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  This old anvil has seen many broken hammers...


  Time is a great teacher...


  The fireborn are at home in flame...


  —Carl Sandburg
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  PART ONE


  RAEL

  


  “What did I tell you about doing that here?” Marion Mahata scowled at her adopted son from the study doorway.


  Rael shut down the access port of his mother's terminal and released his compu-link with a flick of a thought before the door whooshed shut behind her.


  “You look lovely today, Momma M,” he lied.


  Marion sighed as the give-away glimmer of the tiny temple plates beneath his shaggy platinum hair played out.


  “Don't start with me, young man.” She stepped further into the room. Her usually jovial round face showed no hint of forgiveness this time. “Three different departments detected your presence in restricted systems."


  Rael remained unflappable. “Which three?"


  Marion glared back in silence.


  Rael rose from behind the desk and lowered his eyes. “I'm sorry, Mom. I was just exploring the star base on-line, and I guess I got carried away."


  Marion examined his still stoic expression and then sighed. Eighteen years, and this is as close to remorse as I'll get. Even as a baby, when she had rescued him from The Hive planet, she had never heard him cry.


  “Rael, this station isn't like the others. The danger is real here. The entire outer level houses nothing but PSI operatives. Your compu-link disrupts their ability to function."


  She stared into her son's dark eyes. “It hurts them, Rael. When you compu-link too near to them, you scald their senses. Why do you think I arranged for our quarters to be as far away from the upper levels as possible?"


  Rael frowned slightly. “I thought it was to protect you—in case of attack or something. You're supposed to be in charge now, aren't you?"


  Marion shook her head. “Why can't I get this through to you? We've never been housed near a branch of PSI Ops before, so this is going to get tricky, but I'm being called to the mat on this. The time has come to finally see what you can and cannot do."


  She gauged Rael's almost empty stare with the insight of a mother. “Bottom line, we don't need highly placed officials campaigning to send you back to The Hive Planet, so you need to start paying more attention now.” She paused for effect.


  Rael scooted out from behind her desk and dropped into one of the two seats before it. “Did I hurt anyone?"


  “Not this time,” Marion replied, “but PSI Ops detected your activity on-line as did Payroll and Dark Ops security. Rael, you're old enough to be perceived as a threat, and these are the people who deal with threats in the known universe. Remember that next time you get curious."


  Rael seemed intent on examining the carpet at his feet.


  “Why didn't you wait? Didn't I promise you a higher security clearance for your birthday?"


  “I must have back-doored the upper levels—maybe through a surveillance channel."


  Marion's jaw dropped. What am I going to do with this boy?


  “Why would Dark Ops keep watch on the main business and recreational levels? I was just skimming through surface lines.” Rael stopped suddenly. “Mom, are we being monitored here?"


  “This IS a high security base, son,” she replied, but mentally, she resolved to look into it.


  Rael leaned back into his seat. “I will be more careful from now on. I promise."


  “Good. Now let's get back to business.” Marion Mahata seated herself at the desk and flipped on the intercom. “You can come in now."


  The office door slid open, and a tall, slender woman, not much older than Rael, stepped into the room. She had crimson hair and a strong gait to her walk.


  Rael studied her as she took the seat next to his. She dressed in the service standard gray uniform, wearing a rank he did not recognize and a Dark Ops insignia above her pocket instead of implanted on the back of her slender hand. Well, she's not an operative. He met her gaze, unexpectedly and stopped. “You have the most unusual colored eyes. Are they blue or green?” he asked without thinking.


  The young woman smiled. “Both. They are blue-green, actually. I'm told it's a very rare side effect of genetic enhancement."


  Rael's temple plates flickered as he flash-searched the subject through his mother's terminal. “It really is,” he told her. “If you want, I can relay several extensive studies to your port. The data base here contains.... “He fell silent under his mother's icy stare.


  “You see my problem here, Lythia,” she said. “It's like telling a fish not to swim."


  Lythia smiled. “Then perhaps we should concentrate on teaching him how to map the waters instead."


  Rael looked quizzically at his mother. “I don't understand."


  “This is Lythia Lyconza. She is my new assistant here, and her first assignment is to indoctrinate you to the dos and don'ts of Dark Ops Central Command. After her tutelage, your security clearance will be raised, as I promised.” She turned again to her aide. “Lythia, my adopted son, Rael Pointe. Try not to let him drown you in the deep end."


  Lythia smiled. “If you'll come with me, Rael, I'll show you around the base."


  * * * *


  Instead of hanging it up, Rael dropped his jacket onto the couch in his quarters. “Lythia, come on in,” he called back over his shoulder. “Sorry if it's a bit warm. I don't think I'll ever get used to this station's icy climate settings."


  He luxuriated in the warmth, rubbing his hands together to reestablish circulation. “I thank God for thermostats every time I walk in here.” He started for the kitchenette. “Would you like something to drink? I found some imported coffees at the commissary."


  “Sure.” Lythia noted the empty walls of his living quarters. “I guess you haven't started decorating yet, huh?"


  “I like them the way they are,” he called from the kitchen before rejoining her. He settled a tray with two flash-cups and an assortment of coffee packets onto the small table before the couch. “I decided to let you choose for yourself.” He grabbed up a packet and poured its contents into the cup without examining it. It flash-heated, filling the room with a sweetly tinctured aroma of coffee.


  Following his lead, she picked one at random and prepared it. A second, spicier scent burst forth. Lythia breathed it in and then ventured to taste the steamy liquid. “Mmmm, I've always wanted to try these, but they're so expensive.” She fell silent, realizing that Rael had comfortably sunk back into his chair and was grinning at her. “What?” she asked.


  “You are not the usual frumpy old type of guardian I've always had to tolerate in the past. In fact, we're almost the same age, and you're a high-level computer specialist, aren't you?"


  Lythia grimaced. “When did you get into my file? You haven't had access to a terminal since this morning, before you met me."


  Rael sipped his drink and closed his eyes, savoring its warmth and flavor. “There's something almost sacred about coffee during that brief interval when it's at just the right temperature, don't you think?” At both of his temples, tiny flashes of silver played amidst unruly locks of hair.


  She stared at him, momentarily dumfounded, then set the steaming cup onto the table. “How can you compu-link without a portal?"


  Rael half-opened his glazed eyes and swirled the last of the coffee in his cup before draining it. “My portal is on the desk over there.” He pointed to the alcove across the room from where they sat. “When I was younger, I had to physically plug into compu-lines. But with age, little by little, I became able to achieve a wireless link. In fact, I can compu-link with any port in any room I enter. Just like this."


  The terminal flickered alive at the desk. “I've turned the screen on for you to see what I can do,” he tapped his head, “in here."


  Lythia crossed the room and looked. “You got this from your mother's personnel files, didn't you?"


  “Yup."


  “Why are you showing me this?"


  “Because I'm tired of baby sitters. If you think you can teach me something useful, that would be great. But I could have given a better tour of this station than you did. And it took you all day to do it. Air ducts, escape pods, maintenance tunnels, special elevators, room sizes, portal locations, I already knew them all."


  Station blueprints, schematics, area surveillance footages, all flashed across the screen at a dizzying speed.


  “You can do all this without even touching a port?” Lythia asked.


  Rael looked annoyed. “I said so, didn't I?"


  Lythia returned his stare. “Well this confirms your mother's assessment of your skill level, so you can wipe that look off of your face, mister. If you ever want to become more than an anomaly of circumstance in the free universe, you need to shape up. You now have two years to hone these skills into a pliable trade and to learn respect for others.” She reached down and typed in a clearance code before calling up another file. “This is your real file,” she stated flatly.


  It popped onto the screen.


  “Now, give it a read."


  Rael's smile faded as he scanned a lifetime's worth of data at the speed of thought.


  “What's the matter? Did you never suspect these surveillances, not even once during all those years?"


  Rael's mind raced at the ramifications. For nineteen years, he had been watched and studied; his every awkward endeavor had been recorded. He looked to Lythia with a new respect as he realized that the entire day had been meant to test him.


  “Despite your arrogance, lack of social skills and your inability to fully grasp your own potential,” Lythia continued, “Dark Ops has deemed you suitable to train.” Menacingly she held his gaze. “This isn't some little service base or ambassador station you're dealing with now. This is Dark Ops Central Command for the Universal Government.” She searched his face for the answer to a question unasked.


  Rael remained pensive.


  Deciding to allow his silence, she clicked off the computer, walked away from the portal and seated herself across from him on the couch, turning all her attention to her drink.


  “You can tap the flash on that cup and re-warm it a bit,” Rael suggested, breaking the silence.


  Lythia stared at him, waiting. Rael's met her gaze with an unfathomable expression.


  “I owe you an apology,” he finally said.


  She smiled to herself. I can work with this. Setting her cup back onto the tray, Lythia considered her words carefully. “Will you be staying or leaving this station now?"


  “I will stay only if you will train me,” he declared.


  Lythia choked back her surprise. “Why do you say that?"


  “When you entered your security code, you knew that I would have it, so I located and checked out your file after mine. You are only three years older than me, but you are genius level and our psychological profiles are compatible. I can learn from you. When do we start?"


  “We have just finished our first session, Rael.” She stood up, intending to head toward the door. “That security code that you filched is yours; a birthday gift from Momma Mahata.” She smiled sweetly at him. “The rest is homework. We will not resume lessons until you find a way to circumvent detection within this system.” She motioned toward the port. “Go back and check out your file again."


  Rael's temples flickered, and he shook his head. “This new security code is saving my transactions exactly like all the others did. There's no difference now, it's just another tool designed to spy on me. So, since surveillance has been this heavy all along, I'll never be able to circumvent detection from within the system.” He paused, a look of realization dawning across his face. “So, you finally want me to access The Hive System. Right?"


  “Yes.” Lythia watched carefully as her charge considered facing what had to have been his lifelong nightmare. But she did not see any fear in his eyes.


  He placed his empty cup on the table. “Does Momma M know about this? All my life she's insisted that The Hive is too dangerous for me.” He tapped his temple plates. “So far, I'm the only one that's ever gotten away."


  “You're definitely uncharted territory,” she replied as she sat back onto the couch. “Nobody even knows if you can tap into The Hive. I mean, you're wired for it, but,” Lythia shrugged, “no one knows if the control drug is a necessary part of the actual interface. In fact, nobody knows much of anything about how The Hive works, except for the corporation that owns it."


  Rael found her pretty eyes to be a momentary distraction as she spoke, so he dropped his gaze to the table.


  “Of course, the biggest danger is that you could become ensnared within it and lose your autonomy,” she finished.


  “My life, you mean."


  “Quite possibly.” She leaned forward. “Rael, I do not broach this subject lightly, but I must know your mind while there are still options."


  “My mind,” he said quietly. “Finally, someone is asking what I want to do.” He stared right into her eyes, this time not noticing their color at all, and stated flatly, “I have always wanted to Deep-search The Hive. Whenever I'm near a Hive-link, I hear, no, I feel a purr, almost a hum, in the air. Without words it beckons, almost pleads for my attention, but all my life I have been held back and stopped from getting any nearer. It's like living on a beach and not being allowed to get wet.” He noted the surprise on her face.


  “How do you know that this lure is not meant to trap you, to steal away your freedom, to condemn you to a drug-laced life of servitude?"


  Rael shrugged and wondered at the concern and fear on her face. “So, can I or can I not finally find out? I've already located the offices with Hive temp-terminals here. With your help, we could arrange for someone to call in an absence so I can splice into that Hive temp-worker station when it activates. You can monitor me or whatever you want while I do this.” A small smile played across his lips in anticipation. “If I'm right, I should be able to back-door access any system The Hive links to. Lythia, imagine the possibilities, all the places I could go...."


  * * * *


  Momma Mahata sat, silently awaiting her son in the tiny office she had commandeered for the experiment. The sight of The Hive temp-terminal sitting ominous and dark in the corner was setting her on edge. “I know we need to do this,” she said to Lythia, “but I'm so afraid.” She looked to her aide for assurance. “Is there nothing more we can do to make this safer for him?"


  “No ma'am,” Lythia replied softly. “In the past, our systems were able to identify his presence by his lack of ID. Whenever a system was entered without a source or sign-on, and he was known to be active, it was him. Our security system, basically, tracked him after the fact. So, that's all we've got and only within this station's systems."


  “It's mind boggling, isn't it?” Marion said as she checked the time on the wall screen. “He should be here soon. You told him it would activate at 0800, right?"


  Lythia nodded. “We've requested it stay open until manually released this time, in case there are any problems."


  They both started as the door whooshed open unannounced. Rael entered, full of confidence and joined his mother and instructor at the desk across the room from The Hive station.


  “Rael Pointe, reporting for duty, ma'am.” He imitated the praetorian salute of the Services and smiled at his mother's response. “What? You don't want me in the family business?"


  Marion Mahata shook her head. “Again with the antics. At least tell me that you've thought this through and considered all of the ramifications of this experiment."


  “Oh, come on, Mom,” he leaned down and kissed her forehead, “you're the only person in the universe who cares for me, and I do appreciate that. But this is what I was born to do. It's only a matter of who I work for, isn't it?” Uncharacteristically, he winked at her. “Don't worry, I'll do you proud ... even if it's only as a world class filing clerk."


  Lythia resisted the urge to reach out and slap him on the head.


  Mahata only frowned. She'd never seen him look so anxious or excited about anything before. She took in his ruggedly handsome appearance. He was dressed all in black again, his favorite color, since he liked how it provided a striking contrast to his always tousled silver hair. Nineteen years worth of memories swarmed her consciousness. Had it really been so unhappy for him? she wondered. “What do you plan to do when you access that thing?"


  Rael's attention snapped to the corner, as the SYSTEMS ON light announced the workstation's activation.


  “You really can feel it,” Lythia marveled.


  “Like the draw of a magnet,” Rael replied as he dragged a desk chair toward it. “I was thinking that at first I would like to just watch what it's doing.” He braced the chair against the wall next to the unit. “You know, follow our little temp while it does its job. Then, if I can, I want to take control of its action. I'll be able to report or signal my successes if that works.” Fishing in his pocket, he procured a tiny data disc. “This is a sorting assignment for the temp.” He inserted it into the work unit. “You need to open up your portal now and watch for me,” he told Lythia over his shoulder, and noting that she had done so, he dropped into the chair, shuffling ever-so-slightly to get comfortable. “I'm going to attempt to initiate access points through all The Hive terminals on this station—especially the ones that haven't been activated.” He leaned his head against the wall. “I don't know how easy or hard this will be, but eventually I want to backtrack to The Hive itself."


  Mahata shot up from her seat. “No. I forbid it."


  Rael smiled. “Too late, Mom.” His temples flickered, and his eyes glazed over.


  Marion Mahata slammed her hand on the desk.


  Lythia scrambled to call up the assignment from Rael's disc onto her portal. She found each file already reorganized and placed in consecutive order. Nothing stood out. Then with a flicker, the file order reversed, and a message appeared across the screen: HI MOM, I AM FINE. HOW ARE YOU?


  Lythia's laugh brought Momma M to her side.


  “Oh, thank God,” Marion said as she dropped into a desk side seat. “If I threaten him, he may not come back,” she murmured, then squinted at the screen. “So, how long do you think he can stay in there?"


  Lythia looked back to the screen. Posts from all over the station began to stack up before her. Plowing her way through them, she pieced together Rael's one-word-at-a-time message: THIS ... IS ... WORKING ... JUST ... THE ... WAY ... I ... THOUGHT ... IT ... WOULD.... SEE ... IF ... YOU CAN ... DETECT ... MY ... PRESENCE ... ANYWHERE.


  Marion reached over and picked up her com unit. “Security, scan all systems for anomalies and give me an intruder report."


  A few seconds later, a security message appeared on the screen: NO INTRUDER DETECTED ON SECURITY CHANNELS ... WE HAVE HAD A SUSPICIOUS RASH OF MINOR MALFUNCTION REPORTS ON CLERICAL LEVELS ... AND PSI SCANNERS SENSE ACTIVITY BUT CANNOT LOCATE IT.... (SO HOW AM I DOING MOM?)


  Marion sighed and spoke into the com again. “Report these findings to me again—verbally this time."


  The confused security guard repeated the message verbatim without her son's input.


  “That's what I thought. Thank you, officer. That will be all.” She disconnected the line. “Can you locate him within the system at all?” she asked her aide.


  Lythia shook her head. “Not at all. Ma'am, I think the only reason we know he's there is because he's telling us."


  Marion Mahata dropped her head into her hands and frowned. “Oh my God, we've created a monster."


  “But I'm your monster, mother.” Rael sat smiling at them from across the room. “And no one will ever command me but you.” He stood up from the chair and stretched, popping the stiffness from his neck.


  “Yeah, right,” his mother mumbled. “That didn't seem to matter when I told you not to go to the source, did it?"


  Rael feigned a wounded look. “But I didn't, Mom.” He savored her surprise and then grew serious, “Because I hadn't had a chance to discuss it with you."


  * * * *


  “It's been thirteen days, Lythia! What are we waiting for?” Rael dropped onto one of the park's pedestrian rest benches. “We're just dancing around what needs to be done next. What do I have to do to get her to let me deep-dive The Hive?"


  Lythia sat next to him and tapped a message onto her hand-held notebook.


  “Yes, I can pick that up too,” Rael responded without looking at her. “I thought we already established I can open link with damned near anything I get close to—"


  Lythia's slender fingers flew across the tiny board again.


  Rael turned to face her. “I thought I wasn't allowed on the upper levels."


  Lythia snapped the notebook closed and batted her pretty eyes at him. “There's a restaurant up there that I think you will like."


  “Hmmm.” Rael nodded. “You're the boss.” He rose and offered his arm. “We might want to hurry, or we'll catch the lunch rush."


  Lythia took his arm and guided him further through the park, away from the interior business district, toward the outermost elevators.


  “I'll never get used to seeing parks on each level here,” Rael said. “It's almost like being outside every time I leave a building ... or office.” He frowned.


  “It's part of the illusion cast by the designers. Keeps everyone a little saner in a contained environment. Just like the sky blue ceilings on each level's ‘outdoor’ ceiling."


  “Yeah, I understand the principle, but it's interesting to actually feel the effects. Mom and I have always lived on planet-bound bases. This is kind of nice."


  Lythia thought she caught a glimpse of a flicker across his temple plates.


  “Do you know the grass here is genetically designed to never grow more than three inches tall? It doesn't need but three inches of soil to grow because it spreads by using underground runners. What a clever idea."


  Lythia glanced at his innocent expression and tried to imagine what it would be like to so easily access the answer to any question. “Yes, the universe is filled with amazing things.” They traversed the rest of the long walkway surrounded by bright green grass and sporadic beds of colorful flowers without talking. But by the time they reached the elevators Rael could not keep quiet.


  “What level are we going to?” he asked as they entered the elevator.


  “Two."


  “Dark Ops Central, Intelligence Central, and diplomatic and VIP housing. Where's this restaurant?"


  “You get a wider variety of food at the VIP eateries."


  “Not really,” Rael stated flatly. “The Level 3 food court offers more."


  “Where did you get that from?” Lythia asked. “There are no terminals on the elevator."


  Rael nodded toward the tiny notebook in her hand.


  She stared at the subtle glow of the activity indicator. “But it's not ... Never mind."


  The door whooshed open, and another expanse of lush green grass and blue flowers lined the walk leading through the Dark Ops sector. “Hmm, color coded plants.” He motioned toward the blue line that ran all along the escape units that made up the entire wall of this section.


  “Colors make for easy deck identification,” Lythia said. “Didn't I tell you that during your orientation?"


  “I was practicing small talk.” Rael started down the pathway. “Mom says I need to."


  * * * *


  “So what do you want me to do now that we're here?” Rael asked while perusing the menu terminal at their table.


  “I thought we would experiment with proximity to PSI personnel."


  “There are some here?” Rael looked around the food hall.


  “Several that I can see right off. They have to wear gloves, even if they are not contact activated. It makes everyone feel more secure."


  “So what do I need to do now?"


  Lythia opened her little notepad and typed, “How many PSI agents are sitting at the table in the back corner? Respond through this unit.” She noted Rael's hesitance. “Do it,” she said.


  “Mom said it hurts them,” Rael began.


  “That's what we're here to prove, or disprove.” Lythia typed. “Do it now!"


  FIVE appeared on the tiny screen.


  From around the room several heads snapped up and began to look around.


  “What are they doing now?” she asked and motioned to the machine.


  THEY ARE LOOKING AROUND ... NO. THEY ARE ALL LOOKING AT ME.


  An unfamiliar woman's voice registered in Lythia's mind, Stop what you are doing.


  Lythia turned in her seat to face the corner table as if to address the telepath who had contacted her. But from behind, she felt a tap on her shoulder. Swiveling around to face them, she found herself looking up at three very big, very armed, male PSI sector security guards.


  “Agent Lyconza, you will come with us, please,” the nearest one said.


  Lythia rose slowly and motioned for Rael to follow suit. “Good idea. I think I'm ready to involve PSI Sector control now. Take me to your leader."


  Rael followed suit in silence, but a backward glance made him even more uncomfortable. Too many cold eyes stared at him from behind, and he realized he would never have friends on Level One.


  * * * *


  Commander Ezra Mu had fine dark hair he wore very short. As head of PSI Sector, he had learned the value of not letting anyone take him, or his people, for granted. He had agreed to allow the cafeteria test only with the understanding that he would be permitted to follow up with tests of his own.


  He had sent many levels of skilled PSI agents to eat there without any explanation, and now he skimmed through the reports of their ‘encounter.’ Incredible, he thought to the man outside of Rael's containment cell. I will have to know more. Push him over the edge.


  Officer First Class Larr Arina braced himself before he threw open the door to the containment cell and bore down on the youth without warning. “Against the wall!” He jerked the young man from where he had been seated and slammed his back into the wall.


  Totally caught off guard, Rael gave no defense against the blow to his midsection. He crumpled to the floor, barely able to breathe. Scarcely able to lift his head, he caught a glimpse of his attacker's hands. Gloves. He's PSIonic. Rael reached out wildly. The room's lights snapped off; the surveillance cameras zoomed in and out, and the intercom clicked off and on.


  Officer Arina stumbled away with his hands to his head.


  Rael stumbled up and headed through the still open door, slamming it shut behind him. The lock activated with a click. He felt the presence of a control terminal nearby. He staggered in that direction until he found it in one of the smaller rooms. He locked the door and dropped onto a chair, then dove into the terminal long enough to figure out his location and message his mother for help.


  Rael sat still and silent for a moment before taking in the sights. Finding the security cameras proved too easy. Scanning the activity on Deck One, he realized what he had done. The entire quadrant had been evacuated. The communication unit buzzed. Rael dropped his head in his hands. “Yes?” he answered.


  Momma M's voice sounded over the unit. “Open the door, Rael; I've come to take you home."


  Rael pushed the door release and watched it whoosh open. The look on his mother's face told him that he looked as bad as he felt. “I don't know what happened, Mom,” he began.


  “Shhhh!” She helped him out of the chair and toward the elevators.


  * * * *


  Marion Mahata fought against overwhelming odds to keep him safe. The PSI Sector insisted he was a threat to station security. Intel Sector saw great potential as a weapon. They wanted him trained. But it was Lythia who came up with a viable plan that satisfied them all.


  * * * *


  Rael did not leave his quarters after that, and no amount of enticement could move him. He requisitioned all food and needs from there, refused visitors and sat alone, except for the computer.


  Two months later, while Rael was eating breakfast, his console activated of its own accord, and a thin man with a dark complexion and a big smile appeared upon it. “My name is Rassa Re. I am an engineer of sorts, and I have a surprise for you. Meet me at the shuttle door closest to your quarters. Say hi to Marion for me too."


  The small shuttle ship awaited them beyond the dock door near the same elevator that had led to the upper decks. As one door closed off the station behind them, the other clicked and unlocked the door before them, allowing them to gain access to the docking bay shuttle.


  Rael pressed past the seats lining the walls to stand before the huge viewing screen for a better look. Before them, a vast array of private and station defense ships could be seen docked within the Base's spherical wall. The shuttle pulled away from the door-dock and glided effortlessly forward beyond the private and defense ship bays. The huge blast shield drew back to allow them passage from the star base and into the inky black of space.


  Rassa pointed toward a barely visible, dark ship hanging in the distance. “Behold, the next phase of your training, young man.” He clicked on the transponder, and a sleek ship with graceful lines lit up. “She's a state of the art, star-chaser class cruiser, fully modified to meet your needs. On her upper deck she has a bridge, a sick bay, a large common room, six private quarters. Below she has a cargo bay and loading dock, and there's an area that would make a nice hydroponics bay if you like. I've set everything up for you to learn how to run her by yourself. And you can fine tune your compu-link skills to your heart's content."


  Rael shot him a sideways glance. “What do I have to do?"


  Rassa smiled a disarming smile. “In exchange for the ship, proper preparation and training, the Universal Government would like to enlist your services as a Dark Ops field agent. If all goes well, Marion Mahata has proposed the formation of a special team, and you will have final say of each member, but that's in the future. For now it will be just you, me and the Nemesis.

  


  PART TWO


  THE WALL MASTER

  


  Rising and falling, the ocean rolled, breath-like, onto the empty shore where Ira and his sister stood. The horizon loomed before them, totally unobstructed. Its golden halo filtering ever-so-slowly outwards to disperse the last of the night's darkness. Ira stood at the water's edge, allowing the chilly waves to lap at his feet and the salt-laced breeze to swirl around him in a will-o-the-wisp fashion. He savored the clean smell of morning as he lifted the towel from his shoulders and ran it over his glistening black hair.


  “I love the sea,” he called back to his sister. “It's so peaceful."


  Alandra scanned the miles of empty beach behind them. Her brother's lack of caution scared her. An impending danger danced across her senses, but she couldn't decide if it was premonition or just nerves. She fidgeted with her towel in an attempt to shake the sand out of it. “It's getting late. The perimeter guard could turn up at any time now. We should go."


  “A few more minutes won't hurt anything,” Ira insisted.


  Alandra tossed him his shirt. “You know the law. Let's go."


  Ira jerked the sleeves on and fumbled with the buttons. “I hate this,” he muttered. “I'm sick to death of cowering and hiding what I can do. We help people. If we didn't they'd drive us crazy! How hard is that for them to understand?” He snatched up a shell from the sand and hurled it in the direction of The Wall, even though they were well out of sight from both the edifice and its government run perimeters.


  Alandra shook sand from her shift and pulled on her sweater before starting away. “Be grateful for what you have, Ira. What we do at The Wall is important, and perhaps, someday, we'll earn transfers."


  Ira glared at her. “To where? To some alien planet where green-eyed, tendrilled buglets romp about and make clicking noises? Come, sister.” He grabbed her arm and whirled her around to face him. “I'll rid them of their problems. I'll tranquilize them with my sheer presence. I'll force them to be happy, whether they want to be or not, and you can teach them to be honest. Like a good little telepath should.” Although barely sixteen years old, he stood a foot taller than her, and in the early morning light, his clear blue, gem-like eyes glittered. It had an unsettling effect on people, and he had enjoyed mastering its use over the years.


  “Let go of me, Ira."


  He tightened his grip and continued in his soft voice that could, somehow, always be heard. “What a sensation we'll be. Or don't you think we'll scare them as much as we do our own kind? We're living, breathing, feeling people too, Alandra! Why don't our needs matter?"


  Alandra jerked her arm free. She hated when he was like this. And lately he had become unbearably negative. “You're hopeless."


  Ira smirked. “Not me, I'm a Wall Master, the best that government money can contain ... only strength and silent support from me!"


  “Stop it. Stop it now! We don't have time for this. We have to get back. You know how dangerous it is. Let's just go!"


  Ira paused, finally feeling her fear and frustration surpass his own sense of rage against the system. Her pale, blue eyes pleaded with that same haunted look that their mother had given him, just before...


  Unbidden memories assailed him. He smelled the kerosene laced smoke ... heard the cries ... He shuddered and turned away. “You're right; I'm sorry."


  Alandra watched as he grabbed up his things. She had also smelled the smoke, heard the screams and seen her mother's face. As Ira rushed past her, she reached out to him. Perhaps someday— His rage struck her harder than any fist. She staggered back, a tear rolling down her cheek.


  Ten feet away, her brother stopped and turned again to face her. Their eyes met, and he extended his arm to her. She ran to him, and for a moment, he held her close. All her fears, her sorrow, her pain and some of her memories began to fade.


  She pushed him away. “You don't need to do that for me,” she said. “My tears were for you, and no erasure will keep them from coming again."


  Ira backed away, but no distance could keep her from feeling the searing tear in his soul. She was too close to him. “I wish I had your abilities,” she whispered, “because it is you who needs to forget."


  He shook his head and took her arm in his. Then together in silence they hurried back to The Wall and to sanctuary.


  * * * *


  The red light above the west corridor blinked insistently. “You're late again,” Gnazio scolded when they arrived. “The first sad soul of your day has been waiting for ten minutes. Where have you been?"


  Alandra hurried to relieve Gnazio from the call desk. He noticed her wet hair and shook his head. It would do no good to warn them again about the dangers of being caught away from the confines of The Wall. If government edict and public outrage could not contain them—Gnazio shook his head again.


  Alandra cringed.


  Ira slipped on the raven black robe that signified his position.


  “You have always looked impressive in The Black,” his sister remarked.


  “The downtrodden members of the CHOSEN race could hardly be comforted and healed by an ugly Wall Master now, could they?” Smoothing back his still damp hair, he frowned at her before pulling the silken hood forward. He had slate blue eyes, just as all those of the talent did, but his eyes were strikingly different. His irises were multifaceted, almost crystalline. So even among other PSIons, he was unique. He slowly lifted his head, allowing them to capture the room's harsh lighting at just the right angle, causing them to sparkle for a fraction of a moment. That should put some shivers in the surveillance squad today, he thought, before pulling the silken hood fully forward. As if having to deal with a rogue talent didn't.


  Alandra grimaced and began scanning Ira's schedule for the day.


  He received her thoughts and made note of the usual government-assigned behavioral adjustments that his first patient was to receive.


  “Not another suicidal,” he complained.


  Alandra ran a finger over the list and spoke without looking up. “An empathy station is a sad place for apathy."


  Ira paused before his sister's desk and leaned in close. “You and the other telepaths only have to deal with their thoughts. I envy you that. Lie detectors and counselors know what they're dealing with. It makes sense. There's a reason why empaths don't last long here. We don't hear their thoughts. You try total immersion into their violence or rage or anger. With no definitions, no reason, just wave after wave of emotions. Sometimes I feel like I'll drown. You're the only reason I stay here, Alandra, the only reason I do as I'm told.


  Alandra reached out and touched his arm.


  “It'll never end, Sis.” Their eyes met for a moment, and his sadness engulfed her. Then he pushed past her toward the still blinking light.


  Alandra watched the doorway long after her brother had left. “I'm worried about him, Gnazio. He's not himself lately."


  “Too many suicides?"


  “Maybe ... oh, I don't know, but I sense trouble."


  Gnazio rifled through his report file. “Do you think you need to fill out a premonition report?"


  Alandra glared at him in disbelief. “No."


  * * * *


  The metal door was cold to the touch, and Ira could not bring himself to open it. Images from his past haunted him today—the darkness, the humidity, the moldy smell of the incarceration room after the fire. The first time he'd been led down the now too familiar corridor to this very door, he'd been so nervous and confused he'd been unable to even control the small chamber's environment. He smiled at the thought. This same room had now become so attuned to his mental emanations that he had to concentrate to keep it from mirroring his own emotions.


  Ira inhaled deeply, calming himself for the person within. He twisted the door handle and stepped into the room. The lighting inside softened obediently to his mental command.


  The tiny consulting chamber consisted of two chairs and bare walls, nothing more. The occupied chair supported a pitiful, drooped figure who stared at a wall with a vacant gaze that amplified his worn and haggard appearance, too much so for a man still in his prime.


  Ira stepped toward him, consciously projecting a calm like a shield against the onslaught of raw emotions too tangled to discern yet. He began the Liturgy of The Wall, “Know ye, all who travel, that in times of despair and misfortune, you are not alone. I am The Wall, nameless and unjudging.” Ira reached the chair across from his patient and sat down. “Let me help."


  The words echoed through the man's mind, sparking a need to respond. “Let me die,” the man pleaded. “Tell them I can't be fixed. PLEASE!"


  Ira endured yet another jumbled wave of exhaustion, fear and desperation as it assaulted his senses. Then he leaned forward and touched the wretched man's hand. Both men froze. The flesh-to-flesh contact completed a psychic circuit, and Ira's vision shifted. Instead of his patient's physical body, he now perceived an ethereal framework, a glowing, emanating form like a patterned projection.


  Ira studied the pulsing pattern before him until he singled out its unique resonance-signature, then he rearranged his to match it. That done, he joined, like-unto-like, allowing his own consciousness to travel through the patient at yet another level. A boiling mass of emanations churned before him. At its center a fused and knotted bundle madly pulsed. Ira had always had trouble explaining these visuals to others. Perhaps he was actually traveling through engrams within the brain, he didn't know. But in this form, he could reshape them. That was the basis of his unique abilities. While everybody believed that he was just adept at calming his patients and reinforcing suggestions, even able to hypnotize them, only Alandra knew the full extent of what he could do.


  “This world needs you,” Ira spoke softly, and the tangled bundle of hurt and anger raged at the words. Ira mentally reached out and flowed, exerting a gentle but insistent force, dissolving blockage after blockage of discord in his wake. Memories faded, disappeared, perceptions changed, reality reformed. The maelstrom slowed and quieted. New circuits opened, old ones closed, the bundle loosened, lost shape and became malleable to the Wall Master's will. He spoke again, “You owe it to them to go on.” The words echoed across his ward's mind. The man burst into tears.


  “Release them,” Ira continued.


  Memories faded.


  “You must go on. Other people rely on you."


  Memories dissolved.


  “Your work is important; you must continue.” Ira paused, allowing his words to reverberate across the other's compliant psyche. Then he slowly withdrew, releasing him first from within and then without. The man sat peacefully before him, still entranced by the Wall Master's touch. “What are you thinking?” Ira asked.


  The man rubbed his forehead and thought for a moment, “I'm sorry, I don't remember."


  Ira leaned back, folding his hands in his lap. “How do you feel about your family?"


  A wistful look crept over the worn face. “I miss them,” he answered, and his eyes saddened, “but their lives and deaths would have no meaning if I couldn't carry on. I owe it to them. My work is important. I have to continue."


  “I have been asked to evaluate your mental state, to ensure the safety of your co-workers,” Ira lied. “Are you sure you can handle this, or do you want me to recommend suicide counseling? I can do that, you know."


  The other jumped from his seat and stomped to the door. “You tell them nosey son-of-a-bitches that the day I can't take care of my own business I'll let them know!” He jerked the door open and stormed out.


  Ira remained in his seat allowing the residual flash of rage to wash over him and recede. Specialists don't get downtime anywhere, I guess. He focused on breathing, taking slow, long, deep drafts of the cool air. The anger gradually dissipated, leaving him alone again in silence. He closed his eyes and relaxed, reveling in the solitude for one moment longer, then dragged himself from the chair to set off down the long hallway to start it all over again.


  * * * *


  His last patient of the day was a frail looking woman. Outwardly contained—almost rigid—she radiated anxiety as he approached. He hoped they had sent him a touch-and-go this time. It had been an intense day. Ira reached out to her, encompassing her small hand within his own. Unlike the other empaths who worked The Wall, flesh-to-flesh contact allowed him to fully interface with her and visualize the resonances.


  He concentrated to more clearly see the woven patterns of energy that made her what she was. At once he knew she did not belong here. Well balanced, strong, no outrageous breaks or tears in her projection, this woman was not at all in need of his services, and there had been no legislated orders of transformation.


  Ira lifted his head and studied her from beneath his dark cowl. “Why are you here?"


  She smiled coolly, but he felt her brace herself. She's expecting a confrontation. Then she reached forward and pushed the silken hood away from his face. It slid to his shoulders.


  The lighting flickered as Ira drew away, breaking contact in shock.


  “You are Ira Haze?” she asked.


  Ira's eyes glittered, ice-like, in the small room's lighting. He felt her dismay when she could not help but look away. “You know my name,” he stammered. “How?"


  “I need your help,” she said.


  Ira struggled to regain his composure. This was not supposed to happen. A Wall Master was immovable and solid, just as the namesake implied, anchoring and supporting the weak and maladjusted souls who were sent to him. He rebuilt their shattered minds so they could return to being productive citizens again. But he was also supposed to be uninvolved and unaffected by them. He was nameless.


  “Wall Master,” she spoke again, “am I suppose to call you Wall Master? Have I offended some protocol?"


  Ira leaped from the chair and started for the door.


  “FINDER! I must have your help,” she called out.


  He froze. How does she know I'm a Finder? The lighting in the room glared stark white. Ira squinted against the brightness and fought a panic that he hadn't experienced since the last night of the great purge. He turned slowly to face her. Desperately wishing that he could read thoughts instead of emotions, he took a deep breath, softened the lights again and reevaluated the woman before him.


  She wore no jewelry and kept her dusky brown hair tied back. The colors of her jumpsuit were muted but stylish, and nothing about her gave even a hint of her background. She certainly wasn't the timid assembly line worker that her case brief had projected.


  “Who are you?” he finally asked. “Is this some kind of test?"


  “I must find my baby,” she pleaded, surprising him again. “She's been stolen, and only you can help me."


  “I don't break the law,” Ira stated. “Why am I under scrutiny?” Ira sensed her urgency, her desperation. He noticed again that her inability to maintain eye contact with him bothered her. She is used to being in control.


  “They'll kill her,” she insisted.


  Ira dropped back into the seat across from her and studied her face. She did not seem to be lying but was far too controlled to trust. “Call the police,” he finally told her.


  She rummaged through her purse as she spoke, “They can't find her, and they said that even if she's ransomed, she'll probably be killed.” She pulled a tiny beaded bracelet from the bag. “This is hers. Take it.” She held it out to him. “Please."


  The little beads glimmered in her hand. “It's her favorite. She almost always wore it, and it has metal lacings. That should help too, shouldn't it? If this is not enough, I brought more.” Her hand started to quiver. “If you don't help, they will kill her."


  Ira's mind raced. He was suddenly aware of just how well The Wall had defined his choices. Finally, someone asks me to do something that only I can.


  He lifted the bracelet from her hand and sank back into his seat. Electricity trickled up his arm from the trinket. He focused on it, feeling its ‘otherness,’ drawing forth its aura, its essence, its pattern before he allowed his sight to shift. He easily drew the child's engrams from the trinket. He immersed himself in the feel of it, matching its resonance until they were one. Then separating from the item itself, he wandered the astral plane afloat, without direction.


  Now the Finding began. Through a sea of intricate, pulsing patterns he searched for the matching resonance. He probed in all directions across space, listening for the call, but to no avail. Exhausted, he hovered in despair. Then he heard, or rather, felt it. A tingle of familiarity at first, it grew into a blazing beacon that pulled him in. Like-unto-like, he allowed the merge.


  * * * *


  Missy's eyes open to a dark and empty room. It is dirty and old. She wrinkles her nose at the dust in the air. A biting cold makes her shiver, and a large welt on her back pulses with a pain she cannot escape.


  "Ow!” Every movement irritates it. In rage, she stomps her feet and kicks a piece of debris across the tiny room. Her movements answer with more pain. Nobody comes.


  From the room next door, she hears harsh laughter from the men that keep her here. She peeks at them through a crack in the flimsy door. They are huge and hideous. She feels afraid. “Guardian, where are you?” she murmurs.


  She stumbles to the window and tries to pry her tiny fingers between rough boards blocking her prison's only other exit. Her back hurts and hurts and hurts. Nothing budges. Stars twinkle and shimmer through gaps between the boards. She stands on tiptoes to see outside. Ow! She slaps at the covered window and stomps her foot. “I hate this room. I want to go home!"


  “Shut up in there,” a heavily accented man yells back.


  She scurries away from the window to the bed and hides among the covers. “Guardian will find me,” she tells herself again and again, until finally exhausted, she curls up and softly cries herself to sleep.


  * * * *


  Ira retreated carefully from the girl's mind, beginning his return home. This is not going to work.


  * * * *


  He awoke to weeping and the soft touch of his sister's mind. What have you done? she demanded telepathically.


  Ira opened his eyes, but snapped them shut when the room spun about him. “Give me a minute here,” he mumbled. “If you move me now, I think I'll throw up,” He drew his hands to his eyes. “I did find her, though."


  Missy's mother spoke from above him. “Are you all right? What happened? One minute you were in the chair, and then you just lurched forward and collapsed."


  Ira managed to open his eyes. “I found her,” he said as he tried to get up from the floor.


  Both women reached down to help him before he could object, and Missy's mother's hand brushed his arm. Ira lurched forward.


  Her ‘otherness’ sucked him in again in a violent rush of uncontrolled SOMETHING. Before his eyes, overlapping patterns crossed and shorted each other out as they clashed. He fought the urge to follow the pathways that surrounded him. Only Alandra's strong mental grasp anchored him to his body again.


  “Fool!” Alandra pushed the woman away. “The backlash from touching him now could kill you!"


  The woman caught herself and, leaning against the wall for support, stared at Ira in disbelief. She cradled her right hand, the one that had touched him, as if it had been scalded.


  “I don't know how you convinced him to do this dangerous thing.” Alandra stepped away from her brother. “But when he returned to his real form in another's pattern, the shock alone could have killed him, and then you go and touch him. He will need rest."


  Ira closed his eyes against the harsh lighting. His whole body tingled, his hands felt numb. “I had forgotten the lure of otherness,” he whispered. “I should have called you to monitor."


  Alandra glared at him.


  “I found her though,” he added, “and she's alive, but I couldn't see a way to locate her. I saw no landmarks. They've got her locked up in an abandoned building of some sort. Perhaps if we try again later..."


  From across the room the woman spoke out, “Maybe you and your sister here won't mind coming along with me to see a man about some details."


  The barrel of her gun gleamed. Ira's thoughts spun wildly in his head. His legs went slack as he tried to rise, and he fell on his face. Alandra's voice echoed through his mind. I told you this would happen.


  * * * *


  Alandra's head began throbbing the minute they boarded the sleek, dark vessel. “Whose ship is this?” she asked, trying to sound nonchalant. Fact was, she and her brother had never been allowed anywhere but The Wall before. Since the Great Purge all PSIons had become the property of the State—for the protection of the public, of course. So from childhood they had known nothing else.


  A middle aged man in black with the most unusual platinum colored hair answered her from the ship's open door. “She's mine. You like her?"


  Alandra shrugged and looked for the ship's name on its hull. “Who writes a name on a black ship in black?” she asked, annoyed that she could not make out more than a couple of the letters, an N and maybe an E.


  “I do,” the man in the doorway answered again. “It spells Nemesis. Has a nice ring to it, huh?” He nodded toward the car where Ira remained unconscious. “Is he still out cold?” He reached around a corner and rolled out a medical gurney.


  “Yes,” Missy's supposed mother called.


  “Well, let's get him wheeled in, and we'll see if he's worth keeping.” The dark ship's owner wheeled the gurney to the car and supervised Ira's placement.


  “Remember not to make contact with any exposed skin,” the woman warned.


  Alandra smiled. That's one lesson she's never going to forget. Alandra was surprised at how difficult it was to hear most of these strange people's thoughts. They've been trained to shield them, she finally decided when her fact finding attempts only produced occasional segments of unguarded thoughts from the woman and her two big bruiser-type guards. Even the driver's mind had remained locked shut.


  Once on board, the captain led them through the cargo level to the freight elevator that deposited them onto the main deck. He pointed the men pushing the gurney to the sick bay just across the corridor.


  * * * *


  Alandra could not stop pacing except to pause once more at her brother's side to check on him. “I don't like this,” she complained. “How can you commandeer our services from The Wall? And I've never even seen the inside of a rural transport vehicle before, much less the likes of that luxury town car you called up. I've never heard of a Wall Master being leased out to another agency. And where's your security? The girl with a gun over there isn't exactly motivated to shoot the only person who can help her. Aren't you afraid?” she asked the commander.


  “Oh we're not from any local governments,” Rael told her as he retrieved something from one of the drawers along the wall. “I ordered your release to my service."


  Alandra stopped, dumbfounded. She had seen the look of astonishment on Gnazio's face when her armed escort had flashed a Gov-Ident on the way through the central office. “Who the hell are you people?"


  Missy's Mother tapped her foot nervously and glanced at her chronometer for the tenth time. The sleek weapon in her hand had never strayed from Alandra. “Commander, we're wasting too much time here."


  “All right, Celeste, I guess we've waited long enough for this kid to wake up on his own. You just keep that gun on her, and I'll hurry her brother along.” He pulled a small capsule from his pocket and broke it beneath Ira's nose.


  Ira awoke gasping for air.


  The commander gave him a few moments to gather his wits and resituate himself.


  “Where am I?” Ira managed to say as he pulled himself to the edge of the gurney and sat up.


  “Glad you could join us, Mr. Haze.” Rael presented him with a praetorian salute, allowing Ira to clearly see the glowing crimson Ident-emblem as it appeared across the back of his hand. “I'm Gov Operative Rael Pointe, and we need your help here with an important case."


  Ira stared at him in disbelief. “I've seen a lot of uniforms in my life, but I don't recognize yours, though it does look good with that white hair of yours. Why no insignias?” Ira slipped off the gurney and tried his footing. So far, so good, he decided when his legs held. He drew himself to his full, six-foot height, allowing his body language to speak for him.


  The commander smiled. “I'll assume your sister has briefed you on everything you missed by now."


  Alandra looked sheepishly away. She had indeed told him what little she had been able discern from his first moment of consciousness. There's something weird about this guy, Ira. Don't trust him.


  “I already told you that the FIND failed,” Ira stated. “She was alive when I reached her, but there were no landmarks or discernable clues to locate her. She was exhausted and fell asleep, but I got the distinct impression that her captors mean to kill her."


  “That is correct, and we don't have much time left.” Commander Pointe motioned them to follow him. “I'll explain as we walk."


  Ira shook his head. “I don't go anywhere at gunpoint."


  Celeste lowered the weapon but kept it at ready. Ira and Alandra fell in line behind the commander.


  “As I understand things, you two don't get out much, right?” Rael asked.


  Ira frowned. “Leaving the compound is a death sentence for us, and if you don't really have the High Counsel's authorization, you'll be facing it right along with us."


  Rael laughed and stepped into a much larger room a short ways down the corridor. “Come on kids, I'm about to broaden your horizons.” He motioned to their surroundings. “This is the common room. Anyone who joins me on my ship comes here to meet and eat.” He pointed to the back of the room where a large table sat surrounded by chairs. “Those are food and drink processors along the wall if you need anything, and over here is the lounging area.” They followed him to the left side of the room where a comfortable assortment of lounge chairs, sofas and seating awaited them.


  He dropped into tall backed chair and motioned for them to be seated on a sofa nearby. “Ok, kid, this should work just fine for what I'm planning."


  Ira looked over to his sister before speaking. She nodded back. “All right, I'm in this deep so I don't mind helping the girl out if I can, but though I really liked your neon tattoo or whatever it was, you still haven't told me just who the hell you people are."


  Alandra gasped as she heard their thoughts. THE Government, Ira, they're from The Government-Universal!


  Ira frowned and leaned back against the soft cushions of his seat. “You're a Universal Government operative?"


  “Yep.” Rael smiled at him again. “I guess you deserve the details too, so listen up. I'll have to be brief. The child, Missy, is the third daughter of the High Magistrate of another planet several systems from here. Almost one year ago she was ceremoniously given into my care. She's what they call a Koladar or political hostage. Her home world wants to petition for membership within The Universal-Gov Systems. In accordance with their customs, we must prove our competence to allay any opposing contingencies. So we are assigned to keep her safe until their time of holy determinations, and they will attempt to hunt her down and kill her. If they succeed, our ineptitude is irrefutably unforgivable because the K squads have to publicly announce themselves to us before each assassination attempt. It's all very deliberate and public, so no second chances are ever allowed. Well, we had to choose a planet similar to theirs to stage the test. Yours seemed like a good idea. So we've been here for a while with no problem, but this morning something went wrong."


  “How did they find her?” Ira asked.


  “They didn't,” Celeste laughed. “Ironically enough, some ignorant, uninvolved, local terrorist group from this ignorant planet managed to snatch her up for something as stupid as ransom money! Isn't that a slap in the face? After all that time, effort and meticulous planning."


  “Yeah,” Rael shook his head. “We were required to maintain high profile, so we traveled in style and must've made a great target for these dissidents. You see, it's part of the trial that we know who our opponents are, so I haven't had any problem keeping them at bay, but ... well, let's just say, you're her only hope now, and if you do well, I have a permanent job offer for both of you."


  Alandra and Ira exchanged glances. I don't like this, Alandra said. Something about this man bothers me. Every time I try to read him, I feel this grinding in my head. Don't you feel it?


  Ira frowned. There was something different about this man, and it was unsettling. This is our chance to escape The Wall.


  “What do you want us to do?” Ira asked.


  Rael smiled big. “All right, I knew you'd come through for us, kid. Alandra, I need for you to link your brother's mind to mine so that I can catalog his findings.” Tiny silver plates glimmered, barely visible, beneath his platinum hair.


  Alandra gasped and clutched her head. “What are you?"


  Rael sighed. “Compu-linked. I'm told that PSIons have trouble around me when I'm jacked in. I'm sorry about that, but the girl's life depends on this. I'm currently linked with the local search units as well as the world interface net. I need to interface your data from the FINDING, kid. If she concentrates only on sending your memories to me, and she refrains from probing my mind, there should be no danger ... discomfort maybe but not danger.” He looked meaningfully at Ira.


  Ira sized up the situation and nodded.


  Alandra sunk back into the soft sofa.


  Ira felt her revulsion and fear.


  I don't think I can do this, she thought to her brother.


  Ira reached out and held her gently, and once more she smelled the ocean, heard waves crashing on the shore, saw the morning sun spill light across darkness ... then a dark dusty room and Missy's small cry of fear.


  She's so young, Alandra thought to her brother.


  “And frightened,” Ira said.


  Alandra looked over at Rael and shivered. “Ok, I ... I'm going to need to touch you for strongest contact. I'm so attuned to Ira that I can hear and see his thoughts from quite a distance.” She looked over at her brother, “You stay seated where you are so you won't fall or anything.” She turned back toward the captain.


  He pulled his chair up in front of her. “Good enough?"


  Alandra nodded.


  “I will need something of hers to locate a pattern from,” Ira began.


  Rael shook his head. “If this doesn't work, we can do another Find, but for now I want you to visualize what you saw in as great a detail as possible."


  Ira shrugged. “If you think it will help."


  Alandra leaned forward, and Rael took her hand in his.


  * * * *


  ...The room, every filthy corner of it ... PROBABLE CONSTRUCT: NORTHWESTERN HEMISPHERE, FORTY YEARS OLD...


  The window, the stars ... CONSTELLATIONS AT TIME OF VIEWING INDICATE LOCATION PARTIAL TRIANGULATION ... RESULTS PRINTING.


  Dust accumulation ... POSSIBLE FIVE MONTH'S DISUSE ... FOUR RESIDENCES WITHIN SEARCH ZONE MEET THIS CONDITION.


  Captors’ faces and clothing ... TRACES OF AZINY, TANGA OR MATAGENTAN GUERRILLA UNIFORM ... NOT AN ORGANIZED MILITARY OPERATION ... IDENTIFICATIONS OF THREE...?


  Odors ... DECAY, DUST, POSSIBLE SULFER SMELTERING PLANT NEARBY ... INCO INTERNATIONAL CHEMICAL PLANT LOCATED 2399 SELENTI STREET ... ALSO IN SEARCH ZONE.


  The images surfaced and resurfaced two, maybe three times before Alandra broke contact. She huddled in the arms of her brother, who stroked her hair and spoke softly to her. “It's all right,” he told her. “Let it go.” Her pain dissolved, and her mind began to cloud. She pushed away from him and glared.


  Celeste dashed across the room to the table screen to view the accumulation of the findings. “This is great Captain.” She ran her finger along the screens and headed for the door. “Notify the locals I'm on my way,” she called back from the corridor.


  “It has already been done,” Rael replied to no one in particular before rising from his seat. “Both of you look like you could use a cup of coffee. Let me get you one. I think you'll like it. It's a special blend I came across recently."


  Ira and Alandra sat in silent debate as he walked away.


  Get us out of here, Ira, Alandra demanded. You can exert your control over him? I'm pretty sure we are alone on this ship now. I haven't felt any other presences since our arrival. We have nothing to lose anymore. Make him take us away and set us free somewhere safe, anywhere, and then make him forget. No harm done, and we're free. Please, Ira, please!


  Ira shook his head. No, Alandra. He followed the captain across the room to discourage his sister's silent pleas. They did not cease.


  “The whole ship answers to me,” the captain was saying. “I maintain a surface interface with Nemesis at all times.” He filled the flash cups with water and deposited a coffee-tab in each one. The water flash-boiled at their touch.


  Ira inhaled as the strange aroma burst across the room. “Mmmm, what a wonderful smell."


  Rael smiled. “Yea, I developed a taste for it during a misspent youth.” He handed a steaming cup to Ira. “It's a subtle blend with a hint of almond. I think you'll like it."


  Ira sipped carefully from the cup, allowing the warm draught to thoroughly relax him. “This is good,” he admitted. “It's so soothing."


  Rael laughed. “It's not soothing, kid. It's a stimulant.” He carried the other cup toward Alandra.


  She accepted it without response. Despite her brother's interventions, she still found the captain's presence disconcerting.


  Ira dropped down beside her.


  You can't shield me forever here, Ira. I've never felt like this around someone before. I can't stay anywhere near him. He's an abomination.


  Outside of this ship we're the abominations, or have you forgotten that? Ira leaned back and sipped his drink.


  Rael sat across from them. “Kid, I did some research on you before I sent Celeste. This planet's government agencies keep pretty good records."


  Alandra held her breath. I wish I could hear his thoughts now. I'd love to know more about those documents.


  Let's see how he handles things. Ira frowned and lifted his head enough to reflect the room's lighting with his eyes and asked, “And what do you think you learned from them?"


  Rael smiled. “We both embrace solitude, but I think we could work well together. We have a lot in common."


  Ira reached out with his mind and softened the lighting in the lounge.


  Rael looked around. “Nice touch. You did that, didn't you?"


  Ira nodded and spoke with just a hint of menace. “I'm not looking for a new master."


  “Good,” Rael said with a little more force than he had intended, “because I'm looking for someone who's as good at what he does as I am at what I do. If you're not interested, I can send you back to The Wall and look elsewhere, but I think you would appreciate the peace that comes with this type of life. We're specialists, kid. And no matter where you are, specialists are loners. It's the price we pay for what we are."


  Ira considered this for a moment. “I've never been called a specialist before. I've always just been a property of the state."


  Alandra remained silent. Why does he keep calling you kid? Sixteen is not that young, and despite all his white hair, he's not that old.


  “Your talents are wasted here,” Rael was saying. “After this assignment, I've been approved to compile a new task force."


  Ira smiled. This was what he had been hoping for.


  Rael's temples flickered. He noticed Alandra flinch in response. “Sorry,” he told her and then addressed his ship aloud. “Nemesis, com-on."


  The large screen on the wall sprang to life as the face of a husky uniformed man appeared. “This is World Com, Northwest, calling Gov-ship Nemesis. Come in, please."


  The captain looked over and said, “This is Nemesis, Pointe speaking."


  The image on the screen shifted to reveal Celeste with Missy in tow. “Coordinates are entered, Rael, try to hurry. I won't be able to relax until we're safely aboard and on our way to relocation."


  “You got it. We're on our way. Nemesis out.” The screen went black again. Rael turned back to his guests. “I can't go hauling you two around dressed like that.” He motioned to Alandra's PSI-suit and Ira's black robe. “We don't have time to explain your presence to every officer we meet."


  Ira sat dumbfounded. “You know we can't just roam the streets here,” he began.


  Rael cut him off, “I've got some extra flight suits in my quarters. They'll do.” He got up and started for the door.


  Ira and his sister exchanged glances.


  Is he serious? Alandra asked.


  Ira's mind raced with the possibilities. “Wait a minute!” He rushed down the corridor after Rael.


  * * * *


  The Nemesis’ sleek ground transport seemed conspicuous amidst the lumbering vehicles traveling the streets around them. But the captain shrugged that off, as it also made them look important—which they were.


  Ira and Alandra now wore silken black flight suits similar to Rael's. Ira tugged at his. They were form fitted, and he couldn't help but feel self-conscious. He preferred the flowing robes of The Wall to this.


  “You two will pass for a special escort,” Rael finally decided. “Nobody will question that you're with me.” He seemed pleased with himself, and as a finishing touch, he handed them each a set of dark shades.


  The security station finally loomed before them. As their vehicle slid to a stop at the front door, Ira's throat felt parched. He nervously fumbled with the hatch-handle, but since nothing he did could make it open, Rael finally had to come around and open it from the outside.


  “Relax, kid, if I'd known this was going to be so traumatic for you two...."


  Alandra's eyes widened, “Something's wrong,” she whispered.


  Rael eyed the station suspiciously. Nothing looked out of place.


  “Green,” Alandra said. “I see green everywhere!"


  Rael felt his stomach sink. The K Squads hailed in green before an attack. It signified notice of assassination.


  The station doors blew open, green clouds of gas billowing forth. Black-clad assassins spilled out onto the public sidewalk. Six in all, a tightly knotted block of four, herded Missy's tiny form between them while the other two defended the doorway.


  A pulse rifle, firing from within, caught one of the doorway's sentries in the chest. The sheer force of it splattered him into his partner and cleared the exit. Celeste scrambled through it, gun still ablaze.


  Rael caught a piece of debris along the side of his head as a fragment-grenade cleared the sidewalk of unwanted pedestrians. He dropped to the ground, unconscious.


  From the safety of the transport, Ira and his sister watched, unnoticed, as the assassins tightened their ranks.


  Celeste had to carefully pick each shot for fear of risking the child. Another assassin dropped. She sprinted for cover and a better shot.


  “We declare in the presence of her guardians,” the three assassins chanted in unison, “that they be not viable opponents!” Each of their club-like fists wielded a blade that rose above the child's head ominously.


  Celeste dropped another one.


  Missy's tiny head bobbed lightly between them. The remaining blades began their descent.


  Alandra steeled herself.


  Ira shifted his sight and ‘reached.’ Lifting from his body, he projected himself toward the action, much as he had done for the FINDING. But this time, he did not shift into his target's patterned resonances. This time, he retained his own and deliberately forced it, knifelike, into those of the assassin farthest from Celeste's aim. Everything exploded.


  Celeste dropped the target closest to her.


  Ira and the last assassin dropped to the ground.


  Alandra screamed.


  * * * *


  The Nemesis was deep in space when Ira regained consciousness. Alandra, holding his hand so tightly that it hurt, leaned over him. I thought we'd lost you this time. She smiled in relief. “He should be all right now."


  From behind her, Captain Pointe's voice resounded off the sick bay walls. “Good. Now stop worrying. Everything's gonna be all right."


  Ira felt himself falling back into exhaustion. His senses screamed. “The girl...” he began.


  Rael stepped closer. “You saved the day, kid. When you killed their last assassin, we won. Girl gets to go home; Gov gets another membership, and you two earn the right to work for me.” He smiled really big.


  Now, look what you've done, Alandra frowned.


  Ira smiled as he felt himself drifting back into unconsciousness. “We got our transfers though, didn't we?"

  


  PART THREE


  THE KING'S HEALER

  


  The garden shimmered, almost hauntingly, in the light of the three moons. Physician-Supreme Laynald Lockheim smiled. Safely concealed within the shadowy confines of his balcony, he allowed his senses to drink in the sweet fragrances from below. He was glad for the brief respite that this lull in court life had granted him. Oh, how he longed for the freedom to be able to relax and just let go.


  His smile faded. It had been too long, just too damned long, and he was too old to be daydreaming like this.


  As always, his work beckoned to him from below. Laynald chose to ignore it. Tomorrow would be time enough to harvest the beautiful Z'lanta plants of their deadly pollen, and the Alianti stalks would finally be dry enough to sharpen into dart form. Let it wait.


  Eyes closing, the Physician-Supreme leaned heavily against the shadow-laced wall. Years of caution and habit caused him to drape the dark cloak of office across his chest so that he would virtually disappear from sight below. Is there nowhere in the world, where a thing of beauty does not merely mask a death-tool?


  From within his quarters, a sudden click-click sounded. Dark eyes flashing, his left hand dropped smoothly toward the holster, and in one fluid motion, he spun to face his attacker. His cape awhirl, he loosed the holy gun and fired. As always, his slender target dropped—immediately dead.


  Cursing his carelessness, Laynald scanned the still dark sleep-chamber and reconfirmed that she had, indeed, been the only one. He looked sadly upon the form of his most recent mistress bloodily sprawled upon the floor. The holy beam had crushed her torso, but her hand still tightly clutched a loaded dart-tube.


  She, too, had been beautiful he noted, and once more setting his short cloak awhirl, he turned to summon the removal squad for their services.


  * * * *


  Moneo, the Court-High-Conjurer, thrust a clenched fist skyward and spoke the words of summoning. A high wind arose, and the sky ominously darkened around the spot where he stood atop the castle's conjuring tower. A smell of ozone filled the air; Moneo smiled. This was going even better than he had thought. The first flash of lightning illuminated his finely chiseled young features and made his short cropped red hair seem as though it were ablaze. He hoped that the guards below could see him from their stations, for this was the stuff that true fear, and therefore power, was made of.


  The ancient tomes, the stars, even the prophets foretold that the battle between Diab, the great Lord of Destruction and the Nameless One from the world beyond was at hand. He breathed in the torrid scent of the chaos whirling around him. It was foretold that all would be called upon to take a part when the time was right.


  Moneo searched the heavens for a sign. He had spent his life preparing for this moment. The scriptures claimed that the Nameless One would force a horrible peace upon all armies great and small, a peace that would cause old men to suffer and die in their sleep and condemn the young to flounder, untried, into oblivion. As a child, he had been plagued by nightmare after nightmare of such a time. Finally, at last, Diab had granted him a vision ... this vision.


  When I overturn The Code of Succession nothing will be able to stop me. My path of destruction will dictate civilization's direction for at least...


  In the distance, a flickering light appeared. He squinted to be certain and could scarcely contain his excitement. He reached toward it and repeated the summons.


  It grew larger.


  “Diab, guide me,” he gasped, and with all his might he willed the object to come even closer. He would pluck it from the heavens and force it to the ground.


  It filled the sky now, a raging burst of shimmering light, casting shadows and replacing the storm-sounds with an ear-splitting roar.


  “To me,” Moneo commanded, barely audible amidst the din, “Come to me. Now!"


  It lurched forward and grew larger, becoming more and more blinding—deafening.


  Covering his ears and closing his eyes, the young Conjurer dropped to his knees on the ground. Something had gone wrong.


  The object sped away.


  Moneo cursed. The lightning crashed; the thunder roared, and the Court-High-Conjurer stormed away from the castle tower.


  * * * *


  Laynald awoke feeling unrested and stiff. The scent of death assailed his senses. It always did somehow, but it no longer seemed to send his blood racing or thrill him as it had in his youth. The harsh rays of the new day glared at him from the balcony window, and he considered for the thousandth time walling it up. He imagined the pleasant placing of each cool, dark brick until the offensive orifice had completely disappeared. He smiled briefly at the thought before remembering, as always, that an entrance blocked was also an exit removed, and there were none to spare in these rooms.


  He assassinated windows now instead of men. He had grown soft. Shaking away the thought along with his weariness, Laynald sat up and ran his fingers through his thick tangled hair. Callia had always liked his hair. To her, its unruly locks had seemed a challenge. She never tired of smoothing and resmoothing their every rebellious outburst. Allowing his hands to drop to his lap, he stared at the dark stain still barely visible on the floor. If she had been as good an assassin as she had been a consort ... He let the thought drop.


  From beyond the courtyard, tower bells softly chimed. Court would be called soon and his presence required. He rose and set his day into motion.


  An unnatural storm rolled in from the north, bringing with it oceans of rain and a nasty bolt of lightning unlike any he'd seen before. He glanced suspiciously toward the window while he cleansed his body and dressed, ritualistically placing his day weaponry where it belonged.


  Amidst intricately woven designs, he lined his inner sleeve sheaths with an assortment of specially tinctured throwing darts. He carefully checked and reloaded the wrist-shooters. Then, finally, with a special deliberation, he reached out and retrieved the sacred Gun. He caressed its barrel reverently before finally holstering it. A gift from the Gods, themselves, he remembered proudly.


  From beyond the now drenched courtyard, tower bells rang again—this time more insistently.


  Donning his dark cloak of office, he paused before the full length mirror on his way out and noted that despite—or maybe even because of—his coarse features, he projected quite an impressive image. Laynald snatched up his sable gauntlets and pulled them on. With his most sinister sneer upon his dark face, he sized himself up.


  “Let any who dare just try!” he jeered, and then, casting a somber glance toward his still empty bed, silently reprimanded himself, noticing again the ever-deepening lines of age on his once smooth face.


  The tower bells tolled. Drawing his cape protectively around himself, he left the rooms and headed once more toward his duty and his sovereign—the King.


  * * * *


  King Alejan IV fiddled with a tassel from his royal red robe. Why are thrones so damned hard? he wondered and glanced past the guard toward the swaggering youth approaching. It was always a pain to have to break in a new member to the court. This one was proving to be no exception. He was young, and worse than that, ambitious. But he had earned his position legally, through assassination—so the Gods must have guided his hand.


  The king grinned as his new Conjurer drew near, silently thanking the Gods that this lucky upstart was forbidden by The Code of Succession to aspire to the Crown. His position as Court Conjurer was the highest he could achieve through the majiks. Now he would have to settle down and hold his own against all comers. The King smiled.


  The new Conjurer drew near. “Good morning, your Majesty.” He bowed a little too deeply.


  “You reek of brimstone,” the King complained sourly. “What mischief have you been up to now, Moneo?"


  “I have been trying to summon the fires from the sky, Majesty, so as to vanquish your enemies and further strengthen your forces."


  “And have you had any success so far?” King Alejan laughed.


  “Only once, Majesty,” he stated flatly. “The fires did start to obey. They headed straight toward me, but broke free from my spell before I could direct the strike. It will not be long until the power will be fully mine.” He stood taller and feigned a proud smile.


  The King shrugged. “Just take care that you don't flood too many of the field crops in the process. Neither kings nor armies do well knee-high in mud without food."


  Moneo looked wounded. “Of course not, Majesty, I seek only to serve you."


  “I realize and appreciate this,” the king lied, “but my duties weigh heavily upon me today, and I am anxious to get the public hearings over with. Did you notice if there were many people waiting when you entered?"


  “No more than usual, Majesty,” he answered and then, leaning forward, continued, “but the Court Healer seems to be late today. Why don't we go ahead and start without him? The Guard and I can handle anything or anyone who could possibly threaten your personage. Why wait for that walking armory, when a single incantation from me could...."


  King Alejan cut him short with a wave of his hand. “There is an equally destructive power in the knowledge of healing,” he admonished the youth. And you may discover that for yourself someday, if some malady should ever befall you.


  From across the room, Laynald entered the hall, rivers of rain pouring heavily from the folds of his cloak. “Forgive my tardiness, Majesty. I will not slow your hearings any further. I know how you hate to hold them during the rain seasons.” Both the King and his Physician glared meaningfully at the Conjurer, who uncomfortably fell back into his position flanking the throne's left side.


  “I always dislike hearing complaints about the weather myself,” Alejan snorted, “but rain seems to bring out the worst in people.” He threw a sidelong glance at Moneo and stifled a laugh. The old Mage would have changed this subject long ago. Absolutely nobody accused or laughed at him in public. Wonder how the kid caught him napping?


  Laynald took his place at the King's right side, his still glistening cloak carefully arranged so as to make the Holy Gun both visible and available. His silent strength and poise easily signaled the commencement of the day's hearings. The doors to the public were finally thrown open.


  The King smothered a surge of pride that this was his man. If Moneo should live long enough to imitate any one man in his court, he hoped it would be the Healer. With two such men of power enforcing his rule, there was very little that could not be accomplished.


  Three land disputes, four theft trials and one fight over a woman later, the hearings seemed to be settling for the day. King Alejan shifted uncomfortably in his seat, wrinkling his nose at the annoying dampness permeating the large hall. There was a chill setting in with the humidity. He was about to signal the end of the session, when a great skirmish erupted from the outermost doorway. A tight knot of peasants clamored into the hall, prodding two battered men before them. Gasping and bleeding, with hands bound and clothing torn, the duo staggered forward to collapse at the foot of the throne.


  “What is this?” the King demanded of the mob.


  “Demons,” a lanky fellow bellowed. “That one,” he pointed a bony finger toward the younger of the two, “tried to bewitch my wife. He is of the Majiks!"


  From the King's side, Moneo crept steadily forward, hands tracing patterns of protection in the air before him until he reached the still crouching figures. The youth was about his age, maybe sixteen. He had fallen forward onto his knees and now drew deep, gasping breaths for air. Moneo grabbed a handful of his long raven hair and jerked his head upward. Crystalline blue eyes met the Conjurer's gaze, and a sudden surge of pain ripped through his hand. Moneo lurched away from the lad and looked incredulously at the palm of his throbbing hand.


  “He is of the Power, Majesty, but it is as none I have ever seen before. Beware,” he warned and shook his hand ominously.


  “And what of the other one?” the King inquired.


  A husky man spoke up from the crowd, “He disabled seven strong men before we were able to subdue him, Your Highness. They are powerful demons. We have brought them to you for judgment."


  King Alejan carefully studied the pair, then leaned toward Laynald. “What do you know about Demons, Healer?"


  Laynald deftly palmed a dart from his sleeve and answered, “They are not easily killed.” He pegged the youth in the arm and watched him fall forward. “And they are not easily affected by physical means.” A second dart caught the other before he could react. He too collapsed. The crowd backed a healthy distance away from them.


  “I would recommend examining them closely under more controlled conditions,” he concluded.


  The hall remained silent while the King gazed down at the fallen men. “Guard them carefully,” he finally said to the Healer and motioned for the guards to remove them.


  “Your Majesty,” Moneo warned. “You are harboring a danger in your midst. They should be killed now while they are weakened."


  The King looked to Laynald and motioned for him to follow the prisoners.


  Moneo fell silent again. Though nobody noticed, a smile played around the corners of his mouth. It is beginning.


  * * * *


  Dungeons were seldom suitable for more than containment and cold. Laynald motioned one of the guards to light another torch. It was still too damned dark.


  “Hold it here,” he instructed the guard when it finally sparked into flame. In spite of the harsh glare and flickering shadows, Laynald struggled to study his wards. The older of the two was, roughly, middle-aged, though his hair seemed to be an unusual shade and amount of silvered gray. His hands appeared to be smooth, so he wasn't a farmer, but a wild glimmer from the torchlight showed from amidst the hair by his ear. Laynald leaned forward and cautiously brushed a gloved hand through the stranger's thick locks. The reflective glimmer reappeared. Above the temple area, small metallic implants became evident. Laynald looked more suspiciously at the figure. This may not be a demon, but he is definitely more than a mere man.


  Turning his attention to the youth, he found nothing out of the norm—only cuts and bruises. He had definitely taken more of a beating. Since the peasants had been loath to touch him, they had apparently used whatever had been at hand to disable him. Laynald grimaced and shook his head. Alejan had been right about one thing. Bad weather did bring out the worst in people—especially in mobs.


  The Healer searched his medicine bag for the proper herbs to disinfect the worst of the wounds. “Clean him up,” Laynald ordered.


  The nearest guard reluctantly complied by drenching a bit of binding with water and wiping it over the boy's battered face, none too carefully.


  A sudden howl of pain caught Laynald unaware. He instinctively whirled for an attack, only to find the embarrassed guard standing a modest distance away, cradling his hand.


  “What happened?” the Healer demanded.


  The guard just shrugged. “All I did was touch him...."


  Laynald looked sideways at the still unconscious prisoners. Removing his left gauntlet he reached for the boy, pausing just short of physical contact. He drew back in astonishment. It was as though he had felt every one of the boy's wounds all in the passing of a single moment. A residual pain still throbbed along his leg. Broken, the Healer diagnosed, and glancing down at the boy's leg, he noted the discolored and swollen ankle. He reached out again, this time briefly brushing the skin. A searing jolt shot up through his hand at the moment of contact. As an afterthought, he reached over and lightly touched the other prisoner. Nothing happened. He donned his glove, grateful that he always wore them.


  “Absolutely no one enters these chambers before I return,” he told the guards after tending the prisoner's wounds. “That includes you, too."


  They nodded their understanding—not without a touch of relief—and when he was finished, they bolted the heavy door and locked it.


  * * * *


  Laynald entered his private chambers with complete certainty that absolutely nothing more could go wrong. He had been legally targeted for assassination; the King was in an ill humor; the Alanti plants were still inaccessible because of that damnable rain, and now he was responsible for the care and upkeep of those two strangers. He shook his head in resignation. It was not a good day.


  Wiping sweat from beneath his collar, Laynald cursed again. The audacity of that damned upstart. Conjurer or not, he'd live to regret this irritating prank of his. In his younger days Alejan, himself, would have done much more than just chastise the boy. Of all the nerve! Every new apprentice knew how to conjure rain. Call the lightning, indeed!


  Standing once more before the full length mirror, the Healer absently replaced the darts he had used. Then he reached to release a catch near the upper corner of the mirror itself. With a slight click and a snap it swung gently open and away from the wall on one side to reveal a secret passageway. Catching a glimpse of his own reflection as it opened, Laynald wondered if he really looked as worn as the mirror had suggested, but he refused to look into it again. At times like these, he didn't have to be shown his failings—he felt them.


  The tunnels were colder than usual, for humidity brought out the worst in secret passages as well as people. They became more cloistered, or was there perhaps something more than just moisture at work here? Laynald slackened his pace, considering this for the first time. What if the weather was not meant to merely irritate, but to distract as well? An uneasy feeling crept over him.


  Finally standing before the exit, he spied into the brightly lit chambers of the King. Drawing the Holy Gun smoothly from its holster and gripping the butt ever-so-tightly, Laynald lightly rapped upon the wall. A reply signal answered. Then, with a sliding click, the panel's safety was released, and it swung open. King Alejan greeted him from within.


  “What have you found out?” the King asked without waiting for the door to close.


  “They're still unconscious,” the Healer replied. He habitually scanned the room thoroughly before holstering his weapon and turning to face his lord, the King. “Does it feel like something is not quite right to you, or is it just my old age setting in?” he asked abruptly.


  Alejan eyed him strangely and shrugged. “What are you talking about?"


  “I'm not sure.” Laynald frowned, his eyebrows furrowing deeply together. He struggled to listen with his body. Something was wrong. He could sense it, almost taste it, but he couldn't quite identify it.


  King Alejan studied Laynald. The Code was necessarily harsh, for ascension to the throne was legally attainable only through properly sequenced assassinations. Since the old Conjurer's fall, Laynald was now legally targeted. Perhaps the pressure was taking its toll.


  It could mark the beginning of the end for the King once the Court Healer fell. Then only he and his guard would remain before the sequence was completed and a usurper legal.


  The Healer began reporting to his King. Alejan carefully studied his face, half listening. Age was the real culprit here. Without the blessings of the Holy Gun, they would most probably not have survived the last coup. If the new members of the court Code Positions opted to join his regime, that could fortify their positions, but that wasn't likely.


  The inevitable fist of time was crushing them now. Laynald knew it, and so did he. The Code insured that only the strongest of leaderships could retain power. They had lost an important edge with their youth.


  Laynald finished up his report with an apology for not having learned more.


  Alejan placed his hand on the other's shoulder and guided him back to the wall-door. He would genuinely mourn the Healer's death—if he had time after it happened. “Why don't you take a break for yourself and relax while our newcomers are still unconscious. You look pretty tired."


  Laynald nodded and returned to the tunnels. The Code still insured him a grace period of five more hours before another assassination attempt would be legal. He would be stupid to waste it.


  * * * *


  Laynald awoke with a start—the sound of thunder pealing overhead. The room was cold, unnaturally so, and he felt strange. Something was wrong. A tingle shot up his spine as he grappled with the cloak and gloves. His fingers felt thick as he struggled to release the mirror-door catch. For a moment, his gaze dropped to the mirror's surface.


  Crystalline eyes looked back from a face that should have been his own. He reflexively drew and fired the Holy Gun, sending shards of glass flying in all directions, revealing to any who knew to look, the fine outline of the hidden door behind it. He cursed in frustration and entered the tunnels. A sudden need for urgency overtaking him, he broke into a run before rounding the last turn toward the King's chambers.


  He threw himself toward the chamber's peep-slot. Within the usually serene quarters, he saw many men, none of whom he recognized and all of whom bore unsheathed weapons. He resisted a strong temptation to barge in on them and teach them respect for the King's presence. He wondered where the Guards were and then realized that Alejan was nowhere to be seen. This room was the easiest to defend. It was the most comfortable and the farthest from the main doors, but the King was not there. Something was wrong.


  Someone else entered the room and everyone grew silent. It was that kid Conjurer, Moneo. He spoke in loud and triumphant tones. “The time is upon us, brethren. Only the Healer stands in our way now.” He turned to an attendant and grabbed something up, then hurled it among his men. Laynald sickened at the sight. It was a disembodied head ... “WE WILL TRIUMPH, MY MEN” ... bloodied and battered ... “WE WILL EITHER BEAT OR BREAK THE CODE” ... dead eyes open, staring in horror ... “WE ARE DESTINED THROUGH ALL TIME” ... the voiceless mouth forming a perpetual cry ... “BY THE STARS” ... horror through all time ... “BY THE PROPHETS!"


  Laynald wrenched himself from the scene. He ran headlong, unseeing down the tunnels.


  Moneo's last words echoed all around him, “BY THE GODS!"


  * * * *


  It was not hard to discern that the men who now guarded the prisoners were no longer his men. Nor was it difficult to dispatch them; first a dart, then a dagger. He would save the more lethal projectiles for later. He would have plenty of opportunities.


  Through the door slit, Laynald scanned the cell. The prisoners were conscious now and mobile. Good, if he handled this right they might help turn the tide in his favor. He opened the cell door and stepped in. The prisoners huddled together in a corner. The raven-haired youth was doubled over, hands cradling his head in pain, while his friend stood protectively nearby.


  Motioning them to remain silent, the Healer retrieved first one and then the other of the enemy-guard's bodies into the cell, though he kept watch on the two within. The boy never moved, but the other assumed and retained an unfamiliar battle stance. Laynald inwardly smiled and desperately hoped that this man could hold his own in a fight and still be controllable. With the guards finally situated out of sight, Laynald entered the room himself and drew the door shut, allowing the lock to re-engage behind him.


  He leveled the Holy Gun at the other's chest. Recognition registered on the prisoner's face; not the type of recognition that denoted reverence for the God-gift, but rather another type. His gaze shifted from man to gun and then back again.


  “You are not,” he paused to remember the old Lord-High-Conjurer's name. “You are not Folata, are you?"


  Laynald shook his head. “Folata is dead. Moneo is now High Conjurer."


  “Damn,” the man cursed and slightly relaxed his stance, but not his guard. “Where did you get that gun?"


  “From the Gods,” Laynald answered indignantly, “through Folata as payment for my services."


  The stocky man stifled a laugh. “Is that what Folata told you, the gods?"


  “I don't have time for this,” the Healer said flatly. “Moneo pays no heed to the Code. He has killed my King out of sequence, and he must now kill me.” A wicked grin crossed his face, and he repositioned the gun with menace so that it included them both. “You mean something to him. I'm not sure if you're a threat or an aid to his plan, but either way I benefit from taking you with me now. Your choice, come now or die now.” He motioned to the door. “Let's go."


  The slender youth strained to rise. His friend turned to help him. “Ira won't make it without help.” The boy looked pale and withdrawn.


  “I treated him myself. Why is he so weak?"


  Crystalline blue eyes met his own dark ones. He remembered the mirror, experiencing, at once, a tingling of recognition. Had this boy-wizard somehow tried to warn of Moneo's treachery? Why HAD he awakened so suddenly?


  Keeping the Holy Gun in his left hand, he stooped to encircle the weak man's waist with his right arm. If nothing else, this one would be easier to control now, and he now had both a hostage and the Gun. “Get his other side,” he told the other.


  They lifted the youth to his feet between them.


  “Look,” the older man said, “my name's Rael Pointe, and I've got a ship not too far from here. If you'll help us get to it, I can get you out of this mess."


  The clanking of keys from a distance drew them to silence. Laynald eased Ira to the floor again and dashed to the cell door with barely enough time to flatten against it. The metal view slot grated open two feet above his head.


  From beyond the door, a voice whispered, “The prisoners are still here.” Laynald strained to keep the heavy door from moving as the guard tried it. “The door's still locked, so maybe the others just got called away or something.” The view slot grated shut.


  A second, darker voice spoke up, “Fine, go tell the Captain about this anyway. I'll wait here."


  “ME? You go do it. I outrank you, remember?"


  “Not the way heads are rolling today...."


  The guards, still unaware that they argued before an unlocked door, were ill prepared to defend themselves when Laynald finally snapped the door open and loosed his darts. The first man hit jolted forward into the arms of the other, who scarcely had time enough to register a look of surprise as he dropped from the deadly dart. They fell to the floor with a thud. They would never argue again.


  * * * *


  Only after having passed through several hallways unopposed, did the Healer finally allow them to stop. Ira was still disoriented, and his uneven breathing made it obvious that he needed rest. The Healer nodded toward a corridor wall, and they leaned Ira against it. He slid down it slowly until he sat upon the ground.


  “You are not holding up very well, Wizard Ira,” Laynald stated.


  Rael shook his head and leaned against the wall himself. “I've got some stuff on board the ship that'll fix him up, but I don't know what we're going to do if this comes down to a chase. How much time do you think we have before they realize we're gone?"


  Laynald shrugged. “They may already know."


  “Then why are these halls still so empty? I mean, I believe in luck as much as the next man, but...."


  Laynald ran his gloved hand over the wall's coarse rock surface. “We've been heading deeper into the castle instead of out of it.” He smiled at Rael and applied pressure to one of the stones. The ancient surface rumbled and groaned in protest, but the rock panel moved just enough to expose a hidden passageway. “I have been here a long time.” His expression darkened. “The Conjurer will wait for me outside the castle walls."


  “Will this take us completely out of the building?” Rael asked.


  “Not yet.” He motioned for Rael to help Ira through the doorway. “The passage will be too narrow for me to help much in there."


  He allowed them to enter first so he would be able to reset the entrance. As it sealed closed, the walls around them took on an eerie blue glow—just enough to see by. Time and distance passed quickly until, at last, Laynald told them to stop. He motioned them to silence, and then, palm pressing against another seemingly solid wall, he caused a small peep slot to slide open. He peered through it, gripping the Gun tightly before causing another panel to pop open.


  Light sliced a wedge into the passage. He signaled for them to stay put as he stepped through a doorway into another room. He was not gone for more than a couple of minutes. When he returned he carried a small bag and a couple of sleek silver daggers.


  From the bag, he extracted a tiny vial of golden-specked liquid. It almost glistened in the eerie blue lighting.


  “Drink this,” he ordered Ira as he handed it to him. “It will take away the pain—strengthen you."


  The strange crystalline eyes locked again with his. Ira clumsily grasped both his hands and the potion. Using the Healer to maintain his own fragile balance, he slowly drew his right hand upwards toward Laynald's face.


  Laynald raised the Gun to Ira's chest, remembering the consequences of this one's touch, but he did not fire. The gaze from those strange eyes never wavered. He remembered the mirror. He allowed Ira's touch, flesh to flesh.


  From the first point of contact Laynald felt a peace, the likes of which he had never known, wash over him—tight muscles loosened, his mind unwound, his body relaxed. He lowered the Gun.


  Ira spoke in a soothing silken voice. “Don't worry about me. If this elixir can free both of you for the fight that's ahead and keep me on my feet and out of the way through it all, I don't mind the price I'll pay later."


  From behind him, Rael spoke up, “Now, wait a minute, here."


  Ira cut him short. “It's nothing we can't fix back at the ship.” He released the Healer and raised the vial to his lips. Ira smelled its rich fragrance and drank. The potion, thick and sweet over his tongue, swept quickly through his system, causing a wave of almost euphoric ease to overtake him. His mind dulled with each passing moment, and he no longer constantly sensed the others’ pounding emotions. The anger and rage he had already lifted from the Healer—at least for the moment—but the worry and stress and frustration would be never-ending. It had entwined with the pain from his wounded body and bombarded his every movement in waves—until now.


  He sighed and briefly enjoyed its absence. Everything else—walking, hearing, moving—became mechanical; seen as through a thick haze, heard as if from a distance. He finally looked again to his companions.


  Rael did not look happy, and Laynald was still a little awestruck. Ira smiled dumbly at them. “Well, I'm ready to go,” he finally managed to say.


  They moved on, Laynald leading and Rael uneasily glancing at his drugged partner. “How long will he be like a zombie?"


  Laynald looked puzzled for an instant before motioning him to silence. After another brief search, the walls again yielded one last hidden panel. “This is the one that counts,” he whispered to them. “We'll wait until the sun sets before we leave the castle."


  * * * *


  The night rain, indistinguishable from the air, rolled down Laynald's cape and puddled ankle-deep. Rael and Ira, both capeless themselves, struggled to match his pace; Rael cursing, Ira not caring.


  The outer-most wall loomed before them. It was cold, slimy and wet to the touch—its barely visible hand/toe holds totally useless now. They sheltered amidst the muddied bushes near its base.


  Slightly lifting the hood of his cape, Laynald spoke. “We will have to leave through a gateway, which will be heavily guarded. How much help are you in a fight?"


  Rael Pointe smoothed the drenched hair from his face. “Give me solid ground beneath my feet instead of this muck, and I'll show you what a good fight's all about."'


  The Healer studied him more closely. “Why fight at all? Moneo must kill me—you might still escape."


  Ira smiled dully, his tongue still too thick to permit much speech, but Rael was quick to reply. “As I recall, he voted to have us killed on first sight,” he said, “and since my initial business was intended for the owner of that gun, I just might be able to deal with you instead—if you like to travel. Interested?"


  Laynald looked around and scowled. “I hate the rain. Come on, we'll talk about it later.” He stood up, and withdrawing the two silver daggers from his belt, handed them to Rael.


  They were well balanced and beautifully ornate with edges sharp enough to shave by. He received them almost tenderly. “It is always a joy to work with precision instruments,” he said.


  Fervently hoping that he had not misjudged his new allies, Laynald continued. “There will probably be no more than ten of them. Guard my back and keep out of my way. Work your way along the wall toward the gate. The Gods will provide enough storm sounds to prevent the Holy Gun from being heard during the assault. If we are quick, Moneo may not discover your absence from the Castle until you are long gone, but I will not leave until I've dealt with him."


  The flash from the lightning above allowed Rael to see the hatred in Laynald's face and feel the venom of his words. It would do no good to argue.


  Laynald smiled wickedly. Then, throwing the sides of his cape back onto his shoulders, he allowed the rain to thoroughly drench his body. He would become one with the rain tonight.


  Rael and Ira exchanged glances. The Healer strode boldly away.


  Amidst heavy rain and crackling thunder, the guardians of the gate hardly recognized the man who confidently strolled toward them—until too late.


  His first three shots eliminated the archers from the wall. The others, who had been sheltering within the gateway itself, scattered insect-like in all directions. Two more fell to the Healer's barrage. He was awesome to behold—a pillar of power and might. Gunfire slicing the liquid atmosphere unmercifully. It was he who controlled the lightning tonight. Two more fell from the heights. A powerful blast to the wall sent others scrambling for safety below as the damaged wall attacked its own defenders.


  Unnoticed, a single figure watched from the battlements. He had known that this gate would be the Healer's point of exit. He had read it in the cards—even before his men had discovered the tunnels. He grimaced at the fight below. Why was this taking so long?


  Almost casually, Moneo reached for his bow. He notched, drew and released the arrow, which he had specially tinctured for this occasion. It caught the Healer's shoulder with enough force to cause him to reel backwards from the impact. The Holy Gun, flung from his grip, landed on the cobblestones yards behind him. Ira scrambled to retrieve the weapon. Laynald dispatched an oncoming guard with a dart from his other hand while whirling to face his attacker. An overpowering wave of pain forced him to lose his balance. He stumbled to one knee.


  “Hold your fire!” Moneo commanded from above. The scene grew still, all eyes and weapons riveted to Laynald. Moneo's icy voice called out again. “You are dead, Healer.” His words almost seemed to float down to where Laynald half knelt. “You will writhe there in agony until your heart bursts."


  So strong was the fire that burned through his chest that Laynald was barely able to draw himself up from the ground to his feet. He knew the poison of which the Conjurer spoke. He cursed under his breath. There was no cure now, only death—long and lingering. Barely erect and stumbling, he fumbled to loosen a single dart from its concealed sheath beneath his bloodied Cloak-of-Office. The rain pummeled him, trying to weigh him down. Every part of his body felt as though it was churning in flames.


  The Court Conjurer leaned confidently out over the rampart from above and laughed wickedly. “Beg and I may slay you quickly, Healer,” he taunted.


  Laynald looked up at Moneo and smiled through clenched teeth. The dart slid free at last, an extension of the Healer's hand. Channeling all his pain and hatred for the man above, Laynald replied. With a powerful underhand throw, he loosed it. He struck for Alejan, for The Code, for revenge. The dart took flight with the force of his hatred propelling it.


  It embedded deeply in the Conjurer's neck. Eyes wide with disbelief, unable to speak through the shock, he fell over the railing and lay sprawled at Laynald's feet. The Healer doubled over in agony and dropped to his knees—at last ready to die.


  Like scavengers to the kill, the remainder of Moneo's men reappeared. Rael lurched forward to intercept them and protect the fallen Healer. In a strangely graceful style, with daggers held closely parallel to his wrists, he both parried and attacked with a deadly precision until none were left to challenge him.


  Ira retrieved the gun, but afraid of hitting his companions, he opened fire on the only thing big enough to be a safe target—the gate itself. Once, twice, three times he assaulted the huge door with the beam of force until it finally splintered, cracked and flew open.


  Throwing the Healer over his shoulder, Rael rushed headlong through it into the night—Ira stumbling behind.


  * * * *


  Laynald regained consciousness to the sound of a thousand drums in his head. His shoulder felt like it was on fire. His pulse raced, and his chest ached. It was becoming difficult to breathe. From a view screen across the room, he could see Rael seated in another room with flickering panels blurring in and out of his vision.


  “We can't take the chance,” Rael was saying. “I can't have the natives assaulting the ship. Who knows what damage their magic could do?"


  “You don't understand,” Ira struggled to say. “I'm still drugged—my concentration's shot. If I can't precisely match his resonance and I try to force a rapport, the shock could kill him."


  Rael paused, his attention drawn to something unseen; his temple plates flickering wildly. “Company's coming, kid. Do what you think is best, but as high as his pressure is now, I doubt that he'll survive departure.” A high-pitched whine started as the captain's temple plates again flickered.


  Ira looked pleadingly at Laynald. “I ... I want to help,” he stammered, “but...."


  Laynald clenched his teeth and ventured a smile. “What ever you're up to won't bother me now, boy.” A wave of pain made him shudder. “You can't do more than kill me.” His attempt at laughter set off an even more painful bout of coughing.


  Ira slicked back his wet hair and plopped into the seat next to the wounded man. He tried with all his might to clear his mind by drawing slow deep breaths.


  “Three minutes,” the captain called out.


  Ira reached across and removed Laynald's right glove. The ship shook beneath them. Their hands touched, skin to skin. A raging inferno engulfed the young empath as he siphoned the pain and anxiety from Laynald, forcing a calm over him, slowing his raging system, adding his own strength to the other.


  The ship lurched uncontrollably. Their piercing screams rivaled the rumbling sound of the lift off.


  * * * *


  As seen from below, the ship filled the sky, a raging burst of shimmering light. It cast shadows and replaced the storm sound with an ear-spitting roar, then lurched forward, grew larger, became blinding—deafening—and sped away.


  The Gods had chosen, and Physician Supreme Laynald Lockheim ascended into the heavens to become one of them.

  


  PART FOUR


  THE FIREBORN FOUND

  


  CHAPTER 1


  The Nemesis sat silent and still within the cool confines of Station 15's docking bay. Commander Kree, for the fifth time, studied its black hull on the view screen as if that would make something happen ... it didn't. His antennae twitched, and his pod-shaped body shifted in a futile attempt to get comfortable behind this unfamiliar desk. He stood up and allowed his back plates to realign naturally before looking around the barren little room again. It was only meant to provide an antechamber for the interrogation room across from where he now stood. Kree was getting annoyed. He dropped down into the awful chair again and tried to brace himself against the desk.


  This Dark Ops Team had docked over an hour ago, graced him with a brief notification to expect their operative and then nothing. He glanced at the view screen again ... still nothing. They're doing this on purpose, he finally decided, that's what happens when you allow specialists to team up and write their own rules; no respect for decorum. He shifted again and considered sending for his own office chair. At least then he could be comfortable.


  The intercom buzzed. “Someone's coming, Commander."


  Kree looked again at the monitor and gasped. He fumbled with the screen's controls; zooming in to examine the tall, lean figure finally emerging from the dark ship. A flowing, full-length robe and hood concealed most of his features. Kree leaned toward the screen and squinted. He activated the zoom; the sleek black gauntlets of a Government Wall Master filled his screen. Kree shivered and returned the picture to its normal size. When did Dark Ops start accepting PSIonic operatives into their elite corps? he wondered, and how could anyone trust a Wall Master away from Wall security?


  Kree watched the station's nervous escort try to maintain a safe distance from his charge. Busy corridors emptied at the Wall Master's approach. Kree sighed. It had been such a relief to everyone when the Universal Government had finally rounded up all the PSIons and confined them to controlled service agencies like The Wall. Kree leaned back and switched off the view screen. At least the waiting is over now, he thought. The office door chimed. Flexing his mandibles in a last attempt to compose himself, Kree tapped his claw on the desk to allow entrance.


  The door whooshed open, revealing only the dark figure. Apparently, his guide had opted not to stay for niceties and had made his escape. The Agent paused at the entryway, his multifaceted eyes glittering ominously from deep within the dark hood. He briefly scanned the small room before allowing his gaze to rest on the commander. With a slight bow the stranger placed his right hand over where most humanoid hearts were supposed to be. Kree recognized the ancient and time-honored salute of service as well as the crimson flash of the agent's Dark Ops ID insignia activating across the back of his glove. All PSIonics wore gloves but only special operatives were implanted with this form of ID.


  Rising, Kree motioned the Agent to enter, but kept the desk between them, unwilling to take the chance of physical contact. He had grown used to humanoids long ago but telempaths—as rare as they were—scared him. “Greetings Agent,” he began, “I am Station Commander Kree.” He tapped nervously on the desktop again and motioned toward the door across the room. The viewing portal hissed to life, revealing its lone occupant within.


  The Agent allowed his hood to slide to his shoulders as he started toward the chamber door. He seemed barely in his twenties, with raven black hair long enough to be tied back in corporate style, but Kree was mostly taken aback by his cold, slate blue eyes. They were crystal-like. One in ten trillion were the odds of such eyes in any species, and they always marked a rogue talent.


  Kree had never seen a Wall Master in person so he watched in silence as the young man passed; finding it mildly unnerving that though this Dark Ops Agent was easily six feet tall, his movements were, somehow, fluid and unnatural, almost surreal.


  The Agent halted before the antechamber's viewing portal and scrutinized its occupant: a humanoid, middle aged and slightly balding. The man in the tiny room lay tightly secured to a medical gurney, staring aimlessly at the ceiling and occasionally emitting a low and sorrowful moan.


  “This man is important to peace in three solar systems,” Kree finally stated from the safety of his desk. “Edward Dash, a Universal Government Ambassador First Class on an Ops assignment. Tanivol's local law found him like this in a red-light district. His ship's log claimed he was stopping for supplies, but he had just come from the Salidaco Station on Renata for repairs. That's only a couple of planets away."


  The Agent spoke softly, never looking away from the door's view screen, “I know.” He reached out and released the lock. “We received the reports with the assignment.” As the door clicked open, he paused before it. “Allow no one to enter this room until I have left. If anything goes wrong, contact the commander of the Nemesis immediately.” He stepped into the room and allowed the door to close behind him.


  Kree dropped back into his seat. He could absolutely guarantee that if anything went wrong no one would enter that room. In fact, there was not enough bonus pay in the galaxy to get him in there with a Dark Ops Wall Master. He tapped the computer readout screen to replay the Agent's ID information. “Ira Haze,” he spoke the name aloud, and activating the small room's surveillance cameras, he settled back to watch.


  * * * *


  Agent Ira Haze stood with his back to the door until the room's lighting dimmed to a soft glow. Slipping off his gloves, he set them on a tabletop and calmly moved toward the man on the gurney.


  Kree cringed from his vantage point, knowing full well that flesh-to-flesh contact would complete a psychic circuit between the two of them and allow an unnatural union of their minds. It was said that a Wall Master could rewrite, control and supplant a man's will to his own ends, among other things. That was why PSI operatives always wore gloves.


  The ambassador whimpered and strained against his restraints, completely unaware of the Wall Master looming over him. Ira paused. His body bracing for the inevitable assault that contact would bring, he reached out and touched the ambassador's hand.


  Reeling forward, the Wall Master almost collapsed upon contact. Kree shuddered again at the sight of the two locked together. It was ... unnatural. The ambassador's wailing ceased. The room grew deathly silent as both men froze, suspended in mid-motion.


  Kree watched them like this for a very long time.


  Then, unexpectedly, the room's lighting flared, and the young agent, trembling and gasping, pulled away from the ambassador. He stumbled halfway toward the door before his legs gave way, and he dropped to his knees.


  Kree reached for the com-link and called the Nemesis.


  * * * *


  Ira startled awake to find himself staring at an all too familiar ceiling. He was in the Nemesis sickbay, again. He reached up and rubbed his forehead lightly as if that would quiet the thunderous roaring in his head. It had been difficult to explain this degree of sensory overload to either of his teammates. Even the healer was unable to relate, but at least Laynald had left the lights dimmed this time.


  As his reeling senses gave way to a dull ache, he closed his eyes and focused on just breathing, easing the physical trauma enough to allow his memories to coalesce and become defined. The captain would be anxious to hear what he had learned.


  Eventually, Ira struggled to sit up, rolling his legs over the examination table's edge, pausing long enough to suppress a wave of nausea. Gingerly, his mind reached out. Isolating the tiny wisps of energy that led to the room's lighting control, he joined with them and ever so lightly pushed. The room brightened to a normal level.


  Laynald Lockheim sat across the room from him with his feet propped up on a med kit box. “I love that trick, Ira. Are you sure you can't teach me how to do that?"


  Ira sighed and grinned back at him before sliding off the table. “I'm afraid you just don't seem to have what it takes, Doc.” He tested his legs to make sure they would hold him.


  Laynald sat quietly, gauging his progress. “How about you?” he asked. “Are you ready for debriefing yet? The captain really wants to hear what happened."


  “I'm sure he does,” Ira answered softly. He slipped off the long black robe, revealing the equally black shirt and pants that this team wore as a uniform. He draped it across the table. “How long was I unconscious this time?"


  “About an hour,” Laynald answered, “I thought this was supposed to be a touch and go."


  “Yeah, so did I.” Ira paused to straighten and fasten back his long dark hair. “That damned robe always messes up my hair,” he complained.


  Laynald grinned at the young man's obvious change of subject but played along anyway. “Rael says if we hurry we can eat dinner with him, but he'll not be waiting much longer for us."


  Ira looked over at the old man's smiling face. “Why do you always look sinister when you smile?” He glanced around the room, rubbing his hands together nervously.


  “Just another byproduct of my misspent youth, I guess. Oh, you might want these,” Laynald tossed a pair of dark gloves to him.


  Ira caught them in midair and slid them on. “Thanks,” he said. “I was wondering where they were."


  “You really need to stop leaving them laying around, you know.” The healer got up and headed for the door. “Well, since it looks like you got both your legs and your appetite back, let's go."


  Ira joined him. A short walk down the corridor brought them to the common room. Team commander, Rael Pointe, greeted them from the table across the room. “Ah, at last.” He motioned Ira to join him. “I've already set you up with something to eat, kid.” He smiled warmly and pointed out three still steaming plates of food sitting across from his own. “Figured you'd be ravenous, judging from the way you looked earlier."


  Ira pulled up a chair across from his captain. “Don't call me kid,” he answered, allowing his soft voice to trail off as he succumbed to an overwhelming need to eat. He hadn't realized that he was so hungry.


  Rael looked over a steaming cup of coffee and smiled again. “I'll do that, kid, soon as I stop having to pick you up off the floor."


  Ira grimaced, returning his full attention to his food.


  Laynald ignored them and headed straight toward the meal-processing units that lined the wall behind them. Since his first day aboard Nemesis, he had insisted on making his own meals. Though Rael had complained and harassed him about his paranoia, eventually he had managed to convince the small team that old habits died harder than new partners.


  Choosing a hearty meal for himself, Laynald rejoined the others in time to see Ira's appetite finally sated. He placed a steaming mug in front of him. “Made this for you. Drink it while it's hot, and it won't taste bad, but you will drink it—all of it—Doctor's orders."


  Ira, finishing his plate, reached for the hot mug and drank deep. This particular concoction actually tasted good for a change, and it was supposed to help replenish ... whatever Doc said it replenished. Ira smiled. They didn't call him a healer for nothing, but even if it didn't work, he would have drunk it any way. Laynald was not one to be trifled with. Ira leaned back to sip on the hot draught at his leisure. As always the food and rest had finally soothed his senses from the ordeal.


  Laynald assessed Ira's condition from his seat at the table's end. “So,” he finally asked, “what happened over there? That station commander sure was worried that we'd blame him for your condition. It took Rael fifteen minutes to calm him down. I had to damn near drag your young carcass all the way back to the ship. You know nobody volunteered to help either."


  Rael smiled from across the table but did not intervene. The old healer had just, officially, declared Ira fit to proceed with the debriefing.


  Ira sighed. He never relished having to relive one of these episodes, and this time there would not be enough for the commander to plug into. He set the cup down and began. “I linked with the ambassador without any problem, but as I reached out to calm him, I sensed ... another presence. Someone else was already in union with him in a way that I've never seen before. It's hard to describe. Their resonances were slightly out of sync, like feeling two heartbeats instead of one. I assumed that the ambassador's was the strongest one so I allowed myself to sink deeper into that one. I followed it to its core, hoping to purge the intruder by adding my strength to his. But as I phased into the other's mind and senses, I realized that I was not joined with the ambassador at all. Instead of seeing myself standing over him in that room, I saw darkness. And there was a searing pain, cycling over and over and over again. I heard, no, felt a woman's cries, but nothing more.” Ira paused, trying to banish his own childhood memories of PSI training sessions. “It was a ... a disruptor ... a neural disruptor. She is being tortured, Captain, and the ambassador is ... completely in sync with her ... I couldn't do a damned thing to help either of them. In fact, it was all I could do to rip myself away from her."


  Rael leaned forward, trying to ignore the young man's haunted eyes. Even their jewel-like glimmering in the ship's lighting could not detract from his torment. “But you were able to FIND her, right?” Rael asked, “Was there anything that I could latch onto with the compu-link?"


  Ira shook his head, “There were no visuals, none at all, only the disrupter.” He winced again at the memory of it. “Neural disruptors are the accepted tool-of-choice used to manage PSIonic services, you know. It pretty much scalds the senses,” he continued. “I heard her scream. That's all."


  Rael pushed his chair away from the table and frowned. “I think we've stumbled onto a PSI ring here. Is there anything you can do for the ambassador, Ira?"


  Ira shook his head, “Not a thing,” he said. “They're both being held hostage. So maybe, if we can find her, she might be able to help us ... maybe. But we don't have enough to go on now, do we?"


  Laynald looked up from the thick steak on his plate, “We have the planet, the city and the location where the ambassador was found. He is an important Gov agent being held hostage, and he was not killed or detained. Sounds like a specially engraved invitation to me.” He returned his attention to the meal.


  Rael considered this. “Nemesis: Commander Kree, please—audio only."


  From across the room a large, blank wall screen activated. Kree's voice answered, “This is Kree."


  “Pointe here. Commander, secure your patient and await our return."


  “Understood,” Kree replied.


  “We embark immediately. Nemesis out.” The com disconnected. Rael paused; from beneath shaggy silver hair his temple implants glimmered for a moment longer as he silently set the ship's course.


  Rael gathered empty plates and utensils from the table and reloaded them into their compartments. The sterilizer hummed. “I'll link up to The Hive and compu-scan the destination.” Laynald looked at him expectantly. “Yes, yes, yes, I'll forward you the biology and botany info, Laynald."


  Ira slumped back in his chair and finished off his drink. “It's a pleasure planet Laynald, so the biology's going to be pretty diverse."


  “Hmm, guess I'll have to stick to neural tranquilizer type ammo then, just in case.” Laynald had that sinister look on his face again. He loved a good hunt—the more dangerous the better. Ira wondered again at how any one person could be both healer and assassin so easily, but Laynald had told him long ago that the only difference between the two was perspective.


  Rael turned his attention to Ira again. “Don't worry, kid,” he said. “We've got more to work with than you'd think. On Tanivol we should be able to backtrack the ambassador's trail easily enough with local crowd scan records. Neural disrupter systems have traceable signatures too, and they cause recognizable power drains, not to mention that they require special facilities for that kind of use. We'll find whoever she is, but if she's as strong as you say, give some thought to how we're going to control her once we get her."


  Laynald rose and cleared his dishes away too. “Well, we know she's susceptible to disruption—"


  Ira scowled. “I'd hope we could do better than the scum controlling her now."


  Rael started for the door. “It's nice to have options, kid. Planet-fall is in six hours. Use it well.” He left the room.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  The main spaceport at Tanivol was impressive. It had towering touchdown trivets and multiple lift ledges for both public and private use. Its special species sectors and subdivisions were said to be the most accommodating in the quadrant. As far as pleasure planets went, this one rolled out the red all the way to the curb.


  Rael smiled and concentrated. His temple plates sparkling, the Nemesis glided gently down into an isolated ground spot within the restricted area designated for Gov craft only. This will do, he thought. From here, the squad could quick-access any of the surrounding species sectors if need be, but he fully expected that the humanoid quadrant would hold his answers this time.


  The team met again in the common room's lounge area to begin the search in earnest. Ira sprawled across one of the main couches as Rael and Laynald dropped into the comfortable cushioned chairs nearby.


  “All right, kid,” Rael finally began, “let's try this again.” His temple plates flickered, and the room's lighting softened. “See if you can track our mystery woman's resonance now that we're on the planet. They have to be keeping her somewhere nearby, especially if they're using her to bait Gov Agents."


  Ira nodded and nestled into the cushions of the soft sofa so that his body was fully supported. Sometimes these things took a while. He closed his eyes, and listened to the sound of his breathing and then his heartbeat, he allowed his body to drop away as he opened his mind to extend his focus outwards, recreating the unforgettable image of his target-pattern. Then, as it solidified before him, he poured himself into it. Assuming his target's very essence and form, he reached out, tendril-like, searching amidst a myriad of others for the draw of her matching resonance, like-unto-like.


  It felt like an eternity, and then, there it was.


  He allowed it to pull his forged pattern toward her until they snapped together, united as one.


  Her heartbeat races, and she gasps. A searing pain rips across her body. Eyes open to nothing but darkness and another piercing sound/vibration/pain that shatters everything.


  Ira's mind recoiled from its ferocity, his senses so jumbled he could do nothing but flee from the onslaught. He struggled to return to his own resonance and form, forcing her pattern to drop away until only the memory of her agony remained. Floating aimlessly for a moment, he regained his composure. The silver pathway back to his body beckoned to him. More than ready to be drawn back to the brightness of the common room and the probably worried faces of his teammates, he reached for it.


  * * * *


  “It has to be slavers,” Ira started to say, but a sudden burst of anger from the captain stopped his words. Through an overwhelming exhaustion, Ira siphoned the emotion into himself and forced its dissipation before realizing what he had done. A lifetime's-worth of training had beaten non-intrusion into him, but since the captain hardly ever projected any feelings, and Doc was always so controlled, it had caught him off guard. He lowered his eyes. “I ... I'm sorry sir, it was a reflex. I should not have...."


  Rael stared back at him in surprise, then waved it off. “It's ok, kid. Don't worry about it. I have a special hatred for slavers, that's all, so my reaction was a bit of a reflex too. Sorry about that. Go ahead and finish."


  Ira watched the captain fidget for a moment and realized just how little he really knew about him.


  “It was the same as before. There were no visuals at all. She is in total darkness. There was not so much as a glimmer or glow of light anywhere. And the pain was all encompassing. It made it hard to tell anything about her environment. I couldn't even tell if she was bound or free, but there was definitely a neural disruptor, I heard it cycling from a short distance away."


  “Hmm ... were there any smells that you could discern?” Rael asked.


  Ira paused in thought, “Nothing stands out, so the air must've been processed same as the ship's since that's what I'm used to."


  Ira startled as Laynald handed him a steaming cup of what smelled like the same concoction from before. He had not even realized that Doc had gotten up.


  “Drink up,” Doc commanded and then motioned Rael toward the room's enormous view-screen. “Catch your breath, Ira. We can still do this the hard way. Can't we, Rael? Deep search isn't going to turn up anything more than the room's size and disruptor model."


  Rael nodded. “Yeah, guess so.” They both turned their chairs to face the other direction. “We may as well be comfortable while we see what kind of trail Dash left for us to follow.” The captain shifted the chair into recliner mode and sighed. “There, that's more like it."


  Ira watched for a long time as Rael systematically opened the ship's channels to allow a torrent of countless commercial offers to flash-play across the wall-screen. There were free passes to nightspots, special order entertainments of all kinds and a never-ending multitude of spectacular enticements for travelers to come out and play.


  Ira shook his head as a procession of lewd-looking women strutted their goods across the screen. “If this is the kind of offers they send Gov-ships, I'd hate to see what they must be sending to commercial cruisers."


  “It is a pleasure planet, you know,” Laynald stated flatly, “but it seems to me that a couple of places here seem to be soliciting more heavily than the others."


  Rael nodded, his temple plates flickering again as he sped up the scrolling ads to a near blur. “No doubt about it,” he finally said, “we've got four ... no, five serious contenders for Team attention today. So now, let's see what kind of trail the ambassador left for us."


  The procession of ads slowed again, and the screen split to also reveal a city map, which in turn zoomed in to display the spaceport and its immediate area. A third split showed a healthy collection of surveillance cam read outs that pretty well documented at least some of the ambassador's whereabouts from the time of his arrival on Tanivol. A fourth screen revealed police reports of activity in the area. The fifth, sixth and seventh scrolled utility data, property owners and building blueprints.


  Ira closed his eyes and wished it would all go away. It didn't. In fact, several more screens appeared, and the scrolling sped up, so he got up from the couch and crossed the room under the pretense of returning the cup that Doc had given him. He hated this part of the search. Soon Rael's eyes would glaze over, and the temple implants would not just flicker, they would glow, and the room would take on that dull, overwhelmingly metallic feel, and then that grating sensation would start in his head.


  The Universal Hive linkup thoroughly repulsed him, but with it, Rael could tap into any of the planetary or interplanetary web links that he chose. Rumor had it that Rael had actually been born on The Hive planet since only Hive slaves were ever implanted with compu-links, but since he never broached the subject, no one would ask him. All they knew for sure was that when he was linked up, this prematurely silver-haired human was a Dark Ops Agent of unlimited resource, so much so that he had been allowed to form his own Team and choose its members. Laynald startled him from his reverie at the drink bar. “You all right, Ira? You seem distracted."


  Ira nodded. “Yes, this part of the Search always scrambles my senses. Sorry."


  Laynald patted him on the shoulder. “Yeah, I guess it would. Look, I was just getting ready to get out of the captain's way myself. I've pretty well gotten the lay of the land from this. That's enough for my part in this hunt. So all I need to do now is go arm up and get ready to check this place out."


  Ira smiled since Laynald was always armed to the teeth no matter where he was. “Good idea. Since I can't give him anything more to work with, I guess I really don't need to be here either.” Ira tipped his empty mug and smiled. “Thanks, it really helped.” He secured it back into the sterilizer and followed Laynald's lead.


  As the door whooshed shut behind them, Rael blanked the room's view screen and continued the search at a faster pace in his head. In a matter of minutes he emerged from the link with a promising plan of action and allowed himself time to wind down from the contact before directing the others to meet him at the bay doors. They would follow the ambassador's previous route from the port. Maybe Ira could surface-sense their target as they got closer.


  * * * *


  Outside of the port area the streets were crowded with excited vacationers, all looking to be entertained. Street performers, promo callers, solicitors, guides; a highly charged carnival atmosphere permeated everything. The dark-clad threesome seemed blatantly out of place as they traveled the walkways together.


  * * * *


  She slips a Free-Admit coin into his hand and motions him to follow her while Ira and Laynald look on from a discreet distance on the crowded street. She is escorting him into the Pleasure Palace. Past the maître d’ and the admit station she leads him to one of the many curtained privacy booths that line its main hall. As he steps in, she draws the curtain shut behind them. And then the dancer begins.


  Sinuous movements, gown glittering in the dim light, she seductively glides toward him. He is transfixed, entranced, awash with intoxicating and exotic scents until she stops no more than a foot away from him. She reaches her hand out, gently touching his face....


  * * * *


  “RAEL!” Ira stood directly in his path, looking anxious. All manner of vehicles whooshed and clattered along the busy evening street, and there was a healthy crowd of pedestrians milling around.


  Laynald grabbed Rael's arm, roughly forcing him into an alleyway and pinning him against a wall. He scrutinized the captain's condition before motioning Ira to take over. “Fix him if you can. I'll stand guard.” He positioned himself near the mouth of the alleyway to prevent unwanted intrusions.


  Ira removed the dark glasses he had worn to hide his eyes from the public and drew closer to the captain. His slate blue eyes sparkled as he spoke. “Look at me, Rael!” He sharpened his focus, all the while projecting calmness to the confused man before him. “Can you hear me?"


  Rael looked dazed.


  “Talk to me!” Ira insisted.


  Rael stumbled back against the wall again, bewildered. “Where did she go? How did I get here?"


  Ira paused, unwilling to proceed without his captain's consent.


  Rael shook his head trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Clearly he was in an alleyway, standing with Ira, but the woman was still there too, beckoning him to follow her. She was so real, so alluring. He reached out, grabbing Ira's arm to make sure he was really there. “What's happening, kid? Is she real? Can you see her?"


  Ira frowned and tried to project serenity with his answer. “No, we are alone. What are you seeing?"


  The confusion, the overlapping realities, his reeling senses; Rael had to struggle to focus on Ira's face. “Kid,” he managed to say, “go ahead and do it."


  Ira pocketed a glove and slid his hand under Rael's cuff enough to make the necessary skin-to-skin contact. They stood locked together, motionless while Ira, interfacing, attempted to infuse some of his own strength into his team leader's core as much as possible before phasing into the other's resonance-pattern.


  At last joined, Ira saw through Rael's eyes. Again the woman appeared, still beckoning and luring him to the Pleasure Dome. Ira softly infused reality onto Rael's perceptions, allowing the two versions to make sense until he felt the captain's mind stabilize. Then he turned his attention to the invading presence. Isolating it from the captain's, he flowed into it, matching its resonance—becoming it, then he reached for it. Away from Rael, across the surrounding city, through an ocean of swirling, pulsing patterns, he flowed, drawing ever closer toward it until, in nearness, it drew him to it. At last it appeared, sparkling brightly among all the others and like-to-like he joined with it again.


  * * * *


  Carefully shielding himself, he surfaces ... FEAR ... TERROR. She opens her eyes; a small lean woman is huddled in the far corner of an undersized room. Her shoulder-length hair is jet-black. It is unkempt and tangled, and her lip is bleeding. It hurts, but a man's menacing voice overwhelms her. “Come here, I told you!” The woman stumbles to her feet lurching forward ... DIZZY ... barely able to stop before him ... FEAR ... His massive hands seize her by the shoulders, but she stares aimlessly forward with soft, sea-green eyes. He shakes her violently ... PAIN ... She closes her eyes ... DARKNESS ... “Look at me!” the man roars.


  She cringes, still trapped in his grip. “Where is he! What happened?"


  He will come, she cries, his friend is here now. She is hurled across the room ... her head hits the wall ... DULL THUD ... DARKNESS ... Darkness ... darkness.


  * * * *


  Allowing the other's pattern to dissipate and slowly resuming his own, Ira fled back across the abyss, away from the turbulent scene and again toward his own body. Opening his eyes to an overly bright world, his whole body tingling, he waited as Rael's face coalesced before him. Ira jerked away, breaking the flesh-to-flesh contact as quickly as possible. Rael gasped at the jolt accompanying the sudden release. Both men stood semi-dazed for a moment, allowing their visions to clear.


  “What the hell was that?” Rael finally managed to say.


  Ira fumbled to retrieve his dark glasses and put them on. “I'm sorry, sir. Are you all right?"


  “You tell me. One minute we were walking along, and the next there was that woman!"


  “Our target is being coerced to target you now, sir. She seems to be able to control from a distance. I have never seen or heard of anything like this before."


  Ira allowed relief to wash over him. While returning from the Finding, he had forgotten that he was still in physical contact with Rael. For a split second, there had been no controlled connection between them, and their two dissimilar patterns had collided, causing an almost electrical jolt. It was a dangerous mistake that could have been fatal; only the captain's confused state of mind had prevented him from realizing what had happened. Ira chastised himself; There is no margin of error in what I do. I must be more careful.


  Laynald spoke quietly from the alley's entrance, “Do we have a target now, or do we fall back and regroup?"


  Ira reached in his pocket, retrieving his glove while he watched the captain.


  Rael nodded slowly. “We really can't wait, can we?” he asked Ira.


  Ira shook his head, “Not from what I saw. Are you sure, you're all right? Do you remember enough to find the place?"


  Rael held out his left hand and opened it. A golden token glittered in the dimly lit alleyway. The letters scrolling across an arrow shaped marquee read: “This Way To The Pleasure Palace.” No matter which way they turned the arrow held true ... guiding them straight to the club's main entrance.


  * * * *


  Rael fought back a feeling of dread as they approached the glittering visage of The Pleasure Palace. Everything looked exactly as it had earlier when she had led him here. The doors again opened automatically as he reached them. The same lively music drifted toward him from the doorway. Again, the sounds of laughter and merriment greeted him. As before, the maître d’ smiled at him and waved him past the admit desk, motioning toward a hallway that he already recognized. Rael felt his heart race as he approached the privacy booths. He quickened his pace. Despite his terror, he wanted to be there.


  However, two big burly attendants stopped Ira and Laynald as they entered the building. “I'm sorry, sir, but could we see your pass?” one of them asked.


  Laynald flashed his Gov badge. The two men stood their ground uncertainly.


  Ira lifted his dark glasses. The laser-lit signs reflected wickedly from his eyes.


  The big guys stepped aside.


  With their admission no longer contested, the agents continued down the hallway.


  “They telepathed our presence to upper management, didn't they?” Ira asked.


  “Doesn't matter. Judging from this empty corridor, I'd say they were expecting us too."


  Ira picked up his pace as Rael stepped into the main hall. “I don't like this,” he muttered.


  Suddenly the captain stopped and turned to face one of the privacy booths that lined the main hall.


  “He's not going to wait,” Ira said and broke into a run.


  The shimmering curtain opened, and Rael stepped in without so much as a backward glance.


  Laynald allowed himself to lag behind to study the main hall more closely. Intoxicants flowed freely, and the crowd reveled with a happy abandon. Customers in varying states of dress danced or lounged around the large stage in the far corner of the room. The Xanadoo PSI-Troop segued into another song. The feel of the room began to de-escalate. Laynald had no problem discerning employee from clientele. They're keeping everyone away from this area.


  Ira released the glimmering curtain and slid it partially open. In the center of the silver-hued room, Rael stood, mesmerized by the woman.


  Unlike the statuesque beauty Ira had seen through Rael's eyes earlier, she stood only five-feet tall at most. Her body was thinner, her face less exotic than he remembered. Likewise in place of the sensuously silken dress she wore a loose gray shift with no adornments.


  Ira wondered how she could not have noticed when he stepped into the room with them. Instead, she gently entwined her fingers around Rael's and drew him across the room, away from Ira and the door. As she pulled back a fine tapestry. Ira caught the vague outline of a door.


  Without further pause Ira crossed the room and, grabbing Rael's shoulder, spun him around to land a right cross to his jaw. The blow sent him sprawling across the room. The woman crumpled to the floor where she stood.


  “Captain's not going to like that at all,” Laynald stated flatly from the doorway.


  Ira shrugged, “Guess I'll be the one picking him up this time though, huh?"


  Laynald glanced back through the curtain, then pointed to the woman on the floor. “She needs to stay asleep, doesn't she?"


  Ira nodded. “Yes, but...."


  Laynald pegged her with one of his many specially tinctured darts and crossed the room to retrieve it before magne-cuffing her hands and feet. “Glad I wore my gloves. This place is just chock full of PSIons."


  Ira glared at him before moving to help Rael up from the floor.


  “What the hell happened?” Rael asked, massaging his jaw.


  “Kid hit you, Captain.” Laynald hefted the bound woman over his shoulder. “Let's go."


  Rael rubbed his jaw tenderly. “You hit her too?"


  Ira frowned, “You get the blow or the backlash ... next time I'll hit her.” Ira removed his dark glasses and started for the exit.


  “That ought to take care of any trouble makers on the way back, huh?” Rael mumbled to Laynald.


  “If there are any.” Laynald shifted the woman's weight a little to free up his right arm in case he needed to reach a second dart gun. They both fell in behind Ira.


  Nobody got in their way, not once, all the way back to the ship.

  


  CHAPTER 3


  As a rule, Dark Ops ships never experienced delays. Though Tanivol's spaceport controllers did not appreciate the short notice, the Nemesis set course back to Space Station 15 immediately. It was a good rule.


  Rael allowed himself to linger a little longer in the comfort of his ship's main control room. It had not really been necessary for him to be there. He could interface with his ship, and most any other electronic circuitry, from a hundred yards away. He had only wanted, no, needed, a moment of solitude to pull himself together, but it wasn't working. He could not quench the excitement of knowing she was so near any more than he could explain how he had let this happen. It had all been so fast, and now he could not pry her from his mind.


  Forcing his eyes closed, he leaned back, allowing his body to sink even further into his command chair at the room's center. Ira swears that breathing is the best way to kick-start mental control, he told himself. He inhaled deeply. Her floral scent besieged him. He lurched forward sensing her presence. In fact, he half expected to see her standing there. She wasn't. “Damn!” He dragged himself from the seat and headed for the sickbay. May as well get this over with.


  Standing outside the sickbay door, Rael struggled to conceal his anxiety. Her ‘call’ to him had raked across his mind, growing stronger with each step: a Siren's song ever luring, ever drawing him to her side. He steeled himself against it and, though he tried to appear unaffected when he entered the room, he avoided Ira's intense gaze. Of course, a Wall Master would see through his pretense, but he knew that as long as he could control himself, there would be no confrontation.


  Laynald looked up from the table where she lay. “Just in time Rael. I've finished examining our prisoner here. I think you'll be interested in what I've found."


  Rael froze. She seemed so small and fragile to him. He found himself wanting to be near her, to help her ... to serve her. He trembled at the inescapable reality. Even drugged and unconscious, she still controls me! He forced himself to look away from her and toward Laynald instead. “What do we have so far?” he asked.


  Laynald waved him over and pointed toward the last scan readings on the wall. “You know, I still can't figure out where she's from. She's not that much different from us, physically, except that she doesn't have vocal chords. But look at this.” He motioned to the bio-scanner. “It looks like she's been surgically blinded, probably at an early age. See ... here and here,” he pointed, “see, those are the severing points, but if you look real close there are some wispy energy trails—like tendrils. I don't know what they do, but there is a lot of activity there. It could be a PSIonic trail of sorts ... hard to tell yet.” Laynald crossed his arms and frowned. He shook his head, “Whoever did this, did a masterful job. Her eyes look normal ... real pretty shade of green too ... but no vision. And on her left shoulder I found a slaver's mark lased into her skin.” He reached down and lifted the gown away from her shoulder to reveal a starburst shape. “Looks like she's seen a lot of abuse. I can't even begin to guess at her mental state.” He nodded toward Ira. “You're really going to have your hands full with this one."


  Ira, listening from across the room, suppressed a horrible surge of sadness. “She is telepathic, Captain. During the Finding, she both spoke and saw telepathically."


  Laynald turned away from the display. “How do you ‘see’ telepathically?"


  “She saw only what her attacker was seeing,” Ira answered. “In fact, the first time I merged with her, everything went dark whenever she closed her eyes. I couldn't quite put it all together until now."


  Rael moaned. “I don't think I like the way this is sounding. So how did she get inside my head, and more importantly, how do I keep her out? Why am I so susceptible to her control? She didn't affect either of you, did she?"


  Ira resisted the temptation to reach out and calm his captain's mind. Rael was still terribly shaken from her mental assault. He would surely not welcome another intrusion now—not even a friendly one.


  Ira sighed as Rael's fear and anger reverberated across him. As a telempath he both received and sent emotions, and as a Finder he could shift his senses so as to see and share the universe on a metaphysical level, to see his patient's patterns and essence and to be able merge with them so completely as to receive through their senses, but he could not read their minds. Their thoughts and secrets would eternally elude him, but he could feel their pain, their fear and their anger. He paused at the sudden realization that nobody ever brought him pleasant emotions. All his life he'd been tethered to the needs of others like this. He could find no peace in the presence of extreme discord. Only distance or solitude helped, and nobody cared how bleed-over emotions affected him as long as their rights to freely emote them were upheld. These were dangerous grounds in any situation.


  Ira stood up and joined the others at the side of the table. He examined the face of the unconscious woman for a long moment. Her hair was as jet black as his. Its tapered style, short in the front to long in the back, framed her face nicely as it fell and rose like a raven river across the tabletop. Sightless eyes the color of the sea, he thought to himself. Then turning to Laynald, he spoke up, “Nullify the drug, Doc, and then you both can leave. Lock us in here till either I call you, or you can't stand it any longer.” He glanced at Rael's frowning face. “And you, sir, should really get some rest. I will handle this for you."


  “I'll need an ice pack for my jaw too. It still hurts like hell,” Rael grumbled, still struggling to remain composed as he forced himself to turn away to leave. “You got two hours, kid."


  The healer tossed him a cold pack and waved him on. “I'll catch you after I finish up here.” Rael nodded and left. Laynald turned to Ira. “Take all the time you need; I'll take care of Rael, but first,” he pointed out newly installed switches near the table's edge, next to the door and along the scanner wall. “Any one of those will initiate a thirty second room-wide neural disruptor and set off an alarm ... just in case."


  Ira shuddered at the thought but nodded. “It is good to have options."


  Laynald turned back to the table and applied the hypo-spray to the woman's arm. As she started to stir, the healer turned and left the room. The security lock engaged with a sharp click.


  Slipping off his gloves and stuffing them in his pocket, Ira returned to his seat across the room. He dimmed the lights to soften the ‘feel’ of the room. When everything seemed right, he leaned back and closed his eyes. Relaxing, he listened to the rhythmic rise and fall of her breathing until with a sudden gasp she surged into consciousness. Her confusion washed lightly across the room, first in anxious ripples, then waves of frustration, which eventually spiked with anger as she strained against her bonds. In a moment of resignation she paused, and amidst the silence, sensed his presence. Her fear flickered as she struggled to ward off an impending panic. You are back, silent friend.


  Ira leaned his head back against the wall with his eyes still shut and spoke softly, “Relax. I am here to help you."


  I need no help from you. She struggled against her restraints. Untie me, she demanded. I must finish what I was ordered to do! He will come. I'll call him to me now. You'll see, the Master has no need of your services.


  Ira opened his eyes. She flinched at the sight of herself tightly bound to the examining table. “Things have changed,” he stated flatly. He crossed the room and stood over her for a moment. Her dark hair, her eyes—sea green—were just as Laynald had said. He reached down and gently brushed a strand of hair away from her face before touching her cheek. The flesh-to-flesh contact immersed him deeper into her turmoil ... CONFUSION ... ANGER ... FEAR.


  “Things have changed,” he repeated. His thoughts and words entwined with hers, amplified by the telepathic connection. “You are onboard a ship now traveling far away from that planet.” He calmed and caressed her with his thoughts, siphoning away her fears and pain, lulling her into feeling secure ... safe ... obedient. “You are safe here."


  She deliberately turned her sightless gaze toward him. Where is my master? What has happened?


  “Things have changed,” he repeated, “You belong here now.” His quiet words echoed through her mind, filtering beneath her consciousness. “You have been relinquished to the service of this Gov-unit because of your previous master's abusive use of your powers. All legalities have been taken care of."


  She frowned. No.


  “Yes.” He pressed finality into the word as he mentally drew the room's lighting to a normal intensity. “You have a new master. His name is Rael Pointe, and you are now in his service.” He stroked her hair ever so gently, infusing his will onto hers. “Things have changed. Do you understand?"


  She lay quietly before him for what seemed an eternity, then nodded slowly. I am his now.


  Ira paused for a moment, shielding his hope that this would cause her to relinquish her hold over the captain ... and hoping that Rael could deal with becoming a slave owner.


  “You are prepared to meet him now,” Ira finally told her. He released the restraints and helped her to sit up. “You are ready,” he told her.


  I am ready, she repeated.


  He stepped away allowing the physical contact to break, but kept attuned to her emotions as a monitor of sorts. “I'll call him now,” he said. “You will know what to do when you see him, but everything will be all right.” Ira walked over to the wall com unit, then with a pause, looked back at his handiwork. She sat motionless on the table's edge waiting, even wanting to submit to a new master—just as he had instructed her. All that Government training is really paying off, he told himself, and, ignoring that sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, he tapped the com. “Doc, we're ready now."


  * * * *


  With the bridge view-port shield down, a field of countless shining stars splayed across the main view screen. Rael, reclining in the command chair, searched the endless night for answers. This view had always soothed him when nothing else could, but today's events were unsettling way beyond rest. Though exhausted and weary, he found no solace in the stars this time. Knowing she was so near was making him crazier by the minute. He could not fight this power she had over him. Damn PSIons, he told himself. Even Ira made him nervous sometimes. And he liked the kid. What the hell am I going to do? I can't go on like this much longer.


  Eventually the intercom roused him from his misery. Laynald's voice called from the wall. “Ira says it's time now. Are you ready for this?"


  “I doubt it,” he mumbled and then raising his voice, answered, “I'm on my way.” Rael closed the port-shields and headed for the sick bay.


  Laynald joined him in the corridor and, fortunately, stepped up to release the security bolt without seeming to noticing Rael's shaking hands. The door slid open. With the sound of his heart pounding in his ears, Rael stepped into the room and froze.


  She sat on the edge of the examination table directly facing him, her raven hair and emerald eyes so alluring. Ira, standing behind her, motioned them to come closer as he raised his voice, “Slave, this is Team-Commander Rael Pointe. You are in his service now."


  Terror filled her face as she recognized Rael. Dropping from the table, she threw herself at the captain's feet. Forgive me, Lord. I but followed my previous master's command. It will not happen again. I serve you, now. I will do only your bidding.


  Rael felt her hold over him dissolve. He gasped at the unexpected realization that she had completely relinquished her control. Just like that, he was free again. He sighed with relief. “I'm impressed,” he stammered. “Your abilities are formidable."


  I am yours to command, master, she insisted.


  “Good.” Rael stared uncomfortably at the woman still groveling at his feet. “This won't do, though.” He looked to Ira quizzically. “Did she just call me ‘master'?"


  Ira sheepishly shrugged back.


  Laynald smiled as Rael motioned the woman to stand before him. “Most cultures do not allow their slaves any vestige of equality, Rael. What do you want her to call you?"


  Rael glared back at them then shook his head, looked at her and sighed. Strange that he had not noticed how overly lean and small she was. She stood trembling before him, respectfully averting her eyes. “You will not call me master. Call me ... sir.” He shifted his attention to his teammates, “And, if you two continue to smirk, you may find yourselves calling me ‘sir’ too."


  He turned back to her. “What is your name?"


  She shook her head. Sir?


  Laynald interrupted. “I believe it is for you to name her too, sir."


  Rael sighed. “We don't have time for this. What were you called before?"


  She lowered her eyes. He said I did not deserve a name, sir.


  “He was a fool."


  She cringed as if he had slapped her.


  “I've always liked the name Tristen, or you can choose a better name for yourself. There, that's that. Now, I need to define your abilities, Tristen. I already know you can cast an image into a man's mind, that you can summon your victim to your side from great distances and that you can maintain a continuous link. What else can you do? Can you see images from another's mind as well?"


  She nodded. Yes, but I cannot hear thoughts unless they are directed toward me, sir.


  Rael envisioned the hapless Gov-agent writhing on the gurney at Star Station 15. You did this to him?


  She nodded.


  “And you can undo this?"


  She nodded.


  “From what proximity? Can you do it now, from here?"


  I can call him to you from here, sir, but I cannot release him unless there is physical contact or he is, at least, within line-of-sight. If you want information from him first, that would take longer—depending on his condition. But I will get whatever you need from him, sir.


  Rael looked at her again, her eagerness to please, her desperate need to serve, her dangerous and remorseless abilities. “Ira,” he said, “see that she is fed and dress her to look the part of a team member. Laynald, prepare quarters for her. The room next to Ira's would probably be best. Make suitable adjustments. Her door locks from the outside, for now.” He turned to face Tristen. “You will obey their orders as if they were mine. Do you understand?"


  Yes, sir. She nodded anxiously.


  “Also, you will remain confined to quarters unless escorted by one of us, and you will initiate no communications with anyone else unless instructed to do so. Do you understand?"


  Yes, sir.


  Rael called out to the intercom link, “Nemesis, audio only.” As his temple-links flickered Tristen gasped, but he did not notice. “Star Station 15, audio only, hail Commander Kree."


  Kree's voice sounded from the intercom. “Kree here."


  “This is Nemesis Commander Pointe, we will arrive in eight hours. How is your guest doing?"


  “Better,” Kree stated, “resting now. Suddenly he's quiet."


  “Good. Discontinue any medications you're giving him. I want him conscious and clear-headed when we arrive. Nemesis out.” The line beeped and disconnected.


  Rael's temple plates flickered again as he silently ordered the necessary navigational changes. Finally, he returned his attention to the team. Ira still stood behind the examination table watching Tristen. Rael assumed that he was still managing her from there. He is one hell of a talent to be able to control her like this. She had seemed so strong before. It was a relief that she could be so readily handled. He smiled at Ira. “Ok, that's it. Good job kid, you keep watch on her and see to her needs.” A long overdue exhaustion began to overtake him. “Maybe now I can get some sleep.” He turned and headed for the door.


  Ira and Laynald exchanged glances. They had both noticed Tristen's uneasy reaction to the captain's linkups.


  “I'll set her quarters up. Do you have everything under control here?” Laynald asked.


  Ira nodded, pulling his gloves back on.


  Tristen still stood in the middle of the room where Rael had left her. She looked tired and disheveled. Her hair was mussed and her modest gown hung loosely from her small frame. Laynald had put it on her after removing and destroying her own clothing, claiming that slaves were frequently used for surveillance or sabotage purposes. It was just smarter to replace the clothing and be done with it.


  “When was the last time you ate anything?” Ira asked her.


  She shook her head. I'm not sure, sir.


  “Then, let's go eat.” He walked over to where she stood, positioning himself slightly behind her so that she could ‘see’ both herself and his intended direction. “I'll show you the way.” He placed his left hand on her right shoulder to gently guide her. As they began to walk, he felt her tense up, but she responded obediently. They crossed the room easily enough, pausing only for the sickbay door to allow them to enter the main corridor. They turned to the left with no problems, and they easily navigated the hallway together. Though the common room was not very far from the sickbay exit, he realized that it was no longer necessary to guide her with his hand. She was readily anticipating his intentions. Obviously, she had done this before, and he was finding her shared vision easier and easier to accommodate.


  Throughout the meeting with the captain he had concentrated on directing her vision though his own. He had been prepared to forcibly control and restrain her, if necessary, but she had unexpectedly cooperated, responding to his efforts without any contention. He was relieved and pleased that their talents could mesh so easily.


  They paused before the common room door as it slid open. “This is the largest room on this deck, a living area of sorts, meant to provide a place for mealtimes, meetings and off duty pastimes,” he told her.


  He looked into the room, carefully allowing her to see what it contained. To the left, an assorted number of comfortable couches and lounge chairs were arranged around a low table. A large view screen surrounded by a scattering of chairs covered most of the right wall. There was an assortment of shelving along the far corner. And finally, the meal-processing center lined the rest of the back wall, with a large dining area with table and chairs filling the entire right-hand corner.


  Ira guided her to the main table. “This is where we eat and meet,” he said with a smile. “Pull up a chair, and I'll get us something. You look like you could use a good meal. Any preferences?” He scanned the available meal selections list. When she made no response, he chose one for her. “You will eat,” he finally commanded as he placed the plate in front of her. He watched for a moment as she dutifully began eating and realized that, for a while now, she had stopped emoting anything—no pleasure, no nervousness—nothing at all. She had simply become compliant.


  He, however, relished his first plate and then helped himself to a second one. This day had almost drained him to the point of collapse again, and he hadn't even realized it until just then. Finally pushing his chair away from the table, he leaned back and spoke up. “That was good. Did you get enough to eat?"


  Tristen sat stoic and still. Yes, sir.


  Ira frowned at her, and then remembered that she could only see what he was looking at. “All right, enough of this, we need to talk. What is your real name?"


  Tristen.


  Ira stared at her until she began to feel unnerved by it, then he pressed her further,


  “No more evasive answers. Talk to me. Tell me where you came from. What did your parents call you?"


  Chosen, she finally replied. I was barely ten when they came for me. They took my sight, changed me and sent me away. They told me that the pages of my life had already been written. Long ago the Oracles foresaw what would be needed, and I was chosen, sir. She spoke matter-of-factly. No resentment, no anger, only complete acceptance.


  Ira was stunned. “How could any parent allow a ten-year-old be taken like that at such a cost?"


  It was an honor, bestowed through the unquestionable wisdom of the Oracles. I was proud to be chosen. Through the ages only a handful have ever been so. It is not an honor lightly given, sir.


  Ira shook his head. “Tell me more about these oracles."


  They read the waves of time as you read my emotions, she stated. They protect our world. They perceive grave disasters and guide us around them, and if the emergency is impassable, they choose a champion and arm them to prevent it.


  “And you are one of these ‘champions'? They blinded you, enslaved you and set you adrift in a universal cesspool among some of the most cruel and vicious vermin possible to champion their cause? You cannot even help yourself. How will you accomplish this ... this miracle that you are charged with?"


  Tristen shrugged. I do not need to know, sir. It is enough that I have been placed on the road to where I must be. Whatever I am meant to do will protect my people from a horrible fate. It is my duty to comply. It has been so for all time. It is an honor. She turned her face toward the doorway. You understand duty and destiny don't you, sir?


  Ira followed her gaze to the doorway.


  Laynald stood, nodding. “How will you know when your duty is done?” he asked her.


  I will be summoned home for release, sir.


  “Where is ‘home'?” He walked up to the table and stood over them.


  Tristen paused. Ira felt her confusion. She answered uncertainly. I don't know. In my mind, I can see a land of twinned moons ... many shadows ... colorful fragrant flowers of all kinds ... but I cannot remember its name or location ... I had not realized it until just now, when you asked, sir.


  Laynald frowned. “And the ‘type’ of release is determined by these Oracles too, isn't it?"


  Yes, sir, Tristen nodded.


  “That's what I thought,” he said as he handed Ira a small vial of crimson liquid. “You look like you could use this. Pour it into what's left of your drink and down it."


  Ira looked up at him. “I'm all right, Doc. Nothing a little rest won't take care of."


  Laynald picked up their plates, leaving only Ira's drink on the table. “There's scarce enough time left to rest up before we get to the station, Ira. Rael wants you both prepared for action in the morning. I think he's got something big planned for you two. So just drink it, and let's see our guest to her room. I've already rounded her up some clothing for tomorrow, and she could probably use the rest too."


  Ira glanced across the table to Tristen. She sat, apparently awaiting their next orders, like a machine on standby, but despite her efforts, Ira sensed an underlying weariness in her. He dumped Laynald's concoction into his cup and drank it. “All right Doc, let's get going."


  He and Tristen rose in unison and almost casually moved and maneuvered to and through the doorway.


  Laynald watched them skillfully navigate to the door before following them. I sure hope Rael is right about them.

  


  CHAPTER 4


  Rael awoke to chiming sounds from the wall-com in his quarters. Per his instructions, Nemesis was notifying the crew that they were approaching Station 15. To warm up his voice he issued a spoken response instead of his usual mental one. “Nemesis: report."


  The wall-com answered in kind from across the room. “One and a half hours left before station-dock. There are two crew reports unread from the evening before."


  Rael stretched, threw back his covers, and rolled over to the bed's edge before sitting up. “Play messages."


  Laynald's report was short and efficient. “Rael, I see some problems with this whole plan you're wanting to try. I don't trust this woman. She's too compliant. I smell a trap. I mean, I know Ira's a Wall Master, but she hasn't shown her hand, yet. I don't like putting so much at stake before we've had a chance to check her out more. Ira was trying to find out more about her background, and she told him that she has been specially selected and trained by a group called ‘The Oracles'. Sounds to me like she's some kind of sleeper operative for her home world ... or she's delusional. All she can say is that she'll know what to do when the time comes. I've taken top-level security measures, but we are going to have to conduct an intensive search for Tristen's home planet. We really need to investigate these Oracles, both in conjunction with the PSI ring and as a potential long-range Gov security risk.” Laynald paused, and Rael heard the timbre of his voice change. “And another thing, Rael. Is it wise to keep Ira in such close proximity to this woman? He is still a young man, and living with us in isolation for the last five years cannot have prepared him to deal with the wiles of a cunning woman, much less one with her abilities. PSIonic relationships work differently, Rael. Be careful. What you are planning could easily backfire on us. You think on that. Laynald out."


  Rael sighed. It's going to be a long day.


  The second message began as Ira's soft voice issued from the wall unit. “I've secured Tristen in her quarters without any complications. She has fully accepted my ‘adjustments’ and is very eager to comply with our commands. We had an interesting conversation about her past. I'm sure that Laynald will tell you all about it, so I'll spare you the repetition. If you have any questions, give me a call. All in all, though, I think that our abilities will interface well and that she will become a great asset to the team. Since Laynald said you're planning a busy day for us today, I'm guessing that we'll find out soon, huh? Well, I'm going to rest up now. You should do the same. Ira out."


  Rael heard the exhaustion in his voice and wished he could give the kid more time. This was probably going to be hardest on him. Rael stared at the floor, before speaking again. “Com-off."


  A quick sonic shower and change of clothing and the team would meet to, hopefully, complete this mission, and then ... well, then things were going to get interesting.


  * * * *


  Tristen awoke to darkness—as always. She luxuriated for a moment in the comfortable bed's fresh sheets and soft blankets. Everything here smelled and felt so clean, and her quarters were much nicer and larger than any of the recent places she had stayed in. The soft chiming from the com-unit by the door startled her. She reached over to where she had sorted her clothing from the night before and pulled on a loose fitting robe as she started toward the sound. She was glad the room was not overly furnished as she crossed and fumbled along the cool metal wall to feel for the com-panel. It emitted a quiet hum to help her locate it. She assumed this had been installed at her master's command. Recalling the visuals from the night before, she ran her hand across the small com-panel, then over both buttons to determine the right one before pressing it. Her master's voice issued from it, startling her. “Dress and await escort.” She tapped the com off and then felt her way back to the table where her clothing for the day had been laid out. She sighed. At least I will not have to worry about color selections or combinations here. Everyone seemed to wear black. She smiled at the realization that this team wore a color instead of a uniform. Then she slipped on a silky, long sleeve sweater and a comfortable pair of slacks. They had even found her appropriate footwear. She pulled on the soft-pseudo suede boots and reminded herself that nothing came without a price. She straightened out her bedding and dropped back onto the bed to wait as she brushed tangles from her hair. Her master would send for her soon. She was ready.


  * * * *


  Laynald stood before the mirror in his quarters and checked his armaments. His sleeve mounted dart-sheaths were loaded and the micro disruptor control was readily accessible at his belt. He brushed more graying strands of coarse brown hair away from his face and headed for the door. The com-unit began to chime; he switched it off on his way out.


  * * * *


  Ira rolled over and pulled the pillow over his head but the wall-com unit wouldn't quit. “Com: speak,” he finally called out.


  Rael's voice emitted from the unit. “ETA for station-dock one and a half hours. Please escort Tristen to the common room as soon as possible and dress for the Wall."


  “Com off.” Ira said, and stared at the ceiling for a little while longer. Guess Ambassador Dash is going to need some adjustments if I'm wearing the robe. Damn, I hate when a day starts like this. Throwing the covers back, he hauled himself out of bed. A sonic shower and perhaps coffee will make things better, he told himself as he pulled a towel off the wall shelf on the way to the shower, but he had a bad feeling about this day's plans, and he still didn't feel rested.


  * * * *


  Rael and Laynald were seated at the table drinking coffee when Ira and Tristen entered. Ira allowed himself to luxuriate in the aroma. He had known this would be a coffee day. It was an extravagance that Rael had developed in his youth, and he now shared it with his team whenever it could be found. Since their supply had been dwindling it was usually saved for special occasions or dire need of late, but obviously, he had found a way to replenish his stock.


  “Pull up a seat, we don't have much time.” Rael pointed to the tray of fast protein pastries on the table. “I'll get you coffee. We dock in an hour."


  Ira pulled out a chair for Tristen to sit and pushed the tray toward her. “Help yourself. They're more filling than they look,” he took one and bit into it, “and wait ‘til you try them with coffee.” He dropped into the seat next to hers.


  Rael placed the steaming cups on the table for them and watched as Tristen mirrored Ira's eating. She even began dunking her pastry as he was doing. His unspoken guidance and directions were evident. Laynald is right, he thought, these two are already interfacing remarkably well together. I hope the kid doesn't get too comfortable having her around. Ops Command will definitely want to get their hands on her. A rogue talent like hers would make them nervous. He frowned at the thought. Her odds of survival weren't good with that crowd. Though he knew she wielded a threatening and dangerous power, he found himself wanting to help her, and then he wondered if she might be influencing his mind. He looked across the table at the young couple. Ira was concentrating on a half eaten protein bar with far more intent than it warranted, thus allowing Tristen to more closely examine it. He really believes her to be a victim in this. What if that's true? He sat back and watched while they finished eating. Well I guess we'll find out soon enough. Laynald is better at judging people than I am, he finally decided, and called for their attention.


  “All right, it's time to get down to business.” He spoke to Tristen first. “Yesterday when I visualized the ambassador's image, you were able see it. Now I want you to project an image from my mind to Ira's."


  Rael closed his eyes and envisioned Nemesis’ bridge: flickering lights on the control panel, panoramic starscape, and then over the intercom, Laynald's voice, Ira says it's time now, Captain. Are you ready for this?


  Rael opened his eyes. “Enough. Ira did you see anything?"


  “The bridge...."


  Rael interrupted him. “Don't tell me.” He looked again to Tristen. “Show me through her."


  The control panel, starscape, Laynald's voice all replayed perfectly in his mind's eye.


  “This will work then,” Rael said with a smile. “Ok, Tristen when Ira links with the ambassador, their senses merge. Ira will see, hear, smell and feel whatever the ambassador is currently experiencing, but I want Ira to witness Ambassador Dash's memory of what happened in the same way. Can you do this?"


  Tristen paused. I think so, sir.


  “Good.” Rael checked the growing uneasiness in Ira's face before continuing.


  “Do you think you can link Ira's mind to mine so that I too, can experience what he does?"


  Ira interrupted. “No Captain, I don't think—"


  “It would have to be a one-way link only,” Rael added. “You cannot allow my thoughts to bleed back to anyone when we do this. That is absolutely essential."


  Tristen hesitated. I'm not sure, sir, perhaps if he helps me we could do it, though I have never tried anything like this before.


  Laynald spoke up from the table's end where he had been watching Rael's plan unfold. “Wait a minute. Since this is only an interrogation, why can't she just project the ambassador's images to you directly? You shouldn't have to complicate this any more than need be, right?"


  The captain shuddered at the memory of Tristen's intrusive control. “It's not a complication, it's a necessary precaution,” he said.


  “Captain, let Tristen control the ambassador. I will join with his mind and spy for you,” Ira said, “but interlocking with you would be very dangerous. Even if she can act as a conduit to keep us all flowing at the same rate, your connection to the puter-link is a different matter. Your frequency is erratic and disruptive to how we function. This puts everybody at risk, Captain. You should reconsider."


  Rael shook his head, “'The fireborn are at home in flame,’ kid. Now, we've got a job to do. Here's how I want this done: Tristen, when I tell you to, you will summon the ambassador. You are to interrogate him: I will give you questions as you go. Ira will link with him.” He motioned to Ira, “Observe all names and faces, and then attempt to directly link to me,” he motioned to Ira, “and I will expedite the Compu-Search. I'll try to keep it as brief as possible. Any questions?"


  “Yes,” Ira objected, “He's a Gov-operative. This is a misuse of power—exactly the type of thing that can be used against this team."


  Laynald spoke up again. “Well, Ira, this operative has the best leads we've come across so far to a dangerous PSI ring. As long as we get results, Dark Ops can forgive a lot of sins, if they ever discover them. And the ambassador has seen things that we need. Also, Tristen needs to vindicate herself by helping us, if she wants to live to fulfill her destiny.” He looked at Tristen. “You are too dangerous for Gov-Ops to overlook for long. Your only hope of evading them is to be with us. Remember that."


  Rael sighed. “Yeah, that's true. So far we haven't told anyone about you, so after this is finished, I want you kept out of sight.” He tapped his finger on the table in thought. “Yes, I think that's about it, and oh, Ira, see that the ambassador has no memory of anything afterwards, especially her."


  For a moment, his temple links sparkled, barely visible amidst his platinum hair. Rael leaned forward and signaled to Laynald. “Ok, we're docking now. Everybody, stand by."


  Both Ira and Tristen nodded. Laynald smiled.


  Rael spoke out. “Nemesis com: audio only to Station Commander Kree."


  Kree's voice issued from the wall com. “Kree here, Nemesis Commander."


  “Have you checked on your ‘guest’ lately?"


  “He is across the room from me, pacing. Since your arrival he seems anxious."


  “Send him now.” Rael signaled to Tristen. “Do it."


  A crash sounded over the com followed by Kree's voice calling out, “Guards follow him! Uh, Nemesis, he's on his way."


  “Understood. Nemesis out.” The com clicked off. “Laynald, see that he boards Nemesis alone. He'll know the way. Just tell any station personnel that the ship is restricted, and they are welcome to wait outside."


  Laynald nodded and rushed from the room, leaving the common room door open, his rapidly retreating steps echoing down the corridor behind him.


  Rael watched Ira and Tristen rise in unison and move away from the table.


  They paused in the middle of the room and squared off facing the door, remaining there motionless and silently waiting. Rael shivered at the remembrance of his frantic need to find her when Tristen had summoned him. A warm comfortable calmness washed over him as Ira glanced his way. He nodded his understanding and appreciation. The kid is right, this is not a good time to muck up the atmosphere.


  He approaches, Tristen reported. Quickening footsteps echoed from down the corridor.


  Welcome, Tristen's words reverberated across their minds. You have come!


  Ambassador Dash stood in the doorway looking haggard, disheveled and wild-eyed, oblivious of everything except her. As he approached her, she reached up to smooth back his wildly tangled hair. I need some questions answered. He swayed before her, totally entranced.


  Ira hesitated, then slipping his left glove off, approached the ambassador to make contact. To his surprise, the man reached out and touched the Wall-Master's exposed hand ... flesh to flesh ... the connection opened. But facing no resistance this time, he flowed effortlessly to the man's core essence ... NO APPREHENSION ... NO FEAR ... TOTAL SUBMISSION. It felt unnatural. The core twinkled and glistened—yet another proof of her total control over him.


  Ira paused. Tristen's presence had so overwhelmed this man that he could not locate his consciousness. As if by command, the pathway sprang opened: He is engulfed ... CALM ... SOOTHING PEACE ... FULFILLMENT ... a beautiful woman's tender gaze; he is lost in her soft, sea green eyes ... there is nothing else.


  Her echoing voice surrounds him. Remember. Remember when we met. Visualize for me. Relive it. See it again. Show me what you saw.


  * * * *


  The crowded street on Tanivol ... people pressing him as he walks the busy walkways ... the sun sits low on the horizon. Colorfully lit signs play havoc against twilight skies. There are invitations of all kinds and shapes. A half-block from the port, Tristen stands among the milling crowd.


  Clutching her arm is a man; taller than most, well built, with long golden blond hair. He pushes her toward him.


  She approaches with the crowd, just another passerby. She stops before him. She is lovely, and she holds up a silver ticket token, and under the guise of placing it into his hand, she reaches for his arm, sliding her hand up under his sleeve just enough to touch his wrist. With physical contact, everything goes white ... the Siren's soft voice beckons to him. It is the same vision that Rael had experienced before. He feels the same intoxicating lure, but without Ira to intercede, Tristen's lure takes root. A white flash again and then, as people mull around the sidewalk on the main street from the spaceport, the compulsion takes effect. It draws him through the streets at breakneck speed.


  They approach the building and enter without resistance; through the entrance, to the hallway, to the privacy booth, through the hidden corridors, into the tiny interrogation room. Waves of euphoria overtake him, his vision blurs. He becomes disoriented. The sound of her voice engulfs him with a torrent of indiscernible questions. They wash over his mind and roll over him, there in a flash of thought ... your name, assignment, rank, area of operation ... do you know this man ... Rael's face ... Commander Rael Pointe ... everything turns white.


  * * * *


  Somewhere amidst it all, Ira recognized Rael's presence. He had obviously succeeded in his attempt to receive and control the flow of images, so Tristen had managed to maintain the shunt between them. Ira felt the grating white noise amidst the nothingness. Rael must've told her to stop. He and the ambassador floated in a sea of contentment waiting for her return. Ira shuddered at the extent of her control. Everything about this situation was so dangerous. He hoped it would end soon.


  Rael's voice grated from a distance across their minds as he jacked into the Computer-link. Ira strained to shield himself from the searing presence. He expected that Tristen's discomfort would be excruciating at this point. He struggled to streamline his focus, hoping to keep the data stream as manageable as possible to quicken the process.


  Rael's voice sounded: “Review all information pertaining to Rael Pointe.” Faces and conversations race by at an unnatural speed.


  Rael had expedited the interrogation. The link at the speed of thought raced through hours of interrogation. The images were dizzying, but Ira knew that Rael could handle them with the efficiency of the computer that he was now fused with. Though Ira found it repulsive and unnatural, it served a greater purpose, just as his own talents did.


  Rael's voice grated through him again. “Tristen, release him. Ira, make him forget."


  * * * *


  The room fades into view. Rael is seated at the table, and Tristen stands before him. He nods, and she turns and walks off with Laynald at her side ... CONFUSION ... DISORIENTATION ... Ira takes control, gently removing the ambassador's confusion and creating a receptive state of relaxation. He retreats carefully back from the ambassador's core. There are no longer any abnormalities, not even a tendril of Tristen's presence remains. Ira slips back into his body, connected only through the physical touch of the other.


  * * * *


  “How do you feel?” Ira asked.


  The man looked dazed. “I'm not sure. I think I may have a headache. Who are you...? Where...?"


  “You look tired,” Ira suggested. One by one, select memories dropped away.


  “I sure am tired,” the ambassador said.


  “How do you feel?” Ira asked again.


  “I feel well enough to never stop at that accursed planet for supplies again.” He shook his head in disbelief, “I can't believe I've been out for so long. I'm sure glad you guys came along, or I'd still be out cold."


  “We take care of our own,” Ira said with a smile. “You feel fit for duty?” He released the contact and stepped away. Soon the ambassador would really see him and realize he was speaking to a Wall Master. Then he would begin to second-guess the situation. If only he could afford to erase that part of people that made them fear him so. Ira sighed, knowing full well that to allay suspicion here he would have to invite it. He stood his ground and openly slid the dark gloves back on, allowing the Dark Ops ID insignias to flash crimson across the back of his hands.


  The ambassador eyed him suspiciously and answered in agents-cant to confirm Ira's security level. “Yes, I've probably got a lot of damage control to take care of now.” He looked around the room for the first time. Seeing Rael sitting at the table across from them, he asked, “Is this your ship?” As if to dismiss Ira, the ambassador headed toward the captain.


  “Forgive my manners, Ambassador,” Rael said, while presenting him with the Gov's praetorian-style salute and allowing his own Dark Ops ID and insignia to activate across the back of his hand. “I'm Commander Rael Pointe, Dark Ops.” He watched for any sign of recognition, especially at the mention of his name, then satisfied that Ira hadn't lost his touch, he continued. “You are on board my ship, the Nemesis, docked at Station 15. You were retrieved from Tanivol in a catatonic state. By the time we were called in, you had been in and out of consciousness for at least a week. We were assigned to find a way to revive you.” Rael smiled and motioned him to sit. “Come join me, and we'll discuss getting you back to your vessel. I understand they're still treating it like a plague ship since we let slip a few rumors after you were found—as a little precautionary measure."


  Ira spoke up one last time from behind the ambassador. “How do you feel now, sir?"


  “Pretty darn good except maybe for a dull headache.” The ambassador frowned and eyed the young Wall Master suspiciously.


  Ira ignored this and nodded. “Yeah, me too.” An uneasiness started to creep over him, something was wrong.


  For a moment, Rael's temple plates flickered. He looked over to Ira. “I need you to go help Laynald make sure everything's all right."


  Ira nodded and headed for the door, trying not to appear anxious.


  “Black robe and those long gloves; that marks him as a Wall Master doesn't it?"


  “Yeah, and good thing for you he was available.” Rael added, “How are you feeling?"


  “Probably better than I should. How bad was I?"


  “Pretty scary, according to the station commander. We still have a few leads to follow up on though."


  “Speaking of which, my mission was urgent a week ago; by now it's either critical or obsolete. I need to mission up, and since my ship's still planet side, maybe you wouldn't mind letting me use your com-line. I'm sure you have a secure line from here."


  Rael smiled. No one anywhere could provide a more secure com-unit than the Nemesis. “Come up to the bridge. I'll give you some privacy, and then, if you need a ride to retrieve your ship, we are planning to head back there for another look around as soon as possible."


  “Sounds good to me."


  Rael spoke aloud, intending that his guest recognize the ship was on vocal command mode. “Nemesis com: to star base: Kree."


  Kree's voice came over the room's wall-com. “Kree here, didn't really appreciate the way your officer treated my men, Commander—"


  Rael cut him short. “Ambassador Dash is ready to leave now. Please gather and return any of his possessions to the Nemesis as soon as possible. He will sign for them if you like, and we will be reporting to Dark Ops directly. Would you like me to ask them to call you back to lodge any complaints?"


  Kree clicked his mandibles in discomfort but said only, “Not necessary. The property will be dispatched immediately. Need any further assistance?"


  Ambassador Dash shook his head.


  “None Commander, we will leave as soon as the ambassador's belongings arrive. Nemesis out.” He cut the com-line.


  “You're not gonna be well liked around here are you?"


  “We don't encourage them to feel too comfortable in our presence. They love us when they need us; anything more just causes trouble."


  The Ambassador nodded, “Yeah I know what you mean, especially with a PSIonic team member."


  “Yeah.” Rael rose from the table and motioned him toward the door.

  


  CHAPTER 5


  Laynald stood waiting for Ira outside Tristen's quarters. “I sure am glad to see you. I think something's wrong with Tristen.” He motioned to her room. “I mean, I'm not the most sensitive person around here, but I know body language. And she didn't seem right. I don't want to take her to the sickbay; it's not a very good place to hide someone. Maybe this is something you can help her with. She doesn't respond well to me just now."


  Ira sighed. “She doesn't really have a choice with me though, does she? You remember how hard it was on my sister whenever she had to link with Rael for the searches?"


  Laynald frowned, “Yeah, tore her up pretty badly, as I recall. You think it's something like that with this one?"


  “Possibly. I suspect that Tristen acted as a buffer for almost all of Rael's contact. I think she shielded us, but I know some of Rael's feedback bled through. Hell, even the ambassador came out of it with a headache."


  Laynald nodded, “Well, you're the expert in this, so I'll let you handle it. I'm going to go check on the situation with Rael. He wants to take the ambassador back to Tanivol, so we can be sure that he doesn't remember anything. We don't want him to run into Tristen at all, so she's confined to quarters for the duration. Think you can handle her like that?"


  “Yes,” Ira answered. “In fact it's been nice having another PSIonic around. It'll give us time to get her better situated.” He started for her door.


  “Do you want me to come in with you, or would I just get in your way?” Laynald asked.


  “I'll call you if I need any help.” Ira reached for the door access panel. He could feel from where he was that something was wrong.


  “I'll wait around out here for a couple of minutes when you go in just in case things are worse than we think,” Laynald added.


  “All right,” Ira said, then after taking a few cleansing breaths he pressed the access code for entrance. The light from the open doorway spilled softly across the dark room. He found Tristen curled up on a lounge chair, cradling her head in her hands.


  “Stay there,” he told her before she could rise to greet him as she always did. He brought the lighting up to a soft glow and allowed the door to slide shut behind him. The auto lock clicked with finality in the silent room.


  Tristen sat up in the chair and struggled to appear calm and alert for him. She was doing a fair job of blocking her pain from a distance. Apparently, she wanted to appear competent and ready for her next assignment.


  Slave training, Ira thought. We're not going to get many complaints from her. Then he wondered at her willpower, stamina and control. This type of control came from an extensive and specialized kind of training that slavers couldn't provide. Ira looked at her again. She was waiting for his orders. He sighed. Rael's link had scorched her. He was starting to feel it bleed through despite her efforts. He wondered at how she had weathered it and still managed to shield the link beyond while maintaining such a complex contact with them.


  He crossed over and knelt before her. At this proximity her anguish intensified, raking across his senses. He leaned closer and siphoned away some of her pain. She allowed his help, uneasily.


  Ira paused and looked directly into her eyes, forgetting that they were sightless.


  “Why do you fear my help now after all we have just done together?” Her confusion bubbled forth. “Answer me.” He leaned back and waited.


  I ... I am at your service, she stated softly, but you should not pay for my ineptitude. I can handle this discomfort, sir. You should not ... hurt for me.


  Ira paused and considered what to say. “I am told that you are to be my ward now. Even Rael has realized how attuned to each other we have become in such a short time. He would not have ventured such a dangerous process as what we just did if he didn't have faith in our abilities. Your input and voice are necessary here. If we continue working like this, we will fuse and function as one in time. Your pain, your problems, your needs are mine now. Remember this.” Ira reached up and brushed the side of her face with his still gloved hand. “We are a team now,” he whispered. The ache that pulsed in her head slowed and gradually dissipated along with a few memories of the painful encounter. She startled, for a moment. “Trust me.” He leaned her head back into the comfortable chair. “And REST.” Her eyes slowly closed, and she drifted off into a deep sleep.


  Ira leaned back and watched her for a moment. He remembered how hard it had been for his sister when she had tried to do this. Rael's link with the computer was, at its purest form, incompatible with most PSIonic senses. It had not taken long for them to realize that she could not stay, so eventually Rael had helped her to join another unit, and Ira had been left here alone. Totally alone with him.


  Ira stood up and looked around the room. Perhaps soon he would have enough time to help set up this room to better meet her needs. He found a light blanket and covered her, then dropped into the seat next to hers and watched as she slept.


  * * * *


  The bridge, as always, was silent. Lights twinkling across its many panels lit the room like a panorama of stars as they reported and monitored the ship's systems to the central computer, which in turn notified Rael. He virtually felt the distress of his ship's systems when something was wrong.


  Dash stood in the doorway and looked around “Very impressive,” he said. “Total mobile remote?"


  Rael nodded.


  “Well I've heard of fully automated systems before, but I've never really seen one.” He looked around the room once more. “I guess you don't really need those bulky controls, after all, huh?"


  “I don't need them at all, but Laynald likes to manually monitor things sometimes so I had them installed for him.” Rael smiled and headed for the door. “I'll wait out in the corridor so you can have some privacy. I've set everything up for you ... just speak up."


  Dash nodded and headed for the communications station. Rael stepped away from the door so it slid shut. He leaned against the wall. “Nemesis: intercom: Hail the common room.” Laynald's voice replied from the wall. “All secure here."


  “How much damage have I done? Are Ira and the girl all right?"


  “They're a little worse for wear, but I think they'll be fine. Ira's making sure."


  “Good. If you're free, then I need you to meet the Ambassador at the docking entrance, and give him what he needs. I'd like to finish this search up properly. Try not to disturb me unless necessary. We'll meet when I come up from the deep link."


  “Got it. Is that all?"


  “Yes, Rael out. Nemesis: com out."


  The bridge door slid open. Dash motioned him to come in. “Ops wants to talk to you right now. Said it was urgent."


  Rael sighed. He was not ready to report yet. He didn't like being rushed or pushed around. He nodded. “You need to head for the docking bay. Laynald will escort you. He'll be here in a moment to see to your needs on board Nemesis."


  They heard Laynald's approach from down the corridor. Rael left them both in the hallway and seated himself in the comfortable command seat in the center of the control room. The large view screen lit up before him with the face of an old friend.


  Rassa smiled at him. “Good to see you Rael. I was ordered to wait for your check in, but you're taking too long."


  Rael frowned. “What's happened?"


  “Momma Mahata is dying, boy. She needs to see you as soon as possible. I don't think she has much time left.” Rassa paused for a moment to let the news sink in.


  Rael stammered, “How?"


  “No one really knows. A couple of weeks ago there was a sudden onset of malaise, and then her body just started to shut down cell by cell. She's handled it pretty well and has had access to the best medical minds available, but nothing's worked. She slipped into a coma about an hour ago. No one knows how long she'll last now. I wanted to call you right away, but she ordered me to wait for your next check in, which now I have."


  Rael's temple plates lit up. “I'm four days away. Expect us.” All around the room indicators flickered to life.


  “Rael, can you bring Ambassador Dash with you? We'll need a full debriefing from him, and you, too.” The view screen split into three parts: INTERCOM: Rael's printed entry read “All hands prepare immediate departure.” INTERSHIP COM: Kree's confused face showed as he was hearing, “Immediate priority one status Nemesis departing now. Nemesis out.” INTERCOM: Laynald and Ira confirmations for departure scrolled across the screen.


  Rael spoke again to the primary screen. “Old friend, give my mother all my love. I'm on my way."


  A message from Laynald scrolled across the bottom of the screen. “Passengers and all personnel accounted for and secured. Ambassador is assigned quarters across from yours as far away from Ira and Tristen as possible; await further instructions."


  The ship's engine purred to life beneath the deck.


  “There is no way to speak to her now?” Rael asked.


  Rassa shook his head sadly, “No it is, perhaps, already too late. Sorry. I'll let you go now."


  Rael nodded. His temple plates glowed and glimmered as the lighting in the control room dimmed. The screens went black, the rolling purr of the drive system reconfirmed that they were already underway. He sat alone in mid-darkness among the flickering consoles for a moment before opening the command blast doors to reveal a myriad of shining stars. The universe seemed so vast as they sped through it now. The stars glistened and blurred hypnotically.


  He closed his eyes and thought of Momma Mahata. She had the darkest and warmest brown eyes he had ever seen, and they were always full of love when she looked at him. Everybody called her that, Momma Mahata; she never seemed to tire of mentoring the young. Her wisdom and charismatic strength were renowned, but she had been the only real mother he had ever known.


  She had saved his life as a baby, rescuing him from the depths of hell, putting her own life and future at risk, perhaps to this very day, to keep him free. She raised him, saw to his training and protected him against all opposition. It was she who had conceived of the Nemesis Team. She had backed, promoted, protected and molded it from conception into the single most effective and dangerous Gov unit to date. And she had seen to it that it was not affiliated with the PSI Ops. She had taught him so much. He had finally accepted her assurances that since she was the head of Dark Ops they would both be safe now.


  He gazed absently at the starscape. An ominous set of patterns, chains of events started to coalesce in his mind: the PSI ring's inquiries about him, Mahata's mysterious illness, the upcoming debriefing and Tristen's appearance. He felt his stomach knotting up as he looked away from the screen. The universe had always seemed so big, but now he suspected that perhaps it was not big enough. I am under attack.


  * * * *


  Tristen stirred in her sleep. Ira sensed it too. Their link with Rael had left them both hypersensitive to the outburst of his activity across the ship. A grating ripple cascaded across his senses. He steeled himself against it and reaching out, gently siphoned it away from Tristen and then eased her back into a sleep so deep that she did not even respond to the captain's intercom message.


  Ira rose and paused long enough to send his departure confirmation info, and then he headed down the corridor toward the bridge. Laynald met up with him along the way. “Something's wrong,” Ira stated.


  Laynald nodded, “I am afraid so.” He checked his dart sheaths, and they quickened their pace.


  The bridge door slid open to a darkened room when they arrived. The flickering panels cast soft shades and shadows across the bridge. Rael sat in the captain's chair facing the panoramic view of the open blast doors. He looked dazed, temple plates frantically flickering.


  Ira recoiled from the horrible onslaught of Rael's agitated state of mind coupled with the compu-link's activity. He placed a hand on the captain's shoulder until the temple plates quieted, and Rael turned to face him.


  “Thanks, kid, sometimes you're better than a drug. I guess I ... well, sorry, I'll just pull myself together."


  “What's happened?” Laynald asked.


  Rael shook his head, and Ira felt a wash of pain behind his voice. “Too much. Momma M is dying. I've routed us to her side at max speed, but it'll still take three maybe four days. Rassa says this ‘illness’ came on suddenly and that no one can identify it. I know what this is. It's got to be foul play, and it's irreversible.” His voice caught in his throat. “Rassa says she has something for me, been asking for me. I would cross hell itself to see her again."


  He looked up at Laynald. “You know, if she dies everything will change. She has been this unit's personal patron throughout all our operations. Gov Ops is very divided on whom they trust and whom they fear, especially in Dark Ops. When the politics shift we may be perceived as a threat to a new regime, especially if they are responsible for her death, because they know I will seek them out and kill them myself."


  Laynald nodded in complete agreement. “She'll have established a back up regime to carry on by now. Politics at her level is always multidirectional."


  “Plans within plans within plans,” Ira mumbled.


  Laynald frowned. “Tristen is going to become an even bigger problem."


  “Or asset,” Ira injected. “I think she gives us a distinct advantage. No one knows about her. She's our wild card."


  Laynald shrugged. “Unless she's someone else's wild card. I find it strange that she should fall into our hands so easily just now. And, don't forget the mysterious all-knowing Oracles of planet X."


  “I don't think so,” Ira insisted. “I can't sense any agenda of her own. She is exactly what she's told us. And her help makes this team so much stronger. Her talent is phenomenal, and without us, Ops won't think twice about eliminating her, so she needs us too."


  “Yes,” Laynald added, “but she also makes us more dangerous and uncontrollable. They're already wary enough about us as we are."


  Rael turned the command chair back to face front and gazed again into the vast expanse of silently tumbling stars through the port. Mahata's loving smile haunted him, and he couldn't think of a single way to get the Nemesis there one minute faster. All that was left for him to do was to wait. Don't die ... don't die ... don't die.

  


  CHAPTER 6


  Though the corridors at Gov-Station Prime were always busy, Rael's urgent demeanor cleared their path even quicker than the Wall Master's presence. In fact, Ira found himself hard pressed to keep up with him.


  Since her illness, Momma Mahata's office had been closed to the public, but all doors flew open for them without even so much as a pretence of due process. Rael passed the heavy wooden desk and stared at an elaborately rendered portrait of his mother's younger self. Even as a child, he had marveled at how well the artist captured her strength of character as well as her physical beauty.


  Rael spoke softly to the picture. “I'm here.” Hidden sensors activated the room's internal scanners before a seamless door slid open, allowing them passage to the housing corridors.


  The walk seemed endless to Ira even at Rael's breakneck pace, but when they finally reached Mahata's home quarters the door obediently opened at Rael's command. Ira followed him through lavishly decorated living quarters back to the bedchambers.


  Rael stopped before one last closed door and gently knocked. Ira felt Rael steel himself as the door clicked and opened from within. A short and slender middle-aged woman answered. She had close-cropped red hair and keenly alert blue-green eyes. “Rael,” she cried out and hugged him fiercely. “It's so good to see you. It's been so long!"


  Rael reciprocated until, noticing Ira for the first time, she pulled away. He motioned Ira to come closer. “This is Ira Haze, a member of my team. Lythia is Momma M's personal aide. We go back a long way."


  She reached out to shake his hand before recognizing the trademark black robe and gloves of a Wall Master. She shrank from his touch in mid-motion.


  Ira ignored her reaction and nodded politely. “Nice to meet you."


  She looked him over intently. “You're the Wall Master aren't you?"


  He nodded again.


  “Your eyes are really beautiful in this lighting, aren't they?"


  Ira blushed at the unexpected compliment. Most people found the way that his eyes glittered in the light disturbing.


  Lythia smiled and turned back to Rael. “He's awfully shy for a PSI Operative. I'm glad you brought him, though. Maybe he can help her."


  Rael's face saddened as he looked beyond her to where Momma M lay, still and silent. Her usually robust, round face was pallid and sallow. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was shallow.


  Lythia sighed and led them further into the room. “She's been like this for a while. Doctors said she's dying, so she self-induced a meditative state two weeks ago. I think she's been holding on, waiting for your arrival."


  “Is she in pain?” Rael asked.


  “No,” Ira answered from behind them. “She floats, barely attached to her physical body. But when you call her back she will feel again; numbly at first and then with a horrible intensity."


  “You can handle that, can't you, Ira; full contact if need be? Keep her comfortable, and do anything else you can for her."


  “Yes, sir,” Ira moved toward the bed. Slipping off his right glove, he sat next to her on the edge of the bed and waited for Rael to join them.


  Lythia grimaced, “Rael, I'm not sure. Do you really think this will help? She's pretty frail."


  Rael leaned down and gently stroked his mother's gray hair. “Come back,” he whispered and then drawing his hand away, nodded to Ira.


  Ira touched her hand. The flesh-to-flesh circuit opened, and he allowed himself to be drawn along the woman's erratic and faltering passageways, buffeted and rushed along her current-ways. Ira struggled to slow and to calm them, pouring his own strength into her wherever and whenever she weakened. Eventually he found her core essence. It was dim and solemn. Ira touched it. It grew brighter and brighter until he found himself seeing through her old, tired eyes ... Rael's worried face with tears welling up ... “Mom, can you see me?” ... Ira retreated from the scene, retracing his path and continuing to lend his calm to its every rumbling outburst, strengthening and fortifying the irregularities of each failing passageway. Never before had he seen a system so badly deteriorated. For an eternity, he struggled to maintain it until the rupturing walls began to melt, and erratic spasms confused the flow's very direction. It swirled in places and became a maelstrom of discord until an overwhelming disorientation overtook him.


  Ira paused and allowed the current to carry him in hopes that he could either relocate the core or the surface currents. Neither happened. Too late, he realized that her life force was ebbing, and he was hopelessly entombed ... no longer able to escape.


  Ira desperately tried to recall his own pattern. Nothing worked; there was too much interference raging all about him. He was trapped there. He felt himself begin to fade and dissipate along with it. Then a bright flash drew him ... slowly at first, then with increasing speed. Abruptly there was only a pulsing light, blinding to look upon. He felt weightless but was no longer afraid. In fact, he felt totally wonderful; engulfed in serenity; everything was right. He floated in a glittering sea of golden light; all warm and content. Slowly something—some one—coalesced before him. He strained to make sense of the visage. It was a woman, young and vivacious. She looked familiar to him. He smiled at her, realizing that she was the woman on the bed. This was her true essence. “Momma Mahata?"


  She smiled at him and drew closer. Behind her, the brightness grew. Ira fought its lure, concentrating exclusively on her. She drew nearer. Her silken voice sounding in his mind. "Thank you so much. I could not have made it without you, but he still needs you, now. Go back."


  With an explosion of light, everything went black.


  * * * *


  His whole body felt thick and numb. Every nerve-end quivered and tingled. Rael's worried face loomed above him. “Breathe, kid! That's it, breathe!"


  Ira felt himself gasp huge gulps of air into his lungs; a stabbing pain wracking his chest. His vision clearing slowly, he realized that he was on the floor by the bed.


  From above Lythia's voice echoed, “Is he all right?"


  “I think so,” Rael answered.


  His senses still reeling, Ira struggled unsuccessfully to get up. His whole body felt ablaze.


  Rael reached down and drew him into a sitting position.


  Ira managed to lean forward and drop his head into his hands, belaying an impending bout of nausea. “Give me a few minutes,” he managed to mumble.


  Rael knelt helplessly beside him. Ira heard but could not quite understand Lythia's soft voice trying to comfort him over a horrible ringing in his ears. On some level, he realized he could no longer feel, even in such close proximity, any of the strong emotions that he knew the others had to be emitting.


  Ira startled as Laynald dropped down beside them. “He was linked when she died,” he heard Rael tell him.


  Lythia reached down and touched Rael's shoulder. “Give the doctor some room. I have something for you. Mahata wanted you to have it.” Rael reluctantly followed her. She crossed the room and paused before one of the tri-D starscapes that Mahata had loved so much. Gently resting her hand on the right place, she revealed a hidden compartment, which in turn sprung open to yet another touch. She reached in and pulled out a small packet.


  “This was with you when you were found. It's from your mother—your real mother. She tells her story in these pages, and she included a lock of hair. Mahata considered making a geno-photo for you when you were younger. You always seemed to be so lonely, but she eventually decided you didn't need another complication in your life. She kept the packet as it was. If you ever want a genetic background done, you will have the means."


  She handed it to him. Rael looked along the wall for a chair and dropped into it. He sat with the small packet resting on his lap and looked across the room. Momma Mahata lay still and silent, eternally asleep. She looked so peaceful Rael had to remind himself that she would never awaken again.


  Ira still sat on the floor next to the bed, cradling his head. Laynald was trying to coax him into a nearby chair. Rael absently watched them for a moment. Soon they would have to report Mahata's death to the authorities. He was surprised there had not been inquiries from the PSI Ops Security Scanners. Surely, someone had felt Ira's presence. His activities had to have set off their alarms. Security on this station was too tight to expect anything less.


  Rael startled to a gentle touch on his shoulder. Laynald stood beside him, and he realized that he had not seen nor heard him cross the room.


  “Are you all right?” he was asking.


  “Yes, yes,” Rael answered, noticing that Ira now sat in a chair across the room from him. Someone had finally pulled the top sheet over Mahata's face.


  Lythia hovered nearby, looking worried. “We need to get Ira back to the ship, and you could use some rest before you have to report to interrogation,” she was saying. “Once I report Mahata's death, I'm sure they'll allow you at least some time to compose yourself. I will personally demand it."


  Rael nodded, “Maybe you're right.” He looked down at the bundle still resting on his lap. “Tell them to give me a day. I'll see that Ambassador Dash reports to debriefing immediately if he hasn't already."


  Laynald's nod verified that he had not left him alone on board the Nemesis.


  Rael looked again toward the covered body on the bed and then over to Ira. “You ready to travel yet, or have I killed you too?"


  Ira pulled himself out of the chair and leaned over to retrieve his glove from the bed. He slipped it on, straightened his shirt, and ran his hand through his raven hair. Then, smiling at the commander, he asked, “How do I look?"


  Doc shook his head. “Enough of this. Can we just get back to the ship before one of you falls down?” He reached out and helped Rael to his feet. Rael stood and watched as Ira approached. He wondered if the numbness he felt was his or if Ira was projecting it.


  Though the walk back to the ship seemed uneventful, Rael felt uneasy that no one had initiated any response to Ira's activities on board the station. The fact that all three of his scary team now walked unchallenged through obviously vacated hallways was unsettling. He glanced at Laynald, and they quickened their pace. Perhaps this was a sign of respect for their loss, or possibly, it was just prudent that the station give them space. At any rate, the Nemesis was a welcome sight to them all when they reached it.


  Rael's temple plates sparkled as he signaled to disarm Nemesis’ security system. Her ebony surface shimmered, and the docking bay doors slid open to allow the slender egress ramp to roll out to admit them. Noticing that Ira was still leaning heavily against Laynald, he motioned toward the loading bay entrance. “You want me to call the service lift?"


  Ira shook his head, “No, I'm just still a little disoriented. The walk will do me good."


  “Unless I drop you,” Laynald mumbled.


  They followed the ramp into the ship and headed for the elevator. It felt good to be back on board, and Rael, still gripping Mahata's parcel, signaled his ship to make ready to launch. “Give me time to check this out before we meet again. When will you be back up again, Ira?"


  Ira shrugged, “I'm feeling better now, but I'm still kind of out of ‘phase’ or something. I could stand some time to sort this out, rest up or whatever."


  Rael looked at him closely, “Thank you, Ira. I never meant to endanger you. I guess I didn't think it through. Don't ever let me do that again, all right?"


  “Not your fault,” Ira replied, “I've never done anything like that before. It was a new experience. She said it really helped before she sent me back, though. You know she was so beautiful...” His voice trailed off at the memory.


  Both Laynald and Rael just looked at him.


  Ira took a couple of minutes to realize it. “I'm sorry,” he finally said. “I guess this is going to take a while to digest, but I'm really all right, just a little out synch. I'll be ok. But I don't think I'm up to climbing just yet though. Let's take the lift.” He motioned for them to follow and tried to pick up the pace.


  Laynald watched him walk away before speaking up. “I better keep an eye on him. You take your time, and let me know when you're ready. Remember, Lythia said she could hold them at bay until then."


  Rael nodded and joined them in the elevator “You know, maybe we should all take the rest of the day off. We're all pretty worn down just now. You try to take it easy too, and let me know if anything changes. I'll get back with everyone tomorrow. Hopefully right after my meeting on the station we'll be getting out of here and back to the peace and quiet of space and business."


  The door whooshed open near the sickbay. Dismissing them all with a wave, Rael headed toward his quarters.


  * * * *


  Ira keyed the door to his quarters, “I really don't need any more help, Doc. As usual, it always comes down to rest and nourishment."


  “Might not be a bad idea to keep an eye on you. This whole scenario isn't like anything we've seen before."


  Ira lay down on his bed and closed his eyes. “No thank you Doc, I won't have any trouble sleeping here, unless you keep standing over me."


  Laynald shrugged. “Fine, we'll do it your way, but call if you need me."


  Ira nodded, “Sure thing.” He watched Laynald walk away, and then tried to sleep but could not. Feeling unsettled, he tried to control himself. Perhaps if I concentrate, everything will snap back to the way it is supposed to be. It didn't. Frustrated and unable to focus, he stopped trying. Then, there was a presence, soothing and cool. It was Tristen, timidly reaching out to him.


  Sir?


  Ira rose from his bed and headed to her room next door. Unlocking it, he stepped inside. Tristen stood before him in a modest white nightgown, her dark hair neatly framing her face and a modest braid down her back. She looked as if she had just awakened from a dream or maybe stepped out of one. His head swam as he caught a glimpse of himself in one of the many mirrors he had asked Laynald to install to allow her to see better. “I look like hell,” he said with a smile. They stood uncertainly across from each other for a long moment before Tristen apprehensively stepped forward and taking his arm, guided him to the edge of her bed. Ira's disorientation permeated the room.


  “Sit. You must sit,” she told him. Ira collapsed without argument as another wave of dizziness overtook him. “Do you need me to call the Healer, sir?"


  “No,” Ira dropped his head in his hands. “He's already done all he can, and I don't want him to knock me out. Something's been wrong since I woke up after helping Rael's mother.” He looked up and into her sightless eyes. “I've never experienced anything like this. I'm not sure what to do."


  Tristen reached out to push his hair from his face. He jerked away. “Don't touch me!"


  She pulled back. “Sir, I did not mean to presume.... "


  He shook his head and raised his gloved hand to calm her. “No. No skin to skin contact,” he stammered. “It completes a link that I can't ... I can't control now."


  Tristen considered his turmoil for a moment before deciding what to do. She reached to the table by her bed and found the gloves that he had issued with her clothing. Slipping them on, she turned again to face him, brushed his raven hair back from his face and lifted his head to face her. “Show me what happened. Remember it all. Perhaps I can help.” Ira allowed her to witness the entire episode, everything in all its flashing and flowing forms. His confusion, his disorientation, his frustration all tumbled and rolled across her mind.


  She frowned shortly and stepped away from him, digesting what she had seen. Why would you do something so dangerous, sir?


  “It was important enough for Rael to ask me to do it,” he replied.


  Sir, does he know what he asks of you?


  Ira paused. “No, his way is different from ours. He doesn't realize many things, but I am his to command by choice. I owe him more than my life."


  Tristen nodded. You are in his service or his friend?


  “Both,” Ira replied as a wave of nausea washed over him.


  Tristen steadied him and then guided him to recline on her bed. Close your eyes, she told him and feeling his anxiety intensify she continued, Alright, you have traveled past the edge of life. You were washed away with the one you sought to help ... all the way through death's door ... and then brought back again. You are unsettled now because you're still unable to face the ramifications of what you have learned there. What really bothers you now is that you've learned how to kill.


  Ira's eyes snapped open. She was right. It all slowly fell into place. He knew what death looked and felt like, so he could now duplicate those conditions. He knew the way back and when to escape its grasp. He pulled himself up and to the edge of the bed again and sat staring at floor, his thoughts churning as he worked it all out. Then his spinning senses fell away. His eyes could no longer stay open, and his body grew heavy. As everything melted away, he became aware of Tristen's presence. She had drawn him into her arms and was holding him tightly to her. He briefly wondered when she had joined him on the bed, but he felt strangely safe in her arms, so he allowed her to hold him, and he slept.


  Tristen situated herself to keep him comfortable. She carefully arranged the sheet around him since he had so feared her contact, and then replacing her arm across his chest, she snuggled up against him. He would sleep soundly now for as long as need be. She'd shield his mind and body while he did, just as she had been shielding herself all along from this station's psychic probes as they tickled and felt all around them. Tristen turned her attention back to Ira. It is strange that someone who needs to be touched so much would go through so much trouble to prevent it.

  


  CHAPTER 7


  Rael dropped down into the chair by his bed. Nothing. He felt totally anesthetized; there was no spark of anger, no fear, not even tears, just a hollow weariness. He turned the small bundle over and over in his hands before opening it to pull out its contents.


  Wrapped in a tiny blanket was a pile of loose papers, worn and yellowed with age but neatly folded together. Among them, he found a long brown lock of hair, neatly braided and bound together by a makeshift bow of torn cloth. He leaned back into the chair, allowing himself to sink into its soft cushions as he unfolded the papers.


  In a boldly written hand it began, “Please read this before you act. My name is Rachelle Pointe; you must take this child away from this place. Tell no one or he will die. Rael is my only son. I have written everything on these pages. I cannot be saved. I do not even ask it of you, but please, please take him away from here—save my son. Please."


  Rael studied the pages closely. The makeshift journal was written on a compilation of paper scraps; the backs of work schedules and report forms. She probably had to pilfer things that would not be missed to do this. He returned to the words.


  “I was a prominent business owner in the corporate worlds: so ambitious, so stupid. I had inherited one of the last major Industrial Corporations to stand against that bastard, T.L. Harbringer."


  Rael paused for a moment. He knew that name. Harbringer was and had been for as long as he could remember the undisputed Overlord of the entire Intergalactic Corporate Sector. He returned to the page: “He made me a ludicrous business offer, and I was meeting with him in one last attempt to forestall a corporate takeover. As things turned out, I probably should have just spit in his face when I had the chance. I would have accomplished more, and it would have been far more gratifying. As it played out, he raped and brutalized me—his final blow rendering me unconscious."


  Rael closed his eyes for a moment. He had never been told any of this before.


  All he had ever known was that Mahata had rescued him from The Hive Planet so very long ago. Nobody had ever been able to tell him anything about his real mother. In his youth, when he had realized that his questions were not going to be answered, he had invested thousands of hours questing for her as he mastered his skills by tapping into Hive compu-links but to no avail. And all this time, Mahata had this. He felt a surge of anger, but as with all his emotions, it didn't last long. He wondered what it would be like to be able to hold onto a feeling, to be able to rage or revel in one like he had seen others do. He returned to the page:


  “I awoke nine months later in a malfunctioning stasis tube, reeling from the onset of labor. I was pregnant. It turns out that a transport crash had caused a power failure and that had disrupted my stasis tube. I didn't know where I was. I was so confused. The attending med core prepped me for surgery, and I was rendered unconscious again. I awoke in a hospital unit with this beautiful baby boy, but to my horror, we had been surgically implanted with Hive temple plates. That bastard had shanghaied me to The Hive Planet and done this! I was furious.


  “They began drugging me immediately, small amounts they said so as not to damage the baby until he could handle it. I was horrified! Everybody knows that you can only enter The Hive system by voluntarily joining up or by being condemned by a tribunal for irreprehensible crimes on a Gov planet.


  “It is by sheer willpower that I withstand the lure of the drug to do this. I am addicted to it. I can hardly wait for my next shift to start. I'm starting to burn for my next infusion; there's a peace and euphoria like nothing else. But I know it was designed to do just that; to render the slaves who man The Hive malleable and pliant to what they are meant to do. Sorry ... sorry, I'm rambling. That's the drug too.


  “But this child, my son, should not be here. As a Gov citizen, he has rights, so I've stolen him away, and I've hand written this so it cannot be traced. I heard that a Gov Ambassador's vessel had landed and that you would be inspecting the damages here. So, I have stolen him away and given him to you. You are now my son's only hope.


  “I am already dead. If I were to escape now, Harbringer would have to kill Rael and me; at least here, I have a reason to live. I've dedicated my entire life toward my career anyway. Now, within The Hive, I am productive. My mind joins with communications across the galaxy. My service is indispensable. I can think so clearly, and I never tire. I am better than any automated system: all resources are within my mind's reach. I run offices, I relay messages, provide research information. I'm the backbone of The Government. Twenty-four hours a day. It is exhilarating. I no longer care that it will kill me. But the child has not been affected yet. He is still too young. Please, please give him a life. Save him. Give him a different future. Give him vengeance if you can. He is the last of my family's line. Harbringer has stolen his heritage. I cannot even say that he is the father or if this birth was inflicted upon me by this place. But either possibility is a source of power if used right. Please take him away from here. If you return him now they will kill both of us. There can be no evidence to corroborate this. Our only hope now is his freedom."


  Rael leaned back in his chair and let his hands drop into his lap, allowing everything to sink in. In one day, he had lost two mothers. And now he had a name—someone to blame—for he knew that this man, who may or may not be his father, had the means and motivation to have caused Mother Mahata's mysterious death.


  Rael sat and struggled to identify how he felt. Finally, realizing that a roaring numbness still engulfed him, he lifted the pages and looked again. T.L. Harbringer, his temple plates glowed. Files cascaded through his mind, one after another as an all-source-search began. Identification listings, property listings, educational records, business transactions; the flow paused and focused on the year of his birth to documentation of the purchase of Pointe Industries upon the disappearance of the corporate owner. Pointe's acquisition lists flashed by—current holdings ... properties ... affiliations ... visual identifications. Rael paused to look into the face of the man who had both caused and destroyed his life: cold steel blue eyes, angular face, dark hair and a cruel and arrogant appearance.


  Rael frowned. He recognized this face. He crosschecked his findings with the most recent searches. Through the images retrieved by Tristen, he found it again. This explained the PSI Ring's inquiries about him. He initiated a secondary search of the Tanivol records and systems, financial reports. Results rolled in from unexpected directions. Rael paused again and set these files aside.


  He looked again at the loosely held papers still in his hand, then reactivated the compu-link and initiated a search for Rachelle E. Pointe. She had been an accomplished and competent young lady who had indeed inherited a floundering corporate empire. She was struggling to save it when she suddenly disappeared. Investigation reports suspected foul play but could prove nothing. Rael examined the images of her in the files. She had green eyes and brown hair. Rael wondered if his hair had ever been that color or if the implanting had so traumatized his system that his hair had always been prematurely gray, platinum actually. He sat for a moment, the papers resting loosely in his hands and the pictures churning in his head, then he filed them to memory for future retrieval, and all at once, he felt exhausted—numb and exhausted.


  He wondered if this was also another by-product of his implant. He knew he did not feel things like others seemed to. All his life it had separated him from what little normalcy he could've had. He had never really minded before now, but somehow at this moment it suddenly seemed wrong.


  * * * *


  Laynald found himself alone after leaving Ira's quarters. Finding his way to the bridge, he sat at the helm in the command chair. With the blast doors open, he kept watch on the docking area. Electronics could be fooled but vigilance could not. He had never been able to relax in this place. This place reeked of power. Power meant politics. And politics were dangerous.


  Rael had been right. Mahata's death would change everything. She had been Dark Ops commander-in-chief. There would be a huge power vacuum now. And though all power vacuums were dangerous, this one had all the earmarks of a conspiracy that threatened this crew.


  Whenever a new Ops commander was established, all Dark Ops teams faced critical evaluations and possible retirement of all types. He watched dock attendants performing their duties throughout the hangers all around them. The Nemesis had always enjoyed exemption from station maintenance and interferences. Rael's ship-interface rendered them all obsolete, and Ira said his mind link drove the stations PSI scanners crazy so Mahata had authorized this, overriding many objections.


  Laynald leaned the chair back, comfortably watching the screen. Long ago, he had learned the patterns of ship infiltration and surveillances. He had spent hours during past visits surveying the surveyors. He found it relaxing, even amusing at times. He'd watch tracers, explosives, listening devices of all sorts being installed and removed from unsuspecting ships. Often these were just backup security measures. Sometimes they were for group internal surveillance and investigations. From their team's inception, however, the Nemesis had avoided all this by Momma Mahata's order. A new director would probably not be so trusting.


  * * * *


  Ira awoke in Tristen's room. As his vision cleared, she drew away from him so he could rise. Tristen braced herself against his anger. This was not the first time she would be punished for compliance.


  Ira lurched out of the bed and away from her, his thoughts racing in all directions before turning to face her. “What were you thinking! Across the universe, everybody knows you don't risk contact with any Sensitive but especially not with me! Have you not noticed that everyone here wears gloves? Did I not warn you?"


  Tristen moved to the bed's edge and sat up. She raised her still gloved hands. You told me yesterday, sir. I was careful.


  “Yesterday?” Ira paused, then looked around. “These are your quarters. How did I get here? What happened?"


  Tristen watched as his mind began to clear. He plopped into one of the chairs across the room from her.


  I'm sorry sir, she began. I heard your confusion, then the others grew nearer, and when I asked if you needed help, you came to me. When I shielded you they left, and their absence helped, but you were ... you were upset and disoriented. You said the healer told you to sleep, so I helped you sleep, and I continued to shield you while you slept, sir. There were no successful intrusions. The Master's presence and the use of his system disrupted their reception. She fell silent and began to tremble.


  Her fear unsettled Ira. He sat dumbfounded. “The station PSI Patrol was scanning yesterday?"


  Yes, sir.


  “Did they detect you?"


  No sir. The Master ordered me to remain unseen ... undetected.


  Ira nodded. “I see.” He paused, a little embarrassed. “But why did you lay with me? You had to have known how dangerous that was."


  Tristen seemed confused. I was cautious, and it was what you wanted. I felt it, sir.


  Ira blushed. “Look, I'm not like that. I can't share physical contact like others.” He felt her hesitation, but she made no response. Standing there in the room's soft lighting she looked lovely, her hair glistening and eyes so gentle. “Stop it!” he suddenly demanded.


  Tristen allowed the illusion to drop away and stood trembling before him.


  It annoyed Ira that she was still so beautiful, her long white gown even more flattering in its simplicity. “Don't do that again,” he told her.


  She recoiled from his admonitions. I am sorry, sir, I should not have presumed.... Her voice trailed off as he drew nearer.


  Ira felt flustered. He had allowed his feelings to sift through to her senses, his loneliness, compassion, confusion and his attraction to her. He shook his head. It was becoming harder and harder to distance himself from her. With each contact, they were becoming more and more attuned to each other.


  No longer wanting or needing to inflict his will upon her, he gathered his thoughts to try again. “You are an invaluable asset to this team,” he began. “I hadn't realized just how much I needed another of my own kind before. Your presence has strengthened me. You cannot ‘presume’ too much with me. We are a team here, and this can become your home now, Tristen. If you want it to be."


  Ira felt a panic wash over her. “What's wrong?"


  You know that I can make no plans, she finally answered.


  “Yes, yes, duty and destiny. I know, but there are no specifics to your mission now, are there? Your talents could not have been more tailor-made for our purposes here! Don't you realize you have become a major part of this Dark Ops Team? We are one of the most elite Special Agents in Gov service. Your influence with us will be felt across the universe. THAT sounds like destiny to me, and so perhaps our futures are intertwined!” He paused for a moment and watched her fidget before him. Her sadness became tangible. “You will be released whenever your mission is completed. What will you do with your life then?"


  Tristen looked startled. “I've never considered that before. It is possible that I'll be ‘retired’ for the greater good. It is not always feasible that the Chosen can be reintegrated into society. The Oracles may decree ... ."


  Ira interrupted, “You will have a place to go and a life to live of your own by then. There will be no reason for you to reintegrate anywhere. You could be set free.” He made it a point to look directly into the mirrors on the wall behind her so she would see the serious look on his face. “You might start thinking on it,” he suggested and turned to leave. “I really need to check in with Rael. Again, thank you for taking care of me.” He paused by the door and then turned again to face her. She still stood beside the bed. “But perhaps we shouldn't tell any one about the death thing. I'd just as soon it not be added into the team's arsenal. I'm still not very comfortable with that."


  Yes sir, she replied quietly.


  “I wish you would call me by my name,” he said softly, “Call me Ira, please."


  Tristen nodded. Yes ... Ira.


  He sighed. “Thank you, I'm going to shower and change now. How about something to eat, or would you rather rest? Do you need to eat or rest first? I can bring you a tray."


  She still stood and watched him as stoically as always. I'll be ready when you return, Ira, sir, she finally replied.


  Ira paused, again. “You know, I've never seen you smile.” He shook his head and sighed. “Oh well, I'll be back to get you in a while.” He turned and reached for the door touch plate. The lock released with a click. The sound annoyed him. He did not like to see her caged like this.

  


  CHAPTER 8


  The Grand Inquisitor, as he was known, had never really liked Rael very much. No answer ever satisfied him. Every question returned repeatedly. In fact, Rael wondered why he should bother to answer at all anymore. For what felt like the hundredth time he was asked to recount the events of the last few days.


  Rael slammed his hand onto the Inquisitor's desk and explained, yet again, how his Wall Master had revived the ambassador and found signs of PSIonic tampering and that they were anxious to return to the crime scene to resume following leads to what they suspected to be a ring of PSIonic renegades. The Inquisitor did not seem impressed.


  Finally, Rael stormed away from him. Facing one of the room's hidden wall cameras, he raised his voice. “Enough of this! I will not compromise my leads any further. I want to speak to whoever's in charge now. NO, make it the new Ops Commander ... and right now or this meeting ends. My investigation is time sensitive. If you're too busy to deal with me, I'll be on my way.” He started toward the door. “I'll report my findings when the investigation is complete. I have nothing for you now anyway."


  The Inquisitor's com-light flashed, and a male voice issued from it. “Have Commander Pointe report to Ops Com head office Level 2."


  Rael didn't waste any time. He headed for the main compound, leaving the furious Inquisitor ranting to whomever was on the line. Finally, I can get some answers of my own.


  On Level 2, the halls were quiet and sparsely traveled. The new Ops Commander's name had yet to be posted. Things like this were always predetermined.


  Rael pressed the buzzer and braced for whatever or whoever waited within. The door chimed, scanned for approval and slid open to allow him in. He froze in the hallway.


  Sitting across the room behind an impressively large desk, was Lythia. “Don't get too happy yet. I'm still fighting to make this more than an interim position. Care to join me, or do you want to just stand there at the door?"


  Rael sighed his relief and pulled up a chair across from her. “You look good there. Perhaps you should stay."


  “I plan to, and your willingness to work for me is necessary to strengthen my case. Momma M was grooming me. She left me a power base with her connections and allies, but she had a few wild cards for me to deal with, like you and your team. Are you going to be a point of contention for me or an asset?"


  Rael leaned back in his seat and thought for a moment. “If I'm right, my current investigation ought to guarantee your place here. But for now, I'm not talking. I don't know who's involved, but it's big—intergalactic—in fact. Just leave my team alone long enough for me to do this, and you'll be the first to know what we find."


  Lythia shook her head. “Rael, you're risking everything. If I'm not granted this position, then everything Momma Mahata worked for will be jeopardized."


  “I know,” he answered. “I'm one of them.” He stood up and looked toward the doorway. “You do whatever you need to do to hold on here. My crew can handle it, and when I complete this mission, I'll return to set everything right, ok? Just trust me, and it'll be safer for everyone."


  “Mahata told me to trust you and your judgment at all cost. I hope she was right because this is a bad time for me to be gambling.” She shook her head and waved him on.


  Rael nodded, “I know, just try to give me some time."


  She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “You'll be the death of me yet."


  Rael looked her directly in the eye, “I hope not,” he said softly, then started back to the Nemesis.

  


  CHAPTER 9


  As always, the crew met in the common room. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee permeated the ship, and this morning's breakfast was much more lavish than usual. Supplies from the station had included fresh fruit, a rare treat at any time. Laynald had scrutinized and tested everything, and with his approval, the morning feast began.


  Glad to be back aboard the Nemesis and on the mission again Rael had set them on a return course to Tanivol. But for now he decided to let his team luxuriate before resuming work in earnest.


  He was pleased to see Ira looking well rested. And he smiled, noting how well he and Tristen were now shadowing each other's movements back and forth as they ate and drank.


  Laynald had eaten quietly and had finished early. He also sat watching them, but he wasn't smiling. He worried that young Ira was becoming too enamored with Tristen and would be unable to handle her if she turned on the team. He suspected subterfuge on a PSIonic level could become very dangerous and hard to manage. That worried him even more now. He frowned for a moment. He'd really come to like Ira, but he'd buried friends before.


  Ira found himself extremely sensitive to the room today. He felt Laynald's worried attention but decided to do nothing about it. Laynald always worried. That was his way. Rael seemed to be holding up pretty well, all things considered. Ira flashed momentarily back to the sight of Momma M standing in the light. Fear and an exhilaration, of sorts, washed through him.


  Tristen's “voice” called him back. Be careful what you dwell on, she warned.


  Ira startled.


  Rael was speaking. “All right, if everyone's about through eating, I guess we may as well get started."


  The table-screen hummed to life. “I've been doing quite a few extensive searches these last few days. A massive cross search of them has provided a name to our target."


  A man's face appeared on the screen alongside a long list of names dates and places. “This is T.L. Harbringer,” Rael began. “He's called the Corporate Overlord because for the last couple of hundred years he has systematically gained control of every single one of the Gov's core corporate planets. Then with those resources at his command, he designed The Hive system and implemented its construction on a purposely-vacated planet, strategically located to protect and broaden his power base. He is currently the most powerful man in existence, but nobody seems to notice him."


  Laynald tapped on the tabletop, “Where does he come from originally? How far back have you traced him?"


  Rael grimaced. “You're gonna love this, the trail grows cold at none other than Tanivol. Seems that our Mr. Harbringer is also responsible for the development of its planetary pleasure industry. Which I believe brings us right back to our PSI ring, and they were looking for me.” Rael paused for a moment before continuing. “All right, why me? Well I kept asking myself where I fit into this, and then Momma M mysteriously died and left me an interesting piece of documentation proving he was responsible for my real mother's death. Seems that her life's work, Pointe Industries, fell victim to one of his more hostile takeovers. Harbringer assaulted, raped and abducted her and then consigned her to The Hive Planet.” Rael went on to reveal his findings from Mahata's package.


  “Wait a minute, are you Harbinger's son?” Ira asked.


  Rael smiled. “If so, I won't be for much longer."


  “Won't his demise leave a substantial amount of wealth and power up for grabs?” Laynald asked. “Hmmm. Does he have any other heirs?"


  Rael scowled at him. “I'll worry about that later. For now, let me finish up this little melodrama. Seems that the Corporate Overlord who controls The Hive must have become aware of a rogue operator who could compromise their system. I figure my existence has finally become either an embarrassment or a threat to some very powerful people."


  Laynald tapped on the screen lightly. “The Hive system is The Gov's most highly cherished service. It provides a place for Gov planets to relocate their undesirables and criminal elements."


  “They're addicted to the work drugs,” Ira complained.


  “Euphoria is an excellent incentive. With these undesirable elements removed, all planetary economies thrive. The Hive has become indispensable. And, with direct linkage through each of The Gov's planetary communications systems, they provide a full time workforce with unlimited availability—the ultimate temp service. You could rule all things big and small in the known universe,” Laynald told Rael.


  Rael ignored Laynald's mercenary moment. “Yes, it's a brilliant concept, but my escape from The Hive is exactly what put Momma M in danger's way. She managed to convince The Gov to let her raise and train me into their service. With me in their pocket, I guess they believed that the universe was just a little more balanced. But it put Mr. Harbringer in direct contention with her. She protected herself and me by immersing us into The Gov Ops system. Her position afforded her protection until now, but I think he's started moving to expand his power base deeper into The Gov system.” Rael paused. “I already have enough reasons to see him dead, and I'm trying not to take this all so personally, but I'm having trouble just now. How does all this sound to you?"


  Laynald studied the screen on the table top, “What species is this guy?” He pointed at the listings. “Look at the time spread here. He never changes. Not just any one can manipulate planetary economies like he has done either. We need to know where he came from."


  Rael frowned. “Tanivol financial reports only identified him as an off-worlder back in 3503."


  Ira tilted his head, comparing the information on the screens. “Rael, can you map these sightings over a star chart?"


  The screen flickered, and a star grid appeared, displaying each sighting across the star fields. Laynald stood and leaned over the additional table screen. “Looks like he hopped from planet to planet, finishing with one and moving to the next. The man's a financial genius! Look how he leaves each world. I see design in this. He has a plan, a specific direction, he's driven to achieve financial order everywhere he goes."


  Rael watched in silence, giving everyone time to study his findings. His gaze fell on Tristen. She looked uncomfortable. “What is wrong?” he asked her.


  She slowly shook her head.


  Ira concentrated on Harbringer's pictures still scattered across the screens. He felt her anxiety spike. “You know him?"


  No, sir, she answered.


  Laynald grimaced. “It is essential that we discover his origin. His longevity suggests he's either a clone or a member of an unknown species. He hasn't seemed to age according to records that span over two centuries.” Laynald scanned through the files on the screen. “You can learn a lot on a pleasure planet. Enough to easily launch you into the corporate universe. He worked, invested, manipulated, expanded and exploited his way to where he wanted to be.


  “Then he designed The Hive system to eliminate undesirable peoples and the problems that all planets contain so that they would not stand in the way of his plan. His efficiency is amazing! Do you realize that he's successfully linked himself to the foremost support system of the Universal Government?"


  Laynald looked up from the screen and scrutinized Rael. “He's always known where you were. What's changed now that's caused him to turn his attention toward you?"


  Rael looked annoyed, “He had eliminated the head of Dark Ops to unbalance its structure and stir things up, and I'm a leading factor for its defense. So now that my position is in jeopardy as well, he wants a confrontation. It's time to either use me or lose me. That's where I fit in.” He turned his attention to Tristen again. “What is your part in this?"


  Tristen shifted uncomfortably, I don't understand, sir.


  Laynald leaned forward, “How did you end up at the Palace? How long were you there?"


  I don't know, sir, she began. I awoke from stasis on Tanivol. I was sent immediately to my training for The Palace.


  “Training?” Ira asked softly. He felt her emotions waver.


  Uh ... I was ... they ... it was....


  “Slave indoctrination,” Rael stated flatly.


  She nodded.


  Ira was taken aback by the surge of anger beneath Rael's soft voice.


  “I'm all too familiar with their abusive methods, and I'm sorry to have to do this, but I need to see faces, names, locations, all of them from the moment you were chosen to when we met on Tanival. Tristen, we need to see everything you saw,” Rael said.


  She complied so quickly that all three of them found themselves immersed in her memories.


  * * * *


  A garden ... green vines climbing slotted columns.... the reflections of two moons sparkling in a shallow pond ... a woman motioning to come inside ... Romanesque lounging areas ... draped cloth walls and windows ... two men robed and hooded. They are the Oracles. The woman is excited. Her husband arrives. There is a flurry of activity as they rush around to accommodate the elders. Eventually they rise and motion for her to follow ... one last look at the pond ... silver moonlight now reflecting ... small fish darting back and forth. There is a long ride through the darkness across a deserted plain.


  Through the sleek, solar transport's windows a bright constellation can be seen high in the horizon. The trip is long, and she falls asleep ... awakening in a small sterile room ... female attendants garbed in flowing white gowns attaching the sensors ... the input links ... then the sleeping draught and nothing ... flickering moments ... a ceremony ... the circle of Oracles ... being guided to lie on a table ... a scalpel gleaming in the harsh lighting ... everything moving ... spinning ... flashes of light ... darkness.


  There is a rhythmic pulsing ... a hissing sound ... the air thickens, she smells exhaust fumes ... forms flash in and out of view ... there is a tingling numbness ... the feel of rough hands ... being lifted ... blurred sporadic, multi-viewpoint vision, disorienting overlapping views ... She sees canisters, supplies being loaded ... three stasis tubes opening: two women and a boy; the occupants stirring to consciousness in a docking bay.


  Tristen is one of them. They are manhandled and roughly hauled to a windowless transport, loaded alongside other cargo from the bay. The door closes behind them. They travel in darkness surrounded by the purr of the engine and the rattling of canisters all around them. Upon arrival, they are herded down empty corridors to an underground compound. Each in turn is branded and dragged to small cells where they wait in darkness. Cries of pain and abuse echo down the halls.


  Suddenly her heavy door creaks open, and she sees herself through three sets of eyes. She is huddled in the corridor. They are big ugly brutes. It is disturbing the way they are looking at her. She realizes that her body has changed, she is no longer a child but a woman.


  “Well look what we have here,” one says. “We will begin now with your indoctrination to sexual servitude.” He smiles horribly at his partners, and they close on her, swiftly dragging her up from the floor. While two of them hold her, the third begins ripping at her flimsy gown. Her fear and terror mounts, her mind screams ... NO! Everything freezes. Leave me alone, she demands; a force from within explodes. Their arms drop loosely to their sides for a moment, then they scramble for the door and slam it behind them. Clutching the remnants of her gown, she collapses to the floor, again in darkness.


  Only the tortured cries from other cells pierce the eternity of darkness that engulfs her. With time a gnawing hunger begins, and the cell becomes increasingly colder. She begins to worry; is it worse that they might return or that they might not?


  Eventually she hears footsteps. They stop outside of her cell, and then without warning every nerve in her body explodes with pain.


  * * * *


  Tristen awakens as her restraints are jerked tighter. She can barely breathe against them. Again, she sees herself through another's eyes. She is bound to a medical gurney and has apparently been wheeled to a medical station.


  Her captor crosses the room toward her. He has a beautiful voice, almost melodic in its timbre as he speaks. “I hear that you gave the bully boys quite a fright back there. What a find you are turning out to be, so talented that I've decided to personally handle your evaluation and training.” He reaches her side and falls quiet for a moment while checking readouts of the wall scanner, then examines her body.


  She sees the bruises on her arms and legs and notes that she now wears a hospital gown and a snug fitting collar elaborately monogrammed with the letters M S.


  “You know, a woman who can't see or speak could be kind of handy to have around in this business.” He pauses to double check the scanner readings. “Hmm, looks like there's a lot more to you than meets the eye though, isn't there, my dear? So perhaps I will start by introducing you to this fine piece of slave-wear here.” He runs a finger around the collar and then over her neck. “This, young lady, is the reason that you will obey my every command.” She sees his hand lift from her throat. A piercing pain slices across her entire body ... then stops.


  “That, my dear, is a neural disruptor. When I untie you, you will be able to activate it yourself by tugging or toying with it. Or I can do it with a mere thought like this.” Again, the paralyzing pain rips through her and stops. He wipes the tears from her face. “You see, I am pretty gifted myself. Now, this time I want you to try your hardest to stop me. It's for the best that we just get this out of your system as soon as possible."


  Again, it starts, first tingling mildly, as if to be annoying, then painfully surging. Tristen is able to block its lower levels, but each time she does, it bursts forth at double the intensity until at last, her efforts are totally overrun, and again she succumbs to the wracking pain. Then it stops and starts all over and over and over again until she can no longer block even the lowest setting. Every nerve of her body feels raw. When her vision clears again she sees herself still bound to the gurney.


  “Well, that was interesting, wasn't it? What shall we try next?"


  Please, she begs, please no more. Why are you doing this? What have I done? I don't remember.


  “Telepathy?” His dark silken voice purrs. “You are a telepath too! Well that probably explains why no vocal chords, huh?"


  Tristen feels him force his way into her mind. His presence is smothering. He is merciless as he enshrouds her, easily paralyzing her body but allowing her terror to well up. He runs his hands sensuously over her body. She knows it, can feel it, but is unable to move.


  Very good. He forces loathingly repulsive sexual thoughts upon her and so completely controls her that she cannot even cry out. For an eternity, he forces her boundaries until, at last, he withdraws from her mind, leaving her exhausted and spent.


  I am pleased, he thinks to her, no longer bothering to vocalize. You have turned into quite a find. I think I will keep you for myself. From now on, you are to speak to no one unless I command it. He strokes the side of her face ever so gently. Everything—your health, you welfare, and your very life depend now on how well you serve me. Remember this. I am but a thought away. His silken thoughts echo across her mind, and as he turns away from her, she sees a doorway. As he nears it, he pauses and turns again to face her. You are seeing through my eyes aren't you?


  Yes, she answers.


  And when you are alone ... ?


  I am blind.


  Hmmm this is going to be complicated, but fun. He turns and heads again toward the door. As it slides open, a thin, tired-looking woman enters. Tristen's view doubles, and for the first time she sees her assailant through the woman's eyes. He stands six feet tall, with dark, shoulder-length hair and equally dark, piercing eyes. A broad smile crosses his face, as his silken voice sounds in her head again. Am I what you expected?


  No. You are handsome, and you have a kind face.


  He suppresses a moment of surprise. You are definitely going to be an adventure. Your unexpected candor amuses me—this time—but you will never again address me as an equal! In fact, from now on, you will speak only upon my leave. And then you will address me as Master or Lord. In fact, I own you to such an extent that unless I decide otherwise, you will remain nameless. Do not make me repeat this again! He turns his attention to the still waiting servant in front of him, “See that she is cleaned and fed, then secure her in my quarters."


  “Yes, Master,” she hastens to let him by. He sweeps past her and away, the door sliding shut behind him.


  The servant quickly releases Tristen's bonds and has to physically help her down the hallway. The sonic shower, the food, the dressing is all a blur to Tristen, who allows herself to be lead and cared for without making a sound throughout the whole ordeal.


  Finally, she is escorted to the Master's quarters and amidst his elegant surroundings, she is directed to a small but stylish cot in the far corner away from the lavish four-post bed. “You will stay right here on this cot,” the servant tells her. “Do not wander. Do not move from here. Do you understand me?"


  Tristen nods and drops onto the bed. She will have no trouble complying with this rule. She sleeps soundly until he calls her again.


  From a deep sleep, she rises to find him standing next to the small bed. She sees herself stir and then feels his mind again engulfing her own. She feels him take control of her body. He uses her own muscles and limbs to pull her from the bed and standing her before him makes her first turn around and then spin. He walks her to his dresser and has her pick up a heavy crystal globe. He holds it within her hand, turning it over and over first with her right hand then with her left. Then after replacing it on its silver pedestal he withdraws from her mind, leaving her standing before the dresser.


  As her head clears, she realizes he is watching her in the mirror's reflection.


  From it, she sees a strange look on his face.


  That was exhilarating, he begins, why did you allow it?


  The question catches Tristen off guard. It is pointless to resist. She lifts her hand to the monogrammed choker at her throat.


  He considers this. Where are you from? he asks her.


  Tristen sees herself frown through his eyes. An uncontrollable panic is welling up in her, I don't know, she realizes. I can't remember what happened! I— A stabbing pain from the collar brings her back to reality.


  You will compose yourself, he demands.


  She sees him scowling in the mirror. I'm sorry, she begins. Another jolt shoots through her.


  He speaks softly but deliberately, allowing the menace in his voice to mount. You would do well to remember who I am and remember your station from now on!


  Tristen lowers her sightless gaze, Yes, Lord.


  He remains silent for a long time. Then without warning, he rushes up behind her and spins her to face him, gripping her arm hard enough to bruise. His voice bursts upon her mind. Defend yourself now! He slaps her hard across the face. Though she reels from the impact, he keeps her from falling, his other hand still gripping her arm. Suddenly he releases her. She feels his mind again overtaking hers. He turns her to face the dresser again. Reaching out with her right hand, he grabs up the heavy globe again, and placing her left hand flat on the dresser, he raises the globe high above her head. She realizes he is going to smash her hand with it. She feels her muscles tense with his intent. Defend yourself, or I'll smash it to a pulp!


  Everything suddenly slows, and Tristen feels a great rush of power well up from within. It bursts forth and shatters his control until, at last, he is cast out. The globe drops from her hand and clatters to the floor. She is clutching the dresser to keep from falling when she sees him still standing behind her. He is swaying heavily. She spins to catch him, and they both barely manage to stay upright while he regains his senses. Finally, he draws away from her to stand alone.


  The intensity of his gaze scares her, and she braces for his response. But he does not move or do anything more than look at her. He shifts his view to the mirror so she can see his face clearly. That is more like it, he thinks softly to her, you have not disappointed me. He smiles and nods. You may not remember your past, but I can guarantee that you have been well trained to service before. I would love to meet your trainers. In fact, if you ever remember who they are, you are to tell me at once. From what I've seen so far, you cannot have been better designed for my purposes. I suspect you will serve me well for a long time. He pauses for a moment in thought, If you continue to obey me, I see no reason for any further training. Do you understand what I'm telling you?


  Yes Master, I understand.


  Then let's proceed. Come with me. He turns and heads for the door. It quietly slides open before him. Come here girl. You will remain on my left side. Stay close, but no less than two paces behind me. That is appropriate for a slave. They travel up and down through the busy corridors while she masters this technique. When he is finally satisfied that she can follow his lead smoothly through the crowds of people, he leads her toward the building's lower levels, back to the holding cells.


  They pause for a moment before one of the cell doors as he enters its access—code, and the door slides open. They step into the holding cell and stand facing the room's sole occupant. He is a sad looking, brutish man, who sits glaring defiantly at them.


  “Well, well, Mallory,” he sneers. “What kind of treats do you have for me today? Huh? Who's the sweet little servant girl, huh? Is she for me? Nothing else seems to be working for you, does it?” He laughs with abandon, and the small cot he sits on quivers beneath his weight.


  Stop his laughter, Mallory commands.


  His face goes blank. The laughter stops.


  Mallory smiles. “Stand up."


  He stands.


  Mallory pats him on the shoulder, “Not so funny now, is it?"


  “No, Master,” the prisoner answers. Both his words and his facial expressions are detached and emotionless.


  Mallory pauses to savor his victory then begins his interrogation in earnest. The prisoner answers every question without hesitation. Mallory probes in every direction for a very long time before addressing Tristen again. Will he remember all of this? Is he conscious of his surroundings now?


  I can block or enhance his memories as you wish. A long stab of pain streaks through her body ... Master.


  Mallory tilts his head and studies the prisoner. Your link transfers your pain to him, he notes. Another short burst of pain shoots through her, and the prisoner's body stiffens in response. Hmm, how about this? He watches Tristen and backhands the prisoner across his face. When she does not respond he nods. Very interesting, you felt nothing. Hmm. Alright, I want you to make sure he remembers everything that's happened here except for your presence. No memory of you at all. Mallory gazes into the prisoner's face and then smiles. Release him now.


  The prisoner collapses back onto the tiny cot. He cradles his head in his hand and glares. “What the hell did you do?"


  Mallory looks down at him, smiling, and replies, “Nothing that I can't do again and again, any time I want to. There is no escaping me now. And if you can't protect yourself think of what I could do to your family. Don't you have a teenage daughter?” He starts toward the door, then pauses at its entry. “You think on what happened today. You think hard, and from now on, you will keep me informed about anything corporate that I might want to know. Do that, and you will never have to experience this kind of horrible degradation again.” Stepping into the corridor, Mallory waits until the door slides shut behind him before turning his attention to Tristen.


  She feels his thoughts gently touch her mind. Well done. How do you feel? Has this tired you?


  No, Lord, she replies.


  Then let's try another one. They interrogate seven more men throughout the day. Their faces and inquisitions pass much as the first. They all bend to her will. Corporate knowledge, secrets, insider information all pour forth, with her insuring guilt-ridden alliances and deleting selected memories until Mallory decides to stop the exercise.


  They return to his quarters where she is left alone. Eventually food and a change of clothing are delivered to her, but since she is forbidden to speak to anyone, even the servants grow silent in her presence, so his is the only voice that she ever hears.


  It does not take Mallory long to realize that he can approach his victims without fear of discovery from any place, retrieve any knowledge and then render them unaware of the intrusion.


  He finds his sphere of influence increased in a very short time. His clever applications of their findings shoot him directly into a top corporate power status on Tanivol. Through his corporate pleasure domes he expands his power base until he is sitting squarely atop his very own refined, self-perpetuating Mecca of power.


  Mallory soon becomes accustomed to keeping Tristen with him. She receives few concessions for her service other than that she is exclusively his to command and abuse as he sees fit. But he does protect her from other more horrible things, and he becomes less cruel to her, on occasions even caring, so that she feels a bond to him despite the slavery.


  Mallory generally spends his evenings in The Palace's upper grand suite. He provides Tristen with a small antechamber so she will be near if needed. His telepathic operatives regularly man all entry and exit points, and they watch for any signs of trouble or important clientele, so he is immediately apprised of Palace business as it happens.


  On one occasion, Harbringer's arrival is heralded from the moment he and two of his scary bodyguards arrive. As the Palace personnel escort him to the grand suite, Mallory positions himself behind an impressively large antique desk, Tristen still standing behind him against the wall, as befits a servant.


  Mallory rises as Harbringer enters the lavish office. “Why, Mr. T.L. Harbringer,” he feigns surprise. “What a pleasure to finally meet you. Please pull up a chair.” He motions to an elaborate selection of seats available.


  Harbringer's smile exudes no warmth. His chiseled features and fierce cold eyes are likewise devoid of any humanity. Tristen finds him unnaturally intimidating and desperately hopes that Mallory can handle him.


  Mallory seems totally unruffled by his demeanor. He casually reaches across the desk to shake hands. “What an honor to finally meet you,” he says. “You are a legendary figure on this planet. To what do I owe this pleasure, Mr. Harbringer?"


  Harbringer ignores the pleasantries. “You have been interfering with my local operatives.” He looks at Tristen for an uncomfortably long moment.


  Mallory continues to feign innocence and mentally orders Tristen to engage Harbringer. Then everything flashes to white. One of Harbringer's guards now pins her securely against the wall.


  “You are not the only business man to employ PSIonic resources,” Harbringer states flatly. “Your telepaths aren't half bad either. Mine are better, of course.” He motions toward his guards. They are tall, well built men with square jaws and hair as platinum as Rael's. Something about them inspires fear. One of them smiles back at him. “I suspect, however, this one,” he motions to Tristen, “is of a completely different caliber. So what was she supposed to do to me?"


  “Nothing much,” Mallory answers matter-of-factly. “Just a little mind reading. You know, a little secret searching. I direct the conversation; she picks up the thoughts."


  Harbringer nods. “Sure, but why don't I believe you? Hmm, could it be because she couldn't hear our thoughts when we spoke?"


  Tristen is aware of the guard's mental attempts to reach and enter her mind as he still pins her against the wall. She effortlessly shields herself and waits for Mallory's instructions.


  Mallory, however, is not faring so well with his assailant. He struggles, hardly able to ward him off before signaling for her help. She shields them both easily enough before she is rendered unconscious by a physical blow.


  She awakens on the floor where she has been dropped. Mallory sits alone at his desk. As she stirs, he turns toward her. That didn't go very well, he thinks to her. Are you hurt?


  No, Master, she replies as she picks herself up.


  Well, seems like I have a little assignment from my new partner. He walks up to her and brushes her hair back, away from her face. Let's call it a night now. I'm suddenly feeling very tired. He looks at her for a long moment, then sighs, and they head back to his quarters.


  Things change after that. He becomes more distant and cruel toward her. He moves her to another room, still close but separate from his own. Only silent attendants with food and clothing ever see her. She drifts in and out of a self-induced trance state between their visits.


  One day Mallory appears again with a stranger. Mallory's thoughts pour warmly across her mind. She shields their thoughts and awaits his instructions. I'm sorry. She feels his sadness as he gives her a glimpse of the man beside him. This ruffian's name is Handler. He will be your new lord. You will obey his orders as you have mine. He steps up and removes her collar. Do not make him have to punish you. He will not be as ‘kind’ as I have been." He smiles and straightens her hair gently. Take care, he thinks to her one last time. “Obey him,” he says sternly, then turns and leaves the room.


  Handler waits until he has left, then walks around her, inspecting his property. “I am your master now,” he begins.


  She braces herself for what she knows will follow. The neural shock she receives knocks her off her feet.


  “Do we understand each other now?” he asks.


  Yes, Handler, she replies. She senses his revulsion at her mental response.


  “Now that we've been introduced and understand each other, follow me.” He sets a quick pace out the door. She struggles to keep up with him, her body still shaking from its most recent abuse. He leads her down to the holding and disciplinary cells. Trying to block out the cries of pain and other horrible sights of this level, she concentrates on regulating her breathing. In ... out ... in ... out ... control ... slow breathing ... calm ... keep moving.


  They stop at the hall's end and enter the last chamber. It is empty. Handler walks to a corner at the back of the room. From a secret compartment on the wall, he exposes a trigger for the hidden door. Down dimly lit stairs they continue. Mercifully, this area turns out to be soundproof, and the horrible cries behind them fall away with the closing of the stairwell door.


  They reach a single corridor adjoined by four rooms. They pause before the first door, hearing only the sound of sliding bolts and disengaging locks, until it clicks and slides open. An enormous man with an exceptionally flat face motions them in. Across the cell, a frail man lies bound to a medical gurney. His head rolls from side to side as he struggles against the drug they have given him.


  Handler turns to Tristen. “You will make him answer our questions."


  He will need to be conscious, she tells him. The drugs will hinder his ability to answer.


  Handler motions to his assistant who roughly injects the drugged man's arm.


  Tristen watches through the little man's eyes. When his sight finally clears, she takes control. He is ready, she tells them.


  Handler turns his attention to the prisoner. “List names and locations of all Spacial or high ranking Gov Operatives in this quadrant."


  The little man begins listing a roster's worth of names.


  “No, no, no,” Handler says, “Stop!"


  The list stops.


  “Hey this is really going to work,” the other guy says.


  “Alright,” Handler begins anew. “Here's how we're going to do this. I want everything you've got on the highest ranking in transit Op that you can find. He needs to be in this quadrant, as close to this planet as possible. I need to know flight plans and all specifics for the top three. Remember highest rank of importance.” He looks to the other. “Surveillance equipment activated?"


  “Since you guys walked in."


  “Then start now.” He motions to Tristen.


  “Ambassador Edward Dash; unscheduled emergency repair Salidaco station planet side. Aakeera class one-man transport, en route to Naltarany system planet Renata ... Route listing: 3772419—Katrina Zeldona, medical emergency en route to Holton I ... Route listing: 377351—Aztorye Azzrla, personal stop Trnarra 3. Route listing: 3769841.” The prisoner grows quiet.


  “You know some pretty interesting things, little man. What is your job title?"


  “Spacial traffic controller third class."


  Handler bursts out laughing. “Brog, bring him a tablet.” He points to the entranced traffic controller. “This time you can just jot down that list of names and locations of all Spacial or high ranking Gov Operatives in this quadrant."


  Tristen reaches down and releases the man's bonds. He pulls himself upright and sits dangling his legs over the side of the gurney. Brog hands him a pad. The man's bony fingers fly across the tiny keyboard. When he finishes, he hands it back to Handler and looks him in the eye. “What now, Handler?"


  “Can you selectively wipe his memory?"


  Tristen realizes that The Handler is more comfortable when she speaks indirectly to him. “Yes, Handler,” she continues speaking through the small man.


  “Is it permanent?"


  “I think so, Handler."


  “Good. Completely erase his memory of us and of what we've done from his mind. Instead, let him remember having a great time at The Palace. He will want to return every time he's in the area. He will recommend the establishment to all his friends. And for now, he will feel compelled to return to his ship and sleep. You will release him. He will never suspect any of this has happened. Can you do this?"


  The little man nods and replies, “When can he leave?"


  Handler looks over to Brog. “Escort him to the main hall, then follow him to his ship. Keep in contact in case of any trouble. And have his ship communications monitored for excess activity.” He smiles wickedly as Brog and the little man leave. Then he turns to Tristen. “If this doesn't work, Mallory will be left to face the consequences. That will teach him to mess with Mr. H., and you'll get a chance to see how The Gov deals with a Rogue Talent. So I think we'll just keep you down here for now. Cell next door is empty.” He leads her to the cell and locks her in.


  As he turns away, she fumbles for the tiny cot and drops onto it to sit alone in dark solitude again. Leaning back onto the cot, she drifts back into a trance until her next call.


  For the longest time her door opens only to deliver meals and sometimes clothing until Handler at last returns with another assignment. This time he escorts her up the hidden stairway to the public business levels. As they enter The Pleasure Palace's main hall, the multidirectional sounds and visual mayhem assault her senses. In panic she freezes in mid-step unable to discern one viewpoint or voice from another.


  Handler grabs her arm and forces her back into the quiet hallway. He slams her back against the wall and glares at her. “You will focus on me ... always on ME!” Her vision sharpens until she sees herself clearly again.


  Yes, Handler, she gasps.


  “That's better,” he hisses. “Alright, now focus on me. Hear only my voice. See only what I see. I'll direct you to where and what you need to be doing.” He releases her and starts again into the main hall. He leads her through the crowded room, between tables and amidst clusters of milling people.


  At first, he allows her to cling to his arm until she becomes more stabilized. With practice, she finally becomes adept at navigating the crowds with or without an escort. She eventually proves that once she makes physical contact, she is able to summon her targets to where ever she wants them to go.


  “Good enough,” Handler finally says. “I think you're ready for this now. So it is time to resume the business at hand. Follow me."


  They travel the busy walkways along rush hour traffic. The lights, the sounds, the aromas from the cuisine venders, everything quickly coalesces into a manageable form, her focus sharpening and adapting so much faster than before.


  Handler navigates her up and down the main walkway for good measure until they finally set out for the Space Port. They stand by the main fairway amidst the ever-flowing galactic-class crowds anxious to let the parties begin. Handler pulls her roughly to his side. He slaps a Palace token into her hand. “You will make contact with the person I'm going to select. Place this in his hand as an excuse to approach him. Implant the summons quickly, and we will return to The Palace and wait for him. He is to come to you in privacy booth three, and after you secure him, you will deliver him to me in the interrogation cell. There is a passageway in the back left corner."


  Handler searches the crowds until he sees the unsuspecting Ambassador Dash. He pushes Tristen toward him.


  * * * *


  Rael startled as the vision fell away. “Did everybody just see that?"


  Everyone sat dumbfounded around the table.


  Yes sir, Tristen answered.


  Ira nodded.


  Laynald stared at her wide-eyed, “I know I sure did. That was ... interesting."


  He paused then spoke again. “Rael, can you verify Mallory Switt's location on this planet now? I suspect he'll be keeping a low profile about now."


  Rael nodded, “Should be able to trace his correspondences—land lines, com links, surveillance cams—I can find him. Even his voice is easily recognized. Why? What's on your mind?"


  Laynald grinned. “Let's see. Harbringer wants you. He used Tristen to punish Switt and to locate and/or retrieve you. Tristen's failure and our intervention leave Mallory Switt in the target zone. We take out Switt's organization for him, nice and clean. But that would give you a boost of confidence with Ops, so I think he was hoping to really capture you or at least discredit you. He pretty much had Switt under control already."


  “Or he wants me to stay where I am,” Rael injected, “only under new management, maybe under his direct control."


  “No chance he's looking for a family reunion, is there?” Ira asked.


  “I hope so, because I want him dead!” Rael snapped.


  Ira flinched at the captain's uncharacteristic burst of emotion.


  “Wouldn't be the first wayward father to want to plead his case.” Laynald shrugged. “It must be hard to build an intergalactic empire without an heir apparent."


  “Not funny,” Rael snarled.


  “But marginally feasible all the same and definitely a factoring concern,” Laynald added.


  Rael was starting to look perturbed. “All right, so where are you heading with this?"


  Laynald smiled wryly. “What if we enlist Mallory Switt to help lure Harbringer to us? We clear the board in one stroke. We make political points for Lythia. We once more prove our value to Dark Ops, and we make Tristen's loyalty unquestionable. They won't be able to deny us anything. That's when we make her an official team member. There are probably going to be some ramifications from the Corporate Planets, but I'm sure he has made provisions for that. He seems very thorough."


  Rael glanced at Tristen, then back to Laynald. “So, I locate Mallory Switt. Then what?"


  “Well maybe Tristen should bind and bring him to us exactly the same way he intended to do to you? Then we infiltrate his operation, and maybe Harbringer's agents start to disappear and communiqués don't go through. Switt can even drop him a timely note that he is back in the saddle again, couldn't he? Hell, this could even be fun!” Laynald had that sinister look on his face again.


  Rael tapped a finger on the tabletop. He turned to Tristen. “Can you do this?” he asked her. “Can you bind Switt to your will?"


  Yes, sir, she answered, but her voice wavered.


  Ira shook his head. “You are not certain."


  She hesitated. I will follow your orders, sir.


  Rael leaned forward. “He protected you, and now you owe him your loyalty. Right?"


  She looked embarrassed. I'm not sure that I can really control him.


  Rael nodded. “Tell you what I'm willing to do. You do your best, and if you are able to handle him, I will protect Mr. Switt from prosecution, from Harbringer, the works."


  Laynald nodded his approval, but Ira said nothing.


  “All right,” Rael concluded. “You all go prepare yourselves while I get on Mr. Switt's trail. We can fill in the gaps when I get specifics.” He got up and, starting for the door, realized he had not cleared his place from the table. He paused and looked back. Laynald waved him on. “Go on, I'll get it.” Rael shrugged and left.


  Ira could've sworn he heard the healer humming as he cleared the table and put things up. Laynald loved a good challenge.

  


  CHAPTER 10


  Laynald's mind raced with the possibilities as he headed to his hydroponics lab on the lower deck. He tapped in his personal door code and anxiously waited. Exotic fragrances greeted him as it opened. He stepped in, and the door auto-clicked behind him. Rows and rows of plant-filled pods were secured to the walls and walkways. He took in the sight and smiled. “Missed me, my deadly beauties?"


  The sleek silver plants in the back wall-pods seemed to shiver in response.


  Laynald loosed a glide table from inside the door and guided it before him. This fine selection of plants was native to his home world. He had brought them with him in hopes that he would never have to return to that accursed place again—too many bad memories and a past that guaranteed his demise.


  The Alanti plants shivered again as he drew closer. “Harvest time again, little ones ... Daddy's going hunting.” He readjusted the settings on the pod's misting unit, and a vaporous liquid showered over them. They froze in mid-motion. Laynald opened the pod and careful not to disrupt the plants, began removing from each plant the delicate splinters from which he would extract a powerful neuro-toxin for his darts. “See, didn't hurt at all,” he said as he closed the pod and reset the auto-mist to prismatic nutrients spray. The plants quivered happily.


  * * * *


  For the longest time Ira did not speak after Laynald's departure. Seeing Tristen's memories had bothered him. He had not realized how strongly she had bonded with Mallory Switt, and he found himself struggling with an irrational rush of anger and jealousy. That she could care for Mallory at all maddened him beyond reason.


  Ira absently cradled his near empty cup. Watching the drink's swirling dregs, he considered this. It's just ridiculous, he told himself. Remaining isolated, always alone, always in control, all his life; these things had strengthened him. But now day-by-day, he found himself growing to need her more and more. She fortified him in another way—even beyond the mental bond that they were developing. He found himself craving her affection. He wanted her to need him. Enough of this, he finally told himself. He set the cup down and began to bleed away his useless passions. I control myself, he decided.


  As his emotions dissipated, he became again aware of Tristen. She was still sitting quietly at his side. But her anxiety was bordering on fear. He turned to look at her. “What are you afraid of?” he asked sadly.


  She nervously shifted in her seat before answering. You, sir. Are you angry with me?


  He sighed, reminding himself again that he had perpetuated her slavery for the sake of a mission. What right did he have to expect more from her? “Sorry,” he told her. “I didn't mean to broadcast my emotions. No, I'm not angry with you. I'm angry with the people who have hurt you. It ... hurts me."


  Tristen nodded, and he felt her confusion. It is as you told me before. We have become connected, you and I. I can no longer shield my feelings from you either, sir.


  Ira pushed his seat away from the table. “This is how it was with Mallory too, wasn't it?"


  Yes, she answered sadly, but he seldom cared for my input. He had to keep me distant for both of our sakes.


  Ira nodded, not wanting to envision Mallory as anything but a villain. He looked directly into her eyes. “If I tell you to hurt him, what will you do?"


  Tristen closed her eyes, not wanting to see herself as she answered. I will do whatever you order me to do, she stated flatly.


  Ira was painfully aware of her sorrow at the thought. He reached over and gently touched her face with his gloved hand. She opened her eyes again. “I will not ask you to harm him unless it is necessary. And Rael has already promised you that we will protect him. But this could get rough.” He dropped his hand and reached out for the coffee cups. “I'm getting more coffee; do you want some too?"


  Yes, please. Tristen ventured a smile, and Ira realized with some satisfaction that she was actually trying to cheer him up and had forgotten to call him ‘sir'.


  He cleared the table and refilled the cups, then returned to her side. “What do you think of Laynald's plan to capture Harbringer?"


  Harbringer scares me, sir, she admitted.


  Ira nodded, “He sounds formidable. Have you got any idea what he can do? We know he's telepathic, but what else?"


  Mallory wanted me to appear unimportant, so I always shielded myself and awaited his instructions. But by the time he called for my help, it was too late. I never got the chance to probe or attack Harbringer, but I felt his power. It was immense, and he seemed aware of mine as well. No one else had ever recognized my talents before. Still, he relied on his bodyguards for both offense and defense, and they eventually had to resort to physical attacks. They could not break through my defenses, and he did not try.


  Ira pensively drank from his cup. With coffee at just the right temperature, there was something to be said for savoring the moment. Tristen followed suit, mirroring his silence until they had both finished.


  He gathered the cups again and crossing the room, set them side-by-side on the counter. “How did Handler direct your movements through the streets and great hall?” he asked. “Mallory is a telepath, but Handler seemed uncomfortable with your mind talk?"


  It repulsed him, Tristen stated. He used basic communication devices—earphones, microphones. He said he could rely on technology.


  “Strange attitude considering the line of work he was in.” Ira leaned against the counter and looked back toward Tristen. “Why did you allow any of this?” he asked. “You had been growing stronger by the day. You were able to stand up to Mallory that time by the dresser. But you submitted to his abuse. Why?"


  Mallory said I had been previously trained. It must have been true because there were so many things that I did without knowing how—the meditation, the mind speech, focusing the mind sight. I was a child when they took me away. I scarcely recognized my own body when I saw it that first time. All those years I must have been stasis-trained. So, you see, the Oracles have ordained all of this. I cannot resist what must be. I will know what to do when the time comes. In the meantime, I am where I am meant to be.


  “Well, I guess we may as well use this time to hone our work skills while we can. Since I'm not telepathic, we'll need to work up a system for me to direct you to places and things that need to be done. So let's try this. I will guide you to where I want you to be through what I look at, kind of, like what we've already been doing. I will make you aware of specific things and people I want you to notice in that way. For instance, if I want you to open a door or turn on/off a switch, I will hold my focus on it. When you touch it I will blink once for yes or on and twice for no or off. But first we'll start slowly."


  Still leaning against the counter, Ira concentrated on her left hand. She raised it. He directed his gaze to the tabletop, then to her hand and then back to the tabletop. She placed her hand where he was still looking. He blinked once. She remained still, awaiting his next prompt.


  He repeated the same type of maneuver several times until there was no doubt that she could do what he indicated. Then he signaled for her to leave the table, cross the room and place her hands on the counter near where he stood. She executed the maneuver with ease. Ira wondered at the extent of her skill as she stood before the counter awaiting his next prompt. He had her pick up the cups and move them from one place to another, rearrange them, and finally place them in the sterilizer and activate the device.


  Tristen attacked each exercise with such an intense determination that she quickly achieved a precision and finesse that amazed Ira. In fact, he soon realized that she was anticipating his most subtle intent even before the physical prompts were given.


  She's responding to the intensity of my emotions, he finally realized. “I'm projecting positive and negative emotions, aren't I?” he asked her.


  She nodded.


  “And, of course, you receive them quicker than the visual prompts. Great! Now I won't have to worry about looking like a twitching, blinking idiot in public. I can't believe I didn't think of it myself.” He leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “You must think I'm incredibly dense, huh?” He smiled broadly, knowing full well that his amusement would overwhelm her heightened senses.


  She broke out into a smile too, and then they both burst into irrational peals of laughter that accelerated, shaking them both to tears. Tristen stumbled. Ira reached out and caught her. A renewed burst of laughter erupted. He drew her into his arms and held her tightly. All of their senses erupted at the nearness, and their laughter subsided as quickly as it had started.


  Ira tried to release her but found that he could not. She suddenly leaned even more heavily against his chest, and an intoxicating fragrance overwhelmed him. His vision blurred, and he found that he could not call out or speak. Then, though still gloved, a tingling sensation starting from his fingertips traveled up his arms. Unbidden, his senses shifted. Tristen's energy patterns became visible. Ira stared in disbelief. How is this happening? Before his eyes Tristen's pattern began to shiver and change. Sparkling and glistening like water in the mid-day sun, it coalesced into another, more familiar, form. He felt the almost magnetic draw of like-unto-like. Somehow, her essence now matched his.


  What have you done? ... I do not know. He heard her thoughts and knew she heard his, and he could not discern whose feelings he now felt. Everything was so intense and confusing.


  Ira's mind reeled as the connection snapped into place.


  The Oracle's voice echoed through their minds. So shall you be joined as the battle is engaged.


  His perception changed, shifted, returned to normal, Tristen crumpling heavily against his chest. Never had anyone clung to him like this before. He stood for a moment, not knowing what to do. Then, scooping her up, he carried her to the sofa and laid her gently upon it.


  He started to rise, to call for help, but Tristen clung to his arm and would not let him leave her side. He sat next to her on the couch's edge and focusing his energy, projected a single feeling, an all-consuming serenity to dissipate the chaos. He felt Tristen's breathing slow, her body relaxing, her mind at last calm.


  She stirred and finally released his arm, pulling herself up to sit at his side. My head will not be quiet. She leaned against his shoulder, rubbing her temples.


  Her presence felt strange to him now, wildly alluring. He resisted an urge to seize her and pull her even closer. The need to touch her, to calm her, to join with her was becoming overpowering.


  Are you all right? he thought to her amidst the din.


  I think so, she replied


  Ira smiled. We can hear each other's thoughts now.


  Yes, she answered, it seems that you were right. Our destinies are intertwined.


  Tristen leaned over and kissed him lightly on the lips.


  Pushing her away, he scrambled to put distance between them. All his life nobody would willingly have touched him. Everyone knew that dissimilar patterns ruptured in an uncontrolled union. But this had not happened. He stared at her in disbelief.


  You heard the Oracle's blessing, she insisted. They approved the mating bond.


  Mating bond? Ira stood dumbfounded. Everything was wrong, different. His senses reeled. “I ... I need to be alone. Stay here.” He stumbled toward the door and left the room, stopping only after he heard it slide shut behind him. Pacing the corridor didn't help. He stopped and leaned against its cold metal wall, immersing himself in the solitude. Then, closing his eyes to any distractions, he sought to decipher his jumbled feelings, regain control of this escalating situation and make sense of it all.


  The laughter, he thought, the laughter triggered something ... she ... we ... were happy ... we were happy together. He paused for a moment as things seemed to fall into place. Mating bond, she said mating bond ... He opened his eyes and considered this. Why the hell not! He headed back to the room.


  Ira paused as the door slid open, then stepped in far enough for it to slide shut behind him. Tristen sat on the couch with her head in her hands. Her anguish cut him like a knife. This is my fault. He focused and projected a soothing calm toward her. Then noticing that the room's lights were garishly bright, he softened them. This is all my fault.


  Tristen stood up to face him. She was miserable and confused, and her face was tear-streaked. She radiated an unnatural discord. He felt the draw of like-unto-like once again. “How did this happen?” he quietly asked.


  She shook her head and looked frantic. I cannot think straight. It is all so scrambled together. She shook her head as if to clear it. But you heard the Oracles, didn't you? They blessed this union. They foresaw it!


  Ira paused. Yes, he had heard the Oracle's voices, and he had recognized them, known them as though ... He looked again at Tristen, still feeling the draw ... like-unto-like. “Our patterns have merged,” he said aloud. “You have taken on my engrams. That is why you can touch me.” He crossed the room to where she stood, his mind racing on several different levels. A commotion of voices clamored beneath his thoughts, but he could not quite discern what they said. Everything felt out of phase. And with every step, the roaring chaos got louder.


  Stopping a foot away from her, he looked deeply into her sea green eyes. His vision doubled with hers. That's gonna take some getting used to, he thought. He pocketed both of his gloves and felt her confusion escalating as his mind reached out to her again.


  Tristen resisted the urge to back away from him. His presence overwhelmed her now. She, too, felt the draw, the need to join with him. Not knowing what to expect, she braced herself against his touch.


  He gently ran his fingertips along the curve of her cheeks. You are so beautiful.


  Their senses snapped together again. This time Ira completely opened himself. Again the intoxicating fragrance, and he allowed everything to wash over and through him all at once. Tristen gasped, and he drew her fully into his arms and held her tightly against him. He closed his eyes. Breathe, he told her above the roaring din in their minds, breathe with me ... like a resonance, match my rhythms. He drew slow deep breaths over and over and over again until their bodies behaved as one.


  Now, he said, count to five with me. One ... two ... three ... four ... five.


  Tristen fell into the cadence. One ... Two ... Three ... Four ... Five. ONE ... TWO ... THREE.


  Ira smiled and opening his eyes, loosened his grip on her. Looks like we're in sync now. That should make things easier to deal with. He caressed her face, ears and the nape of her neck ever so softly. I never dared to even dream that something like this was possible. His happiness washed across her.


  The Oracles knew. She paused at his disapproval. Like it or not, you are now a real part of this too. She shivered at the thought. Nothing else has changed. When the mission ends, I will have to return to them. They will either relinquish my service and free me, or they will destroy me. You knew this when you initiated the bond ... when you chose me.


  Ira forced an impenetrable silence between them, and then leaning down, he kissed her hard and long. We will worry about that later.


  * * * *


  Rael retreated to his quarters and seated himself comfortably in his favorite lounger. Sitting through long searches on anything else had proven painful in the past. As he sank into its soft cushions his temple plates flickered, then glowed. Traveling across intergalactic communications lines revealed a universe of possible connections to him. He suspected that his searches were very much like Ira's except that they each traveled on different thoroughfares. It would not be hard to locate a recording of Mallory Switt's voice throughout his many correspondences over the years. So divining a voiceprint would be easy enough, but Tanivol was a very big and busy planet, and Mallory had holdings in virtually all aspects of its many, many industries. Rael slid into deep search mode. No matter, eventually, he would find him.


  Three hours later, at a tiny resort complex half way across the planet from The Palace, he did. Rael smiled and set course toward the tiny port on the Isle of Jesaree, then released the compu-link and stretched the stiffness from of his body. He caught a quick shower, signaled Laynald to join him in the commons and headed for the door.


  * * * *


  Ira held Tristen in his arms as she slept. He could not seem to satisfy this need to touch her, to feel her soft skin next to his. The com by the doorway chimed from across the room. “Com: audio only—com: on,” he spoke softly into the darkness, trying not to awaken her. Tristen stirred slightly then huddled closer, her head resting more comfortably on his shoulder now. He ran his fingers across the different layers of her hair, savoring the texture of it in the darkness.


  Rael's voice issued from the wall, “Ira, grab up Tristen, and join us in the commons again. We dock in an hour and need to run over this plan."


  “Might take us about fifteen minutes, Captain, but we'll be there soon as possible."


  “Anything wrong?” Rael asked.


  Ira smiled as he brought up the room's lighting. He looked up and down her body nestled happily against his. “No, everything is just fine here. Ira out.” The com snapped off. Ira rolled quickly over Tristen, pausing only to briefly nuzzle her neck. As he reached the other side of the bed, he scooped her up in one fluid motion and lifted her off of it. “Captain's orders,” he said, then both of them laughing aloud, he carried her toward the other room. “Wanna share a shower? I'll scrub your back...."


  * * * *


  Laynald had been sitting at the table in the commons studying maps and floor plans for the mission when the captain called for the others. As the com clicked off, Rael looked over to him. “Was it just my imagination or did Ira sound ... different?"


  Laynald frowned. “Don't think I've ever heard him sound like that before. He's usually pretty somber. Have you reached Tristen yet?"


  Rael shook his head. “No response to the com, but I did mention that Ira would be picking her up. She was probably just getting dressed. They should be along any minute now. There haven't been any hold ups before.” They both looked expectantly toward the door. No one entered.


  “Fifteen minutes, huh?” Laynald began. “I hope he hasn't gone and made this harder than it already has to be."


  Rael smiled. “They do make a good couple though, don't you think? I mean he's young. He deserves some happiness. In all this time, I don't think I've ever heard him sound like that before. They're a perfect match."


  “Perhaps too perfect,” Laynald muttered. “The way I understand this, PSI bonds are for life, and how's he going to take it when we put her in danger. This is damned bad timing. For that matter, where do her loyalties lie now?"


  Rael shrugged. “Nothing's changed. They both work for me now, that's all. Worst-case scenario: the kid's confused for a while, but he's still part of this team. He'll come through and bring her with him. You'll see."


  Laynald looked back at the maps. “Hope you're right. Let's get back to the target layout.” They reviewed the city drawings and finally the room-by-room building plans of the resort where Switt was staying before the young couple finally arrived.


  Entering together, Tristen proceeded directly to the table and took a seat while Ira got them something to drink.


  Rael noted the change. “Very smooth, you two are looking like independent agents now."


  “We've been practicing,” Ira answered nonchalantly. He held one of the cups out to Tristen. She reached up and took it and sipped her drink while Ira took the seat beside her. He looked toward the counter, and Tristen set her cup on the table in front of her. She stood and walked to the counter, located the energy bars and brought some back to the table, offering the plate to both Laynald and Rael as she neared them and finally placed it upon the table, reseated herself and resumed drinking.


  Ira beamed.


  Rael paused, taken aback by Ira's expression. He had never seen him so openly happy. “Very impressive. That should certainly make this mission easier. Good work—both of you. Now since some of us showed up late, we better get to this.” Rael activated the table screen, and everyone cleared cups and plates away so as to best see the mission layouts. “All right, this is an island resort ... very remote and very exotic. The building itself we'll access easily. Tristen and Ira will enter as a couple, and we will shadow you individually."


  Rael's temple plates glimmered. “Looks like we've arrived at this little port here.” He pointed to the table map. “Tell you what, Laynald why don't you scout us up some appropriate garb for this place? There are lots of shops and merchants nearby. Since this is a resort, we don't want to look too conspicuous. I'll bring these two up to speed while you're gone."


  Laynald nodded and left.


  Ira watched as he went. “What's wrong with him today? He seemed agitated."


  “You picked up on that, did you?” Rael shrugged. “He doesn't like it when team members complicate a mission or don't prioritize Ops briefings."


  Ira stared at Rael, coldly assessing his words. “Perhaps you should tell him he worries too much, and we can handle ourselves."


  “I did,” Rael said with a smile. “That is why he did not press it further. You, of course, would tell me if there was any likelihood of complications that could arise, wouldn't you?” He turned his attention to Tristen. “Can you handle Switt? Can you bind him for us or will we have to convince him to help us?"


  I will try, sir, but we have worked very closely, and I'm not sure I can completely control him. But I know that he will want to speak to me, to see me, perhaps...?


  “Tristen,” Rael interrupted her, “he will lay claim to you on the spot. Your brand identifies you as his slave, and if he has legally transferred your ownership, he will be obligated to return you to Harbringer or his representative."


  Ira felt a stab of dread in the pit of his stomach.


  Tristen nodded. "Yes, sir."


  Rael continued. “You, however, are under my command now so neither of these claims matter. But I must have Harbringer. Mallory is just a means to get to him. Do whatever you need to do toward that end. But if it becomes more than you can handle, call out, and we will get you out of there.” He paused and checked her body language. She was masterfully controlling her fear, but it was still there. “Tristen, you are not expendable. Do you understand what I'm saying here?"


  Tristen remained silent.


  “What are you thinking?” Rael asked her.


  Ira answered without a thought. “That it will be hard to return to that life after being here. It will be...” Ira stopped in mid word.


  “Okay, maybe you two ought to let me know what else has changed here so I have some idea what to expect from you now."


  Tristen looked uneasy.


  Ira frowned. “I'm sorry Rael, we don't really know what to expect, ourselves. Everything happened so fast. I don't think I could have stopped it even if I had wanted to. Anyway, so far we seem to have linked telepathically, empathically, and look...” Ira took off his glove and touched Tristen's face and hair. “Our electrical patterns match now."


  He paused to take in Rael's reaction.


  “Can you block or shield from each other?” Rael asked.


  They both shrugged.


  “All right, this plan isn't going to work unless Tristen can contain Switt. If anything goes wrong I can't have both of you dropping every time that sadistic bastard gets button happy."


  Ira started to protest but Rael stopped him. “Tristen, you will find Mallory, with Laynald as your back up. Can you shield him from other telepaths if he needs it?"


  I do not want you to go without me, Ira thought to her.


  His mind is very contained, sir, he should not draw their attention. They are looking for important people with corporate information and, of course, for potentially dangerous talents. But I can shield him if he is near enough.


  Ira scowled. Are you ignoring me?


  Yes. Tristen continued to speak to Rael. The mission objective is still achievable, sir.


  Back me in this Tristen, and he will have to give in.


  No Ira.


  Rael sat back for a moment and watched them. “He's talking to you now, isn't he?"


  Tristen nodded. Yes, sir.


  “Ira, it's rude to interrupt your team leader when he's giving orders. I may not be psychic, but I've got pretty good eyesight, and you have been telegraphing your mental activity; you know, empty glazed-over eyes, body language, obvious lack of attention to what's being said."


  Ira sighed and shook his head. “I don't want her working with Laynald on this. He hasn't spoken half a dozen words to her since she arrived. He doesn't trust her. He will...."


  “Stop it, Ira,” Rael insisted. “Laynald's reliability is beyond reproach. Tristen is probably safer with him than she is here. Why do you make me state the obvious now? All of this is still too new for you two to trust it. It is untested and undefined. You do not even know your own limitations yet. And so we will proceed the safest way possible while we assess these new talents."


  He turned to Tristen. “I want Ira to monitor you from here if he can. Perhaps he can help you through it, strengthen you. Be there with you even when you're apart. The way I understand the pattern thing, other telepaths shouldn't be able to sense his presence now because you have the same signatures. So, this could prove to be pretty handy, but if anything goes wrong I don't want to have to carry both of you back here. People would notice."


  Ira leaned back and crossed his arms. “You're probably right,” but I don't like it.


  Tristen smiled.


  Rael nodded. “Good then, we need to get back to these maps and wait for Laynald. If nothing else, maybe this will help to put his mind to rest. You know how much he worries.” Rael activated the display across the tabletop. “Ok, Tristen you need to get familiar with this floor plan. This is the emergency escape route here.” He leaned down and pointed to a newly highlighted pathway.


  * * * *


  Laynald entered the room with a stack of wrapped packages in his arms. “All right everybody,” he called for their attention. “Seems that we can get away with wearing these over what we're wearing now. Fortunately black is universally considered a class act.” He began tossing packages to each of them, “but this place is a resort and all, so these will actually help us to blend in with the frolicking masses."


  Rael unwrapped a large, oversized shirt. It was neon blue with disturbingly bright geometric patterns. He held it toward Laynald. “Tell me they paid you to take this."


  Laynald pretended not to notice Rael's distressed look. “I'm telling you that these are the height of fashion here.” He started tearing away at his own package.


  Ira held up an equally bizarre floral print in electric green. “Trade you, Rael?” He held it up for Rael to see.


  “No, thanks kid, this one's looking better by the minute."


  Laynald slipped on his own piece of ugly: dark vertical stripes with sporadic splashes of random colors. “Believe it or not, these are actually the blandest garments I could find.” He tugged at the collar to straighten it and then began to readjust his weaponry and dart tubes for easy access.


  Tristen fumbled with the larger of her two packages. Ira, avoiding the floral shirt for as long as possible, shifted his attention to help her out. She eventually drew out a three quarter length sleeveless gown. It was peacock green with vertical stripes of gold fastened in the front by with a long shimmering row of tiny buttons. She held it up for everyone to see. Laynald, it is beautiful, she said. Thank you.


  Everyone looked at Laynald, who in turn pretended not to notice. “You're welcome, Tristen. The women here accessorize with a veil, and I thought it would help to keep you from being recognized until you're ready."


  Tristen slipped her arms into the gown and began to fumble with its many tiny buttons, which extended all the way to the bottom of the gown. Ira stepped up to help her, and she gratefully allowed it.


  Rael's temple plates flickered. “Here,” he said motioning to the table screen, “here are some pictures to go by.” Fashion photo layouts covered the screen. “There, this is how it's worn, looks like they leave the bottom buttons open for movement and flash.” He smiled at Ira. “Where's the veil?"


  Tristen straightened the gown and turned to retrieve the last package. She opened this one with ease and pulled out a sea green veil with intricate gold filigree worked into elegant patterns throughout it. She gasped, How beautiful!


  Rael reached over and lifted a corner of it. “Is this supra silk?"


  Laynald glared at him. “Ok, ok. I just thought that she might like the outfit.” He turned to Tristen. “Maybe this can help you to distract Switt long enough for you to work your magic. But if nothing else the scarf should bring out the color of your eyes.” He looked again to find Rael and Ira both haplessly staring at him. “Now if we waste more time maybe our target will leave this fashionless jungle, and we will have bought these God-awful shirts for nothing!” He motioned toward the door.


  Ira scrambled to pull his shirt on. Rael smiled. “Well we do look festive don't we? Oh Laynald, we've had a change of plan while you were gone. You're going with Tristen instead of Ira."


  Laynald turned to Rael. “Why?"


  “Seems they've gotten too close.” Rael grinned. “Still too new to be sure about everything, but so far it looks like they have total empathy and telepathy in the link. Ira's gonna try to track and monitor her from here with me. We'll check for range too while we're at it."


  “Empathy too, huh?” Laynald frowned, “So one drops, they both go down?"


  “Don't have time to check just now, but it's probable. Hopefully this will turn out to be a blessing, but keep your eyes open just the same."


  Laynald nodded and looked over toward the young couple. Ira was helping Tristen with the veil, her eyes sparkling at the attention. “I'll watch out for her, Captain."


  Tristen looked up and smiled at him. Thank you, she said again.


  He nodded briefly and turned his attention back to the captain.


  I thought you said he didn't like me? she thought to Ira.


  He smiled at her and helped arrange the drape of the veil over her shoulder. He once told me he believed that a thing of beauty is always the most deadly. Tristen blushed. That's about as close to a vote of confidence as you will get from him. Just don't forget that when you work with him the mission is his first and foremost priority.


  I agree with him, she answered.


  Ira shook his head. You will be careful, alright? He reached down and slid the gloves from both her hands. You won't need these any more.


  “Let's go.” Rael motioned to the door. “Laynald and Tristen, you need to head out. We'll stay here and join up as needed. Be careful."


  


  CHAPTER 11


  Ira reluctantly watched them depart down the docking bay ramp. I should be with you, he thought to her.


  You are, she replied, now do not press me so. I need to concentrate. She felt his touch lift to where only a surface presence remained.


  “You ready now?” Laynald said.


  She nodded. Yes, sir.


  He paused at the edge of the ramp and looked back at her. “What is the best way to do this?” he finally asked.


  What image are we projecting?


  “For now, hmm, for now you are a noble woman of import, and I'm your body guard. Can you do that?"


  Tristen thought back to all the rich women she'd seen at The Palace. Imitating them, she drew herself up, stiffening her back and raising her head arrogantly, then looked toward him. Like this?


  Laynald smiled, “Yep that's the look. Do you want your guard to walk before you and clear the path or to follow in your magnificent wake?"


  She rolled her sightless green eyes. You may follow me slightly to my left and guide me with your all-encompassing gaze. It will get easier as we do it. You'll see. Oh, and you are my voice as well. Others will assume you are my translator—which you actually are.


  They followed the market road from the port to allow them enough time to tune up their roles for closer scrutiny. Tristen warmed into hers with ease. So much so that twice she stopped to peruse local merchants and price their wares. Laynald found his role surprisingly easy, and nobody questioned his presence or behavior.


  The crowds thickened as they reached the entertainment sector beyond the marketplace. Street performers hovered, slithered and glided among them, happily enhancing an already carnival-like atmosphere. Drink and food vendors were everywhere, a different music poured from each open door as they passed. It was intoxicating, but they traveled on unwaveringly until they stood within sight of Mallory Switt's establishment.


  It was called The Jungle. The holographically enhanced entrance beckoned and promised the illusion of romance and excitement amidst the wonders of nature.


  A swarthy guide joined them as they entered through the magnificently sculpted archway. “Welcome to The Jungle,” he said with a smile. Drawing them into his wake, he motioned for them to follow him toward the main event hall. “How may I serve you, gracious lady?"


  “A table by the west wall, please,” Laynald answered.


  The attendant looked at the two of them, reassessing their stature, then as Tristen had expected, he resumed the assumption that Laynald was the noble woman's subordinate. “Yes Lady, follow me please.” He led them down an ornate corridor to the immense main hall. Tristen gasped at the sheer splendor of it. Nothing at all like The Palace, this great hall was pentagonal, with lush floors of vegetation and a softly flowing waterfall tumbling from the eastern wall. Live and holographic aquatic creatures lounged and swam in and around the pool at its base.


  In the center of the great hall grew an enormous tree with a trunk so large that it formed a winding stairway leading up into the most marvelous bowers. Its huge winding branches snaked all across the sky, meshing together into platforms upon which couples dined at tiny tables. There they sat amidst the star-filled sky set aglow by the flickering candlelight in their hidden bowers. Exotic vines hung and draped everywhere, occasionally needing to be brushed out of the way by people walking about.


  Four of the room's five walls contained equally magical settings: a moonlit garden, a forest-lined glade, and on the wall that Laynald had requested there were holographic snow-topped mountains overlooking a field of fragrant purple wild flowers. The guide motioned Tristen to follow him.


  As they threaded their way through the incredible simulations Tristen, watching through Laynald's vigilant eyes, took note of each bird that floated in the distance as well as the many beautifully framed wildlife sightings. She also saw as he located the camouflaged holo-projector units woven among treetop branches as well as the enormous room's well-hidden doorways and passages.


  “Would you prefer a table and chairs or something more picnic style?” the attendant asked them.


  “We would be seated at a table with a bottle of your best for the Lady,” Laynald insisted.


  As from nowhere, tiny elfin creatures brought forth a small table with dressing and chairs and even the drinks they had ordered. Then they disappeared as quickly as they had appeared. The attendant stepped forward and drew out a seat for the Lady.


  Tristen stepped forward as if to take it, then touching his hand as she sat, she entranced him. When does Mallory Switt check the hall today?


  “He does so at random, when he comes at all.” He slid her chair closer to the tiny table and proceeded to pour her a glass of a sparkling citrus brew.


  Convince him he is needed now, then continue with your duties and forget you have seen us. She smiled at him and took the drink as if he had proffered it. Thank you.


  He left her side and headed immediately toward one of the room's many hidden exits.


  Laynald noted its location. The floor plans had indicated business offices and Mallory's quarters in that direction. He scanned the room, locating Switt's most likely henchmen and watching her silent manipulations of the attendant as he slid into his seat across from where she sat.


  “What have you done?” he asked quietly as he pretended to sip his drink.


  I have sent for Mallory. It is possible he will recognize my handiwork. You should find a reason to distance yourself from me now in case this doesn't work.


  Laynald nodded and bowed to her before appearing to take his leave.


  She smiled and waved him on.


  He disappeared into the crowds, eventually situating himself behind one of the holographic shields for the tree structure. Concealed there, he safely watched and provided Tristen with a better vantage point from which to view the room's activities.


  Acrobatic wood nymphs performed among the great tree's branches. Happy clientele pointed and marveled at their antics from all around.


  Mallory's concealed doorway opened. He stepped from the shadows into the large room flanked by two of his guards. Uneasily he scanned the room from where he stood.


  Tristen recognized the exhaustion in his stance and movements. Remaining seated at her little table, she sipped the bubbly drink as he began winding his way through the crowd. Eventually she arose from the table and started toward him through the crowded hall. Her vision swam with multiple viewpoints as she sought him amidst the milling crowd, until finally she was close enough to touch his bare arm and establish contact.


  As she reached for him, Mallory suddenly spun to face her. He greeted her with an unexpected smile.


  She froze, and everything went black.


  * * * *


  From the Nemesis, Rael followed everything through The Jungle's surveillance systems. He watched Switt's clever guard catch Tristen before she fell: an unseen injection having stolen her consciousness. They whisked her out of the hall through the hidden exit, Mallory following them closely.


  Laynald's report was immediate. “Didn't work Captain, they're taking her. Are you tracking?"


  “Yes,” he answered quietly. “Let her go. Give her time to regain consciousness, see if she'll call for extraction."


  “She won't,” Laynald stated flatly. “How's Ira?"


  “Out cold, same as her. Never saw it coming. When they wake up, he'll reestablish contact with her. Stay put and enjoy the view."


  * * * *


  Tristen awoke to find herself sprawled across a lavishly large bed. She took a moment to notice that the emerald green velvet bedspread really accentuated her new wardrobe. Someone was in the room with her watching her as she stirred. She recognized his presence and turned to face him.


  “You look great there."


  Mallory, she smiled. His deep, rich voice had always sounded melodic to her. I need your help.


  “So what's so important that would cause you to risk your freedom like this?"


  He tossed the monogrammed slave collar onto the bed next to her.


  Tristen tensed at the sight of it. I ... I can help you escape from Harbringer and set you free.


  “Hmm, aren't you full of surprises? First, showing up here looking delectable and now recruiting to topple an interplanetary corporate warlord. You've been busy since last I saw you, haven't you?” He sauntered over and sat next to her on the bed. “You realize Harbringer's pretty much thrown me to the wolves here, don't you?"


  Of course, I do, only I run with that pack now ... and they've sent me with a deal to save you.


  Mallory reached out and brushed his fingertips across the curve of her cheek. “All this posturing, but you're still not ready to try to force your will onto mine, are you?"


  I don't want to, she answered softly. Please, don't force me to. She felt his coldness and braced herself.


  Mallory drew away and stared at her for an overly long time. Then he backhanded her, sending her sprawling across the bed again. “What makes you think that you can talk to me like that? You will remember your place!"


  She saw his hands as he brushed his long brown hair from his face and struggled to recompose himself.


  “Ok, let's start again. Tell me about your new friends. Who are these people who dare to send you back to me like this?"


  Tristen pulled herself up and moved toward him. She felt Ira's presence, his rage swelling even more than the fresh welt on her face. She struggled to calm it.


  Spacial Agents, she hissed, despite her efforts as she drew up beside him at the bed's edge. Gov Dark Ops; they're all around you. Watching as we speak. Harbringer is the least of your problems now. In fact, he's just become your salvation if you will help them. Their offer comes with amnesty and protection ... for both of us.


  Mallory paused, looking her in the eye.


  She wondered if he felt or sensed Ira's angry presence. She was having more and more trouble repressing his feelings.


  Mallory rose and moved away, almost reaching the door before turning to look back. “Put on the collar, and I'll talk to them,” he said.


  No! Don't do this! Ira insisted.


  Tristen reached out and grabbed it up, running her fingers along its slick surface to where the monogrammed MS was engraved. Wear your colors into battle? she asked.


  “Be my hostage,” he replied with that silken voice of his. His words almost caressed her with their perilous message.


  Slowly she positioned it around her neck, gasping as it snapped shut and tightened around her throat.


  “Much better.” Mallory approached and almost gently helped her up from the bed, “That's more like it.” He drew the long flowing veil from her shoulders and took the time to rearrange it so that it again attractively framed her face allowing the delicate monogram to show at her throat. “Veils are the height of fashion these days,” he said. “They are so feminine."


  She heard the smile in his voice but did not respond. Ira's rage was palpable. She directed her thoughts to him for a moment. I can handle him, Ira. Please just trust me, and let me do what must be done here.


  “So how are we to contact your friends?” Mallory was saying.


  I'll take you to them now. She stepped around him and headed for the doorway.


  He followed her too closely and ominously leaning over her shoulder, spoke through the veil.


  She froze. He was so close that she could feel the warmth of his breath.


  “Almost like old times, huh?"


  From within, she felt Ira press her to action. Reaching up, she activated the door before them. As it opened, she stepped into the hallway. Ira's soft voice guided her to each turn and exit; relaying Rael's chosen path as they tracked her progress. Mallory found her newfound confidence unsettling, and Ira was reveling in it. Tristen was too busy concentrating on what she was doing to dwell on it.


  She was enormously relieved when they re-entered the main hall. Laynald's vision joined with the others now. His skilled eyes kept her expertly informed of everything around her as he shadowed them across the room and out the main entranceway.


  Into the evening she led them, among the bright lights and street performers, through dazzling spectacles and fiery twilit streets. Even the market streets had now assumed full carnival atmosphere as the sun set behind them. Through milling crowds gathering here and there, they hurried onwards.


  Mallory found this increasingly uncomfortable. He sensed something wrong and didn't like it. “Hold up here,” he called out to her.


  Tristen stumbled as the jolt from the collar shot through her.


  “I said stop!” Mallory reached to grab her.


  Then there was a flash of motion ... Laynald was moving in ... she saw herself clutching at the collar ... Mallory stiffened in mid-step...


  Then, Ira stood beside her. He put his arm around her, gathering her to his side and quickly guided her away toward the spaceport. She melted into his side and allowed him to all but carry her to safety.


  From behind them, she glimpsed Mallory being semi-carried, semi-dragged between Rael and Laynald. Through Laynald's eyes, she witnessed his quick retrieval of the tiny dart from the back of Mallory's neck.

  


  CHAPTER 12


  Finally back aboard the Nemesis, Ira and Tristen fully embraced. Ira brushed the veil from her head, allowing it to settle once more upon her shoulders. He mournfully touched her bruising face. We should put something on that to slow the swelling. Are you alright? His gaze fell to the collar. Why did you let him put that thing on you? I told you not to.


  Tristen pulled her face away and turned toward the ship's interior. He needed to feel in control, or he would have bolted. I know him, Ira.


  That's the problem. Ira started after her. We had contingencies for that, but no, you know best, and now you've succeeded in giving our prisoner a weapon that cuts our forces in half!


  Tristen paused, turning to face him, Laynald can take him ... and he did, by the way.


  Ira squared off before her. Why do you continually ignore everything I try to tell you?


  She sighed and turned away, heading again for the door to the lift that would deliver them to the ship's main corridor near the sick bay. I did not ignore you, I disagreed. She stepped into the compartment.


  Shaking his head, Ira followed her, allowing the sliding door to close behind them.


  From the docking bay door, Rael and Laynald watched their silent exchanges. Laynald sighed and nodded toward the medical gurney he had left by the ramp. Together, they hefted Mallory onto it.


  “Looks like the honeymoon's over, huh?” Rael said.


  “Even accelerated relationships take a while to settle in, I guess. All the reports I could find insist that, as they fuse, they'll completely bypass futile arguments. But first, they have to learn to know and accept each other. Hopefully her discipline and training will expedite this. Then things should settle back to normal—I hope."


  “You researched PSIonic relationships?” Rael shook his head. “I should've thought of that."


  Laynald smiled, “Only made sense since this is definitely going to affect our work place. It was self defense—can't be too prepared, huh?"


  Rael finished strapping Mallory to the gurney as the rumbling outer docking bay doors closed. “Did you do any research on how that slave collar works?"


  “Yep, we still have some options to consider, and this guy's only gonna be out for about an hour, so we really should get to it.” He headed for the elevator with the gurney in tow. “Now the fun can begin."


  * * * *


  Mallory Switt felt strangely relaxed and rested when he opened his eyes. He realized that medical restraints were being used to bind him to the examining table; he yanked at them anyway. They held as tightly as the ones he used on his prisoners. He sighed. The room was obviously a medical lab, but for some reason the lighting had been left dimmed. That seemed unusual since most interrogation sites were overly bright. He strained to look around the room again: wall scanner, assorted cabinets and shelves. Why am I here alone? He reached out with his mind for Tristen. Where are you, little one?


  “She's not here.” Ira's soft voice startled him from across the room.


  “Who's there?” Mallory strained to locate him.


  Ira stepped out from the shadows, his steel blue eyes glistening eerily as he smiled. “Don't worry that you couldn't sense my presence, Mallory. I'm just like that.” The laser red insignia of Gov-Dark Ops activated and showed through the back of his gloved hand as he ran it through his fine raven hair. “I trust that you are comfortable there.” He crossed the room toward the examination table, exuding malice with each step until he finally loomed over Mallory.


  “Who are you?” Mallory gasped as an unnatural dread churned up from his stomach. “What are you doing?"


  Ira smiled again and casually removing his gloves, leaned over him. “Things have changed, Mr. Switt,” he whispered.


  Mallory tensed, fighting an inexplicable terror he could not contain. “She said you had a deal for me.” He grappled to catch his breath, his heart pounding louder and louder, and his head aching.


  Ira cradled Mallory's face in his hands, forcing him to meet his unnatural gaze, “All in good time, Mallory ... all in good time."


  The words echoed through Mallory's mind.


  Physical contact finally completing the link between them, Ira pushed further. Matching the prisoner's turbulent resonances, he spiked a feral terror in him, speeding up his pulse, impeding his lungs, clouding his vision.


  As a raging nexus of pain ripped through him, Mallory screamed.


  Releasing him, Ira stepped back and allowed his handiwork to dissipate. He watched as Mallory's eyes cleared and then smiling cruelly, lashed out once more for good measure.


  Mallory's body lurched against his bondage.


  Ira loomed over Switt's stricken form and allowed time enough to recover. “As I said earlier,” he began softly. “Things have changed, Mr. Switt—and these are not ‘just like old times'.” He picked up his dark gloves and leisurely slid them on again, allowing Mallory time to contemplate what he had said. “I'm going to assume now that you no longer harbor delusions as to who is in charge."


  Heart pounding, sweat glistening from his forehead, Mallory nodded.


  “Very good.” Ira released the bonds with a snap and stepped away. “Sit up, Mr. Switt, you have some business to attend to."


  Mallory fought back a wave of nausea as he pulled himself up and slid to the table's edge. Throwing his legs over its side, he struggled to regain his composure.


  Across the room, the sickbay door slid open. Tristen stepped in, closely flanked by Laynald and Rael. Mallory smiled at her weakly, noting that though they all wore different styles of clothing, they were all in black. Laynald and Rael each in turn flashed the same ruby red Dark Ops Ident just as Ira had earlier. The room's lighting glared to normal intensity.


  These must be your new friends, huh? Mallory thought to her.


  She crossed the room and stood before him. Yes, do not make them your enemies.


  “Remove the collar, Mr. Switt,” Rael ordered from behind her.


  Mallory looked at him dumbly. “Are you the commander here?"


  “I do not like to repeat myself.” Rael glanced over to Ira. “I thought you explained to him who is in charge?"


  The collar dropped from Tristen's throat and fell to the floor.


  Ira walked up and retrieved it. He paused for a moment to tenderly stroke the bruised flesh on her neck where the collar had been, then glared at Mallory. He handed it to her. “Put it back on, Tristen,"


  She replaced it, once more holding it to her throat until it locked shut again.


  “Watch closely what I do here.” Ira phased, again matching Mallory's resonance, and commanded the collar to release—just as Mallory had done. It dropped to the floor again.


  Tristen picked up the collar and, stepping closer to Mallory, she put it on. Then with unseeing eyes aimed directly toward him, she released the lock and dropped it to the floor herself. No more hostages, she sadly thought to him. You must cooperate now or die. Then she turned to the captain. Thank you, sir.


  Rael frowned at her bruised face and throat. “No, thank you, Tristen. Go with Ira now. I have to discuss some business with Mr. Switt here."


  Ira gently drew her away to a seat along the wall behind the examining table.


  Mallory sat watching their interaction. You have bonded with him, little one?


  “YES,” Ira answered, “and you would do well to remember that."


  Mallory raised his hands in surrender. Point taken. He turned back to face the captain. “Ok, what can I do for you Commander?"


  Rael smiled. “Good of you to ask."

  


  CHAPTER 13


  Mallory returned to The Jungle with Tristen and two dark-clad lieutenants. Upon his arrival, he called his staff together and announced the new order of things. “The stakes have been raised, boys, so I'm bringing in the big guns now. These gentlemen,” he motioned to Rael and Ira, “are called ‘The Black Guard.’ They will head my security from now on. Keep them informed at all times, and you will follow their every command without question. Is that understood?"


  A few of Mallory's old guard eyed them suspiciously. Ira slid his glasses down enough to reciprocate and sported a wicked grin to further enhance his eerie visage. Even Tristen flinched at what they saw. Rael's temple plates flickered brightly for the briefest moment, and the transfer of power was complete. Nobody seemed to want to question them any further.


  “Well, that was fun,” Mallory finally said. “Everyone get back to your duties, and we'll be on our way.” He motioned for Tristen to follow him, and the Black Guard fell in line behind them. All right Commander, was that the way you wanted it to go?


  Rael smiled. Not bad, Mr. Switt. You may live to tell of this someday, after all. Now take us to your main quarters. I believe your office is there as well, isn't it?


  Mallory smiled back over his shoulder at Tristen. Come on, little one. Let's show everyone the way home.


  Ira's rage raked across her senses. Tristen sighed.


  * * * *


  Mallory's office suites were magnificent. They were spacious, well furnished rooms with elaborate décor and at least two adjoining sets of quarters. Rael looked them both over and laid claim to the smallest one. “This will work just fine for my purposes. The rest of you can fight it out for the second room, but from here on out, Mallory is not to leave without an escort. Is that clear?"


  Ira and Tristen both nodded.


  “I'll be monitoring all your correspondences and communiqués as well."


  Mallory frowned. “I don't suppose that we could discuss any of this, could we?"


  Rael shook his head. “Nope.” Ira and Tristen flinched as his temples plates began flickering. “You probably should go now. I'm setting up an interface with the ship and Laynald through this desk-com.” He got a distant look on his face as he concentrated on something else.


  Turning to leave, Mallory glanced back over his shoulder. “The other room is mine, you know.” He smiled. “But you can sleep with me if you would like, little one."


  Ira answered softly, containing the anger that Mallory enjoyed invoking in him. “Keep your room. Those expensive couches in your office will provide more than enough comfort for us to keep an eye on things, and you, from there."


  “Very well,” Mallory grinned, “but the offer stands if you change your mind."


  They pulled the door closed as they left.


  Rael dropped into a comfortable chair near the desk and allowed a smile to creep across his face as he initiated the beginning of an intricate campaign to undermine Harbringer's interests and holdings on this planet.


  And so on Tanivol, payrolls suddenly became electronically lost. Funds mysteriously rerouted themselves to newly created, and barely hidden, accounts in Mallory's name. Intercepted messages went missing. Meetings were cancelled or rescheduled, and various utilities and services were sporadically shut off. Not one of Harbringer's planet-side properties went unscathed as Rael tirelessly poked and prodded his target. Finally leaning back, he reviewed his accomplishments, then nodded his satisfaction. Now that's what I call a personal invitation! Let's see how long it takes for that bastard to RSVP.


  * * * *


  From high atop the loft of the great tree, Laynald sat quietly watching the main hall's activities. After insisting that Rael reprogram the annoying fairies and fauna to leave him alone, he was finding this assignment almost pleasant. It had the joys of the hunt in a challenging environment. Suddenly, he leaned forward to see better. Sure enough, he identified a man moving through the crowds in a predatory manner. Heading straight toward where Mallory was making his rounds of the great hall.


  From below, Ira and Tristen caught Laynald's image of their would-be-assailant as he began closing in on them from the rear. In unison, they both spun to face him, shoving Mallory from danger.


  The assassin, now brandishing a weapon, lunged for a clearer shot. Customers scattered. Mallory summoned his telepaths to his side. All programmed servers and entertainers froze as everybody sprang into the fray. In an almost choreographed manner, both hunter and prey stood poised in mid-motion.


  From the loft, Laynald loosed a dart: dropping his target neatly into the arms of Mallory's men.


  During the commotion, Ira palmed the dart from the assassin's neck. “Secure him below and make sure that he is properly disarmed."


  Mallory nodded at them and smiled at Tristen. “Good job. Do you think we should, maybe, follow him downstairs and interrogate him, little one?"


  Ira roughly pressed him away from the crowd and toward the hidden exit from the hall.


  Tristen followed, caught again in the wake of her mate's anger and Laynald's ever-present viewpoint. This had been the closest that anyone had gotten—this week.


  Laynald signaled for another drink and remaining in shadow mode, continued to provide surveillance reports and back up contact with Rael.


  * * * *


  About a week later, Ira sat across the room from Mallory, who pretended not to notice him. Switt seemed to have adapted to constant surveillance all too well. It annoyed Ira to be around him, and his overly familiar attentions to Tristen did not help.


  “So tell me, little one,” he was saying, “what is it that Commander Pointe has been doing all this time? Other than the pleasure of your company, everything's been pretty uneventful here lately, wouldn't you say?"


  Ira spoke up from his vantage point. “As we speak, you are making enemies—lethal ones. Harbringer's people have even sent a few hunters after you. Laynald's dispatched seven so far, I think. Since he's so good we haven't had to deal with many of them, but even better assassins are surely on their way if we don't hurry and make our move soon. We should be contacting Harbringer directly. In fact,” his smile broadened, “you may have already. Rael's pretty good at what he does too."


  Mallory looked annoyed. “Then I don't see why you needed me at all."


  “Neither do I,” Ira stated flatly.


  “Stop it, Ira,” Tristen reproached him.


  In timely fashion, Rael stepped into the room. His platinum hair looked unkempt and his clothing disheveled. He motioned them toward the desk. “All right it's show time.” He flicked his hair out of his face. “Mallory, pull up a seat here.” He tapped on the desk. “I've got Harbringer on hold."


  “What?” Mallory scrambled for the chair. “Are you crazy? He'll kill me! Nobody keeps him waiting. Hell, what are you saying? I'm not important enough to even get through to him.” He dropped into the chair and reached out to activate the com screen. “What does he want, anyway?"


  Rael stopped him.


  “Compose yourself, Mallory.” Rael said with a smile. “Here's where you earn your keep. Harbringer's time is at hand."


  Ira found the menace in his voice unsettling.


  “Oh, and Mr. Switt, you're wrong. You have become very important to him of late. Why this last week alone, you have blatantly undermined and usurped all of his planetary holdings here. You were very efficient too, I might add. In fact, you were devastating."


  Mallory dropped back into his seat and cocked his head to the side. “Is that so?"


  “Oh yes. In fact, I do believe that he's developed a whole new respect for you of late.” Rael paused. “But now that you've made your point and flexed your muscles for him, I think that you might be trying to decide what you want to do next.” Rael walked around the desk and sat down across from Mallory and out of sight from the screen. “You see, you know that Harbringer wants me, and now he knows that I am in your control. (But in fact, you now have my whole team except for Laynald—probably killed in the takeover, you know.) Any way you've come to realize that Gov intervention will soon become inevitable now, so you're wanting to make an arrangement with him to get you out of the target zone.” Rael leaned back in the chair. “Got it?"


  Mallory nodded, “I see. Since he's been trying to get you all along, this could work!” He signaled for Tristen to stand behind him within sight of the view screen.


  “Just like old times, little one."


  Rael grinned. “I knew you'd get the hang of it. Do whatever you need to do, but get him here in person.” He pointed toward the com switch.


  “You sure he's still there?” Mallory asked.


  “I know he is."


  Mallory allowed a big smile to spread across his face. “This is going to be fun.” He reached for the com switch and then paused. “What do I get from this—assuming I survive, of course?"


  “Whatever you can take and hold, but know that I will be watching what you do with it, so you'll have to fly straight from now on."


  Mallory glanced over at Tristen again. “What a find you turned out to be, my little one.” He snapped his fingers, beckoning her to stand closer. Ira bristled; Mallory snickered, and Rael shook his head. The com switched on.


  Harbringer glared from the screen before speaking. “Mallory Switt,” he began in a slow controlled voice. “It seems that you have been trying to get my attention for the last couple weeks, or have you just refined your death wish of late?"


  Mallory sat undaunted as he waited for Harbringer to notice Tristen standing behind him. “Ah, I see you've noticed my lovely slave.” He reached back and took her hand into his. “She has only just returned to me—poor thing.” He kissed her hand gently. “I don't know how your minions managed to lose her, but she's proven to be most resourceful.” He released Tristen and turned his full attention to the screen. “In fact, she has brought an even more amazing man into my service. He simply glows when he works and, as you've seen, he sure can stir things up—major league devilment wouldn't you say?"


  Unexpectedly, Harbringer smiled. “You have Commander Pointe?"


  “Yes, and we've had great fun examining his potential, but sadly, I've come to realize that this is just out of my league. Sooner or later, there's got to be Gov intervention, and I couldn't survive it ... but you can. So here's the deal. You give me this one little planet, and I'll give you the universe.” Mallory grinned. “Hard to beat a deal like that."


  “I guess it's only fitting that you be saddled with cleaning up the mess you've made there any way.” Harbringer nodded thoughtfully. “Done. I'll have all the documents drawn up and arrive to transfer properties within the week or so. I will contact you with specifics when the time comes. Mind that you keep my property safe."


  The screen darkened and retracted into the desk. Mallory sat silently staring at where it had been a moment before. “Well, that was fun.” He leaned back into his seat and sighed. “But you realize that he can afford the best assassins in the universe."


  Rael laughed out loud. “Quite the contrary, Mallory you'll never be safer than right now. Nobody would dare touch you for fear of losing me. Besides, he probably wants to kill you himself when he gets here anyway."


  “Guess you're right, but if I survive I'm set for life. I can't wait to see how this turns out.” He turned his thoughts to Tristen. You've always brought me luck, little one.


  Not always, Ira interjected.


  Rael measured the room's silence. “You know this is why telepaths are not invited to parties.” All three of them turned toward him.


  “How do you know we were speaking?” Mallory asked.


  “Tristen, was there a dialog?” Rael asked.


  Yes, sir.


  “Tristen told me. I hope you're not bickering though, because you've got three days tops to effectively learn how to defend yourselves as a unit.” He gave them a moment of silence to let it sink in before continuing, “Well, I think I'm going to clean up a bit and then maybe try to track his progress while I monitor incoming flights. Don't disturb me unless it's important. Laynald's handling local reconnaissance and he'll give you a heads up if anything looks suspicious. Any questions before I go?” They remained silent, so he left.


  He's right, Tristen thought to them. Mallory, we share a history that Ira does not appreciate. You should not taunt him. It is dangerous. Mallory did not reply but he watched her cross the room to sit next to Ira on a couch. And you, Ira, have to learn the difference between a conflict of opinion, a battle of wills and a matter of fact. Mallory is who and what he is. We cannot change his integral self. Only he can do that. We can force our thoughts on another but not our wills.


  Ira looked at her knowingly. I can.


  But you haven't. You know it's not safe to alter that deeply.


  Ira shrugged. “We are assigned to capture Harbringer. Mr. Switt is ordered to assist us. Nothing more or less, is necessary.” He stared at Mallory pointedly.


  Mallory nodded his agreement. “No problem here. What do you want from me?"


  How would you defend against him? Tristen asked.


  “I'd step out of his way,” Mallory stated flatly. “Remember those body guards of his?” He turned to Tristen. “There was something unnatural about them. They were big men, but I never saw them coming, and their presence felt ... cold."


  I can shield from them, Tristen added, but they'll just go physical, and I'm afraid they'll want to take Ira out the minute they see him.


  “They'd be stupid if they didn't,” Ira agreed.


  Mallory stared at Tristen for an uncomfortably long time. “I held you back last time, didn't I, little one?” Tristen nodded. “Could you have taken them?"


  Possibly, but I don't think they'll give me much of a chance now, and we still don't know what Harbringer is capable of doing.


  Ira sat quietly in thought. “Do we have anything that belongs to him here? Like any personal possession—something that he has touched or held?"


  Mallory thought for a moment and then pulled open a desk drawer and began to shuffle through it until he found an envelope. “Here it is.” He withdrew a small metal card and tossed it across the desk toward Ira. “How about a business card? After our little ‘discussion’ last time, he threw this on my desk and walked out. I've had it in my briefcase for quite a while now. I didn't really have much desire to ever call the bastard back, but you never can tell...."


  Ira looked down at the card. “Where does he carry his cards?"


  “Breast pocket, of course, in a really nice metal case—looked really expensive. You know how those Corporate Warlords are."


  Tristen crossed by the desk, retrieving the card, and sat next to Ira on the couch again.


  “Seal the doors and stay put,” Ira said. “If anything happens, do not touch me. Call the commander.” He looked to Tristen. Do not follow me. You will feel the draw, but stay separate from me. Keep your distance. He looked down to the fine metal card. It was paper thin with touch-activated information. Its tiny letters glowed in Tristen's hand. Ira smiled to himself. It was a good thing that Harbringer was so rich. Electronics and metals were the best conductors and had excellent memories. He could not have asked for much better.


  He slipped off a glove and took the card from Tristen's hand. She stood up and moved away from him as he closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. Soon only the sound of his beating heart filled his senses and shifting his sight, he opened his eyes again. With the little card shimmering and pulsing in his hand, Ira concentrated and watched as the elemental signature patterns became apparent. The metal held one pattern and the electronics another and layered over them—like fingerprints—he discerned the shadowy frequencies of living beings. He sought out the strongest of them and smiled. Yes, that's the one. Immersing into it, he phased, and matching it completely, he allowed himself to lift away ... float freely ... away from where he was ... toward its echoing source. It drew him as sure as a magnet draws steel. Oblivious to distances, sooner or later, like-unto-like was inevitable. He longed for it, searching for what seemed like an eternity until suddenly, he was there.


  * * * *


  He heads toward the exit ... it looks like a cargo bay; boxes, crates, equipment all secured to the floor and walls. It is a ship. Up ahead, the bay door slides open. Two of his platinum-haired bodyguards wait on the ramps below. They are always alert. They are scanning at all times. Two more are flanking him. They leave the ship, moving as a unit with no words exchanged. With a quickening pace, they set out through the market district—six guards in all. Soon four of them fan out, moving invisibly among the crowds while the other two provide escort for Harbringer.


  * * * *


  Ira fled Harbringer's form and raced back to the shifting astral plane with its multitude of resonant trail lines. Resuming his own form, he returned to where he had started. His eyes opened again to Tristen's worried face.


  Are you all right? she asked him.


  He's here! Still reeling from his sojourn, Ira stumbled to his feet and rushed to the inner chamber doorway. “Rael, Rael!” He threw it open. “He's here!"


  Temple plates glowing, Rael looked up toward Ira. The flickering slowed and then finally stopped. “What's wrong Ira?"


  “Harbringer's here! He's in the marketplace on his way here now. I recognized the marketplace. Tell Laynald. Hurry! He has an escort of six guards; two visibly with him and four shadows. They are all powerfully built, long white overcoats. They have platinum hair tied back in corporate style. They are a telepathic unit of some sort—very, very tight."


  “Are you sure, Ira?” Rael began. “I've been monitoring travel plans and listings."


  “He knew you would, but he didn't expect me to ‘seek’ him out. Maybe he doesn't know what I can do. But I ‘saw’ him leaving his ship and heading this way. He may have routed his message to come from space, but he is already here."


  Rael's temple plates glimmered. “Laynald's been warned.” He looked past Ira to where Tristen and Mallory stood watching. “I hope you all got your game up. I'll stay in here and monitor the room. If you can't control or kill him, I'll broadcast a signal that should disrupt his telepaths. I know it won't do you much good, but at least you'll be expecting it. I'm going to talk to Laynald real quick here so you might want to pull that door shut some to shield from my signal.” He smiled. “I know you're all probably well on your way to a headache anyway by now.” He waved them on. They closed the door behind them.


  Mallory headed straight back to his desk, dropped into the chair and began rummaging through one of the drawers.


  Ira and Tristen followed him but did not take seats. “Ok, we are out of time now,” Ira was saying. “Harbringer should be here in less than fifteen minutes. If anybody's got any ideas, now would be the time to share them."


  Mallory looked first to Ira. “Nothing?” then to Tristen, “If he walks in and sees the two of you, he would be stupid not to put you both out of commission first and sort things out later, and if either of you falls, you both fall, right?"


  Tristen nodded.


  He reached into the open drawer and pulled out a slave collar and tossed it across the desk to her. “Do you trust me, little one?"


  She picked it up and examined it distastefully. What are you thinking of doing?


  Mallory's attention turned to the door. Too late; put it on; they are here! He motioned for them to take their posts against the wall behind his desk and started toward the door. Ira slipped on his dark glasses, grimacing at the sight of Tristen wearing Mallory's collar again. Mallory paused before the door and looked back at them, follow my lead and take your best shot.


  Mallory opened the door to find Harbringer poised to knock. “Mr. Harbringer?” Mallory backed away as two bodyguards pressed their way in. “What a surprise!"


  “Apparently not.” The rest of the entourage pushed into the room and toward Tristen and Ira. Both of Harbringer's initial guards stepped aside to allow him clear passage to the chair before the desk. He seated himself there comfortably, focusing his attention across the desk on Tristen. “So you've come to me at last,” he said to her. “Where is your target? Where is Commander Pointe?"


  He is in the next room, Overlord.


  “Summon him to me now. I'll wait."


  Tristen sent the call, not certain that Rael would actually receive it from the other room.


  He's watching us on the surveillance cams, Ira reminded her.


  The door slid open. Rael entered, seemingly oblivious to everyone in the room except Tristen. He approached her with a fervor that put Ira on edge.


  She waited until he stood before her. She smiled at him kindly and touching his shoulder, turned him to face Harbringer. This is your master now. She stepped away from Rael and nodded to Harbringer.


  Harbringer leaned back in his seat and looked him over. “So you are Rael Pointe?"


  “Yes, sir.” Rael found himself struggling to appear docile. A myriad of unfamiliar feelings flashed through his mind. This was harder than he had thought it would be.


  Harbringer studied him before speaking again. “You know who I am, don't you?"


  Rael found himself rooted where he stood, unable to speak.


  Ira, still standing at his post against the wall, considered helping Rael.


  No, Tristen warned him, do nothing.


  An eerie smile spread across Harbringer's face. “You are strong willed, aren't you?” He looked over to Tristen. “Release him, and stand by."


  You are free, Rael, take care, she thought to him.


  Rael openly glared at Harbringer, “You're the bastard that killed my mother.” He walked over to the desk and sat down across from him. “So what now?"


  Harbringer's smile faded as he studied Rael from across the desk. “How much do you think you know about what's going on?"


  “You tell me,” Rael snapped.


  Harbringer looked him in the eye. “Perhaps I should. Come on.” He stood up. “I have something to show you. In fact, I guess you will all need to come.” He turned toward Mallory who was still standing by the door. You won't mind a little business trip, will you? I still want to discuss some of your choices of late."


  Mallory shrugged nonchalantly. “I'm looking forward to it,” he lied.


  Tristen shivered at the thought.


  “This is quite a group you have brought me, Mr. Switt. You don't have to be psychic to feel their power and the unity they share. I could almost believe they breathe in sync.” Harbringer turned his attention to Ira. “And so, let's look closer.” He studied Ira's stiff-backed silence and noted the way he gravitated toward Tristen even from a distance. “Remove the glasses."


  Ira removed them slowly but did not meet his gaze.


  “A rogue talent! Where did you find him?” Harbringer paused. “You got them all—the whole squad? How?” He looked back to Tristen. “How can she bind him?"


  Mallory grinned and strolled toward Harbringer despite the menacing attentions of one of the big bodyguards. He wondered how anyone could tell them apart; selective breeding was definitely involved there, maybe even cloning.


  “Damnedest thing,” he continued casually, “seems that my little one over there,” he smiled at Tristen, “when she was captured by this Dark Ops team, she managed to retain her control over the good Captain here. So, she positioned herself to complete her mission through him. But you're right; she couldn't bind a Wall Master. Watch this.” He looked purposely at Tristen and smiled. A paralyzing jolt shot through the collar, and both Tristen and Ira dropped to their knees in pain.


  “Pretty good, huh?” Mallory continued, “She couldn't bind him so she bonded with him!” Ira glared at him from Tristen's side. “Go ahead get up, both of you. I've made my point.” He turned his back to them and finished. “Not bad, huh? Two for the price of one."


  Harbringer seemed more cautious now, keeping an eye on the others. Nodding toward Ira, he noted, “He doesn't like you very much, does he?"


  “No, he doesn't love me like my little one does.” He flashed her a tender smile.


  “Well you are resourceful, aren't you? We are definitely going to have to have a long productive conversation very soon.” Harbringer reassessed the team members.


  Ira and Tristen both rose from the floor and drew closer to where Rael still sat behind the desk.


  Such strength, Harbringer thought to his men. Watch them closely. “Wasn't there supposed to be one more member of this team?"


  “It seems he didn't make the transition and ended up dead, but still three out of four isn't bad."


  “No, I guess not. You and the rest of this remarkable team can follow my guards here.” He motioned for Ira and Tristen to join Mallory. They hesitated, reluctant to leave Rael behind. “Oh don't worry,” Harbringer told them. “He's coming too. We'll be right behind you.” He looked back at Rael. “This is a family field trip you know, but I think we'll not be walking this time.” Michael, arrange for transportation, he instructed one of the guards. At the speed of thought the orders were given.


  Rael, still sitting at the desk, took the moment to send a message of his own. His temples flickering beneath silver hair drew the attention of one of the guards. Rounding the desk in a flash, he backhanded Rael across the face. Rael lurched to his feet.


  “Who are you calling?” Harbringer asked from behind the guard, who stood his ground precariously close to Rael.


  The desk com beeped indicating an incoming message. Harbringer punched it on to receive the message. The image of one of the young guards appeared on the screen. “Sorry sir, we were cut off. Where do you want the vehicle to meet you?"


  “Disregard the order; we've already made arrangements.” Harbringer slammed the com off. He glared at Rael, “From now on, no more transmissions from you. If I see so much as a flicker of those temple plates, you'll find yourself in stasis until I'm ready to deal with you. Do you understand me?"


  Rael nodded.


  “All right, let's get going."

  


  CHAPTER 14


  Outside the main entrance, Laynald patted the young attendant on the back. “Good job. Your lord will be told of your service here, now make yourself scarce for about half an hour. I don't want you anywhere near these elite guards."


  The young man smiled back at him. “Yes sir, it's about break time any way."


  Laynald returned his attention to the arrival of his own sleek glider-class unit. “This will do fine,” he told the attendant and pulled away from the club to stand watch for Harbringer's procession from a distance. From two blocks away, he watched as they entered their conveyances: dark windows, rich black sheen, built for comfort ... nice rides. He sometimes followed and sometimes preceded them as they cruised closer and closer to what he knew had to be the port.


  They pulled up alongside an impressive corporate transport ship—The Cherubim. Laynald watched as they boarded and considered the odds of successfully stowing away but didn't take long to decide that telepathic crewmembers never made for good odds. He would definitely have preferred to make a stand back at the Jungle, but Rael had insisted. Laynald shook his head. Hope he knows what he's doing.


  Retrieving the shooter from his pack, he dropped a marker into it. Sighting it to Cherubim's silver hull, nearest the ship's engines, he fired. The load landed with a splat, probably not audible through the heavily plated structure and rumbling engine noises. Laynald packed the shooter back up. Colorless, odorless and unable to be jammed, its payload would leave a light radiation trail that Nemesis’ sensors were set to follow. Laynald smiled. Nobody paid attention to minor radiations in the wake of high tech gadgetry. He secured the bag and mounted his glider. The ships lifting beacons were starting to signal departure. He set off for Nemesis. In the thirty minutes it would take Harbringer to receive clearance from the port, he would be happily monitoring them from orbit. Dark Ops vessels were untouchable, unstoppable and uncharted.


  * * * *


  Harbringer plopped down onto a soft sofa and motioned for Rael to do the same onto an equally comfortable looking chair across from him. “This is my private lounge,” he explained as he dismissed all but one of the guards with a wave of his hand.


  Rael sat down as he had been told but did not relax. The remaining guard began preparing their refreshments, apparently per Harbringer's silent command. Rael watched him. Somehow, this guard did not seem like the others. He had finer features, was taller and more slender. His movements were more fluid too. And though he had the same long fine platinum hair and same steel gray eyes, he did not seem at all as cold and detached as the others. His presence was comfortably unobtrusive, but warm at the same time.


  “This is Gabriel,” Harbringer told him. “He's getting us some coffee. You do like coffee, don't you? I've acquired some of the most amazing blends from damn near everywhere. Love the stuff. Picked up a taste for it centuries ago."


  Rael leaned back in his chair and said nothing.


  Harbringer frowned. “Now, come on. Don't be like that. We're finally all alone and able to talk without any annoying distractions. You can speak freely now. In fact, I've been looking forward to hearing what you have to say.” He studied Rael's features as a strange weariness overcame his. “You don't know what a relief it is to finally have you here. After centuries of service, I find myself longing for retirement. Even the thought of death doesn't bother me anymore. But enough of this. Surely you have some questions to ask me. Go ahead and ask. We have so much to talk about, and this trip isn't going to take very long. The temple's not that far away."


  Rael sighed and spoke softly. “We really don't have that much to talk about. It's my job to bring scum like you to justice, one way or another. That's all."


  “Oh really. How presumptuous of you. Do you know where I'm taking you or why? And, of course, there's the matter of your parentage. Was it me or just my fault? Then, what else ... let's see ... how old am I? How have I survived? Where did I come from? Why do you exist? How come I let you live, much less escape? Nothing. Absolutely nothing to talk about?"


  Rael stared back contemptuously. “Nothing."


  Harbringer shook his head, “You are so stubborn!” Then he smiled, a cold and malicious smile. He leaned forward in his seat. “You got that from me, you know, though your mother had more than her share of it too, as I recall, and so did your guardian. I miss her, she was a worthy opponent."


  Rael looked away in disgust but refused to speak.


  “Fine then, as my Heir Apparent you'll create your own damn legacy no matter what I do or don't tell you. Have it your way!"


  Gabriel placed a tray with coffee and snacks between them. Rael noted that Harbringer seemed to calm as Gabriel handed him a steaming cup.


  An exchange of more than a rendered service passed between them. Another damn telepath, he thought to himself. When did I join the PSI Ops? He refused the cup that Gabriel offered to him and looked the man in the eye. He felt a sadness that he had not expected.


  Gabriel stepped away and took his place, standing by the door in silence. Rael found it hard to look away from him. But when he did, he found Harbringer studying him over the steaming drink.


  Rael met his gaze and felt another surge of hostility overwhelm him.


  Harbringer sighed and slammed the cup onto the table. “Enough of this. We've landed. Let's get this thing over with.” He stood up and straightened his jacket before starting for the door. Gabriel allowed him to pass into the hallway before motioning for Rael to join them.


  Rael got up and followed Harbringer. To his surprise, only Gabriel accompanied them, apparently as escort. The other six bodyguards remained in place along the corridor. One by one, they each snapped to attention as Harbringer passed in some sort of tribute.


  “What is happening here?” Rael asked Gabriel.


  Gabriel smiled sadly. The inevitable, he answered.


  By the third corridor, Rael decided that the others were not going to follow them. There were only two doorways left before reaching an open ship's exit. If Ira and Tristen were in one of those rooms, he would have to make his move soon or lose his dubious advantage. As suspicious as all of this was, they might still be able to pull this mission off after all. The thought of Harbringer in a Gov-interrogation cell made him smile, but only for a second. Powerful SOB's like him seldom paid in full for their crimes.


  Harbringer, stopping at the last doorway, deactivated the lock and watched as the door slid open with a click. Ira and Tristen sat together on a cot across the room. Mallory stood up to greet them from a chair by the door.


  Harbringer pointed to Tristen. “You come with me,” he said. “It's time we end this charade once and for all."


  Tristen rose from the cot to follow Harbringer.


  Ira, grabbing her arm, pulled her back and stepped in front of her. “No. I don't think so,” he said softly.


  Rael, realizing that Ira was not wearing gloves, braced himself and moved so as to block the doorway and much of Gabriel's view of the room.


  Harbringer advanced menacingly toward Ira.


  Mallory, attempting a blow from behind, gasped as Harbringer twisted and flung him directly into Ira instead. They crashed into a pile on the floor by the little cot.


  Harbringer roughly grabbed Tristen and was starting to turn for the exit as Ira reached out and seized his other hand. Skin-to-skin contact, the connection completed, Harbringer found himself unable to resist Ira's paralyzing intent. In a desperate attempt to shake it, Harbringer flung Tristen away with all his might, sharply cracking her head against the wall.


  Ira gasped but managed to hold on, cruelly inflicting pain and terror into him.


  Rael had been half watching, half concentrating on confounding Gabriel's attempts to gain entrance, but at the sight of Tristen sprawled helplessly at Harbringer's feet, something inside of him snapped. He envisioned his mother, Mahata and now Tristen. He body-slammed the guard and rushed into the room, locking the door behind him. Crossing the room in a rage, he punched Harbringer square in the face. Harbringer crumbled next to where Ira knelt.


  “Stop!” Mallory cried out as he scrambled to reach them. “We need him alive to get past the guards! He's our bargaining chip, remember?” He tugged at Rael, dragging him away to prevent any further damage.


  “I want this bastard dead!” Rael shouted.


  From where she had fallen, Tristen pulled herself up. Suddenly everything had become very clear to her. Rael's voice echoed in her mind. She joined with Ira: like-unto-like in his possession of Harbringer, and she pushed ... I want him dead ... She pushed him along the same paths he had seen only once before. He could not stop or slow their progression, and she pushed harder ... dead! They raced together now, shattering the passageways they traveled, creating directionless maelstroms of internal destruction to the point of no return until everything exploded into a burst of white ... DEAD!


  Ira found himself bathed in the warmth and brightness of what he knew to be death; floating free with Tristen, and Harbringer was there too.


  “What have you done, girl? I was never meant to be your target,” Harbringer was saying.


  “No, but he ordered your death."


  “Probably just as well. Can you still get back?"


  Tristen nodded, and Harbringer faded away, then with a crash of lightning, everything went black.

  


  CHAPTER 15


  Laynald had not found his trip particularly long, but the destination had proven to be unexpectedly remote. On a planet whose every square inch was marketable, it seemed that Harbringer owned a mountaintop. It was devoid of anything, just rocks and grass, a few trees, a landing pad and a tiny ornate structure. Laynald studied it closely from what little coverage he had found among a nearby shrubbery. It was a pagoda-shaped framework made up of golden rod work. It stood open to the elements with what could easily have been an altar taking up most of one side. The ceiling was solid and well designed with exquisitely ornate trimmings carved into it. Something about it bothered him, but he couldn't quite decide what.


  Harbringer's ship had landed well over forty-five minutes ago, and there was still no sign of activity. A glimmer of movement from the ship caught his eye. The long loading bay door-plank was rolling down to provide egress. Laynald strained to identify the lone figure emerging. Stumbling and falling halfway down the plank, she scrambled unsteadily to her feet and staggered away from the ship. Laynald followed her through the recon-scope. She was gasping for air and crying and clutching at her head in obvious pain, but she continued to rush straight for the temple.


  Rael's voice rang out. “Tristen!"


  Laynald looked up from the scope to locate him, half way down the gangplank, racing toward her. “Stop! Tristen!"


  She reached the building and stumbled again, this time careening onto the small stairway, stunning herself just long enough for Rael catch up. His momentum sent them both crashing headlong through the doorway and onto the floor of the little pagoda. A pillar of light erupted from the altar, and above, the sky ripped open, and three glimmering figures materialized before them.


  Laynald gasped as he recognized them. They were the Oracles from Tristen's world. A holographic receiver, he decided, but then one of them reached down and helped Rael lift Tristen from the floor. “No,” Laynald whispered. “It's a matter transporter.” He picked up a twig and tossed it toward the building. A shield deflected it, unnoticed. Where is Ira? he wondered. If he can reach her maybe she'll snap out of it. He left the tiny recon-scope recording the building and made his way toward the ship. Nearing it, he was relieved to finally hear familiar voices from within.


  Mallory half dragged, half walked Ira through the ship's open door and down the gangplank. “Where have you been?” he asked as he noticed Laynald. “You've got to help me with Ira. We have to catch up with Tristen before.... “He looked on helplessly at the glowing temple where Tristen knelt before the triad of robed men. Rael stood arguing with them. Little one? he called out to her.


  “Nooo!” Ira, weaving in and out of consciousness, struggled to escape Mallory's grip. Breaking free, he lunged forward toward the building. Tristen!


  She turned her head toward him and shook it. It is time.


  Her anguish ripped through his mind.


  They have come for me, Ira. And Rael was the target. They wanted him, not Harbringer. I did not know. I am sorry.


  Ira raced and stumbled toward her. By the temple's steps, he felt the tingle of force fields barring his way. Tell them to let me in, he demanded, let me join you!


  Tears rolling down her face, Tristen closed her eyes. No. You can be safe here once I am gone.


  Ira threw himself against the shields.


  Tristen collapsed.


  One of the Oracles reached down and touched her. Both Tristen and Ira stirred. “They are bound together,” he stated flatly. The shimmering barrier dissolved. Laynald and Mallory rushed forward to help Ira through the threshold to Tristen's side.


  Laynald sized up the Oracles as he ministered to Tristen and Ira's wounds. In between injecting stimulants and applying disinfectants, he managed to catch Rael's attention. Rael signaled for him to stand ready with his darts instead of pressing an attack on the Oracles. Laynald frowned and turned his full attention to reviving Tristen. When she responded quicker than he had expected, he leaned down and whispered, “What have you done, girl?"


  My duty. Her eyes filled with tears. But you must stop Ira from following me.


  Laynald shook his head. “It is too late for that. You are both in this now, so get your head together and help us.” He watched her struggle to regain her composure.


  Closing her eyes, she began taking slow deep breaths—just as he'd seen Ira do a thousand times before. Within seconds, Ira reciprocated, his chest rising and falling in unison with hers.


  She reached over and brushed raven hair away from his eyes, running her hand along the contours of his face. Their eyes fluttered open. Draw strength from me, my love, she told him. I don't know how, but I want us to stay together. Tell me what to do.


  Ira reached up and gently took her hand in his. Help me up. They rose from the floor together. As they stepped forward, they continued breathing, blinking and even moving in unison, but it was Ira's gait they used and Ira's voice that addressed the Triad. “Your needs have been met,” he began, reaching out with his mind to further emphasize the words and gain access to the mind of the Oracle nearest to them. A hollow nothingness met his touch. Ira choked back an unfamiliar surge of fear from Tristen, then pressed forward, checking the other two men as well—again nothing. Drawing himself to full height, he stepped forward to loom over them as he continued. “I petition on behalf of the Chosen for release from your service."


  The first Oracle smiled up at him. “Petition denied.” A containment field activated with a hiss, encompassing everyone but the Triad and Rael.


  “Wait,” Ira called out, but the three turned away.


  Rael circled away from where his team members stood, positioning the Oracles between him and them—just in case an opportunity arose. “As I understand it,” Rael began, “I'm your target, and she delivered me to you, so her part is done now. Set her free."


  “Not possible; she serves us still. But it is you who we need to assess here,” the closest of the three stated.


  “What did Harbringer tell you?” the next one asked.


  Rael paused long enough to wonder how three balding old men in shiny robes could possibly look so much alike—and be so much trouble. “Nothing, I refused his explanations."


  “Why?"


  Rael rolled his eyes and stared at them. “Because I hated him beyond all reason."


  “The Chosen One reports that you ordered his death. Is this so?"


  “Yes,” Rael answered, “but I am an agent of the Law authorized to make such decisions."


  “He was not of your realm; he performed a necessary duty."


  “As do I. Perhaps you should consider speaking to my superiors. The Universal Government should, after all, hear your side of this.” Rael's temples flickered almost imperceptibly in the room's lighting as he attempted to locate a terminal—any terminal near enough to tap into. I sure would like to find the control panel to that altar-teleporter.


  All three of the Oracles smiled. “Now, if you've satisfied your curiosity, we would like to discuss your future."


  Rael sighed and motioned them to continue.


  “The one you ordered killed, Harbringer, was Chosen centuries ago to stabilize our world's economy. He very successfully accomplished this, but realized that extraterrestrial commerce would inevitably disrupt his design for our world, so we allowed him to extend his works to realms beyond ours—as a preemptive measure.


  “He was charged with bringing order to universal chaos and has been working to stabilize your system for centuries. His labors insured your government's prosperity, but he found himself isolated, apart from his creations and therefore unable to fully complete his design. What needs to be done now requires a more personal involvement, an infusion of sorts, and so you were designed, Chosen One—as his replacement."


  Rael choked back a creeping horror. “But my mother..."


  “Chosen for her aptitudes, intellect, strength of will; she had no family to interfere; she was strong, healthy, well placed. Your conception was controlled; your link implants are unique. His genetics enhanced your abilities. You were placed with a woman of power, standing and high moral ethics. Her career was guided, and she fostered yours, as was the development of your team. Finally, another was Chosen to retrieve you.” The Oracle glanced toward Tristen. “She further enhances your team, and now that your government's structure is weakened, everything is in its proper place."


  “Who are you people?” Rael struggled to stay calm. So much depended on how he handled this. He looked toward his people. Ira and Tristen seemed to be holding each other up. Their fear was real enough. She told me she had a mission, that she was chosen. Laynald, too, seemed pretty intent on what the Triad had said. Laynald believes them, too, and Mallory was the perfect person to draw us together. How is this possible?


  “This is why Mahata was killed?” Rael realized aloud as all the pieces spiraled firmly into place.


  “Yes. You have now inherited Harbringer's life's work, his entire empire. Every aspect of it is completely at your command. You will now guide the universe as you see fit. And you will do well, just as we have foreseen."


  Rael shook his head in disbelief. “This is ludicrous. What makes you think I won't just hunt down your planet and blow it out of the universe? It has been known to happen before, you know."


  All three Oracles looked toward where Tristen and Ira stood. “She is Chosen. She lives or dies by our command, and now so will he."


  Rael glanced over behind the force field where Laynald and Mallory watched intently. He knew that Laynald could read lips and that Mallory's telepathy would help him keep up.


  Laynald signaled, “Can't get through to help you. Can you take them?"


  Rael looked the Triad over anew. “You know, I'm pretty sure that I could kill all three of you myself,” he told them, “so what's to stop me from doing that?"


  The closest stepped forward and smiled. “Try."


  Rael's fist shot forward but could not find its mark. A layer of air shimmered between them, stopping him cold.


  “You can not even touch us,” the Oracle stated.


  “That doesn't really surprise me,” Rael muttered. “So, what do I have to do to get my people out of here alive?"


  All three of the Oracles closed their eyes and stood, unmoving, long enough to make Rael nervous. Then their eyes snapped open, and the force fields dropped. “You are free to go."


  “That's it? Nothing more?"


  “No, you will do what you must, and the future is as it should be. When you need us, remember that anyone of our blood can reach us through this temple. When you return to the command ship you will find all the preparations taken care of. There will be no contention, and the Chosen One is relinquished to your command if you will have her."


  “Good, then she is mine now, and you will leave her to me."


  “It is done,” the spokesman said, and the Triad turned, stepping quickly up to the altar. With a flash of light, they were gone.


  Rael stood staring at where the Oracles had been a moment before. “It is done."


  Laynald startled him from his reverie. “Rael, are you all right?"


  “I don't know,” Rael answered softly. “I don't know anything, any more. Did you follow what they said?"


  Laynald scanned the captain's medical signs with his hand unit. “Maybe we should get back to the Nemesis before dark sets in. Mountaintops do strange things with weather at night here."


  Rael looked around for the first time. “Mountain top, huh?” He turned to Ira, who held Tristen in his arms. “Is she all right?"


  “Yes,” Ira answered softly.


  “And what about you, Ira?"


  Ira frowned and shook his head. “I ... could stand some down time. Everything happened so fast, we'll need some time. How ‘bout you?"


  “Don't know yet; everything's still spinning in my head too. Why don't all of you get back to the Nemesis?” His temple plates glimmered. “She'll be here in a minute.” As he spoke, the approaching whine of the ship's engines announced the ship's arrival. Rael brought her down not too far from the Cherubim. Her docking bay doors slid open and awaited them. They were a pitiful parade of casualties as they trudged their way back home.


  In the shadow of Nemesis, Rael motioned to Tristen and Ira, “Laynald, double check both of them, make sure there are no hidden damages.” He turned to stare at the Cherubim, its sleek silver surface aglow in the twilight.


  Laynald paused before entering the ship and looked back to the captain. “This may not be the right time to test your immortality Rael. Why don't you rest up a bit first?"


  “You take care of your business, and I'll take care of mine."


  Laynald turned away and spoke quietly to Mallory as he passed. “Stay here at the door and watch. Call me if I'm needed.” He frowned and shaking his head, followed Ira into the ship to take care of Tristen.


  “So what now, Commander Pointe?” Mallory asked from the gangplank. He followed Rael's gaze to the Cherubim's still open bay door. “What do you think Harbringer's scary guards are doing in there?"


  “Well, according to the little guys in the temple, they're waiting for my orders, so let's just check that out.” His temple plates flickered. “Nemesis com: Hail the ship."


  Mallory watched Rael's temples flickering again to the ship's inaudible response; he wondered if he should call Laynald back yet. The commander was obviously upset and being reckless.


  “All hands off ship. Report outside for my inspection. Commander Pointe, Nemesis out."


  Mallory watched in amazement as the ship's complement filed out of the other vessel and fell into line before Rael. He hit the internal com switch by the door. “Laynald you might want to be here just now, and if you have a spare weapon, I'd appreciate it."


  Rael waited until they all seemed to be there. “Who is in command here?"


  You are, Overlord.


  Their telepathic response almost bowled him over. He stepped back at its onslaught. “You are all telepathic?"


  Yes, Overlord.


  “All right, give me one man to speak for you. Who is your ranking officer?"


  From their midst, a familiar young man stepped forth. Ira recognized him immediately. It was Gabriel.


  He spoke with a golden tenor voice and a kind disarming smile. “I am Gabriel, Overlord, I speak for the Archangels."


  “Hmm.” Rael looked down the line of Harbringer's elite guard. They dressed in the same executive fashion with their long, fine. platinum hair tied back at their necks. They had strong features, tall and muscular builds and steel blue eyes. Given wings, any of these guys could've passed for an Archangel or any other such contrivance they chose. That Harbringer had delusions of godhood did not seem so strange, all things considered, but that he had fostered the illusion to such an extent bothered Rael. “Well Gabriel, what do we do now?"


  “We are in transition, Overlord. We have been assigned to your service. All doors are now open to you. As your corporate protectorates, we await your orders."


  Rael sighed and shook his head, “Of course.” He stepped away from Gabriel and looked back to the Nemesis where Laynald had joined Mallory watching from the ramp.


  “Laynald!” he shouted. “Did you hear, I've inherited my very own guardian angels?” He turned back again to the others. “Where did he get you guys from, Gabriel?"


  “We were engineered to his specifications. We serve you now, Overlord."


  Rael shook his head and walked away toward the Nemesis, “This day just gets longer and longer,” he mumbled. “I'm leaving now,” he called back over his shoulder to them.


  Laynald met him half way. “Rael, are you all right? You don't look well."


  “No. This stuff is making me crazy, and my head is killing me.” He waved back at the Archangels. “They're calling me ‘Overlord’ now. Could you handle that for me?"


  He headed straight for the Nemesis, past Mallory and into the ship without so much as a backward glance.


  Gabriel stepped forward to follow. Laynald blocked his path. “You heard him; he needs some time."


  “No, he needs my help. His mind is unbalanced, his emotions rupturing; he does not understand what is happening."


  “We will help him now. He has ordered it.” Laynald squared off against him.


  Gabriel paused, looking beyond him to the Nemesis, where Mallory stood with a weapon at ready. He needs my help, he broadcasted to Mallory.


  Not yet, Mallory thought back to him. You will cause irreparable damage if you press him. These are his people; be patient.


  “Why don't you attend to your dead and leave Rael to us for now?” Laynald suggested.


  Gabriel nodded and turned back to the Cherubim. The others silently fell in with him, and they left Laynald standing alone on the tarmac.


  “Well, that went pretty well, all things considered,” Laynald finally said. “Guess I better get back to sickbay and see how everybody is holding up.” He paused when he reached Mallory. “That's a nasty looking cut on your head. Care to join me and the walking wounded?"


  “Won't someone need to stand guard or something?"


  Laynald smiled. “We have our own way of handling these things, don't worry. Come on, let's go. The sooner I can get everyone back into shape the better I'll feel."

  


  CHAPTER 16


  Rael sat in the darkness, totally mesmerized by the visage of Harbringer's ship looming on the main view screen. Ira, stepping up beside him, stared at the screen as well but silently exuded a soft, soothing calm to quiet each erratic upheaval of the captain's emotions. He'd never seen Rael so out of control.


  In the falling twilight, they watched as the ship's cargo bay doors opened. A procession of Harbringer's seven Archangels, this time dressed in flowing white robes, ceremoniously carried his body from the ship toward the Oracle's Temple.


  Laynald spoke up from the doorway. “Shouldn't we stop them Rael? The Oracles are dangerous."


  Rael shook his head. “No, leave them to their business. It will keep them out of mine ... at least for the moment."


  They placed Harbringer's body upon the raised dais where the Oracles had appeared earlier, then stepped away and respectfully genuflected. With a sudden flash of light, it disappeared. The elite guard rose and filed from the temple. At the foot of its steps, they fell into line and in unison turned in all their splendor to face the Nemesis.


  “Now, what the hell am I suppose to do with them?” Rael moaned.


  Gabriel stepped forward, away from the group, looking directly at him on the view screen.


  Rael felt a chill run through him.


  Tristen joined them on the darkened bridge and leaned heavily against Ira beside the captain's chair. He's calling to you, sir. I can hear him.


  “Oh yeah? Hope it's giving him a head ache."


  It is, sir. You're broadcasting an enormous amount of discord, despite Ira's dampening.


  “I could help you more with that, if you want me to,” Ira added.


  Rael grimaced. “Guess nobody likes an unruly puppet, huh, not even his friends?"


  No one answered.


  In the silence, Rael calmed down. Finally, he turned to Laynald. “What am I going to do?” he asked, motioning to the screen. He started to pace as he spoke. “You know, that bastard Harbringer gave me life, then interfered in every aspect of it. He admitted to killing both Mahata and my birth mother ... no apologies ... we were all irrelevant to him.” He stopped and glared at the screen and then again at everybody watching him. “I'm sorry. Maybe I just need to be alone to sort this all out. Everything's such a jumble now."


  No.


  “No?” He turned toward Tristen in surprise.


  No. You are not informed yet. You cannot make a decision like this. You must meet with Gabriel. He needs to flash transfer his corporate memory to you. So that you can know all detailed data as if you had been there from the start. She paused to gauge his reaction. As he started to shake his head, she pleaded, Neither of you will be at peace until this is done. He has been compelled by Harbringer to do this at all cost. This is your inheritance, and you will not rest until you choose a path to or from it.


  “I have a choice?"


  Rael's anger flared through her from Ira. Of course you do.


  “Ha, some choice, my freedom is a death sentence for you and Ira!"


  And the Archangels—they are bound to your command now. They cannot be reprogrammed. If you do not want their service, you have but to order them to terminate. So you do have options, but not until you accept the transfer.


  Rael looked back to the screen where Gabriel still stood, unmoving, with his team, frozen, statue-like, in the evening light. The mountain breeze whipping their hair and robes in an eerie fashion as they awaited his commands, oblivious to all else.


  Rael's temple plates flickered. The screen zoomed in on the images of the Archangels. One by one, he examined each man up close. Their faces were strong, flawless, unflinching, each with cold steel gray eyes and long, untethered platinum hair. Only Gabriel with his slender build, fine features, and gentle, sad expression betrayed any sign of humanity.


  Rael smiled. “He is the keeper of my cosmic conscience, isn't he? All right, send him in.” Gabriel was already moving away from the others toward the Nemesis. Rael turned to face Tristen. “You look tired. Are you all right?"


  It's been a hard day. She attempted a smile for him.


  “That it has.” He looked past her to Ira. “Escort Gabriel to the bridge. I doubt he needs any help, but I'd like to resume the illusion of control over my life."


  “You better hurry,” Laynald added from his station. “He's already approaching the bay door."


  Ira left the room.


  “Ah, my old friend ... and my new one,” he smiled at Tristen, “Harbringer has turned out to be one hell of an architect after all, hasn't he? Do you know that, I guess as part of his great plan, he saw to it that I could not even experience emotions normally? My feelings, whenever I have any, surge and dissipate instantaneously. I mourn in minutes ... then nothing. I suppose I've been driving poor Ira crazy these last few days.” He looked away toward the screen again and retook his seat. “I always assumed that it was a side effect of the link, but now I'm thinking it was intentional. And lo and behold, right at the top of my corporate staff, as my protectorate, my right hand man, he places an extraordinary empath ... someone to feel for me, to be aware of the things I cannot fathom. How very ... efficient."


  Laynald did not like what he was hearing in Rael's voice: an impending panic rising. It just might take two empaths to reel him back.


  Tristen stood intently listening. He is so ... lost.


  “Don't you see,” he was saying, “everything in my life has been orchestrated. Was it really coincidental that I found Ira on that planet and that most normal telepaths cannot abide my presence? Tristen, does this still seem like such an honor to you?"


  She answered without pause. Yes. It keeps my world safe and prosperous, and perhaps the universal good is best served by the likes of us. It is what we were all born to do. To have such a noble purpose, how could we not be honored?


  Rael stared over at her for a long while, then turned to Laynald. “You know, I'm willing to bet that you are the only unplanned piece in this whole puzzle. When I found you, I had been sent to enlist a sorcerer from your world."


  Laynald smiled sadly. “Folata would have served you well. He was an extraordinary man. However, I am what you got. Rael, we are friends, and I think that perhaps you should now consider, that despite all the manipulations, it is you who will soon be calling the shots. You have just inherited a corporate empire as large and as powerful as the Universal Government itself. So logically Harbringer's attention would next focus on a means to merge the two together. It's not a coincidence that you have been so well groomed to do this. It is you who will now control the destinies of others ... even if you choose to walk away."


  Rael dropped into the command seat, this time focusing on the night sky on the view screen. It was a beautiful mountaintop panorama, icy blue structures, the ship and a sky full of stars. “I feel strange, Laynald ... unsettled. I wish Ira would hurry up and return. Maybe he could identify this ... this feeling."


  “How do you know that Gabriel is an empath?” Laynald asked suddenly.


  Rael paused to think and then turned to Tristen. “How did I know?"


  Tristen did not answer, but Gabriel spoke up from the doorway. “I can answer that for you, Overlord.” He crossed the room, oblivious to the stares of the others, until he stood before the captain. “I am genetically designed to serve you. On some unconscious level, you recognize this.” He paused to allow for Rael's response. When none came, he continued. “I am your corporate commander-in-chief. I am in continuous contact with all of the Angels, Archangels, Cherubim and Seraphim. I am your intercom, your sword and your servant. To the corners of the universe, wherever any one of us is, we can converse instantaneously. So large is your domain that normal communications are not enough. I am a nexus point to your heralds.” Gabriel looked deeply into Rael's eyes. “Overlord, unless you permit me to link you to us, you can no longer be complete. That is what you are feeling now—the need to join. Like-unto-like. Please, permit the bond, and you will know all immediately. Then, and only then, can you choose how to proceed. We live and die by your will, but to be so severed from you is painful to us all. Show mercy, Overlord.” He extended his hand as if to offer a handshake.


  Rael hesitated, then reached out and took it. Both men stiffened, remaining motionless for what seemed an eternity.


  Ira gasped as he felt the room fill with invisible presences. He sensed a great order snap into place and then a brief chorus of contentment. He stepped back in awe.


  Tristen smiled.


  Gabriel backed away and dropped to one knee before Rael. “What are your orders, Overlord?"


  Rael, more composed now, looked around the room from person to person and then turned to face Laynald. “Where is Mallory?"


  Laynald felt a moment of relief.


  “I locked him in the commons room,” Ira answered flatly from the doorway.


  “Good choice,” Laynald laughed. “So what's next on the agenda?"


  “Well,” Rael motioned for Gabriel to stand. “The way I see it, I have just become embarrassingly wealthy ... and powerful. You all wanna come along? Looks like I may be forming a new Gov agency too. I haven't decided yet, but Laynald, I could use your help. In fact, I'd like to keep the whole team together, but I want each of you to give this some thought. I'm going to declare this team freelancers in service of the Gov. That will allow us the right to accept or refuse assignments. We've served long enough to do this, anyway, but now it will give me time to get us established. Oh, by the way, you are all already on my payroll.” He glanced at Gabriel, who nodded. “Gabriel will provide you with the necessary documentation for access to your new accounts. I expect you to want for nothing. You've already earned it, and besides, you are the only family I have left. But nobody has to stay."


  He assessed each of their bewildered faces, stopping at Tristen's. “I mean that. No matter where you go, you will always be accessible to me now, so your duty is still served no matter where you choose to be. You are a free agent."


  Laynald laughed and looked over to Ira. “Got anywhere to go, kid?"


  Ira shook his head. “Nope."


  “How about you, Tristen?"


  She smiled too. I am where I was meant to be.


  Laynald looked back to Rael. “Now, how surprising was that, huh? Should we be insulted?"


  Rael shrugged. “Had to ask, and you all really should think about what all of this is going to entail. It's a whole new level of danger and isolation, it's.... “He paused as if hearing himself for the first time.


  The whole group broke into laughter.


  When they finally finished, Rael looked over his team. “I guess we'll need to tie up loose ends with Dark Ops next, but first, Gabriel, escort Mallory to your ship and instruct the Archangels to contain him until I have time to get things sorted out. Send them back to the Seraphim.” He glanced over to Laynald. “Oh yeah, we've got a big old mother ship waiting for us—our new home. He returned his attention to Gabriel. “Tell Michael we'll rendezvous there after I've dealt with Dark Ops."


  He leaned back and felt a soul-deep weariness overtaking him. Feeling Ira's calming presence, he turned to thank him, only to find Gabriel standing there instead.


  “Did you do that?” Rael began.


  Gabriel gently laid a hand on his arm. An intense surge of energy coursed through his body.


  “You need strength, Overlord,” Gabriel stated.


  “His touch connects your systems,” Ira added. “You felt his strength, his energy, joining with yours, replenishing what you have spent."


  Rael looked Gabriel in the eye. “Thanks.” He turned his attention back to the view screen again. Surreal in the dim moonlight, the Archangels still stood, oblivious to the sporadic whipping of the mountain's cool breeze. He caught himself smiling. “Yes, looks like I've inherited some ... unique troops. Gabriel, when you finish transferring Mallory, bring your gear back to the Nemesis. Ira, set him up in the quarters next to mine."


  The movement on the screen caught his attention. The Archangels were on the move. Three of them returned to their ship, the other three were approaching the Nemesis.


  Ira nodded and started for the door, Gabriel following in his wake.


  Laynald shook his head. “You're not going to expect me to start mind reading too, are you?"


  Rael dragged himself up out of the command chair. “I don't know, ask me later.” He started for the door, temple plates flickering. “Ship's set to go, Laynald. Press the button when Gabriel gets back. We'll be heading back to Ops Command, but not too fast. Even with that jumpstart Gabriel gave me, I'm beat, and I need some time to catch up with myself.” He glanced over at Tristen. “I think we all do."


  He started toward the door. “I'm not really ready for this Corporate Overlord business. One minute things were as they've always been, and then in an instant ... bang! There are layers upon layers, a whole universe that wasn't there the moment before ... and it's all mine ... like I've always been there.” He pushed a strand of hair away from his eyes and sighed. “It's creepy, at best, but I guess I should get started on figuring out how to break this to Lythia.” He shuddered. “She's not going to like this at all.” Shaking his head, he started back toward his quarters.


  Laynald turned to Tristen. “Working with him has never been boring, anyway."


  She smiled back at him through her exhaustion. “I've noticed.” She pointed to the screen.


  Gabriel was already returning to the Nemesis, shouldering his pack.


  “Looks like he was prepacked. It's gonna be hard to stay ahead of that one, huh?"


  Laynald noticed Tristen start to sway. He reached out to steady her, wondering suddenly why Ira had left her in this condition. “Are you all right?” he asked.


  I could use some rest, she admitted.


  “Why don't I help you to your room, and I'll let Ira know where you are. You look like you need to lie down.” Laynald helped her through the long central corridor to the farthest end of the ship. Where Ira had originally chosen to place his quarters—as far away from Rael's as possible. Laynald considered what it would be like to have extended senses ... like everybody around him now seemed to have. He dropped it. It didn't really matter. Hell, if I want to know, I'll just ask one of them to show me.


  Tristen began stumbling halfway to her quarters. So hefting her into his arms, he carried her the rest of the way. “Does this mean that I going to have to find Ira and carry him too?” he asked as he set her down on the bed.


  She looked tremendously sad. I don't know. He is ... away from me.


  Laynald studied her carefully. She looked devastated. “I don't understand. What does that mean?"


  He wishes to be ... alone. She closed her eyes and Laynald, respecting her privacy, left her alone too.

  


  CHAPTER 17


  Ira found himself nearing the common room when his control gave way. Stumbling, much as Tristen had, he decided to try to wait it out there. The door auto-opened, barely allowing him time enough to stagger in and reach the nearest lounge chair. He managed to drop onto it before giving in to his dazed senses. “Nemesis, lights off,” he cried out to stop the room's corresponding flickering and pulsing.


  At last, alone in the darkness, he closed his eyes and allowed himself to fall in and out of consciousness for what seemed like an eternity, until the doors slid open again and the auto-lighting re-engaged. Vaguely cognizant, he gradually realized the source of cold calmness overtaking him, and looking up, found Gabriel standing in the doorway.


  “The Overlord worries about you,” he said softly. “May I enter, or do you want me to get someone else to help you?"


  Ira drew a deep breath and waved for him to enter. “No ... no, come in please.” He struggled to stand. “I was just about to get some coffee. It seems to help me relax, though Rael insists it is a stimulant."


  “Let me get it for you,” Gabriel insisted. “Believe it or not, I've become quite a coffee connoisseur, myself. Lord Harbringer always...” He fell silent. Ira's discord had flared at the name. “I'm sorry, Ira ... I didn't think."


  “I killed him,” Ira moaned. “He was your commander; how can you not hate me for that? How can you even stand to talk to me?"


  Gabriel's voice wavered, “You were not alone in doing that.” He paused feeling Ira's composure slip. “I helped too."


  Ira shook his head. “You weren't even there! You don't know what you're saying."


  “Exactly. I stood by and did nothing. I did not sound the alarm or render aid to save him. I did not even diminish his pain as he did what he had to do. None of the other Archangels did either.” Gabriel looked sadly to the floor for a moment. “He had known that Rael would not accept him, not even for a short time. But the mantle had to be passed, and he would not remain a deterrent to the plan. He said this was his destiny either way, no matter how hard we tried to dissuade him. He commanded us to stand by and not interfere in any way. We were foresworn to follow his orders, just as we are now bound to the new Overlord. You did what you were meant to do, just as Tristen and Rael and all of us did.” He sighed and drew a small canister out of his suit pocket as he headed for the drink bar. After setting it on the counter, he located the flash-cups. “I think you'll like this blend. I brought a few of my favorites from the Cherubim. Coffee does soothe our kind. It has something to do with the way we're wired.” The mixture flash heated within the cups, filling the room with a warm almond aroma.


  Gabriel returned to where Ira sat and handed him a steaming cup. “What is done is done. Lord Harbringer was a harsh master, but I still miss him. I apologize for bringing his name up. I will try not to do so in the future. But, like I told you earlier, the Overlord is worried about you. I felt that knowing this might help you to recover.” He situated himself into the seat nearest to Ira's. “If you would let me, I might be able to help you sort out other things too. I was outside of the room when all this happened. I felt everything. Tristen's attack has to have been devastating to you. Now that you've had time for everything to settle down, it will have to be dealt with, Ira. She attacked you. She used you—betrayed your trust. She ripped across your consciousness with no regard for your feelings or well-being. How will you ever trust her again?"


  Ira sipped at his coffee, hoping that maybe it would help, but his hands began shaking so badly that he finally had to set the cup down. The aroma, at least, seemed wonderful. He looked at Gabriel, dressed again in corporate style; a soft ivory suit with his platinum hair drawn back and fastened neatly at the base of his neck. “I need Tristen's help,” he said.


  “Then why do you hesitate to call to her?” Gabriel countered.


  Ira leaned forward and dropped his head into his hands. “I ... everything is so messed up. It all happened too fast ... I was so afraid for her safety ... so horrified at what she'd done ... so ... hurt. I'm exhausted now. I don't know if I can face her, and there's no way I can escape her. I don't know what I will say or do when I see her alone. She has crossed too many lines."


  Gabriel sighed heavily. “So much pain ... so much fear ... so much need.” He reached out to touch Ira.


  Ira drew away out of reflex. “You should not touch me,” he warned.


  Gabriel placed his hand on Ira's shoulder and siphoned away the outermost part of the weight that had so cruelly pinned the young man before pouring some of his own energy into him.


  Ira gasped and then pulled away from the other's touch. “That is enough,” he insisted.


  Gabriel backed off and allowed himself to sink into the soft cushions of his own chair. “The Chosen Ones are not designed to have choices. They are predestined to serve, Ira. She was compelled to accomplish her mission at all cost. She is meant to always be bound in unquestioning service to the Overlord, both now and then. When he commanded Harbringer's death, he had lost control, and he meant what he said. He flashed a hatred so pure that it could not be denied. She had no choice. His orders are law to us. At that time, she knew he was her target, and she knew she had to draw him to the temple. She did her duty to the exclusion of all else, just as she had been trained to do."


  Ira nodded. “I know all this, Gabriel. I know, but I trusted her ... hell, I still do ... Even knowing she betrayed me ... used me ... beyond all reason. I cannot relinquish my feelings for her. It's like being mad at a part of myself, only we both suffer.” He sighed. “I was no more than a puppet to her."


  Gabriel shook his head, “That is a common misconception within PSI-bonded relationships. SHE was the puppet, Ira ... as she fell, so did you. And yet, she tried to free you, despite everything. You should probably try to remember that at the temple, she turned herself completely over to you ... despite her conditioning ... in the wake of her mission ... she surrendered herself totally to you and asked for your guidance.... I believe that was the first time she has ever chosen what SHE wanted, wasn't it?"


  Ira stared at him in silence. “Yes,” he finally admitted, “and I turned away from her.” He pushed himself up from the chair and started toward the door. “Thank you Gabriel,” he said, “I should go now, but tell Rael I ... WE will be all right.” He ventured a smile and stepped out into the corridor.


  Gabriel shifted in the seat and closed his eyes; concentrating only on breathing ... in ... out ... in ... out ... until finally his hands stopped shaking enough for him to pick up the cup and finish his coffee.

  


  CHAPTER 18


  A week later Rael found himself again seated across from Lythia at Dark Ops Central.


  “Give me a break!” She slammed her fist on the desktop. “Taking care of that PSI ring was exactly what I needed to secure my position and safeguard yours. Now you're gonna do this to me?” She threw the team's resignations down on the desk between them.


  Rael sighed and leaned forward. “All right, what if we agree to work freelance, but only under your command?"


  Lythia paused. “Well, that could work, but why do this at all? Nothing will change for you here. Mahata pre-arranged for every contingency."


  Rael shook his head and leaned back into his cushioned seat. “No Lythia, she did not."


  Lythia stared at him, “What aren't you telling me here?"


  “It's going to take a while to get it all set up, but believe me, you'll find out soon enough."


  Lythia started to say something. Rael raised his hand for her to stop. “Just give me some time, OK?"


  She sighed. “I thought I was supposed to be in charge here now."


  Rael nodded, “Yeah ... but things change."


  END
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