see in dim light. I thought of the dead pilot at the clearing, how she'd been shot in the back when the fighter could easily have used a stun setting. I decided to make a stand.
“In here, Lis'!” I put her down in an alcove. “Get as far back as you can and stay there.”
She looked up, her eyes full of fear, her cheeks pale in the hovair's cold light as she backed into the dark corner.
“Jules Rammis,” a man called. “Come out with your daughter. We mean you and the child no harm.”
Sure, I thought. Only geth state.
“Lisa, whatever happens.” I leaned against the alcove wall, glanced down the tunnel's bend and brushed a trickle of sweat from my eyes. “If I'm – “I had to clear my throat. “If you're alone, call out to them and let them know you're just – “
“Just a kid!” She sobbed.
”I love you, Lis.” I hugged her tight, didn't really want to let her go. “Always remember that Daddy loves you, OK?” I smoothed back her hair and kissed her head. “Will you remember that?” Tears burned my cheeks and I brushed them quickly for a clearer vision.
I heard the stamp of boots as one man rounded the curve and flattened himself against a wall. A narrow beam flashed through the tunnel. I smelled smoke and let Lisa go. “You bastard!” I shouted down the tunnel. The rage I felt negated fear as I narrowed the ring to hot and aimed.
“Daddy? I love you, too!”
“Thren follow ta safetry,” a rusty voice grated in Terran.
I spun, was pressing the firing stud when the Kubraen knocked the weapon spinning from my hand.
“Ta safetry,” the hulking figure repeated, “na death!”
We huddled in the alcove.
“Where'd you come from?” i asked.
He sounded more like the town lush than an alien. “Who are you?”
“Kubraen, I,” he whispered thickly in the darkness and spread broad hands to show me they were empty. “Safetry quick now!”
'Take her to safety!” I retrieved the stingler. “Go ahead! I'll hold them off.”
He scooped up Lisa and held her under a broad arm.
'Daddy!”
'Go with him, Lis'!”
“No frightened, young being,” he told Lisa. “Kubraen harms na offspring any species.”
A beam grazed the tunnel's wall. I ducked back as blasted rock flew into the alcove.
He glanced at me. “Harm none. No matta aggresshive roots. Trake you broth with I.”
“You mean both?” I pressed a wall. “Is this a false wall?”
He spread a rough-barked orange hand, yellow in the high ridges, with black shadows between fingers. For some stupid reason, I thought of pumpkins and Halloween. I didn't count fingers, but the thumb was opposed. “Thris organic, humane.”
“Then – “
“Give me thring.”
I looked around. “What thring?”
He yanked the stingler from my hand and aimed at the ceiling above the tunnel curve. “How fire?”
“Press that!” I motioned to the button.
He smiled at Lisa in the hovair's glow. “No 'fraid, young being, only loud broom.” He pressed it.
I yelled as ceiling rock split with a crack like close thunder and crashed down. Boulders tumbled between us and the retreating guards. Loose soil dumped into the passage. So then, I thought, not all the trunnel, I mean tunnel, was organic.
“Trake it,” he said.
I coughed on dust. “Trake what?” I heard men shout as they headed for the entrance, and hoped that Tikkie was OK.
“Thring!” In the hovair's light, I saw his silver eyes with slitted pupils as he peered through thick strands of burned-umber hair and delicately handed me the stingler with a thumb and forefinger. “We people clear trunnel when ravagers are gone.”
“OK,” I said. “Whatever.”
With the hovair's dusty light guiding us, we started down the tunnel. He gently touched Lisa's face. “You safe now. Briertrush care you, young thring.”
Real comforting, that.
The Kubraen found a floating golden blob cluster and tied the glassy tentacle ends to the shoulder of his tunic. The cluster provided a diffused light and I put away the hovair, but with the Kubraen's seven foot height, the blob bounced off the ceiling as he walked.
I glanced at Lisa and fingered the stingler. “I thought you didn't harm species?” I told him and gestured toward the blob.
“Threse hold no consciousnesh.”
“You mean they're dead?”
He chuckled, a wispy grate through long lips. The upper one was split down the middle. “Never life, humane.”
“Oh.” I sniffed near him and smelled the aroma of maple syrup. Lisa looked at me and I felt her relief. What was she reading from him?
“Mister, you smell like – “
'”Never mind, Lis'!” She clung to Briertrush, her head against his thick hoary shoulder, unafraid of the twin breathing slits that opened and closed above his long shriveled mouth, the blocky head. She must've gotten some very good mental vibes from him.
“I'll take her now,” I said, jogging to keep up with his lumbering slab-footed gait.
He smiled at Lisa, who smiled back. “Not difficult ta hold young,” he said gently. “Name wha?”
“Her name's Lisa. Do you have human food at the village?”
He nuzzled her face with pursed dry lips and she giggled and scratched her cheek. “Have
Trerran…Terran deliciousys ah?” he whispered to her.
“You knew we were coming?” I asked.
“Knew probable soon.”
“The, uh, silver being tell you about us?”
“Know silver being not at all. Trake cut.”
“Shortcut?”
“Cuts short.”
We skirted rusty pumping equipment along one scarred passage. “What do the Kubraens use this for?” I asked.
He hissed in the darkness. “Kubraens use thris na a tall. Thris humane vice.”
“Device?”
“Yesh.”
“Mining device?”
He threw me a pained look, hunched his shoulders and strode faster. ”Are all the mines played out? I mean, finished?”
“Frinished. Yesh. All is frinished. All mines too.” He stopped suddenly, put Lisa down and pushed against a portion of the seamless rock wall. A slab moved smoothly aside. Behind it, darkness. Briertrush picked up Lisa and nodded for me to enter.
“What does this lead to?” I asked.
“Saftry.”
I went in cautiously, hoping I could trust him as I contemplated this new fork in mine and Lisa's destiny, and waited for him to pull the slab back in place. “So there are no more crystals left?” I asked as I followed him.
He hissed. “Humanes care only fo crystals.”
“Not all of us.”
He extended a long-fingered hand.
“What?”
He nodded toward my jacket pocket. It bulged with the crystal inside.
“Oh. This.” I fished it out and handed it to him.
“Yesh. Thris!”
I shrugged. “Uh, where'd your people learn about Terran cooking?” I asked to lighten things.
“There wasp a ship come once ta trade. We give black root flowers ta leader, ah?” He spread knobby hands, to show it was a large bouquet, I think. “He give Terran crookbush.” He took a sudden left turn down a twisted passage.
A thought struck me as I ran to catch up. “His…the leader's name. It wasn't Bjorn?”
“Be Orn.” He clicked his teeth. “Yesh!”
I stopped. Oh, no! pickled rhubarb, brains, oyster balls.
Lisa looked at me and made a face.
The tunnel meandered, forked, split into dark passages, but Briertrush moved ahead at a fast pace, easily carrying Lisa, his broad feet slapping rocky ground.
“Daddy, you think Tikkie's OK?”
“Sure. Tikkie's survived a lot worse than this. He'll probably head back to the ranch and beg that woman for a handout.”
“You think she'll feed him? You think so?”
'She'll feed him, Lis'.” I thought of the big brown dog, wondered how he felt about his smaller brethren, and hummed to cover that thought from Lisa. The smell of syrup thickened as the tunnel broadened. Ahead, lights and the murmur of voices.
Hunger pangs sharpened and I looked at Lisa. Hers or mine? She lifted fingers off Briertrush's shoulder and waved them at me.
“Soon, baby. Don't be fussy about the food, OK?”
“I'm so hungry, Daddy, I could eat a whole space bear. Two space bears! Three
whole – ”
“OK.” But could she swallow pickled rhubarb or brains and eggs? “How about pig food?”
She made a face.
We came to a pool of that lead-smooth liquid. It bubbled across the path and Briertrush stopped in his tracks.
“We could skirt it,” I offered. “It doesn't look deep at the edges.”
“Questron here not of deaf.” He stared at the pool. “Questron of deferensh.” He took the crystal from his tunic and gently rolled it into the center of the pool, where it dissolved.
JesusChristLotus, I thought. “Deference?” I asked.
He grunted and slowly wagged his head from side to side. Lisa wagged her head too, then touched his elongated ear, which curled like squashed tel-link receivers.
I let the question lie as he led me into a narrow bypass tunnel. Perhaps our definitions of deference were different. I touched a wall carving of a tube, open-ended on either side and full of raised painted symbols.
Briertrush stopped to watch me, his naked eyebrows knit, his shadow flitting across laser-scarred walls. “Understand you diffrent. Flamedrum, Dance?”
I shook my head.
“No mattra. No diffrent Terran flamedrum.” He traced a finger along the tube symbols, then touched his groin, his neck and his forehead.
“You'll have to tell me about that sometime.” I nodded toward the carving. Seemed more discreet than nodding toward his groin. The aroma of smoky cookfires wafted toward us as the passage opened on a broad maze of arched caves intersected by paths that disappeared in a confusion of bends.
Within the lumpy niches, Kubraens dressed in tunics, with shawls over their craggy shoulders, and wearing leggings, sat on woven mats. Some talked quietly in their soft lisping tongue. Some stirred clay pots of simmering food which dangled over fires from wooden tripods. Smoke flowed up through vents in domed, heat-blackened ceilings. The walls, glazed to amber by firelight, were hung with woven tapestries of stars, planets, suns, with wooden masks, bowls, and carved circles within circles within circles.
“Thris our home now, humane.”
“It's very nice.”
He slid me a slitted look. Was a compliment the wrong move? I thought on refugee camps.
Daddy! she sent.
Yesh? I mean yes?
This looks like the dream I had when I was home.
Like this? You had a dream about this place?
“Uh huh. Beartush was in it too.”
Briertrush looked at her.
Briertrush, I mentally corrected. A spark of fear ran through me. Exactly like this, Lis'? Are you sure?
She spread her hands and said aloud, “It wasn't scary, like the Cleocean doll. It was fun!”
Briertrush turned those silver cat eyes on me. I smiled a quick smile and continued walking. I'm glad it was fun, baby. But from now on, let's do all our talking the regular way, OK?
Did the Kubraens already know about our tel-links? After all, they'd known we were coming.
Lisa rested her head on Briertrush's broad shoulder. “OK. I wish Mommy and Grandma and Grandpa were here so they could meet my new friends.”
“What about Uncle Charles?”
She shook her head. I guess that shouldn't have made me feel good, but I smiled inwardly. The blob threw light on a wall carving that looked like a planet, with land masses and oceans. I traced it with fingers across the ocher wall. It felt as smooth and warm as melted caramel. From a flickering passage came a song that seemed, in its tone and rhythm, and perhaps in its sublimely held notes, to catch the shape of life's joys, then plunge down to the tragedy of its final partings.
The aliens, who ranged in color from charcoal to shades of brown, buff and ivory, paused in their tasks as we walked the path between caves, and silently stared. The scrape of my shoes and the snap of fires were the only sounds.
I stood in front of Lisa, who was still in Briertrush's arms, as some of the people rose and quietly approached. They watched us with open curiosity. Loops of wooden beads clicked around their waists and ankles. The light-colored individuals moved stiffly and I had the impression that they were the older ones.
Timid, gentle, the holo had said. But the xenologists who'd briefly studied this race didn't have their kids along.
“What do they want?” I asked Briertrush.
“Only ta see young thring. An ta welcome you.”
I lifted Lisa out of his arms and kept her at my side as the tall, loose-jointed aliens crowded in.
“It's OK, Daddy.” She smiled and reached out, touching their legs, yanking on their tunics. “It's just like in the dream.”
“Sure it is, baby.” But her dream hadn't included our invasion of the planet or the look in Briertrush's eyes when I'd mentioned the mines or when we'd first entered this refugee camp. I closed a hand over the stingler. Briertrush's slab hand folded over mine. He sniffed hard through narrowed nose slits. “Thris welcome, humane.”
Lisa giggled as a muscular charcoal male gently poked her cheek. “They want to be friends, Daddy.”
Briertrush took his hand off mine and I took mine of the weapon. After all, the people showed no signs of aggression.
An old, stooped albino female, I guessed by the two rows of shriveled breasts hanging inside her loose tunic, lifted a fist whose blue veins showed through transparent patches of skin and knuckles, unfolded it and held out a diminutive human doll. It reflected pastel colors in firelight.
“Ah?” she exclaimed to Lisa and wagged her head from side to side. Hair like frozen mercury slapped her wide mouth as it opened to a smile, showing blue gums, and teeth worn down to stubs. The doll, limp on the woman's frost-white hand, its blue eyes staring, seemed formed from silver and crimson clay.
Lisa drew in a breath and reached for it, then hesitated and looked at me.
“OK. Say thank you,” I told her.
She did.
The woman nodded from side to side, her long mouth stretching toward translucent ears. She brushed Lisa's fingers as she handed her the doll. “I, Gwis,” she stated in a thin shred of a voice and cackled softly.
“My name's Lisa. Are you very old?”
Gwis smiled and dipped her head sideways. “Shoon Gwis…” She raised a hand and spread her fingers, as though she held a large curved object. The others reached around her to touch Lisa and shifted feet in a rhythm that verged on dance. “Shoon Gwis sunseek.”
A crowd had gathered, and I heard the slap of feet as others hurried from passages, beads clacking, to see the Terran child.
I was also graciously welcomed, but I flinched from the touches all over my body, though they were discreet enough to stay away from the more sensitive areas, and the stingler. My backside was fair game, though. Their breath had a honey aroma, and I wondered if their smell was the result of diet. Then what did I smell like to them?
A tawny male took off a string of neck beads. I lifted my arms as he tied them around my waist, under the jacket, and thanked him with a sideways nod.
He chuckled, glanced at Briertrush, and stepped back.
Briertrush reached for Lisa. I was about to let her hand go when I glanced down at the bead string and realized my stingler was gone. I stepped toward the tawny male. “Where's my gun?”
He lifted empty hands and dipped his head.
”Then who's got it?” I pushed roughly past him.
Briertrush moved closer to me. “A word I promish ta you. Return I thris weapon when yo ready are fo your mission.”
How much did he really know about the silver being and our purpose here? More than I did, I thought.
He let me pull my arm away but his long curved mouth lost its color. Anger, I guessed. I glanced away. He reached down for Lisa again, and looked at me from under spiky bangs, hissing softly. Lisa put her hands on his arms and smiled up at me.
I nodded stiffly and he picked her up.
“See you, Julesh, how young humane trush all peoples. Learn you thris lesshon,” he whispered intimately.
Trust gets you kicked out of your homes, Kubraen, and turns you into refugees, I thought but didn't say. Lisa looked at me, her blue eyes holding mine with a questioning stare, her creased brows hinting at disapproval.
I shrugged. I'd have to remember to control my verbal thoughts when she was close. How close?
I'd test our tel operating distance when we had a chance.
Taller than most of his people, Briertrush lifted Lisa high and gargled happily in his throat. The people responded by raising arms and chanting: “Lisha. Lisha. Lisha.”
I looked around. “What the hell's going on?” I asked no one.
“Beartush?” Lisa patted his hand.
Silence fell.
“Yesh, Lisha!”
“Can we eat now?”
Where were the children? I wondered as Briertrush led us to his cave and introduced us to Reuf, a sienna male, much smaller than he, and Lyella, a golden female with stiff burnished braids that ended in twists of small woody pods. They rolled around her shoulders as she moved. Reuf and Lyella nodded sideways at me, and smiled at Lisa as they prepared supper.
I nodded back, sideways. They looked at each other and their lips twitched toward a smile. Oh well. I had tried. Ruef moved away from the fire to give Lisa and me the choice place on a large woven mat.
“Thank you,” I said, and took off Lisa's jacket, my own, and sank to the mat with a groan. Lisa huddled beside me and we watched Lyella deftly flatten dark dough into cakes on a wooden dish. Ruef stuffed the cakes with orange pulp, folded the dough, tucked edges, and slipped them into a stone pot of bubbling liquid over the fire. It smelled tart and spicy, good enough to eat, but I knew better.
“I'm so hungry, Daddy.”
I hugged her against me.
Briertrush retreated to a dark niche in the cave's rear. Something crinkled and he returned with a brown paper bag marked Laurel's Fast N' Healthy Foods to Live By.
“What's in there?” I asked.
“Good humane thrings.” Humming deep in his throat, he sat, crosslegged, wagged his head at Lisa and removed containers from the bag. I pictured sautéed goose liver and oyster balls, but couldn't connect them with the smells.
Lisa opened a container and gasped. “Look, Daddy!” She reached inside, withdrew a fistful of french fries.
“You like Catch up?” Briertrush spread red packets of ketchup before her. “Or mush hard?” He spread packets of mustard.
“Ketchup!” Lisa bit off a packet's end and spread ketchup on the fries.
Briertrush removed more containers, gave Lisa a soyburger, offered me two, and fries, and cold coffee and small rolled apple pies in paper sleeves. “Like you thris, Julesh?”
I opened the roll, studied the soyburger and chuckled. “I'll take a chance.” I bit into it. “It's delicious! What happened to Bjorn's cookbook?”
He hunched forward, elbows on knees. “Couldna understan one word ta Terran page.”
“Good!” I took another bite. ”Wha brains an' eggs an' oysta thresticles?”
I laughed. “Balls. Don't worry about it.”
One container held something green. I opened it. Broccoli! ”Eat thris, young Lisha,” our host urged. “You grow brig as Briertrush.”
I shook my head. I'm about six feet, and Briertrush loomed over me at his seven-foot height. He clacked teeth, pulled the lid off a cup of milk and set it before Lisa. She giggled with a mouthful of fries. “If I grow that brig, I won't be able to fit in my house anymore! I'll get stuck! Like Alice in Wonderland.”
Wonderland, indeed.
“Eat slow, Lis',” I said. “Briertrush, where did you… You went into Laurel for this stuff?” I looked at the food. “They'll know we're with your people.”
“Haf friens, Briertrush haf, in humane habitrat. Threy bruy me thris food ta Terran swift food.”
“Fast food,” I corrected.
“Threy Terrans against siar.”
“Against the czar? You have friends in some sort of a rebel movement?”
He flicked back lips.
“So, these rebels told you we were coming?”
He glanced at Ruef, then talked to him in Kubraen. Ruef went to a corner, returned with something rectangular under a cover and set it down. Briertrush lifted the cover. A sublink. A goddamn Terran sublink! ”Hear from rebels with thris ear.” Briertrush stroked the unit and touched dials. I put down the burger and reached for the link. “Here, let me see that. I can reach an Interstel field branch on this.” For what it was worth, I thought, if Interstel were really corrupt.
He shook his head, a definite shake, not a wag. “No off-planesh contact anywhrere. Control siar…czar ta spacelinks.” The wrinkles between his eyes deepened. “Control czar all.”
“The czar knows we're on the planet, Briertrush. Those were his people at the tunnel entrance.”
He nodded. “We have watchers on hills surround thre village, an' place ta good hide you an' Lisha. Stray you with thre people.” He put a hand on my knee. “Julesh, alwaysh stray you with thre people. Othrerise all in trouble.”
I nodded.
Lyella sat beside Briertrush and stroked his back. ”What's the code to contact the rebel movement?” I asked and fingered buttons on the sublink.
He looked at the ceiling and I thought his expression turned sour. “Ah. Move ment no more. Move no thring 'tween czar an' Terran mines.”
“What are you saying? The rebels have been defeated?”
“Hear only thris one message, come you an' Lisha. Tell Briertrush no thring more. No plans from RECOILish.”
RECOILish? The rebel movement?”
He nodded solemnly. “Thrink move no more ta rebels.”
I put down the coffee, got up and stood by the cave entrance, staring down the dark shaft. Joe Hatch, my former father in law and former W-CIA operative and a thousand other military tags could run a counterterrorist war better than I. They could flick this czar off Halcyon like a flea off a dog's back. So could Interstel. Couldn't they?
I was sorry I never questioned Joe about Interstel. Though if Interstel were corrupt, he'd carried that secret into retirement. Speaking of which… Was secrecy so vital to the silver alien that he only wanted my help? And Lisa's? I rubbed a hand over my eyes. What was the alien hiding? Continuance, he'd stated. Of what?
Observe, learn, he'd ordered. Develop your tel skills. To what end? Just to kill the czar? Why couldn't his Kubraens do it? Or the rebels? I moved in darkness deeper and more twisted than these passages, while Althea and Joe and Abby lived with the anguish of not knowing what had happened to their little girl.
“Shit!” I slammed the wall with an open palm. “Briertrush. I saw a glow in the west on my way here. What was that? Is there a village in the mountains?”
He stoked the fire pensively. “Home Kubraish Mountain.”
I sat down near the fire. “You mean your people's home before the czar?”
He dipped his head. “Mean the center ever thring, before thre human colony, before thre mines, before thre czar.” He looked up. “Our Spirit.”
“Your God?”
He chuckled, said something to Lyella in Kubraen. She hissed through parted lips as she removed steaming cakes from the pot.
“No, humane,” Briertrush said, “Kubraish Spirit.” He stared at the fire.
The silver tag? A chill crept up my arms. Then what sort of being was he? I restrained more questions. I needed time to think. I watched Lyella cut the cakes precisely, in what seemed almost ritual fashion. She separated the pieces into three portions, small, I thought, for people of their size. She laid them on dishes and gave Briertrush two portions.
He murmured to her, picked up a piece and chewed slowly, obviously savoring it.
I lowered my head and realized how scarce was their food.
“Why don't you just take it all back?” I said. “Terrans came here with the hope of starting a community that wouldn't desecrate this world.”
He lifted the wooden poker and studied it. “Thris good fo cook.” He flicked a glance at my empty holster. “Not so good fo weapon against humane fire.” He wiped his plate with the last piece of cake. “Kubraen people have not thre…aris tre fo killing.”
“The experience?” I offered.
He shook his head, brows knitted. “Canna explain, thris concept na plain ta humane mind.” He dragged a long finger through dirt, drawing the inevitable circle. “Aris tre,” he repeated and hissed, frustrated, as I also was, at the limitation of language.
Lisa licked her fingers. “Daddy, I gotta go potty.”
“Where are your bathrooms?” I asked.
Briertrush said something to Lyella.
She got up, took Lisa's hand with a smile and led her down a passage.
I stared at Briertrush's silver eyes. “I think it was your Kubraish Spirit who summoned us to Halcyon. And not gently either.” He turned to Ruef and spoke softly in his native tongue. Ruef got up and left.
Firelight danced on Briertrush's thick warm skin, fluttered his tunic with its draft. He placed another log in flames and watched it spit bubbles of fluid. “Know only thris, Julesh. Star Speaker, she who ish center now, tell thre people welcome here two humanes.” He looked up and his eyes caught the red light of fire sparks.
“Did Starspeaker have a clue as to how I'm supposed to complete my mission?” I asked the question softly, controlling a desire to shake him by his pulpy ears until the Great Kubraish Plan bounced out of his mouth.
“'You will know', Speaker shay, 'when time ish ripe as fruit on winter mountain trees'.” He threw the wooden poker into the fire and stretched out on his mat, hands behind his head. “Till time ripe,” he said sleepily, “jush observe, learn, an' develop tel skills.” He closed his eyes and exhaled through nose slits.
No fucking kidding! Tel skills? Then they knew! What else did they know and weren't saying? It took me hours to get past my mistrust of the aliens' motives and finally fall asleep. Something awakened me. The three Kubraens were asleep on their mats.
Lisa slept beside me, huddled under a fibrin blanket someone had covered her with. Lyella had washed Lisa's face and brushed her hair.
I lay awake and watched my daughter. Firelight touched her round cheeks, her delicate mouth, curved slightly downward. She looked even more innocent in sleep than when awake. I touched her mind lightly but she wasn't dreaming and I withdrew. Was she really as beautiful as I thought, or was it just the instinct to believe one's offspring is perfect? She had dreamed this place while still at home. So the silver tag prepared her for the trip even before my visit to Joe and Abby. Was my daughter's function here simply to awaken the maternal and paternal instincts in the Kubraens? If so, he'd accomplished it with a heavy hand. I sighed. Would that it were that simple.
I studied a wall rug of golden stars and intricately detailed planets, none familiar. If the silver crote was powerful enough to rip apart a stuffed doll on Earth from here, why did he need me?
The fire was dying. A ray of sunlight from the ceiling grate lit curling smoke. My alien friends were nocturnal. By nature? I wondered. Were those slitted eyes evolved for night vision? Or was nocturnal necessary now that the czar ran their planet?
But something had awakened me.
I lifted my head and looked around. A small tailless lizard, wearing a braided collar around his black neck, shuffled across a wicker basket and watched me with a cold green eye. I lowered my head, sighed and was half asleep when I felt a pressure against my mind. I tried to open my eyes, couldn't!
Someone was probing. Not Lisa, but someone close. Get out, I mentally ordered. Out! The intruder slid past verbal thought with a power I'd never encountered except from the silver crote. I tried to yell, to sit up.
My limbs were rigid. This was not dream, unless it were a megadream. Whoever he was, he was going for a deep probe. I felt him…no, her, I intuited, drill through layers of resistance, deeper than the silver being had ever gone, or even Sye Kor's devastating interrogations. With a frantic surge of energy I imaged a mountain between us. Red fault lines cracked. Lava spewed and the mountain exploded.
Fear tightened my throat. Or was that the intruder's grasp? I tried to cry out and my throat clamped. A warning? I was afraid to draw in breath, afraid I couldn't. The grip loosened and I gasped in a lungful.
I moaned as she dissected my mind, past culture, past memory, past instincts, down to a wet response to light and touch. I was aware of my heart beating with a primal determination that spoke of early creatures crawling doggedly out of shrinking tidal pools. This being could subdue personality, I knew on some level, or drive down to subconscious depths…and all that resided there.
Great Mind. Don't let Lisa be under attack!
A terrifying plunge into blackness. The beat of my heart seemed faint, a distant drum from another plane of existence.
Drifting, while her probe burrows like a mining laser. She plunges into that protected mind womb where our deepest feelings abide in their true form. I block her with a vision of Shiva. Fear not, Shiva whispers, His arms and legs sway in a cosmic dance. He holds up a palm. All rests well in God. The hand reaches out to me. Blood flows from its pierced wrist. For your sins. Christ smiles, becomes Buddha, beneath his Bo Tree, pressing the ground with fingertips. She curls the fingers into a fist that breaches the walls I erect.
I empty my mind and she flounders in a void. We touch…a non-state of being. My defenses weaken in that eternal place so close to geth state. I feel myself drop into a black well of my own making. My dead sister's face begins to materialize.
Quickly the probe withdraws. The well develops an iris of light that expands and envelopes me. Layer by layer I put on desire, hostility, illusion, those garments of life, and close back into self.
I heard myself moan. Had the munger found what she was looking for? I didn't think so, and that was grounds for smugness. I tried to sit up but a command in my mind kept me down. I managed to open my eyes a slit. My breath came in quick shudders as a female Kubraen disappeared around the cave's entrance. Beneath her robe, her wrinkled legs were transparent. Muscle, bone, arteries, reflected firelight like frosted glass. I wanted to follow her, but my muscles refused to respond. Sleep, was an implanted command the creature had left behind. One of the commands? I pried my eyes open and moved them to see Lisa. She slept soundly.
I drifted off.
And had a dream, also implanted, I knew, as I observed a Terran mining crew gouge deep into the planet's bleeding heart.



Chapter Nine
Something brushed my face. I awakened to silence and the pungent odor of burned wood. The fire had died. I sat up, my mind my own again, and touched my cheek. In the blue light of a drifting blob I saw that the cave was empty, including Lisa's mat! I threw off the blanket.
“Lisa!”
The only sound a scurrying lizard. I scrambled up, grabbed a glob light by tendrils and dragged it with me as I ran into the passageway. Dark sockets of caves there. “Lisa!” My call echoed down empty halls.
I ran through the winding shaft, past hanging wooden masks and gourds with painted faces. My breath kept catching in my tight throat.
After a sharp right turn, the passage broadened into a cavern with a maze of branching tunnels. I turned, there in the center of it, the floating lamp spotlighting me. “Lisa!”
“Wha?”
I spun. Gwis was a pale ghost in blue light, hands held behind her back, stretching her tunic over sagging breasts.
“Where's Lisa?”
She swung her arms around her frail white body and extended my jacket to me. Was she the attacker in my sleep? I stared into her silver eyes, pictured my mental shields lowering like canal locks and probed her mind for an image of my daughter. I couldn't read her expression but she casually scratched under a thick ridge of flaking skin on her cheek and scraped it off. Beneath, her flesh was transparent. Pulsing veins showed through. It distracted me, which might have been her purpose. The silver being's tel power rose up between us and lashed out to shatter my probe. I took a step back and retreated mentally as well.
He was gone. I grabbed Gwis' arm. “Where's – “
A narrow, many-legged creature wiggled around our feet, lifted the horny strip of discarded skin between pincers and raced away. “Where's Lisa?”
Gwis smiled, as though approving my anger, and handed me the jacket. “Come.”
She led me through a wide corridor with broad Kubraen footprints in soft soil. Paintings of animals, mountains, stars, and the inevitable three circles with a black dot in the center, lined clay walls as I followed her up a passage lit by hanging bowls of candles.
Ahead, pale light and the sound of deep Kubraen chanting. A sudden shriek pierced me like jagged glass. ”Lisa!” I dashed through a stone portal and out into night. “Li – “ She sat on a tree stump by a small fire, dressed in her snowsuit, and clapping her hands in time with the chanting. I felt myself go weak with relief. Gwis hissed out a chuckle behind me. I turned and threw her a harsh look. She lowered her gaze.
Five Kubraens, wearing only tunics and capes in the snow, chanted around the fire, throwing a tune to each other. A sixth played a curled wooden flute. Their ivory and buff-colored bodies rippled with red hues of firelight. Black shadows slashed their puckered skin as they swayed and clapped softly. Lisa picked up a shrill note, charged it with a simple melody that ended in a giggle and passed it to an ancient male who sat beside her. He took up the giggle deep in his rutted throat and put an arm around her as he lengthened the sound to the staccato hoot of an animal. I watched as he nodded it on to a lanky toast-brown female across the fire.
Lisa lowered her hands. She stopped singing and stared at the flute player, who suddenly released his instrument. Instead of dropping, it floated inches from his nose. She laughed as it drifted across the fire and began to dip into flames.
“Ah, grive it back, Lisha,” the flute player pleaded, as though she'd managed the feat. “Prease?”
She just giggled.
I smiled at Lisa's delight as the flute spun slowly back to its owner. He reached out and caught it.
Starspeaker's diversion? Whoever had devised this bit of magic, I was grateful. My daughter was long overdue for some fun in her life.
I shrugged into my jacket, glanced around and saw that we were in a meadow dotted with groves of trees and lit by blobs. Hundreds of Kubraens, perhaps the entire community, sat or moved about in shadows. Then I looked up and drew a breath.
A spiral arm of the Milky Way blazed above a dark sweep of mountains like a bent bar of luminous silver. Three small moons hung yellow and orange and white over the sky glow.
“Jesus,” I breathed.
A Kubraen carrying an armload of wood squeezed past me with a head wag as he went through the portal. “Jayshus!” he whispered and I moved aside.
The air was warmer than last night's storm. Lower altitude or just clear skies? Beyond the meadow, a crescent river lay frozen, caught between forest and mountain, its frosted surface reflecting the sky's spiral curve like a shadow thrown by the galaxy.
Gwis came around to face me. She smiled, touched her hand to the right side of her neck and licked her fingers. “Kubraish destriny,” she whispered in what I took to be a humble tone, and lifted her gaze to the sky.
“Kubraish destiny,” I repeated, touched my own neck and started toward Lisa.
She took my arm. “Lisha learning lesshon good. Come!” She tugged on my sleeve. “Come.”
Blue and green light blobs lit the meadow from different levels. Some were tied close to stumps for those who dug up roots and tubers and threw them into baskets. Others were returning from the black woods beyond, swaying blobs tracking their paths, with full sacks of something slung over bare shoulders.
Gwis guided me around a sitting male who worked a marbled rock slab with a chisel of stone and a real mallet. A gift from their human friends in Laurel? When I paused to study the design, the artist drew back to give me a clear view. The carved figure was a lot closer to human than Kubraen. Behind it a large amorphous silver being drifted before a field of stars.
I stiffened. The silver crote who had summoned us to this world! I turned to Gwis. “Terran destiny?”
She smiled, lifted my hand and touched it to her neck. My fingers came away sticky and I smelled a tangy aroma. I restrained a reflex to wipe my hand on my pants.
Gwis' broad bare feet were silent on flat stones as she led me up a path, past chattering youths, by their gangly look, who scooped handfuls of white paste from a large common pot and rolled the stuff into thin sheets.
I stopped to watch a charcoal male squeeze out a hard breath, then wipe a hand across his neck and knead the sticky fluid on his fingers into the mound of paste. By the light of a tied blob, I saw an opening beneath the youth's stringy ear, covered by membranous tissue and smeared glossy now. Drying white sheets that were stretched across the ground fluttered in a sharp breeze.
Food or clothing?
These people were a xenologist's dream. Why weren't they being studied? Perhaps xenologists were not welcome in a Terran colony that had abandoned its high ideal of conservation for the more human reflex of greed, or was I being too critical of Laurel? I shrugged.
Gwis yanked me to a halt before a series of three red engraved portals where the path ended in a grove of majestic spiky trees. The aroma of molasses was strong. She touched her hand to her neck, then to her forehead. I did the same.
A crash at my feet! I jumped aside as a heavy wooden pod rolled to a stop. A ball of green leaves plunked down beside it. ”Shorry,” a Kubraen called from high branches, his prehensile feet glued to the trunk.
“Sokay,” I said, looking up, and wiped stinging dust from my eyes as an amber-skinned female vigorously scraped fungus off a lower bough. I rubbed my tearing eyes, stumbled back and felt a jagged edge of something press my hip. I turned.
Set atop a glass column of symbols and figures, a black marble globe rested in an embossed silver clasp. Fresh tubers, small woven straw figures, roots, nuts, strange flowers fashioned from painted wood shavings adorned the column's base. I reached a hand to the globe, hesitated, and turned to ask Gwis about this altar.
She was gone.
If it were taboo to touch the globe, she would have warned me. I laid a hand on the round smooth surface and felt a warm tingling. After my experience with the crystal globe, I'd expected no less. From the crest of a dark hill, a glimmer of light flickered and grew.
The musician and singers stopped. Only Lisa continued the chant until someone hushed her. Overhead, the rustling of the Kubraen in the tree ceased. I bowed my head as a tentative mindprobe touched my thoughts like the brush of bird wings. Gwis! You weren't so gentle with me in the cave, I sent to her.
You were an unwilling student. It was necessary to understand your alien mind.
Within the shimmering light on the hill, a figure was seated in diaphanous veils.
I never enrolled, I sent.
Her tel presence hovered till I lowered my shields, though I knew she could slash through them as easily as those veils she wore.
You may ask me one question, she sent, for each advance you make. Do you agree?
What sort of advance?
Take the globe in your hands.
I lifted it and almost dropped it from the weight.
With each advance you will come closer to penetrating the center of the globe with your mind.
What's inside it?
The way into your own nature, which is prerequisite for your mission. When you succeed in that final probe, you will be powerful enough to lead us to the Kubraish Spirit in the Mountain and the mission He requires of you.
The silver tag, right? I replaced the globe. He's your Great Spirit…right?
Yes, Jules. Not God, but Spirit.
I thought so. Why should I care about his mission? He's been exposing my daughter to dangers.
Neither you nor Lisa have a choice. Pick up the black flower.
I did. Do I have your word, and the Spirit's word, that Lisa won't be dragged into his Great Plan, whatever that may be?
No.
I let the flower slip from my fingers.
Your daughter's journey back to Earth begins here. There is no other path. Pick up the flower. Please.
I picked it up. I want a guarantee that she'll be safe, then we can talk about paths.
My people have agreed to protect the child with every life in the village. That is all we can offer. Let the flower teach you to focus your powers.
I twirled the stem. I could use a hint on just how to do that.
The knowledge is in you, Earth son. Seek after it.
I sat at the base of the tree, studied the flower and visualized myself as a bee, glassy wings folded, pollen sacs empty, squeezing down between petals to the flower's heart to find nectar that I imaged as knowledge. This is ridiculous, I sent.
The globe hovered above me like a blind eye on its translucent pedestal. I focused my tel power on it, willed it to open to me like the flower. Smoke roiled within the sphere. I thought I was penetrating it but my tel power suddenly turned on me and I found myself peering into the dark recesses of my own mind. I didn't like what I found there and broke the link. Starspeaker!
I am here.
You didn't tell me the globe was going to fight back.
This is not a battle, Terran. The lessons would be without purpose if it did not assist you in turning inward.
I focused on the dark flower instead and cautiously lowered my mental shields. A babble of voices breached the walls of my mind, shattered the coherence of thought. Broken images flickered behind my eyes, bits of Kubraen conversations, shards of emotions, passions, rushed in through a vortex that threatened to suck me down. I squeezed my temples and felt as though a band of wet leather were tightening around my head.
Canal locks! I projected and imaged shields rising.
The shields refused to budge. No safe corner in my fragmented mind! Feelings crashed against my brain like broken glass. I dug fingers into dirt to anchor myself in the physical world. “Starspeaker!” I cried. I wanted to jump up and run blindly.
Concentrate on the flower, she sent, her mental presence at some still center of the riot within my brain. Why do you fight it?
Let only the flower exist for you.
OK. Ok. But my…my shields. I tried to raise them, couldn't. Damn, I can't…can't think.
Daddy! Lisa's tel-link came through like a small light in a fog.
Lis'? No! Don't…don't get caught in this! I projected a web, a spider at its center, to warn her away.
She opened a path through the chaos, added her strength to mine to try to lift the shields. I felt them rising. Her tel power had strengthened! But she pushed back unsuccessfully when Starspeaker forced her out of the tel-link.
As your eyes discriminate and sort out the maelstrom of forms and colors entering your brain at each moment, let the flower be the eyes of your inner being.
Holding the flower in both hands, I locked my gaze on petals and fought to regain the image of the bee, to mold it against the turmoil of emotions invading my mind, as though it crawled across the lens of a kaleidoscope.
I had it! I held it in my mind's grip, clung to the image and blocked out everything else. This way lies sanity! I focused on the bee and guided it like a tiny lifeline between the bulwarks of silken petals, down to huddled safety beneath stamens and into the pistil at the flower's core.
The confusion in my mind eased and I rested there, and became the furry bee.
Jules, you have made an advance. Come out now and concentrate on the globe.
It's dangerous out there. Will you let me raise my shields?
Your shields are the means you use to keep yourself detached. You must confront the storm and tame it, alone, naked.
You ask too much.
When I probed you in the cave, you blocked your truest feelings.
We Terrans have a strong belief in our right not to be exploited by anyone, including mental invasions by alien races.
Yes, you will face your coming confrontation with only your self.
I mentally sighed. Then how do I tame this herd of buffalo stampeding through my brain?
They are the desires, the appetites of the beings around you, and those primal instincts you deny within your self. It will be painful, but let the globe teach you to unveil your untaught nature. Only when you trust yourself and embrace your deepest feelings will you succeed in your mission.
Right. Open up like the flower? There are bees of the subconscious, Speaker, and they have stingers.
It is the only way. When your mission is completed, your daughter will be returned to her home on your own planet.
I stared at Speaker, so remote on the hill. Without me, I take it?
That is one possible effect of the mission that no one can entirely predict.
Not even the Kubraish Spirit? I waited, but she didn't deign to answer. As long as Lisa makes it home.
With or without you, you will be remembered, Jules. The thought came sadly.
Don't bother. I've got friends…and enemies, waiting in geth state. Sometimes I think oblivion would be the better state. I allowed my imaginary bee to buzz above petals. Voices and passions swooped down like a crowd of waiting spiders, and though I tried to allow them in, it was a rending of my soul. I retreated to the safe chamber again and felt Speaker's disappointment.
I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I seem to be trapped in the illusion of self, as you would call it.
Yes. It is enough for your first lesson.
My mental shields unlocked and lifted. The bee image dissolved. I closed my eyes and realized how tight were the muscles of my shoulders.
But time is short, she sent. We will continue soon. Ask your question.
Why do you need me to lead your people to the mountain?
Because, you, Earth son, are technological man.
You mean the mountain's guarded by the czar's people? Guarded with Terran weapons?
Weapons that you understand, but there is another reason. It is not my place to explain your purpose on our world. My purpose has to do with continuance.
The Kubraish Spirit's continuance?
You have asked three questions.
I felt a gentle humor in her mindtouch. I have answered two. Now you, on your side, must not begrudge me the lessons I will impose.
There was so much I wanted to know. When's the next lesson?
Soon. When your mind has assimilated this new growth.
Why me, Speaker? You're a much more powerful telepath than I am. Why can't you accomplish your Spirit's mission?
My people grasp technology with only the vaguest of skills.
Oh. What's penetrating my own subconscious got to do with –
Earth son! It is impolite to attempt to alter the terms of an agreement.
Can we renegotiate?
There was a long pause.
Since you are a willing pupil, and an alien, two questions for each advance. Done!
Starspeaker? I felt her mental sigh. Where are the children?
There was a pause, a sad one, I felt. Children are not born of a dispossessed and dying race.
The adolescents seem strong enough, I ventured.
Yet they do not achieve puberty on the austere food of the rocky plains, and…there is another reason.
Oh?
I felt her dismal mind tone as one feels the bleak spaces between stars on an interstellar voyage. Stars, I knew now, were what she loved and yearned for. Were stars the Kubraen perception of peace? Because your people are dispossessed from the Spirit Mountain? I asked gently.
Without Spirit's vitality, which is waning, there will be no continuance for my people.
Her head tilted skyward, as though that were her natural position. The light dimmed, her quiet presence faded from my mind. She became a dark silhouette against stars.
My head throbbed as I walked down from the shrine and I felt Speaker gently touch a place within me. The headache vanished and I silently thanked her.
Lisa?
I touched Lisa's mind, found her absorbed in a stretch of her tel powers to locate a site designated by a Kubraen who verbally guided her toward it.
I linked with her and was surprised at her concentration. I had a vision of a steep road with wrought-iron benches winding through winter fruit trees. An ivy-covered stone wall. Was it only my suspicious mind that made me think the high wall was a rampart of Wolf Ridge Keep?
“I found it!” she shouted. Her laugh carried from the circle of light around the small fire as she clapped her hands.
The group murmured and reached to stroke her shoulders. I quietly withdrew my probe. Her power was growing with the swift ability of a child's flexible, questing mind. Was the Kubraish Spirit helping things along?
A movement caught my eye and I paused to watch a lanky quadruped with layers of heavy black fur chew tree bark not five meters away from me. His jackrabbit ears were cocked in my direction. Bark lay at his feet as he extended an elongated snout through the trunk's ripped skin. Two small animals nibbled the shredded bark. His flanks heaved as he sucked liquid and I was not surprised to smell sweet syrup.
I smiled at the irony of this world. Too bad it hadn't been settled before I went off to Syl' Tyrria to search for mammals. It might've saved me a trip and my marriage. The Kubraens were obviously mammalian and so was this creature. I took a few quiet steps closer and he stamped a horny hoof and yodeled deep in his throat. The two small animals bolted.
“Peace,” I said softly and turned to leave. And stopped. Looming ahead was a large circular hut, dark, half hidden by a grove of broad-leaved crooked trees.
I went to the stone entrance. From it I saw the Western sky-glow framed by a peaked wooden portal set between trees like an abstraction of a mountain.
I lifted the ragged cloth hanging from the doorway, brushed cobwebs off my hand and smelled incense as I entered the hut's musty interior.
Shafts of moonlight breached gaps in the rotted ceiling and touched rolled mats on the dirt floor. Something fluttered out through rafters, leaving a hanging pot creaking. I steadied the pot, then let it go quickly when I saw what it held. Blackroot! The carnivorous branches from the landing site. But these dried roots merely scraped sand in the bottom of the cracked pot when I cautiously shook it.
My eyes adjusted to the faint light and I saw multi-faceted spheres suspended from the ceiling. Some caught rays of dusty light as they twirled in a breeze that pushed through broken beams. Painted wooden stars and planets again, the integral symbols in Kubraen culture, or religion, or both.
“What?” I said, starting at a sound. I turned. No one there. Soft music ran through my head, drowned a distant whine from outside. I thought the singers with Lisa had resumed their tune, until the music grew, became a chant that emanated from straw and wooden walls, from dark rafters. And from inside me.
Dust suddenly swirled at my feet in a gust of wind without source. I coughed and held my breath as the dust took on form, thickened, became silver Kubraen figures who whirled and clutched branches of writhing blackroot as they danced.
I moved toward the entrance, my heart pounding, and heard the whine outside increase to a steady drone. Beads and glassy bells on the figures' wrists and necks kept a primal beat that drummed through me as they shook the branches and shuffled around a ghost fire blazing in the hut's center like shadows of flame. Bright rugs and paintings suddenly appeared on the shiny walls.
A Kubraen woman materialized, sitting on an exquisite rug before the fire with a coal-black child on her lap. As each dancer passed them, he dipped his squirming stick into a bowl of white paste and chanted as he stroked the babe with the tip, until the crying child was streaked from head to flapping feet.
Starspeaker? I sent. Are you doing this? No answer. Somehow, I knew she wasn't. The chanting swelled inside me, gripped me with its beat, as though I had known, myself, the full joys of those lost days on the Spirit Mountain. Above the dancers' heads a globe within a globe within a globe held a silver marble suspended in its core. I touched it with my mind, closed my eyes and locked with a new spirit in geth state. Who are you? I sent, and swayed as a vision of night that had nothing to do with suns and planets was suddenly ripped by a rush of brilliant light. I snapped my eyes open.
A pale Kubraen figure, arms crossed, rose out of flames. The far wall was visible through her body as she lifted her head toward me. I caught my breath. “Gwis!”
She stared back.
“Gwis,” I whispered. “What killed you? My God, is Lisa all right?”
She dipped her head, brought it back up, then turned and took her place beside the woman and child.
A scream! Outside.
Gwis and the dancers were gone, dissipated back into smoke. The globe hung onyx black. Dust settled around my feet, around musty rolled rugs and the blackened stones of ancient fires. My throat constricted as I thought of Lisa. I turned to run and slammed into Briertrush at the entrance.
I grabbed his tunic. “What happened out there?”
He caught my wrist and squeezed hard. “Told you, humane, ta stray with thre people!”
I tried to break his grip, couldn't. “Where's Lisa?”
He lifted his chin, his hairless brows, and hissed out a breath as he stared at the dead circle of stones and ashes. “In place better thran Crei Gwis!” His lips drew back and he squeezed harder. My hand was numbing.
“Gwis is dead, isn't she?” I said.
“Ah!” It was a snarl.
I yanked my arm but could not free it. “Dammit. Let go! If anything happened to
Lisa – “
He pushed me against the wall. A wooden strut jabbed my back and beams cracked. “Could snap like wood your bones, Terran.” His close breath smelled bitter and warm as stale beer. “Could feed ta blackroot thris humane flesh!” He clamped my wrist, then let it go with a flinging motion. “Lisha hide in place safe. Told you ta stay with people!”
I rubbed my arm. “What happened to Gwis?” My voice came out hoarse.
He went to the circle of stones and gazed down. “Czar patrol land ta village!”
“Jesus! I told you they would.”
He threw aside stones, one barely missed me. “Told you ta stray with people!” He reached under ashes and lifted a trap door. “When I run search for you, patrol fire ta me. Run I harder. Get here!” he commanded and gestured to the trap door.
I stayed where I was.
“Gwis take stone in hands an' smash patrol humane ta head.” He peered up, his tight jaw muscles stretching skin. “Guards kill her. Get here!”
I backed to the hut's entrance instead, my gaze fixed on the spot where her spirit had sat, and clutched the hanging drape. “Forgive me, Gwis.”
Outside, human voices.
“They won't stop with Gwis,” I told Briertrush. “They'll tear this place apart until they find me and Lisa. We're the ones they want.” I pointed to the open trap door. “They'd find a roach in there with their sniffers. Where'd you hide Lisa?”
“Get you here!” There was threat in his alien voice as he stood. “Thris chamber lead ta tunnel.”
“That won't stop the sniffers.” I thought of the dead pilot. “If I scrambled their signals, they'd know it started from here, and they'd use your people to find me…and Lisa. I've seen what the czar's warriors do to their enemies.”
From outside came a rumble. The ground lurched beneath our feet.
“What was that?” I held onto a pole. The rumbling died. The ground quieted. But my legs still tingled. “What the hell was that? Earthquake?”
Briertrush looked disturbed as he glanced out the door. “Never no earthquake thris place.”
“Briertrush,” I backed through the doorway, “keep using the sublink. Keep sending out messages to passing spaceships. Until you break through and find one that will get Lisa back home to Earth and will alert her grandfather on what the czar's doing to your people. He'll know what action to take with the W-CIA.”
“Get you here, humane!” His eyes widened and he started toward me.
I knew I could outrun him as I turned and strode outside.
“Julesh,” he whispered from the doorway. “Julesh! Need you ta trake us Mountain!”
Daddy! Go hide, Lisa sent. Hurry up, Daddy!
My vision blurred as the ground shifted again. I caught myself and maintained my feet till it stopped.
Are you doing that, Lisa? I sent incredulously. Raindrops splattered on my shoulders.
I'm making them scared. Hurry, Daddy! I have to stop now.
I paused with my jaw dropped. Had she caused this storm, or just increased its intensity? This was no time for questions. The czar's warriors would have no qualms about killing these people in their search for me and Lisa.
Lis', stay with the Kubraens. Do what they tell you, baby. I walked toward a group of warriors.
Daddy, no! Don't go near them. They're bad people.
I blocked her out.
Spotlights swept the trees. They lit huddled Kubraens. Some wailed a shrill lament as black-uniformed czar warriors herded them into tight groups. Three mantas idled in the meadow like giant bats.
A spotlight pinned me and I stopped.
“Son of a bitch!” one of the guards exclaimed from behind the blinding light. “You!” he called. “Don't move.”
“I'm not.”
“Keep your hands away from your sides.”
“They are.” My heart raced. A rush of adrenalin goaded me to run.
“We search the whole God-lumpin' village,” the warrior muttered as he strode toward me, the mounted light of his flash gun in my eyes, “and the Kub-licker is standing right here!”
I lowered my head from the glare of the light, from the sudden snowfall. In the distance lightning and thunder disturbed the hills.
“Hey, bark sucker!” He pushed my shoulder. “Have you been hanging ground, just laughing at us?”
“No. I took a break about five minutes ago.” The warrior ran the light over my body as three of his comrades arrived. The rest stayed with the Kubraens. One of them checked me roughly for weapons. Rather thoroughly, I thought.
“No weapons, Lieutenant,” she said.
“Where's the kid?” the lieutenant asked me, his light still in my eyes.
I wiped snowflakes from my face. “There are no kids. These are a dispossessed and dying people.”
He slapped me hard. I was jarred. I almost fell. My cheek stung but I didn't touch it, though I could've choked on the tight lump of fear in my throat.
“Where's your daughter?” he asked. “My boss wants to talk to both of you.”
My boss the czar, I thought and tried to relax my throat. “She's just a kid. Why do you want her? You've got me.”
He lowered the light and shifted his feet, to take the intimidation out of his stance, I think. “Look, we wouldn't hurt her. We're not that kind of people.” He pulled down his cap to keep off the snow and even smiled. “But when we get finished with those tree chewers, there won't be anybody around to take care of her.” He raised brows and nodded intimately. “The czar figures there's a rich lode under this land. With a little cooperation, you could be in for a cut.”
I went cold inside as I watched the warriors herd the Kubraens together in the slushy field. A manta lifted and hovered, spotlighting the rush of snowflakes, the people, and the armed warriors. The lieutenant peered out from under brows and sucked a tooth. “So where is she, tag?”
“What you see, Lieutenant, is what you've got.”
He stiffened. “No, bark fucker.”
I tensed as he switched the gun to his left hand.
“What you see is what you get!” He drew back his fist, swung. I raised a stiff arm and took the blow there. Someone kicked me in the thigh. I yelled, didn't see the next blow coming until pain shot through my head. I staggered, raised my arms to defend myself and saw the flash of a fist – too late. Lightning stabbed my head and I found myself on hands and knees, a sweet smell in my nostrils as blood seeped from my numb lip and was washed away in a blizzard of snowflakes. I coughed. “Starspeaker!” I whispered.
“What?” The lieutenant bent over me. “What the hell did he say?” he asked the others.
“Star reeker, sir,” one answered, “or Star peeker – “
“Yeah,” the lieutenant snarled, “or Star pecker, you dumb grassmole!”
“Watch him, Lieutenant,” another said in a clipped tone, “you know what him and that kid did to Master Bjorn.”
“Bjorn's the black-ass-hole of the universe!” the lieutenant responded. Get up!” He kicked me in the side.
I gasped from the sudden pain and tried to get up. The slippery ground seemed to shift and I curled there, moaning under my breath, my arms folded over my head for protection, my legs tucked, also for protection. The snow was cold. Starspeaker!
“You damn Kub-lover, get up like a man!”
I flinched, but he only nudged me with the toe of his boot. A sense of overwhelming sadness. Why not? Tears squeezed from my eyes. Sadness? Had my mentor, the great and glorious silver tag, decided to make an appearance?
Gather your tel powers, Terran, he sent, such as they are.
What were you waiting for?
That which you should have provided. Initiative.
I got to my feet with the help of a tree as my head clearing. “Lieutenant?” I wiped my mouth on a sleeve and pictured that ball of electricity coalescing within my brain. Spinning. Growing. Dammit, this was going to hurt!
The lieutenant stepped closer and prodded my chest with a wet finger. “Ready to communicate?”
I nodded, carefully.
”Figured you might be with some of the stuffing knocked out of you. OK, where is she?”
I lowered my head, groaned as I forced the ball to intensify and prepared to send him messages.
“Not far, Lieutenant,” I whispered. “Just follow my directions.” I held onto the tree as I gave him instructions, in no uncertain mind commands, to vacate the Kubraen village, and take his warriors with him. It was easier, I realized, then when I'd twisted Bjorn's already twisted mind to paths of my own devising. I was improving.
I watched the lieutenant and his warriors walk dazedly back to their comrades, who were still guarding the people. The black uniforms stuck to their wet bodies as the sudden blizzard thickened. Thunder rumbled again within the black sky. Lightning flashed in strobe shots that illuminated massive clouds.
Lisa, my little kid, was manipulating the elements again.
After a short discussion among themselves, followed by a yelling match, the warriors boarded their mantas, lifted, and headed southeast.
Briertrush was at the hut's doorway as I held my side and limped there, my teeth clamped. He'd replaced the stones and burned branches to cover the hideout. His hands were white from scooping ashes back into the circle.
Water puddled around my boots as I stared at the wooden bones of the fire and pressed my raw cheek. “The tel suggestions won't last long. I'm not that good. Not yet.” I tossed a burned stump into ashes. “And I don't think your Mountain Spirit can influence non-tels.” I went to the door. The thunder and lightning had stopped as suddenly as it started. A puppet storm dissolved by my little girl. “Those crotemungers will be back in force pretty soon, and out for blood.”
“Yesh.” He flung the last branch into the circle, raising ashes, then wiped his broad hands on his tunic, came and took my head in both hands, and tilted it to see the bruises. It was dark in the hut and I wondered about eyesight that good. “Nesh time they come, ish not ta talk with you, humane. Ish your blood threy drink.”
“I know. And your people's blood.”
He ran a palm across the right side of his neck and brought the sticky hand to my face.
“No.” I blocked his wrist. “That's all right.”
“Ah! Drink humanes ta fluid from crow's belly, but not thris heal salve!” He held up his glowing hand and licked it.
“I never drank anything from a crow's belly. They don't excrete – Oh. A cow's belly.” I shrugged. “Yeah. Well.”
We walked outside, where a low moon was bathed in the glow of the mountain. Its sisters were scattered across the sky. ”Do you always get these flash storms?” I asked.
“No,” he answered softly and stared at me. “Only till now.”
“You can blame me for a lot of stuff, Briertrush, but I can't cause storms to come and go on cue.” The fact that Lisa could would remain our secret.
“I know,” he said cryptically.
“Probably your Kubraish Spirit's work.”
He just grunted.
We both stopped as our ears filled with the cries of people wailing for Gwis. I wondered if they knew just how close they'd come to following her.
”Brier?” I stared at the distant Western glow through clearing skies. “Let's see if we can bring your people home to the mountain before the next attack.”



Chapter Ten
We had no time for funerary rites. The three oldest Kubraens stripped Gwis' body naked, oiled it with liquids from their neck glands, and left her on a bare rock for predators and scavengers. It was the Kubraen way of repaying the ecosystem for the physical nourishment Gwis had taken during her lifetime. Her spiritual nurturing they commended to their god, whose name was something like Tres Omu Cruash, but I'm anthropomorph-pronouncing.
They were sorry, they told Gwis' cold bones, that they couldn't stay to watch her gift of flesh, but her spirit knew their enemies would return.
The people bundled their few possessions as casually as though they were preparing for a day at the beach. I was given back my stingler, small comfort that lone weapon, and we moved west, toward the Spirit Mountain.
I carried Lisa on my shoulders. After our tel-link during the incident with the czar's warriors she was afraid to leave me. Her head lay against mine as she dozed, drooling into my hair.
I put my hand on the stingler as an animal hooted in the woods. Another yodeled a reply. Were the czar's warriors trained in guerrilla warfare?
Spirit? I sent to the silver tag. I know you don't like to disclose information any more than Starspeaker did, but do you mind giving me a hint on how I'm going to repel a czar attack with only my trusty stingler? On the other hand, if I'm supposed to dazzle them with tel power, you might be overestimating my talents.
I waited for a reply. Nothing. As usual. Gwis? I looked back. No response there either, though the veils that shrouded her body suddenly shimmered with a cool light.
A whip of wind beat the backs of silvered trees on high craggy hills where Kubraen youths moved darkly, keeping watch while snow clouds brooded at their backs. Maybe the silver tag was busy forming a defensive strategy for the coming siege. Sure. And maybe, as usual, he was out to lunch. Well, thanks again for all your advice, I sent. Have a nice day while your people are murdered.
The doll Gwis had given Lisa slipped from her fingers.
Briertrush, walking silently beside me with the wrapped sublink under his arm, picked up the small figure and studied it. “Thris bring good luck,” he said, rubbing an amber button on the doll's neck, where a Kubraen's gland would be.
“Yeah. Real good thing we have it.”
He slid me a look. “Still alive, you an' Lisha. Sleep you na in dungeon. Know you na the touch of czar's electric burn thring.” His voice held a sinister note.
“What's a…” I cleared my throat. “An electric burn thring? I mean thing.”
“Ah! Terran concept.” He shook his craggy orange head. Spiky hair scissored the air. “Make you sorry ta cling ta life, thris thring.”
“Well is it a concept or a thing?”
“Concept horror Terran thring.” He squinted at the sky and my spine grew cold as he hissed out a slow breath through square teeth.
I glanced southeast again and tried to separate stars from moving lights of mantas, and wondered what I'd do if I saw them. “Is that how the czar got your people to leave their homes, through torture?”
“Torture czar ta people who wouldna go, thren leave their torn bodies in thre groves fo us ta find.” His tone never changed but his chest heaved. “Ta rest of my people leave with quiet.”
I guess I squeezed Lisa's ankles too hard. She moaned in her sleep and slapped my head. I loosened my grip.
“What about the czar's mountain warriors?” I asked. “Do you have a plan in mind if we should run into them? I mean besides the czar's troops, who are probably crawling up our asses right now?”
He snapped a white spore off a long plant as we strode by, studied its fragile design, a silver snowflake in three dimensions. “Know I only thre Kubraish Spirit call us home.” He released the spore and it lifted. Drifted. He touched his groin, his heart and his neck in that ritual gesture. “Pray you not ta gods thris dark night?”
“There were times I've prayed on dark nights,” I told him. “And times I didn't.” I would have shrugged but for Lisa's weight. “I never noticed a difference.”
“Difference ta makes ish here.” He touched his breast. “Ta peaceful here.”
I fingered the stingler and scanned the southeastern sky again. I shifted Lisa's weight, continued walking doggedly as a drift of snowflakes dusted us. “I'll be quiet here,” I tapped my chest with a fist, “when we make it safely to the mountain, and when I find out just what your Kubraish Spirit expects from me and my daughter.”
It's snowing again, Daddy, Lisa sent as she awoke.
I felt her apprehension and wondered, on a non-verbal level that was more a feeling, to what extent I should try to protect her from the reality of our situation? To what extent I should prepare her for the very real adversities in our future? In her future, if I were no longer around. She was so young, so easily hurt. But then the snowflakes drifting around us parted like a veil. “Did you do that?” I asked her.
“Uh huh. I wanted you to stay dry, Daddy.”
“Thanks, Lis'!” I patted her knee. So she continued to work the elements. I wondered how powerful she would become as she grew up, and if her tel power would increase with age? That was a random factor.
How different this situation from that time, long ago, when my immaturity and impulsiveness was responsible for my sister's death. As though Great Mind had allowed me a new roll of the dice, if there really be a Great Mind, and if He/She/It favored a roll of the dice over the Greeks' Three Fates who spun the thread of life, measured it, and cut it. I patted her leg and found myself smiling. Did I ever tell you that you're a great kid? I sent. And how much I love you?
She patted my wet head. Yesh, Draddy. She giggled. I chuckled with her. Briertrush looked at Lisa, then glanced at me and frowned. Well hell, he knew we were telepaths, and I wasn't too fond of the times he talked to his people in Kubraen, while I stood there like a dumbshit bottom scrabbler.
You think Tikkie's OK? Lisa sent wistfully.
I think so, Lis' He probably went back to the ranch. She laid her head against mine and I withdrew the link, hoping her thoughts would turn to other things.
“How much further?” I asked Briertrush and studied the glowing mountain.
“Further thran the snow that makes ta mountain path long.” He scraped at a horny ridge of flaking skin on his arm. It slid off and the black lizard with the collar scurried between his legs, grabbed it and ran. A large brown spider ran after him. “Further thran wish of weary people ta lie down in warm caves an' sleep.”
“Not further than fear,” I added.
At my order, no blobs trailed us with their lights, but the cloud-shrouded moons gave us glimpses of our path. I pictured mantas swooping out of that sky. I pictured clay ducks at a shooting gallery as hundreds of Kubraens, their silver eyes stabbing night, sang as they moved in small separate groups, as I'd instructed, across the bare terrain. Did they sing to keep up their spirits or out of some alien concept that It things could be worse? After all, they were going home, in this world or the next.
Speaking of which –
Jules, she said in my mind.
Starspeaker! I thought you were out among the stars. Time for another lesson?
I look forward to stars. But not yet. Your final lesson. The time is short, the conditions too dangerous for full realization. You must forgive my people for the trials we impose upon you.
Sure.
Lisa wrapped her arms around my head and kissed my hair. Starspeaker's nice, Daddy. She told me stories about the Mountain Spirit's children.
Why are you letting her in? I demanded of Speaker. She's too young for your harsh lessons.
To give your child the skills she will require for survival, in the events to come.
Events to come? I tightened my grip on Lisa's legs as though I could somehow hold her safe.
The events we move toward, Speaker sent.
The lesson was gratefully short. I felt drained afterwards. After all, lowering your shields and allowing the babble in while you lock onto a young male among the people and feel his cold fear of death, a fear he doesn't even admit to himself as anything but hatred for the czar, while the storm clouds gather again and sweat melts snowflakes off your brow, is no light task.
But I did it! And better than that, I tapped into the young Kubraen's subconscious desire to impress the young females with his physical strength and sexual prowess. He was not aware of the intrusion, but I watched him desert a group of males to walk beside a surprised young female and smile as he talked to her.
So now I was also playing matchmaker, arousing their sexual desires and the maternal, paternal instincts. Why it was important for a Terran to manipulate Speaker's own people, I did not know. But she was pleased. If the silver tag approved, he didn't say. Perhaps next time I could probe the full depths of a being's psyche, as Starspeaker had done to me back in the caves. To find their weakness, my silver friend? I added on a hunch. And ultimately direct the czar's actions? Like off a cliff, followed by his entourage?
Could be.
I knew that Speaker was pleased with Lisa's power, too, which was taking a direction that complimented my own. Though I thought pleased was a bit of an understatement. Lisa could naturally shield, and she could tap the elements themselves. To what extent, I wasn't certain, but the sudden storm she raised when the czar's warriors invaded the village was pretty damn impressive. During Speaker's lesson, I had felt a rumble and the raw power of a distant squall through Lisa's link, then a slight shift in the tectonic plate. Even more incredible, I felt the forces of flowing magna beneath the plate that caused the shift. I didn't ask Lisa about it. What could she express in words that came close to the experience itself? But I worried about her role in this game the Kubraish Spirit had set up.
I was here to execute the czar. That much I knew. But did my mission include stopping the crystal trade once and for all? Even with the czar dead, his miners and warriors, to say nothing of Bjorn and Lost Vegas, would be more than happy to continue doing business. The only way to end it once and for all would be to collapse the mines and keep Spirit's other sources a secret.
Spirit? I sent.
I am here.
Would that finish things for us? Would that guarantee continuance for you and your people? And Lisa's ticket back home? Maybe mine too?
All. Yes. The time of the ravagers would be finished. With the mines, as you Terrans call them, collapsed back into the earth, they would again nourish my world.
Jesus and Vishnu, Spirit! Is there anything else I should be asking?
Our minds do not always function in mesh, Terran! What you call mines are not mines. What you call blood is not my blood. I do not always foresee your thought processes.
Nor I yours, I admitted. I rubbed my brow and turned my thoughts to any long-distance link with advancing human minds from the southeast.
Nothing.
Maybe the czar's warriors were waiting for daylight. At dawn, they'd have us in their sights when they attacked. Nice of them, though, to give Lisa and me time to continue to strengthen our powers.
Thickening snow turned the night frosty as we climbed into windy foothills. It would block the manta's visuals, but not their other tracking systems.
The mountain was an inverted cone of blazing light, the sky above it clear, showing a joint of the galaxy's arm, as though Spirit's home was not subject to weather. Within the cone's aura, the jagged peak seemed to pierce space itself.
We'd been walking for five hours and I was chilled. So was Lisa, but she didn't say. The Kubraens, dressed only in tunics and cloaks, marched stoically, their eyes set on the mountain. Briertrush had taken Lisa onto his shoulders when my leg muscles burned with fatigue on steep, slippery inclines. Thick silver trees shielded us, but wind growled overhead and tried to throttle their leafy crowns. The woods were so silent, though, I almost thought I heard snowflakes building white mounds. I prayed for continuing silence, since droning engines could be the sound of death.
A stately tawny-skinned woman moved up to our small group, clasping the hand of an adolescent who was creamed coffee and sugar with her golden skin and hair, her silver eyes.
The woman wagged her head at Briertrush. He grunted and she walked by his side and directed the girl to Briertrush's other side, next to me.
Wind fluttered the girl's tunic and green cloak against the curve of hips and thighs as she walked. I glanced at her double pairs of breasts. Perhaps when they do reproduce, it's multiple births. Her oversized bare feet slapped rugged ground with a fluid motion. A real beauty among her people, I'd venture, yet except for the youth I'd influenced, I never saw a male glance at a female in the way that signals sexual interest. And I never saw a female respond to a male in that alluring manner that makes for real sexuality, among Terrans, anyway. I had a feeling it wasn't much different with these humanoids.
“Thris Hasril d'Trush,” Briertrush told me and wagged his head at the woman.
“Trush?” I nodded at Hasril. “Then trush is a title?”
“Ish…medal of honor,” Briertrush informed me. “An' thris Shasra, Hasril's pro…prog – “ “Progeny? Daughter?”
“Daughtrer.” Briertrush sounded relieved. The crease between his eyes smoothened out.
I smiled at the women. Hasril smiled back, said something to Shasra and gestured toward Lisa. I was curious, since Kubraen adolescents had been indifferent to Lisa. From not having grown up with kids, or from never having reached full puberty and maturity? Maybe both. I'd a feeling that with our approach toward the nourishing food of their homeland, Hasril wanted her daughter to get acquainted with children.
Shasra watched me.
“Shasra,” I said, refrained a sideways nod and smiled instead.
“Jules,” she answered politely and nodded in a very Terran manner. Perhaps she was studying to be an anthropologist. She smiled at Lisa, took her hand as we walked, carefully turned it over and studied the small fingers as though they were porcelain. Lisa, just as interested in Shasra's elongated, crinkled hand, closed her tiny fist around the hooked claws of the Kubraen's fingers.
Shasra purred in her throat and brushed the back of her hand over Lisa's smooth cheek. She murmured something to Hasril and nibbled lightly on Lisa's fingers.
Lisa squealed, rested her head on Briertrush's stiff-haired crown, and touched Shasra's velvety lips.
Hasril murmured something to Shasra and Shasra wagged her head and chortled. So make me a grandmother, already! I couldn't help thinking for Hasril. Shasra rubbed Lisa's hand across the gland in her neck and licked Lisa's sticky fingers.
I threw a frown at Briertrush. He found something interesting to stare at on the ground. Shasra dug inside her cloak, removed a small delicately-carved wooden animal and handed it to Lisa. “Goodbrye, Lishra. Do not wear down your teeth, shmall one.”
Lisa turned the gift over in her hand, sniffed the pungent wood, and reached into her jacket pocket.
She took out the toy hovair and gave it to Shasra. Damn! That toy might've come in handy again with its light.
“Thank you, Lishra!” Shasra's tone was soft and lisping. Mother and daughter moved away, their heads wagging in figure-eight patterns that looked for all the world like neck exercises. They touched shoulders as they walked, scraping off flakes of dead skin.
Shasra glanced back at Lisa and stumbled over the black lizard as he ran under her foot for the skin. This time the spider grabbed it first.
I wondered what animals the Kubraens had evolved from?
“Beertush?” Lisa patted his head. “Can I get down now?”
He swung her off his shoulders as we hiked through the snowy woods. I looked back at Shasra, walking with a group of young females now. Frightening that one sterile generation could spell extinction for an entire people. “Do the other Kubraen villages still produce children?” I asked Briertrush.
“Weaken threy as Kubraish Spirit weakens.”
Someone, somewhere, gave a signal and everyone stopped at once and settled under trees.
Briertrush took my arm as I looked around and led me to a tree with a bed of dry mulch beneath broad leaves with silver veins. Dripping leaf fluid had frozen to ruby icicles that clinked like wind chimes. He broke off an icicle, chewed it and folded himself under the tree.
I dropped down with a weary sigh, my back against the glazed trunk, then scrambled up as Lisa snapped off an icicle and was about to put it into her mouth.
“No, Lis'!”
She gasped. Her lower lip quivered as she let the icicle slip from her fingers.
“I'm sorry,” I said. “I didn't mean to scare you.” I picked red ice off her glove. “But you can't eat anything on this planet without checking with me first. OK?”
“It was just an icicle, Daddy.”
“A red one.”
”I'm hungry.”
“Come here.” I sat beneath the tree, lifted her onto my lap and rubbed her arms through the wet jacket, then took out the last packet of soy burgers and french fries, still warm from my inner pocket. “Who made the decision to rest?” I asked Briertrush, opened the packet and gave it to Lisa. “Here, baby.”
“No one,” Briertrush answered. “An' all.” He hooked a claw into bark, peeled it back, caught something that squirmed and stuffed it into his mouth.
I grimaced. “Uh, then you don't have a leader?”
He let his tongue roll out and rubbed his chin with it.
On a chance I said, “Am I embarrassing you?”
“Daddy, you feed me.”
I fed her a french fry.
“Only brabrarans have leaders, see you, Julesh? Ta civrilized being laws ta himself.”
“Only brabrarans? But Terrans have leaders. Oh.” I fed Lisa another fry.
Groups of people beneath trees ate with their hands from common bowls, often feeding each other.
“Feed me a fat one, Daddy, like that crawly thing Beertush ate.”
“Lisa,” I said, “you know how to say Briertrush.”
“OK.” She glanced at him with a guilty expression.
I wiggled a fat fry between fingers. It was pulled from my hand by her tel force, did loops in the air and spiraled down into her open mouth. I laughed with her, hoping she wouldn't sense my anxiety. Our scouts were at their posts, but where could we hide if the attack came in this flat valley? Had the czar planned the attack for a box canyon ahead? Then again, would the czar figure on the Kubraens heading back to their mountain? If not, where would he look for us? In Laurel? A pleasant thought came to mind. Perhaps he only wanted the land the Kubraens had vacated. The lieutenant said they figured there was a rich lode beneath it.
Lisa's small body against mine was comforting, though my stomach growled from hunger. She took the last french fry and offered it back to me. I ate it slowly. I guess food is even more the universal language of love than music. Though the Kubraen chanting, to the tune of a wooden flute, was soothing and reassuring in the cold white woods. I glanced southeast at the empty sky. Now that soothing.
“Lis'?” I scraped up the last fry bits, gave them to her and wiped her mouth with my gloved hand. “What kind of stories did Starspeaker tell you about Spirit's children?”
She told me all about the beautiful children who danced inner light and the Kubris Spirit who sang for them. Before the Terrans came. She giggled with her tongue between teeth. And how the Kubris Spirit went to the Sun God's temple and the Sun God gave him a wonderful immoral tree with sweet fruit for his people to eat. She played with a button on my jacket collar. “So they could always have good things to eat and a nice place to live in the mountain.” She stuck her finger through a tear in the jacket's seam. “Daddy, did you sew your pants yet?”
“Not yet. An immoral tree?”
“Immortral,” Briertrush almost corrected. Lisa put out her palm to the drift of snow through branches, then shivered. I hugged her closer. ”But then the dragon came,” she said, “and took their tree and their mountain.”
“Oh yeah? Well, it's just a story.” Sure. A dragon called the czar. I glanced southeast again. It was becoming a compulsion. “Briertrush, haven't we rested long enough, considering the circumstances?” He didn't answer. His head was back against the trunk, eyes closed. How could he sleep?
“You want to hear the rest of the story, Daddy?”
“Oh, sure,” I said absently.
“So then the Kubris Spirit called the dragon's good brother and the beautiful young princess from the faraway land of Terror.”
“Terra?” Our story! “And then, Lisa?”
“And then he told them to come and slay the dragon so the Kubrans could live on their mountain and have their tree back again.”
I stared at the mountain. To assassinate the czar, the ravager. But why did he need Lisa? I took in a shaky breath, then remembered to lift my shields against her tel. Damn this whole planet. Her purpose in life was not to stimulate egg production among the alien women! And why couldn't the silver crotefucker kill the czar himself? “Did, uh, Starspeaker say why the princess had to come too?”
“Uh huh.”
I hesitated, afraid to hear the rest.
“Because if the dragon kills the good brother, then the beautiful princess has to…” She frowned, trying to grasp the thought.
I waited.
“She has to turn into a war, and the Spirit will give her a sword to slay the dragon.”
“A warrior?” My throat clenched.
She nodded. “Daddy?”
I took a ragged breath. “Yeah, Lis'?”
She rubbed a hand across her nose and leaned her head against me. “I think it's the sword that cut my doll at Grandpa's.” She looked up and I saw tears in her wide blue eyes.
I pressed her head against my chest and rocked her. “I think so too, baby.” Starspeaker! I sent for the hundredth time. I have to talk to you. Don't go to the stars. Not yet. Your people still need you. I need you.
Nothing.
“Croteshit!” Listen to me, Speaker. You have no right to use Lisa to execute the czar if I'm killed. You hear me? I want your word that –
A fist of tel power slammed into my mind. The silver being! His power ebbed like simmering bubbles on hot water, ready to boil up again.
Where the hell have you been? On vacation? Keep my daughter out of this mess of yours, or I swear by whatever gods, I won't do your killing for you. You want the czar dead? Be my guest! Or keep Lisa out of it. Where's Speaker?
Daddy? Lisa said. Who are you talking to?
Briertrush awoke and sat up.
“The tag who brought us to this planet, Lis'.”
The Speaker with Stars can no longer communicate with you, the silver being sent.
Then you communicate with me!
I will assist when the attack comes.
Will you assist if my six-year-old daughter is alone on this godforsaken dirt ball? What then? Tell me your plan to get her home to Earth or I'm through with you starting right now. Right here! You understand me?
Speaker has given you that knowledge through the story. Why do you tax me?
I want to know the end of the story. So far, all I've heard is what my daughter and I can do for you. Nothing about how you'll get her back home! You're so damn powerful. Kill the czar yourself!
I will direct the czar's death if I must, but all of Laurel will go with him into what you call geth state.
All – Croteshit! I don't believe you. You can't even affect a non-tel. And why would you want to destroy Laurel?
My tel power is great, Terran, and diffused throughout this world you call Halcyon. If I release my destructive power against the czar, it will spread to all Terrans, including yourself and your daughter. Though I might try, I cannot do less.
And if I fail to execute the czar, and I'm killed, what can a six-year-old kid do to complete your damn mission?
The child will become a powerful tel in time. She is already capable of moving the elements. I would use her to cause a disruption under Wolf Ridge that would destroy the compound and all within it.
With the elements themselves? Fear ate at me. Then what will become of her after that? What if she fails? I didn't really want to hear the answer.
Her tel is strong, but her brain is not fully developed.
I pressed my hands to my temples, afraid of his next words.
Disrupting the elements themselves is the deepest of all probes. I will direct her, but it is conceivable that the act will destroy her tel power.
Just her tel power?
Her power is woven into the myriad cell clusters of her young brain and it would
destroy –
Don't say it! She might be listening. This is not acceptable. Do you have honor? A code of ethics? If not, find yourself another executioner. I never wanted the job, and Lisa is an innocent, trusting child. A pawn in your high and mighty game! Do you understand me?
He didn't answer, but I felt his anguish for his people, saw Wolf Ridge in my mind as blackroot branches strangling energy from his amorphous being.
What are you? I sent wearily.
The soul of World Tres Cruash.
The Kubraen name for this world?
Yes. I am the Giver of Life.
I thought that was God's territory.
What Terrans call crystals is my being, woven into the mantle of this world. As they cut me apart, the blood of Cruash is taken in pieces to your Earthworld. As I am weakened, the life force of my world is weakened.
You mean you are the crystals?
What you call crystals. I attended the birth of this young planet, begotten from the crucible of a supernova and cradled by its sun. I followed its path and saw that it alone held promise for life in this system. I seeded it and endowed it with my gene gift. I became the Giver of Life. I caused the life forms to evolve. I made it my home.
And then the ravagers came. Right? I looked toward the mountain, disappearing up into radiant mist, and felt myself grow wearier, as though that great mass had settled upon my shoulders. And why not use members of the ravagers own race to set things right again.
He remained silent, though I knew he was still there. Teach me how to kill the czar, and teach me well. Wind flicked tears from my frozen cheeks. If you hurt my child, I'll curse you with my last breath. I am cursed.
I lowered my head. So am I. By you.
* * *
I fell silent as we continued west, grateful to Briertrush for entertaining Lisa with songs and stories of Kubraen animals. I put all other concerns aside for now and pondered the immediate question of what strategy to use if…when the czar's troops attacked.
The sky had lightened to flaxen clouds, the shimmering air, silvering the edges of things as though we moved through reflections in old mirrors, warmed us as we walked. I'd taken off Lisa's wet snowsuit. I caught a hint of sweet honey on the air and the snow turned to soft rain. Strange, since we were still climbing. “Did you do that, baby?”
She shook her head.
Well, strange was normal on this mountain's dreamy landscape, where the morning sun failed to burn off a luminous ground fog that clung to groves of leafy trees on green hills upslope from us. Beyond the hills, beyond the sudden plunges to valleys, early rays bloodied the walls of that impossible mountain, while the plains far below were still beaten white by winter.
I listened for the whine of engines, heard only calls of small creatures and the brush of hundreds of pairs of feet through soggy ground-cover as we moved west.
Perhaps somewhere within that misty cloak ahead the enemy had laid a trap. Were we walking into a pincer formation? Or the box canyon I had pictured? We had scouts on point and on both flanks. I'd seen to that. Scouts who were supposed to report back even if they hadn't spotted the czar's warriors or advancing troops from the southeast.
Scouts we hadn't heard from.
That didn't seem to bother anybody but me. I wondered if it were the Kubraen lack of a military mindset, or some card up their alien tunics?
The people, normally subdued and brief in their talk, chattered excitedly as we approached the groves, where ripe crimson and purple fruit bent branches almost to the ground. The aromas were sweet and syrupy, almost cloying.
“Kra,” a youth shouted and ran toward the orchards. “Krei ta Yae!”
“Briertrush, tell them –“ I stopped as the ground vibrated, as though a granite tuning fork had been tapped somewhere deep beneath our feet.
Lisa held her palms pressed against a stone slab. “The rocks are singing, Daddy!”
I felt it too, but we were in an open meadow, a great place for an air attack. “C'mere, Lis'!” I took her hand and glanced around. “Stay close to me.”
“Ta Spirit.” Briertrush sighed, his lips parted, his eyelids low in what I took to be an expression of bliss. His nostril slits fluttered. “Thre home of Kubraish Spirit.” His great bulk swayed as he stared at the ground.
“Krei!” a youth shouted from high on the slope and waved a melon large as a honeydew over his head. “U'pey kreish!” He tossed the melon down the slope.
It rolled to the splayed feet of an old male. He picked it up and stared at it as though it were the Holy Grail.
This was their natural food. The fruits that would tune their bodies back to health and allow the young women to conceive and bear children.
The people dropped their packs and sprinted toward the orchards, yodeling in their throats.
“Tell them not to crowd together!” I told Briertrush and scanned the skies. Still empty. So were the ridges where our scouts were supposed to be. “Son of a bitch!” But no enemy troops emerged from behind trees or the sandstone escarpments dotted with natural caves.
Not yet!
“Call the people back,” I told Briertrush. “Dammit, no wonder you tags lost your mountain!” “Told you I am na ta leader.” He dropped to his knees.
“What the hell are you doing?”
He took the sublink from within his roll of supplies and turned it on. “Contact I thre Terran rebels.” He put on the headset and poked the keyboard with a flaky finger as he typed in something, probably a code.
“I thought you said the rebel movement had been defeated?”
“Till now, know I na whether you mindlinked with czar.” He looked up. “Rebels think prehaps you be spy of czar.”
I straightened, but kept my hand away from the stingler. “Are you certain of me now, Kubraen?”
Lisa leaned against my leg.
“Yesh, Julesh, fo certain now.”
“Daddy?” She clutched her straw doll and looked around. “There's something coming. Let's go away.”
“Rache here,” a voice crackled over the sublink.
“Crode…,” Briertrush began, “ah, codrei…”
“Give me that!” I yanked the headset off him. Stiff hairs remained tangled in the headphones. “Daddy.” Lisa tugged on my hand. “Let's go!”
“Wait, Lis'. What's the code?” I asked Briertrush.
He rubbed his scalp. “Silver.”
Of course. “Code Silver!” I called in on the sublink. “This is code silver.”
A pause.
“Is this Jules Rammis?”
“Yes! Is this rebel HQ?”
“Affirmative.”
“We need help. We're on Spirit Mountain, east slope. We're expecting an attack from the czar's forces, probably from our southeastern flank.” I scanned the sky. “Or from the air. Our people are unarmed and out in the open. Can you assist?”
“We have guerrillas located along the western ridges. Get your people under cover.”
“They're scattered throughout the orchards.” I scanned the ridges.
“We'll send a company to defend. Maintain radio contact.”
“I'll try. Is it true the satellite's been knocked out?”
“Scrambled when we attacked the czar's base. Now keep your people moving.”
“Roger.” I gave Briertrush the headset. “Come on, Lis'.”
“Rammis?” I heard Rache's voice.
I took back the set. “Rammis here.”
“Are you I-DEA?”
“Jesus and Vishnu, no! I'm –“ Had this rebel been in contact with Bjorn? Who was I really talking to? “Where did you get your information?”
“It's a logical deduction. Can you contact Interstel?”
“No, and I'm not so sure it would help. Rammis out.” I gave Briertrush the headset.
“Daddy!” There were tears in Lisa's eyes. She hit my thigh with a fist. “They're coming.”
I scooped her up and scanned the luminous skies. Nothing. “Who's coming?”
“The dragon! I feel him, Daddy. I feel him!”
Briertrush scooped up the sublink. I picked up Lisa and we ran for a treed ravine and slid down into it. A small black animal darted away as I set Lisa down behind a boulder. She clung to me and cried.
“Lisha.” Briertrush took her hand, patted it between his like a pancake. “Small one. Sworn I ta protect your frather.” He looked up as the drone of engines vibrated water droplets off trees. “Spirit protect us all!” he murmured.
Through pearly fog I watched black mantas lift over the misty hills.
“Rammis?” A voice blared from the flagship manta's speakers. “Why don't you leave those vacced-out tree chewers and join your own people? They're doomed, you know, and your telepathic abilities are worth more creds to the czar than you can spend in a lifetime.”
“Stay down behind this boulder, Lis', OK?” I told her and watched a formation of mantas approach the orchards. “Whatever happens, stay down, baby.”
She hugged her doll and stared at the sky. “It's Greenwings.”
“Who? The dragon?”
“Uh huh.” Tears glazed her eyes. “He says he wants to take care of us, Daddy. He says he wants to take me for a ride on his back.” She shook her head. “I don't want to go. He's a bad man.”
“That's right. He's a bad man. Promise me you'll stay behind this rock till somebody comes for you or you see those airplanes leaving.”
“Will you come for me?”
“I'll – I'll come back.” But the words stuck in my throat. I kissed her forehead. “Stay down, baby.
“Promise you'll come back?”
I squeezed her tight. “I'll do my best, Lisa.”
She chewed her lip, still studying the sky with furrowed brow, and nodded.
“C'mon!” I told Briertrush. We raced for a high position on a rocky outcrop far enough away so if we drew fire Lisa would still be safe.
Safe? I thought ironically and glanced back at the hollow. Not if the czar's forces won.
We waited, watched through trees. Briertrush began a low chant as mantas banked and screamed down on scattering Kubraens. The thud of ships' rockets batted through my chest. Kubraens screamed. Trees exploded and caught fire.
“Christ,” I muttered, braced the stingler in both hands and licked dry lips as I aimed at a ship. Too far. Too far for accuracy. Spirit? Are you awake? Whatever you intend to do, do it now! The czar's troops are attacking your people.
Hot light flashed from rebel-held positions along the western ridge, but no ships rose from there to meet the czar's aircraft. I felt the ground vibrate and ducked as a rebel missile found its laser-designated target and a czar manta exploded.
Five czar mantas broke away from the orchards, raised their sensors and flew a nape-of-the-earth line along the ridge, sniffing out rebel fire control systems. A sudden blast from a ship's rocket shook ground. I covered my ears as the explosion tore a hole in the side of the ridge.
Lis', stay down! I sent. Please, baby. Stay down.
A ghostly mist swirled up from the ground. It thickened and rolled over Kubraens, concealing them as they ran for caves in the escarpment.
Spirit!
Some of the males carried wounded companions. But others lay motionless beneath trees where shattered fruit littered the ground.
Spirit. Late, as usual.
Briertrush hissed something in Kubranese as a blue and white manta, its pattern calculated for sky camouflage, swooped low over our position.
I sucked in a breath, aimed for its engines and fired. “Christlotus,” I muttered as it banked away undamaged. My heart crowded into my throat as the manta lowered and skidded to ground in a rooster tail of ripped plants and dirt just fifty meters away from Lisa's hiding place!
I stood so the pilot could see me and fired a shot at the ship. No damage. I pressed myself behind a tree and closed my eyes as the gunner responded with a rocket that blew a grove of lump trees into firewood. Three warriors emerged from the ship and ran toward us.
“Come on!” I yelled to Briertrush. He was right behind me as I raced between bushes, hurdled logs and headed for a ravine further away from Lisa.
An embankment!
I couldn't stop, yelled as I slid down and rolled into a narrow river of thick quicksilver. I didn't know what to expect from the mercury fluid that oozed around me but I hurriedly splashed toward the far shore.
I didn't expect a tingling warmth. Didn't foresee my vision blurred by an overlay of stars. Or the sensation of falling toward a young planet, still pearled by its envelope of fetal clouds. Part of my panicked mind felt strangely paternal about this new creation. “Dammit! Not now, Spirit!” I wiped a hand across my eyes and stumbled up the far bank.
The illusion vanished and Briertrush, close behind me, did his groin-heart-neck thing. Behind us, shouts.
'They're gaining ground!” I called to Briertrush as we sprinted through thinning trees. I stopped before an open field. We'd never cross it alive! “We make a stand here.” I checked the stingler's ring for hot. I was afraid they'd locate us just by the sound of my hard breathing. A rustling in bushes. I took a breath, held it. ”He's got a weapon,” I heard.
“A hand stingler, I'd say,” came the reply. “Rammis? Your rebel friends should have informed you that a manta can withstand light laser hits. Was that a stingler you used to tickle my ship's belly?”
I knew my eyes were wide as I glanced at Briertrush and cleared my throat. “Come into the open,” I called. “I'll show it to you.”
“No, that's all right,” the man said casually. “We're not here for a fire fight. If we were, you and the tree chewer would be black spots in the grass by now. What we can't figure, Rammis, is why you've chosen to die with aliens. Why don't you just come out of the trees and leave him there with his lunch? You're a tel. You should know we've got you surrounded and marked.”
Shit!
I grabbed Briertrush's arm, backed, glanced around quickly and heard the hum of a programmed personal dart slashing branches. “Duck!” I shouted, yanked on his arm and threw myself to the ground.
“Bretter lie we down, Julesh. Harder targrets that way.”
“Right.”
We crouched behind a thick-boled tree. Lisa! I sent, calming my mind. You OK, baby?
OK, Daddy. Be careful.
Damn, wish I were as fearless as my six-year-old daughter. But I was trembling and afraid they'd kill us where we stood, crouched behind a tree.
Briertrush howled as a dart grazed his leg. Yellow fluid spurted. I didn't know if it was dart poison or his blood. Until the dart slowed and wheeled for another pass. I held the stingler in both hands, fired, swept the dart with a continuous beam. The missile nosedived and dirt flew as it buried itself in a futile quest for a Kubraen DNA code beneath ground.
“Come on!” I whispered and ran downslope through a line of trees that followed the quicksilver river. He limped after me.
Again the hum of a dart. I fired. Missed! Briertrush cried out as the dart smacked into his back, discharging its deadly toxin.
I lowered the stingler and stared at him as he clung to a tree.
“Ta rivrer,” he moaned, dropped to his knees and crawled toward the silver water. “Julesh! Help me ta rivrer!”
I did, and eased him into the thick fluid. Behind us a branch snapped.
“Go now,” he groaned. “Find Kubraish Spirit.” His silver eyes darkened to lead.
My legs tingled from the liquid as I watched the trees behind us.
“Will you be all right?”
“I will be bettra now.” He pushed me away. “Go!” He closed his eyes and sank. Cold lava folded over him till only his wet face showed, like a death mask on a mirror. I backed out of the liquid as I heard the manta's crew approach. An opaque curtain of mist rolled across the river's meandering length. I followed the current downslope to keep the mist between me and the enemy. Spirit!
“Where'd he go?” I heard a crewman shout. “Where the hell did this fog come from?”
I ran past groups of huddled Kubraens, some tending wounded within the river. Some sprawled out in the field, beyond help.
But the rebel forces had taken the orchards, were firing at czar mantas, and engaging the czar's ground troops, advancing now from the southeast. Black smoke roiled over fruit trees that sizzled and exploded as mantas torched them with lances of hot light. Above it all, the blue and white hovair slowly circled like a hawk.
Lisa? I sent. Lisa!
I'm here, Daddy.
I breathed again. OK, baby. I'm on my way.
You are? She seemed surprised. OK!
A wounded rebel soldier moaned. He crawled beneath a tree and collapsed. Alone, he could easily bleed to death.
I trotted to his side and eased off his backpack. “Take it easy, tag. I'll call for a medic.” I withdrew his shoulder unit. “Medic! I shouted into it. I checked him for bleeding. A trickle from a beam wound on his right side. I opened his medkit and took out a syringe marked Morphloid. “We need a medic here!” I shouted again into the unit. “There's a wounded rebel soldier needs help.” The unit's locator flashed on. I rolled up the man's sleeve, rubbed a ball of soaked cotton on his arm and gave him the shot.
He winced.
”Sorry. It's my first on a human.
He managed a grin. “Should probably be your last, tag.”
“You'll be OK, soldier.” I patted his arm. “Looks like the laser already cauterized your wound.”
“It hurts like blazing hell!”
“The morphloid will kick in soon.” I glanced at the empty sky with relief. The battle hadn't reached Lisa's hiding place. “Anyway,” I told him, “pain shows that the nerves are still intact.”
“That's real encouraging,” he squeezed out.
A rebel soldier trotted toward us. She wore a white patch on her shoulder with a red cross, the same as a medic would have on Earth.
“Here comes the medic.” I stood up and waved to her, then pointed at the wounded soldier.
“Are you Jules?” he gasped. “Jules Rammis?”
“I guess my sordid reputation precedes me.”
“It's your clothes. Soldiers don't usually wear turtleneck sweaters, and you're not carrying a rifle.”
Daddy!
I'm coming, Lisa. I started toward the ravine.
Put me down! Daddy! she cried in my mind. Make him put me down!
Oh my God. Who? I shouted the thought as I raced toward the ravine. Who's got you, Lisa? Is it a Kubraen?
No. It's a bad man. Put me down. I kicked him, Daddy! Put me down or I'll burn you!
No, don't, I sent. If she burned him with her mind, he might kill her. No, I'm coming. God almighty. Spirit! Help her. The czar's people. They've got Lisa!
I waved frantically at an all-terrain rebel vehicle. The woman driver swung it in my direction. Her passenger, an older man with a scarf and an officer's hat, remained expressionless behind sunglasses. A gold and purple flag fluttered on a pole from one bumper. “I need help. Quick!” I shouted as I ran toward it.
It screeched to a halt. ”That's him!” I heard the driver tell her passenger.
I jumped into the back of the vehicle, stood up and held on. “That way!” I jabbed a finger toward the ravine. “They've got my daughter. Hurry up!”
“Commander?” The vehicle idled as the driver stared at her passenger.
He glanced back stiffly. “Jules, aren't you?”
“Yes, Jules! What the hell are you waiting for?” I shouted at the driver. “They've got my daughter! Go, goddamn you!”
She flicked me a glance and looked at the commander.
I couldn't believe it when he shook his head. He turned to me, an arm over the backrest. “Think about the situation for a minute,” he said. “If the czar took your daughter – “
“I don't care if it's a trap,” I told him. “Just go!”
Daddy! Lisa sent. They want you to come and get me.
I'm coming, baby. Are you still in the ravine?
I'm near the big rock.
“Are you going to help my daughter?” I shouted to the commander and grabbed his scarf'.
He yanked my hand off with surprising strength. “I intend to, but not by blundering into a czar trap. Now try to relax for a minute, and think clearly about – “
“Fuck you!” I jumped out the back of the vehicle and ran toward the ravine through a stand of trees where they couldn't follow.
“Rammis!” I heard the commander call. The vehicle swung toward me. “Get back in the jeep. We can't allow the czar to have two telepaths.”
I was beyond caring what RECOIL or the czar could allow or wanted. A plague on both their houses! Three, if you counted Spirit.
I was leaping a log when it struck. Coldness. Across my back. I hit the ground hard and rolled. Lisa! I cried in my mind as the sky darkened. I threw everything I had, including my tel power, into getting back on my feet. I imaged a hot ball spinning. I willed the coldness to drain from my arms and legs with the heat of a mind coil. I was on my feet and staggering toward the ravine when the crotefucker hit me again and I felt dirt in my mouth as I slammed into the ground. Then nothing.



Chapter Eleven
“We have his daughter,” Carlos told Juanita, his mistress. “But we missed Rammis, thanks to that cabrón.”
“Rache?” She brushed her long red hair as she sat before the gold-filigreed mirror of the Baroque bedroom.
Carlos looked up from the small pink crystal balanced on his fingertips as he sat propped against silk pillows on the platformed bed. “That idiot Bjorn thinks Rammis is an I-DEA agent who took his daughter along on a mission to locate me and the crystal mines.”
“Is that so foolish?” Juanita asked. “If he's not I-DEA, why was he interested in the underground warehouses in Lost Vegas?” She shook her mass of thick hair, and let it fall forward against her prominent rouged cheekbones, then brushed it away from lips almost too full for her fine-boned face. “Just an entrepreneur?”
If only she knew, the puta, Carlos thought, and that fool, Bjorn, that the crystals have such great power to control the minds of men. He smiled as he turned the crystal and watched it catch every facet of light in the dim room. Would she bed the officer who had discovered the source-mine to get the location for herself? Someday soon he'd board his private star cruiser and leave this frigid god-abandoned world and all his loyal army. He hated the cold stone walls of Wolf Ridge, and the bottomless stupidity of his miners. One day soon he would send them all on the Big-D, the final mega-dream Trip to Death, and retire to his villa in Mexico back on old Earth.
He watched his mistress through gauzy curtains suspended from the bed's canopy. But not yet. No, there was still work to do. He would strip the source-mine of its silver crystals and use them to control the small minds of Interstel itself. “The day Rammis went to Lost Vegas, Juanita, was the day his former wife remarried. He went there to drown his sorrows.”
“The tequila cure? And call me Johanna.”
“I talked to my contacts in Interstel to find out why the hell they're still busting my balls with agents when I send them their kickbacks every month.”
“Do they want a larger cut?”
“They know better than to ask for more.” He stared, thick brows knitted into a frown, at a velvet painting of a matador. “Unless they're under pressure from the Worlds' Government and are getting ready to invade Wolf Ridge.”
“I thought they kept your operation a secret from the government? Isn't that what you're paying them to do?
“Si, but you put two roaches together in a garbage pail with one secret, and pretty soon a third roach in the next garbage pail hears about it.”
“That's a dumb saying.”
Carlos' thick brows pulled together. “It was one of my mother's sayings.”
Juanita stopped brushing. “If they invade Wolf Ridge, mio amour, is there a seat reserved for me on your private ship?”
“If you learn to behave yourself. They told me Rammis is no agent. He was in Vegas with a full credcard and those motherless rads tried to cream it from him. If they had one brain cell for every ounce of greed – When he got away they said he was I-DEA to cover their asses.”
She gazed at him with eyes as green as emeralds. “I went to see his daughter when they brought her in. Cute kid. Blue eyes. Wonder if she looks like her father?”
Carlos felt the stir of an old jealousy in his chest. He squeezed the crystal as the sting of anger heated his cheeks. “The color of your new contact lenses goes well with your personality, Juanita.”
She smiled. “That's Johanna. I thought you'd like them.”
“So? Would blue eyes make for good fucking material?” She undid the clasp of her satin robe and let the robe fall away. Her sheer violet nightgown swirled like a cape as she turned, enhancing the natural curves of her body. She tossed the brush onto her vanity and walked to the bed. “You know how I like anglo eyes.” She threw him a kiss through gauze, then drew aside the filmy curtain.
“You are a slut, Juanita, good for nothing except fucking. My mother warned me about you.”
She kneeled on the bed and leaned forward to stare at the crystal. “Si, caro.” The soft curve of her breasts were luminous in the crystal's glow. “But then your mother warned you against all women except herself.” She slid a hand along his thigh.
He caught her wrist and the heavy crystal dropped into his lap and scraped his thigh. He winced. “Someday your foul mouth will be shut for good.”
“At your hands?” she whispered and nibbled on his fingers, which still clutched her wrist, then clamped down on the back of his hand with teeth.
Carlos clenched his jaw, squeezed her wrist hard as pain sharpened. He cursed when he felt desire begin.
She released him and breathed through parted lips. “My mother taught me that a real man likes his women slutty.” She slipped a leg over his thighs and sat down on them. “And that a real man finds the test of competition arousing.” She moved her hand across his groin and picked up the crystal. Madre mia. It weighs!” She set it on the bed beside them.
He breathed in. “You learned well at her knee, or whatever part of her anatomy you learned from.” He ran his hands up her legs and met the challenge in her eyes.
“The wisest thing my mother told me,” she said, “was that women go with the man of power, no matter the color of his eyes or the size of his jack.” She raised the crystal. “Is this for me?” She brought it to her mouth, kissed it and touched it with her tongue.
“If you earn it.” Not by all the demons in hell! he thought. He took the crystal, placed it inside the drawer of the night table and closed the drawer. His lips twitched into a smile as the door's lock snapped shut. “You try to fuck this Jules,” he said quietly, “and I will have you ripped open and show you your beating heart, and find myself another puta.” He cupped her breast and felt the nipple through thin material.
She smiled crookedly, drew her hair back behind ears with both hands, lifting her breasts with the motion, and let the hair slide through fingers. “Where, mio toro, on a planet of rough-kneed women in baggy shorts and hiking boots? You like that stringy scarecrow your people captured?” She kissed him lightly, continued kissing him across his lips. “Hmmm? Where will you find a real woman?”
“Willa has a certain charm. Like a fine-boned mare. Perhaps someday – “
She scratched his face lightly with long nails and he drew her down beside him. But with your propensity for making love, pequeña whore,” he said, “I wouldn't have to kill you.” He slipped the nightgown off her shoulder and moved his tongue over her nipple.
She arched against him. “You'd fuck me to death?”
He ran his hand up the inside of her thighs “I would make certain…” He kissed her neck, her breast, knew a moment of disgust with his own rush of desire for her body. “I would make certain that there was no one to bed you, my fine cat.” He pressed himself between her legs and felt the wetness there. “And you would dry up like an unwatered flower.”
She laughed, drew him on top of her and kissed him, again. “When are you going to shave that off?” She yanked on his wiry beard.
He winced. “When you shave this off.” He reached down and squeezed a handful of her pubic hair.
She slapped at his hand. “You are a sadist.”
“I am what you want me to be.” He thrust slowly into her. “Goddamn, you feel good.”
She drew a breath between teeth. “You always know how to end an argument.” She rubbed her hands over his strong arms, his shoulders. “Oh, Carlitto, mia picador!”
He cursed as she dug nails into his back. “How come you develop a Spanish accent when we're in bed?” he whispered. “Wait. Wait! Don't move so fast.” ””It's the language of love, torero.”
“You go through the whole goddamn bullfight when we fuck!” He grasped her buttocks, moved deeper into her and felt the beginning of orgasm. “Goddamn! Don't talk now.”
”Oh, mia matador!” She clung to him and pushed back. “You could never be so cruel as to leave me unloved.”
He drew in a breath as she lifted her legs around him. “Try me!” he gasped as he rolled on top of her and moved faster.
They climaxed together.
Carlos smoked a Puritan bar while they lay on sweaty sheets. “Do you love me because I am a powerful man?”
“Because you're a big man.”
“How do you deal with a man who can influence your mind? I must find out the radius of his telepathy.”
“Are we talking about Jules Rammis?”
“First he told Bjorn he was coming here to join the environmentalists. That's why he took his daughter with him, to give her a better life. When Bjorn didn't believe him, he said he was I-DEA and wanted to cut that fool in on a deal.”
“I-DEA? But you said – “
“Bjorn was going to turn him and his kid over to the dons back on Lost Vegas. He would have said anything under the circumstances.”
“Carlos, you told me yourself his father-in-law is a former W-CIA agent. That sort of coincidence sounds unlikely.”
“Still, it has to be.” He rolled over to face her and held the lit bar away. “Rammis told Bjorn something,” he said intimately, as though he didn't want anyone else to hear.
She touched his lips and frowned. “You look troubled. Tell me about it.”
He took her perfumed hand and kissed the fingers. “He told Bjorn he was really sent here to negotiate with a silver being.”
“A silver being?” She lifted off the pillow. Her iridescent eyes caught light as they widened. “I've heard rumors from the miners that the crystals are organic.”
“What are you doing talking to my miners?”
“Just talking, Carlos. I am not interested in rough men with dirty, cracked hands who spend their days working in mines.
For once, he believed her. “Si.” He sighed. “I have also heard these rumors. The miners are afraid to go into the silver streams. They say the streams are alive and the mines are haunted.”
She laid back. “This is a demon planet, Carlos. I will be happy when we leave it.” She did him a look.
He kept his face expressionless. Then you will never be happy again, he thought, and inhaled, drawing the healing smoke deep into his lungs where it targeted abnormal cells and began to destroy them.
She propped herself over him on elbows. “How could Rammis possibly know about the crystal mines? No one has gotten off-planet with that information. Have they, Carlos?” She took the bar from his fingers, inhaled and gave it back. “Have they?”
He ran a finger over her lips. “We killed the last stupido who tried it a few days ago at the module's landing site. And no one has access to my personal sat-link. But stupidity seems to be the norm among my people, and one of the great masters of it, Master Bjorn, told Rammis about the mines. Rammis didn't even have to ask!” He sighed disgustedly and laid back. Were Rammis and the alien already implanting subliminal commands in mega-dream systems? he wondered. “You see now why I don't use the dream crystals?”
She smiled and took his Puritan bar, puffed it and didn't give it back.
He reached for the pack of bars on the nightstand and shook out another one. “Rammis claimed the only way to communicate with this creature is through a tel-link. He told Bjorn he could keep the being happy and productive. He means to stay on Halcyon, Juanita.” He lit the bar but forgot to inhale. “That's why he kidnapped his daughter and took her along. By the way, the kid is also a tel. Interesting, no?”
She blew smoke. “Promising, too.”
“When my warriors went into the Kubraen village looking for him and his kid, he gave himself up to protect her. At least that's what they said.” He stared at the ceiling and inhaled. “I cannot believe this man would purposely bring his daughter into a bad situation. I think this silver being wants something that only a telepath can supply.” He rolled his head to stare at her, took a lock of her hair between fingers and felt its silky texture. “I have given this a lot of thought. I think Rammis was summoned here by this alien creature.”
“But if he gave himself up, why isn't he – “
“He used telepathy at the Kubraen village and all my fine young warriors got back into their mantas and left, like a pack of sheep!” He blew out a long breath of smoke. “That's some very powerful shit that hombre has got inside his head. If I can deal with this silver being through Rammis, perhaps I can convince this alien to supply me with all the crystals I can use.” Carlos stared at his image in the ceiling mirror. “I would be remembered as the most powerful man who ever lived, Juanita. More powerful than the president of all the worlds!”
She smiled down at him. “And I would be remembered as your First Lady. But first you must catch Rammis.”
Not my first lady and not my last one. “With his daughter here at Wolf Ridge, I think the hombre will walk into my trap. In time I could run I-DEA, and get those bloodsuckers at Interstel off my back.” He sat up, rested arms on knees and stared at the undilated window which projected a holo of stars. “I-DEA is only the beginning.”
“Interstel itself?” She sat beside him and stroked the bulging muscles of his arm. “Call me Juanita if you like,” she said absently.
Carlos felt a deep sense of satisfaction and power that smoothed the ripples of fear over his ambitious plan. “First I convince Rammis to get me in touch with this alien through his telepathy. Then I find out what the creature wants in return for his crystals. Every animal that lives has desires.”
She rested her head on his shoulder. “Did your mother teach you that?”
”My mother. My mother was an alc-soaked puta. I grew up on the streets. I learned it for myself.”
“I grew up pampered. You learn a lot both ways.”
“We use Rammis' subliminals to convince RECOIL to lay down their weapons and go back to being whatever the hell they were before RECOIL. If Rammis fails, I bring in more mercenaries and we bury this goddamn revolution once and for all.” He ground out the bar in an ashtray.
“What if Rammis doesn't agree to act as interpreter for you? After all, he went straight to Willa Carson after he landed.”
“Hers is the first ranch along the road. You think he knew about the revolution?”
She nodded. “His father-in-law, Carlos.”
Carlos left the bed and strode naked into the bathroom. He gazed at his face in the mirror and wondered how his profile would look on a coin. Better without the beard, he decided. He peed, then walked across the bedroom, pressed a wall button, and watched the window clear to midday. In the gardens below, wrought-iron benches marked paths between carefully nurtured winter avacodo trees and plants with red chili peppers poking through broad leaves.
Beyond, an ivy-covered wall encircled a fieldstone cottage with high windows. He smiled. Above it all hung a green projection of leaves and trees. A canopy that kept the compound invisible to prying RECOIL mantas, and even rebels on horseback in this vast land. Once, a RECOIL manta had come close, but had flown by. Then again, it also kept him prisoner in this godforsaken wilderness! He studied the cottage where the telepathic child and Willa were being kept.
He will come, Carlos thought. The child would do what all of RECOIL could not accomplish. She would guide her father to Wolf Ridge. And then she would tell Willa Carson that he was on his way. How could the stupid ranch chica know that the cottage had ears?
Carlos turned from the window. “When he comes for his daughter, I will use the daughter to make the father do my bidding.”
Juanita smiled crookedly. “And when you are finished with the father, may I have him?”
“When I am finished with the father and the daughter, you may have both their dead bones, puta.”



Chapter Twelve
Daddy? Where are you? I've been trying to talk to you!
Lisa's thoughts came through a tunnel, darkly. I tried to open my eyes, but still couldn't. I'm here, I sent weakly. Are you all right?
I'm OK. I got a lot of toys and even a vis, but there's no Space Bears.
Listen to me. Do you know where you are? There was a pause. Lisa!
I'm…I'm in a house
Are the people…are they being nice to you, baby?
There's the lady here who gave us the horse. Remember? Her name is Willa. She gave me ice cream. It was –
The lady from the ranch?
Uh huh. She gave me ice cream.
Lisa. Can you describe the house to Daddy so I can find you?
It's got blue walls.
Can you go to a window and look outside?
I gotta climb on a chair.
OK, baby. Go there and send me an image of what you see.
Another pause.
She imaged me a white walk lined with wrought-iron benches, trees with winter avacodos, and a meandering vine-covered high wall. Above it all was a canopy of green leaves. Camouflage. Wolf Ridge, all right! The Dream Czar's compound.
OK, Lisa. Daddy's going to come for you. Be brave, Squiggles.
You going to come now?
I heard the anticipation in her thought.
Not yet. But as soon as I can, baby.
Someone turned my head, lifted my eyelid and shone a light into my eye, then quickly moved the light away.
“He's having trouble waking up, Paul,” I heard.
“No. I suspect he's in a telepathic link with someone. Possibly his daughter.”
“Well, I have to check on my patients from the battle. Two are in intensive care.”
I opened my eyes. “The slimeshit!” I muttered.
“Who, me?” a man's voice asked, “or the tag you were just talking to?”
I blinked up at a man dressed in a white smock, with a stethoscope around his neck. He was short, thickset, with a hooked nose and white sideburns. He had the sort of face you immediately liked.
“Not unless you're the dream czar,” I said. My hand trembled as I touched a gauze pad on my forehead. “He's got my daughter.”
“Yes, we know. The bruise is just a scrape.”
I laid my arm across my eyes. “The bastard's got my little girl.”
“How do you feel?” I glanced at the two windows in the hospital room. Barred. “Are you afraid your patients might commit suicide?”
He smiled. “Considering the food, we don't want to give them the opportunity.”
I looked for the door and my gaze fell on a shiny gold-colored robot guard posted beside it.
“Mister Rammis…may I call you Jules?” the doctor asked.
I rubbed my eyes. “I have to get out of here. I have to find her.”
“First you have to be able to stand up. As your physician, I advise you to put off an escape attempt until you're stronger. Anyway,” he gestured to the 'bot. “George would be hurt if you got past him.”
“What escape attempt? Am I a prisoner here?”
”Suppose we discuss that when you're feeling better? By the way, my name's Doctor Paul Hawkes. How about a hearty meal?”
“I couldn't eat anything.”
He sat on the side of the bed and sighed. “Your daughter is bait. I think you're aware of that. It's you and your telepathic powers the czar is after.” He shook his head. “He won't harm her.”
I sat up and felt light-headed. “You know that for a fact?”
He shrugged. “The people who are fighting the czar simply will not allow you to walk into Wolf Ridge. Consider what would happen to their cause if he had your powerful telepathic skills to draw on?”
“Suppose I sneak in. And then sneak out with my daughter?”
“Suppose he's prepared for exactly that event?”
I swung my legs over the side of the bed and sat up. I had to lower my head until my vision cleared. “That bastard!”
“If swear words were weapons, Mister Rammis, the czar would be in hell's seventh level by now. May I call you Jules?”
“Not the czar! Though him too. That bastard who hit me with the stingler.”
“Oh, Commander Rache. Twice, actually. He should have never done it. It could've killed you.”
“You think he knew that?”
“Absolutely. He would rather see you dead than in the czar's hands. I'm curious. Did you use your tel power to overcome the first hit?”
“I did.”
“Impressive.” He stood up. “Consider how you could sway a battle in the czar's favor. That's why we…RECOIL cannot allow the czar to get his claws into you.”
“Neither can I!” I slammed the bed with a fist. “My daughter is a pawn in a game that can get her killed. There's a native silver crote who summoned us here, on threat of her death, to execute the czar. Now the czar is threatening her!” I tried to stand up and fell back to the bed. I hung my head, exhausted. “All I want to do is find my daughter and run, before I get her killed.”
Doctor Hawkes frowned at me. “A native silver crote? You need rest, Jules, and a good meal. May I call you Jules?”
“I need to find my daughter before I get her killed.”
“Nobody wants to see your daughter harmed. But if anything were to happen to her, it certainly wouldn't be your fault.
I thought of Ginny's face as she reached out to me from the slippery outcrop.
Sure. It's never my fault.
I glanced furtively at George. Somehow, I would bypass his metal brain and make my escape. But, as Hawkes said, not until I could stand up again. Until then, I'd play RECOIL's game and hope to lower their defenses. “Sure. Call me Jules.” I even smiled.
He smiled back. “Call me Paul.”
A short, dark young nurse with large, expressive eyes and a mop of black hair peeked into the doorway and smiled at me.
I smiled back.
She glanced at Paul and left quickly.
He chuckled. “I think the nurses are drawing straws to see who gives you a shower.”
I smiled. “Short straw?”
“Not with that smile. Even the male nurses will be lining up.”
“Tell them to wait till I'm a bit stronger and they can all join in. I guess I am hungry, Paul.” I grimaced. “But hospital food?”
“Hospital food would go against my Hippocratic oath to never cause harm.” He flipped open his call unit and placed an order. It sounded good.
“By the way, Jules,” he said and smiled again, “now that we're on a first-name basis, I feel obligated to advise you that the escape plan you just devised should include the fact that the hospital grounds are guarded.”
I smiled back. “I'll keep that in mind, Paul.”
I fell asleep waiting for the food.
The perky young delivery woman with the blonde ponytail woke me when she set the meal on my food tray. She opened the cover with a flourish. I sat up at the aroma of mock steak. Creamy hot mashed potatoes with butter cuddled next to the steak, and a salad with real dressing.
“Thanks,” I said.
“Any time.” She winked at me and left.
I wolfed down the food and followed it with a glass of iced berrybru. It was the best meal I'd had in a very long time.
“My compliments to the hospital chef,” I told a nurse who came in to take my vital signs. She was a pleasant middle-aged woman with sagging arms, brown hair pulled back under her cap and a tired look.
“Oh.” She chuckled. “That wasn't hospital food. Doctor Hawkes got you an order from the best restaurant in Laurel.”
I stared at the window. Sky, and a sapling that waved its leafy head in a breeze. “Are we in Laurel?”
“Right in the center of town.”
“How far is it to Wolf Ridge?”
She pursed her lips. “I hope you don't intend to try to go there.”
“Just curious.”
“No one knows where it is. It's camouflaged, you know.” Her brows knitted. “A terrible place,” she whispered intimately as she checked my oxygen level. “I can't talk about the things they do, especially not to my patients. Your oxygen level is fine.”
“You can tell me.”
“Well, things with electricity and acid and fire.” She checked my temperature. “That looks fine, too.” Her expression turned painful. “I've heard that the czar watches naked prisoners get squirted with acid until they go into shock and eventually die.” She glanced at the door, where George was planted. “They say that he throws people into blackroot. Alive!” She rolled the blood-pressure unit to the bed. “People are so afraid of the czar they won't even walk past his secret police headquarters.”
My stomach felt queasy. “Where is it located?”
“Right here in town! It's that's big white building shaped like a boat.” She wrapped my arm in the sleeve and pumped it up. “I took a taxi once and he had to go down Devil's Drive. There was construction on the adjoining road.”
“Devil's Drive?”
“It's really Richard's Road, but that's what people call it.”
“Oh.” I put a hand on my stomach.
“The taxi driver was so scared, his hands were shaking on the wheel. We almost had an accident right in front of the secret police station. The driver turned white as the building!”
The steak, the mashed potatoes, the salad, suddenly grew butterfly wings in my stomach.
“Oh, Mister Rammis, your blood pressure is up!”
* * *
Paul was right. It was too soon. I ate. I slept. I worried about Lisa. Not in that order. George rolled behind me on spiked threads like a faithful dog. He was programmed to be my keeper, if not my brother, and to keep me in the hospital or on its grounds.
I tried once to tip him over, since he was patterned after the human design, with a high center of gravity. He didn't tip. He just rolled.
Let's say I could devise an escape plan, find my daughter at Wolf Ridge and successfully make our escape.
Then what? Spirit! Then what?
You know your mission, he deigned to answer.
That's not the same as a plan.
The plan depends on your tel abilities and your initiative. I will help you when the time comes.
That's what you say. Then I find that I'm on my own. Sometimes on my knees on my own. Did Briertrush survive the poisoned dart?
He survived. My people grow stronger now that they are close to my source. Thank you for your part in that.
Any time. Is the river your source?
It is one source.
Are all the Kubraen villages located along the river?
Near rivers, as you call them. I will grow stronger when the core mines are collapsed. My people will benefit too.
Will they have children again?
They will have continuance.
There was that word again. But now I understand the concept behind it. And my work here will be finished.
Finished.
I didn't like the sound of finality in his tone. But the sun was warm. The breeze was cool. The day was pleasant. I sprawled on a bench near a pond on the hospital grounds. A native Bole Tree, smooth-trunked and onyx, rattled glassy silver leaves from its hanging branches in a sudden gust of wind. Even the pond showed silver teeth in tiny wavelets.
I took out the remote screwdriver I'd stolen from a workbench and the knife from the closed kitchen, and tossed them under the tree's ropy branches, along with the small flashlight from the maintenance man's toolkit, and went back to sprawl on the bench.
And just in time, I thought as Paul strolled down the walk. Or had he seen me do it?
“May I sit down, Jules?”
I swung my legs to the ground and sat up.
“It's been a long day.” He sighed and sat down.
“New cases?”
He nodded. There was weariness in the lines of his face. “The RECOIL soldiers they brought in after that battle you were involved in.” He rubbed his forehead. “Two of them didn't make it.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
“If…when you and your daughter are reunited, do you really believe that together you can stop the czar?”
“That's why I'm on Halcyon. But it's not completely in my hands.”
He stared at the sky. “You know, we came to this world with such high ideals. We were going to keep a hands-off policy on the animals and plants. Our government would be a pure democracy with citizen involvement. We took oaths to dedicate ourselves to the formation of a perfect Republic.”
I lowered my head to hide a smirk. “That's been tried before, Doc.”
“With the same results. Commander Rache called.”
“Oh?”
'He intends to visit you in three days.”
“Why three?”
“He wanted to come today, but I held him off. I told him you were still too weak.”
“Am I still too weak for a visit?”
“I don't believe it's just a visit.”
I exhaled a long breath. “You figure he'll want me to accompany him to RECOIL headquarters?”
“That's a fair assumption.”
“And use me to guide him and his troops to Wolf Ridge through Lisa while she was still there. Over my dead body,” I said softly.
He nodded.
“What's this czar tag all about anyway? What does he want?”
He rubbed his eyes and exhaled a breath. “Some men are driven by greed. Some by a lust for power. Some by a craving for fame.”
“What drives him?”
He shrugged. “All three. The sad part is, when you and I are dust, he'll be remembered in the history books.”
“But not kindly.”
“No. Not kindly. I've got to make my rounds.” He stood up and studied the Bole tree. “Good luck, Jules.” He patted my shoulder. “These are not easy times.”
“Really?”
He glanced at George and shook his head as he walked away.
I returned to my room to watch some vis while I waited for night.
When it came, I strolled out of the hospital with George at my heels.
“Can't sleep?” A nurse asked as she walked by.
I shook my head. “Too much on my mind.”
“You want a pill?”
“Thanks, but I think a long walk will do the trick.”
She nodded and continued on her way. And I continued on mine. To the pond.
“C'mere, George, it's time for maintenance.” I picked up the remote screwdriver from under the bole tree.
“Maintenance,” his tinny voice repeated as he rolled closer. “Shave an' a haircut. Hah, hah!”
What wiseass engineer had programmed that in? I aimed the remote toward his chest plate and clicked it. The plate swung open and I lifted it off its hinges and threw it into the pond. Do Not Attempt To Cut Wires, the alarm inside his chest announced with beeps and a flashing light. It Will Alert Stun Settings.
I didn't have the key to disable the alarm system. I also didn't have any intention of being stunned again, or of cutting my keeper's wires.
George waited patiently for his plate to be re-attached while I trotted to the other side of the pond. “I'm going for a walk, Georgie,” I called back. “Alone!”
“No! It is against my programming.” He rolled around the edge of the pond but I kept it between us.
“Wait,” he called. His yellow eyes brightened to track me.
Two days ago he had followed me right into the hospital's rehab pool when I had refused to get out as a test. He was waterproof and had no qualms about getting wet.
“Bye, George.” I trotted away from the pond, then paused as he rolled down the slope and waded into the water, which was the straightest line to catch up to me.
I smiled, there in darkness, as he ground through mud and into the middle of the pond. His simple metallic mind could not make the leap to the fact that water weighed. And it weighed heavily in George.
I watched bubbles burst at the surface as water replaced air in George's innards from the open chest slot.
He gurgled. Wavelets beat at the shore as his spiked treads and the weight of water dug him a grave at the bottom of the pond. His bright eyes protruded above the surface as he watched me trot toward the ambulance bays.
“Return now!” he burbled. “Or you will be in trouble.” He was probably right about that last part.
No one locks doors in the small community of Laurel, same as in Cape Leone, the scientific community back on the planet Syl' Tyrria. I hit the red button that opened the bay doors, got into the pilot's seat of the closest of two ambulance mantas, and turned on the engine. The comforting purr told me the hospital kept the vehicle in good condition. Large red crosses on fields of white were painted on both its sides of the craft and, I knew, under its belly. Ambulances get special consideration on the air lanes of Earth. Here, too, I figured, though there wasn't much air traffic on the planet.
I slapped “auto” and the manta cruised out to the launching pad. The engine swung into vertical mode. The craft lifted to a sky full of stars and a curved arm of the diamond-white Milky Way.
Lisa?
No response. She was probably asleep at this late hour.
Wake up, baby!
Tired, Daddy. Her thought came as a whine.
C'mon, Lis'. I need you to guide me. Daddy's coming to get you!
I'm sleepy.
Right now, Lisa. Now sit up and listen to me! I felt her surprise at my mental command, but I remained firm. Are you awake now?
OK. I'm awake.
Good! Now stay awake. I tacked the manta like a sailboat to use Lisa's rambling thoughts as a beam to guide me to Wolf Ridge.
Are you alone in the room, baby?
Willa's asleep on the sofa.
Oh. Well, don't talk out loud. Just stay in touch with me with your mind.
About an hour later, as Halcyon reckons time, which is longer than an Earth day, I approached a valley between high peaks. The forest seemed unbroken, but that was the czar's camouflage net. Crystals will buy you a lot of Earth stuff. Come to think of it, like radar, too.
I set the manta down when I knew Lisa was close. I felt naked without my stingler, but it was gone when I awoke in the hospital.
Blackroot! A field of it. The czar's first defense. I wondered what other surprises awaited me, like land mines and traps.
I drove the vehicle through the maze of ground roots without lights and felt the brittle branches snap and crackle beneath my wheels. With the light of two of Halcyon's three moons, I managed to avoid the bare patches. There might be mines or sensors or pits in those dark flat areas.
Ahead, a structure loomed. A high wall. The one Lisa had shown me in her image. She was asleep again and I was glad. I didn't want her telling Willa that her dad was here. Earth creds will also buy listening devices.
The field of blackroot ended near the wall. I left the manta and threaded carefully ahead, shining my small flashlight down to search for mines and trip wires. The high bent branch with the spikes sticking out was a dead giveaway. The trip wire at my ankle would spring it. I planted my feet and turned from my waist to peer behind me with the flashlight. A land mine! If you saw the spikes and backed up, chances were good the l mine would get you.
Spirit? I can use a little advice about now.
Do not step on a mine or trip a wire, he sent. And keep away from pits.
I hope you didn't stay awake nights figuring out that one! Do you know what other traps lie ahead?
Only when you reach them. I am seeing through your eyes.
I should have known better than to ask the genderless crote.
I am both genders.
Good for you. I refrained from telling him to go fuck himself.
Consider that the czar does not want you dead.
That makes two of us, I considered. There were no guards on the wall. What would they guard? Native animals? But Lisa was the bait and the czar was expecting me. Their only variable was when.
Lisa!
A dreamscape of space bears. A yearning…
I'm coming, baby, I sent, even though I knew she was asleep.
A blackroot slithered out and snapped around my calf. I used the small serrated kitchen knife, probably only good for slicing tomatoes, and sawed at the root. Yellow liquid spurted. The slashed root spasmed and withdraw. The sliced end continued to wiggle at my feet. I felt like Alice in a wonderland that was trying to eat me. What intriguing turns nature takes when left to her own devices, without man to twist her into shapes that satisfy our own needs.
There were no stars overhead. A strange landscape in the heart of Halcyon's great expanse of wilderness. Romantic Spanish guitar music drifted from a high square building that loomed behind the wall. Soothing, the music. Disarming.
Would the czar allow me to enter Lisa's quarters easily, then close the trap behind me? That's how I'd catch a live mouse. To feed to a snake. Where were the trap doors? I climbed the wall, hand over hand on thick clinging vines that ripped and smelled like honey.
When I reached the top, I flattened down and surveyed the grounds. The walk Lisa had showed me in an image lay below, lined with wrought-iron benches. The dark trees were probably the imported avacodoes. Chili plants dotted the edge of the walk.
A small fieldstone cottage up ahead drew me with Lisa's dream images. The top of the wall was wide enough to walk, but I stayed low and brushed cement crumbs from my path as i crawled along it.
When I reached the cottage, I lowered myself to the ground. This is altogether too easy! my survival instinct threw in. Perhaps opening the front door from the outside would set off alarms. Perhaps there were sensor plates under the welcome mat that would set off alarms by weight that was not calibrated for Lisa or Willa.
I stayed back. Lisa! Wake up, baby. Daddy's here.
She didn't.
Lisa! Wake up. Now! Daddy's here.
”Daddy?” she said aloud. “Are you here?”
I picked it up through her thoughts. Quiet, baby. Talk with your mind.
Willa's awake. She wants to know where you are.
OK. Tell her I'm outside the door. Tell her to come out with you. Quietly!
The door opened and Willa peeked out suspiciously. Her large hazel eyes were wide with fear in the light from the door lantern.
“It's me, Jules,” I whispered. Bring Lisa out.” My heart pounded with the expectation of seeing my daughter again.
“They know you're here,” Willa said shakily.
“What? How?” I looked around quickly. “Where are they?”
Lisa squeezed out from behind Willa. “Daddy!” She ran out and threw her arms around me.
I scooped her up. “Baby.” I hugged her close. “Where are they, Willa?”
She looked around. “I don't know.” She put a hand to her mouth and stared at the main building, looking like a frightened child herself.
“It's OK, Willa,” I said. “C'mon. Climb up the wall and take Lisa. I'll follow.” There were tears in Willa's eyes.
“We'll never make it,” she said. But she climbed easily from jutting stones with her slim, boyish body.
I handed Lisa up to her and followed, then scanned the grounds from this vantage point.
Empty.
“Daddy, I – “
“Stay quiet, Lis'!”
We crawled along the wall.
“How could they possibly know I was here? The manta was still parked where I'd left it. Perhaps there were no traps and Willa was just another scared kid. I eased Lisa down the outside of the wall and jumped after her. “Willa!” I helped her down and we ran to the manta.
I opened the door and was about to slide Lisa inside when a voice came from the interior. “Going someplace, amigo?”
I almost dropped Lisa. I hugged her against me as two warriors trotted out from the wall's open gate. Floodlights flashed on.
“Put the kid down,” a warrior ordered.
I did and she clung to my waist. I rubbed her back to comfort her.
Willa sobbed. “I told you.”
I put my other arm around her. “I'm sorry, Willa.”
“It's not your fault.” She cried against my chest.
The short compact man who emerged from the pilot's seat was dark, bearded, with rolled sleeves that showed his muscled, tattooed arms. A call unit was stuffed inside one sleeve, a pack of Puritans in the other. His eyes were intense and perceptive as he watched the warrior pat me down and take the knife.
“Daddy! It's the dragon.”
The czar. I thought so. “He's just a man, Lis'.”
He lifted his brows. “Just a man? And is that your weapon, cabrón?” His accent was Spanish. “You were coming to free your daughter with a knife that makes decorations in zucchini slices?”
I was in no mood to parry smartass remarks. “How did you know?”
He leaned back against the manta with his arms folded, obviously savoring the moment. “As a telepath, you should have known that throwing your thoughts…” he flicked a glance at Lisa, “will show up on the right machine. Your daughter's bed was rigged with such a machine.”
Neurons, spectrograms, frequencies. Earth creds. The trap door had been sprung so softly I'd never heard it close.
I studied him. This was the man I was sent to Halcyon to kill. Now I was his prisoner.
This is not good, Spirit sent.
You think?
A tall woman with long red hair, dressed in a robe trimmed with white fur, real fur, I imagined with a twinge of anger, swished through the open gate, walked up and stared at me. Her cheeks were chiseled. Her eyes slanted, or was that makeup? Her mouth was wide and ruby red as she smiled and tapped my cheek with an open palm.
I drew away my gaze and picked up Lisa.
“I'm so tired, Daddy,” Lisa murmured and rested her head on my shoulder.
“I know, baby.” I stroked her hair back off her forehead and felt my throat tighten. “I know.” I kissed her cheek.
“You should only kiss a child when she is asleep,” the czar told me.
“Thanks for the fatherly advice.”
The rebel forces are approaching, Terran, Spirit sent. Your escape was well planned by the doctor and Rache.
They planned it? So they could follow me here? You might have mentioned that earlier, Spirit.
I wanted you to lead them here.
Perhaps they'll destroy the ravager and his compound for you. Then you won't need me and Lisa at all.
“Move!” a warrior ordered and nudged my back with his rifle.
I walked through the open gate still holding Lisa. She was asleep. Willa followed close behind. Beyond the net canopy a milky sky materialized.
“What the hell is that?” the czar commented.
I could have told him. Spirit had fogged the sky for the approaching RECOIL mantas. It would hide them, while they had clear shots with missiles that would shred the canopy and destroy whatever was under it. And Lisa and I… Once and for all, I knew I was on my own to save my child. “Do you have a bomb shelter?” I asked the czar.
He squinted at the opaque canopy. “Do we need one?”
”Yes.”
The whine of approaching mantas came from the direction of Laurel.
“Diablo!” he said to me. “You brought them here to my home.”
Su casa e their casa, I thought but didn't say. I didn't want to get hit. ”Would I bring them with my daughter here? They followed me.”
Lisa squirmed and I loosened my grip.
“Tell my warriors to roll back the canopy!” the czar shouted to his guards, “and to man their stations. And shut off those goddamn floodlights!”
The guards turned and were trotting toward a small brick building. I held my breath. The czar was unarmed!
“Wait!” he yelled. “Your rifle,” he told one warrior.
Goddamn…
The warrior trotted back and extended his rifle. The czar yanked it from his hands. “Imbécil!”
The floodlights snapped off. The red-haired woman ran to the main building. I assumed that's where the bomb shelter was located.
“What about my daughter and Willa?” I asked the czar.
He studied the sky as the whine of mantas grew. “We stay here.”
“Let me take her to the shelter,” Willa begged the czar. “I'll come back and stand with you if you want me to.”
“Now there's a woman,” the czar said. “While the puta thinks only of herself.” He glanced at the building the red-haired woman had run into. “Whore.” he spat on the ground.
“Let Willa and my daughter go to the bomb shelter!” I urged. “When they're safe, I'll do whatever you want me to.”
“You'll do it better,” he answered, “with your child right here.”
“I'm sorry, Jules,” Willa said. “I tried.”
I nodded. My throat was too choked to talk. The lead manta shined a beam that encircled the four of us like a theatre spotlight. I saw a white flag fluttering from the manta's underside. They didn't come all this way to surrender. Rache wanted to negotiate.
The czar unsleeved his call unit and flicked it on. Mis hombres,” he told his men, “hold your fire. They are under a white flag. Maybe we can deal with this pack of scuks.”
A sense of relief washed over me. I lowered my head to touch Lisa's cheek and pressed her against me.
“You want me to hold her?” Willa asked.
“OK.”
Lisa squirmed and kicked as I handed her over to Willa. I felt heat in my nose.
Cut it out, Lis'!”
She giggled and my nose cooled.
“She ain't heavy.” Willa smiled sadly.
The lead manta landed on the grounds in a cloud of dust while the rest of the aircraft circled above. I saw Rache in the passenger's seat as the manta taxied closer to us. He still wore his scarf, his dark glasses, and his officer's hat. The rest of his face was stark shadows and starker features in the manta's harsh interior light.
The engine wound down. The craft cruised to a stop. The door swung open and two armed guards jumped out and took up positions on either side of the steps. A big man, bald and square-jawed, broad and intimating in stature, though unarmed, went down the steps and strode up to us. He towered over the czar. But if the czar was intimidated, he didn't show it.
“That's Commander Rache of RECOIL,” the guard told the czar in a gruff voice.
“I know who he is,” the czar answered. “Now tell me what he wants.”
“He wants to make you an offer,” the big guard said.
“Why doesn't he come here himself and we'll talk.”
“We can talk.”
It was a physiological slap to send an underling, as though the czar wasn't all that important.
He stared up at the guard and remained silent.
“My commander,” the guard said, “is willing to offer you a free ticket to Earth. You have one week to clear the compound. Then it will be destroyed. On your end,” he jabbed a beefy finger at the czar, “he wants your word, on your mother's grave, that you will not attempt to return to Halcyon.”
The czar crossed his arms. “Now you can give him my offer. I remain on Halcyon for one more year, undisturbed by your commander or RECOIL. After that, I will leave and never return to this dirt ball again.” He raised his brows. “On my mother's grave. Tell your commander that if my offer is not agreed upon, I will make shreds of your white flag and blow your mantas out of the sky.”
The guard stared him in the eyes, grunted, and strode back to Rache's craft.
The czar's offer is not acceptable! Spirit sent. In one year he will destroy most of my being with his damnable mines. Then he will bring in more mercenaries to destroy RECOIL and run Interstel himself.
He is not to be trusted. Have you been scanning his mind?
Uh, no. He intends to run Interstel itself? I sent. Was I dealing with a narcissistic personality? I glanced at the czar. A man whose delusions of grandeur were all out of proportion to reality? Or was Interstel even more corrupt than I'd heard? How can I stop him? I sent and watched the guard talk to Rache and gesture toward the czar.
Lisa squirmed and whined in her sleep. She must have been receiving from Spirit and me.
Use your tel power, Spirit sent. What are you waiting for? Convince the czar to return to Earth in this time cycle. Not the next one!
My mind suggestions don't last long enough to accomplish that.
Then you must execute him.
I glanced around at the compound. Any suggestions?
Only to take advantage of each opportunity as it arises.
I'll keep that in mind.
You are arrogant, Terran!
I know. It's the arrogance of slavery. But to keep my master happy, I'll give it a try.
I stared at Rache's manta as though I were interested in what was being said there, and imaged the hot coil of a powerful tel command spinning inside my head. I willed it to grow, pictured a tornado rising from the center of my chest, imbued it with an imperative, and mentally flung it at the czar. Leave Halcyon! Go back to Earth. You are a powerful man. People on Earth will glorify and honor you as you deserve. Earth women will throw themselves into your bed. I watched him sway. His lips parted. That last one should get him where he lives.
Lisa lifted her head off Willa's shoulder. “Daddy? Are you talking to me?”
”Uh, no, Lis'. You dreamed it. Go back to sleep.”
“But you said go back to Earth. You said that people will gorify you. What's gorify, Daddy? Are we going back to Earth now?”
“Cabrón!” The czar's mouth twisted with rage as he swung at me with his rifle. I stepped out of the way and charged him while he was off balance.
“Take Lisa to the manta!” I yelled to Willa and knocked the rifle spinning from the czar's hands.
“No,” I shouted to her when she headed for Rache's manta. “The ambulance!” I wanted us to escape from both their houses!
The czar turned and hit me faster than I thought he could move. I staggered as pain flashed through my head, but I maintained my balance.
He went for the rifle. I threw myself on top of it and kicked his legs out from under him. He fell. I tried to raise the rifle with all intentions of burning a hole in him. He leaped on me and we fought for the weapon. We were too close for Rache's soldiers to fire, and I decided to bet my life that his warriors had orders not to kill me.
Willa put Lisa down and they ran outside the gate, where the czar's men couldn't target Willa. I doubted they would've anyway while she was so close to Lisa. They wanted us both alive.
I tore the rifle from the czar's grip and got to my feet. He grabbed it and rammed it against my stomach hard. I fell backward, still gripping the weapon.
He got to his feet and ran for the small building. One of Rache's guards fired but missed as he rolled behind an abutment.
I headed for the gate and felt a hot beam warm my right boot. Close! They might not have wanted me dead but a telepath without a foot was still useful.
The RECOIL mantas swung low and scattered the czar's troops with laser flashes as I threw myself through the gate. I climbed into the ambulance's pilot's seat. Lisa and Willa were beside me. I turned on the engine and careened through blackroot to keep low for the protection of the wall. Dead telepaths were better than escaped telepaths working for RECOIL.
But this was one of two ambulance mantas and with the battle raging behind us, RECOIL would need both ambulances.
“Where can I drop off you and Lisa where you'll be safe, Willa? I want to bring back the manta.”
“Can't you just program it to go on back by remote?” Her voice was full of concern.
I shook my head. “Remotes aren't that accurate. It could land anywhere inside the compound. I might be giving the czar another manta.”
Once we were out of range of the compound's missiles, I lifted the craft into the sky. It was quiet up there, with Halcyon's three moons lighting the trees and a meandering silver stream below.
“How you doing, Lis'?” I rubbed her shoulder.
She just nodded, unsmiling. I glanced at Willa and shook my head. “I guess that means OK, Squiggles?”
She didn't answer.
“Well, where to, lady?” I asked Willa. “The ride is free and you know the routes better than I do.”
“How about my ranch? I'll bet my horses haven't been fed or watered since I was caught. An' those scuks wouldn't look for us there. They'd figure on Laurel.”
Lisa was falling asleep again. The poor kid was exhausted. A quiet ranch, with horses, and Willa's gentle hand to care for her might be just the therapy my daughter needed.
“The ranch it is, lady.” I turned the manta in that direction. Being with my daughter and Willa made me feel as though I had a family. It was a good feeling, I realized. I smiled at Willa. She smiled back. I felt drawn to her, and not just sexually. There was a gentle expression in her large eyes, so like a young doe's, a softness in her features, and an honesty in her tone and manner. Under different circumstances, I would have pursued her until she caught me. If she wanted to.
But I had obligations and miles to go. Anyway, I had to tell Rache about the czar's plans to strip the rest of the mines and take over Interstel. And that little thing about controlling the minds of powerful people with crystals. Maybe the czar wasn't narcissistic after all. Maybe he really could bring it off.
I am withholding my actions, Spirit sent. For now.
What? What actions? I was afraid of the answer.
I will not allow the ravager to continue weakening my being and that of my people. I did not invite your race of humans to my world.
I'm doing the best I know how, Spirit, and you'd be killing a lot of innocent people!
They are killing us!



Chapter Thirteen
It was easy to find the compound on my return trip. There was only one blazing fire in the wilderness that was crowning from tree to tree, unlike natural brush fires that burn off old undergrowth and open seed pods. Welcome to the home of the ravagers, I thought.
Mantas flew above the fire like black moths. What could I do to help RECOIL? The ambulance was unarmed. The large red crosses would make good targets for the czar's warriors. I took a chance and circled above the battle to let them know an ambulance had arrived. Below me flashes of hot light snapped out in the darkness as RECOIL and czar warriors fired from hiding places. I heard shouted orders, then a cry of pain. Smoke drifted from crumbled walls and flaming avacodo trees. I coughed and rolled up the window. I guess neither side was interested in the other's offer.
Dammit! I watched a RECOIL soldier stagger out into the open. He was probably in shock and didn't realize where he was going. I took a breath and landed the craft near him in the wide courtyard, and sprang the door.
“Over here, tag!” I shouted.
He stumbled toward the ambulance, holding his chest, as I opened the automatic door. He was a young man with long, dark hair that stuck out from under his helmet, and a bony face, contorted now in pain.
“C'mon!” I called from the pilot's seat as I engaged the vertical thrusters and idled them for takeoff. “You can make it.”
His knees buckled and he rolled to the ground, still clutching his chest. “Help me,” he gasped and reached an arm toward the ambulance.
I jumped out of the seat and ran to the door, but a continuous laser beam from a flashrod sliced the man at the waist. I will never forget his scream or the way his smoking torso rolled in different directions.
I retreated back into the ambulance, my hands at my throat. I've got to get out of here, I thought numbly and fell into the pilot's seat. This is insane! I stared at the control panel and suddenly it didn't make sense. Just a bunch of dials and flashing lights. Think, Jules. Think!
The ambulance shuddered as a beam burned the tip of its right wing.
“The crotefuckers are shooting at me,” I mumbled. “At an ambulance!”
Engage the thrusters, I thought. You've done this a thousand times! I lifted the craft and threw the thrusters into horizontal. I banked, flew low over the wall and settled to the ground close to a gate.
A RECOIL manta was on its side in the blackroots. I taxied there. The craft was empty. Some of the roots were still sucking nourishment from a still form that lay beneath a tail wing.
“Christ and Vishnu.” Maybe if I had gotten here sooner…
Strange flowers with red veins lined branches that surrounded the body. I think this ground tree needed protein to reproduce. A flexible purple twig wiggled up from a branch, delicately rubbed itself against a flower's stamens and tapped the pollen it gathered there onto the pistil of another flower. Sex among the plants. The twig moved on to the next flower. My God. Was there intelligence behind the blackroot? It wasn't nectar the twig was after, the way an Earth bee would, to make honey. This twig was purposely pollinating the flowers without visible reward. Perhaps the aroma of the flowers guided it. I shook my head. Its goal was continuance.
Your work, Spirit?
No answer. He wasn't into small talk. But I could spend my life studying this one species of flora…or fauna? Except that right now there was a battle raging.
Out of the night sky, the second Laurel ambulance descended, circled the compound and landed near me. I opened the window of my craft as Paul emerged with four paramedics. “Is Lisa all right?” he called.
“She's OK. She's with a friend.”
He nodded. “Thanks for bringing back the ambulance.”
“Thanks for letting me use it.”
He threw me a look. “We're going to need it now.”
I taxied past the blackroot, shut down the motor, and jumped out. Fire trucks emerged from the north and attacked the blaze outside the compound with chemical suppressants. The black root system slithered as though disturbed by the fire, the caustic odor of the chemical, the explosions of missiles and the heat of laser beams.
They weren't the only ones. The gate flew open and a short, stocky RECOIL soldier emerged with a wounded comrade over his shoulder.
“Over here!” Doc Hawkes shouted.
The soldier trotted to Hawkes' ambulance. Hawkes and the paramedics helped get the wounded man inside and closed the door.
The soldier checked his flash rifle as he trotted back toward the gate.
I ran after him. “What's happening? Is RECOIL winning?”
He paused. He was round-faced, with a shock of sandy hair over his forehead. He couldn't have been as young as he looked. His friend's blood had soaked the shoulder of his uniform. “We've got them on the run, and there's no place for the scuks to run. Unless they prefer blackroot to standing trial for war crimes.”
“What about the czar? Did you get him?”
He sucked his tooth. “Got away.”
“Oh, shit! How? You just said there's no place – “
“We discovered a tunnel from their bomb shelter. Goes under the blackroot.” He waved toward the field. “Looks like the czar, his mistress, and an officer made it to a hidden manta. All except his mistress.”
“Red-haired woman in a robe?”
“The same. Seems there was no room for her in the manta.”
“She probably knows a lot about the czar's operations,” I told him. “Maybe even where he's headed.”
The young soldier slung the rifle over his dry shoulder. “That's probably why they threw her into the blackroots. We found shreds of her robe and bones.”
“They threw her in?”
“I don't think she walked there, tag.”
We weren't just dealing with an egomaniac, but a brutal murderer without a conscience.
“Gotta go,” the soldier said and checked his rifle. “Mopping up operations.”
“Yeah. I hope your friend makes it.”
'He's not my friend.” He opened the gate. “He's my brother.”
Spirit!
Do you know where the czar is headed?
I will know when he arrives at his destination. I think it will be what Terrans call a mine.
The sound of missiles and the blaze of beam rifles finally died down. The crackle of the wildfire grew faint as firefighters swooped over it in hovairs and suffocated the flames around the compound with chemicals.
I walked through the gate. The dead and dying were all around me. It reminded me of my wilderness animal clinic on Syl' Tyrria after Sye Kor had spread his plague to different life forms.
I spent a the better part of the night helping wherever I could, mostly first aid, of RECOIL soldiers and the czar's wounded warriors. When the insanity of battle is over, we humans seem to recall that we are our brothers and sisters' keepers.
Hawkes and the paramedics were joined by three more doctors, and nurses, from the medical center. They treated those who could be saved first, and after administering pain killers, left the dying for last.
A minister landed from Laurel to comfort the wounded and administer last rites. Among the moans and cries, his voice was a quiet drone of compassion.
Halfway through the night my work was finished. I'd done what I could. I felt weary as a spent day as I slumped down beneath a tree and rested my arms on raised knees. I let my head drop forward and rolled it to loosen the tight neck muscles. A sudden sadness overwhelmed me and I felt tears slide down my face. How cheap was human life that we could kill each other over the possession of things material?
I ask that myself of your race, Spirit sent.
I shook my head. I don't have any answers, Spirit. Maybe it's our chimpanzee heritage. The desire for alpha position and power.
Perhaps your race should evolve past such desires. Only Great Mind has real power.
Perhaps we should.
I laid down with a heavy sigh, cradled my head in my arm, curled up and closed my eyes. Perhaps one day we will, Spirit. But not soon.
I awoke when the sun edged above Wolf Ridge's ramparts, and realized that someone had covered me with a blanket while I slept.
I brushed myself off and walked to a food manta, compliments of the volunteer owners of a Laurel cafe called Bart and Bertha's Big Buns. The teenage girl behind the counter had spiked golden hair, and blue eyes that could only come out of a contact lens case. She leaned on the counter to show off her budding breasts. “What can I do you for, handsome?”
I smiled. “Breakfast?”
“How about dessert? I've got cherry flambé.” She batted her eyes at me.
I sighed and felt my cheeks burn. Maybe it was something in the air. They grew up fast on Halcyon. But no matter the planet, jail bait was still jail bait. ”Uh,” I began, “how about scrambled eggs and – “
”I'll take his order!” A portly older woman came to the service window and nudged aside the teenager with a hip. She wiped her hands on a dishtowel as she peered at me. “What'll it be, buster?”
“Scrambled eggs, and four slices of – “
“Hey, Bertha!” a male voice called from inside the manta. “Your buns are burning!”
“Dammit, Bart!” She flung the dishtowel on the counter and strode into the back. “You were supposed to watch my buns.”
The teenager slid me a look.
I bit my lip. “So,” I said, “can I get an order of scrambled eggs and toast? And a cup of coffee?”
“You can get whatever you want,” she purred and continued to lean on the counter.
Bertha returned with a plate of hot burned buns surrounded by pats of melting butter, and a bottle of berrybru. “Here's your breakfast, buster.”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
I sat under the leafy branches of an avacodo tree and peeled off the blackened edges of the dry buns. I ate two, then dozed off again. Something kicked my boot. It was Rache.
“We have to talk.”
I motioned to the ground. “Mi casa es su casa.”
He chose to stand. “The czar got away.”
“Yeah, I heard. What happened?” I asked innocently.
His jaw tightened. “Did that creature you talk to get in touch?”
“It did.”
“Did it tell you the czar's destination?”
“It won't know that until the czar lands. It's telepathic, not precognitive.”
“When it contacts you, I want to know the czar's location.”
“You'll be the second to know.”
He turned on his heel and strode back to his officers. “Smartass,” I heard him exclaim.
I smirked. You get your kicks where you can.
The ravager has landed his craft, Spirit sent.
I'm on my way!
I got up, snapped off four ripe avacodos for lunch and stuffed them into my jacket pockets as I walked casually toward an unguarded war manta.
As I suspected, he is in the branch of a main artery of my being. One of my hearts, as a Terran would define it. I want him destroyed! He is attempting to locate my source for the blood that
will allow him to control the minds of your Interstel. That would not be good for my people.
Nor mine.
The ravager's location is not to be disclosed.
Should I collapse the mine, Spirit…the artery, on top of them with a missile, providing I can steal a military manta?
Would you collapse an artery of your own heart?
Then what can you do to help me stop him?
It depends on the evolving situation that you create.
It always does! And in the end, I find myself on my own.
Would you rather that I destroy all the Terrans and be rid of this scourge once and for all?
Dammit, Spirit, we've had this discussion before. It never solves anything. Just stay with me.
Mantas were arriving and departing, still taking the wounded to Laurel, the czar prisoners to wherever, and delivering more food and medical supplies. It wasn't difficult to board the unguarded war manta. If I come out of this alive, I sent to Spirit, I'm going to end up in a Laurel prison as a recitative manta thief!
He didn't offer an answer.
I hadn't expected one.
I sidled through the manta's open door and kept my head below the windows as I made my way to the pilot's seat. It was strange, though, that the RECOIL soldiers, and Rache himself, all seemed to be looking in other directions. I'm no fool. Not always. They wanted me to steal the war manta. They wanted to follow me. All they had to do was ask.
I lifted the craft into the blazing blue sky and dipped my wings to let them know I was the lead player in their game.
Lisa, I sent. How are you, baby?
I'm riding Ginger, Daddy. Willa let me ride her! She's holding the reins.
I set the craft for full speed. The czar already had a lead on me. That's great, Squiggles.
Daddy!
Yeah, Lis'?
Tikkie came back.
He did? Is he OK?
He's dirty. We're going to give him a bath.
OK, baby. Sounds good.
He ate the chickens.
What?
Tikkie got inside where the chickens live. We found feathers.
Uh oh. What did Willa say?
She said Oh, well. You can't blame Tikkie. He was hungry.
Ah, the poor hens.
We can't have eggs for breakfast anymore
No, I guess not.
The war manta was equipped with light weapons and missiles. I strapped on a holster with a stingler around my waist, and clipped on a small light. I doubted that Spirit's artery was well lit.
Daddy?
Yeah, Squiggles?
I love you.
My chest suddenly swelled. I love you too, Lisa, with all my heart. I'll stay in touch, baby. I broke the link to allow Spirit to guide me toward the czar's destination. His mental tug indicated it was northwest of the compound.
The early sun blazed down on an endless desert of ribbed red sand dunes and stark shadows that stretched to the horizons. This must be what Terrans on Halcyon called The Barrens. East of me lay a great expanse of ocean painted with morning strokes of sapphire and emerald and an occasional brush stroke of white frothing waves. I could see the curve of the planet from this height.
Surf's up.
I thought of my carefree teenage years before the hornet cub crash with Ginny. We'd been shuffled from one foster home to another, until the rootless life was the norm and we adapted to it. Perhaps that was one reason I stayed on Syl' Tyrria for five years and didn't think it was so unusual to leave Althea and Lisa behind on Earth.
Was I capable of settling down in one place anymore, or would I grow restless no matter where I was, and want to move on? I thought of Willa. Her large hazel eyes, her light brown glossy hair. Her boyish haircut and walk. She knew her place. It was on the ranch, surrounded by her animals. There was plenty of research for an astrobiologist to do on Halcyon, to say nothing of the Kubraens and Spirit. Blackroot alone could keep me busy studying its roots, so to speak, for years. Or running from them.
My route took me over Laurel. It was a small community with a pond in the center of town. I had no time for sightseeing but I noticed wide streets. A community shopping center was surrounded by a broad residential area, with horses in fields.
I soared over a factory, and ranches that produced cloned meat. Beyond, orchards, plantations, and farmlands, were enclosed by a high wall. Not to keep out the local flora and fauna, I surmised, but to prevent Earth imports from invading the indigenous life forms. A good idea, that.
The residents must have wondered who was this maniac who tore over their town, rattling store windows with the high keen of his engine.
The spaceport was a sprawling terminal with private crafts and intergalactic shuttles to the starships that waited at orbiting space-docking stations. Only the czar and his crystal miners marred this ideal Terran community on an ideal planet. Spirit had done a great job of directing the evolution of his world into a balanced ecosystem. And most humans honored the native life forms. There were worse places to live than on Halcyon.
Spirit. Am I still on course?
Continue as you are.
Spirit sounded distressed. I decided not to ask why, but I found that I wanted to help rid the planet of its Terran ravagers. It would also close down Lost Vegas and its dons, which wasn't a bad idea.
Northwest now, he sent.
I'm heading northwest.
Then north by northwest.
I corrected my heading and realized I was on a course set for Spirit Mountain. The location of the source- mine? God, that was where the Kubraens had established their new village! Had the czar landed among them? His ship was armed.
I tried to mindlink with Briertrush, but I drew a breath as chaotic links of many Kubraen minds came crashing through. I felt their terror, their pain from searing burns. I got the distinct sense that they were fleeing. I threw up mental shields so I could concentrate.
I knew that one war manta was capable of destroying an entire native village. But why would the czar take the time to do that? He wanted the powerful pink crystals, not revenge on the natives. Unless the village were an obstacle in his path to the mine.
I probed for the czar's thoughts and came up empty. He and his officer must already be inside the mine, and whatever encased Spirit's being might act as a tel shield. It didn't matter. I knew the czar's plan well enough. Strip the mine, grab as many pink crystals as his ship could carry, and head off-world. Damn him! Spirit would not allow that kind of desecration. Spirit? I sent. Please, don't do anything rash. He'd told me back in April's room that if he locked onto the czar's nervous system and unleased his incredible tel power, the electrical impulses would kill every Terran on Halcyon the way lightning destroys the human brain and heart. I'm doing my best to stop him!
If your technology cannot destroy him, then I will. Know that he will never leave my world with my stolen blood.
I know.
Below, Spirit's river glistened like a quicksilver snake that meandered through green foliage in the afternoon sun.
Spirit?
Follow it north. The ravager cuts into my veins!
I'm sorry. I felt his anguish. I'm coming for him. I checked the craft's missiles. Armed and ready. My stingler was fully charged. Stay calm, Jules, I told myself as my hands shook on the wheel. Too much rests with you.
Time, Spirit sent, as you short-lived humans reckon it, is running out, and it may be the survival of your race on Tres Cruash against the continuance of my own.
I know!
The new Kubraen village lay below. Abandoned.
A few of the fibrin huts were burned to the ground and still smoldering. Their religious altar had been blown apart, probably by a missile. It was enough to send Spirit's people fleeing into the wooded mountain. And out of the czar's way.
The river narrowed and sank into a hollow cave entrance. I banked the manta and slowed. Is that it?
Is that the entrance?
Yes. It is the source from which I nourish my people.
OK, but are the czar and his officer in there?
They are, like a knife twisting within my heart.
I saw the tracks where the czar had landed in melted snow. They looped where he'd turned his craft around and backed it through the cave entrance. But even a compact personal manta would be a tight fit in that three-meter-wide opening. The craft was probably armed with everything he could stuff into it. Still, most personal air vehicles have about a thousand-pound payload, and crystals weigh.
I landed in mud and taxied under a grove of spiky trees with the scent of honey. I left the craft and had to part tight prickly branches to work my way out of the grove, but it hid the manta well.
The sickly sweet odor of blood wafted out from the cave entrance. Silver liquid laced with pink poured over my boots and soaked my feet as I sloshed through the thick stream that flowed from the cave. My legs tingled as I unholstered my stingler and headed into the dark, narrow tunnel.
But this was no tunnel. Walls of transparent tissue furrowed with blue veins glistened in my small light. A throbbing sound, almost below the range of the human ear, pulsed through humid air and vibrated ruby droplets off the layers of wall tissue. My light played on abrasions at about the height of a manta's stubby wings. Pink droplets seeped from the wounds. I touched an abrasion and the wall quivered beneath my hand. The czar had not thread lightly into Spirit's being.
I tripped over something and landed on my knees. I got to my feet quickly, dripping thick fluid, but still clutching my light. My hand tingled as I felt around in the warm ooze. My fingers closed on something soft and heavy. I pulled it up, shined my light and fell back with a cry. I had a human corpse by the shoulder of his uniform. The officer! Blackened skin and seared leather showed over the hole where his heart had been as he floated on his back and stared at nothing. I let the bulky man sink beneath the surface. His death gave the ravager perhaps the weight of twenty more precious crystals to pack into his manta, and no witnesses.
I peered ahead into darkness. Spirit? Are you still with me?
The ravager is ahead of you. Hurry, Terran. He is wounding me to my very core. Only my compassion for the living prevents me from destroying him and your race with him on my world. But I cannot wait…time…much longer.
OK. I'm coming, Spirit. Can I use my weapon in here?
Only if you must.
What if it hits a wall?
I can recover from a wound. But not from the loss of what you call the life force.
I shined my narrow beam and sloshed ahead. It was like a bad dream where you try to run but can't. The murky air didn't hold much oxygen. It left me pulling in long breaths as I pushed hard against the flow of liquid. The stream turned red and thickened to sludge. Ahead, a left curve. The walls grew darker. A broken vein above me pumped out crimson fluid. Spirit was bleeding his life into the outgoing flow of his being.
He's coming, Spirit sent.
What? In the manta?
He knows you're here.
Shit! I got down on one knee, shut off my light and aimed the stingler with both hands. I heard my own fast breathing in the silence.
How does he know, goddammit?
My crystals.
Oh. Great! Now he has tel powers!
He is ripping me apart… Oh, a thousand cuts. Hurry! I am gathering my powers, Terran.
Others would come for my blood, until…until…the end of continuance.
Hang on, Spirit. I extended the stingler. As soon as he rounds that curve, he's a dead Terran.
The whine of a manta ahead. My hands shook. Don't think about Lisa, I thought. Don't think about Laurel. Just don't fail!
I watched headlights bounce light off the wall to my right. The manta came around the curve like a giant black bat, wobbling and scraping into the delicate wall tissues, ripping into the web of veins with its wings. Shreds of dripping skin clung to its tail.
Spirit screamed inside my head. It shook me. The stingler wavered as I fired. The shot went wild and ripped a hole in the wall. I blocked out Spirit's agony as best I could as the manta pushed a bow wave and bored toward me. Forward Missile launchers leveled to my height.
Uh oh.
I took a deep breath and threw myself into the liquid, hoping there was enough clearance on the manta's underside. I heard the rockets whoosh by overhead. They must have gone harmlessly out the entrance because Spirit didn't react.
The manta drove above me as I clung to something hard, probably an embedded crystal, and flattened on the bottom. I waited for the manta to pass, but the slimeshit stopped above me. I raised myself until I hit metal.
Spirit! He'll drown me!
A bubble of air burst around me. I clung to the bottom and gasped in breaths that were misted with blood. I choked on it and coughed, but I knew I'd swallowed some of it.
The czar must've thought I was dead by then. His headlights probably didn't pick up the air bubbles in the churning liquid he'd created. I heard the engine deepen and then the sound faded and died.
I got unsteadily to my feet. The entrance was dark. A distant whine told me the crotefucker was airborne.
The shuttle, Spirit sent wearily. He heads for the vehicle you rode…you rode to the surface with the child. The shuttle from The Merchant Prince! I cannot allow –
I know, Spirit. You can't allow him off-planet with the blood crystals. I know!
The liquid slithered off me like mercury worms as I sloshed out of the tunnel and ran toward my hidden manta. I was dry! I'm going after him, Spirit.
Yes. I commend you for your efforts, though they may well prove futile for your people.
Just give me time. Terran time! I'll do the rest. I heard mantas approach from the southeast. A diamond formation of four RECOIL war planes appeared low above treetops. Oh no. Dammit!
Rache.
The help I'd wanted from RECOIL to stop the czar at the illegal launching pad was a hindrance here, at Spirit's secret core artery.
I shouldered through the spiky branches of the grove, got into my craft, started it and taxied out of the trees, ripping branches as I went. Sorry about the branches, I sent.
You are sorry about a few branches while more Terrans approach my being, the very essence of Tres Cruash!
OK. Don't get sulky.
I used all available cover, from giant trees to hills to escarpments, to hide from the mantas as I flew near ground level. The ground effect increased my speed and lift and I realized I was in plain sight as I passed a hillock.
The command ship, flying RECOIL's gold and purple flag, fired a shot across my bow. The message was loud and clear: Land!
I did. And kept taxiing to put the mantas and Spirit as far apart as possible. Another shot across my bow implied: You can stop now.
I shut off the engine, opened the window, and sighed as I leaned back. The dry brush surrounding my craft had a bitter smell. They were bare, with fresh leaves on the ground. Had they died because of Spirit's trauma? ChristLotus, was the planet itself already dying? I had to admire Spirit's patience with us Terrans.
Yes. But not for much longer!
I know.
The four mantas landed around me in swirls of red dust. Indigo birds with transparent wings screeched as they flapped into the air. From somewhere in a rocky crevice a disturbed predator growled at the intrusion of his territory.
The taste of blood was still in my mouth and nostrils. It made me queasy.
I watched Rache disembark and walked toward my craft, flanked by two gorilla-sized guards, and felt even queasier. The other RECOIL soldiers, nine of them, I think, followed their commander until they were gathered around my craft. I stared toward the southern sky, where the czar had a clear path to Bjorn's shuttle and The Merchant Prince, if that were his destination.
RECOIL knows I'm a tel, I sent to Spirit. If Rache orders his people to leave, they'll figure the order came through my tel-link. Why not let Rache and his soldiers help me find the czar? If it's not already too late.
The blood crystals of Tres Cruash will not fall into any Terran's hands. Including yours.
Believe me, Spirit, I don't want them!
Rache still wore his hat, his scarf, and his dark glasses. I wondered if he slept in them. “Disembark the craft,” one of the gorilla guards ordered as they approached.
I opened the door and disembarked.
“Why did you run from us?” Rache asked with his fists clenched and came up close to stare me in the face. Or stare me down.
“I wasn't running. I was chasing the czar. You're letting him get away, Commander.” I glanced toward the south.
Rache followed my gaze. “You know his destination.”
“He's heading offworld from an illegal launching pad in the back country. I have to stop him, Commander. Will you listen to me? There's no time to waste. I have to go after him alone and stop him!” It sounded lame, even to me.
“Get into my manta” Rache said. “You'll direct us to the czar.”
“I can't do that.”
A guard gripped my arm. “Oh yes you can.”
You are wasting Terran time, Spirit sent. What are you waiting for?
Use your power!
I lowered my head and gathered a coil of tel. It blazed up suddenly, almost out of my control. I was becoming more powerful, I realized. I tacked on a message: Return to your ship and go back to your family in Laurel. Your family needs you.
You must return to your family. Now!
The guard's hand slipped off my arm.
Rache knitted his brows behind the glasses. “You must believe we're all fools!” he snarled at me. “Kofi!” He shoved the guard's shoulder. “You fool! Can't you discern your own thoughts from tel implants?”
“I thought I could, Commander.” Kofi took my arm again. “But my wife and mother need me.”
You must return to Laurel now! I sent in a scattergun pattern to the surrounding group. Your wives and mothers and children all need you.
The soldiers shuffled their feet. Some looked back longingly at their mantas.
Rache suddenly slapped me.
It broke my concentration. I drew a breath and put a hand on my stinging cheek.
“I could have Kofi snap your arm like a twig, traitor,” Rache said, “and then you would lead me to the czar anyway.” He shoved me toward his manta. “Now climb aboard!”
Spirit? I sent as I turned toward the craft.
You have no choice but to stop them, no matter the consequences to your body.
Somehow, I didn't think I did.
“You're going to regret this, Commander,” I said as I walked toward his craft. “We all are.” I shrugged. “But if that's how you want it.”
I gathered a powerful coil as I walked, deepened its spin to blood red, and threw it at Rache. Leave Rammis here! He has important work to do for RECOIL. Go home to your family. Now. They need you.
My head began to beat from the intensity of the send as I attempted to overwhelm Rache's will.
“I…I have to go home to my family.” But it was Kofi's will I had overcome. He released my arm. “They need me.”
Rache shoved me into him. “Snap his arm!” he ordered.
“No. Wait!” I screamed.
But Kofi shrugged me aside and trotted to Rache's command manta. “After I go home and see to my family!” he threw back. “I'll come back and break his arm.”
“Come back here now!” Rache called to him. “You idiot!
“Me. too.” The other gorilla guard followed Kofi.
Rache stared after them. “How stupid can those two be?” he said to no one.
With Rache distracted, I threw a message with all the power I could muster. Commander, your soldiers need you at headquarters. They are children who await your orders. They are all idiots who cannot function without your guidance.
Rache took off his hat and scratched his bald head. “My soldiers are a bunch of children.”
I nodded. “They need you to guide them.”
“Yes.” He rammed his hat back on and strode to his manta. “Children!” I heard him say. “Wait for me!” he called to his manta's pilot.
I turned to the soldiers. They milled about, unsure what to do. Go home to your family, I sent. Your family needs you right now. Your house is burning down. Hurry! Save your children!
That did it. A few of them hesitated. I increased the hot spin, imaged a miniature tornado plowing behind my eyes, drew them a picture of burning houses, and threw the power and the image directly at the group. My God!
Hurry!
Save the children!
The stragglers glanced around, then raced to their mantas.
I pressed my palms to my temples. The headache was sharp. When will it pass? I asked Spirit.
The influence of your messages?
That too.
Until Tres Cruash turns beyond the light of its star.
Night. And this headache?
That too will pass, if you still occupy your current body. It will also pass if no longer do. I commend you on your choice of phrases and images, Terran. I have known many tels of different races. Those who possessed no imagination never climbed to your lofty heights of lies.
Do I detect a snide chuckle somewhere in that backhanded compliment? Spare me! I've already been slapped once today.
I heard the whine of engines. I have to wait for them to leave before I go after the czar. Are you OK?
I have recovered.
You heal fast. I rubbed my right arm. I wonder which arm Kofi would have broken?
Does it matter, Terran?
I'm partial to my right hand.
Then you would have instructed him to break your left arm.
Right! I mean, yeah, the left arm. Whatever!
I got back into my manta as Rache's squadron lifted, resumed their diamond formation and headed southeast at full throttle.
Home are the hunters.
Laurel would not be pleased with me when these fighting men and women realized how I'd strung them along like puppets. They might be, though, if I managed to stop the czar and appease Spirit. I prayed that I would be in time as I headed for the czar's illegal launch pad west of the blackroot woods.
No matter my casual conservation with Spirit, I knew he was determined to see the czar dead, or all of Laurel.



Chapter Fourteen
Cabrón! I read. Why do you follow me? What business of yours if I am off-world?
The sky ahead was empty as I bored, full throttle, toward Bjorn and the czar's launching module. Spirit, I sent, are the blood crystals giving him such far-reaching tel power?
My crystals and his mega-dream unit. Do you have a plan, Terran?
Only to stop him any way I can. Czar! I sent, leave the stolen crystals behind where I can find them and I'll give up the chase. Terran, Spirit sent. The crystals are not enough. I want him in geth state where he will have no memory of crystals or Halcyon
I will see you both in hell first! the czar sent. For the crystals, and for the trouble you have caused me, Diablo.
I had a feeling that last part referred to me. Then we might meet in hell, I told him.
Along with your daughter and her friend.
What does that mean?
It means that I am willing to take a detour to the granja. You can look for your daughter's small bones in the blackroot beside the module.
The ranch! He had enough of a lead. I went cold. For once in your worthless existence, I sent, act like the man you're not and face me, mano a mano!
And this will benefit me in what way?
You'll have a chance to kill me. Wouldn't that be pleasant?
Not as pleasant as leaving this dirt ball of a planet behind.
I unhooked the craft's link and punched in Willa's code.
“Hi, Daddy!” Lisa answered. “Are you – “
“Lisa, is Willa there?”
“She's in the barn with Puny. He – “
“Listen to me! Run to the barn and tell her to get on her link. Hurry up, Lis'! Tell her it's important.”
“OK, Daddy. Don't get mad.”
“I'm not mad. Just go!” Spirit, can't you do something to divert that crotefucker?
The ravager? You ask me to use the power of my tel to influence a being? You know the consequences.
The ravager has this to say, the czar sent. Let them run. I will follow your daughter's mind like a bloodhound follows the trail of blood. And that is what they will leave for you if you do not cut off this reckless chase.
You'll never leave the planet alive. Spirit will send us all to hell. Your only hope is to throw the crystals overboard and be satisfied with your power and creds in Lost Vegas. And don't think to keep any crystals.
Spirit will know it.
“Jules? It's Willa. What's wrong?”
“Willa! The czar is after you and Lisa. He's in a manta heading for your ranch. He's reading Lisa's thoughts like a beacon. Get out of there!”
“Oh my God!” she cried.
“Get out right now! You know where the old silver mine is, northwest of your ranch?”
“Lisa, come here,” she said. “Take my hand. Yes, Jules, I know where it is.”
“Get there as fast as you can. I'm on my way to it. Keep the connection open.” I waited with my stomach twisted into knots.
“We're getting into the hovar,” Willa finally said. “No, Lisa! You can't go back for your stuffed horse. Get in now!”
I held my breath as I heard the small ground-skimming craft rumble to life.
“We're lifting,” she said.
“OK. Good.” Though there was nothing good about this desperate situation. I set the coordinates for the silver mine. “The tunnel's narrow, Willa. The bastard can't follow you in there with his manta.” And his onboard missiles, I thought. “Drive in as far back as you can. If you have to, you and Lisa continue on foot. It leads to the old Kubraen village. It's probably deserted now, but I'm on my way.”
Let them run, the czar sent. I will follow, unless you break off this futile chase. Go back to Laurel, Cabrón, where you belong, with all the other fools.
I'll see you at the mine, you piece of slimeshit, and I'll send you to hell, where you belong. I was hit with a sudden hot burn of tel. Was that you, Spirit?
The ravager is flexing his newly stolen tel power. You may expect more of it.
I rubbed my forehead. Beneath shreds of clouds, I watched a forest whiz by. Hills wrinkled the high plains. Blue lakes stared up like cyclop eyes. A pristine world. You know, Spirit, for a being who developed a whole damn planet, there isn't a lot you can do to help us. All I hear from you is Terran destruction!
And my people's continuance. Terrans came uninvited to Tres Cruash.
And we might leave in boxes, I thought.
The Terrans of Laurel are welcome to stay, if you complete your mission and my blood remains a secret.
I sighed. OK. Thanks for that crumb. There was no use appealing to the czar's nonexistent code of ethics. What was the death of Laurel to him if he could make it to Earth with his treasure and then make a grab for Interstel itself? I imaged the red ball burning behind my eyes and forced it to swell with power. I pictured the czar's black eyes and threw it the way a pitcher throws a ball at the bat. This bat had a beard. My head throbbed with the effort. I sat back and groaned. But I felt the czar jerk, and I smiled as his body shuddered.
A hit!
The ground rushed up. My body bounced forward as the manta made a hard landing.
I glanced down. Clouds still sailed below me. I was reading the czar. Damn his soulless heart! He had landed by the silver mine.
I imaged another red ball. In desperation I threw all my energy into it, forcing the ball to grow into a whirlwind. When I thought my head would split, when I felt my brain cells burn from the heat, I threw the ball with everything I had and attached a message: Burn, you bastard!
I felt his scream, but there was no satisfaction as I squeezed my head and moaned. Nails of pain pounded into my temples. Spirit, can I kill him with a tel-link?
It's possible. Your power is growing.
Would I die too from throwing that kind of tel force?
That is a distinct possibility, Spirit sent. I felt fear and knew it wasn't my own. I warned you, Czar, you won't leave this planet alive.
As long as it takes out the czar before he reaches Lisa and Willa. Willa, I thought miserably, and realized that I loved her.
I felt fear and knew it wasn't my own. I warned you, Czar, you won't leave this planet alive.
Then warn your daughter, for she will accompany me to the flames!
Below, the silver mine.
I rubbed my eyes and blinked through blurred vision as the headache intensified. Was there a limit to my use and abuse of my tel skills?
The Kubraens had rolled the boulders out of the mine and opened the entrance again after Briertrush collapsed it with my stingler.
My vision would not clear as I banked and landed. Flashes of red lightning sliced through my head. But I felt no fear of dying, just an intense hatred of the ravager and a reckless determination to stop him with my life, if need be, before he killed Lisa and Willa. There was murder in my heart. I felt Spirit recoil. What's your problem? I sent as I taxied behind a hillock to hide the manta. I knew the czar's craft had missiles. You're ready to kill a whole community! I sent to Spirit as I jumped down and ran toward the cave entrance with my stingler drawn.
But not with the vehemence of your predatory race.
What the hell's the difference? Get out of my head now, Spirit. I have to concentrate and you can't help me anyway. I tried to ignore the vise-like pain. I'm coming! I sent to the czar. Are you packed for a quick trip to hell?
With you by my side, he sent.
Whatever it takes!
The whine of a manta. I turned and saw it beneath the shade of trees. The czar was still inside! He rotated the craft to aim his missiles at me!
I threw myself behind a boulder as he fired. Chips of rock flew around me. The blast did nothing for my headache. I smelled burning grass and branches. That's one more, crotefucker, I sent. Counting the missiles he'd fired over my head in the tunnel, he'd have three more left. I took out my link. “Willa!”
“We're still in the hovar, Jules. I'm trying not to hit the walls, but there's a stream on the floor and the hovar's wheels keep sliding.
“Do your best, Willa, but don't scrape the walls. They're organic. I'm right outside.”
The czar was taxiing. He was no longer after me. He wanted to destroy my manta. Then he could head for the launch pad unchallenged. Or so his thought. He still didn't believe me or Spirit about Spirit's intentions to kill him if he tried to flee. His greed, his lust for power and fame, as Paul Hawkes had accurately defined the czar's character, were blinding him to anything short of lifting off with the crystals.
I aimed through a blur of trees and bushes and swept his manta's front wheels with a continuous blast from my stingler. The vehicle crashed to its belly and threw sparks as it plowed into a tree and went over on its side. He wouldn't destroy my manta now. He'd need it to get to the launch pad. I aimed at the pilot's door and hoped the crotefucker would open it and try to make a run for my craft. But he knew better.
I moved around the boulder as he took a shot at me with his stingler. The flash went wide!
How's your vision, cabrón? I sent. Not seeing so good?
Try this! I took a shaky breath and began to image another hot coil of intense tel.
I heard his manta scrape ground and ventured a look past the boulder, then ducked back. Oh, shit! He was swinging the crippled craft around by a wing to aim his missiles at the boulder I hid behind. If he fired all three at once, and I knew he would, the boulder could explode into rock shrapnel.
I was surrounded by bare ground. No place to run! I took a quick breath and imaged that coil of hot tel. My head was splitting. Flashes of red light blocked my vision. I felt myself fall. My God, I can't do it! I heard his manta whine to life as he prepared to fire the missiles.
Daddy! Lisa sent. I'll help you.
Lisa, baby, stay with Willa. Was Spirit getting ready to destroy us all? I felt tears slide down my face as I pictured Lisa's innocent features, surrounded by blonde curls. The earth beneath me suddenly shifted. I heard the czar yell. Is that you, Spirit? I sent. Don't kill us. I'm doing everything I can.
Your child has learned her lessons well, Terran. Now she practices them. Pray that she knows the full power she possesses.
The whoosh of missiles overhead. They blasted the crowns of tall trees and set them afire. Cracked branches spun like fiery batons and started grass fires.
I ventured a glance over the boulder. Through hazy vision I saw the czar's manta, nose up, jutting out from a crack in the ground. The earth shook again and the nose sank beneath the surface. Lisa. Thank you, baby.
You're welcome, Daddy.
“Hijo de puta!” I heard the czar shout. He was calling me a son of a bitch as he crawled up to the surface and threw himself behind a tree stump.
Well, I'd live up to the name.
I couldn't get a clear shot at him as he crawled out of the hole and ran behind trees, heading for my manta. I couldn't get a clear shot at anything with my hazy vision. I hoped he couldn't either as I got to my feet and followed him, using whatever cover I could see. But he had too much of a lead and I was too blind.
I stopped behind a tree and held my head as I imaged that red coil that could be my shroud. I coughed on smoke as the fire spread and smoke lifted.
With my hands pressed against my temples so my brains wouldn't dribble out through my ears, I forced the tornado in my mind to feed on my life energy. To grow. I dug my fingernails into tree bark and gritted my teeth as hot arrows of pain seared through my head. The air was cool but sweat dripped down my cheeks. My heart raced as I pictured brain cells blinking out. The tree smelled sweet from the sap that clung beneath my fingernails. I leaned my head against the trunk.
This might well be my last attempt to stop him. “Eat this, cabrón!” I screamed and flung the tel ball at him. A rending within my head!
I cried out and fell.
As I lay there, squinting up at a circle of sky with misty edges, I felt his agony. Was it enough to stop him? I couldn't tell. Spirit, did I stop him?
You have brought the ravager to his knees, but he has life force yet and continues forward.
To my manta?
To your manta for a transfer of my blood crystals before he leaves the planet. I am sorry, Terran, but I have no choice now.
You are weak, spirit, the czar sent. If you had power, you would have stopped me by now.
“Goddamn him!” I rolled and got to my knees. Where was my weapon? There! The feel of cold metal beneath my hand. I grasped the stingler, took a few deep breaths and lurched to my feet.
Grass fires spread as I reeled toward the crack in the earth and his sunken manta.
Roots caught at my jacket as I slid down and stood up on the manta's hull. I had a clear shot from here when he approached for his crystals.
Only he didn't. I saw him using whatever cover he could find as he ran toward the cave.
“Willa!” I called into my link. “He's on his way to the cave. Get as far back as you can.”
“Put me down, Willa!” I heard Lisa cry. “I want to stay here and help Daddy.”
Get in the hovar, Lisa, I sent. The dragon is coming! I heard the hovar start up. The headache was easing and my vision was clearing. I saw the czar run toward the cave entrance. Oh, no you don't! I sent as I stood on the manta's sunken nose and fired. I felt his pain as he grabbed his left arm and swore, but he continued to the cave. ”He's coming!” I yelled into the link and lifted myself to the surface. He was already in the cave when I ran at an angle to the entrance. I heard the snap of a beam weapon.
Spirit groaned inside my head. ”He hit the hovar!” Willa screamed. “We're out of control.”
“Jesus and Vishnu!”
I ran to the entrance and threw myself down and rolled as I went through. A hot beam flashed over my head. I raised the stingler but couldn't fire. The hovar was upside down against a quivering glowing wall. Lisa and Willa crawled out from under the light craft. The czar's silhouetted figure was in front of them, using them for cover.
Don't fire in here! Spirit sent. I cannot allow a firefight within my being. I am already wounded and bleeding.
I lowered my weapon.
“I have no such compunctions,” the czar shouted and waved his stingler at Lisa and Willa. “And that is why I will win this little contest.”
“Because you're not a man!” I called in an attempt to goad him into facing me outside. “A man would meet me outside one on one.”
He laughed harshly. “Mano a mano? When I already have your daughter?”
Spirit! I sent frantically.
“Only you,” the czar shouted, “can save your daughter and her friend” He gestured with his stingler. “Drop your weapon and walk slowly outside. Do not think to run!”
“All right!” I dropped the stingler. My heart beat like a bird wanting to break free and fly away from this unbearable reality.
“And if you try to use your tel power on me again,” he continued, “I will kill one of them. I will even let you choose which one will die.”
“No! I'm going.” I put up my hands and turned toward the entrance. My head was clearing. My vision too. I squinted in the sunlight. Had I increased my power with that agonizing send? My tel might well be the only thing left between killing him or having all of us killed.
“And don't look back!” he ordered. “You two,” I heard him say, “follow him.”
I came out of the cave like Orpheus coming up from Hades with Eurydice behind him. If I turned, my daughter or Willa, like Eurydice, might well end up in hell. ”What do you want from us?” I called back, as though I didn't know.
“To load my crystals into your manta, stupido, since you crippled my arm!”
“And then?” I walked toward the sunken manta.
Daddy, Lisa sent. I'll help you.
”No, Lisa, don't!” I lifted mental shields to stop her from sending. I paused at the edge of the moldy crack in the earth. Clods of fresh soil clung to roots that jutted through the slit. The earth smelled bitter, like a newly opened grave.
I turned my head slowly so as not to arouse the czar's wrath and saw Lisa and Willa walking toward me with the czar behind them.
“Lisa,” I said as she approached, “just stay quiet, baby.”
“Daddy, I – “
“Listen to me! Do exactly what the dragon tells you to do.” I exchanged anxious glances with Willa.
The czar's face was contorted with pain. He held his burned arm as he nudged Willa to the edge of the ditch with his stingler. “That's good advice for you, too,” he told me. “Shut up and turn around!”
I was afraid we was going to clobber with the rod end of his stingler, but he kicked my knee from behind and I fell onto the manta's hull. Fresh dirt clung to my jacket and pants. I stood up and inspected the craft. “The doors are buried,” I told him.
“Move away from the window!” he ordered.
I did.
He shattered the glass with the stingler set on cold beam, then spun the ring to hot and motioned for me to go through the broken window.
Jagged edges tore my jacket as I dragged myself inside the upright craft. I glanced around quickly.
No weapons. Dammit!
“That's right,” the czar called as he read my thought. “You think I would leave a stingler for you?”
“No.” I lowered myself to the back and stared at a pile of shimmering pink crystals. Empty sacks lay beside them.
“Are you waiting for an invitation?” the czar shouted.
I loaded four crystals into a sack.
“You.” I saw the czar push Willa toward the edge. “Get in the hole and throw the bags up here by my feet.” I heard him moan. “You son of a puta bitch!” he called down to me and held his burned arm. “If I didn't need your two good arms to load the crystals, I would burn one off and let you see how it feels.”
Willa slid down to the hull and climbed through the broken window. “Oh, Jules,” she whispered.
”I'm sorry I got you into this.” I handed her the heavy sack.
She took it and shook her head. “I got myself into this when I joined RECOIL.” She looked up.
“Now what are you waiting for?” the czar shouted. “Bring me the sack!”
She climbed back out through the window and lifted the sack up to the ground.
“You're a RECOIL soldier?” I asked her when she crawled back in through the window.
”More a messenger.”
I tried to smile. “What is it they say? 'Don't kill the messenger'?”
She tried to smile too. “Or her friends.”
How could I save them? My stingler was on the floor of the cave near the entrance. I didn't dare contact Spirit, not that he could help anyway. I filled another sack and handed it to her.
We were doomed, and Laurel was doomed. I suddenly felt weary. I had done all that I could, and still I had failed.
The pile of crystals dwindled. Sand in an hourglass, I thought. When the crystals were all on the surface, our time would run out. He would never let us live.
I glanced up at my daughter. My Lisa. I had failed her too. This manta would probably be our tomb. “Althea, I'm sorry,” I whispered.
Finally, the floor was empty. I took Willa's hand and we waited.
“Climb out of there,” the czar ordered.
I helped Willa out and followed, up onto green grass and blue sky. I snapped off a blade of grass and chewed the bitter juice as I put an arm around Lisa and kissed her head. Willa was on Lisa's other side.
The ground fire had burned out, or Spirit had stopped it. The smell of burning wood was pleasant, like a BBQ. Branches still crackled and smoked. Somewhere, a flock of birds chirped from unburned trees.
“Walk,” the czar said. “Or run if you like.”
I gestured toward the sacks. “Don't you want me to load them into my manta?”
“I can manage that, cabrón,” he said and grimaced, “even with one good arm. But thank you for the offer.”
Willa's eyes were glazed with tears but her head was high. I picked up Lisa and held her tightly as we walked. “Look, baby,” I whispered, “look at the birds! They're flying to their roosts for the night.”
“What's a roost, Daddy?”
I glanced at Willa. “It's a place where birds finally rest after a long day.”
How far would he let us get?
An instinct close to survival, but involving the entire species, kicked in and goaded me to act. Your ancestors didn't make it down from the trees by lying on the jungle floor and giving up!
The czar had warned me not to use my tel powers again on him. But he was far away from his mega-dream system in the crashed manta and he couldn't hold a crystal, and his weapon, in one good hand.
What the hell was I waiting for?
Spirit? Why don't you tell him what's going to happen if he tries to make it off-planet with the crystals?
He is not concerned with the death of Laurel.
No. But he's pretty damned concerned with his own miserable life.
I have probed his mind in an attempt to help you and your people on Tres Cruash. He does not believe that I can harm him.
I hear you, son of puta,the czar sent. Have you made your peace with the devil, who spawned you?
I turned and shuddered as I watched him lift the stingler and aim at me, and Lisa, in my arms.
Wait. Czar. Just one more moment to make my peace with God.
He paused, then nodded and lowered the stingler. “One minute. To save your rotten soul.”
He was receiving, all right, loud and clear!
I put Lisa down and lowered my head. I stood between her and the czar as I clasped my hands as though in prayer. I imaged the red coil rising, like the burning spears of a naked sun, and tacked on an image: A flaming brand lashed out and seared through the burn on his arm. I forced the image to hold the brand there. Scorched flesh curled and smoked. Blackened bone cracked. He screamed and dropped the stingler, but I was too far away to reach it before he did.
Willa scooped up Lisa and ran behind a boulder.
“You bastard!” the czar screamed and staggered toward his weapon. “This is my reward for showing you mercy.”
I closed my eyes and focused inward. The coil rose with a power I'd never tapped before. A tornado roiled up behind my eyes, twisting and growing with my own energy. I heard a sound within me like an approaching freight train. My head burned. My eyes beat as though fists were striking them. I gritted my teeth and moaned as I intensified the image.
“Daddy! Run,” I heard Lisa shout.
The czar fumbled in his attempt to pick up the stingler, but I watched his hand close on it.
I threw the power. A storm of electrical impulses that seared like lightning bolts.
His head jerked back and he screamed. I watched him slump to his knees, the stingler in one loose hand. They say lightning doesn't strike twice in the same place. This lightning did. I yelled to endure the blazing pain behind my eyes. If it killed me this time, so be it. Perhaps Lisa and Willa, and Laurel too, would live.
I gathered my forces the way a general gathers his troops for battle as the czar staggered toward the boulder where Lisa and Willa hid.
“I will let you witness the death of your only child before I send you after her.”
A storm rose behind my eyes. I imaged roiling black clouds. Thunder drummed in heavy beats. Lightning pierced the ground with flaming spears. Within my mind, whole forests flamed as I mentally grasped a force I didn't know I had.
“Eat this, cabrón!” I shouted and squeezed my temples between fists as I threw searing bolts of lightning, like arrow strikes from an army of archers, against his head.
He lurched back and fell as though struck, which he was, and sprawled on the ground, his arms out-flung. If there were life left in him, I had to grab the stingler. My eyesight blurred to those warning flashes of red and a view as though through shimmering water. I reeled toward him, clutching my head. But I was moving sideways. My knees shook and wanted to give out. I willed them to carry me further.
He lifted his head. His hand closed on the stingler as he watched me approach. “I'll met you in hell,” he rasped.
“No!” I yelled and turned my back to him as he aimed. I closed my eyes and heard the snap of a hot beam. I waited for the death blow that would end my pain. When it didn't come, I opened my eyes.
The czar was on his back, unmoving. Smoke rose from his smoldering chest. I stumbled to him and kicked away the stingler. His eyes stared, unseeing.
I pressed my hands against my face and fell to my knees with a cry. The pain in my head seared like the singed flesh of electrical burns.
“Terran Julesh!” someone called from the cave entrance. “It is yo friend Briertrush.”
I squinted to try to focus. “Is that you?” I mumbled.
I watched him come out of the cave with my stingler in one floppy hand.
“Jules. Jules!” I felt Willa's hands bracing my shoulders.
But reality was my breath shuddering in my throat. I squeezed my fists against my temples.
“Daddy.”
Predatory claws prowled my brain. I wanted to smash my head against a tree. Anything to stop the searing brands behind my eyes. My stomach was nauseated from the pain. I gasped as flashes of red lightning tore paths in the ground.
“Daddy!” I felt her pull on my jacket.
“Help me, great Mind,” I whispered. “Help me to die.” Spirit! I cried softly within myself and rolled my head. I can't stand it! Let me die.
You are already dying, son of Terra.
Make it quick. Please!
Lie down.
OK. All right. I sobbed. I laid down on my stomach and moaned. It doesn't help!
“Jules,” I heard Willa say. “I'm going to the manta to call for help. Come with me, Lisa!”
Rest your head on the ground, Spirit sent. The ground will be cool on your face.
I did. It doesn't help. I can't take this! I pounded a fist on the dirt and tried to jump up. Something held me down. Are you doing that?
Yes.
There came a rumbling. The ground beneath me trembled. Through the red flashes I saw a wave burst from the mouth of the cave with a roar and overflow the river's banks.
I held my breath as silver fluid washed over me.
I did your work, Spirit. Help me.
Rest your head!
“OK!”
It will be over soon.
How soon?
Now, sleep, son of Terra. Let me heal you.
I lifted my head. I can't sleep, Spirit. I want to die. I gritted my teeth and tried to crawl away. To crawl out of this agony. Out of my body.
He held me there. It will be over soon!
Hurry!
There came a tingling that started at the back of my neck and spread through my body. It enveloped my forehead like gentle massaging fingers that doused the brands as though they'd been plunged into cold water. The claws dissolved.
Healing sleep, Spirit sent.
My muscles relaxed of their own volition. A blissful numbness settled over me. I sighed. Am I dead yet?
I felt him chuckle.
There came an image of a great amorphous being who drifted among a tapestry of wheeling galaxies that churned across the infinite.
“Great Mind,” I mumbled. The source, whose reflections were planets and life, reached out to me with arms of love. Take me. I closed my eyes and surrendered myself to sleep.
“Please, Daddy. Don't die!” Lisa's words came as through a tunnel.
I awoke with Lisa sitting on Briertrush's lap, and Willa beside him. My clothes felt dry. A slight headache lingered like a residue of that agony. I pressed my fingers carefully over my eyes and blinked up. The red flashes were gone. So was the intense feeling of nausea.
Lisa wiped tears from her eyes with the stuffed horse. “Are you OK now, Daddy?” Her voice was squeaky.
“I'm OK, baby,” I whispered. “Briertrush?” I rolled to my back and extended a hand up to him. “Help me up.”
He grasped my wrist and pulled me to a sitting position. I took Lisa into my arms and leaned my cheek on her head. “It's OK, Baby.” I looked around. “Where's – ?” The czar was gone. “Is he dead?” I asked Briertrush.
He nodded.
“Then where's his…”
He glanced at Lisa. “Ta czar sleeps inside his manta in thre hole.”
“Oh. Then he's really gone,” I said, more to myself, and looked at Willa.
She nodded.
“Briertrush.” I patted his knee. “You saved us all.”
He smiled that broad pumpkin smile. “Thre way yo save my people an' brought all home ta thre mountain.”
“I guess so.” I drew Lisa closer and kissed her head. “Willa. This is Briertrush.”
“Briertrush,” she said, and smiled at him. “Can I give you a kiss?”
His broad lower lip quivered. “Like Lisha do, all slobbery?”
Willa laughed and gave him a light kiss on his hoary cheek. “Thank you.” She sat next to me and I draped an arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek. “C'mere, Briertrush.” I waved a hand at him.
He shook his head. “Terrans salivate strange.”
I chuckled. “Celebrate. Help me up, old friend?”
He lifted me to my feet and I brushed myself off. Where do you want these crystals, Spirit?
Return them to the earth where they will nourish life.
I picked up two sacks of crystals. Damn. They weighed. I went to the crack and threw them in. “You wanted the crystals,” I whispered, “you've got them, cabrón.”
Briertrush followed me with the other sacks held easily in his broad arms and dumped them into the crack.
“Lisa” I called, “let's see if you can close this hole. OK, baby?”
“I'm too tired, Daddy.” She lifted her arms to Willa and Willa picked her up.
“Lisha! Yo do thris thring for yo friend Briertrush?”
“Oh, all right.” She rubbed her eyes and pouted as she stared at the crack.
We all remained silent.
I think she was enjoying her moment of fame. “It's easy,” she said.
“Hang on,” I told the others quietly. “Get down.”
We got to our knees.
Lisa stared at the crack. I felt her power stir within my mind. The earth rumbled and shifted beneath us. Willa threw me a shocked look. I put up a hand. “Don't talk,” I whispered.
The crack shifted like a reverse earthquake. The two sides rumbled and grated together. Only a ragged line of raw earth within the sun-silvered field of native grass showed where it had been. In time, the grass, nature's forgiveness, would fill it in.
“Thanks, Lisa.” I tousled her blonde curls. Spirit? Did you send Briertrush to us?
I told you I would do what I could to help.
Yes, so you did. I chuckled. I was feeling stronger as the last vestiges of the nightmare dissipated.
“This location is our secret,” I told Willa.
She shook her head. “I tried to contact the medical center for an ambulance for you, but I think the link was broken.”
“Not broken,” I said. Spirit wants this location to be a secret. If word gets out, he might still decide that we Terrans aren't worth the trouble and – “
“My lips are as sealed as a lake in winter…Julesh.”
“Very funny, Willish.” I kissed the tip of her nose.
Lisa lay curled, asleep on the grass, worn out from the events of this harrowing day, and maybe from closing the hole.
“Go now I back ta my people.” Briertrush touched his neck, then my cheek. This time I didn't move away from the sticky healing fluid. I touched my dry neck, smiled, and touched his cheek. “Go with Great Mind, my good friend.”
His hairless brows furrowed. “Na ready I ta die.”
“It's a Terran expression, Brier. It means 'stay well'.”
“Well? Water. Well, OK good.” He shook his head. “Say grubye ta sleepshead Lisha fo me.”
“I will.”
“Nice ta mat yo,” he told Willa and extended two long fingers.
“What? Oh.” She shook them. “Nice to have met you too, Briertrush.”
He nodded, turned, and trotted back to the cave.
Willa watched him go. “You know, either you should learn Kubraen, or teach him Interstel.”
I draped an arm around her shoulders and smiled. “It wouldn't be nearly as much fun.”



Chapter Fifteen
Jules was lying asleep in my bed. Moonlight came through slits in the window shutters and striped his face. He looked so innocent and cute, but I was afraid to get into the bed beside him. After all, he was a man. I yawned and rubbed my eyes. I was sleepy too and my sofa is lumpy. I put on my flannel pajamas with the little colored horses romping around, some upside down.
Now, Willa, I thought, all you have to do is get into bed, close your eyes and go to sleep.
I crawled into the bed as quietly as I could and curled up with my back to him. I gently covered myself with some of the blanket. I don't know what felt better, the soft, warm mattress and pillow, or being so close to him. I could smell his scent. It was pleasant. I shivered from an excitement that started in my loins. I thought of my mare, Ginger. When she was in season she invited Galahad, the chestnut stallion, to mount her.
Go to sleep, Willa, and stop dreaming about what you'd rather be doing. At twenty-two years-old I was still a virgin. Most of the kids in Laurel were brought up pretty conservative. It wasn't that sex was a sin. It was more like there was a place for it, and that place was within a marriage. It made love more sacred in a way. But I didn't think that many of the single men and women in town were really still virgins. I think they just liked to say they were.
I turned halfway and ventured a glance at Jules. I wanted to touch his smooth cheek. To kiss his parted lips. To run my hand through his mop of blonde hair. I wanted his strong arms around my body…his – Go to sleep, Willa.
He stirred and said something in his sleep. Then he threw an arm around my shoulder and snuggled closer.
Oh, God. His body against mine felt so good.
“Al,” he mumbled and sighed. His hand was draped over my breast. I lifted his wrist with a thumb and forefinger and lowered his arm to my waist.
I was drifting off into that space just before sleep where images come out of a fantasy behind our eyes and nothing really makes sense. So when he kissed my cheek I thought it was just another wishful thought.
It wasn't.
“You cut your hair, Al,” he whispered, then sat up. “Willa?”
I turned toward him and pulled the covers up around my neck. “You were dreaming, Jules.”
“Oh. Sorry.” He rubbed his eyes. “I'll sleep on the couch.”
“It's lumpy.”
“What?” He looked down at himself.
“The couch. It's lumpy.”
“Oh.” He grinned. He was so cute when he grinned.
“I've slept on worse.”
“You can sleep here. It's a lot more comfortable.” I couldn't read his expression in the striped darkness.
“You sure?”
“Sure. I'm sure.” My heart did strange thumping things against my chest.
He laid back down with a sigh. “I should check on Lisa.”
“I just did. She's sleeping. She's curled up with the stuffed horse I made for her. Now she calls it Ginger.”
“The horse she's been riding?” He got up on an elbow. “I don't know how to thank you, Willa, for all you've done for Lisa.”
I could think of ways. I thought of Ginger and her invitation to the big stallion. Now, Willa, you're not a mare. “I enjoy having her at the ranch,” I told him. “You know, it gets kind of lonely around here sometimes an' I like kids.”
“Don't you have friends? You must have a boyfriend.”
“No. I mean, friends, yeah. I've got friends, but no boyfriend.”
He grinned. “How'd they let you get away?”
“I guess the right tag just never showed up.” Until now. Oh my God, he's a tel! “Do you…ah, always read everybody's thoughts all the time?”
He stared into my eyes. “That wouldn't be polite. We should probably get some sleep.” He laid back and sighed. “It'll be morning soon.”
“For some reason I'm not sleepy.”
He rolled his head to look at me. Did he consider that an invitation? This was all so new to me. I was glad for the darkness because my cheeks felt hot and I was sure they were flushed.
“You know,” he said softly, “you can release that death grip you've got on the blanket. It's not going to fly away.”
I realized I was holding the blanket tight against my chest. “Oh, yeah. It…it's just a habit.” I laughed and let it go.
“How old are you?” he asked.
“Twenty-two, going on twenty-three next month. You?”
“Twenty-six, I think. Going on ninety.”
We laughed.
'It's not the years, Willa, it's the experiences.”
“You've had a lot of them, huh?”
“Too many. I'd like to just settle down in some small town like Laurel.”
I turned to look at him. “What would you do here?”
“I'm an astrobiologist. There's plenty of work for me on Halcyon, but…”
I waited.
“Lisa has to go back to Earth. Her mother lives in Boulder, Colorado with Lisa's stepfather. Her grandparents too. You know where that is, maybe from World Systems in school?”
'Sure I know.” He made me feel like a kid. “She'll miss you.”
I saw tears glisten in his eyes. “I…I shouldn't have said that. It ain't none of my business.”
“It's OK.” He reached out and stroked my hair. “It's so silky.”
“I brush it a lot.” I tousled his hair. “It's so blonde.”
“I'm out in the sun a lot.”
“It's nice.”
“The sun?” He smiled and I was lost in that smile. ”You're teasing me.”
'Yeah. I'm sorry. I only tease people I like.”
“You make me feel like your kid sister.”
He shook his head. “Believe me, Willa, you're a woman now.”
“Oh? You noticed?”
He grinned. “It would be hard not to.”
I suddenly felt comfortable with this sweet man. I laughed and cuddled closer to him.
“Willa?”
“Yeah?”
“Don't do that unless you mean it.”
I drew back. Did I really have that much power as a woman? It was exciting and scary. “What…” I cleared my throat. “What if I mean it?”
“I think you're a virgin.”
“What gave me away?”
“Your innocence. I think we'd both better get some sleep now.”
Damn! Why did he have to be so honorable?
“Well…there's a first time for everything,” I said.
“Thing is, Willa, am I the right tag for the first time?”
Oh, was he ever. I ran my hand through his hair and kissed him lightly on his cheek. Then I felt giddy and scared as he turned and embraced me. The power of his body was suddenly frightening. I shivered as he rolled on top of me and lifted to his elbows. What had I started! He kissed me gently on my lips and my cheek. I felt my body relax under him. I put my arms around his back and ran them over the ripples of his muscles. I found pleasure in his strength.
He pulled the blanket from between us, then chuckled.
“What's so funny?”
“Oh, all your little horses.” He unbuttoned my pajama top. “I always thought flannel was sexy.”
I lifted and he got the pajama top off me, then kissed my breast. “But this is sexier.”
“Oh, Jules.” I pushed him away.
“Don't tell me you changed your mind?”
'I'm, I'm just a little scared.”
He gently kissed my neck. “Me too. I never made love to a virgin. I didn't know there were any left.”
“Probably won't be in a little while.”
'I'd better lock the bedroom door,” he said. “Lisa – “
“I already locked it.”
“You – You're a vamp, woman.”
I shivered as he pressed me into the bed with his weight. There was a sensation in my loins that I can't describe. I never felt that way before, like I wanted him inside me. I helped him pull down my pajama bottom. The blanket slid off us and I realized he was naked. I wasn't surprised at what I saw. I'd seen Ginger and Galahad mate more than one spring season. My colt Puny was their son.
He kissed my cheek, my lips, and then my breast. I arched my back against him and moved my legs apart.
He smiled down at me. “Will you love me in the morning?”
I laughed. If he only knew! I didn't have to wait till morning to know. I felt him press his penis against me. It hurt but I stayed quiet. I figured the first time would be a little painful. How does pain and pleasure get so mixed up together?
I knew he was climaxing, but I wasn't. It must have been hard for him to hold back and not push harder into me.
When it was over we lay cuddled together. I liked this part best. I took his hand and kissed it and knew that I loved him. But I wouldn't tell him that unless he said he loved me first. My lover was like a stallion: headstrong and proud and brave and beautiful, and no woman was going to hogtie him.
* * *
It was early afternoon when I heard him in the shower.
“Daddy's taking a shower,” Lisa said and went toward the bathroom.
“Wait, Lisa! Wait until Daddy comes out.”
“But I always take a shower with Daddy. He washes my hair for me.”
“You're not just fooling now, are you?”
She shook her head and hugged the stuffed horse closer.
I shrugged. “OK.”
She ran toward the bathroom door.
'Hi, Squiggles,” I heard Jules say. “You want to take a shower with Daddy?”
There was a pause, then “Oh, no, you can't bring Ginger in here. She'll get soaked.”
I went to the refrig and took out some eggs and butter and bread. Then i paused. Well, I guess they were a little more open-minded on Earth than here on Halcyon.
Jules and Lisa came out dressed in fresh clothes. He was towel-drying her hair. His own wet hair was stuck to his neck and forehead. Just seeing the two of them made the sun shine brighter in the room.
“Are you hungry?” I asked him. Lisa and I had already eaten.
He sat at the table and grinned at me. “Well, if you don't need one of those horses out there, you can put him on my plate.”
“How about eggs and mock bacon instead?”
“Sounds really good.”
I turned to the stove.
“Oh. I've got a present for you.” He went to his jacket, which was hanging on a hook, and pulled out four bumpy green fruit. “Lis',” he said. “did Mommy ever give you an avacodo to eat?”
She shook her head.
He flipped her one. She caught it, then dropped it. The avacodo rolled and Lisa chased it. Jules sat at the table and sliced another one open. It was green and yellow inside with a big pit.
“Where'd you get them?” I asked. “I never saw a fruit like that. Is it ripe?
“It was right outside the Wolf Ridge cottage you two were held in. Compliments of the czar's winter garden. They're ready to eat.”
It was soft and creamy and sweet and we shared the delicious fruit.
“You like it, Squiggles?” he asked Lisa.
She nodded. “Uh huh. It tastes like green chocolate.”
I laughed. “Now there's a leap. She's got your imagination, Jules.” And his beautiful blue eyes, I thought.
Lisa climbed on his lap with the stuffed horse. She giggled as he made believe it was galloping across her back and down her chest.
“Galump, galump,” he said. But he turned quiet as he ate.
Lisa went outside to play with her dog, Tikkie. Jules stared out the window as though he were in his own world. Which one is that? I wondered. God, let it be Halcyon. I didn't want to hear what I knew he was building up to saying. That he was leaving.
“I hear Tikkie ate your chickens,” he said, I think to break the tense moment.
“He left us feathers.”
“Sorry.” He studied the eggs in his plate. “I'd like to pay you for the hens.”
“No, that's OK. I saved some frozen fertilized eggs from the hens a while back. They're already thawed out.” I sipped tea. “Few more days they'll be hatching. An' in a couple o' months, they'll be producing eggs.” I smiled at him.
He smiled back sadly. “I feel bad for the hens Tikkie killed. No animal should have to go through that kind of death.”
I caught myself staring at him. Growing up on a ranch, you get to know that death is just a part of it all. I've had to put down sick animals. But I blinked back tears at his tender concern for the birds.
He sighed and stared out the window.
I didn't want to hear what I knew he was building up to say. That he was going to leave. That he had to take Lisa back to Earth, and from there, who knew? I loved the tag, but you never knew which way he was going to jump.
“Well, I'd still like to pay you for your time and your trouble,” he said and bit his lip.
“I wouldn't think of it! I do all right with the credits from the trail rides an' the farm produce an' eggs I sell in Laurel. Well, the eggs I will be selling again in Laurel.”
We laughed.
“I didn't mean to insult you, Willa.” He sipped coffee and took a long breath, about to say something important again.
I threw open the Friday edition of The Laurel Wreath newspaper and flipped to the Calendar of Events. Anything to hold him here just a little while longer.
Events. Events. Hell's twisted spokes. Nothing. Wait!
“Oh, Jules, look! There's a ballet troupe from planet Terrapin landed here. They're going to perform Night of the Carapace!” Whatever the hell that was.
He paused with the raised cup. “A ballet?”
“I love ballet.” I leaned forward. “You mean you don't?” I widened my eyes innocently. I knew he loved to look into my eyes.
“I don't know.” He took a sip. “I've never seen one.”
Neither had I, but I wasn't about to tell him that. “Be good for Lisa to be exposed to some culture.” I nodded for emphasis.
“When is it?” He stared toward the window, where we could see Lisa playing with Tikkie.
“First performance…says here, tomorrow night at the Community Center.”
“I was going to tell you, Willa, I have to – “
“It's for charity!” I pointed at the page. “Says it right here.”
“First performance… says here, tomorrow night at the Community Center.”
“I was going to tell you, Willa, that I have to – “
“It's for charity.” I pointed at the page. “Says it right here.”
“Well, the thing is, I have to take Lisa – “
“It's for children of parents who can't afford hospital care and need operations bad!” The lie was growing a long nose.
He shook his head. “I guess one more day…Ballet?”
I smiled. “Ballet.”
* * *
We had our choice of seats for the show. Three families attended the event, with children who ran, yelling and chasing each other, and a drunk who slouched in a chair and snored.
Lisa sat between us and watched the kids. “Daddy, can I go play with them?”
“No, Lis'.” He rubbed her back. “That's an outdoor game.”
I'd never seen him raise his voice to his daughter. I thought wistfully of the family we two could have, and how good life could be. I rested my arm around the back of Lisa's chair as the Events Coordinator, an older woman with blue hair and way too much makeup, strode proudly onto the stage.
“Ladies and gentleman…” She frowned at the shrieking children and forced a smile. “Tonight you're in for a treat.” She waved toward the right wing and nodded. Tinny music began from there.
“May I present,” The woman shouted over the din, “the world's renowned ballet troupe of Shoals and Shells!” She clapped and nodded toward the right wing, then strode off the stage shaking her head.
We all clapped, except for the drunk, as a chorus line of planet Terrapin's race of amphibians, looking a lot like turtles to me, danced onto the stage on their hind flippers. Their bodies were round and shelled. Their green faces ended in yellow-streaked beaks. They wore black feathers tied to their tails in imitation, I guess, of some bird from Terrapin.
They twirled and jumped and fluttered their flippers to the music while their feathers bounced. The music took on a darker note and a male dancer leaped onto the stage and spun on his belly shell.
One of the ballerinas slid down to her belly shell and waddled toward him as though she was swimming. The two touched beaks and intertwined their flippers.
I hummed with the music and stared at the dancers.
Lisa kept hitting the chair with the heel of her shoe. “What do you call this pig stuff?” she asked Jules.
He slid me a look. “Ballet.”
If boredom were credits, I'd be rich.
Lisa fidgeted. We didn't try to stop her, and finally, during the break between act one and act two, we made our escape.
I nodded, afraid that if I spoke, I'd get choked up.
We laughed as we strolled the cool, evening streets of Laurel as Halcyon swung toward spring, licking ice cream cones and smiling at families who also strolled.
A group of young Terran girls eyed Jules as they went by, laughing and talking. One dark-skinned beauty with exotic eyes and a head of thick black hair paused and winked at him. I saw Jules wink back. She giggled and hurried on.
“You'd have the pick of the litter,” I told him, and let the irritation show in my voice.
“She's just a kid.” He draped an arm around my shoulders. “Anyway, I've already got the pick of the litter.” He kissed my head.
Lisa took his hand. “Pick me up, Daddy. I want to ride on your shoulders.”
“You're getting a little big for that, Lis',” he said.
“I'll hold on.”
“OK, Squiggles.” He swung her onto his shoulders and she clung to him.
For that short time, he was our rock, our anchor to love. But there was an ache inside me I just couldn't shake. Soon now, we'd both lose him. Soon I'd be wrapped again in loneliness, worse because I knew how good life could be.
* * *
“I've got to take Lisa back to her mother and…her stepdad,” he said on Sunday morning while we candled fertilized hen eggs to see how they were doing. I saw his jaw twitch.
“Is her mother's name Al?”
“Althea.”
“And then?” I held my breath.
'Yeah, and then. They won't be happy to see me.” He replaced an egg in the incubator. “This one's growing.”
I watched him gently turn the egg. “Neither will the authorities,” he added.
I knew he'd kidnapped Lisa, but he must have had a good reason.
“How do you know they're not roosters?” he asked. “You regulate the temperature?”
I nodded, afraid that if I spoke, I'd get choked up.
”Yeah,” he said. “The lower temperature kills off more male embryos.”
I cleared my throat. “I thought it just produced more hens,” I managed to say evenly and replaced the egg I held.
“No. Just kills off the males.”
“Sometimes I forget you're a biologist.” I lowered my head and swallowed. “I just order more female eggs. When will you be leaving?”
“This afternoon.”
“Oh.”
We walked toward the house together. “I thought we might ride to the spaceport on the horses,” he said. “Lisa would like that.”
I just nodded. My throat was too tight to answer him.
He packed his and Lisa's few belongings while I fed and watered the horses. I checked their hoofs for pebbles and saddled them.
Jules came out with his new backpack over his shoulder and a grim expression. He looked at me and I swear I saw love in his eyes. Then he lowered his gaze. He tied the backpack behind Galahad's saddle. I knew he couldn't make a commitment now. He didn't know where his future would take him and it would've been deceitful to tell me he'd be back. And he was never deceitful.
 
The ride to Laurel's spaceport would've been pleasant if things were different. Lisa was happy to ride Ginger, the gentlest of my four horses. Still, Jules tied her reins to the horn of his saddle. Tikkie and my dog Buck trotted beside us.
I think only Lisa enjoyed the bustle of the spaceport. Jules and I were both more comfortable with country quiet.
Lisa stared wide-eyed as a group of Altairian tourists in glass methane and ammonia-filled diving helmets, with small tanks on their backs, walked to a shuttle. Bubble-heads, is what people called them. Not very nice.
I picked up Lisa and hugged her. We both had tears in our eyes. “You come back an' visit me, Squiggles, OK?”
She nodded. “Can I ride Ginger when I come back?”
“Oh, honey, she'll be your horse whenever you're here.” I put her down reluctantly and wiped my eyes on my sleeve.
Jules laid his hand on my shoulder. We looked into each other's eyes, then he hugged me. “Take care of yourself, Willa,” he said softly.
“You too.” There was nothing more to say.
He took Lisa's hand, his backpack, and walked toward the shuttle with Tikkie at Lisa's side. Buck tried to follow but I held his collar.
Lisa looked back and waved. I waved to her, turned, and went to my horses.
* * *
And back to the quiet stretches of the ranch and the long dirt road to Laurel. It was a twenty Earth-day voyage to Earth with all the stops in between. I counted off each day on my E-calendar. Now their ship would be orbiting Altair while it took on supplies and delivered passengers and stuff. Now it would be time for the jump to the Vegan system and planet Kresthaven. Now the government seat on planet Alpha in the binary star system.
The days on Halcyon turned warmer and flowers broke through melting snow. It was the tourist season and I kept busy taking Terrans and aliens on trail and hay rides.
Now Jules and Lisa would be approaching the Sol System and Earth. What kind of welcome would he get?
I spent a lot of time just staring out the kitchen window these days at the long dirt road. What did I expect to see? I didn't really know, but I felt guilty at the hope that he wouldn't get a good reception and could still return to Halcyon.
Each time a personal craft settled onto my small launch pad, raising dust, I waited for it to settle to see who would emerge.
Friends. Just friends. It was hard to remain cordial when they visited. I wanted to retreat from the shallow talk and go into that silent place within myself
Josh Ashburn asked me for a date. He was a nice enough tag, but he wasn't Jules. No more than Puny was Galahad. I turned Josh down. Told him I was sick. But he knew I was lying. He didn't ask again.
Now Jules and Lisa would be on Earth. Probably in Boulder, Colorado. I pictured a huge black rock with a town crowded around it.
Ginger and Galahad mated again. I hoped this foal was better stock than Puny.
The days grew hot. I grew restless. The sun blazed down and dried the stream. The four horses raised dust in the corral. I pumped water into the trough for them.
I came to resent the work, the ranch, the loneliness. RECOIL had disbanded with their successful rout of the czar and his compound. What had Daddy seen in this kind of life? I no longer knew. The tourist customers asked the same dull questions:
“Were you born on Halcyon?”
“Yes, I was.”
'Have you ever visited Earth?”
“No, I haven't.”
“Do you take care of this ranch all by yourself?”
“Yes, I do.”
'Wow, you're some woman.” Some woman.
At night I fell asleep hugging my pillow to my chest and letting tears fall unwiped in the silence.
The times I rode into town for supplies and to make deliveries, I'd always end up at the spaceport and just sit on a bench with Buck beside me and watch shuttles take off and land.
Willa, I told myself, you can't keep living like this. He might never come back.
I bought a For Sale sign and tacked it up on the town bulletin board.
Ranch for Sale. Dirt Cheap! No Horses Included. Good trail and Hay Ride Business. Call Willa Carson Code 7324A
Customers came and went. Some were just nosying around with no intention of buying, I knew. They wearied me with all their questions but I answered them. Over and over. Sundays were the busiest days, with families bringing their kids out with an excuse to show them a ranch.
* * *
It was Sunday again. There were a bunch of customers inspecting the barn, the pad, and every damn bale of hay, it seemed to me.
“What's a tack room?”
'How much does a horse eat?”
“Do you sell the manure?”
Why do you want to live on a damn ranch? I felt like asking, if you don't know horse manure from a hole in the ground?
I went into the barn and found things to do to get some relief from the endless questions, the dust raised by landings and takeoffs, and my spooked horses. Somebody threw a white plastic square into the barn.
Hell's twisted spokes! Now what's that?
I picked it up, ready to dump it into the trash bin, turned it over and realized it was my For Sale sign. What kind of a stupid game was this? I strode outside the barn ready to give a customer hell, and stopped short. My mouth fell open.
He stood with the afternoon sun behind him, the backpack over one shoulder, in that slouchy pose he assumes when he's waiting. The light rimmed his hair with gold. His eyes, in shadows, were like a hawk's.
I dropped the sign.
He grinned and picked it up. “How much do you want for the ranch, woman?” His voice was the music that had rung in my memory for two months. “I always wanted to live on a ranch,” he said and smiled. “Don't I get a welcome?”
“Oh, Jules,” I whispered. “My God. Is it really you?” My knees felt shaky.
He hugged me and laid his head against mine. “I couldn't stop thinking about you, Willa.” He kissed my cheek.
Tears started from my eyes and rolled down my face and wet my neck. I sobbed against him.
“Gee,” he said, “I was hoping you'd be happy to see me.”
'Oh, Jules. I love you,” I whispered. “I've loved you since the first time I saw you.” I wiped my tears against his shirt.
'Is that why you didn't shoot me when I stole Galahad?”
'Are you here to stay, or is this just a visit? I have to know this time.”
“Willa.” He cupped my face in his hands. “When I left you at the spaceport, I felt sick in my heart, but I couldn't make a commitment then. There was a real possibility they'd throw me in jail for kidnapping, even though it was my daughter.”
I smiled. “Did you smile at them and charm your way out?”
“Not likely! My former father-in-law was a W-CIA agent. He still has influence with the right people. He convinced them that Spirit threatened to kill Lisa if I didn't take her with me.”
I drew back. “You think Spirit would've done that?”
“He was capable of it.”
'It's over, Jules.” I touched his lips. “You're safe now.”
He smiled. “You're so pretty, Willa. Your face was burned in my heart. You branded me, woman.” He kissed me and I clung to him. “Can you make a commitment now?” I asked him.
He nodded. “If you need another hand on the ranch, I'm your man.”
I drew in a breath. My man! The sudden sense of joy was too much. I felt dizzy. “You're the only man I ever wanted!” I hugged him tight. “My Jules. My Galahad.”
“The stallion?”
“My stallion.”
We kissed again and I wanted to crawl inside him. “How's Lisa?” I whispered.
“She's OK. She's got a lot of adjusting to do.” He rubbed my back. “But Al knows how to help her.”
An older man, pudgy, with a pale face and a weary look, strolled over. I had the feeling he was getting ready to retire from some office job. “Uh, excuse me, Ms. Carson,” he said.
Jules and I parted but I held his hand.
'It's a nice ranch, and beautiful country.” He looked around longingly. “Are you willing to talk price?”
Jules scooped up the sign and tried to rip it.
I giggled when the plastic wouldn't rip. He shoved the sign into the trash bin. “I already bought the ranch and everything on it. There must be other ranches for sale, though.”
“Oh.” The man gave him a questioning look. “Everything? I thought the horses weren't for sale.” “They're not,” Jules said. “Especially the filly.”
The man looked at the horses in the corral. “Filly?” He chuckled. “All right. Good luck.” He turned and walked away.
Jules and I strolled toward the house, hand in hand. The sun was lowering over the red flanks of the distant Sangre Mountains. But for me, it was just rising. After all, the sun is but a morning star.
END
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Thank you for taking time to read Halcyon Nights. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated.
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