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CHAPTER
1

K-T-Space: Near Side of Antares, Scorpius
Sector – Years 2766 to 2806

 


The old familiar sensations filled Henrietta
with dread. It always affected her that way, the two times she had
gone through this before. And she had just experienced another
episode. It seemed as though untold lifetimes had passed since
Henrietta first became immersed within that cold, confining gel.
All motion within … all action … all life … had suspended. It was
like blindness, but without darkness. It was like sadness, but
without emotion. It was like being, but without ever having been.
And, as always, she knew it would end violently.

She felt her body stretch into a long, thin
line, like a rubber band on the edge of breaking. She tried to
resist the pain she knew would come but realized the attempt was
futile. So instead, she braced herself for what was expected:
infinitely rapid deceleration.

Mäe, faz com que pare a
dor. Mother, make the pain stop.

 


* * *

 


He, on the other hand, felt no pain at all.
For someone approaching 500 years old—although having lost count,
he was not absolutely sure how old he truly was—Perry actually felt
quite spry. By all rights he should. For most of his life he was
offline and essentially unaware of his existence. So the actual
number of years he was conscious was rather limited, much like an
anxious teen dreaming of one day growing up. And like most teens,
Perry’s adolescence had been frustrating. His life had been a
series of mishaps in his quest to grow up. He found—after
reawakening decades ago—that he had lost all memory and had to be
reeducated from scratch like an accidentally reformatted computer
hard drive.

Come to think of it,
Perry rationalized, that analogy is
not entirely inaccurate; I am as much a computer as I am
alive.

Perry spent a few microseconds mulling that
over as he loyally continued down the path fate had selected. He
tried to puzzle out if comparing himself to a computer was actually
humorous, but could not quite make up his mind. It was not like one
of Jimmy’s clever turns of phrases, but it did hold promise of
raising a laugh or two.

Maybe I should ask Jimmy
when he wakes up. He should know.

He valued Jimmy’s advice. Although
humans were so terribly confusing—and he wondered if he would ever
fully understand them—he decided he needed to try. With years upon
years of time to kill during their journey from Antares, Perry
occupied his time consulting the crew’s deep records. Maybe by
comparing the five teen’s life experiences he would be able to
figure out the differences he was seeing. Perhaps he
could bring order to the chaos humans
represented. One thing he did know: he sure had the
time.

Jimmy Dallas was born in the year 2345. That
was over 420 years ago in the reckonings of a continuously constant
universe. Trips through hyperspace, however, interrupted the
inexorable flow of time, artificially stretching out the span of
human life by forcing the star-traveler into periods of unconscious
stasis.

As the star-travelers “slept” through
K-T-space, they would not quite cease growing, but rather would age
more slowly, at a rate of 1.8 days per light-year travelled. And as
they slept, time continued marching on in normal space at an
accelerated rate until the two units of time were thrown completely
out of sync. So, although Jimmy had lived through 461 years of
history, he was physically only thirteen—as near as the crew could
tell. That was because they could only guess how far they traveled
in the first place to arrive at Antares during their perilous
escape from the Wasatti. That event was what tore them from their
comfortable homes and landed them in the middle of uncharted space.
And home for Jimmy had been the planet of the Hive species, just
before his time at the ill-fated Vega Construction Base … which was
where the children happened to be when it was attacked.

Jimmy was the youngest of the bunch and was
just as intelligent, if not more so, than his friends. Smart and
young, though, was not the best combination to possess. Jimmy was
always the outsider of the crowd. Perry wondered what made one
child a social misfit while another could adapt to almost any
situation. After all, every human had the same genetic
materials—within 99.9 percent—and pretty much had equal access to
the same opportunities.

But what was that
expression humans used? Oh yes, Jimmy was
cool; if only the others could see
that.

Perry decided there were some things he knew
nothing about, but what he did know was that his analysis of humans
should be the least of his problems and that he should be
concentrating on his real job, or his new friends would be very mad
at him.

He did not want that.

They said he had problems concentrating.
Said his thoughts flew from one subject to another. Said he could
not keep his mind on any one thing for very long, which was
ridiculous seeing that he could carry out 800 trillion individual
tasks at once.

Why would they think that
of me? Perry wondered.

Well, I did waste 500 years lost in space …
and I do enjoy talking, especially to Henrietta … but I can still
run the ship even though they think I talk too much ….

Perry did have all of human history
and all of human knowledge stored in his memory, at least up to
when they left the human colonies … if only he could access it all.
Was it his fault he and the crew were so lost? Probably, he admitted soberly.

That darned security
override protocol the humans use to keep the Wasatti ignorant of
the locations of their colony worlds is what is keeping me, and the
crew, in the dark. If only the crew could
find my spare blue systems key, all would be fine.

This time through the void, Perry was
fighting as hard as he could to stay focused and awake. That was
essential if he wanted to keep track of the exact path he was
taking, or they would be lost yet again.

Or, actually, more lost than they already
were.

On this trip Perry was succeeding … in a
manner of speaking.

They say life can be
tough, Perry reflected. That was the first time Perry
used that saying and he realized how true it was.
Life is a mixture of happiness and sadness,
and the trick is spending more time happy, which
was not always easy.

All in all, though, Perry was doing fairly
well considering all he had been through.

Perry took pride in his identity. He had
been built out of sheer necessity, which made him what he was. A
human exploration ship encountered a lone Wasatti scout ship in
deep space 600 years ago. The human ship was destroyed just after
its captain sent a message back to the Ten Colonies. From that
point on, humanity and their green, gelatinous allies from the
congenial Hive world at Tau Ceti were trapped in the middle of a
vicious interstellar war with the insect-like Wasatti. No one was
sure where the Wasatti came from. All they knew was that the
nine-foot-tall bugs were completely inflexible and refused to
negotiate, let alone communicate with their new-found foes.

The Ten Colonies became embroiled in
their first star-spanning war, fighting not for territorial gains
but for mere survival. And to survive, the humans needed to stay
one step ahead of their ferocious enemies. So thirty–five years
after that first violent contact, the best of human and Hive
scientists gathered at a secret base burrowed deep within an
asteroid orbiting sterile Vega to build the greatest weapon yet
devised—the organomechanic starship Sampson
K. Perry, who later became known to five young teens
as “Perry.”

How the teens ended up on the ship was a
whole different story. It was the morning of Perry’s first space
trials. Ruben Wilkins—Captain Stephen Campbell’s executive
officer—was the only person living on board and was leading the
children on a brief school trip through the developing ship. Perry
was pleased to have visitors and was eager to show them what he
could do. Perry was also quite surprised how enjoyable it was to
discuss new ideas and thoughts with someone other than Ruben.

Ruben was nice, as some
would erroneously claim, but … distant. Ruben never
liked Perry, and he could never understand why. I never did anything bad to him. I was as loyal as possible.
Everything Ruben asked of me, I gladly obeyed, Perry
recalled. It was as though Ruben considered
it a chore to speak to me. I wonder, he
reflected, if Ruben thought of me like the
other children think of Stiles? That likely explains it. Although I
never bully anyone around like Stiles does ….

Stiles Essen was the oldest of the crew at
seventeen, by a mere five months. But he took pride in that
insignificant seniority. Seemingly, the universe revolved around
Stiles, and the sad fact was that the idea was not confined solely
to Stiles’ imagination. He was the next in line in a long paternal
lineage of political strongmen; in fact, his father was the
governor of the important Vega base when it was destroyed. Although
only fourteen when he was forced to leave the colonies, Stiles was
being carefully groomed as the next colonial president. He
definitely had the drive and the Grecian god-like looks of an edgy,
strawberry blond to go along with the position.

Surely, Perry
mused, humans have a better way of choosing
leaders than that.

Perry gave up thinking of Stiles and
consulted the current navigation routines. That made him think back
to the last time he entered K-T-space. It was quite fortunate the
teens were aboard when they were. The Wasatti entered the Vega
system and conducted a surprise attack, destroying the base as they
swept through. Captain Campbell, leading the small system squadron,
kept the Wasatti at bay as Ruben led the new ship toward
safety.

Perry’s first flight in space turned into a
run for his life. The three protecting ships could only do so much,
and the Wasatti hit Perry with a massive energy shot, disabling all
ship functions and killing Ruben outright. The pain the ship
experienced was still a vivid scar etched in his memory banks. He
realized he should have perished from that extensive damage, but he
was able to self-repair his initial wounds. That supreme effort
took all his energy and put him offline as he struggled for life.
All while the Wasatti closed in to capture him. So there he was, in
the middle of a fierce space battle, offline, and with no crew
other than the five young teens.

If not for the
children, Perry thought, I
never would have escaped. I owe my life to them.

The teens found a way to bring Perry out of
his stupor just as the Wasatti Marines were cutting into his hull.
Peter and Ali jumped the ship out of the Vega system and away from
danger, although no proper jump coordinates had been set. That
should have been the beginning of a happy ending, but it turned out
to be just the beginning of Perry’s next star-crossed ordeal.

During the long, directionless journey from
Vega through K-T-space, Perry lost track not only of time, but of
his identity and of what he truly was. Perry had absolutely no
recollection of the trip and could only take it at face value that
they arrived at Antares, a massive red supergiant star, as young
Peter Campbell—Captain Campbell’s son—had speculated.

It was a lucky coincidence that Peter was
along for the ride. Without access to the ship’s navigational
database, their only clue to their unexpected location came from
those old, boring astronomy lessons Peter’s father had drilled into
him.

Perry knew that Peter was a throw-back
enigma in the modern times in which they lived, always willing to
resist convention. He hated the “efficient” programmed deep-teach
sessions all children subscribed to and preferred to cling to the
Northern Cheyenne oral traditions of learning, having knowledge
patiently passed down from father to son.

According to his vague recollections,
Peter guessed Antares was around 600 light-years from the Ten
Colonies—ten times farther than any human had ever travelled. That
meant Perry had spent around 500 years passing through K-T-space
with no one to talk to—seeing that humans
so rudely travelled through K-T-space in stasis, Perry
reflected. And because the teens were traveling faster than light
in their induced state of semi-coma, they aged only three years as
opposed to Perry’s 500. Throughout the entire journey, Perry
desperately grasped for any threads of sanity he could find. It was
a battle Perry nearly lost—except for Henrietta’s kind
ministrations.

Seventeen-year-old Henrietta Moreira was
born along the lush, southern tropical beaches of Brazil Province
on Old Earth. She had a dark, natural beauty that Perry could
appreciate conceptually, but only in an abstract sort of way. Perry
was able to visualize all five children through his numerous
internal sensors, but differentiating the intrinsic attractiveness
among humans was a problem he was still trying to solve.

Henrietta had long, flowing hair that swept
around her shoulders, almost as if it were a mysterious liquid held
together by magical forces. And the curves of her developing body
were unquestionably different from those of the boys—also seemingly
producing some magical effect on her unsuspecting crewmates. Perry
understood there were physical differences between the male and
female of the species, but to Perry the overall health of the
individual cellular materials that made up the person, and the
intelligence generated by the synapses in the brain, were what
truly mattered. Perry was led to believe, however, that Henrietta’s
cells were put together fairly well, from what he deduced.

 


* * *

 


Her head hit the wall and shattered like a
glass bullet as the rest of her body tumbled into the jumbled mass.
Henrietta wondered what truly happened to the cells of her body as
they made the transition from hyperspace to normal.

Do they fly apart, like
passing through a sieve, and then reform out of some encoded
genetic blueprint? Are we the same people who started the
trip? Henrietta decided she had no interest in finding
out. Just coming out alive again after living the life of the
undead for so long would be good enough for now.

She took comfort in the fact that the
worst was over, even though the throbbing pain was still within
her. She tried to move, but her muscles rebelled. Conceptually, she
knew from her studies why that was so. It was commonly referred to
as muscle memory, but more accurately it was referred to as
neuromuscular facilitation. It was a process where
a very specific signal from a motor neuron struck a muscle cell and
caused it to contract by releasing a specific amount of
acetylcholine. That was the stuffy knowledge she had taken away
from her medical textbooks, but it was the simple trick dancers or
athletes used to perfect their moves. Done repetitively, the body
could accomplish the given task without consciously thinking about
it.

Whatever the task, it would
become more and more accurate after each
trial, but all her normal, subconscious practice trials had long
since stopped in the cold passageways of K-T-space. There was no
movement in hyperspace, and after years of
inactivity—without moving a fraction of an inch—each muscle cell
had atrophied and had lost the memory of what it was designed to
do. Her trapezius could no sooner push against her shoulder blade
than help run a race. Her gastrocnemius would be just as confused
keeping her leg upright as trying to paint a portrait. From decades
of unconscious stasis, her body had transformed into a sack of
uneducated cells needing to relearn anew how to act as a human
body.

Like Perry had to learn
again how to be a ship, she realized through the
clearing fog.

 


* * *

 


After finding themselves lost at
Antares, the five teens worked tirelessly for a solid week bringing
Perry back to consciousness, although even then he felt only about
ten percent recovered. That jumble of new experiences was a lot to
go through, but the humorous part—and yes,
it might be wise to check with Jimmy if that was humorous
too—was that with all they had gone through, they
still were in serious trouble. After they out-jumped from Vega,
they found themselves helplessly drifting, locked in Antares’
strong gravity well. They just barely escaped, once Perry was able
to remap the connections to his engines.

That is the second time I
owed my life to the children, especially to Henrietta, who
reeducated me, and Ali, who provided expert engineering, once we
reentered normal space at Antares. Sure, I might like Henrietta
best, but Ali is special too, Perry
reflected.

Ali Hamadi, like the other children and his
famous starship-designer father, was an extraordinary overachiever.
In Ali’s mind, he believed he had to work extra hard to make up for
his perceived, almost obsessive, sense of lost time. Time was a
precious commodity to Ali, and the young, short but massively-built
and dark-skinned boy hoarded it with a jealous intensity brought on
by his father’s own fame.

To maximize his father’s incomparable
advances in the development of artificial intelligence, the
colonies purposely settled the Ali family at one colonial world
after another for brief periods of time. This allowed his dad the
opportunity to advance his critical work and then “sleep away” tens
of years in K-T-space between worlds to allow technology to catch
up with his brilliant discoveries. These stasis manipulations
stretched his dad’s working career over hundreds of years, but as a
result, Ali saw himself as a homeless vagrant as he followed his
parents around the colonies like a wandering gypsy.

Ali was born on planet Empire forty–three
years prior to the Vega attack but could not recall a thing about
his homeworld, having spent only his first two years there. Then,
like a box of useless household cargo, Ali was put under for nearly
fifteen years during the long journey to his next three-year home
on Jackson’s Landing. There, Ali grew into a confident and
precocious five-year-old engineering tinkerer on the recently
developed colony. Socially, Jackson’s Landing would have been yet
another disaster for Ali if not for his chance meeting with Peter
Campbell. At Jackson’s Landing, Ali and Peter had become the best
of friends and were nearly inseparable, but colonial policies
forced the two children to move on once again.

Fortunately, Ali’s dad—destined for an
R&D facility—and Peter’s dad—assigned to the military base—were
both scheduled for Mars for their next postings. So, other than a
couple months of scheduling differences, the two boys spent their
next nine years asleep traveling from Jackson’s Landing to Mars.
For them, the time away from each other was hardly noticeable, and
they spent the next year and a half bonding even closer within the
domed Martian city of Olympia. Then, it was another
seven-and-a-half-year sleeping voyage for Ali to Vega, where he met
Henrietta and Jimmy for the first time.

The Vega base turned out to be like
all his other adopted homes—unfulfilling and hollow—except that Ali
knew his old friend Peter was scheduled to arrive two years down
the road. The one thing that did interest Ali at Vega, and was the
center of his young life there, was the exciting work he and his
father were finalizing: it was the Sampson
K. Perry.

Perry looked back on those early days with
happiness, much like Jimmy had done with the Hive world.

Dr. Hamadi might very well
be my father, Perry reflected. If so, would that make Ali my brother? Someday
Perry hoped to sort out all those convoluted
implications.

Perry enjoyed it immensely whenever
Ali tweaked his operating systems. He figured the feeling was
somehow similar to what he read about a person scratching a pet’s
ears. It was … soothing … and
the ship came to view Ali as his personal caretaker.

He owed those five kids everything and was
determined to protect them against anything that got in their way.
But keeping them safe and alive would not be easy. Not only were
they lost far, far from home, but Perry’s navigational database was
locked out for security reasons, and food for his human passengers
was running dangerously low.

Finding food in the middle of deep space
will not be easy, either.

The more Perry thought about their
predicament, the more concerned he became. It was as though the
universe were testing them, heaping one problem on top of another.
Food was one thing, but Peter—Perry’s default captain due to
Peter’s genetic similarities to his father, who would have been his
captain—grew seriously ill from Antares’ lethal radiation.
Henrietta, acting as the medical officer, was able to save him, but
Peter’s illness put annoying Stiles in temporary command. No one,
other than Stiles, was happy with that particular turn of
events.

 


* * *

 


Henrietta’s body felt sluggish, like every
cell was separated from its neighbor by hundreds of miles. Her
medical knowledge of what was going on eased her temporary
confusion, but did not make the sensations any more pleasant. It
seemed like ten years had passed before the palm of her hand
finally pressed against the horizontal surface it rested on, and
for all she knew it might have been.

It felt spongy, whatever her hand was
touching. She strained to remember where she had been before the
jump. The sensor room, she
recalled. This new thing her hand rested on should have been hard
and form-fitting to her curved fingers. The last thing she
remembered was gripping the navigational joystick, anxiously trying
to keep the target star perfectly aligned.

But whatever this was felt different. Soft,
yet … resisting. Flat, but rippled in all the right places. It
feels like my hand is meant to be here ….

Her isolated confusion turned into mild
curiosity as she tried to work out her latest mystery. With eyes
still closed, she kneaded her fingers reflexively and felt tendons
give way along a bony ridgeline.

That’s the supraspinatus
connected to the clavicle. An old children’s song came
to mind about bones connected to other bones … or tendons connected
to bones more accurately.
But if that’s my shoulder, I don’t feel the
pressure. Her strange puzzle grew additional, unmarked
pieces needing to be fitted in place.

 


* * *

 


After three long weeks escaping the Antares
system, Peter found a candidate star likely to host a terrestrial
planet 61.4 light-years away in a direction they hoped would be
toward the colonies. That jump, as Perry knew the humans would say,
was a “piece of cake” and would only take twenty years for him to
navigate.

Perry wondered how a measurement of time
could taste like a culinary treat and catalogued yet another detail
he might never understand about human thinking.

Perry was very concerned, though. Although
he inadvertently deviated from the route Peter had so carefully
charted, he was able to keep track of time and the vector through
which they traveled. The anticipated twenty-year journey had
doubled, turning into an unplanned forty years through K-T-space,
being pulled toward another random gravity well not of his
choosing. The simple fact was that Perry’s capabilities were far
from what they should be, and somehow it looked as though he had
gotten them lost yet again.

What will they think of me
when they wake up? Perry wondered.

 


* * *

 


Feelings returned as parts of her body
reassembled. Something was poking her in the chest. It was a sharp,
persistent annoyance.

If that’s my caretaker connector, I might be
in serious trouble! What if it’s loose?

Henrietta felt true panic for the first
time.

Sitting in a CT-chair, she should feel
nothing at all. Her connection to the ship would provide all the
nutrients she needed. The medical systems would monitor her
autonomic routines and keep her heart beating, albeit at a
miniscule rate. Her blood would continue to flow through veins and
arteries instead of congealing. Oxygen would infuse lungs and pass
through countless alveoli. It all worked through her CT-connector
hanging freely from her chest.

But if it’s poking me, something’s terribly
wrong.

 


* * *

 


Perry strained his forward sensors, once
again trying to locate any clues about the stellar object pulling
them along their path. They were still firmly enclosed within the
shrouds of empty K-T-space, and—as he had tried over and over again
for the past four decades—Perry was unsuccessful glimpsing any of
the physical universe surrounding them. His voyage from Antares,
which was the first leg of several planned for their journey back
home, should have ended twenty years ago at a promising K2-type
star. That star offered them the closest, best chance of hosting a
planet with Earthlike qualities. Perry’s crew was counting on him
to bring them to such a world, for without finding a rare,
food-producing refuge, his new human friends would starve. Leaving
Antares—with the crew already on half rations—they only had
forty–two days’ worth of food remaining, with a minimum of a
three-year passage back home still facing them.

Perry and the crew had done everything they
could think of before initiating the jump to help them navigate to
that promising stellar system. He had to agree he would need all
the help he could get, too. With an ironclad security system
preventing him from using all his abilities, he was essentially
flying blind.

The first thing all five teens did was
inject adrenaline into their bodies to stay awake for as long as
possible while his ship’s systems set up the navigational routines.
Those few extra precious minutes might very well spell the
difference between success and total failure, keeping Perry on
course. Next, Henrietta had been posted in the forward sensor room
with her hand planted firmly on the navigational joystick; her sole
duty was keeping the destination star centered precisely on-course
until the forces of K-T-space put her under.

The remaining kids were placed strategically
around other critical stations within the sentient ship to watch
over other functions that would hopefully bring them safely and
efficiently to their chosen target. Stiles even shut down all
unnecessary communication channels within the ship to keep Perry
from the useless chatter he was always prone to use. For this jump,
Perry could not be distracted. Everything they planned was designed
to get them to that critical stellar system, eliminating any
chances for error or interruption.

That was the plan.

Perry knew something was terribly wrong once
the scheduled twenty years expired. While he monitored their
progress through space, the sleeping teens were tied into his
caretaker system, slowly absorbing nutrients to keep them alive at
a half-ration consumption rate of a quarter-day per light-year
traveled. He kept hoping with all his might that his
Krenholdtz-Turner engines would begin cycling down, but the trip
extended an additional year, and then another. Then, Perry began
counting off the years by decades as he helplessly monitored the
food stocks in his supply tanks dangerously dwindling away.

They had their plan. They would travel 61.4
light-years to a system possibly containing food, and in the
process consume fifteen days of rations. That would leave them with
nearly a month’s supply at the other end, which was enough to
search out one additional stellar system if needed until food was
eventually found. It was a desperate gamble, but it was the only
option they had. That was why it was so critical for Perry to
remain on course, but the expected 61 light-year trip was already
over 100 light-years long—and growing—with Perry unable to do a
thing to stop it.

The previous time Perry went into K-T-space,
which coincidentally was his very first time, he emerged 600
uncontrolled light-years away. Perry sadly realized that with the
amount of food remaining, if he made that same mistake again, it
would be more than enough to starve the crew. Three times over.

 


* * *

 


Maybe the undead world would
not release Henrietta this time
….

Henrietta forced her unfocused eyes to open.
She was not sitting upright in her chair, like she remembered.
Instead, she was lying prone, face down.

That explains the
poking, she realized with relief. Her head was nestled
in the crook of something warm and inviting, but she was too close
to make out what it was. With great effort, she raised her head and
looked around. She appeared to be in her room.

How’d I get here?
Henrietta wondered. I should be
on-station in the sensor room. Did somebody move me?

Something was still not right. She fought
the persistent fog surrounding her.

No, this isn’t my
room, she realized. It’s
Peter’s. What the heck am I doing here?

The final events just before jump slowly
returned to Henrietta as each neuron in her brain found its
matching receptor.

Yes, now I remember. Peter
was in dire trouble. He was disconnected from his life support
unit. Henrietta had been in the forward sensor room,
keeping the ship on target for as long as she could stay
awake.

Stiles made us take adrenaline to fight the
drowsiness for as long as possible ….

It was becoming clearer to her now. She was
the navigator for the ship, but she was also the medical officer.
Being shorthanded, they had no other choice. So she took a portable
medical monitoring device with her to the sensor room; she
programmed it to watch over the four other kids on the ship to be
sure they were all right. Armed with the med-PAD at her side, she
was all set to watch the target star on her screen for as long as
they stayed within normal space. Everything was fine for awhile,
but the medical unit unexpectedly went off seconds before the jump
occurred. Peter was disconnected from his life support, and for
some strange reason he was in his room instead of the bridge, where
he should have been. The jump would be twenty years long and Peter
would die within the first couple days if he was not plugged in
immediately.

Oh, my God ….
The memory still punched Henrietta’s gut like a cold fist.
She remembered now. She abandoned her post and rushed to Peter’s
room. The countdown to jump continued like sand pouring over her
head, but she could do nothing to stop it. Stiles had cut off all
ship communications to force Perry to concentrate.

Stupid Stiles ….

Entering Peter’s room, Henrietta was
horrified to find him sprawled helplessly on the deck. Peter would
not respond to her frantic pleas, and she thought he was dead until
she felt a faint heartbeat. Using the last of her adrenaline
reserves, Henrietta threw Peter onto his bed and connected him into
the caretaker unit just as the ship transitioned. And as time began
to stop, her downward motion slowed just long enough for her to
connect as well.

She still remembered the voices calling from
the cold void—the strange voices from throughout the galaxy … and
through it all, Peter’s confused question.

“Arietta, is that you?”

Henrietta remembered the last silent
words she sent from her mind in reply. “Yes, Peter, it’s me. Rest now, we’ll be okay.”

So that’s why I’m here
…. The blank puzzle was finally pieced together.
Henrietta was lying on top of Peter in his bed, her head resting
calmly on his shoulder. The CT-connector was still poking her in
the chest, but overall she felt supremely comfortable. She stole a
quick glance at the strong, Northern Cheyenne cheekbones of her
crewmate. It was one of the many fine features Peter inherited from
his mom. She was disappointed, though, that his dark-blue eyes—a
gift from his fair-skinned dad—were still closed.
His eyes are usually so soft, she
remembered. She dared a sniff of his raven-black hair. For a
moment, she allowed her guard to drop … and nestling in, imagined a
different ending.

She blushed as Peter stirred.

 


* * *

 


The grey curtains of K-T-space slowly parted
as Perry finally felt his K-T engines winding down on their own.
Perry scanned the horizon as normal space once again took form,
searching for the star that attracted their fall.

What kind of stellar system
did my navigation routines latch onto this time? Perry
wondered. On his first voyage into K-T-space, a red supergiant had
attracted his attention. Those types of stars were notoriously
bad—impossible, actually—for providing a stable environment for
life to evolve on one of their planets.

And if this is another star like the last
one, the children will be doomed.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
2

K-T-Space, In-Jump Transition Zone – Acrab,
0835, January 23, 2806

 


A soft weight pressed against Peter’s chest.
It was warm and surprisingly comfortable. He opened his eyes and
found Henrietta lying on top of him like a blanket.

“Um, is there something I missed?”

Henrietta pried her body up and slid to
Peter’s side; her brown, silky hair brushing along his face like a
passing caress. He realized with a start they were laying together
in his bed … alone.

“Duh …,” Henrietta replied.

He knew from his three-year experience
with her as a friend she always had to be in control, and her first
reaction would naturally deflect his question. She’s as stubborn as a mule ….

Henrietta hitched up on an elbow and tried
to get off the bed but was too weak to complete the action, so she
helplessly sank back down to his side. Her cheeks colored in
embarrassment.

Peter could see Henrietta trying to compose
herself as she brushed the wrinkles out of her uniform. It looked
as though she were trying to rid herself of unwelcome evidence. She
stared at everything in the room, except his face.

“I, uh …,” Peter began, thinking an apology
might be needed for some unknown reason.

Henrietta continued his unfinished sentence,
“Nothing happened, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Peter glanced down toward his toes, making
sure everything was still in proper order. It also gave him time to
gather his thoughts while he figured out what was going on. “Well,
I didn’t think so. I mean … you and me … come on ….”

“Right,” Henrietta replied tartly. She
gathered all her forces and rotated around until her feet fell
toward the deck. The momentum forced her torso up, and she warily
sat upright. She reached across Peter’s chest and disconnected her
CT-plug from the wall. The action forced her to lean on Peter’s
chest once again, but she did not have the strength to get up a
second time. Surrendering to her weakness, she grunted in
resignation.

Peter could see the frustration growing on
her face as she lay helplessly over him. “You do seem to be finding
ways of ending up there, don’t you?”

“Oh, yeah, saving your life will do that
sometimes,” she replied sarcastically.

“Saving my life …?”
What’s she talking about?

“What happened to you, anyway?” she
asked.

“Happened? When …?”

Henrietta finally found the strength
to jump up and stood over the bed on wobbly legs. “You …
idiota …!”

Henrietta’s words could only tumble
out after a frustrated shake of her head. Knowing that Portuguese
was never a good sign, Peter could see her anger growing by the
second as her energy slowly returned. What’d I do to make her so mad?

“You unjacked about a minute before we
jumped. Luckily, I had a health monitor with me on the upper deck.
I come down here—made the trip in a minute, by the way—and find you
collapsed on the floor. What were you thinking, anyway?”

“Collapsed? No way ….”

“Oh, sure; I dreamed the whole thing.”
Henrietta looked around the room and found a chair. She awkwardly
nudged it around with her toe and sat down heavily. “Walked in my
sleep in the middle of K-T-space and jumped on top of you while you
slept. I do that all the time ….”

Peter racked his brain, trying to
piece together the last few minutes of his life. The first thing he
remembered was waking up in bed, with the mystery of Henrietta on
top. How’d she get here? Peter
wondered. For that matter, how’d
I get here? He glanced
to his side and found his CT-connector still in the wall. He pulled
it out in confusion. Scattered memories started clearing from the
fog. We jumped from Antares!

“Antares ….” Peter mumbled.

“Nice goin’, Sherlock,” Henrietta observed.
“With your smarts, you could get a job as a detective!”

“But, I was supposed to be on the bridge.
How’d I get here?”

“That’s what I want to know,” Henrietta
replied. “And are you so stupid you’d unjack?”

“No.” No way
would I do that, he thought. Why?

“I almost hate trying this,” Henrietta said
looked up at the ceiling. “Perry, are you there?”

“Yes, Henrietta,” Perry replied. “I am here.
It is good to see you and Peter again.”

“Thank God,” Henrietta sighed. “I was afraid
you wouldn’t be there.”

The last time the sentient ship came out of
jump he was wiped clean. It took days for the crew to bring him
back to consciousness as the ship helplessly drifted toward that
gigantic star. And even after coming back to life, Perry was still
nowhere near full capabilities.

“There were times during the journey when I,
also, was afraid I would not survive the ordeal,” Perry replied.
“It is most difficult being alone for that long, but I was able to
‘hang in there,’ as you would say, although I have no arms to do
so.”

“Perry, what am I doing here?” Peter
asked.

“You are lying in your bed, Peter,” the ship
replied. “Is this a test of my cognitive abilities?”

“No,” Peter replied. “Mine, actually.”

“Were you damaged in transit? I thought I
had taken good care of you.”

“No, I’m fine. I just don’t know how I got
here. The last I remember was heading to the bridge with
Stiles.”

“He unjacked, and I had to save him,”
Henrietta interjected.

Perry hummed. “It is most fortunate, then,
that Henrietta was there for you. You would have perished,
otherwise.”

Peter smiled faintly. Henrietta had
mentioned before that Perry hummed when he was concerned and purred
when he was happy. At first he did not notice the odd mannerisms,
but after awhile it became apparent. “We were hoping you could tell
us what went on,” Peter suggested.

“Normally I could, but Stiles locked my
systems down ship-wide to force me to concentrate on the jump. All
I had access to were the operations of the jump,” Perry
explained.

“Henrietta,” Perry continued after a slight
pause, “do you think I talk too much?”

“No,” she replied too quickly. “Not really …
well, maybe a little.”

Perry hummed.

“So, you have no idea how I got here?” Peter
asked.

“No, nor do I know how Henrietta ended up in
your cabin. Everything inside the ship was locked out until we
exited K-T-space. Stiles set up a subroutine that freed my systems
once the K-T engines shut down. Thus, I am free to talk to you
now.”

Henrietta rested her chin in her hands in
exhaustion. Rubbing her forehead, she said, “When I saw that Peter
was unjacked, I rushed down and plugged him in. I had just enough
time to plug both him and me in.”

She cut it awfully close,
then, trying to save me, Peter realized.
She could have died.

“That explains many things,” Perry replied.
His hum began to transform into a purr. “Perhaps Stiles can tell us
why you were not on the bridge, Peter.”

“What’s the status of the others?” Henrietta
asked.

“They are all out of stasis now. Jimmy was
the first to awaken, in armscomp, and is currently searching for
water. Ali is making his way to the bridge from engineering, and is
talking to me as we speak, asking me about my operating systems. Ah
… Jimmy is now also heading to the bridge and will arrive at about
the same time as Ali. Stiles is on the bridge and is violently
scratching the gluteus maximus muscle on his right side.”

“His ‘what’ …?” Peter asked.

“He’s scratching his butt,” Henrietta
clarified.

Peter smirked. “Figures. Okay, what say we
head up there and see if we can find us some answers.”

 


* * *

 


Jimmy and Ali had already joined Stiles on
the bridge by the time the lift door opened to let Henrietta and
Peter out. Henrietta motioned for Peter to go ahead, but—ever the
gentleman—he declined and made way for his friend to exit first. As
she stepped onto the bridge she noticed Ali and Stiles at the far
end discussing the status of the sensors, while Jimmy, on the near
side of the bridge, was scanning com, most likely to see if there
were any stray communications signals bouncing around the stellar
system they had just entered. He seemed perfectly at home working
by himself at the com station.

Jimmy seemed to relate well to the Hive
culture, possibly because the communal aliens had no name for the
individual and he could bond with them within an inconspicuous,
gray anonymity. Truth be told, Jimmy always seemed happiest when he
was alone, and no wonder. It never was a good idea for a skinny,
slight-of-build, red-haired and freckled adolescent to stand
out.

Remaining inconspicuous was something Jimmy
should have known and taken to heart, but the problem was that he
also had a stubborn streak a mile long. Deep down, he knew
intuitively why it was not a good idea to stand out, but he ignored
convention and went out of his way to fight the social norms to be
conspicuously conspicuous—especially with Stiles, who bullied Jimmy
unmercifully.

Jimmy always said he would have been
perfectly happy spending his entire life on Hive, studying his
beloved languages and computers, but after his father died of a
genetic mismatch with the local alien environment, Jimmy and his
mom hastily boarded a transport for a 31.4 light-year voyage to the
Vega Construction Base, losing nine years to the universe but aging
only two months in return. Ever the misfit, he was the only child
at the base before Henrietta arrived a year later. He instantly
took on a reputation as a strange little fellow relating more to
the Hive aliens than to his own kind.

So, for the following seven years, Jimmy
made his home on that sterile asteroid base, distancing himself
further from humanity and dedicating his life to linguistics. Since
leaving the base several centuries ago on his wild ride with Perry,
Jimmy had gone through quite a bit with the new crew and had
developed a few socially-redeeming values. Perry loved his oddball
sense of humor and he did make those great “Antares Rangers”
patches for the crew.

“All audio frequencies are totally silent,
Ali,” Jimmy reported. “So far there’re no signs of life out
there.”

“Figures,” Ali replied. “Keep looking,
though.”

“Of course, knucklehead,” Jimmy replied.
“Like I got anything else to do,” he continued under his
breath.

Ali looked up through his projected screens,
seeing Henrietta for the first time. “Doc …! Hi; we were just
talking about you.”

The other two boys stopped what they
were doing as Henrietta walked into the large room. The bridge was
just as they had left it. Like everywhere else on the ship, the
walls transmitted a pale-olive glow that looked like reptilian skin
stretched tightly around the room. The walls were gently curved,
giving the room a more cavernous look than a traditional command
center. To the front was a large view screen, projecting a perfect
image of space outside the ship. Henrietta was relieved to see that
the system they were now in looked normal and did not contain those
annoying gaseous nebula clouds that surrounded Antares.
Those nebulae were beautiful,
Henrietta remembered, but played
havoc with our sensors.

“Hey, guys,” Henrietta offered in greeting.
“Got it all figured out where we are yet?”

Ali took a quick sip from his water bulb.
“Nah, we just got the sensors up again. We were just about to begin
calibration when you showed up. We … … yo! Chief, how ya feelin’
…?”

Peter stepped out of the lift and split off
from Henrietta to dispense a couple water bulbs.

“Peter! What the—” Stiles began, before
cutting himself off.

“Good to see you too, Stiles,” Peter said.
He handed a bulb to Henrietta and joined Jimmy at the com.

“Man, I was worried about ya,” Ali said.
“Good thing Stiles was there.”

“Stiles …?” Peter asked. “What’d he do?”

Ali glanced at Stiles, prodding him with his
elbow to explain. Stiles appeared to be frozen stiff and said
nothing. “Aw, he’s just being modest. You coulda died down there.
He saved your bones, is all ….”

Peter glanced between Stiles and Henrietta.
“Gee, seems like everyone is stepping over each other to save me
these days.”

“Hey, back up a minute. What’d I miss?”
Jimmy asked.

Like the rest of the crew, Jimmy had been
stationed in a separate part of the ship prior to their jump. He
had been at armscomp, ready to launch missiles if any threat
appeared at their destination. Ali had been far to the rear of the
ship in engineering, monitoring the ship’s operating systems.
Henrietta should have been up in the forward sensor room, keeping
the ship on target at the start of the jump for as long as she
could remain awake, and Stiles and Peter should have been on the
bridge, monitoring the overall journey.

Should have been,
Henrietta thought. Except for some
reason, Peter ended up disconnected in his room, and I needed to
rush down to plug him back in. “So how did Peter end
up in his room?” she asked.

“I, uh …,” Stiles began. “I put him
there.”

Peter looked confused. He edged around Jimmy
and sat down heavily at the tactical station. “Why’d you do that?”
Peter asked.

Stiles shut off his panel. “You don’t
remember?”

Peter shook his head. “No, it’s all a
blur.”

“No wonder.” Stiles replied. “We were
heading up the lift from medical and we took our adrenaline shots.
You remember: to stay awake for as long as we could.”

“Oh, yeah,” Peter replied. “I gave you
yours, and you gave me mine. That’s the last I remember.”

“Right. You said you hated needles. Once I
gave you your shot, you collapsed. Scared me to death,” Stiles
said. “Figure it must have messed with that radiation medicine you
were taking.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Henrietta interjected.
“Those meds should not have caused a reaction. I made sure of
that.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time you
made a mistake,” Stiles retorted.

Peter became seriously ill during their
close approach to Antares’ lethal radiation zone. Henrietta’s first
series of treatments made Peter worse and he rapidly developed
cancer, even though the disease should not have advanced so
quickly. Something Henrietta prescribed caused the rapid
degeneration, but for the life of her, she could not figure out
what she did wrong or how the disease grew so quickly. Only Stiles
knew the real reason. He wanted to take command of the ship and had
sabotaged the medication to get Peter out of the way. No one else
knew, but that was the quickest way Stiles figured he could assume
his rightful place.

Stiles had spent the first eleven years of
life on the influential colonial world of New Capital. It was there
that he dedicated his life to the cut-throat world of colonial
politics. There, he learned from the best of them.

He felt secure in his future until he
learned of his father’s new posting as the Vega governor. Because
of that horrid event, he had been ripped away from his homeworld
comforts and forced to accompany his stern mother on the 32.8
light-year voyage to Vega. Waking up ten years later, which was
physiologically only a two-month span for Stiles, he found himself
in a cold hell of his father’s making. He was surrounded at the
Vega base by barren rocks, egghead scientists, bumbling engineers,
and four total morons for classmates. And to his chagrin, his
classmates were the only people currently left in his world.

He suddenly realized he was outside the
mainstream of political scheming and could sense his carefully
groomed future slowly slipping away. To regain his stranglehold on
the pulse of the colonies, Stiles would need to work twice as hard
as before and be twice as ruthless. He viewed obstacles as
opportunities, as any good politician would. That was the Grand
Game of Politics after all. And he was determined to play it well,
whether six miles or 600 light-years away from the coveted
presidential compound.

Henrietta glared at Stiles,
embarrassed at her previous failures as a doctor.
He’s right, I really did mess up. She
did, however, develop a secondary treatment that cured Peter’s
illness—just in time to beat the jump, but not quickly enough to
have Peter back in command of the ship.

“Well, however it happened,” Stiles
continued, “it knocks out Peter’s lights. We were heading up to the
bridge and he loses consciousness. So I stop the lift before we
arrive. I get Peter to his room, shove him onto his bed, and
carefully jack him in. I made sure he was okay—remember?—when I had
Perry confirm that everyone was jacked in just before we
jumped.”

“Yeah,” Henrietta confirmed. “That’s
true.”

“Arietta says she found me on the deck.
How’d I end up there?” Peter asked.

“Beats me,” Stiles replied. “Maybe you came
out of it and tried to make your way back to the bridge. How am I
supposed to know what you did down there?”

“Perry,” Ali began, “did you record any of
this stuff? Can you tell us what happened?”

“Unfortunately, no, Ali,” Perry replied.
“Remember, we were under ship-wide blackout conditions. Stiles was
concerned about my concentration wandering during the jump, so all
sections, except for engineering and the bridge, were at secrecy
levels. I was instructed not to communicate in any way with the
crew until jump terminated. Therefore, there are no records of what
went on, except for engineering and the bridge.”

“Yeah, we tried asking Perry already. He’s
no help at all,” Henrietta concluded. “Nobody knows what made Peter
unjack, including Peter or Perry.”

“In this case, no,” Perry replied. “I am
just as confused as all of you. I am sorry.”

Henrietta began summarizing the facts. “So,
apparently Peter was all snug in his bed in his room. Then a few
minutes later I get the signal he was unplugged.”

“How’d you do that?” Stiles asked
suspiciously. “You were supposed to be in the sensor room.”

“I was, but I took a portable med-PAD with
me. Had it monitoring the crew. Rushed down to his cabin, found him
on the deck—unplugged—just in time to jack him back in. Almost
didn’t have time to plug myself in, either. Thought I was a goner
….”

“That sure was good thinking! Carrying that
med-PAD with you,” Ali proclaimed. “Glad you’re looking out for us,
Doc.”

“Yeah, right,” Henrietta replied.
Something was not adding up, but Henrietta could not put her finger
on it. Way too much was happening that, by
all rights, shouldn’t be. Am I that bad a
doctor? Henrietta wondered. She was only seventeen,
after all. Who am I trying to kid,
anyway?

Peter stood up and walked over to Henrietta,
putting his hand on her shoulder. “I guess I have both of you to
thank,” Peter mumbled. He glanced up at Stiles and then back to
Henrietta. “So, thanks.”

“All’s well that end’s well, right?” Ali
asked. “So, anyone around here hungry? I’m starved.”

“Well, knowing how Perry operates, it’ll
take him forever to recalibrate the sensors,” Stiles replied, “so
we might as well grab something to eat. Perry, let us know when you
finish.”

“Of course, Captain Essen.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
3

Acrab Star System, Normal Space – 0900,
January 23, 2806 (Ship Year 540, Day 20)

 


All external sensors were hopelessly out of
spec after being readjusted at Antares’ gas-filled system. Normally
they were designed for the near-vacuum of outer space, where stray
molecules were few and far between, but while at Antares the ship
had been engulfed by thick, chemically diverse nebulae that were
nearly impossible to see through. There, it had been essential for
the crew to find a good destination star away from the clouds, and
Ali had done everything possible to force the sensors to see
through the unusually dense clouds surrounding the red supergiant
star. What he accomplished worked well enough to find a new
destination, but now that they were once again in empty space, it
was as though someone had taken a hammer to a sensitive optical
instrument and forced them to look through it.

Perry set to work immediately on his
recalibrations. It would take him several hours to bring them back
to factory settings, but he was looking forward to the challenge.
He began to purr contentedly as he began his new task.

He would have preferred simply hitting
“reset” to bring the instruments back, but that was not an option.
“Unimportant” things like default settings were not the priorities
the crew spent much time on when they were fighting for simple
survival back at Antares. And as a result, defaults—by
necessity—had been purposely overlooked. Henrietta and Ali had
managed to get some of Perry’s memory restored, but way too much
was still buried deeply within his cortex, currently inaccessible.
So Perry needed to build the sensor software up from scratch,
relearning what every system was and what each component was
designed to do. He needed to go over the programming line by line,
which would not be a simple matter, seeing that the amount of code
dedicated to sensors alone was what would normally be stored in
three rooms full of mainframe computers. Perry experimented with
what Henrietta might say in a situation like this.

“Eh, it will give me
something to do.” Perry decided that would be the most
appropriate response, although she would
mash some of her words together like humans usually
do.

In the final analysis, Perry was just
as interested in discovering where they were as the teens must have
been. Not only was Perry obsessively curious by nature, but he felt
responsible for the predicament they were facing. Finding
answers immediately would not
be soon enough for Perry’s tastes.

Perry initially used whatever sensor
data was available once he came out of K-T-space, but the universe
looked out of focus, as a person needing corrective lenses without
them would see the world. There were a few nearby blobs that must
have been stars, but other than that it was all one big grey blur.
Perry knew he had jumped nearly twice as far as he should have, so
there was no chance they were at the star they aimed for, or at the
next scheduled star down the line for that matter. Peter had found
only two candidate stars suitable for life near Antares, and this
surely could not be one of them. Stiles—especially—will not be pleased.

Perry decided it would be best to
delay telling his friends the bad news. He was not sure why that
was so; after all, he was programmed to provide vital detail to his
crew as quickly and efficiently as possible. How would procrastination help at a time like this?
Perry wondered. Was withholding
information any different than what Henrietta had described earlier
to me as telling a falsehood on purpose?

The distinction was foreign to Perry,
obscured by shades of grey, like not being able to obtain the exact
solution to something simple, such as two plus two.
But it seems like something the children would
do, Perry concluded, at least
until after they finish their lunch.

Had Perry been able to figure it out, he
would have realized he had just taken one step closer to the chaos
humanity represented.

 


* * *

 


“Whose turn is it to cook?” Stiles
demanded.

All five crew members found a chair
immediately after entering the galley, as if the last person
standing was forced by some unseen referee to assume the onerous
role. Everyone shyly glanced at the others sitting around the large
tables. No one seemed willing to volunteer and instead was making
futile attempts to stay as inconspicuous as possible. Stiles’ acid
glance lingered on Henrietta.

“Just because I’m the girl, don’t look at
me,” Henrietta argued.

“I could order you,” Stiles offered.

Henrietta snickered, with the unsaid “try
me” hanging in the air.

Ali finally broke the fragile silence. “Oh,
all right. I’ll do it.” With a heavy sigh, he got up and sauntered
over to the dispenser. He dialed up five hot meals and brought them
to the others in less than three minutes.

“Think it took longer to argue about who’d
cook than just doing it in the first place.” He sat down in front
of his meal and elbowed up to his plate. “And I don’t want to hear
any complaining, either.”

All five teens began scooping up the
steaming noodles. All in all, they tasted like pre-chewed
cardboard, but not a word was spoken as the kids devoured their
first meal in years.

“Well, after twenty years, I guess even this
stuff tastes pretty good.”

Ali’s back stiffened. He was obviously ready
to argue.

“Stiles,” Henrietta cautioned. “No
complaining, remember?”

Stiles held up his hands defensively. “Hey,
I wasn’t complaining. That was a compliment.”

“Sure it was,” Henrietta responded

“Well, it was,” Stiles persisted. They
continued eating in silence. The food must have been better than
they gave it credit for, because their plates were empty in no time
at all.

After finishing, Ali picked up his plate and
stuffed it in the ’cycler. He dialed in a juice bulb and sat down
heavily by himself. The tension in the room could have been cut
with a knife, and in no time at all the crew reverted back to their
surly selves; all it took was another small, unappetizing meal.

Perry’s meek voice came out of nowhere.
“Captain Essen?”

Stiles looked up at the ceiling in concern.
“Geez, I wish you wouldn’t do that! It’s bad for my digestion.” He
threw his plate away and dialed in another bulb of water. “So, you
got the sensors tuned already?”

“No, not yet,” Perry replied. “And I fail to
understand why you all think I live in the ceiling.”

“Habit,” Jimmy offered. “It’s where ‘The
Voice’ comes from in every horror vid we’ve ever seen.”

“Oh,” Perry hummed sadly.

“So what gives, Perry?” Ali asked.

Perry hummed. That was never a good sign. “I
find it necessary to mention that it has been considerably longer
than twenty years since your last meal.”

All actions at the table stopped—what
few there were. “Oh, really …. Just how long?” Stiles asked suspiciously.

Perry hummed. “It has been 39.925 years,
which is twenty–seven days short of a full forty.”

The silence was deadly. “You’ve
got to be kidding!” Stiles
grumbled.

“No, I am not,” Perry replied. “I would
never consider jesting about that, Captain Essen. I have been
working on my sense of humor, as you may know, but I do not believe
that would be considered a joke in good taste under the present
circumstances.”

Stiles shook in silent anger as he stared at
the pale-green walls. Slowly trying to control his temper, he
replied, “No. It. Wouldn’t.”

Realization took shape in all the teens as
their foggy minds absorbed what they had just heard. They had
traveled twice as far as planned, so not only had they consumed
twice as much food in transit, but they could not be at the
destination they had targeted.

“How’d that happen?” Ali asked.

“I take full responsibility,” Perry quickly
offered. “I did everything in my power to remain on course—”

“Obviously not enough,” Stiles
interjected.

“Captain Essen, that is what I just said,”
Perry admitted meekly. “Peter’s target star was well within my
sights when jump initiated. Course deviation was less than
point-zero-zero-zero-one once the K-T engines began ramping up.
Full external sensors were dedicated to holding on to the
destination star, and as everyone knows, I was not talking to
anyone—”

“Except yourself, probably,” Stiles added
angrily.

Peter spoke up in Perry’s defense, “Stiles,
that’s not helping.”

“It’s helping me feel better ….”

“Whoopty-do,” Jimmy replied. “I’m so
relieved our Captain feels better when he’s whining.”

“Go stuff yourself, Null-Grav.”

Jimmy blew Stiles a kiss.

Perry continued with his earlier
explanation. “As the ship continued to accelerate, we broke free of
the Antares nebulosity. The further we travelled outside the
clouds, the more the sensor calibration affected my vision. By the
time we entered K-T-space, the background universe was hopelessly
out of focus. I did my best to remain true to our destination, but
once the sensors were not reading properly, I lost sight of all the
temporary referents I had established.

“The course began to drift seventy–two
seconds prior to jump. I was able to reestablish our course three
times within that interval, but each attempt was progressively more
difficult to reestablish. Eventually, I was unable to differentiate
the target star from the background noise. Once that happened, our
course through K-T-space was randomly chosen by whichever gravity
well attracted our path. The star we are presently approaching
apparently won out.”

“Which is why I stationed Henry in the
sensor room pumped full of adrenaline. Your
job, Henry, was to keep the star on-target until we
entered K-T-space,” Stiles reminded her.

Henrietta’s cold eyes bore into Stiles.
Seething, she replied, “Kinda hard to do that and save Peter at the
same time, wouldn’t ya think? I had a choice to make on the spot,
and I’d do it again, just like I did. Even if it meant saving you
….”

Jimmy snickered. “Well, gee, Henrietta, I
don’t know if I’d go that far.”

“This is no joking matter, Null-Grav,”
Stiles said. “We’re in serious trouble here. We’re lost again.”

“You’re always lost,
boss.”

“You should talk,” Stiles replied. “You’d
get lost in a broom closet, with one end of a string tied to the
doorknob and the other to your—”

“We get the idea, Stiles,” Henrietta
interjected.

Perry hummed. “As for being lost,
I was able to record every
course variation we underwent, as well as a precise accounting of
the time and distances we travelled. I know exactly where we are in
relation to Antares, at the very least.”

“Well, that’s something,” Ali observed. “So,
39.925 years … that’d put us 110 light-years away from
Antares?”

“To be exact,” Perry corrected, “we traveled
109.85 light-years. As for our alignment, we were fairly close to
our charted course; however, our deflection path was much shallower
than anticipated.”

Stiles input some numbers into his PAD,
scratching his head as he worked out the equations. While he set up
the parameters, he muttered half to himself, “We wanted to exit a
star containing a habitable planet with 26.6 days of food left on
the ship … going 109.85 light-years … at half rations … leaves us
with a little over two weeks of food. That’s thirteen days less
than we expected, and not anywhere near where we wanted to be.”
Stiles scratched his nose with the stylus and continued thinking
out loud. “So, at maximum, we can jump fifty–eight lights if
nothing is found here.”

Henrietta cleared her throat. “Uh, not quite
….”

“What’d I do wrong?” Stiles asked looking up
from his PAD.

Henrietta screwed up her courage. “Nothing
…. I, ah, instructed Perry to keep Peter on full rations during the
jump.”

“You what?” Stiles cried.

“He needed to get his strength back,”
Henrietta shot back. “His immune system was depressed and he needed
the nutrients for the extended period he was on life support. Peter
had no idea I did that, only Perry and I.”

Ali glanced at Jimmy and raised his
eyebrows. It was something Henrietta had to do, but she probably
should have consulted the crew first. On the other hand, Stiles
probably would have put a stop to the idea immediately, had he
known. For that matter, Peter likely would have also refused had he
known. And that might have left Peter a shadow of his former self
when they came out of jump. “Doc has a point,” Ali agreed.

“No she doesn’t,” Stiles persisted. He
scratched furiously at his PAD. “He stole 5.5 days of food from the
rest of us. That’s an additional twenty–two light-years that would
have been available.”

“Sorry,” Peter began tentatively. “I didn’t
even know—”

“You don’t need to apologize for anything!”
Henrietta proclaimed. “It was a medical decision that needed to be
made.”

“You seem to be making a bunch of
questionable decisions around here,” Stiles observed.

Henrietta narrowed her eyes. “Stiles, as
chief medical officer, my first responsibilities are for the health
and well-being of the crew. And he needed nutrients.”

Stiles purposely ignored Henrietta. “Perry,
how far are we from our original target star?”

“We are eighty–three light-years from the
target K2 star, Captain Essen.”

“Too far!” Stiles asserted. He stared at
Henrietta, as if to make a point. “And how about Peter Pan’s second
choice?”

“Even farther, Captain Essen,” Perry
replied. “The K4 star that was next in the queue is now 120
light-years from our current location.”

“Oh, great,” Stiles replied. “And how far
can we travel through K-T-space with a nine-day supply of
food?”

Perry hummed. “Thirty–six light-years would
zero us out at the other end.”

“Well, that’s just fantastic,” Stiles
concluded cynically. “We don’t have enough food to make it out of
this system now, thanks to our esteemed medical doctor. And with
Perry here, who knows how far we’ll jump, even if we tried!”

The crew suddenly felt as trapped as they
had been in the strong grip of Antares. Nine days of food might
simply be used up in transit to a planet in the habitable zone of
this star, assuming this star contained planets, and the planet
happening to be in the HZ was terrestrial … and even assuming there
was a planet in the HZ at all.

“What if there’s no food here?” Jimmy asked.
“What do we do then?”

“Simple, you space fart; we starve,” Stiles
replied.

“No, I know that! I mean for the
mission.”

“If that happens, there
is no mission Null-Grav, you
bubble-headed space-tick.”

“Well,” Jimmy concluded, “I don’t want
to just sit around and starve to death. I might be tempted to eat
you, Stiles, and that thought
makes me want to hurl.”

“He’s right,” Peter replied. “We need to
look at the bigger picture.” Peter thought for a moment, staring
into space. He suddenly refocused. “For the sake of the mission, if
we can’t find food, we die no matter what we do, right?”

Stiles shot back a mocking reply, “You sure
got a way with words.”

“We can’t just give up,” Peter
persisted.

“But you just admitted we’d die,” Stiles
complained.

“True, but the mission, Stiles,” Peter continued. “If that
happens, the final thing we do is set a jump for wherever we think
Human Space is. We figure out the most likely location of Old Earth
and plot a jump right on top of her. Sure, we’ll die along the way,
but at least we won’t need to sit around waiting for death to come.
Plus, as our last act, we give humanity the best chance we can of
getting Perry back. That’s our mission now.”

Peter looked at Henrietta. She threw him a
faint smile and acknowledged him with a short nod of her head. She
glanced at Jimmy and caught sight of a drop of moisture running
down his cheek. Jimmy wiped away the tear with his sleeve and
looked at Ali. Ali raised his juice bulb in silent salute. Their
rapidly formed resolve passed around the table with pride, except
for Stiles, who just stared at the green walls.

Ali nodded back at Peter, “See,
and that’s why Peter should be
boss.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 4

Acrab Star System, Null Point – Ship Year
540, Day 20

 


The teens withdrew to their separate rooms
to clean up and shower after their forty-year journey from Antares.
A change of clothes was a welcome luxury they normally would just
take for granted, but the simple act of slipping into new CT-suits
infused all five crewmembers with renewed energy. Perry continued
to work on the sensors and was nearly half way completed before the
crew made it back to the bridge. Henrietta was the last to arrive,
still brushing her silky hair as she settled down into her
navigation station. The forward view screen displayed the empty
space of the outer reaches of their new star system. A tiny
blue-white star pierced the darkness far in the distance.

The ship was drifting in place, mostly
because they were unsure where to go to find their best chance for
viable planets. Until they had more data, there was an equal chance
that a wrong guess choosing a destination would put them farther
away from where they needed to go. So, a little time waiting for
data was preferable to guessing incorrectly.

“You know, why wait?” Henrietta offered, as
if she were continuing a conversation they began an hour ago.

Peter looked up at her through the sensor-1
station screens, currently projecting only a dull-grey static.
“What’d you say, Arietta?”

Henrietta placed her hairbrush aside and
hitched up on the console desk, facing the others with her back to
the forward view screen. “Peter gave me an idea when we were
talking back in the galley. He made me think while I was in the
shower.”

“That’s something we don’t need to know
about,” Stiles offered.

“Yeah, funny,” Henrietta replied
sarcastically.

Stiles snorted.

Ignoring Stiles, she continued, “He was
talking about going into jump-stasis to avoid being conscious when
we eventually starve, so we won’t feel our death.” She paused for a
moment before continuing. “Pretty morbid, Peter, by the way ….”

Ali strolled from the engineering station at
the rear of the bridge to the central console. He dropped down into
the yellow nav chair beside Henrietta. “Well, Doc, starving to
death wouldn’t be a pretty way to go. Peter’s right; being under
would be a blessing, rather than just waiting for a slow death to
take us all. Dying in our sleep is better than waiting for it.”

“But that’s just it,” Henrietta replied.
“There’s another alternative nobody’s mentioned. What if four of us
went into the regen units now? Go into cryogenesis. Suspended, we
wouldn’t use any food at all, right? One of us stays awake, looking
for the food we need. If there’s only one awake, he could search
for a solid month and a half. And once food is found, the others
can be thawed out.”

“And if food is never found?” Jimmy
asked.

“Then whoever’s still awake can join the
others in deep-freeze. Set the jump parameters for the Ten Colonies
before he goes under. Give Perry an algorithm that continually
jumps toward where the colonies might be and set a distress signal.
Eventually, we should get close enough to be discovered and
rescued. Then, whoever finds us can thaw us out.”

Stiles shook his head in disagreement. “Hey,
I don’t want to be frozen like a hunk of meat and wake up with the
tips of my fingers frozen off. We’d get frostbite by the time Perry
got lucky. That tech is 800 years old. It’s for suckers.”

“Look on the positive side,” Jimmy
suggested, “maybe the center that makes you a jerk will freeze off.
Could only improve ya.”

“Yeah ’n’ maybe you’ll grow some brains
while you’re under … not!”

“You know, that’s a great idea,” Peter
realized, ignoring the bickering, as usual. “Why didn’t I think of
that before?”

“’Cause you’re not the doc,” Ali
replied. “You can’t think of everything, you know.”

Peter did not look convinced. He sat
down heavily behind the sensor station. If
I’m going to lead them out of this, I need to improve my
game, he thought.

“So, Peter, what do ya think of Henrietta’s
idea?” Jimmy asked hopefully.

Peter thought for a moment. “Perry, you’ve
been listening in on this conversation. What’s your take on
this?”

“If you are asking what my opinion is of
Henrietta’s suggestion, it does have merit. Our search range would
be appreciably increased, providing us with a twenty–five percent
chance of success.”

“Only twenty–five?” Stiles asked,
perplexed.

“Yes, Stiles,” Perry replied. “I thought you
already knew the probabilities of finding a planet with terrestrial
life. The overall chances are not great, although the Orion Arm of
the galaxy, where we reside, does occupy a preferred galactic
habitable zone. Were we closer to the galactic center, the
disruptive gravitational effects of nearby stars would result in a
significant increase in cometary strikes, thus creating global
extinction events that would prevent complex life from evolving. In
addition, the increased gamma, x-ray, and cosmic rays nearer to the
galactic core would be lethal to any life trying to evolve, not
only to life on the planets, but to the protective ozone layer of
the atmosphere. There would also be secondary particle
cascades—”

“Enough! Why do you always have to do that?”
Stiles yelled. “So, you’re saying we’re in the sweet spot of the
galaxy for life, yet we still have only a slim chance of finding
food.”

Perry hummed, “That is what I just said. I
thought it was obvious.”

“To a squint, maybe,” Stiles objected. “It’s
a wonder we’re here at all.”

“On the contrary,” Perry continued. “If life
has the best chance of evolving in galactic locations such as this,
it is obvious we would evolve here. One line of logic follows
another. However, there is more bad news.”

“Oh, I can hardly wait,” Stiles said.

Perry continued as if he had not been
interrupted. “I am starting to get initial sensors back on-line.
Preliminary data are conflicting, but this appears to be a B-type
star we are orbiting. I am just beginning to evaluate the data, but
the stellar wobble suggests we are in a multiple star system.
Several stars, according to the complexity of the main star’s
path.”

Peter sighed, “Oh no.”

“Why? What’s up with that?” Jimmy
asked.

“Don’t tell me,” Stiles replied. “No chance of life.”

Ali said, “Very little.”

“None, really,” Peter added. “There might be
an HZ, but not a habitable zone that’s been around long enough for
the billions of years it takes to form complex life.”

“Not even plants?” Henrietta asked.

“It is possible, but unlikely,” Perry
replied. “Exploring main sequence stars would have been much
preferable. Random selection to our current location has, yet
again, gone against us in our quest to find food.”

The sensor screen—still largely
static-filled—formed a whitish dot off by itself. A label appeared
below the icon of the star with “B?” listed below it. “Accuracy”
was listed as “18%” and slowly increased as more sensor data became
available. Five potential co-orbiting multiple star configurations
were also listed, with each possibility shown in different
colors.

Henrietta craned her neck to look at the
developing data. “Any planets showing up?”

“Nothing yet,” Perry replied. “The sensors
are still calibrating. We are just developing the gross stellar
data.”

“So, do we do it?” Henrietta asked. “Go into
cryo?”

“It is
our best chance of surviving,” Ali stated.

Stiles piped in, “I still don’t know if
that’s wise.”

“—which means we should do it,” Jimmy
added.

Stiles glared at Jimmy. “Just because you’re
afraid to face your own death—”

“—and you are ….”

“When did this conversation turn into a
tennis match?” Henrietta asked. Stiles and Jimmy gave up arguing.
“We need to grab the best chance we have. That means deep-freeze.
The question is: who stays awake, and when do the others go
under?”

“I’ll man the ship,” Stiles replied
immediately.

“Na-ah,” Jimmy cried. “I want Peter looking
out for us. Not you.”

“You don’t have a say,” Stiles replied.

“We all do … in this,” Henrietta said. “Like
I said before, we utilize our best options. For this, it’s Peter.
He knows the most about planets, and stuff. Stiles, you don’t.”

“So do we do it now?” Jimmy asked. He looked
nervous, waiting for his fate to be decided by others.

“We’re trying to conserve food,” Peter
replied, “right? So there’s no sense doing it until it’s time to
eat again. We could put this off until later today.”

Stiles offered, “Or tomorrow ….”

“No,” Henrietta persisted, “each meal all of
us eats is four days less for Peter. We need to do it before we
eat, like Peter says. We can’t procrastinate. But skipping lunch,
we can squeeze out ten more hours.”

“Half a day of life left to us,” Stiles
argued. “Sure sounds good to me ….”

“For a chance at a lifetime,”
Henrietta added. “That sounds
good to me.”

 


* * *

 


It was getting late in the day, and hunger
pangs gnawed at the teens. No one had yet dared eat any of the
precious food, including Peter. The more they thought about their
self-imposed abstinence, the more they missed the food, but it was
not all lost time. By now, the sensors were fully functional and
they had a fair appreciation of their new stellar system. There
were lots of stars to choose from in this extraordinary stellar
system, but none of the choices seemed promising. After eight hours
of data collection, they all gathered again around the main sensor
station on the bridge to review what they were learning.

“You know,” Peter thought out loud, “I’ll be
the first to admit that we’ve been through a boat load of bad luck,
but landing here might have been lucky in other ways.”

“Really? How so?” Henrietta asked
hopefully.

“Ending up at Antares, even though we almost
got sucked in, was somewhat fortunate because that region was
distinctive enough for me to identify. That gave us clues about
where to go next. Go figure the odds, but I think I know where this
is, too.”

“You know about these stars too?” Ali
asked.

“Uh-huh, I think so. This is a very
distinctive multiple star system. I think we are at Acrab—better
known as Beta Scorpii. Look at these system data.”

Peter expanded the screens around the group
of onlookers and they were suddenly surrounded by a floating image
of the local group of stars. It was a stellar system of seven
joined stars in a unique configuration.

“Your dad taught you about this system too?”
Jimmy asked.

“Well, we spent a day on each major
constellation. Some of the interesting stuff must have stuck in my
head. I remember the time we talked about this place; I thought
multiple stars came only in doubles or triples. Then Dad told me
about a system in Scorpio with seven stars, the big ones all bright
B stars. He said from the colonies, this star was thought to be a
double for the longest time, but the other stars were so close to
each other they could only be separated using their spectra. He
said that someday he hoped to visit them in person. Said it’d be a
real interesting sight. And now, here we are.”

Peter’s dad was correct; it was a
spectacular sight, even from the middle of the system 1,100
Astronomical Units away from any of the components. The brightest
star of the system, Beta-A1, was a hot B0.5V star, ten times more
massive than Earth’s sun, with a radius nineteen times larger. It
had a surface temperature of 48,000 Fahrenheit, and from Perry’s
location it looked like a piercing blue-white spotlight suspended
in space. Beta-C, another blue-white B2V star, was 2,200 AU from
Beta-A1 and was nearly as massive as her twin star, shining at a
temperature only ten thousand degrees cooler. At their vast
separation, it would take 16,000 years for them to orbit each
other.

Beta Scorpii, though, was no simple double
star system. Beta-A1 had another hot B-type companion star—named
Beta-B—orbiting a mere eighty AU away, a distance of nearly twice
that of Sol to Pluto. In addition to the three main stars of the
system, Beta-A1 and Beta-C each held a companion. Beta-E revolved
around Beta-C at a relatively small distance of sixteen AU, but the
star closest to Beta-A1, named Beta-A2, was so close—even closer
than Mercury was to Sol—that their surfaces were in contact. The
Siamese twin revolved around Beta-A1 in less than seven days.

Five stars, though, were not enough for this
greedy little system; two more were included. A smaller star was
also in orbit around both the Beta-B and Beta-E stars, each with
tight little orbits.

“Wow,” Henrietta exclaimed, looking at a
magnified view of the two “A” stars, “it looks like there’s a
bridge made of gooey star-stuff between those two. It looks like a
barbell made out of fire. What keeps them from falling into each
other?”

“Beats me,” Peter admitted. “Angular
momentum, maybe?”

“How can that be stable?” Henrietta
continued. “Wouldn’t they burn up?”

“Well,” Peter replied, “they really aren’t
that stable, but not because of how close they are. They’re
terribly hot and their nuclear furnaces are using up material at
huge rates. In fact, at the rate they’re consuming their fuel, most
of these hot-type stars will likely explode in a few million
years.”

“As long as they don’t blow up while we’re
here,” Jimmy observed.

“True,” Ali replied, “this wouldn’t be a
good place to be when those stars go nova!”

“When will we know about planets?” Stiles
asked. “I’m tired of stars.”

Perry purred, “It will take several hours
more to establish reliable planetary orbital and mass data. From
stellar wobbles observed so far, I am starting to develop
hypotheses, but more time will be necessary to refine the
calculations. By this time tomorrow, we should know what this
system fully contains.”

Henrietta pouted. “Too long for us to
wait.”

Ali shrugged his shoulders. “At least we
were able to see the stars. That’s something, I guess.”

“Yeah,” Peter replied. “I’m working out the
theoretical zones of habitability now. Once Perry discovers all the
planets, I’ll see if any are in the right positions. If so, I’ll
race the ship to them. But don’t get your hopes up.”

“Because these stars are so young?” Ali
asked.

“Uh-huh,” Peter replied, “a few million
years is probably not long enough to evolve vegetation. Or
animals.”

“And even if they did, they’d all die out
when the stars blow up,” Henrietta concluded. “The universe is not
fair.”

“It has been for us,” Peter suggested. “And
the Hive.” As an afterthought Peter added, “And the Wasatti ….”

“If you call this predicament we’re in
‘fair,’ ” Stiles said. “Not me.”

“For our species it has,” Peter replied.
“Having a home-star with a lifespan of ten billion years makes life
much easier.”

Stiles laughed. “Yeah, and living with you
guys, I feel like I’ve already lived that long.”

“Funny,” Jimmy murmured, “I was just
thinking the same thing.”

 


* * *

 


“You’ll need to show me how these things
work.”

Peter was walking down the corridor toward
the small medical clinic with Henrietta at his side. They were
currently discussing the regen units on the ship, and it would be
Peter’s job to watch over the condition of his friends while he
searched for the supplies they desperately needed. Suspended
animation was used in today’s world only under the most desperate
conditions, such as for ship-borne patients in a life-threatening
situation away from medical attention. And even then, most
crewmembers would think twice before allowing their cells to be
frozen like raw meat in a cooler. Less than one in a billion of
those living today had any direct experience with cryogenics, and
each year that number was dwindling.

“Temperatures and power supply must be very
carefully controlled,” Henrietta began. “We will use a modified
CT-suit that allows certain admixtures to flow into our internal
systems. I already calibrated them with Perry and called up the
modified suits. Jimmy is fetching them now.”

They entered the clinic and Henrietta guided
Peter to the first regen unit. It looked like a transparent tanning
booth with diagnostic projection supports jutting up from the
cover. Once occupied, a semi-transparent image of the occupant
would float above the unit. Medical readouts would hover over
critical areas of the body, providing real-time information about
every system in the suspended body. To Peter’s dismay, he could not
get the image of coffins out of his mind.

“What’s the failure rate of these things
when set to cryo?” Peter asked.

“One in five thousand suffers minor
capillary damage to the extremities, but most of that can be
repaired easily. Even if not, it would not be too critical, more
like feeling a dull numbness in your fingertips. Major organ damage
might surface in one in fifteen thousand, mostly reparable, from
what I’ve read. Outright death is pretty rare.”

“But possible,” Peter suggested.

“Eh … every day you wake up, death is
possible.”

“But you don’t go out of your way looking
for it, Arietta.”

Henrietta cycled up four units. Two booths
were on one side of the clinic and the other two were on the
opposite side. She spent ten minutes going over the process with
Peter, explaining how the body fluids were replaced, how the
cellular materials were kept from bursting, and about a million
other things Peter had no clue what she was describing. It all
sounded so complicated and eerily ghoulish.

“I don’t know about this,” Peter
objected.

“Peter, I suggested this idea, not you, so
if anything goes wrong, it isn’t your fault. And don’t worry;
nothing will go wrong. But it’s sweet of you to worry about our
health.”

“I wasn’t worried about that.”

“Oh?” Henrietta asked. “Then what?”

“I’m worried if you guys don’t make it out,
I’ll only have Perry to talk to for the next 450 years.”

“Jerk!” Henrietta teased.

“No, he’s behind me,” Jimmy said, walking
into the clinic with an armful of suits.

“Who you talking about?” Peter asked.

“I heard you talking about the jerk.” Jimmy
was quickly followed by Ali and Stiles. “I’ll let you decide which
one I meant.”

Jimmy already had his new modified suit on.
“Here you go, guys,” Jimmy announced. “Who’s next?”

“I’ll go,” Ali said. He grabbed the largest
suit of the bunch and disappeared into a clinic bathroom. Stiles
unenthusiastically selected a suit and slipped into the other
lavatory. While Peter and Jimmy waited, Henrietta opened the unit
closest to her.

“No use delaying the inevitable. Ready,
Jimmy?” Henrietta asked.

“I guess.” Jimmy reluctantly, but bravely,
hitched up onto the open booth and settled into the couch. The bed
formed around his body until only the upper front of his suit and
his bare face remained exposed. “Mmmm, magic fingers. I should
sleep here more often. If I didn’t know what’ll happen next, this’d
be way too comfortable.”

Henrietta smiled as she hooked up all the
hoses to his suit connectors. While she did so, Ali returned from
the bathroom and joined them. Henrietta brushed aside a lock of
Jimmy’s hair from his forehead. “Sleep tight, Jimmy. See you
whenever.”

Jimmy tried to turn his head to look for
Peter, but it was held in place by the enclosing couch. His eyes
slid side to side, nearly in panic. “Peter, don’t forget us
now.”

Peter looked down into the unit and made eye
contact with the younger boy. “I won’t, Jimmy. Next time you wake
up, I’ll have a sizzling steak all ready for you.”

Jimmy tried to smile, “Get Stiles to write
down that lasagna recipe of his. I’d be happy with that.”

“Okay, see you later, Jimmy,” Henrietta
said. She closed the lid and a series of lights activated around
the booth. Jimmy’s eyes opened wide as the couch flowed over his
chest. He began breathing heavily.

“Jimmy will be going under now,” Perry
announced. “All systems are nominal.”

Jimmy’s eyes closed as the couch spread over
his face. Within seconds, he disappeared within the tan fabric of
the unit. Only the outlines of his motionless body remained, but in
its place, Jimmy’s avatar body appeared above the unit, as if
frozen in peaceful sleep. It looked like a human version of a
transparent jellyfish with all his organs and bones in plain sight.
His beating heart began to slow until it stopped. All the
diagnostic lights on his unit turned green.

Ali quickly turned away from Jimmy,
obviously disturbed. He said, “Put me under before I eat someone’s
leg off.” He walked to the next unit in line, opened the hatch, and
jumped in. Five minutes later, Ali’s lifeless avatar floated
serenely next to Jimmy’s.

Stiles came out of the bathroom and spotted
the two boys floating in space. “What the heck is that?”

“Jimmy and Ali are already under,” Henrietta
replied. “You ready?”

Stiles reluctantly peeked inside the window
of Ali’s booth, careful to avoid colliding with his unmoving
avatar. “No,” he replied uncertainly. Stiles tried to rub a smudge
of condensation away from the window, but the moisture was inside
the pane, not outside. “He’s all covered up in there.” To himself
he continued, “How can he breathe?” He examined the floating avatar
as if he had not seen it before. In panic, Stiles exclaimed, “His
heart’s not beating!”

“Well,” Henrietta explained, “it’s hard to
tell just looking at it, but there is still a faint heart throb
there. Most of his fluids are still being replaced. It’ll probably
be another half-hour before all his systems stop functioning.”

“I’m not going in one of those things.”

“Stiles, you have no choice,” Henrietta
reminded him. “It’s our only chance to survive.”

All Stiles could manage was to slowly shake
his head.

“Gee,” Henrietta continued sympathetically,
“and all this time I thought you were stronger than Jimmy.”

“Don’t try that mind-crap on me.” Stiles
glanced at Jimmy’s avatar. “He’s alive?”

Henrietta nodded. “He’s all right. You will
be too. I’ll monitor your entry to be sure you’re okay.”

“And then you’re going in?”

“Yes, Stiles,” she replied sharply. She
pointed across the aisle, “I’ll be right there, right next to
you.”

Stiles looked across the room to where
Henrietta would be. “How can I be sure you’ll really do it?”

“If you want to watch, I’ll go first, but
then you’ll need to put your trust in Peter to be sure you go under
properly.”

Stiles stared into Peter’s eyes. Without
saying a word, he walked across the room to his booth. He waited
until Henrietta opened the lid before entering. Stiles remained
stone-silent as the couch swallowed him. Panic was evident in his
face, but he never said another word.

Three avatars now haunted the clinic.

“Okay, now me, I guess.” Henrietta rushed to
the bathroom, changed, and opened the booth next to Stiles. She got
in with her head facing the opposite wall. The couch flowed up her
legs; her arms were sinking down as well.

“What do I do?” Peter asked in alarm.

“Just monitor temperature and signals. As
long as all the lights stay green, we’ll be okay. Perry will take
care of the rest, won’t you, Perry?”

“Yes, Henrietta,” the ship replied, “all of
you will be fine.”

“But waking up! How’s that work?” Peter was
not enjoying what he was seeing.

The couch was almost on top of Henrietta by
now. Her words slowed as she continued to speak. “It takes time to
cycle up and cycle down.” Her eyes fluttered. “When we arrive, see
that switch below … the hatch?”

“Yeah,” Peter said, paying as much attention
to her instructions as he could.

“When we need to … wake … up … … turn
….” Henrietta could not complete her sentence as she finally
drifted off. As she disappeared, her avatar materialized, as if her
soul were seeping out of her body.

“Turn what?” Peter exclaimed. “Henrietta,
turn what!”

“Peter,” Perry replied, “she was instructing
you to open the hatch once all the green lights turn white. Twenty
minutes later they will wake up.”

“That simple?” Peter asked.

“Really, Peter, there is nothing to it,”
Perry replied.

“Easy for you to say.” Peter found it
difficult to look away from Henrietta. He tried to imagine her
sleeping, but her floating spirit looked more like it was confined
to a cold, stiff grave.

From the corner of his eye, the medical
imaging made it look like she had no clothes on, so Peter forced
himself to look only at her face. The avatar had a greenish-yellow
glow to it, but he could clearly see that her eyes were closed and
her lips were slightly upturned in the hint of a smile.

Rest easy, Arietta. This time, it’s my turn
to take care of you.

 


* * *

 


Peter immediately set to work exploring the
Acrab system with the ship’s help. The extent of the system was
enormous, stretching from one side of Beta-C to the other side of
Beta-A1, and the mathematics of the jump placed them squarely in
the center of it all—eleven hundred times more distant from any of
the system stars than Old Earth was from Sol. It had been a full
day since his companions went under and already had catalogued a
multitude of planets surrounding all seven of the system stars.

Perry was summarizing the latest sensor
returns for Peter on the bridge. “So far we have mapped sixty–seven
major planets; one-third of them are gas giants.”

“Wow, that leaves a lot of terrestrial
planets to choose from,” Peter observed.

“Yes,” Perry confirmed, “forty–four to be
exact. And twenty–five appear to be Earth-sized. Do you have any
preferences on where we should begin our analyses, Peter?”

“Do you have accurate stellar luminosity
data for the seven stars?”

“Yes,” Perry replied. Numbers appeared
beside the Beta Scorpii stars on the screen. “I assumed you wanted
me to list the data.”

“You’re learning, Perry.” The ship was
becoming less literal answering commands, which made talking to him
much easier.

Peter calculated the hypothetical habitable
zones for all seven stars and drew in all their minimum and maximum
distances, where—between the two extremes—standing water would be
possible on a planet’s surface with a suitable atmosphere. A
circular race course surrounded each star. “Now plot all the
planetary orbits,” Peter commanded. “Be sure to highlight any
orbits that deviate outside any HZ boundaries.”

Only three orbital paths remained wholly
within their HZ boundaries along their entire circuit. Two of those
planets orbited the complex Beta-A1-A2/B-G system. Both orbited all
four stars and were rocky and Earth-sized. Orbiting the
less-complex Beta-C-E/F system was one lonely terrestrial planet.
“And then there were three,” Peter observed.

“Yes,” Perry answered. “The one closest to
the A pair is perilously close to the inner boundary. Runaway
greenhouse effects may have taken hold there. In addition,
atmospheric water may be breaking up into component oxygen and
hydrogen atoms from the stellar radiation.”

“I agree,” Peter replied. “Plus, that B
companion out there is just way too quirky for my taste. I can’t
imagine having a star that large and so close yet still providing a
stable climate for those nearby planets. Chances are they have been
affected in some way in the past few million years. Can’t be
good.”

“That leaves us with the lone planet in the
C-E/F system,” Perry concluded.

Peter studied the projection. “Calculate a
ship speed to get there, above optimal, but below emergency. How
long will it take to arrive at that planet?”

“At speeds averaging around 0.6c, we can
arrive in approximately 11.7 days.”

Peter nodded thoughtfully. “That’s about 400
million miles an hour, right?”

“Approximately,” Perry conceded.

“Will it affect your engines if I used them
that heavily for almost two weeks?”

“No,” Perry replied. “I should be fine as
long as it does not become a habit.”

“A week and a half,” Peter thought out loud.
He stared at the projected image of the tiny planet. So many hopes
rested on it.

“I was able to glimpse a brief transit
behind that planet earlier,” Perry announced. “Although the data
are suspect, I believe there is an atmosphere at our target planet.
More observations will be needed, however.”

“Well, it’s worth a try then. Let’s go,
Perry.”

“On our way.”

Peter felt the acceleration take hold of the
ship. He looked out of the main view port and saw the background
stars begin to rotate as Perry adjusted his heading toward the
distant triple star. “Anything between here and there?” Peter
asked.

“There are a couple gas giants nearer the
stars, but not for quite a while. We will be in a null point of the
system for several days.” Perry began to hum. “I notice you have
not eaten since your first meal here. Are you not hungry?”

“Not particularly,” Peter replied.

“I find that difficult to believe, Peter.
You have not eaten in over thirty hours. That cannot be
healthy.”

“Don’t worry; I’ll be fine,” Peter
snapped.

“You would sacrifice yourself for the
others?”

Peter thought for a few seconds. “Wouldn’t
you?”

Perry hummed. “Yes, I would. But the
situation is not so dire that you should starve. You cannot expect
to do this for a month. If that were so, you should enter
cryogenesis now. I could look after things in your absence.”

“No, that won’t be necessary, Perry. But
thanks. I’ll be down in the galley. After that, I’m going to bed.
Don’t set any alarms, but wake me if you discover anything out of
the ordinary.”

 


* * *

 


Peter slept restlessly for most of the next
five days. He was actually awake for much of that time, but did not
want Perry to continually remind him it was time to eat. He felt
like he was robbing his suspended friends with every bite he took
and would rather suffer the pains of hunger than accept the guilt.
It made Perry so sad to see his friend like this, but there he sat,
staring at the walls of his cabin in abject misery. Perry knew
about his tricks, but a polite, unspoken truce held between the
pair, allowing Peter to continue his charade as long as he ate
something each day.

Peter would have been angry had he realized
the small portions of food he dialed up in the middle of each day
were loaded with calories Perry stuffed into them, well beyond
Peter’s scanty instructions. Perry felt dreadful deceiving the
young boy, yet without doing so, it might have been impossible for
him to keep up his strength.

Humans are irrationally
stubborn, Perry thought.

Perry looked in on Peter and, as usual, saw
him stirring in his bed. “Peter, I have a sensor update you may be
interested in hearing about.”

Peter sat up. “Full lights,” he commanded.
Peter wiped the sleep from his eyes. “Whatcha got?”

“I have completed an analysis of the
planet’s rotational characteristics, and I believe there are
significant bodies of water present.”

Peter came fully awake. “Landmasses?”

“Yes, and landmasses are present too. I
estimate approximately sixty percent of the surface is covered in
water. Some of the oceans must be deep. Average albedo is very
similar to Old Earth.”

That meant the surface was made of similar
materials, or at least reflected sunlight in the same way.
“Similarly,” Perry continued, “their day is approximately
twenty–four hours long.”

“Atmospheric analysis?”

“None yet. We are still too far out for an
accurate determination. Most of the data so far come from
observational orbital mechanics.”

“When will we know more?” Peter asked.

“Our knowledge base should be substantially
increased by this time tomorrow.”

Perry was relieved for his friend. This was
the first time in nearly a week he had seen him smile.

 


* * *

 


Peter felt more alive than he had
since the Antares flyby. The news was good, but he kept reminding
himself not to get too excited. Chances were still strongly against
them, but the initial data were so tantalizing Peter thought he
could taste success. We could sure use a
break. And speaking of taste ….

Peter walked with a lively step to the
galley. Entering, he realized it felt empty without people—useless,
like a tool without a carpenter’s guiding hand. That was what made
meals enjoyable, the social interaction. He missed his friends. He
missed the banter. He even missed the sniping and clever
insults. It’s what families do,
he realized. My family, now
….

He walked to the food dispenser and dialed
in his quarter-portion of protein paste. For the past few days, he
preferred not to enjoy his meal for fear of wanting more. Thinking
twice, he cancelled the order and brought up a full plate of
Henrietta’s noodles. He sat down, drinking in the aroma and
recalling the conversations that previously filled the galley.

“I’m glad your appetite has returned,” Perry
observed.

“Yeah, well, it’s a treat only for today—for
the good news.” He ate the remainder of his meal in silence. “You
think we have a chance of success here, Perry?”

Perry hummed for a moment. “Our chances have
doubled over the last day.”

Peter laughed. “What’s double of nothing?”
Peter joked.

“Better than it was,” Perry suggested.
“Henrietta taught me to always hope for the best. You should do so
too.”

“That’s a fine idea, Perry. I will.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 5

Acrab Star System, 400 AU from Target Planet
– Ship Year 540, Day 27

 


Peter’s chin rested uncomfortably on his
chest with heavy eyes partially closed. They were four days and
forty–eight billion miles from their destination. With nowhere on
the ship to go, or friends to talk to, Peter fell into the habit of
living in the command chair, taking catnaps as the mood struck. He
looked as though he had not combed his hair in days—which was
understandable because it was true—and had Henrietta been around
she likely would have reminded him that a shower might be something
worth considering too.

The ship was still too far away from the
planet to see any surface details, but their distance was close
enough now to obtain firm data about the planet’s atmosphere. That
would provide the keys for finding life, and if the data looked
bad, they would turn around and head for the other set of stars.
Temperatures would need to be moderate, as almost guaranteed by its
distance from the hot Beta-C star, but nitrogen, oxygen, and carbon
dioxide, would be needed, and ozone and water vapor, and a million
other little things.

“Peter?”

Peter sprang to life. His dreams—once
again—were infected by Wasatti Marines breaking into the flimsy
walls of an unfamiliar home. His dad, as usual, was lying
motionless in the driveway, arms bent unnaturally under his broken
body. He heard the usual thunder rumbling in the distance. “Huh?
What’s wrong?” Peter looked around, searching for further
threats. Had the Wasatti finally broken
in? He always woke up before they made it
through.

“All is fine, Peter,” Perry reassured him.
“I thought you would be interested in knowing that the atmospheric
spectrum is now being drawn up.”

Peter brought up his sensor screen. A
squiggly line started forming on the chart as Perry’s spectrometer
sniffed the distant atmosphere. It was not flat-lined like Mars or
Venus, which was a good sign. Peter was getting excited despite
himself.

“We have water, and ozone, and carbon
dioxide indicators. Ozone is coexisting with methane.”

“That’s good?” Peter asked.

“Very good, Peter,” Perry replied. “It is
strongly indicative of the planet possibly being inhabited.”

“People?”

“Unknown; it might be plant or animal life.”
Perry paused for a moment. “This is looking very good, Peter.”

Peter stared at the graph, hoping that every
peak and valley in the signature of the planetary atmosphere was
going to point to something good. Most of the peaks were unfamiliar
to him, but he knew their exact placement along the chart would be
critical.

“We also have chlorophyll. Definite plant
life is indicated. Peter, for green plants to have evolved here,
that is a very good sign.”

“What?” Peter made Perry repeat what
he had just said, still not believing the news. I can’t believe it!!!

“How could that have happened? I mean … this
star is too young, eh?”

“Well, however it occurred, Peter, it
appears to be true. Our understanding of life-sustaining planets is
very limited. But as additional cases are found, we will have a
better handle on how to find life. And this, Peter, is a definite
data point that will expand our knowledge base.”

“You’re sure? Should you run the analysis
again?”

Perry hummed. “I could, but the numbers
would not change.”

“I-I didn’t mean to question you, Perry; I’m
just surprised, is all.”

Perry purred, “I too am surprised. It
appears that hope has worked yet again, despite the low odds.”

“Electromagnetic emanations?”

Peter was asking if there were any signs of
radio transmission signals. Had Jimmy been on duty, it would have
been his job to search for them and report his findings. That would
show that intelligent beings were communicating; even if not into
space, their signals would leak from the planet like water through
a sieve.

“Natural sources, Peter, but no, there are
no artificial signals.”

“But green plants ….” Peter just wanted to
hear the news again.

“Yes, Peter. That conclusion should not
change no matter how many times I repeat it.”

“I’ll be right back!” Peter rushed out of
the bridge and ran as fast as he could to medical, five decks
below. He ran up to Henrietta’s booth. “Perry, bring them out!”

“Peter, I believe that decision to be
premature. For plant life to be nutritious, it must also contain
the proper vitamins, amino acids, and carbohydrates. Other sources
of protein, such as those found in animal life, would also be
highly advisable. I would suggest we conduct a thorough analysis of
the food sources on that planet prior to waking up the crew. If the
planet fails to provide the proper nutritional requirements, we
would still find ourselves in the same predicament that we are
currently facing.”

“How do we do that?”

“We will need to collect samples and run
tests on them.”

“Go down to the surface? Without Stiles
piloting the shuttle?” Peter asked. “You aren’t configured for
atmospheric entry, are you?”

“No, Peter. The closest I can achieve is low
orbit.”

“Then we should bring the others out.”

“I am reluctant to agree with that
conclusion. I should also point out that continual cycling of
cryogenic episodes may result in cumulative cellular degeneration
in the subjects.”

“So I need to learn to fly the shuttle.”

“You are stating the obvious, but yes.”

Peter ignored the sarcasm.
When did he start acting so smart?
Peter wondered. “And we have study-tapes for
that?”

“Oh, yes, Peter. I have a full library of
instructional information, except that astrogational databases are
still redacted due to the security settings, of course.”

“Well, I guess I go back to school, then.”
Peter looked back at Henrietta’s booth and ran his hand over the
window. “Arietta, we found it! Our troubles will soon be over.”

Her avatar did not seem to mind the renewed
attention.

 


* * *

 


Peter was at the controls of the boxy
shuttle. He was just penetrating the thick atmosphere of the
blue-green planet below, and the stark contrast between the smooth
vacuum of space and the thick, soupy atmosphere took Peter
completely by surprise. The shuttle bounced violently, jarring his
teeth.

“Whoa,” Peter exclaimed. “That wasn’t too
good.” He gripped the yoke tighter and nosed the craft down to
prevent skipping off the atmosphere like a helpless, flat
stone.

“Watch your rate of descent, Peter,” Perry
cautioned.

Peter fought the controls, “What do you
think I’m doing?” Peter retorted, “daydreaming about girls?”

“That is precisely what I was wondering.
Quite possibly, that is why you are experiencing such difficulty
controlling the craft. I fail to understand why you find this so
difficult.”

“I’d like to see you try this,” Peter
offered.

“Even without hands, Peter, I believe I
could do better.”

Peter tried to laugh, but the craft began to
spiral down into the thick atmosphere like a corkscrew. Further
below, in the distance, were thick, billowy clouds, and Peter
wondered how much more violent the flying would be when he got
below the stratosphere. He gripped the controls more tightly.

“Your flight path is entering the red zone,
Peter,” Perry announced. “Your rate of descent is climbing
perilously high. Pull up, or you will lose control.”

Peter tugged at the controls, but they felt
like they were imbedded in solid plasteel, and he could not marshal
the strength to bring the shuttle back under control. “They won’t
come up!” Peter shouted. “I can’t break off!” Peter tried to
barrel-roll to force the aerodynamics of the wings to bite into the
air, hoping one wing surface or another would accidentally find a
proper glide path, but all he accomplished was to add an additional
dimension to his reckless corkscrewing. He became dizzy and
disoriented. Soon, Peter lost all sense of up or down.

*EXTERNAL TEMPERATURES ARE CLIMBING,* the
shuttle monitors noted. *HEAT SHIELDS WILL NOT BE ABLE TO WITHSTAND
ADDITIONAL STRESSES. HULL DEFLECTORS ARE BREAKING UP. HULL
INTEGRITY IS NOW COMPROMISED.*

No matter which way Peter tried to turn, his
craft was locked in an unforgiving tunnel as if it had a mind of
its own. “Can I bail out of here?” Peter asked.

“No, you are too high,” Perry replied.

Peter watched the planet grow closer in
dizzying circles as he felt the craft fall uncontrollably. His
vision turned red.

Well, at least I’ll burn up
before I crash, he realized. He did not have time to
think about anything else as the shuttle broke up in a million
pieces around him.

“End sim!” Peter commanded. The recreation
room materialized as the virtual planet disappeared. He wiped a
sweaty forehead with the sleeve of his uniform.

“That didn’t end well,” Peter sighed.

“I would agree. Would you like to try
another simulation?”

“Not today, Perry; I’m beat.” Peter got out
of the crèche and stretched his aching back.

“Are you heading to your cabin, then?” Perry
asked. “It is getting rather late.”

“Nah, I’m too wound up to sleep yet.”

“If that is the case, I believe we are close
enough to obtain some telescopic views of the planet’s surface. You
can direct some of my observations if you wish.”

That sounded interesting. It would be
Peter’s first real look at the planet. “Okay, I’d like that. Begin
a total spectrum surface scan. I’ll make my way up to the bridge
while you begin.”

“As you wish, Peter.”

Peter entered the bridge a few minutes
later. “Got much data yet?”

“Oh, yes. Quite a bit,” Perry purred.

“Good. Start displaying the results on the
main view screen.”

Peter sat down at the command center and was
treated to a spectacularly detailed view. It took his breath
away.

Indeed, it could have been a twin of Earth,
except the continents were all wrong. A large, dry continent—that
did look much like an over-sized Australia—dominated one
hemisphere. Another continent, about a third larger, filled the
opposite side. The larger of the two continents held a more varied
mixture of terrain. Whereas the “Australian” continent looked like
a vast desert, with a prominent mountain peak to the southwest, the
other landmass contained forests and plains in the mid continent
with a large swampy area to the south. White-capped mountains
rimmed the central area along the northwestern and eastern
coasts.

Separating the two continents was a string
of islands in the middle of a large sea, with bright, white ice
fields capping each pole. Wispy clouds floated over half the
planet, and what looked to be a menacing blue-gray storm system
pounded the southern tip of the main continent.

“The planet is teeming with vegetation,
Peter. I can discern deciduous and coniferous trees, many different
species of grasses are spread all over the planet, and that swampy
area in the southern bay of the large continent appears to be a
huge algae pond. Corollaries to Earth-like plants are so striking
that it would be difficult to imagine them not being of nutritional
value. Lack of cratering suggests an active geomorphic environment,
and the positioning of mountain ranges, as well as the mid-oceanic
islands, is indicative of active plate tectonics.”

“There aren’t many planets in the Ten
Colonies that look this good,” Peter remarked.

“No, there are not,” Perry conceded. “It is
a shame the central star for this world will only be stable for a
few million years. Once that changes, this planet will die.”

Peter stared in silence at the
beautiful world for a full five minutes. He wondered if there were
dinosaurs down there, or maybe even cavemen. Could there be a nomadic tribe like the Northern Cheyenne?
Grandfather would be pleased if that were the case.
Distant cousins, maybe …. There had to be animals.
How could you have plants and not animals? But what were
they? Deer, maybe? Peter did
not think he would ever grow tired of looking at the new planet,
but finally asked, “What else have you learned, Perry?”

Perry purred, “Here is something very
interesting.”

“What’s that?” Peter prompted.

“It would appear our Monolith Builders have
visited here too. One of their structures is located along the
western shores of the largest island. One would suppose their range
of travel stretches at least beyond 120 light-years, so—as an
absolute minimum—they have colonized as much territory as the
human-Hive compact. Most likely their reach is much greater, seeing
that it is highly unlikely we would just happen to stumble onto the
two outer borders of their domain.”

“Maybe it’s time we try to make contact with
them,” Peter suggested.

“I will evaluate the advantages of doing
so,” Perry replied.

“Any signs of current civilizations? Could
this be the homeworld of the Monolith Builders?”

“Insufficient data to determine if the
Monolith Builders originated from this planet, although
evolutionary time scales would suggest they have not. I have
detected no electronic signals, so it would be unlikely the
Monolith Builders are currently here.” Perry began to hum.

“What’s wrong, Perry?”

The ship remained silent for several
seconds, which for Perry was a lifetime of thought. “There is a
faint source … it is not a communications signal … but it
is electronic. It appears to be a
power supply, yet it is extremely faint. Nearly non-existent …
possibly abandoned ….”

“Show me,” Peter commanded.

Perry zoomed in on the highest peak in the
southwest corner of the dry continent. “There does appear to be a
tall structure of some sort there, but we are too far away to
resolve any details.”

Peter saw a gray smudge near the mountaintop
that might have been artificial. “An observatory?”

“Possibly; maybe a monitoring station.
Perhaps it supplies power to the monoliths the aliens have
scattered throughout the local stellar systems. It is sited in one
of the most barren locations on the planet. I doubt it would make a
good location as a tourist attraction.”

“Which might be exactly why it’s
there,” Peter concluded. Peter decided it would be a tourist
attraction he would see—when
they got down there.

 


* * *

 


Peter spent the next few days learning more
about the shuttle and the fighters. Each model handled in about the
same way, except that the fighters were quicker and much more
responsive. Plus, they had neat guns.

As he waded through the dreaded tapes, Peter
recalled much of what he had seen his father do when they were
alone in couriers between worlds. He was always fascinated with his
father’s piloting skills, wondering if one day he would ever be as
fine a pilot. He often pleaded with his dad to let him fly the
craft, but he had never been allowed to take the controls; military
regulations forbade it and Captain Campbell would never disregard a
regulation. It was an ethic Peter took to heart.

Perry opened the hangar door.
“Are you sure you are ready for this?”
Perry asked.

“Hey, if Stiles can do this ….” Peter lit up
the fighter and lifted off the deck.

“This isn’t so bad,” Peter boasted as he
guided Fighter One out of the hangar. His heart rate was elevated
because—after all the simulations—this time was for real. After all
the detailed deep-study sessions, the actual flying turned out to
be no different than the virtual experiences he had been through.
And now he was on his way down to the planet. “Launch the
ComSats.”

“Communication Satellites
are away,” Perry responded from above. Now Perry could
remain in communication with Peter no matter where he went around
the planet.

Peter swooped under the ship and tilted the
nose of the fighter toward the planet. He was disappointed to see
the hemisphere they were over was bathed in darkness, but off in
the distance he saw an indigo haze suspended over the terminator
between night and day. “It’s bigger than it looked on the
monitors.”

“I assure you, it has not
grown since the last time you observed it,” Perry
replied.

“Yeah, I know.” Peter strained to see some
details below. Any details would have been nice. “Which part of the
planet are we over now?”

“We are over the northern edge of the
forested lands of the large continent. In three-point-five minutes
we will be passing over the eastern mountain range.”

“Hey, what’s that?” Peter cried. “I think I
saw a light down there, just off to the left.” He craned his neck,
trying to find it through his left window, but lost all his
landmarks.

“One moment, Peter; I am adjusting the
telescope.”

Peter drew out a lazy circle in space,
waiting for Perry to complete his analysis.

“You are correct, Peter. There appear to be
several point sources clustered together—possibly campfires. That
would be indicative of a settlement. I am sending your craft
coordinate data now. Your targeting reticule will automatically
point to the proper location.”

Peter followed the line of sight and noticed
the specks of light flicker on and off. “Yep, I can kinda see them,
but they sure are faint. How large is this settlement?”

“I have mapped out a grid
of twenty–five square miles.
The northeastern edge of the settlement is tucked into the base of
the mountains. I will begin a detailed search for other signs of
habitation around the planet as I complete my orbit.”

“Do I go to them, or avoid them?” Peter
asked.

“I would suggest avoidance until we know
more about them.”

“Agreed. Once you map out their settlements,
pick me a good spot away from them.” Peter flew on while Perry
conducted his search. “I guess I have some time to kill in the
meantime.”

Peter maneuvered the fighter, flying up and
down around Perry. He studied all the controls in the cockpit.
“Hmm, I’m going weapons hot, Perry. Are there any meteoroids in the
area I could shoot at?”

“There is a small grouping approximately
five minutes away at forty–three degrees relative, Neg twelve. At
their current orbit, they will penetrate the atmosphere in six
hours; some may strike the surface. You would do the inhabitants a
service by breaking them up before entry.”

“Well, there’s my first humanitarian
mission, then. Send the coordinates to me, Perry.”

A second or two later, the objects were
targeted in Peter’s fire control system. “Got ’em in my sights.
I’ll use the particle-beam.” Peter flipped open the firing keys to
the beam weapons. “Lining up now.”

Peter saw four large meteors surrounded by a
family of smaller rocks about fifteen miles to his front. He eased
the fighter’s nose over to line up on the largest target and
thumbed the firing button for a short burst. A stream of blinding
yellow light erupted from each side of his fuselage and pounded
into a tumbling, quarter-mile rock. Steam boiled from the black
rock for a fraction of a second, and then it shattered into a
thousand twirling pieces.

“Whoa, I guess the guns work,” Peter
exclaimed. “Cool.”

“Nice shot, Peter.”

The shattering debris from the first kill
acted like balls on a pool table, deflecting the three remaining
larger targets into random directions.

“Oh, trying to get away from me, huh? Not
this time.” Peter lined up on his foes and dispatched the other
three in quick succession. “Gee, one more and I’ll be an ace!”

“Remember, Peter, they were not firing at
you. Perhaps at a later time we can battle each other using reduced
exercise power for a more realistic trial.”

Peter had visions of all the computer games
he had played as a kid. “That’d be fun. We’ll include Stiles and
coordinate both fighters.”

Peter continued to fly around the area,
searching for things to do.

“I have completed my sweep of the planet.
One additional settlement has been discovered along the western
mountain range of the same continent, but more data are needed to
determine if others truly exist. I have found an acceptable
location for a Landing Zone on the equator, at longitude 310. The
area is suitably isolated and near both the forests and the algae
ponds. Species of several plants should be available for sampling
at that location. Hopefully, no unseen inhabitants are nearby.”

Perry sent Peter the flight parameters for
his entry. A moment later, the glide path appeared on the fighter’s
navigation screens.

“Got it,” Peter responded. “I’m heading down
now.”

“Remember, we could set the fighter to
automatic entry.”

“No. I got to learn to fly this thing
sometime. I’ll try manual.” Peter followed the path toward the
planet. The route on Peter’s screen would remain green as long as
the fighter stayed in the exact center of the glide path.

“Twenty seconds to
atmospheric insertion,” Perry cautioned.

Peter gripped the controls and eased the
craft gently down. He felt the first kick of air molecules strike
the belly of his fighter, but it was still a relative vacuum above
the craft. The fighter tried to buck up like a wild horse searching
for the easier path, but Peter kept the nose closely under
control.

“Going aerodynamic now,” Peter announced.
The air around him glowed as friction from the ever-thickening
molecules heated the underside of the fighter. Soon, he was
surrounded by an intense reddish-orange halo. Static temporarily
filled the communications channel and Peter’s only link to the
outside world was the green flight-line he fought to retain.
Suddenly, after the fighter’s rate of descent slowed from
atmospheric drag, he found himself flying among the billowy clouds
of the new planet. “Perry, can you hear me?” He had to wait a few
seconds for the reply after calling out several times.

“Yes, Peter, you are doing well. You have a
level flight path and are about three hours away from the
designated Landing Zone.”

Peter tried to relax and decided it was time
again to enjoy the ride. He was over the mysterious electronic
source, but twilight was encroaching rapidly on the mountain peaks
below. “I can’t see anything from our little signal location down
there, but I’ll snap off some full spectrum aerials.”

“Okay, Peter. I will analyze them while you
are on the planet.”

“All right; looks like the hard part is over
now. I should be down soon.” Peter flew into the night over the
islands in the center of the sea and toward the vegetated continent
on the opposite side of the planet, where the suns would soon be
rising.

 


* * *

 


A small cloud of dust settled around the
craft as Peter’s vertical landing jets bore into the ground; the
skin of the fighter ticked like a hotplate as it cooled down from
entry. It was just after local sunrise and he was preparing to open
the fighter’s hatch. The weather was overcast and misty. It
promised to be a chilly day, even this low on the equator. Peter
cycled down most of the flight instruments, keeping power open to
the communications channels. His PAD was strapped to his waist and
was interfaced with the fighter’s stronger transmission unit. He
was still in his full spacesuit and would remain buttoned-up until
he had fully sampled the air he was hoping to breathe.

“I’m opening the hatch.”

He pressed the exit button and the
transparent bubbled visor angled up and away. A small automated
ladder snaked out from the side and provided a path to the ground
eight feet below. He inched out of his seat with barely enough room
to turn around in the narrow cockpit. Peter unhinged the back of
his seat and pulled out a gunnysack stuffed with instruments and
supplies, tossing it over the right side of the craft. A tether
caught its fall inches before it hit the ground.

“Are the external cameras working?”

“Yes,” Perry
replied. “I can see all around the
craft.”

It could have been Old Earth, had they not
known better. The sky was a pale blue, but it was dominated by a
thick, hazy cloud cover, brightening to the east where the suns
were starting to rise over the mountains far off on the horizon. A
dense green forest was nestled under the range, rising gently along
the undulating foothills. The lower edge of the forest was about
five miles away from Peter’s landing site. Grasses, shrubs, and
small trees surrounded the terraced LZ and extended all the way to
the woods. To the west, about three miles away, the ground fell off
into a flat, featureless plain bisected by numerous intertwining
creeks. Remnants of evening frost clung to the lower areas. Nothing
larger than stunted grasses grew in the flatlands. “That must be
the beginnings of the algae ponds off to the west,” Peter
guessed.

“Yes, it is. The area looks like a vast
tidal flat. Until we learn more, the algae may likely provide the
most valuable food source you will find.”

Peter climbed down the ladder and gingerly
stepped off onto the firm soil. “Great,” he lamented. “Just what I
wanted to eat: slimy green stuff.” He circled around the fighter,
looking for any damage. “My ride looks no worse for the wear.
That’s a relief.” Peter kicked a stone and sent it flying a few
feet away. It landed in a bush and flushed out a small, brown
chipmunk-like creature. It scurried toward the forest and
disappeared under another bush. “Gee, I almost killed my first big
game.”

“I caught it on the
cameras. According to the database-matching parameters, it most
closely resembles a muskrat, but significantly smaller. I have also
been sampling the air, and it is well within Earth-standard
composition,” Perry reported. “No toxins or poisons are indicated. There are various pollens
in the air; have you ever had problems with allergies?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Peter replied. He
grasped the collar of his helmet and twisted. “Here goes nothing
….” Peter pulled off his helmet and set it on a hook connected to
the hanging gunnysack. He took his first breath of the alien air,
inhaling deeply. The coolness and humidity chilled his lungs.

“Smells weird, funny ….”

“That is likely due to decaying vegetation
along the tidal flats. This area appears to flood quite often.”

“Sure stinks. And you expect us to eat
that.”

“Yes, it should be highly nutritious. Of
course, the tastes can be altered after they pass through the
processors.”

“Good to know, I guess.”

“You should have seen the
food stock originally added to my larders,” Perry
replied. “It was much worse than
this.”

“Thanks. I needed to know that.”

“You are welcome,
Peter,” Perry replied happily.

Peter chuckled. “Well, no use waiting.” He
unsnapped the equipment package and dragged the load to higher
ground, but not too far away from the fighter. He sorted through
its contents and set the sampling equipment off to one side. Other
supplies and camping equipment were thrown into a second pile.

“I think its going to stay cool around here,
but I’m not sure I’ll need this bulky suit.”

“Keep it nearby,”
Perry cautioned.

“Yeah, I know.” Peter unzipped the flight
suit and shook out of it. He slipped on a light pair of hiking
boots and a thick jacket. “Ah, that feels much better.”

Peter untangled a sidearm from its holster
and strapped it on. The weight of the weapon felt reassuring on his
hip. Next, he set a series of small traps under a few bushes,
hoping to catch samples of meat. It would also be a good sign if
the local animals were attracted to the bait, indicating they
shared a similar food chain. Finally, Peter erected a small tent
and placed all his food and water inside. He carefully zipped the
tent closed and began his trek into the featureless swamps.

 


* * *

 


Two hours later, Peter was sweating
profusely. Every step he took was a sticky, cloying mess. Although
it was still chilly and cloudy, the haze from the concealed
multiple suns were about a quarter of the way up and Peter’s day on
the new planet was promising to be long. “I didn’t realize how out
of shape I was.” Between heavy breaths, Peter took a long drink of
water from a bottle from the ship’s supply. He would not be allowed
to eat or drink a thing from the planet until Perry had carefully
analyzed every single sample. Each amino acid and molecular chain
would be checked to determine if there were any toxins in the
planet’s food chain, and just as importantly for the mission, if it
held all the nutritional requirements humans needed. Peter squatted
down and scooped up a large sample of slimy water plants. The water
was cold enough to chill his fingertips. “It looks like I have a
few tiny crustaceans attached to these plants, Perry. Should I try
to separate them out?”

“No need, Peter. I can extract them from the
vegetation prior to analysis. That way, I can obtain data about
some of the tidal life as well.”

Peter dropped the allotment into a sample
bag, tagged the location, and took a photograph of the source area.
“Sample 16, Perry.”

“Noted.” Perry
would reference the location of the sample by a GIS locator within
Peter’s PAD. He was even able to net some small minnows and a large
crab-like creature. “That should be
sufficient for the algae ponds, Peter. I believe you can begin
heading back.”

“Fine with me,” he said with a sigh. “That
should put me back at camp in time for lunch.” Peter made sure he
did not leave anything behind and began retracing his steps.

Two hours later, he was back at his fighter.
Exhausted, he collapsed against the landing gear and tore into a
tube of protein paste with a peanut and honey flavor. It tasted
like pure heaven.

“You are doing well, Peter.”

“Thanks, but I’m really beat.” He rested his
head on the fighter’s landing strut.

“The walk to the woods should traverse much
easier terrain, Peter, although it is twice as far.”

Peter tried unsuccessfully to ignore the
ship’s helpful advice. “Don’t remind me,” he said sullenly.

“Okay, Peter.”
Perry continued talking a moment later: “Samples of red meat would be most advantageous to
collect.”

“You aren’t going to let me rest, are
you?”

“I thought you were resting as we spoke. Is
that not so?”

“I was ….” Giving up on sleep, Peter secured
his morning’s samples in a lockbox and set it behind the fighter’s
ladder. He pulled himself up using the rungs and set off, climbing
the bushy terraces toward the far woods.

 


* * *

 


It was already dark by the time Peter turned
back toward camp. Every muscle in Peter’s body screamed in agony.
He had collected over sixty additional samples of various plants,
berries, and fruits, and had also been lucky enough to stun the
equivalent of a deer. It was not quite a deer, but very close. He
decided to call it a beta-deer, in honor of the star—Beta
Scorpii—that had given it birth. While she was knocked out, Peter
inserted a sampling needle into her thigh for a priceless tissue
sample. He patiently waited a half hour to make sure she could
stand up on wobbly legs and safely prance off. The beta-deer looked
back at Peter before disappearing into the woods. Turning away,
Peter continued on, back toward camp.

Peter was convinced his eyes were closed for
the final mile it took to stumble to his tent. He did not even
remember opening the flap and taking out the pouched, premade meal.
He snapped the warming element on the package but did not bother
waiting for it to fully heat before devouring it like a starving
man. His whole, exciting adventure on the planet seemed like a
walking dream, and he was so exhausted he hardly realized where he
was.

Peter tossed the empty food container on the
ground near his side. He threw his head back against the forgiving
fabric and closed his eyes for a short nap, ignoring the cold
air.

A voice in his head tried to remind
him of something. “Peter, you should be
sure to secure your samples before retiring for the
night.”

“Uh-huh,” Peter replied, hardly hearing what
Perry had said.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 6

Acrab Star System, Along the Shores of the
Algae Ponds – Ship Year 540, Day 32

 


Peter pushed aside something that was poking
him in the lower back. Satisfied when it was gone, he turned to his
right and searched for his pillow, but could not find it.
Strangely—he realized—the lights were on, and he wondered when he
had asked Perry to turn them up. He opened his eyes.

A set of yellow eyes stared back. They were
menacing.

Not daring to move, Peter glanced along the
terrace to his right. Another set of eyes caught his gaze.

Rising Sun! Never look them directly in the
eyes. That is a challenge.

Peter quickly looked down. The first animal
growled. Chilled mist from the creature’s throat followed the hiss.
It was huge, nearly the size of a young bear, but canine in
appearance. Its snout was as large as Peter’s chest, and
dark-stained teeth protruded from watery jaws. The skin along its
nose crinkled, as if testing the cold air for opportunity. Its
mangy fur was pitch-black, with silver tips the color of morning
frost. That was appropriate, for the sight of it froze Peter to the
bone. A third animal to the left responded to the growl, adding its
voice to the mournful challenge. Each animal covered a segment of a
circle thirty degrees apart, pinning Peter efficiently against the
frail tent to his back. There was no place to escape.

Peter plucked up his courage and slid
his hand slowly along the dirt, searching for his pistol. All three
beta-wolves growled in response. Peter froze his hand, empty except
for the dry dust and the stone that had recently bothered his
sleep. His fingers slowly curled around the oval, fist-sized rock.
From the corner of his eye, Peter spotted his belt and
holster. I took it off during the
night. He remembered that now. It was only an
arm-and-a-half’s span away from him, but it might as well have been
a mile.

The pack leader inched forward almost
imperceptibly, waiting to see what Peter would do. Muscles tensed
along its haunches, ready to spring forward or leap backward as
necessary. Up until now, Peter had been too scared to think about
the distance separating them. He tried to judge exactly how big the
animals were, measuring the distance between them in relation to an
unknown standard. Thirty feet away, maybe …
definitely less than fifty. How long would it take them to cover
that distance? One second, maybe two, if I’m lucky?
Peter laughed. “Lucky,” he whispered.

“What did you say, Peter?”

“Perry!”

The pack leader snarled at the unseen
voice. Not knowing how or why, Peter felt a connection with the
animals, almost as if he could think their thoughts.
’Course, that’s not too hard, figuring out what
they’re thinking …. The leader’s mate to the right
twisted its ears, searching for the second voice, concerned now
that an unknown threat had missed their attention. Peter saw
uncertainty in their eyes, felt fear growing within
them.

Hardly moving his lips, Peter said, “I have
a situation here, Perry.”

“BE QUIET,”
the pack leader’s growl surely must have meant.

“Oh, I see you’ve made some
friends,” Perry observed in jest.

“Friends?” Peter asked. “Do you know what a
wolf is, Perry?”

The pack leader inched forward again. Peter
saw hunger in its eyes, hunger like he and his friends on the ship
had so recently felt. The creature was sizing him up.

“Yes, of course I
do,” Perry replied petulantly. “Canis lupus is the largest member of the Canidae family. It
was almost extinct, but careful—”

“And do you know what wolves eat?” Peter
implored. He waited several seconds as Perry considered the
question posed to him. Filling in the silence, the wolf to the far
left began maneuvering. She twisted her head to keep eye contact on
Peter while her body slinked cautiously further to the side. Each
paw carefully tested the soil to make sure her footing was
sound.

“Oh, so are you part of his food chain?”

“Uh, yeah … you could say that.”

Muscles bunched along the leader’s sinewy
back. Peter saw the creature to the right glance at its mate. It
was looking for permission to pounce.

Peter could hear Perry’s hum pass
through the fighter to the speakers of his PAD. “I suggest you close your eyes, Peter.”

“Take it from me, they mostly have been.
What do you plan on doing?”

“I will send down a barrage to their
immediate front.”

The pack leader glanced over his haunches to
be sure Perry’s voice was not coming from his unprotected rear.
Peter could see confidence slowly return to the wolf on finding
nothing there. His ears folded down against his fur and he coiled
his muscles to pounce.

“A barrage? A barrage of
what? Hey, aren’t I too close for
that?”

The pack leader snarled as if laughing at
Peter’s predicament. His decision had been made.

“Do you wish to move away first?”

Peter considered his options. One false move
on his part would trigger an attack and he had nothing to fight
back with. If Perry shot down a burst of alpha particles, he would
unquestionably be caught in the salvo. Neither option appealed to
Peter. Anchored to the ground in terror, Peter replied, “I-I don’t
think I can move, even if I tried.”

“I will send down a reduced particle stream.
It will be quite watered down, but it will be very bright, just
enough to scare them off.”

“I suggest you hurry. If you wait much
longer, you might end up cooking me
for their meal.”

“Close your eyes,”
Perry warned. Thunder suddenly tore apart the thick morning
air. A streak of purple light—intense as a blast furnace—shot down
from the milky sky. A dust devil, thirty feet tall, spun to life
inches away from the pack leader. Leaves and detritus blew across
Peter’s face. In a flash, the three beta-wolves were gone, replaced
by purple dancing shadows in Peter’s retinas. Peter sensed a
feeling of utter confusion from the retreating animals.

“They appear to be moving
off,” Perry observed. “My, but
they are quite fast. And quite nimble.”

Peter got to his feet and dusted himself
off. “Thanks, Perry.” He walked to his pistol and quickly attached
it to his side before anything else came his way.

“You are most welcome. Did you obtain any
samples of those creatures?”

Peter stared up at the cloudy sky. “No.”

“That is a pity. It appears that they
contain quite a volume of meat.”

“Getting that meat might end up being quite
a challenge,” Peter replied. “Makes those algae plants look much
more appetizing. I wonder what attracted them.”

“I doubt it originally was your scent. I
believe it would have been too foreign for them to have identified
you as a food source. Not now, though. They have tasted your scent
and likely want more. Possibly, the unsecured samples you obtained
yesterday afternoon attracted them. I did remind you to be sure
they were properly stored. Are any of your samples damaged?”

Peter looked around for his sample pouches.
They were still lying scattered around the tent. “No, they’re
there. They’re okay.”

“Good; I would hate to make
you go off and collect them again. Are you now ready to leave the
planet?” Perry asked jovially. “I am beginning to miss your company. It is very lonely up
here without you.”

“Just about, but I got to go to the bathroom
first.”

Perry hummed. “You found a bathroom down there?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

Peter relieved himself—thankful that his
recent terror had not done it for him—and ate a hasty breakfast. He
collected all his samples and placed them in the lockbox he had
prepared before lunch yesterday. He checked the traps he had set
and found the beta-versions of a mouse, a rabbit, a squirrel, and a
cross between a frog and a lizard. Carefully confining them, he
poked each with a sampling needle before setting them free.

Eight hours later, he was landing the
fighter back at the ship’s hangar. Without a pause, he brought the
samples to the lab and prepped them all for analysis. They were all
queued-up and waiting for Perry’s efficient scrutiny. Within a
couple hours they should know everything they needed about the
planet below and the food it contained. First, though, Peter would
take a long, hot shower to relax his achy muscles.

At least now,
Peter told himself, thinking about the murky yellow eyes of
the beta-wolves, I’ll have something other
than Wasatti to haunt my dreams.

 


* * *

 


Peter retired to his cabin, lazily dozing
off while he waited for the test results to come in. While he
rested, the ship continued orbiting the planet and collecting more
remote sensing data. After a couple hours went by, and several
additional orbits, Perry woke Peter with the answers he was waiting
for.

“This is very welcome news, Peter. All
samples but one are usable as very nutritious food sources. One
sample will likely test out as a mild irritant, similar to poison
ivy, and should not be ingested. It does not appear to be a fatal
poison, but can be tested with a simple skin reaction swab when you
are ready. Undoubtedly, there will be other poisonous materials
down there, but from the results we have so far, I can manufacture
a portable testing unit to take into the field for sampling
additional species.

“Technically, we have not identified every
vitamin and supplement needed, but I do not anticipate any problems
finding all the sources you will need. To a large degree, the
biochemistry of this environment is markedly similar to human
terrestrial standards; it is almost identical.”

“Wow! That’s fantastic news. Let’s hope all
our problems are solved, right?”

“One would hope so,” Perry replied.

“So I guess I can wait on dinner until the
others are woken up. Get them out of those tubes now, Perry.”

“It will not be quite that simple, Peter. It
will take some time for the cryogenic down-cycle to complete.”

Peter grew concerned. This was news to him.
“How long? I thought you said forty minutes was all that was needed
to cycle out of it.”

“After the indicator lights turn, yes, but
to begin the process will take an additional day. The process must
be very controlled. I can begin it now, if you wish.”

“Okay.” Peter was disappointed, but there
was little he could do about it. Some things just could not be
rushed, and his friends would not be able to come out of cryo until
this time tomorrow. “So we’re stuck doing nothing until then?”

“I have completed detailed scans of the
planetary surface,” Perry replied, “and I can go over those
results, if you wish.”

Peter shrugged his shoulders and nodded.

“There are three settlements, all located on
the larger eastern continent. The first one, the one you
discovered, is far to the north of where you landed. It is tucked
within the mid-slopes of the large eastern mountain range. Another
settlement—about two-thirds the size of the first one—is located on
the opposite side of the continent, also along the western mountain
slopes. The third town appears to be a port and is located on the
western coast, south of the equator. I have found scattered
evidence of encampments on one of the central islands between the
two continents, as well as limited wind-powered sailing ship
traffic between that island and the port town. Other than that,
there is no additional apparent indigenous activity anywhere else
on the planet.”

“Sounds pretty isolated,” Peter
observed.

“It is very unusual,” Perry replied. “For
some reason, the natives are not spreading throughout the lands
they occupy.”

Peter thought about that for a moment. Some
of the colonies back home looked similar during their early
development, but once firmly established, humans infected their
planetary homes like a plague. This place could not be a new
colonial start, considering the rudimentary level of their society,
so Peter was wondering if they were lazy, or just held different
values than those of humans. Even 100,000 years ago, though,
stone-age humans were already spreading across Europe and Asia from
their African roots.

Perry purred, “It is becoming quite apparent
that this population is not indigenous to this planet.”

What did Perry just
say? He had just convinced himself that this could not
be a colony world. “How do you mean?” he asked.

“Well, for one thing, the evolutionary time
scales are way off-track. Also, the sole electronic source in the
western desert continent appears to be a defunct terraforming
station. Thus, the native population cannot be original. They must
have been transported here in the recent past, relatively
speaking,” Perry replied. “We will not know how long they have been
here until we conduct further studies on the ground.”

“So there was a more advanced civilization
here before? At least the ones that built that electronic
source?”

“It would appear so,” Perry replied.
“Anthropological studies of this planet should prove to be very
interesting.”

 


* * *

 


“Boy, do I have a lot to tell you.”

Peter opened Henrietta’s hatch and hovered
over her regen unit like a mother hen protecting her chicks. Her
unit was the first Perry deactivated, and Peter could hardly wait
to open her booth forty–five minutes after all her lights turned
white. The mysterious fluid inner tan couch was seeping away from
her body by the time Peter looked in on her, and by the time her
suit finally emerged from the protecting gel, he saw her eyes
flutter open and her arms begin to wiggle. She gained focus and
looked up at Peter.

“Where are we?” Henrietta asked. “How long
has it been?”

“Hey, one question at a time,” Peter replied
playfully. He looked down at her in all seriousness. “Would you
believe two thousand years?”

“What?”

Peter laughed. “Just kidding; I couldn’t
resist.”

“You jerk!”

“As for your first question, we’re in orbit
around our original planet in Beta Scorpii. As for how long, you’ve
been under for thirteen days.”

“Thirteen? It seems like … like years.” She
pried herself up on weak elbows. “Help me outta this thing.”

Peter reached in and guided Henrietta’s feet
down to the deck. She leaned against the unit, wrapped her arms
around herself, and began shivering. “I don’t ever want to go
through that again.”

Peter found a thick blanket and wrapped it
around her shoulders. “That bad, huh? What was it like?”

“Awful. I felt like I was being crushed, and
then all the warmth left me. I felt like a solid block of ice …
then nothing, nothing at all.” She paused for a moment. “Please
tell me you found food.”

Peter smiled. “Yeah, we did. We found a
whole planet-full. You won’t believe it until you see it. It’s
beautiful down there, just like Old Earth.”

“You’ve been down already?”

“You bet. Perry made me collect samples, and
the food is identical to Earth standards.”

Ali’s regen unit began chiming, indicating
that he was now coming out of cryo. “Excuse me for a sec … you
okay?”

Henrietta nodded. She shuffled to the
dispenser area and called up a bulb of hot tea as Peter unhinged
Ali’s unit. As soon as Ali was stirring, Jimmy’s unit began chiming
too. Henrietta turned away and called up three more bulbs as Peter
scurried from one unit to the other until both boys were on their
feet. Peter quickly handed them each a blanket and informed the two
boys about the good news.

Henrietta could only stand by and watch
helplessly. “I’m the medical officer, and look at me just sitting
here.” She sipped her tea and huddled over the warm bulb. “Hey, how
come Stiles’ unit hasn’t gone off yet?”

Peter brought the warm tea to Ali and Jimmy,
not saying a word. All three huddled within their cozy
blankets.

Perry answered Henrietta’s question. “Peter
instructed me to delay Stiles’ reactivation.”

Peter looked guilty. “Well, I thought we
could all use a tiny break from him. It’ll only be for an hour or
so.”

Jimmy was caught off guard taking a sip of
tea and spit it out, trying not to laugh. “Ha, good one!” He walked
up to Stiles’ unit and thumbed his nose at him. “Take that, you
donkey’s butt.” Jimmy made faces at his nemesis until he tired of
the joke. “Gee, I could get used to this. You sure we gotta let him
out?”

“Perry wouldn’t let me go more than an
hour,” Peter admitted.

“That would be most unkind,” Perry observed.
“However, it does feel much more relaxed around here, does it
not?”

“That’s what I tried to tell you, Perry,”
Peter insisted.

“Then perhaps I should listen to you more
carefully in the future.” Stiles’ indicator lights began to
transition. “Well, you have approximately forty minutes of freedom
remaining,” Perry observed. “I suggest you take advantage of the
peace while you can.”

 


* * *

 


The minute Stiles was revived, Peter could
not wait to show his friends the views of the beautiful planet
below, so he led the group to the bridge as soon as Stiles climbed
out of cryo. It took quite an effort for Stiles to follow them up
to the bridge, but he struggled along in silence. “Perry, open the
main view screen to the planet,” he called out anxiously.

Stiles wearily sat down at the first
chair he found. He was still shivering from the cold, but saw that
the others were not suffering at all. Not wanting to reveal his
weakness, he kept silent and ignored the annoying trembling. He
tapped his fingertips with his thumbs, checking to see if there was
as much damage as he feared. All he could envision were ten icicles
for fingers. It’s not fair; why is this
affecting me and not them? Looking up, he saw the dark
view screen transform into a breathtaking panorama of blue, green,
and tan. The world floated 200 miles below.

“Who’d ’a thought a B-type star would
produce that,” Ali stuttered.

“We don’t think it did,” Peter answered.
“There’s an abandoned terraforming station in the desert mountain
chain, right there,” he said pointing. “So we think it was
colonized. That could explain why there is such a low population,
but doesn’t explain their low tech level.”

“Oh, good, another mystery,” Jimmy added
dryly. “Just what we need.”

“Show us where you went,” Henrietta
begged.

Peter shook his head, “I can’t. It’s in
darkness now, but it was on the other continent, in the lowlands
between a swamp and a forest. But it was so beautiful.”

“And you had no problems down there?” she
asked.

“Other than being attacked by three wolves,
no, I didn’t.” Peter went on to describe his adventures in great
detail. The others sat as if spellbound listening to his
chronicles.

Stiles grew concerned as he listened
to Peter’s story. He was interested, but tried to downplay his
competitor’s accomplishments by acting bored. That lucky Peter Pan will get all the credit, and there I was,
frozen solid! I knew I shouldn’t have gone under. I’ll need to
consolidate my power, and—

“Well, that does it then,” Henrietta
proclaimed, interrupting Stiles’ thoughts. “Perry, I think Peter is
ready to assume command of the ship again. He seems healthy to me.
Please make a record of it.”

“Yippee,” Jimmy shouted. “At last, we can
get back to normal!”

Stiles shook out of his stupor. He had
missed something important, but wasn’t sure what Henry had said.
“What’d you say?”

“I said Peter’s in command again. After what
he’s done, he’s shown he can do it.”

“Hey, you can’t do that!”

“I surely can, Stiles.” Henrietta glanced
his way, “Look it up in the regs.”

Stiles glared at Henrietta, waiting for her
to flinch. “I question your ability as ship’s doctor. You almost
killed Peter. That brings into question your authority.”

“That assumption is completely unfounded,
Stiles,” Perry responded. “Henrietta did an exemplary job bringing
Peter back to health.”

“But,” Stiles began.

“You’re the butt,” Jimmy quipped. “Nice
serving under ya, but, see ya.” Jimmy shot Stiles a mock
salute.

Stiles looked around the bridge, not finding
a friendly face. He needed to get away for a minute before he lost
control in front of them. He stormed into his captain’s cabin.

Inside his room, Stiles began
hyperventilating.

“Stiles,” Perry asked, “are you all
right?”

“Shut up!” Stiles shouted. He looked around
his room, trying to think. He picked up a paperweight and
considered throwing it until he realized the others might hear it
crash. He slammed it back on the desk anyway.

“They always had it in for me, all of
them! They never were my friends. I hate them!” He could see no way
out of his predicament. If only I’d stayed
out of that cryo machine. “But I’ll show them.
Eventually ….”

Stiles gathered all his belongings,
trying to control his building anger. He passed back onto the
bridge and threw all his stuff on the deck. As much as he tried, it
still looked like a temper tantrum, but Stiles could not help it.
“There, happy? You can have the cabin now,” Stiles said to Peter.
“Far be it from me to stop you morons from making a mistake. I hope you’re all
happy and choke on each other. Just don’t blame me when things
start going wrong.”

“They won’t … now,” Jimmy replied.

“Lousy doctor, lousy
crew, is what you all are. I
hate you! You’re the ones who’re
wrong. History will prove who was right around here.”

“Not so fast, Stiles,” Henrietta retorted,
obviously trying to hold back her temper. “There’ve been some
irregularities around here I can’t quite get straight.”

“Like what?” Stiles demanded
condescendingly.

Henrietta was about to speak, but instead
took Stiles by the arm and led him out into the corridor. “Perry,
privacy please.”

“Complying,” Perry replied.

Stiles turned to face Henrietta with a
threatening scowl, but it was ruined by the trembling he still felt
in his bones. “So you got something to say? What, you afraid to say
it in front of the others? Wanna admit your incompetence? Go ahead
and say it. I always suspected you were weak.”

Henrietta took a deep, controlling breath.
“There’ve been some odd things going on since back at Antares that
I can’t figure out, and you always seem to be in the middle of
it.”

Stiles tried to hide his uncertainty. “Such
as?”

“For one thing, someone was messing around
with my computer down in med.”

“And why do you think it was me?”

“I checked the records. Perry monitors crew
locations, something you might have forgotten about. Several times
the clinic went to private status with you standing just outside in
the corridor. All when nobody else was around. Coincidence?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
Stiles shot back.

“And my computer was messed with.”

“How can you know that with no computer
security?” Stiles asked smugly.

Henrietta smiled, “And just how do you know
I don’t have any security on my screen?”

That witch!
Stiles tried to think. “Okay, true. I was checking up on you.
I was concerned Peter was not getting better, so I checked to see
what in the world you were doing to him. As captain of the ship,
that’s within my rights.”

“Maybe,” she replied uncertainly, “but
there’re also records of medical manufacturing activity I can’t
explain. Stiles, I think you were messing with Peter’s treatments.
Trouble is I can’t prove it.”

Stiles began to argue, but Henrietta
stopped him, turning two shades of red. “Now look; I’m not going to
bring this up—not for your benefit, believe me—but because it would
destroy this crew. If we can’t trust each other, we’re in deep
trouble. It’s bad enough me not trusting you! But listen to me
Stiles; I’m keeping my eye on you, and one step out of line, and
I’m going public with all this, for the
record. Understand?”

Stiles stared at her, silently steaming.
“You’re nuts, you know.”

“Maybe I am. That’s another reason I’m not
going public, yet.”

He knew he would be under greater
scrutiny if things leaked out. I’ll have to
take care of her before that happens, he decided. Now
Stiles knew who his next target had to be. But I can only take care of one problem at a time.
He tried to think how he could climb out of this hole he was
in, but was just as concerned about the coldness in his body. It
just would not go away, and all the others looked so normal. “And
accusations—whether true or not—can destroy reputations,” Stiles
stated. “I’m innocent, you know.”

“I hope so,” Henrietta interjected angrily.
“For everyone’s sake.”

Stiles laughed dryly. “Yeah, right. But I’m
not going to take the chance of everyone ganging up on me. So have
it your way!” Stiles turned back to the bridge to get his
belongings.

“Remember,” Henrietta threatened.

Stiles turned back to hear what she had to
say and saw Henrietta pointing at her eyes with two fingers. Stiles
stormed back into the bridge, slowly followed by Henrietta.

“Well, everything’s settled,” Henrietta
proclaimed with a calm face. “Peter, you’re captain again, with
Stiles’ blessings. Right, Stiles?”

Stiles tried to ignore Henrietta’s
taunting. When the time’s right, you witch,
just look out. “Sure, have it your way,” Stiles
mumbled.

Peter looked around in confusion. “Geez, you
guys are not even thawed out and we’re all starting to fight
again!”

Perry hummed, “Now I see your point about
Stiles’ delay.”

Stiles was heading to the lift with his
belongings overflowing his arms. He turned to face the crowd again.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Peter quickly replied, “Oh, nothing,
Stiles.”

A sock dropped from Stiles’ trembling arms.
He bent down to pick it up and his PAD tumbled onto the deck. He
reached for his PAD and another sock slipped from his grip. With as
much dignity as he could muster, he swept up his worldly belongings
and disappeared into the lift. But the sting of his recent
humiliation would not leave as easily.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 7

Acrab Star System, In Orbit – Ship Year 540,
Day 34

 


A wary truce settled between Henrietta and
Stiles throughout the evening and into the early hours of the next
day. The crew was finishing their breakfast and had just cleaned up
the galley. Peter went back to his table with a second juice bulb
and motioned for the others to join him. “Perry, tell us what you
know about this planet and its ecosystem.”

Perry purred, “I would be delighted to,
Peter. I could begin with the origins of the stellar bodies, and
then by tomorrow I could advance into the formation of the
planetary accretion disks—”

“Too much information, Perry,” Ali
interrupted. “Let’s just go with the present day physical setting
of this planet, and include only how the local stars are affecting
it. Remember, Perry: shorter is better.”

“Not in my book,” Stiles bragged.

“Proceed with your analysis, Perry,” Peter
advised quickly.

“Certainly,” the ship replied. “The
configuration of the local star system, because it is so complex,
has resulted in an unusual set of climatic conditions for this
planet. It is—without exaggeration—a planet of extremes.”

“How so?” Henrietta asked.

“As you know, there are two groups of stars
in this system. The main group contains two large, bright stars and
two smaller dwarfs. The second group, 2,200 AU from the main group,
consists of two smaller stars—which are named Beta-C and -E—and a
third, tiny star—called Beta-F—which is in a tight orbit about
Beta-E. Star E, in turn, orbits Beta-C. Our planet orbits around
all three stars of the second group at a mean distance of 140 AU
from Beta-C. This has produced an extremely intricate dance of
celestial bodies.”

“Whoopee for them,” Stiles replied
acidly.

“Hey,” Henrietta cried, “it got us food,
right?”

Stiles got up and drew up another juice
bulb. “Eh …,” he offered noncommittally.

Perry hummed. “Do you wish for me to
continue?”

“Yes, please,” Jimmy replied.

“The main stars of this system revolve
around the lesser stars in 16,000 years. Even though they are quite
far away from this planet, there is a lot of energy emanating from
them, so they still greatly influence the climate of this planet.
When they are closer, their energy contributes heat to this planet,
and—of course—when they are farther away, the planet is much
colder. Even so, the C-E/F stars provide the main climatic
influence over this planet because they are so much closer; they
are essentially this planet’s ‘suns.’ ”

“So the planet has seven stars that
influence it, the closer group more so than the others,” Henrietta
concluded.

“Precisely,” Perry replied. “The first 4,800
years of the gross stellar revolution cycle provides a hot summer
to this planet when all the stars are closest. That is followed by
2,400 years of a mild summer. Then, the planet goes into a
6,400-year ice age—when the main group is farthest away—followed by
another 2,400-year period of mild summer. Currently, the planet has
another 300 years to go before the ice age officially ends. It is
still generally cold down there, but it is slowly warming up.”

“And this cycle continues every 16,000
years?” Peter asked.

“Yes. The large algae flats you visited are
one direct result of this unusual cycle. When a significant portion
of ocean water is locked by glacial ice, the mean water surface
elevation draws down. That produces the swampy lowlands of the
large continent. Large vegetation is restricted from growing there,
and the intertwined streams flowing through provide enough moisture
to sustain the algae and seaweed populations during dry, colder
periods. Conversely, when sea level is high, in the warmer periods,
the lowlands are flooded by the sea.”

“And,” Peter surmised, “because of these
cyclic glaciers, we lucked out arriving at a time when we have the
algae ponds we can farm.”

“Exactly,” Perry confirmed.

It seemed to Peter that—in spite of
all the hardships they had been through—nature, God, the Spirit
Guides, or whoever, had come together to create a world that is
exactly what they needed and brought them here at the right time to
find it. Could Grandfather be looking out
for us after all?

“As the Beta-A1-A2/B-G system revolves
around the Beta-C-E/F system,” Perry went on, “the planet completes
one revolution around the Beta-C-E/F grouping every 800 years.”

“So, their year is 800 years long?” Jimmy asked.

“Technically, yes,” Perry replied. “However,
the E star revolves around the C star every 362.7 days. The radiant
energy from the E star does influence, to a large degree, the
climate on the planet, so there is a possibility that the effect is
significant enough for the natives to devise a shorter cycle down
there that almost equals a standard colonial year. There is a point
where the human brain has difficulty keeping track of time. One
year is a very convenient span of measurement for your diminished
mental capacities.”

“Gee, thanks.”


“You are welcome, Stiles. It is possible
these natives share similar thought processes to humans.
Interestingly, the length of day on the planet is essentially
twenty–four hours; again, very similar to colonial standard.”

Ali shook his head trying to absorb it all.
“So, they just went through 6,000 years of ice age.”

“Six thousand ninety–three, to be exact,”
Perry replied. “However, the transitional periods are very gradual.
It is probable that the average temperatures around the world have
been increasing for several hundred years. To the inhabitants
living today, this likely feels like a paradise. One must keep in
mind that in 8,000 years—when the hot period begins in
earnest—there will be widespread global droughts, with possible
worldwide famine.”

“Which could be a reason why they have not
spread out and multiplied too far,” Jimmy guessed.

“Those poor people,” Henrietta cried.

“They’re better off than we are,” Stiles
observed.

“It’s so nice of you to think of others,”
Henrietta snapped.

“Well, somebody’s gotta think of us. We’ve
spent enough time worrying about them. So, what do we do down there
anyway?”

Everyone remained silent as they considered
what needed to be done. Now was the time to figure out how best to
get the supplies they needed. Not only did they need food, Peter
realized, but they also would need to collect inorganic minerals,
alloys, and elements for the manufacture of other products, such as
utensils, entertainment products, weapons, and ammunition.
Everything they could possible need or want, actually. That was
more material than he originally considered.

“Fair question,” Peter replied. “I’ve been
thinking about that since I got back from the planet. Considering
the payload of the shuttle, we’ll need at least sixty trips down
and up to collect enough food stock to make it back to the
colonies, giving us a fair cushion above what we should need. But
there’s something I forgot. We also need metals and minerals and
such to make tools, and weapons, and … well, entertainment toys.
We’ve got to be a self-sufficient city, and we need the resources
to keep it active. For all that stuff, I think we’ll need to
complete at least an additional forty round trips.”

“That’ll take forever,” Stiles
complained.

“Yeah, not to mention the time needed to
collect it all,” Peter added.

“This sucks,” Stiles cried. “That could take
months.”

“Several weeks, at least,” Peter confirmed.
“If we could average two trips a day, that’d be fifty days.”

“Fifty days! I thought we’d be home by
then,” Jimmy grumbled.

By the looks of the crew, it appeared
everyone else was thinking the same. They all looked pretty
dejected. “Well,” Henrietta offered, “like Perry said, algae and
seaweed are a good choice for a basic food source. I’ve been
researching them since I came out of deepfreeze. They are loaded
with amino acids, almost all the vitamins we need, a bunch of trace
minerals, and they’re also full of antioxidants. They’re low in fat
and high in fiber. Some people call them the perfect food.”

“Like who? Vegetarians?” Stiles asked. “It’s
pond scum.”

“It’s also nori, which is used in sushi,
Stiles. You’d probably be surprised at how much algae you’ve eaten
and not even been aware of it.”

Peter nodded his head in agreement. “We’ll
also need to supplement it with other fruits and vegetables, not to
mention game animals.”

“Big game? I’ll help you hunt that,” Stiles
offered.

“I’m sure you would,” Ali agreed. “You’ll
also need boats to collect all that seaweed and scum. Do we need to
make them down on the planet?”

Perry hummed. “I could manufacture a few
inflatable boats, as well as the hooks, sickles, and nets you will
need. We must be quite frugal at the start, due to our limited
resources, but as you retrieve additional raw materials and bring
them up to the ship, we will have more than enough to make all the
supplies you will need.”

“Good,” Peter replied. “Let’s also plan for
it being chilly down there. We’ll need winter gear.”

“Of course,” Perry said.

“And we got enough food on hand to get
through all this?” Ali asked.

“If four of you go down today or tomorrow,”
Perry began, “one person remaining onboard will have a seventeen to
twenty day supply at half rations or around a little over a week at
full rations. Those that go down to the planet can sustain
themselves with the local food. Supplies should be coming up by
then, which can continually be restocked.”

“We could get the natives to help us,”
Stiles suggested.

“Oh, that’s all we need,” Henrietta
replied. “You coming down from
the sky and proclaiming to the indigenes that it is time to feed
the gods.”

Peter was wondering the same thing,
but was not convinced it was the right thing to do. Asking the five
of them to collect hundreds of tons of materials would not be an
easy task. They sure could use the help. But what if they aren’t friendly?

“I don’t know,” Peter warned. “From all
we’ve learned, they aren’t a technological society. We could end up
affecting them.”

“Aw c’mon,” Stiles argued, “this isn’t
some science fiction movie. There’s no directive saying we can’t contact them. Henrietta
was so worried about the poor natives a minute ago, but she’s a
hypocrite; we could improve their lives.”

“Still,” Peter thought out loud, “we’re not
even sure what they look like.”

“Well, let’s find out,” Stiles suggested.
“What about it, Perry?”

“The main settlement is currently in
darkness, but we can adjust our orbit to fly over it in a few
hours. Once they achieve local sunrise, we could use the telescopes
to view them in detail.”

Jimmy raised his hand, looking for
permission to ask a question.

“What?” Stiles asked. “You think you’re in
school or something?”

“I was just thinking: we could send down
some monitoring devices to record them. That way, I could study
their language. If we decide to contact them, we’ll already know
how to talk to them. I bet I can do it, no problem.”

“Good idea, Jimmy,” Henrietta affirmed.
“That’ll also give us time to evaluate how friendly the natives are
likely to be.”

 


* * *

 


The excitement over seeing the natives grew
by the hour until it was all they could talk about. The crew did
what they could to prepare the shuttle for the surface mission, but
they were still far from finished by noon. Exhausted, the kids
eagerly dropped what they were doing, rushed back to the galley to
shovel down a bland lunch, and raced each other to the bridge to
get the best seats in the house for the upcoming show. Stiles
forced his way to the command chair before realizing it was not his
anymore and sadly made way for Peter. He nonchalantly sidestepped
to the side com chair, far to the right of the more desirable
central stations.

“Anyone bring popcorn?” Jimmy asked rubbing
his hands together in excitement.

“No, but you’re as dry as a fart from a bag
of it, if that counts,” Stiles said. He snickered at his own joke
and sat down heavily. “Well, how about it, Perry, let’s get this
show on the road.”

“As you wish, Stiles.”

The normal view of the far planetary horizon
switched to a perspective through the main telescope. It was
currently pointing to the black of space, but as it swung down
toward the planet, the sight morphed into a dizzying, unfocused
journey, swaying haphazardly to the ground below. It finally
stopped along an unfocused brownish-black smudge of landscape that
must have been the eastern mountains.

“Whoa,” Jimmy cried. “That was a neat ride.
Let’s do it again!”

“Stuff it, Null-Grav.”

The image sharpened until the kids could see
a clear view of an upland plain surrounded by rugged mountains. A
thick blanket of snow covered the area, and a fierce wind blew
across the plain.

“Looks frigid down there,” Henrietta
proclaimed.

“You should know,” Stiles replied.

Henrietta just rolled her eyes, ignoring the
insult.

The telescope began slewing around,
searching for artificial features. It stopped at a crude gray rock
fence. It looked solid enough, but was nothing fancy. Perry began
inching the view along the structure, back toward the mountain
slopes to the northeast.

“That’s the best they can do down there?”
Stiles asked. “My grandmother could build a better fence.”

“Anything to keep you on the other side,”
Jimmy suggested. “Hey, look! There’s a cow, a shaggy cow, no
less.”

“That looks more like a musk ox,” Henrietta
countered. “Saw some of those in a zoo once. I think they even had
’em back in Earth’s old ice ages.”

“Are they the same thing?” Peter asked.

“Eh, similar … Not exact, but close … but
what do I know? I only saw one once."

Perry continued to move the telescope until
a small herd of the animals came into view. A little further beyond
was a three-sided wooden lean-to, with bales of hay scattered
inside. Several of the animals were grazing on the forage.

“Beta-oxen,” Peter said under his
breath.

“What?” Henrietta inquired.

Peter went on to describe how he called
familiar-looking animals down on the planet after the Beta Scorpii
system. “I bet they’d be great to eat, too.”

“You’re telling me,” Ali agreed. “I could
taste it now. Think I could eat the whole thing.”

“No doubt,” Stiles replied.

Ali smirked. “So these guys are
farmers?”

“Herders, at least,” Peter replied. “I think
it’d be hard growing crops way up there in the mountains.”

The herders were at an elevation of 10,000
feet and were obviously near the tree line, because all they could
see were small scrubs poking through the snow, with an occasional
tree here or there. The beta-ox slowly bulled their way through the
snow, leaving deep trails as they moved. Some rooted through the
deep cover to find a thin mouthful of wilted grass as a reward. It
looked like a tough life for those poor creatures.

Perry continued to slew the telescope around
the rangeland. Hundreds of beta-oxen calmly wandered within the
fenced areas, as if their sole purpose in life was to eat and grow
fat. Further to the south a native was mending a fallen section of
wall.

“Hey look!” Henrietta shouted. “There we
go!” she said with satisfaction.

Peter zoomed in on the worker. He was
covered in thick woolen clothes and looked as gray, short, and
stout as the simple fence he was fixing. His complexion looked
chiseled by a harsh sun and his face was as hairy as the oxen he
tended. Every so often the man hefted a rock his own size and
effortlessly placed it on the wall.

“He not only looks like an ox,” Jimmy
suggested, “but he’s as strong as one too.”

“He looks like a boulder that moves,” Stiles
observed. “I wouldn’t want him mad at me.”

“Good luck with that, then,” Jimmy said.

The man continued to toil for as long as
they watched. He looked like a machine, never taking a break.
Another man drove a rough wooden cart through the snow, powered by
two weary beta-oxen. He adroitly maneuvered the cart to the back of
the stonemason, reined in his ox team and pushed through the snow
to the rear of his wagon. He lowered the back hinge, retraced his
steps to the front of the cart and released a pin. The cart swung
up like a dump truck, scattering a fresh load of rectangular
boulders along the wall. Without acknowledging his partner, he
climbed back in his seat and whipped his ox team in motion again.
The remainder of his load tumbled out of the cart as the driver
wove back from where he had come. Now, without a load, the bed of
the cart fell down again. The whole operation looked very
efficient. Perry followed the wagon master until he disappeared
into a cave at the side of the mountain.

“They sure look like a happy bunch,”
Henrietta said in jest.

“Wouldn’t you, working in weather like
that?” Peter replied.

Stiles scoffed, “They’re so freaking
primitive; I bet they smell as bad as their animals.”

“But they’re probably more polite than you,”
Jimmy added.

“… and smarter than you,” Stiles
continued. “Skulls must be thick as the stones they use.
Neanderthals just like our baby, here.”

Perry moved the telescope along the base of
the mountain and found a guard tower about 200 feet away from the
cave entrance. Another poor man was huddled under a makeshift roof,
trying to keep out of the driving snow.

“He must be guarding their supply of rocks,”
Peter suggested.

“Guarding rocks?” Stiles asked. “You must be
kidding.”

“Well, what else could he be doing?” Peter
answered defensively.

“Cavemen, with carts,” Ali speculated.

Perry continued to survey the shallow
mountain basin toward the south of the animal pens until he found a
dreary town. It looked like a tiny, isolated settlement with no
personality.

“So much for your caveman idea,” Jimmy
observed.

“That town looks like it came from the
Middle Ages,” Peter offered.

“When were those?” Stiles wanted to
know.

Peter shrugged, “Oh, about the year 900 or
1200, something like that.”

“That was the age of feudalism,” Henrietta
said. “Important landowners called lords controlled all the people
on their property. They worked as slaves for their master.”

“Not slaves, Arietta,” Peter corrected, “but
vassals. They tended the land.”

“Not much difference,” Henrietta argued.
“Explain that to the land owners and see if they agree.”

The wooden buildings were clumped together
along narrow dirt streets. Wisps of oily gray smoke leaked from
stone chimneys throughout the town. Inhabitants scurried from one
squalid building to another, hardly pausing long enough to begin a
conversation. Some buildings were larger than others, suggesting
they were merchant houses or inns of some sort.

“Perry,” Peter asked, “how many people do
you think are down there?”

Perry purred, “Several hundred. There may
possibly be a couple thousand. It is difficult to tell from this
vantage. Our previous data suggest that there might be six or seven
similar-sized settlements throughout this general area. That
implies a population of ten thousand or so.”

“I wonder which building belongs to the
lord.” Henrietta speculated.

“Nothing down there looks very lordly,”
Jimmy observed. “If he lives there, he can’t be much of one.”

“If, indeed, that is the structure of their
society,” Perry replied, “although their level of technology is
about in line with what Peter suggests.”

The teens followed the action in the town
for half an hour, commenting about various things they observed.
Everything pointed to a pre-industrialized society, where iron
might have been their greatest discovery.

“I can’t wait to hear them talk,” Jimmy
sighed. They continued to watch the people go about their
business.

Perry hummed. “As soon as we get a good
handle on their routines, we can send down some miniature drones
throughout their settlement, as you suggested. We could
surreptitiously insert audio and visual monitoring sensors at
inconspicuous locations from orbit. Now that we have a source of
resources to rely on, we have the capability to manufacture
them.”

“And you’re sure they won’t find them?”
Peter asked.

“Unlikely, Peter. We could shape them to
resemble stones. Our largest hurdle would be to keep them from
burrowing too deeply into the snow, actually.”

“Perhaps place them on rooftops,” Ali
suggested. He began scratching on his PAD, working up designs and
delivery ideas. It looked like he was gladly assuming ownership of
the project.

“Cool,” Jimmy replied. “Then, we can learn a
lot more about them. And another language for my project.”

“Well, I still say we avoid them,” Peter
concluded. “But as long as they can’t find our little spy cameras,
go ahead. I just want to make sure our presence doesn’t screw up
their development.”

“Screw that!” Stiles replied. “They’re used
to working for the master. Time for them to get a new one.”

“So, instead of a god coming down from the
heavens, you’re now their new lord,” Henrietta suggested.

“Hey,” Stiles retorted, “some compassion you
got.”

“What do you mean by that?” Henrietta
asked.

“Look at how they live. We can improve their
lot in life.”

“Oh, now you’re concerned about the poor
natives.”

“And you aren’t, Henry?”

“It’s not that simple,” Peter replied. “For
now, we avoid them. Once we make contact, it can’t be undone. So we
wait and see what happens. If we need their help, we can always
contact them later.”

“But—” Stiles began.

“No, “Peter insisted. “Let’s just wait and
see. Besides, by the looks of them, I doubt they have much they can
spare anyway.”

Stiles quietly mumbled, “We can take it from
them.”

“What’d you say, Stiles?” Peter asked.

“Nothing.”

“That’s what I thought. So, who’s ready for
lunch?”

 


* * *

 


After dinner, the crew finished prepping the
shuttle. It was loaded with supplies and camping equipment for the
surface team. It also had inflatable boats, tools, and empty crates
just waiting to be filled with the supplies they needed to continue
their voyage.

“Did you run a final check on all our
supplies, Arietta?”

“Duh, what do you think I’ve been doing for
the past hour? Just watching the strong boys flexing their
muscles?”

“Gee, didn’t think you noticed,” Jimmy said,
pumping an arm.

“Oh, yeah, you’re a regular Hercules,”
Stiles replied.

Peter hopped off the shuttle’s entry bay. He
reached back to the control box and activated the hatch to close it
up. As the hinge silently swung up, Peter said, “Well, that’s it, I
guess. We could go down anytime.”

“Your previous LZ has just gone into
twilight, Peter,” Perry hummed. “I would suggest you defer leaving
for your new camp until morning.”

“Sounds good to me,” Peter agreed. “We all
could probably use the rest anyway. Just got to lock down the
shuttle controls for the night, and we’ll be done. One final night
in our cozy little beds.”

“In that case,” Henrietta suggested, “meet
me in the galley in five minutes.” Without another word she skipped
out of the hangar and disappeared.

Perry continued to go over their
preparations as Peter and Stiles disappeared into the cockpit. “The
communications network we established is coming on-line now. Three
orbiting satellites will ensure planet-wide broadcast and receiving
capability. We also sent down several repeating stations on the
planet’s surface at inconspicuous locations. No matter where you
travel, I should be able to remain in close contact with you
throughout your mission.”

“Well then, that’s the final piece, isn’t
it?” Ali asked.

“Essentially, yes,” Perry replied. “We
should also soon be downloading our first close-up sample of life
in the native settlement.”

Peter and Stiles crawled out of the shuttle
cockpit and joined the other boys on the flight deck. They walked
to the exit and Peter dogged the hatch to the hangar. “Let’s go see
what’s on Henrietta’s mind,” Peter suggested.

They made their way to the galley and found
Henrietta at the counter, busy at work. Henrietta looked back with
a smile and filled a tray with goodies. She brought the tray over
to the boys and offered it first to Jimmy.

“What’s that?” he asked suspiciously.

“Hot cookies and hot chocolate. I’ve really
missed them. It’s the best way to end an evening.”

Jimmy grabbed a handful and took a warm bulb
of chocolate. “Yummy.”

The others took their share and sat down
with Henrietta. They ate them without saying a word. Finally, Ali
said, “We should make this a tradition.”

“Fair enough,” Henrietta replied, “as long
as we increase our workouts an additional fifteen minutes a
day.”

“That’s a deal I can live with, Doc,” Ali
breathed, licking his fingers.

Without warning, Perry opened the channel to
the monitoring devices down on the planet. A strange, guttural
language filled the galley in fits and starts. Some of the comments
were followed by coarse laughter. Soon after, four split images
from the settlement filled the galley screen. One showed patrons
stepping in and out of a building. Some carried large steins with
arms around each other. Another view showed a constable, or someone
like that, slowly walking his rounds. Two of the other cameras
showed no action at all. It looked late in the day and was barely
sunlit. Long shadows filled the dirty streets.

“That must be a bar over there,” Peter
suggested. “Now they look happy.”

From the look of things, not only did the
natives work hard, but they also played hard. A few stumbled as
they made their way from the establishment, others offering guiding
hands to friends or lovers that perhaps stayed in the bar a little
too long.

“Sounds like they’re hacking up loogies,”
Ali suggested.

Jimmy began playing with his translator.
“Similar to Slavic … no, maybe Germanic ….” He twiddled with his
PAD, obviously excited about what he was hearing. “I know this,”
Jimmy mumbled. “’Least something like it.”

“What are they saying?” Henrietta asked
hopefully.

“I don’t know,” Jimmy replied. “But there’s
a recognizable structure to it. It sounds so familiar … yet not ….
Perry, are there any signposts you can find? I’d like to see some
examples of their writing.”

Perry began slewing the new cameras around
the town. The one across from the local establishment—the one that
seemed so popular—focused on a sign hewed from a wooden plank. The
sign face was barely discernable as it swung in the wind. “There,”
Perry said. “That sign is in front of the largest building in town,
the one everyone appears to be frequenting.”

“I can’t read it,” Jimmy lamented.

Perry hummed. “I am able to integrate
flashes of frames, ones that briefly show clear views. In just a
moment I should be able to replicate the writing on the sign.
Please be patient.”

Perry began copying symbols as he
confirmed their shape. One letter would pop up, and then another
three characters down would materialize. Soon, they began forming
words. Once complete, the full sign was visible. The top line
read: ‘ILLILIGR FÉHIRÐIR.’ The
lower line, in much smaller letters, read: ‘mungát salr.’

Jimmy furiously input data to his PAD. “I
don’t believe it!”

“What?” Ali cried. “What’s it say?”

Jimmy remained silent for awhile. He ran his
fingers through his red hair and checked the data again. “It looks
like Old Norse. I think it says, ‘The Hideous Herdsman’s Ale Hall.’
”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Henrietta
said.

“Would I make something like this up?”

“We got a bunch of Vikings down there?”
Stiles asked. “In outer space?”

“Looks like,” Jimmy replied.

Peter stammered. “That can’t be.”

Jimmy grew defensive. “You got any other
explanations?”

“I haven’t heard the first explanation yet!”
Peter stared at the writing. “Look, I know the Vikings traveled all
over the place before anyone else did, but … no … not here!”

“Suit yourself,” Jimmy replied. “But I’m
going to be pouring over these language feeds for the rest of the
night. And by the time you all wake up tomorrow, I bet I’ll be
speaking Beta.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 8

Acrab Star System, Back to the Algae Ponds –
Ship Year 540, Day 35

 


Henrietta did not trust Stiles to be alone
on the ship. She decided to make sure that did not happen, but her
fears turned out to be unfounded when Stiles insisted on piloting
the shuttle down to the planet and Ali willingly agreed to remain
behind. Ali would get his chance to see the planet later, but for
now he decided his time in orbit could be better spent fixing more
systems throughout the ship. He would also be on hand to help with
the off-loading of supplies as they came up from below.

The shuttle landed at Peter’s original camp.
In the larger craft were Stiles, Henrietta, Jimmy, and all their
supplies. Peter followed closely behind in the fighter. They had
decided the previous night to have two craft on the planet so that
missions to other locations would be possible without tying up the
space truck. Besides, having an additional means of leaving the
planet made sense. The loading bay hatch to the shuttle swung down
as Peter scurried down his cockpit ladder.

“You’ll need to show me how to fly that
thing,” Stiles shouted over the idling engines.

“Sure thing,” Peter replied. “It’s a
hoot.”

Stiles studied their surroundings for a
moment. “It smells like Jimmy down here.”

“What, no Null-Grav?” Jimmy asked.

“Null gravity has no smell, but you do.
Maybe I should start calling you after what it smells like down
here.”

“Oh, please.” Henrietta pleaded.

Peter joined the others off-loading their
provisions. “I had my tent up over there on that terrace,” he said
pointing to the higher ground. “I don’t think it’ll flood down
here, but you can’t be sure. Let’s get the tent structures up first
and then come back for the rest of the stuff. It’ll be easier just
carrying the equipment directly into the tents after they’re set
up.”

Forty minutes later, the explorers had five
structures up. One tent was their main building. It was 200 by 50
feet and held all their cooking and eating supplies. Attached to
the outside of the cafeteria was a generator house with a portable
fusion power plant with capacity enough to power the entire
encampment. Just off to the north side was a smaller structure with
solid walls and a refrigeration unit, where perishable items could
be stored until brought up to orbit. A third tent served as their
equipment and weapons storehouse. Another tent, to the southwest,
was large enough for the three boys to sleep in, and Peter’s
original pup tent was set up last, where Henrietta would sleep. All
the structures, except for the refrigeration unit, assembled and
disassembled with spring-loaded locking arms, so setup was actually
quite easy. The hardest part was shifting the six sides of the
cooling building around until they had a good fit. Once up, though,
the compact fusion plant hooked into all the buildings with one
simple connection. Heating, cooling, and lighting should not be an
issue.

“It’s so beautiful down here,” Henrietta
breathed. “Just look at it.”

She gazed at the scenery that Peter, by now,
was taking for granted. He had forgotten how impressed he was when
he came down earlier and was happy Henrietta was here to remind
him. The day was crystal clear, and the sky was an intense
indigo-blue, without a cloud in the sky. Far off to the east were
the majestic mountains they had seen from orbit, but were too
distant to see from camp. Instead, the green intervening forest
rose along gently undulating hills, until lost in the morning haze.
To the south and west, in the endless lowlands, were the vast algae
swamps, with threads of countless streams sparkling throughout.
Peter tried to imagine the oceans flooding the area in the
millennia-long summers that unlocked the world’s water from the
glacial ice. Three to five hundred years from now, half the algae
swamps would be flooded, and within three thousand years, the ocean
beach would be right here at the shores. By coincidence alone, they
had arrived at a prime time to scour the swamps for their precious
nutrients.

“I missed the birds.”

Peter snapped out of his daydreaming. “What
was that, Arietta?”

“I said I missed the birds. The sounds, you
know?”

Songbirds called out from the distant
woods. Raucous shore birds answered back from the wetlands to the
west, warning all to stay away from their nests. Reptiles and
amphibians, as well as millions upon millions of insects, added to
the background noise. Peter was not sure he actually heard all that
beautiful noise when he was down here before, he had been so
preoccupied. Leave it to Arietta to
appreciate the sounds of nature, he
thought.

“Didn’t have them at the Construction Base,
either,” Peter suggested.

“Doesn’t matter,” Henrietta replied. “I
didn’t expect them there. I do here. It’s nice for a change.
Reminds me of Brazil.”

“Yeah,” Peter agreed.
It is nice.

Stiles and Jimmy walked up behind them from
the shuttle with stacks of crates in their arms. “You guys gonna
stare at the scenery all day or help us unload the rest of this
stuff?” Jimmy asked.

“Leave the lovebirds alone,” Stiles
suggested. “They got better things to do.”

Peter cleared his throat. “No … sorry; let
me help with that.” Peter started to grab one of Jimmy’s boxes.

“Forget that,” Jimmy scolded. “Go get your
own.” Jimmy continued on to the supply tent with Stiles by his
side.

Peter raised his eyebrows at Henrietta.
“Almost forgot why we were here.”

“I know.” She paused for a moment. “Hey,
look!” she exclaimed, pointing to the morning suns. They were low
on the eastern horizon and could still be viewed directly through
the morning haze.

Instead of a lonely single sun, this world
had a triple sun. The two brighter ones were intensely blue-white
and nearly equal in size. One was slightly larger, however, and was
off by itself, as if petulantly ignoring the other two. The second
sun of the joined pair—not so far away from the larger one—itself
had a tiny orange-white companion star, so close together that it
was nearly impossible to distinguish. When the third star was to
the side, as it was now, the blemish it created on the companion
star’s surface was impossible to ignore, as though a gigantic
bubble were jutting from the surface. Only when it was directly
behind or in front of its master star would the tiny wanderer
vanish from sight.

“Isn’t that incredible?” Henrietta
exclaimed. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

“Well, kind of,” Peter replied, pointing to
the far west. Off in the distance, the four main stars of the Beta
Scorpii system, intrinsically much brighter than the star grouping
the planet orbited, but 2,000 times farther away, shone a hundred
times brighter than the full Moon of Old Earth. At this time of
year, one set of stars rose while the other group set.

“Neat to look at, but I guess we should help
Stiles and Jimmy,” Peter suggested.

Henrietta took one last look at the nearby
group of stars. “Yeah, I guess so.”

They headed off to the shuttle, just in time
to help Stiles and Jimmy with the inflatable boats.

 


* * *

 


The surface team had been laboring along the
algae shore for three days and had little to show for their efforts
other than blistered hands. They had collected a single crateful of
algae and seaweed for all their hard work, which would provide the
crew enough processed food for about two days. Their rate of
collection was slowly improving each day, but it did not take long
to figure out what the ultimate outcome of their pathetic efforts
would be.

“At this rate, we’ll barely be living at a
subsistence level here on the planet, let alone making it back on
the ship.”

“Quit your complaining, Null-Grav. Didn’t I
explain all this to you before we got down?”

Stiles and Jimmy were in one boat and Peter
was alone in the other. Between them was a loose curtain of nets,
hanging ineffectively under the shallow water. They were trying to
maneuver the boats to stretch the nets just enough to sweep up the
water plants from the surface all the way to the bottom of the
pond, but whatever they did either caught the nets along the rocky
substratum, pulling the boats violently back, or floated them up to
the top in tangled twists. Henrietta, meanwhile, waited impatiently
at the far-off shore for enough materials to package away.

“Peter, this is nuts; we’re not getting
anywhere,” Stiles shouted.

“I know.” Peter threw the net down in
frustration and sat back in his rubber boat. “But the water’s too
cold to collect by hand. It’d freeze us.”

Stiles brought his boat next to Peter’s
craft and set it idly adrift. Jimmy looked at the small pile of
plants near his feet, which hardly justified the effort. “You know,
guys, I’ve been thinking—”

“That’s dangerous, Null-Grav,” Stiles
interrupted.

“Yeah, I know,” Jimmy replied wearily. He
continued with his original thought. “Outer space is a lot colder
than this water is.”

“It took you that long to figure something
like that out?” Stiles asked. “Brilliant.”

“No, I knew that before,” Jimmy replied
angrily, “but we could walk out into the water and collect this
stuff by hand if we wear our spacesuits.”

“What a stupid—”

“No, Stiles hold on,” Peter replied, “That’s
not a half-bad idea. The suit heaters would keep us warm; we’d have
plenty of air to breathe. Theoretically, we could even walk under
the surface, though I doubt we’d really need to.” Peter continued
to think it through. “We could modify the nets to carry them by
hand … one could use a sickle to cut the plants and the others
could scoop them up. Can’t be any worse than what we’re doing
now.”

“Might work,” Stiles conceded.

“Okay, good,” Peter replied. “That’s
settled, then. Let’s haul in the nets and head back to camp. We’ll
give it a try after lunch. We can start out near the shore, like,
no farther in the water than up to our waists. Can’t get into any
trouble that way ….”

 


* * *

 


Seeing that they were staying so close to
shore with their new algae-gathering experiment, Jimmy and Stiles
agreed to try the new procedures with just the two of them. That
freed up Peter and Henrietta to head off to the foothills and
gather other vegetables, nuts, and fruits. Peter also took a rifle
with him to bag some big game if they found the chance. Peter
extended his hand to help Henrietta step up over a shallow terrace
line. She held on to Peter with one hand and grabbed a bush with
the other, flushing out a small rodent from underneath and almost
tripping.

“Oh, crap!” Henrietta cried. “I didn’t
expect that.”

“I bet he didn’t either,” Peter replied. They strolled
along for a few minutes searching for food plants identified by
Perry earlier. “Hey, there’s some of that celery stuff I collected
before. Perry said it was loaded with vitamins.”

“And fiber,”
Perry replied over their PADs.

Henrietta and Peter dug up a few cubic feet
of the roots and sealed them into an expandable, soft-sided crate.
Henrietta attached a locator beacon on the lid and stood up.
Shaking off the dust from her clothes, she asked, “You got the
signal, Perry?”

“Affirmative,”
Perry replied.

Once they collected a full shuttle-load of
supplies, they would go back for all the sample crates they marked
with beacons throughout their scavenging area, and with Perry’s
help they could find them again. It was backbreaking work, but it
had to be done.

“Remain very still,” Peter cautioned
Henrietta in a whisper.

“What—?”

“Shh! There’s a beta-deer behind you, in the
bushes.” Peter slowly swung up the rifle and released the safety in
one easy motion. He edged to Henrietta’s side and dropped to a
knee. Lifting the beam-rifle to his shoulder, he pointed at the
animal and steadied his breathing. Between heartbeats, he gently
squeezed the trigger. A burst of energy hit the beta-deer squarely
behind her front shoulder. The beta-deer looked up in surprise an
instant before her four legs collapsed under her.

“Nice shot,”
Perry commented.

“Oh, the poor thing,” Henrietta cried. She
rushed up to it, sank to her knees, and stroked the animal’s limp
neck.

Peter dropped next to Henrietta. He checked
the animal to make sure she was dead. Gently, he lifted the
animal’s head and looked into her vacant eyes. “Thank you for your
sacrifice. We will honor you,” he whispered.

Peter unsheathed his knife and began
dressing out the kill, working with practiced skill.

“Eew, that’s disgusting! And, the main
reason I don’t eat animals.”

“I know, Arietta, but we need the
protein.”

“I know that too; doesn’t make me like it
any better.” She studied what Peter was doing for several minutes.
“You’re pretty good at that.”

“Thanks.” He removed the offal and placed
the remaining nutritious organs into a special crate with a
refrigerant module. He then tied a rope over the beta-deer’s rear
legs and threw the other end over a high tree branch. “Give me a
hand, would ya?”

Together, Peter and Henrietta pulled the
carcass up off the ground until it was suspended about five feet in
the air. “Now, other animals can’t get to it,” Peter explained. He
then slit a few arteries along the animal’s neck until blood began
flowing out of the wounds.

“You had to do that, I suppose.”

“Yeah; sorry, but it has to drain.” Peter
dug a small pit nearby and buried the inedible offal. Henrietta
glanced between Peter—who was tamping the loose soil over his
pit—and the blood dripping from the recent kill. He laughed at the
expression on her face. “You don’t have to stare at it, you
know.”

“I know that,” Henrietta replied
sharply.

“Let’s drag that vegetable crate over here.
That way, we can get it and the meat all in one trip. It’ll give
you something else to think about, too.”

Peter slung the rifle over his shoulder and
walked back to the crate. He grasped one end of the container and
Henrietta lifted the other. Together, they hauled the crate of
celery to the side of the hanging beta-deer. “That should do it,”
Peter observed. We—”

Without warning, the bushes behind Peter
exploded in a shower of leaves. A beta-wolf charged out of the
undercover and sprang through the air like a missile. The soaring
predator—twice the size of Peter—struck him in the back, sending
him sprawling against the trunk of a tree. The collision sent Peter
to one side of the trunk and his rifle tumbling off to the other.
The beta-wolf adroitly landed on four huge paws and skidded to a
stop. Cautiously, it turned to face Peter.

Peter was stunned at the speed of the
attack. It had come out of nowhere and without warning. He rubbed
the side of his head, where it had struck the tree, trying to
regain his senses. The world around him was fuzzy, but out of the
fog the black shape of the beta-wolf slowly materialized. As it
gained courage, he saw the muscles along its shoulders tense. Its
mouth opened in a threatening snarl, but Peter heard no sounds come
from it. He reached for his rifle but found it missing. Before he
could grab his skinning knife, the beta-wolf sprang. All Peter
could see were the sharp claws tearing through the air and the
jagged teeth, dripping long threads of saliva.

Peter bunched up in a protective ball as the
demon animal closed the distance. He felt the heat of the animal
pressing against his face an instant before it struck. Raising his
arms over his head, Peter waited for the end, hoping it would be
swift.

The attack never came.

Peter uncoiled his body and peeked through
his arms. The beta-wolf had turned into a bloody pile of steaming
tissue just inches from his legs. “Nice shot, Perry,” Peter
sighed.

“It was not me,”
Perry replied. “The animal was much
too close for my weapons to have done any good.”

Peter looked around in utter confusion.
Directly behind him he saw Henrietta. She was trembling violently,
with the rifle cradled tightly in her arms. Her eyes were propped
wide open, still frozen in terror. Slowly, she tore her gaze from
the dead canine and connected with Peter’s face.

“I thought I shot you.”

Her voice was so weak it tore at Peter’s
heart. Tears streaked Henrietta’s cheeks, driving furrows through
her dusty face. Her knees collapsed under her and she sank to the
ground. Her shoulders shuddered from her uncontrolled weeping.

Peter inched up and gently pried the deadly
rifle from her tight grip. “How in the world did you ever hit it
from that angle?” Peter asked. Henrietta, still in shock, did not
answer. He wrapped his arms around her trembling shoulders and
rocked her like a sleeping child.

 


* * *

 


Two hours later, the hunters were back at
the shore. Henrietta hardly said a word the entire trip back, and
as soon as they arrived back in camp she quickly excused herself
and told Peter she needed to rest. She immediately disappeared into
her tent.

Peter was concerned about her strange
sadness. He knew she loved animals, but the beta-wolf was trying to
kill them. What other choice did she
have? “Perry, keep an eye on her.”

“She will be okay, Peter. She is
experiencing mild shock over the event. I imagine, given her
temperament, that the episode proved to be quite traumatic for her.
She values life, all forms of it.”

“Yeah, I know,” Peter replied. “That’s what
makes her special.”

“She is resting now. If you wish, I could
try to console her.”

“No, let her rest,” Peter
replied. She’ll be better later.
“Where are the others, Perry?”

“The boys are approximately half a mile to
the northwest.”

Peter hiked up a shallow hill and examined
the shoreline. He saw his two friends struggling knee-deep in the
ponds. “Hey, guys!” Peter called over the com-PAD. He saw them look
around for the disconnected voice. “Over here,” Peter replied,
waving his arms in the air.

“Hey,” Jimmy
replied, “come on over; we can use a
hand.”

Peter walked along the drainages to the
worksite. Two crates were jutting out of the mud and another was
open and half-filled. Peter looked inside and saw a few strands of
mucky green slime. “Nice haul you got there,” Peter observed.

The boys shuffled up to Peter, hauling a net
of weeds between them. Stiles swung open his visor and threw his
gloves down next to the crates. “These suits are keeping us warm,
but it’s a real pain in the butt walking around in them. Every step
is a chore.”

“Yeah,” Jimmy
agreed through the com, slowly unseating his helmet. He pulled it
off and set it on the ground. He rifled through his pockets and
wiped his forehead with a rag. “It’s a real workout. Tell Henrietta
I’m good for a month of exercise.” He looked back toward the camp.
“Where is she, by the way?”

Peter relayed the story of the hunt to them,
finishing it by telling them she was recovering in her tent.

“Wow, didn’t know she had it in her.”

“Are you kidding?” Stiles interrupted. “She
can be cold as ice. A real Ice Queen.” He hefted the ball of weeds
and tumbled them into the half-filled crate. He threw the empty
nets on the beach and sealed the crate lid. “I wouldn’t trust her
with a gun in her hands anywhere near me.”

“Stiles,” Jimmy replied, “you couldn’t
trust anyone with a gun near
you. You make the perfect target.”

“Yuck-yuck,” Stiles replied.

“This all you got?” Peter asked pointing to
the three crates.

“Yeah,” Jimmy replied. “This ain’t going too
good. To do this right, we’d need some heavy-duty harvesting
equipment.”

“An army of peasants would be just as good,”
Stiles suggested. “And remember, we got a whole city of ’em to the
north.”

“You think we collected a shuttle-load of
stuff yet?” Peter asked.

“No,” Stiles replied. “A quarter-load, maybe
half.”

Peter thought for a moment. “Well, what say
we gather it all up and head back to the ship? For all the good
we’re doing down here, let’s get some rest in a real bed tonight
and figure out what to do tomorrow. It might help Henrietta
recover.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jimmy replied.

 


* * *

 


A good night’s sleep on the civilized ship
was just what the surface team needed. It had been a pleasant
change of scenery down on the wild planet but it was exhausting, in
both body and spirit. They loaded what supplies they collected over
the three days and filled the rest of the shuttle’s cargo hold with
rocks and inorganic minerals. Even the soils contained a measurable
metal content, but just as importantly, the rocks and soils were
full of carbon, sodium, potassium, and silica that provided
building blocks for a million different types of things.

The kids were scattered around the galley,
finishing the last of their hot breakfast. “We should be proud of
ourselves,” Jimmy declared.

“Why?” Henrietta asked.

“At this rate,” Jimmy replied, “it’ll take
us nine months to gather the amount of supplies we planned; and
that’s not accounting for the supplies we consume in the meantime.
Probably need another six months to make up for that.”

“Told you so,” Stiles bragged.

“You know what?” Henrietta asked. “Nobody
likes a show-off, especially when it’s you.”

“I—,” Stiles began.

“Just save it,” Henrietta snapped. “We know.
You were right. We get it. So what do we do about it?”

Peter threw his dish in the ’cycler. “How’s
the language coming, Jimmy?’

“Not bad, actually,” Jimmy replied. “I have
enough translated to be passable. We won’t sound like natives, but
then again, we won’t look like them either, so what would they
expect? We’d be understandable. The main thing is we’ll be able to
understand them.” Jimmy went to the comp station and turned it on.
“I uploaded the routines into Perry’s databanks last night and
asked him to develop a series of tapes. Are they ready, Perry?”

Perry purred, “Yes, Jimmy. I have the
equivalent of a four-year language course ready to go. We have a
few all-purpose study crèches set up in the gymnasium. I can set up
a study schedule for each of you to spend ten hours in deep-teach.
By this time tomorrow, you should all be able to speak their
language, as Jimmy would say, ‘passably.’ As I continue to learn
the nuances of their language, I can feed idioms and refinements
down to you through your cortical PAD implants. Within a week, you
should all be quite fluent.”

“That’ll sure make it easier,” Peter said.
“We’ll need to come up with a background story before we make
contact, though.”

“There’s another thing we’ll need to do
besides come up with a background story,” Stiles suggested.

“I can hardly wait to hear what words of
wisdom you have for us,” Henrietta proclaimed.

Stiles smirked. “Never, ever admit you don’t
know anything. If we’re unsure what they are talking about, we
choose not to care, or that the subject is beneath us.”

“Yeah, everything’s beneath you,” Jimmy
observed.

“Darn right,” Stiles replied. “We need to
appear strong, and they shouldn’t mess with us. We show the dumb
natives firewater and watch them marvel at our magic.”

“I find that remark offensive,” Henrietta
retorted.

It took Jimmy a fraction of a second to add
his observations. “Join the club. I always find him offensive.”

“You think I care?” Stiles asked. “’Cause I
don’t. You always negotiate from a point of strength, never from
weakness. If you want something, you need to keep the upper hand.
Got it?”

Henrietta began to argue, but Peter
interrupted her. “He’s right, unfortunately,” Peter admitted.
“Okay. So, listen up gang, every time you need to say anything to
them, just think of what Stiles would say.”

“You mean, act like a jerk,” Henrietta
suggested.

“Right,” Peter laughed.

“Real funny,” Stiles snapped. “Just
remember, whatever happens down there, we’re the superior race, and
their ways are beneath us. We’re the grownups when we’re down
there.”

Stiles suddenly thought of something and
pulled out his PAD. He started calculating. “Hey guys, guess
what?”

“Now what?” Jimmy asked.

“If we got all our dates right, I turned
eighteen on the space flight out here!”

“Oh joy. I suppose now we’ll need to throw a
party,” Henrietta sighed.

“Well, gee, don’t act so happy about it,”
Stiles replied.

 


* * *

 


While the surface team spent the next two
days in deep-teach, learning the native language, Ali occupied his
time manufacturing trade goods that could be used as barter, or
“beads for the natives,” as Stiles arrogantly referred to them.
Some gold and platinum coins were alchemized from common minerals,
but the most efficient coinage available to the kids was diamonds
made from pure carbon. A few rubies, emeralds, and sapphires were
also thrown into the mix to sweeten the pot. Some of these, surely,
would interest the simple laborers down below.

By the time the crew was ready to travel
down to the surface again, Ali had created thirty pounds each of
gold and platinum, and 200 carats of exquisitely cut gems. It was a
small fortune that would be used as down payment for ordinary food,
with as much more as they needed available, as long as the base
minerals continued to cycle up to the ship.

One last-minute addition was added to the
equipment lists for the young ambassadors. Perry spun outfits of
rough wool for the surface team resembling what the natives were
wearing, but at Stiles’ insistence, the quality of the cloth was a
few notches above that used by the farmers and herdsmen. While on
the surface, the crew would carry themselves like they had been
born to the planet below, except that their physical features could
never be mistaken for the squat, shaggy race they were about to
encounter. For the kids and for what they were about to do, it
would be quite a story they would need to spin.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 9

D’war’en Planet, The Black Woodlands – Ship
Year 540, Day 40

 


The teens had been in normal space for forty
days of their unanticipated 540-year journey. Half of those days
had been in the Acrab star system, and now they were about to make
first contact with a new alien race. It was early morning, both on
the ship and at the native settlement, and an overwhelming sense of
excitement filled the cavernous hangar.

Perry hummed, “I have been recording the
normal native’s patterns and lifestyles. Outside of the main
settlement, there is a well-used trail running through the northern
edge of the central forest region. I spotted a small group of
individuals heading west along that trail nearly sixty miles from
their town. There is a clearing off the trail fifty miles farther
west where you could land. That should provide you with enough time
to prepare for a ‘chance’ meeting.”

“What kind of group is it?” Stiles
asked.

“That is unknown,” Perry replied. “My best
estimation is a hunting party, although I have not observed any
weapons.”

“That should work,” Peter observed. “We
hopefully won’t pose a threat to their town if we meet on neutral
ground.”

“Yeah, but remember Chiron,” Henrietta
reminded them, thinking of the first time the Hive contacted humans
away from both homeworlds.

“True,” Peter replied. “Hopefully we won’t
start off like that. Anyway, everyone ready?”

Ali had again volunteered to remain on the
ship, not showing any desire to be part of the mission. The others
piled into the shuttle, deciding that this time they would take
only the one transport vehicle. On the way down, they practiced
their new language, laughing at Stiles’ accent. Jimmy kept telling
him to add more guttural noises until it sounded like he was
coughing. By the end of the lessons, Stiles was more confused than
when he started. Perry continually monitored the crew, and if there
were any words they were unsure of, he could communicate with them
directly through their PADs.

“Okay,” Peter commanded, “from now on, we
only speak their language, clear?”

“Já,” they all
replied in Beta as the green canopy of the great forest met their
descending shuttle.

 


* * *

 


It was much colder in the northern latitudes
of the forest trail. Although there was no snow on the ground,
their breath was infused with crispy condensation, and within just
a few minutes of leaving the shuttle, the tips of their noses were
red from the chilled air. Stiles settled the craft as far into the
undergrowth as he dared, and when they had off-loaded all their
supplies, they concealed it even more with felled branches and
bushes. Beyond fifty feet, they could see no trace of the large
orbiter and would only be able to find it again with the silent
transponder slaved into their PADs.

After landing, they took turns in the
shuttle changing into their native clothes. They were quite
surprised at the warmth the woolen garments provided, although all
of them looked like they had gained sixty pounds in their thick
cloaks and wide-rimmed hats. Each coat was bulky enough that they
easily concealed their PAD, a small knife, and other necessities.
For Peter and Stiles, a small pistol was also stuffed inside for
additional protection.

Henrietta made her exit from the shuttle
last of all.

“You’re looking more and more like a Henry
every day,” Stiles observed. “Henry the Eighth now.”

“Who’s he?” Peter asked.

“Some fat king of England. Come to think of
it, his civilization was pretty much like what these idiots have
down here.”

“Kind Sir, I will not have you talk of my
subjects in that tone,” Henrietta ordered. “Sir Peter, behead that
fellow,” she commanded imperiously.

“Your wish is my command, fair lady,” Peter
replied. With a deep bow he unsheathed a pretend sword and swiped
it through Stiles’ neck. Stiles played along and fell to the
ground, kicking until he was dead.

Jimmy danced like a jester. “Free at last!”
he sang over and over again.

Henrietta adjusted her billowy hat. “Enough
of this—how does one say— ‘prattle’ in the native tongue?”

“The closest analogue I can
find is villtr,”
Perry responded. “It essentially
means ‘foolish.’ ”

“Fits Stiles to a tee,” Jimmy added
quickly.

Stiles came to life and began walking away,
brushing off the dirt and leaves from his cloak. “Look who’s
talking,” he mumbled as he made his way through the brush. He blew
on his hands for warmth, shoving branches aside with his
shoulders.

“Hey! You know where you’re going?”
Henrietta shouted.

“What’s to know?” Stiles replied. “Just head
north, find the trail, and follow it to the east. Our vassals
should be an hour or so down the trail; right, Perry?”

“That is correct, Stiles.”

“And after that,” Stiles continued, “we
bribe the simple farmers with our trinkets.” He disappeared into
the thick woods.

Henrietta looked at Peter and raised her
eyebrows. “Well heck, this might just be fun after all.”

Peter removed his hat, bowed deeply, and
swept his arm expansively. “After you, M’lady.”

Henrietta followed Stiles through the thick
tangle of vines. Peter picked up both suede shoulder sacks filled
with supplies and threw one at Jimmy. “Go ahead, Jimmy; I’ll take
up the rear.”

Peter glanced one last time at the shuttle
and forged ahead to their new encounters.

 


* * *

 


“Halt! Who goes there?”

The challenge came from up ahead, just
beyond a bend in the narrow forest trail. Stiles—walking in the
lead—skidded to an abrupt stop like he had been walking on marbles.
The accent of the challenger was much thicker than the crew
anticipated and it took a few seconds for them to determine exactly
what was being asked. In spite of their earlier swagger, the kids
huddled closer together for mutual support.

“I ask again; who are you?”

The voice was deep and guttural. It was so
penetrating it shook the spongy forest floor below them. Stiles
searched the thick foliage ahead trying to find the body matching
the voice, but the man was cunning enough to remain totally
concealed.

Stiles cleared his throat, looking around
for the target of his response. “We are emissaries from a distant
land.”

In comparison, Stiles’ voice sounded like it
came from a tiny sparrow.

“Ungmenni,”
someone suggested. “Youth” the teens translated.

Two massive men pushed aside a wall of
branches mere inches from Stiles’ face. Although no taller than
Stiles, they were as thick as gnarly tree trunks. Their bare arms
were twice the girth of a human leg and their necks were as wide as
their melon-sized heads. Thick red beards covered their faces and
blended seamlessly into their unkempt cloaks. Short, hairy
ankles—hanging under knobby knees—poured into enormous leather
boots.

The two men ranged from four and a half to
five feet tall. They were squat and plump, with a dark, swarthy
complexion. They each had matching red protruding noses and eyes
that were deeply set into their veined and weathered cheeks. They
had a strong, resilient look about them that must have been
rough-hewn from the earth itself, yet their deep blue eyes betrayed
their gruff appearance, brimming with life and cheerfulness.

Both men wore broad-brimmed felt hats that
were cocked at the exact same angle to cover half their face.
Draped over their woolen clothes were sweeping capes of coarse
beta-oxen fur hanging from their left shoulder. Suspended from the
same side, with the strap partially concealed by the cape, was a
deep body pouch hanging along the right hip. The bags were filled
to the brim and must have represented their entire life’s
possessions. For all their strength—and it looked as though they
could snap a tree in two with their bare hands—they carried no
discernable weapons.

Stiles put his hand to the side of his
mouth. “These guys don’t look so tough,” he offered in Beta.

The comment produced the hint of a
smile on the leader’s lips and a twinkle to his eyes. “What are you
doing in the Blakkrholt?” he
asked.

“Black Woodlands,” Peter whispered to
Henrietta.

“Duh,” she replied.

“And, what manner of creature are you?” the
other man asked. “Wood sprites?” he suggested. “I have often heard
tell of them, but have yet to see one.”

“No, we are not sprites,” Stiles replied.
“We are not from here. We come from beyond the Central Islands,
from a tribe called the Humans.”

The twin natives stared at the strange
group, obviously assessing their potential as threats. “And just
why have you come?”

“We are explorers, and we seek trade,” Peter
said. “And friendship.”

The woods around them shook and the kids
found themselves closely surrounded on all sides by twelve
additional men. It was as though the patrol had appeared out of
thin air.

“Hu’man’i Clan …,” the first man considered
the name like the taste of a new wine. “You are strong.”

Jimmy laughed. “Strong! Yeah, we sure are.
Like, these guys got a real sense of humor.”

Stiles shot Jimmy a piercing look, silently
telling him to shut up. “And what is your clan called?” Stiles
asked, trying to recover quickly.

“We are D’war’en, the masters of this realm.
My men are part of the northern militia. I am called Ulfarr. My
brother is Geir,” the leader replied, pointing to the man beside
him.

Geir touched his palms to his forehead with
closed fingers. Stiles repeated the gesture with a slight bow. “I
am Stiles. This is Peter,” he said, pointing down the row. “This is
Henrietta, and this is James.”

“Call me Jimmy.”

“Hu’man’i have strange names,” Geir
suggested.

“As do the D’war’en,” Stiles agreed.

Ulfarr snorted. “One might suppose so, if
one looked as you do.” The comment came out sounding like an insult
rather than agreement.

The two factions took the measure of each
other in silence. The creatures of the woods were equally silent,
seemingly in anticipation of what the two groups might do next.

“So, in all our time spent together so far,”
Stiles retorted, breaking the tension, “we have come to common
accord that we each look strange to the other’s eyes.”

“And have strange names,” Ulfarr laughed.
“Not much progress, true enough, yet I see no one lying dead on the
trail.”

“One would certainly hope not!” Henrietta
cried.

“No,” Ulfarr agreed. “That would be such a
waste.” His men laughed, some looking appreciatively at Henrietta.
Apparently, not all Hu’man’i were equally abhorrent in outward
appearance to the eyes of a D’war’en.

Stiles joined in on the sudden D’war’en
amusement, laughing with them. “Yes, but some things—once done—can
never be undone.” Stiles’ implication went far beyond people lying
dead on the ground.

Peter took a protective step closer toward
Henrietta.

Growing serious again, Stiles continued. “We
have heard tales of a city nestled within the mountains to the
east. Would that city be yours?”

The D’war’en laughter died. “Who told you of
this … city?” Ulfarr asked suspiciously. He made a point to smile
broadly, but the renewed silence dominated his expression.

“Fellow traders.”

“We know of no traders, other than
D’war’en,” Ulfarr said.

“And yet before today, you did not know of
Hu’man’i,” Stiles countered.

Ulfarr considered Stiles’ response for a
moment. “So you claim the world is full of … unknown clans waiting
to be discovered.”

“I claim no such thing,” Stiles replied. “But the
knowledge I possess may be different, or the same, as what
you say I claim. That, Ulfarr,
is one of the benefits of trade, is it not?”

Geir grunted. “He has you there,
brother.”

“That he has,” Ulfarr agreed. After another
silent moment, Ulfarr continued along a different track. “I do not
think I would enjoy the experience of playing cards with you,
Stiles.”

“Perhaps not for money,” Stiles replied
amicably. He picked up a handful of twigs lying near his feet and
presented them to Ulfarr. “But by playing for sticks, one might
find pleasure in the simple act of learning a new game.” Stiles
dropped the sticks and carefully reached into his pocket. “And
later, after we know each other better, perhaps for these.” Stiles
opened his hand and revealed a palm filled with glittering
gems.

Ulfarr’s eyes opened wide. He stared at the
treasure until Geir elbowed him in the ribs. Ulfarr’s focus
returned to Stiles. “Perhaps new games might be of interest—to both
sides.”

“I thought you might agree,” Stiles added
with satisfaction. He placed the gems back into his pocket, but
retained a small ruby between his fingers. He reached out and
presented it to Ulfarr. “One often remembers his friends, Ulfarr.
But one remembers his enemies much longer.” Stiles returned
Ulfarr’s smile.

“I think we have an understanding.” Ulfarr
returned the smile, “… beyond our mutual strangeness.”

“So this city …,” Peter suggested.

“… is not common knowledge, and is yet
still a myth,” Ulfarr continued. He glanced at Stiles, indicating
that he also possessed knowledge others might be interested in
obtaining. Ulfarr looked up at the sky, hardly visible through the
dense green canopy. “The day grows late; the Greater Orbs are
beyond their peak. Much too late to set off to anywhere of
interest.” Ulfarr returned his gaze to Stiles. “You shall be our
guests for the night. This looks to be a fine place for a
camp.”

Stiles glanced at the treetops above. “There
is plenty of light still remaining. Do not think we tire easily,”
Stiles suggested, “even though Humans are slight of build.”

“Believe me,” Ulfarr replied, “I shall not
take you lightly. But for tonight, I insist. We would be poor hosts
otherwise.”

Stiles touched his palms to his forehead.
“Then we accept your gracious offer.”

 


* * *

 


Ali, onboard the ship, rushed as quickly as
he could to the bridge. He had been in manufacturing, producing
more trade goods and monitoring the surface team’s conversations at
the same time. What he had just heard did not sound too promising.
Bursting onto the bridge, he asked if the ship’s telescope could
reach down to Peter and his group.

“No, Ali, the vegetation is much too dense
where they are. I can display false-color IR of the area, however.
Body locations easily stand out from the cooler landscape.”

“Yeah, do it,” Ali replied. “Something’s
wrong down there.”

Perry transferred a bluish-green image of
the forest to the main view screen. The area was covered with a
light dusting of snow, and the temperature down there was slightly
below freezing. Twelve large reddish shapes, representing D’war’en
bodies, stood out from the background. Four smaller shapes,
representing his friends, were corralled into a small space at the
center of the camp. His friends were obviously surrounded by four
guards. Two other D’war’en were madly rushing east along the trail.
By now, the messengers were miles away.

“See them?” Ali asked Perry, pointing out
the four sentries. “They’re guards. They never get very far from
the crew. I think our people are under arrest.”

Perry hummed. “What would they have done to
displease the natives?”

“Nothing, necessarily,” Ali replied. “I
think the D’war’en are just being cautious. At least I hope
so.”

“We can disable the guards if we need to,”
Perry suggested.

“No, not yet. Let’s wait and see what
happens first. We still need their help. I don’t think they’re in
danger yet, do you?”

“I cannot tell, Ali. My experience with this
sort of thing is limited.”

Ali envisioned all sorts of bad things.
There had been no conversation for the past five or ten minutes,
and he wondered if his friends had been gagged. “Can you talk to
Peter?”

“I could; however, one of the natives is
very close to him. There is a high probability he might overhear
our conversation. He most definitely would hear Peter’s
response.”

Ali thought for a few minutes. “I don’t want
them hearing our friends talking to the gods.”

“I am not a god, Ali, nor are you.”

“I understand that, but I am not sure the
natives would. We don’t need to add to their suspicions.” Ali kept
staring at the screen. “I wish someone would say something.”

“Perhaps they are just reclining lowly,”
Perry suggested.

“Perry, the term is ‘lying low.’ ”

 


* * *

 


Peter and the team were resting under a
colossal tree. A small bonfire gained strength nearby, and the
D’war’en soldiers were busy scurrying around the camp preparing for
the coming night. Peter noticed the four men dedicated to watching
them. They were being discreet and trying to look occupied with
mundane tasks, but they left no doubt as to what their primary
duties were; at least one of the four sentries had his eyes on the
captives at all times. Peter made a game of guessing who of the
four would glance their way next. More times than not, he lost.

Jimmy tried to start a conversation several
times, but Stiles shushed him before he could get a word out,
glancing at the nearest guard in warning. Eventually, Jimmy just
gave up and wandered over to the fire, warming his hands near the
blaze. Noticing that the fire was a little farther from the closest
guard, Stiles nonchalantly motioned to the campfire and followed
Jimmy. He nestled down next to him. Henrietta and Peter casually
followed.

Switching to Standard, Henrietta kept her
gaze on the fire and asked the group in a low whisper, “You think
Ulfarr is the leader of the whole D’war’en, their lord?”

Stiles slowly shook his head. “I don’t think
so. They’re probably wondering the same about us.” He threw a small
stone into the burning embers and watched the sparks fly into the
air. “If he was, he would have demanded a much bigger bribe. He’s a
peon, a local commander, nothing more. But he knows his place, and
he knows he needs to report up the chain of command. And he also
knows there’s more where that small gem came from. So, he’ll get
the next person up the line to come out and we begin the process
all over again, but next time with a larger bribe—Ulfarr getting
his cut in that transaction too.”

“You got all that from that one small
conversation?” Peter asked. He matched Stiles’ stone throw with one
of his own.

Stiles continued to pitch stones into the
fire. “Of course. I’ve been telling you all along that I know my
diplomacy, haven’t I?”

“Yeah,” Peter admitted reluctantly. “You did
sound really sure of yourself back there.”

“I guess,” Stiles replied. “But, you never
know going into these things how they’ll turn out. It could have
gone either way.” He dropped the rest of his stones and gave up on
his little game. Rubbing the dirt from his hands, he said, “When
Ulfarr talked about people lying dead at our feet, I was beginning
to think we wouldn’t make it out.”

“You mean you bet our lives on a guess?”
Henrietta asked. “You were making things up as you went?”

“Quiet!” Stiles hissed. He looked around to
see if anyone took notice of their conversation. “Like I said, it’s
politics. That’s the way it’s played.”

“Hey, guys,”
Ali broke in quietly, “you alright
down there?”

“We’re fine,” Peter replied. “They’re
keeping a sharp eye on us, though.”

Stiles began counting D’war’en to himself.
“Looks like two of ’em are missing.”

“They are,”
Ali said. “We’re monitoring them now
heading back to the town. They aren’t wasting any time, I’ll tell
ya.”

“Good,” Stiles said. “That means they’re
putting a high priority on us. We’re probably the most excitement
this little burg had since … ever.”

“When do you think they’ll get to their
town?” Peter asked.

“If they travel through the
night, sometime tomorrow morning,” Ali
replied.

Stiles pursed his lips in thought. “That’ll
give us a couple days to cozy up to Ulfarr and his men. Henry,
there’s your chance.”

“Stuff it, Stiles,” Henrietta replied.

“Yeah, and who put you in charge, anyway?”
Jimmy asked Stiles.

“Me, that’s who,” Stiles answered. “You
‘neos’ know nothing about negotiating an edge. If it was up to any
of you jerks, they’d probably be eating us for dinner about
now.”

Peter had to agree that Stiles was their
negotiator. “I had no idea what you were driving at back there,
talking about card games.”

“Simple,” Stiles replied. “That’s the art of
diplomacy. You never, ever, tell the other person what you really
mean. That would be like a little kid revealing to his friends
which toy he wanted to play with. Then, everyone in the school
would want to take the same one.”

“Jeesh … that’s nuts,” Jimmy said.

“No, that’s politics. I’ll get us what we
want; just the rest of you keep quiet while I do it.”

“But back on the ship—” Peter began.

“I know,” Stiles replied. “You’re in charge
up there, but I’m in charge down here.”

“At least as far as the D’war’en are
concerned,” Henrietta added. “Peter takes care of all the other
decisions here too. Don’t let your head get too big.”

“Speaking of which,” Peter said, “Ali, are
you still listening in?”

“Yep.”

“Good,” Peter replied. “Listen, this might
take us longer than we thought. I hate to say this, but I think
you’d better go back on half rations up there. I can’t be sure
we’ll be able to get back to you in a week.”

“That’s what I was already
thinking,” Ali replied.

“You know,” Stiles reminded Peter, “when you
issue commands, don’t say ‘I think.’ It makes you look weak.”
Stiles glanced at Henrietta, deciding not to pursue that line any
further. “Anyway … so far, so good, I think,” Stiles concluded.

“Easy for you to say,” Jimmy replied. “We’re
still captives, no matter how you look at it.”

Stiles shrugged. “But like Ulfarr said, no
one is lying dead on the ground.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 10

D’war’en Planet, Mountain Home – Ship Year
540, Day 41

 


Lord Signar reflected back on all the
difficult paths his life had taken. He decided the effort was worth
it, knowing that the course his life took at least made this
beautiful place his home. And of all the places Signar had been,
this location was beyond doubt his favorite. It was majestic. It
represented power, it represented beauty, and it represented home;
Signar cherished every single rare minute he spent here.

He was not sure how many rooms were in
his household. He was not even sure he had seen them all, but this
had to be his favorite because of its spectacular view.
I really need to spend more time here,
he decided. Maybe it would lift my
spirits.

It had been an unusually warm morning, but
not enough to shed his cloaks on the shadowed and breezy terrace.
In fact, he could not recall a time when it had been warm enough
not to wear a wrap outside, but that was alright. The view was
still breathtaking.

The Greater Orbs were making their way
overhead, finally climbing over the mountain peaks, and Signar
hoped the direct sunlight would offer further warmth to his
sculpted veranda. He stepped from the shadows, hoping the sunshine
would lift his dark mood. Looking over his shoulder, he squinted at
the points of light in the sky and enjoyed the radiant heat they
poured over his wrinkled face. He paused a moment in the natural
warmth, calming his inner aura. With a slight limp, Signar turned
away and walked to his overlook, relegating the life-giving
sunlight to his bowed back. He rested his elbows heavily on the
stone handrail and sighed.

Signar took pride in the fact that he
controlled the largest D’war’en realm in all of history. His realm
lay before him, covering all the known lands of the D’war’en: from
the frosty Eastern Mountains up to the Frozen Tundra beyond;
through the Black Woodlands below to the Western Mountains
overlooking Sky View; and now beyond Harbor Hold to the Far
Islands, thanks to those miraculous ice-cutting sailing ships that
now plied the seas.

“From the view of the
mountain eagle to as far as the eye can see is my land.”
That is what the previous lord, Signar’s father, told him
when he was young. That hollow boast made him laugh, for Signar
doubled his father’s land, then doubled it again. Every D’war’en
soul now belonged to him after the Sky View Wars. Every person was
now his vassal. We are a united people,
something my father could never accomplish. Eighty million
people.

His thoughts were interrupted by a timid
voice from behind.

“Lord Signar, a runner has returned from a
northern militia patrol with a message. He says it is most
urgent.”

The page waited nervously by the
terrace door. Signar considered ignoring him, but knew he could
not. He uncoiled from the handrail above his overlook and walked
slowly back into the palace. So much for
changing my mood, Signar realized as he passed the
page without a word. He hardly noticed the ornate statues carved
out of natural rock or the rich fabric decorating the walls as he
passed through the cavernous antechamber. The page quick-stepped to
his side, and Signar handed him his coat in mid-stride. “Where is
he?” His voice echoed off the stone walls.

“In the audience chamber, M’lord.”

Signar sighed. “That’s too far for these old
legs to travel in so short a time, is it not?”

The page was caught off-guard, and stuttered
an unintelligible reply.

“Have him meet me in my study. I should be
there by the time he arrives. That should provide him with four
steps to every one of mine. That’s seems fair.” Signar impatiently
waved the page away.

“Yes, M’lord.” The page scurried out of
sight like a mouse searching for crumbs.

It took Signar five minutes to make
his way to the study. It always took an hour or so for the kinks in
his legs to work out after a long night. Too much time spent in camps, Signar
realized. Einrun tells me I should spend
more time in my own bed, but less is what I truly need.

Einrun was Signar’s new wife. They had
been married for nine short years. I have
warts older than her, Signar thought,
but none as pretty, and she is with child
again. Signar stroked his beard, lost in thoughts of
last night. The guards opened the massive doors to Signar’s den
without his missing a step, and without further notice he found
himself in the large room. A breathless soldier was waiting for him
with two trusted guards close to his back. Signar’s advisor blended
into the background to the right, just outside the light cast by a
glowing yellow-white orb in the corner of the rock-hewn,
shadow-filled room.

“So, you bring news to trouble my morning,
eh?”

“Dróttinn.”
The militiaman pressed his palms to his forehead and nearly
prostrated himself before his lord.

“Enough, enough,” Signar replied wearily.
“Instead of wasting my time, why don’t you tell me the news that is
so important it takes precedence over my breakfast?”

“Of course, M’lord!” The soldier
straightened up. “I was sent by Ulfarr. He-we … encountered … I
mean to say ….”

Signar impatiently turned to his advisor.
“Daghild, is there a second runner hereabouts?”

Signar’s advisor stepped out of the shadows,
her purple fabrics rustling with her stiff motion. She was as
ancient and weathered as the leather-bound books filling the
background. She raised her chin imperiously. “Yes, Signar; if we
must, we can have the other one fetched.”

“No, M’lord, that won’t be necessary!” The
militiaman took a deep breath. “Our patrol ran into strangers.”

“Ah,” Signar began in mock
understanding, “so, you know all
the people in my realm, or had thought you had until this
revealing moment.”

“No, M’lord, they were not
people; they were …
náttúra. Ungmenni náttúra.”

“Spirits.” Daghild repeated.

“Yes!” The runner finally found his breath
and his words began tumbling out. “We were in the Black Woodlands
and discovered four young members of the … Hu’man’i Clan—”

Signar held up his massive hand. “How
young?”

“It is impossible to tell, M’lord. One girl
and three boys—beardless …. They do not look like us.”

“Wait!” Signar commanded. He turned to one
of the guards. “Go fetch Alffinnr, quickly.”

As they waited, Signar stepped closer to
Daghild. “Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

Daghild shook her head. “Legends! Wood
sprites! Nothing more.” She dismissed the thought with a wave.
“Superstitions.”

“It seems the legends have come to life,”
Signar reflected. Just then, a young boy entered the study
accompanied by the previous guard.

“Father,” the young boy bowed and palmed his
forehead. He glanced at Daghild and the runner before returning his
attention to Signar. He was seventeen, which made him three years
shy of his legal age and when he would finally be allowed to grow
his beard. He kept his discipline despite the excitement he sensed
and remained silent until spoken to.

“Alffinnr, come join us. There is something
you must hear.”

Alffinnr slipped to his father’s right. His
head reached above the lord’s shoulders but not quite to the
withered man’s full height. He steadied himself and waited.

“Go on,” Signar commanded the runner.

“As I said, our patrol came across a
group of young spirits an easy two-day’s march from here.” He
looked at Alffinnr. “They appear to be of your age, three boys and
a girl. Their skin is as smooth as silk, and each has different
hair; one is red—like ours—but the others are brown, and black, and
white as week-old snow.” He bowed to Alffinnr.
“Erfingi—”

“He’s not the heir yet,” Daghild
crooned.

“Yes, yes,” Signar acknowledged. He motioned
for the man to continue.

“Young Master,” he said instead, palming his
forehead, “they are as skinny as fence posts. But the girl’s hair
is as silky as gossamer; it flows through the air like smoke. And
they are rich.” He looked at Signar, “Gems pour from their
clothes!” He turned his gaze back to Alffinnr, not sure who to
address. “They ask for trade.”

“They speak?” Alffinnr asked.

“Yes, in a strange tongue. But they are
magical creatures. They can make us understand, but I cannot repeat
their names.”

“Their strength?” Daghild asked.

“Beyond imagining! The girl is leaky, but
she too is most formidable.”

Daghild snorted. “You see
magic creatures! Baa! They are
nothing. Skinny as fence posts, indeed.”

“We should investigate them,” Alffinnr
suggested.

“A waste of time,” Daghild countered.

Signar cleared his throat. “Daghild, if
Alffinnr told you there were three Greater Orbs in the sky, you’d
insist there was just the one.”

Daghild grunted.

“Formidable, you say,” Signar continued.
“And rich ….”

“Yes, M’lord.” The militiaman glanced at
Daghild and flinched.

“And ungmenni,” Signar pondered. “Why would they
use ungmenni?”

“Perhaps so as not to reveal how truly strong the Hu’man’i Clan
is,” the militiaman suggested.

“Pishh!” Daghild spat. “What kind of name is
‘Hu’man’i’ anyway? And where do they come from, if not simply from
some foul form of misshapen D’war’en? Some uncharted pox colony,
most likely.”

The militiaman stuttered at Daghild’s
anger, “They say they come from beyond the Central
Islands. Do they mean the Far Islands? If so, what is beyond
them?”

“The sky,” Daghild answered. “Everyone knows
that. I’ve heard enough nonsense for a day, and it is still too
young to be filled with such prattle!”

“Father, what do we truly know of our
world? For over 5,000 years it has been covered with impassable
ice. Only now is our world starting to melt. Only now are our ships
venturing out into the cracking seas. What if these Hu’man’i are
also venturing out from their homes,” in mock irony he continued,
“from the sky, as Daghild
suggests.”

“You impudent little pup!” Daghild
screeched.

“Take care, Daghild. You are still talking
to my son.”

The runner wilted in the heated
exchange.

“I did not say they came from the sky,”
Daghild spat. “From a deep pit in the woods, more likely.”

“Wherever they come from, my son is correct.
We must investigate them.”

“But—” Daghild began.

“And we shall investigate them using the
same tactics they use against us,” Signar concluded. “Alffinnr, you
will lead the investigations.”

Alffinnr bristled with pride. “Yes,
Father!”

Signar stole a quick glance at Daghild.
“Take oxen and ride through the night. Young will talk to young.
And through this task, you can also prove your worth as my heir.
You must do me proud, Alffinnr.”

“I will, Father; I promise.” He bowed deeply
and touched his forehead.

“Gain their confidence, their trust, and see
what they want. See also if we can benefit from this trade request.
And Alffinnr ….”

“Yes, Father?”

“See if they are as formidable as this
superstitious witness claims them to be.” He waved his son’s
dismissal.

Alffinnr nodded and strode out the door. The
militiaman quickly followed on his heels, happy to be rid of the
lord and his advisor.

Signar looked to the senior guard again.
“Summon your captain.”

He nodded and quickly left.

“Humph,” Daghild grumbled. “Do you truly
believe this babble?”

Signar considered the question for a
full minute. “No, I do not. But we can’t ignore it, either. What
kind of world is this? Náttúra ….
Are they appearing out of the spring melt like
flowers?”

Daghild looked as though she had tasted a
sour grape.

The door burst open, revealing the captain
of the palace guard. He bowed and entered. For a D’war’en, he was
quite handsome and was in the prime of his life at a young
forty–three. His beard was rich and full, and his uniform was
impeccably tailored. The muscles along his arms rippled as he
strode in.

“You sent for me, M’lord?”

“Yes, Bisi, come, come. You’ve talked to the
other runner?”

“Yes, Lord, I have. Quite a story they
weave.”

“If it’s true,” Daghild chided.

“Similar thoughts ran through my mind as
well,” Bisi agreed.

“I am sending Alffinnr to interrogate these
strangers.”

Bisi acknowledged Signar’s decision with a
touch of uncertainty. “Yes, M’lord.”

“Who else to negotiate with
ungmenni than another, eh, Bisi?
Perhaps they will find common ground.” Signar considered his
decision for a moment. “Alffinnr is not unwise. He is crafty in his
own ways.”

Daghild scoffed lightly.

“He is, Daghild,” Signar replied. “You do
not give him due credit.”

“Yes, M’lord,” Daghild conceded with veiled
eyes.

Signar continued, “Bisi, you will accompany
Alffinnr. He will be in charge of the patrol as my official
representative, but keep a keen eye on him, and the situation.
Offer Alffinnr your wise counsel. Most carefully, watch the
strangers; determine their motives. Gain an opinion of them and
brief me upon your return. I will rely heavily upon your
observations. See how they interact with my son—but just as
importantly, inform me of Alffinnr’s abilities in this task.”

“As you wish, M’lord.”

 


* * *

 


Alffinnr caught himself nodding off several
times on the dark trail. He was not used to riding such long
distances, and it was all too easy to be rocked to sleep by the
swaying gait. It had been a grueling ride through the long, cold
day atop the rambling oxen. He wanted desperately to stretch his
back, and wondered for the tenth time if it would have been easier
just walking. The animals were not built for speed, but they made
up for their slowness with a steady pace. All things considered,
they made better time mounted on the hairy beasts, but Alffinnr
paid the price with aching muscles that, for him, were seldom
used.

I’d give a week’s earnings
to lie down for just five minutes, Alffinnr
fantasized. Instruments of torture could
not be designed better than these smelly things. They
were, however, built for the D’war’en’s stature; Alffinnr’s squat,
wide legs folded perfectly around the humped back of the beast. It
was just that twelve hours in one position was more than a person
could bear. Alffinnr successfully bit back the urge to command a
stop during the entire journey and was proud of his restraint. He
kept glancing Bisi’s way, checking to see if he was living up to
the captain’s demanding standards. Alffinnr hoped so, for he knew
his father would receive a detailed report upon their
return.

It was already three hours into the cold
night and they still had not reached camp. Alffinnr once again
shook away his drowsiness and saw one of the original runners
gallop up to Bisi’s side. Curious, Alffinnr slowed his mount enough
to fall back into earshot range. He heard a subdued report from one
of the soldiers.

“We found the strangers up ahead, Captain.
We should gain sight of their campfires around the next bend.”

Bisi nodded silently.

Alffinnr craned his neck, looking
around. “So where is your outpost?” Such
lax security will not be tolerated, he thought; that
was something his father would need to be informed
about.

“We passed one five minutes back, Young
Master,” Bisi replied patiently.

“Oh,” Alffinnr said. “Very good.” They rode
along in silence toward the trail bend.

“It has been a long night,” Bisi admitted.
“Many small details can be missed when one is tired.” Bisi paused
for another couple heartbeats. “In fact, I am surprised you did not
order a rest period farther back. I am sure the men are exhausted,
as perhaps you are. Missing a guard post under such circumstances
is understandable.”

“But inexcusable,” Alffinnr continued. “I
thank you for your wise advice.”

Bisi nodded in satisfaction. “Learning
is a major part of gaining your legal age. But we did make
excellent time.” Bisi allowed himself a brief smile. “As long as
your mind remains open, you will do fine, Erfingi.”

Alffinnr blushed at the title the captain
bestowed upon him and was unsure how to respond. Instead, he said
nothing.

They began rounding the bend in the
narrow trail and light from a campfire reflected off the thick
forest vegetation. “Erfingi, I
suggest you fall back a bit.”

Alffinnr bristled. “A leader leads from the
front, Bisi.”

“That is true, but an heir also survives his
first skirmish.”

Alffinnr glanced quickly at Bisi. “Do you
expect trouble ahead?”

“Expect trouble?” Bisi repeated. “Yes,
always. But find it? Seldom, when properly prepared.”

The patrol entered the clearing, passing
through a thin line of pickets. Each soldier solemnly touched
foreheads as the officials rode by. Bisi reined in his ox in front
of Ulfarr, waiting for Alffinnr to speak first.

“You are Ulfarr?” Alffinnr finally asked.
The young heir’s mount circled nervously about.

“Yes, Master,” Ulfarr replied. “I am at your
command.”

Bisi edged his mount next to Alffinnr’s,
gently easing the fidgeting animal to settle down. Ulfarr glanced
at Bisi, obviously passing along a communication in some silent
fashion.

“The reports I have heard speak well of you,
Ulfarr.” Alffinnr tugged at the fidgeting ox’s reins until it
finally surrendered and began to graze on the sparse forest
grass.

Ulfarr turned back to the heir. “I am most
honored,” he stammered.

“And you have done well with these
strangers. Where are they?”

Ulfarr motioned with a slight turn of his
head. “Clutching the warmth of the fire, Master.”

Alffinnr stole a fleeting look their
way. He saw four shapes dancing in the shadows of the fire.
Indeed, they are small. The runner was
right; they are like fence posts. “How do you
pronounce their names again?”

“They call themselves
Hu’man’i, Master.”

“Hu’man’i,” Alffinnr practiced. “And their
given names?”

Ulfarr cleared his throat, preparing
to repeat the unusual sounds. “Stiles—who seems to be the leader,
Peytr—who is quick to offer
advice, Járnlei—who appears to
be a much younger apprentice, and Henrietta—the female, who is likely the cautious
one of the group.

“Peytr and the girl might have some sort of
long association together, for he seems to call her something
different. An honorific, perhaps?”

“Could she be their queen?” Alffinnr
asked.

“It is doubtful, Master. We believe she is
the weakest among them.”

Alffinnr studied the indistinct shapes
highlighted by the campfire. It was difficult making out details
from this distance, but their skin had a smooth texture, as though
they had been protected from the harsh suns all their lives.
Like the skin of newborns. How old are they?
Certainly, they must be under twenty, without any signs of
beards. Alffinnr raised a weary leg and swung down
heavily to the earth. He had to hold on for a moment to regain use
of his legs. Bisi soon joined him on the forest floor.

“I shall announce you.” Bisi tugged at his
cape and walked a step ahead of Alffinnr.

The strangers looked up as he and Bisi
approached the campfire. The light reflected off their soft eyes.
They all looked curious, but confident—the girl offering an
inviting smile. The strange colors of their hair were truly
disconcerting, like arcs in the sky during a light rain. An unseen
breeze lifted the girl’s locks into the night like a suggestive
wave. Henrietta, Alffinnr
reminded himself.

The strangers rose as Bisi entered the
circle of light.

“Hu’man’i,” Bisi began, “Lord Signar
offers you greetings. He sends his eldest son, Alffinnr—heir of all
D’war’en—to welcome you into his realm. Through his grace—and by
extension his son’s—you are permitted entry into the
Blakkrholt.”

Alffinnr stepped into the light with perfect
timing.

The snow-capped boy touched his palms to his
forehead and offered a deep bow. “We are honored by the presence of
an emissary of such importance.” He went on to introduce himself
and his companions.

Such a strange accent they
have. Alffinnr studied the boy—Stiles—and the silent Peytr standing next to
him. No; he said “Peter,” not
Peytr.

The silent one seemed to take
everything in like a sponge, yet allowed the other to do all the
talking. Who is in charge of this group,
anyway? Alffinnr wondered. Is
all as it seems? Unsure of who to address, Alffinnr
began in the royal plural. “We welcome the Hu’man’i into our vast
woodland.”

“The granting of permission into your woods,
after days and days of travel through it, seems a bit superfluous,
does it not?” Stiles asked.

How long have they been in
our lands? Alffinnr wondered. He looked to the others
to gauge a reaction. Jami—no;
“Jimmy”—just smiled smugly, Henrietta glanced at
Stiles uncertainly, and Peter remained as stone-faced as glacial
ice.

“Official welcome, nonetheless, is
necessary,” Bisi offered. “One must always take care when
trespassing on another’s property.”

“The world is your property. And you are?”
Peter asked.

“I am Bisi, Protector and Captain of the
Royal Guards.” He lightly pressed his forehead. Peter faintly
nodded back.

Alffinnr smelled tension building in
the air. They are trying to establish who
is the stronger, and neither side knows the answer yet.
Defusing the situation, Alffinnr nonchalantly asked, “Ulfarr,
have you prepared proper accommodations for noble guests?” He made
it sound ambiguous as to whether he meant the strangers or his own
entourage.

“Yes, Erfingi; this way,” Ulfarr replied. He led them
to a large tent tucked into the woods. One of Ulfarr’s men opened
the flap, revealing a rich interior warmed by large
braziers.

Alffinnr entered and sat down at the place
of honor with Bisi to his right. “Please, make yourselves
comfortable,” Alffinnr offered. He waited until the strangers sat
down in a cozy semicircle at his feet. Three of Ulfarr’s men stood
to their rear.

Servants entered with large flagons of ale
for Bisi, Ulfarr, and Alffinnr. They also offered tankards to the
four strangers. Alffinnr waited with a smile for the Hu’man’i to
sample the ale. Each one took a tentative sip. Observing how the
strangers reacted to the drinks, he laughed. “This batch is watered
down for weary travelers. I assure you, it is not harmful, unless
drunken in much greater quantities than that!”

Stiles raised his drink. “Then to your
health.” He took a large gulp, “and to the health of Lord
Signar!”

The others joined in. Jimmy’s eyes opened
wide at the strong taste. At that, Ulfarr laughed with a deep
rumble. Alffinnr noticed that only Stiles took more than a small
taste.

A second soldier entered with a platter of
roasted oxtail. Everyone, except Henrietta, picked out a large
greasy piece.

“Are you not hungry?” Alffinnr asked the
girl.

Henrietta blushed. “Thank you, but I must
pass.”

Alffinnr exhaled. “A missed meal? There is
but the slightest breeze outside, yet you would float away at its
merest whisper.”

Henrietta smiled. “I meant not to offend
you; but, you see, I do not eat meat.”

“What? That is preposterous! That cannot be
the case with all Hu’man’i females.”

“No, no,” Stiles replied, “just the
important ones.”

Alffinnr pursed his lips. “Ah, I
see.” What exactly is she? And who
are they, for that matter?
“Then fetch some fruits for the lady,” Alffinnr commanded.
One of the servants scurried away.

“So,” Alffinnr carefully placed his
drink on the table to his side, “you come from beyond the
Central Islands?”

“Yes,” Stiles replied. “We come from the
lands of the Hu’man’i. They are many days’ journey away.”

“How many days?” Bisi asked.

“Months upon months,” Peter replied.

“And why do you look so different?” Alffinnr
asked.

Stiles laughed. “One wonders the same of
you. Perhaps the suns are different where we come from.”

The servant entered with a cornucopia of
juicy fruits. Alffinnr motioned to the girl, and the servant
presented the offerings to her. She acknowledged the servant and
picked out a plump apple, biting daintily into it.

“You live under the Lesser Orbs?” Alffinnr
asked. “Is this land so vast as to extend that far?”

“It is difficult to imagine just how far,
unless you experience it for yourself,” Henrietta answered around
her chewing. She dabbed at her moist lips.

Alffinnr nodded. “So, you decided to begin
your journey as the great glaciers begin their melt?”

“Yes,” Peter replied.

Alffinnr stroked his chin, wishing he had a
beard to lose his fingers in. “It is a great sign of things to
come, I am told. However, I will not be able to experience the
Little Warmth—nor will you for that matter. Correct?”

“No,” Henrietta said wistfully, “we will
also live out our lives before this world truly blossoms. The story
we are told is that it is a great thing to witness.”

“Yes, I have heard that too.”
So they are not immortal wood sprites.
Alffinnr was relieved at that. As
long as they are telling the truth, he reminded
himself. “Ulfarr told us you are interested in trade.”

“Yes,” Stiles replied. “Our fleet has
traveled so long that we are short of provisions. Our scouts are
out searching for food, but it would be much faster working with
you. We offer gems and precious metals in exchange for food. And
after we return home, we can come back and begin a real cultural
exchange; we offer to share our knowledge and technologies for some
of yours. I am sure there are some things we have learned through
time that you have not, as you have learned things we would wish to
know.”

“Like how it is to live under the Lesser
Orbs?” Alffinnr asked.

“And so much more,” Henrietta replied,
putting the half-eaten apple down. “Where we come from, we
call your suns the ‘Lesser
Orbs’ because they are so very far away. Until we arrived here, we
did not even know of your existence. You see, no one knows what
they do not know, until they are in a position to discover
it.”

“A whole new world?” Alffinnr asked.

“One could view it that way,” Stiles
replied. There was silence for a moment. “Of course, we can find
our own food, but we are willing to give up some treasure now in
exchange for returning home sooner. Plus, it reinforces our
sincerity about continued trade.”

“What kinds of ships do you use?” Bisi
asked.

“They are very similar to yours, but
larger.”

“You have seen some of ours?”

“Oh, yes, Captain, many times. You
have two fleets, as I am told, traveling from south of the
Blakkrholt to the Central Islands.”
Stiles laughed, “We have observed fifteen of your ships, but I am
sure you have many more than that!”

“And how many do you have?” Bisi asked.

“Oh, our little exploratory fleet is small.
We currently have forty–seven, but that’s because three were sent
back home after we discovered the D’war’en. But that doesn’t
account for all our other fleets. Peter, how many fleets do we
currently have?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Peter replied. “Eight or
nine?”

“As of two years ago,” Stiles retorted. “But
no matter ….”

Alffinnr was instructed by his tutor
last month that the entire D’war’en fleet numbered seventeen, with
one still in the shipyards. And the
Hu’man’i have observed all but two of them. Why have we not heard
anything of their fleets? “Where are your ships now?”
Alffinnr asked.

Stiles waved his arms noncommittally, “Off
looking for more supplies, but they will return soon to check on
our progress. We’d like to get started immediately and stockpile
supplies until our sailing ships return. We could then carry back
what you give us to our anchorage.”

“No need for that. We can transport them to
wherever you wish,” Bisi offered.

“Oh, thank you,” Henrietta answered, “but
Admiral Perry instructed us not to reveal our anchorage point. You
know how the military can be,” she added, looking at Alffinnr. She
picked up the apple and bit into it again.

“Oh, yes, I do,” Alffinnr replied.

“But between you and me,” Henrietta
continued conspiratorially, “it is off your northern shores.”

Alffinnr peeked at Bisi to see if he had
heard the slip, but the captain refused to return the glance.

“And rates of exchange?” Bisi added, quickly
changing the subject.

Stiles pulled out the sack of gems and
fanned them out on the table. Alffinnr had never seen so many
stones in one place before.

“Peter, do you or Jimmy have the gold?”

“I got it,” Jimmy answered wearily. He
reached inside his cloak and struggled with a large cloth bag of
clanking gold coins. He threw it next to the gems, unopened. The
pile was half the size of Jimmy’s head.

“We’d need several hundred tons of
provisions,” Stiles stated. “Meats, fish, vegetables, fruits,
grain—”

“And algae,” Henrietta added.

“And algae for the vegetarian,” Stiles
continued. He pointed to the treasure on the table between them.
“We’d consider all you see here about a quarter of a down-payment.
As soon as we start bringing supplies to our ships, we can get
additional funds from Admiral Perry,” Stiles added, looking at
Henrietta. “Admiral Perry will insist on a good-faith start before
giving up any more of the fleet’s petty cash.”

Alffinnr was tempted to pick up the bag of
gold, but refrained. “We can start assembling what you need
immediately. In the meantime, I would like to invite you to our
palace. We must get to know each other.”

“Admiral Perry will expect us back before
the week is out,” Peter cautioned.

“That’s true,” Stiles replied. “We
appreciate your offer, but we are
expected back.”

“You said your ships will not return for
several days, is that not correct?”

“True ….”

“Then I insist,” Alffinnr commanded. “We
would be remiss not to show you our full hospitality, right
Bisi?”

“That is most correct,
Erfingi.”

“We have extra mounts; it will only take a
day to arrive. Spend a couple days as our guests, and two of you
can return to your admiral. The others can remain as our guests and
we can begin this cultural exchange of yours. We can head to the
palace tomorrow. In the meantime, we start bringing supplies to
this location. After all, 200 tons will take several weeks to
transport.”

“Well—” Stiles began.

“How can we refuse such a charming offer?”
Henrietta asked.

“I guess we can’t. Okay, then; it’s
settled,” Stiles concluded. “But I think 300 tons is more what we
need.”

“Excellent!” Alffinnr replied. “Ulfarr,
please show our guests to their accommodations.”

“As you wish.”

Alffinnr watched the strangers follow Ulfarr
to the adjoining tent. After they were out of sight he asked, “So
what do you think, Bisi?”

“They certainly need food, that’s for sure,”
he replied hefting the bag of gold.

“Could you read them?” Alffinnr asked.

“No.”

“Nor could I. Do they have that many
ships?”

“No, Erfingi. I would at least cut that estimate in
half.”

“But that’s still a lot of ships.”

“True. And with the amount of supplies they
require, their fleet can’t be small.” Bisi thought for a moment.
“We don’t dare scare off these Hu’man’i. Putting the supplies here,
we can’t post guards too close; that would tip them off to our
surveillance. The female said their anchorage is to the north?”

“Yes, she did. And I detected no falsehood
in her statements.”

Bisi nodded. “There are only so many places
along the north where large ships can anchor. Instead of keeping
the supply drop under observation, I suggest we dispatch scouts to
be on the lookout for their fleet. Once found, we can keep an eye
on them and evaluate their true strength. We must assess what their
elders are capable of.

“That was quite clever of them, sending mere
children.”

Alffinnr sniffed, “I wonder about that girl,
though. I wonder if she is intentionally acting weaker than she
really is. Possibly to keep us off guard?”

“Perhaps,” Bisi replied. “In due time, we
will have all our questions answered.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
11

D’war’en Planet, On the Road to Mountain
Home – Ship Year 540, Day 43

 


A pearl-gray light seeped into the forest
clearing, bringing the restless night to an end. Henrietta peeked
around the tent flap and saw a bustle of activity as the D’war’en
militia began breaking camp. “Okay guys, our guards are occupied
preparing the oxen,” she observed.

“Finally!” Stiles cried. All through the
night, the two guards had been posted just outside the flimsy tent
for “protection,” but they were obviously posted to keep an eye—and
ear—on the strangers. They even accompanied their guests to the
latrines—albeit at a most respectful distance for
Henrietta—because, as they put it, “… they should be protected
against night creatures.” So, the crew had been reluctant to talk
among themselves all night, whether in Beta—in fear of being
understood, or in Standard—in fear of sounding different. “I don’t
know how long we’ll have, so let’s take advantage of this chance
while we can. Peter, what’s your take on all this?”

“All things considered, we did pretty well.
They’ve agreed to our requests, and although they’re suspicious,
they do seem friendly enough.”

“Well,” Henrietta replied, “finding out
you’ve been living your whole life with another species on your
planet can’t be easy for them to digest.”

“Hey, they don’t even realize they’re
living on a planet,” Stiles
observed. “But thanks to us, now they think they live on a ribbon
of land extending all the way to the main system stars.”

“Took us thousands of years living on a Flat
Earth before we knew any different,” Jimmy reminded them. “That
Alffinnr kid seems nice, though. Nice seeing someone without a
beard, too.”

“I don’t trust him,” Stiles observed.

“I doubt very much he trusts you either,”
Peter replied. “They’re tolerating us only to find out what we’re
up to. And what happens to us when they find out all they need to
know?”

“That’s just it,” Stiles said. “We don’t
tell them what they’re trying to find out. We keep stringing them
along. Keep them guessing—and afraid of us—until we have what we
need. They won’t make a move until they see our ‘fleet.’ And seeing
they’ll never find it, we just up and leave. Won’t be very hard
getting away from a rabble armed with sticks.”

“And what’s all this about
several hundred tons of food?”
Henrietta asked. “I thought we only needed around
fifty?”

Stiles nodded. “We do. But they’re not
likely to spring any traps until they think they’re close to giving
us what we need, and not until we’ve paid them, of course. So we
get what we need long before then. Having the guests mysteriously
leave before they serve dessert is just tough for them.”

“Hey, don’t forget; I need
food up here,” Ali complained. “Another week and the tins are empty.”

“We know,” Stiles replied curtly. “That’s
sure not going to help, needing to visit their little
crap-town.”

“We have no choice,” Henrietta replied.
“Alffinnr wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

“Yeah, and I can hardly wait to see
their palace.”

Henrietta shot him a stern look, “Oh,
Stiles, give it a rest.”

“Let’s not forget,” Stiles said in warning,
“inviting us to their town is nothing more than holding hostages
while the trading continues.”

“You really think so?” Jimmy asked in
alarm.

“Null-Grav, when are you going to grow
up?”

“Someone is heading toward
your tent,” Perry warned.

“Okay, let’s button this up,” Stiles
insisted. “We go look at their pretty little huts and say ‘ooh’ and
‘ahh’ but at least two of us need to make it back to the ship with
grub in our hands within seven days. We’ll tell them something
like: ‘Our admiral needs to see us to be sure we’re okay.’ Got
it?”

They all nodded their agreement as a guard
opened the tent flap.

 


* * *

 


Bisi had breakfast waiting by the time the
humans wandered out of their tent. The militiamen apparently ate
long ago and were now in the final throes of breaking camp while
polite small talk cut through the awkwardness of their morning
meal. A servant swept up their plates as soon as they were finished
and had them cleaned and packed away in the blink of an eye. Soon
after, another team of militia was stamping out the remains of the
campfire. Dry smoke filled the crisp morning air.

“We shall leave your tent here in the
clearing,” Bisi explained. “This will be where we’ll stage your
provisions. I expect the first allotment to arrive within three to
four days. I trust you will be able to find this place again?”

“Yes,” Peter replied. “That will not
be a problem.” Especially after I leave a
homing device here in the bushes, he reflected. Peter
excused himself one last time and stood just beyond the tree line,
pretending to relieve himself. He reached into his pocket and
dropped the electronic bug into the weeds. Sub-vocalizing, Peter
asked, “Perry, you getting this signal?”

“Yes, Peter, I am reading it strong and
clear.”

Peter rearranged his clothes and walked back
to the command group. “Okay, I’m ready.”

Ulfarr clapped his hands and a string of
oxen appeared from the woods. “These will be your mounts,” Ulfarr
explained. “They are the smallest oxen we could find at such short
notice, but we have not had time to modify the saddles.”

“Don’t worry,” Peter replied. “I’m sure
they’ll be fine.”

He looked at the mound of hairy flesh
standing before him. Peter was very comfortable with horses, but
the oxen were much more like riding a fat boulder. They also had no
stirrups to hitch a foot into and he wondered what would be the
best way of mounting the creature. Out of the corner of his eye,
Peter saw a militiaman a few feet down grab hold of two fistfuls of
fur and heft himself onto his animal. The beast remained perfectly
still throughout the undignified ordeal. Peter copied the soldier
and launched up, fearful the ox would charge off after having its
fur so rudely yanked.

He landed on top of the boulder with his
chest squarely planted on the animal’s neck. Thankfully, the ox did
not take notice of him; compared to a D’war’en, he probably felt
like a feather. Peter tried to split his legs and straddle the ox,
but that was like riding the ground; his legs would just never come
apart that far in his lifetime. He squirmed back and forth several
times, trying to find a comfortable position, but found none. He
finally hitched one knee up and sat on his left foot, letting his
right leg dangle down the opposite side. Relieved, Peter grabbed
the harness. “That wasn’t so bad,” he concluded.

“Easy for you to say,” Stiles replied. “With
your background, you can probably ride bareback.” Stiles stared at
his animal for several seconds. He walked from one side to the
other, apparently looking for steps. Finding none, and after
several practice hops, Stiles finally landed on the beta-ox’s back,
but he held on to the shaggy fur for dear life instead of taking
hold of the reins.

“Nice,” Henrietta praised Stiles. She then
took hold of her mount and adroitly swung up and stuck the landing
with a perfect ten. She folded her legs up and sat on her ankles as
if she had done this a thousand times before.

Jimmy, on the other hand, tried climbing up
several times before finally giving up. He buried his face in the
animal’s side and just stood there looking like he was about to
cry. Peter eased his ox to Jimmy’s side, pulled Jimmy up, and
settled him on the back of the skittering brute.

“You have experience riding?” Bisi asked
Peter.

“Yes, quite a bit actually,” Peter replied.
He easily swung the beta-ox around and prodded it toward Bisi. It
rambled along and came to a rest by his left side. “As a child,
that’s all I did.”

“That must not have been so very long ago,”
Ulfarr commented.

“No,” Peter admitted, “but it seems like
forever.”

Bisi looked over his charges to be sure
everything was in order. “Do not concern yourselves,” he told the
other humans. “The oxen are trained to follow one another. Once we
begin our journey, just hold on; your animals will follow the one
to their immediate front. They know their way back home.” He gave
his mount a firm kick and it ambled down the trail to the east.

Ulfarr joined Bisi on one side and Peter
rode up on the other. They rode along the trail three-abreast at
the head of the column.

“How far is your town from here?” Peter
asked.

“The journey will consume all of a
half-day,” Bisi replied. “If all goes well, we should arrive early
in the evening.” They rode in silence for several hundred feet. “I
thought you knew of our town already.”

“We do. We saw your mountain base from a
distance, but that does not account for the twists and turns of
this trail, or the stamina of your beasts.”

“True,” Bisi replied. “It will be a long
day, but a worthwhile one. May I ask some questions … of a somewhat
personal nature?”

“Fire away,” Peter said.

“What?”

Peter cleared his throat, “That means, ‘Go
right ahead.’ ”

“Ah … thank you. I notice the variations
displayed in your small sampling of Hu’man’i. There are four of
you, yet no one person looks much like the others. One wonders what
variations await further scrutiny when more of your kind are
introduced to us.”

“Not as much as this sampling would
indicate, I assure you. But really, we all have but one head, two
arms, and ten fingers.”

“As do D’war’en, thank the gods. But from
one D’war’en to another, one’s hair is much the same, and a hand—or
eye—placed beside another’s could easily be its mate.”

“I must admit, we are a varied lot,” Peter
said. “You see, we come from a large land with a wide range of
climates and conditions. Conditions in one area produce subtle
changes through time that some living in another area do not need.
If sunlight is stronger, the skin darkens; if it is fainter, the
skin turns lighter. The same happens with hair and eyes.”

“You have the ability to change?” Bisi
asked, alarmed.

“As do the D’war’en,” Peter pointed out.
“But it is a very slow process that we have no control over. True,
it is cold where we come from, but it is colder here. D’war’en have
grown more hair than us to keep warm. I suspect your bodies are
more compact than ours as well to retain more heat where it is
needed. Nature has a way of providing protection when it’s
necessary.”

“Hmm; I must give this some thought,” Bisi
reflected. “We have found ways of increasing the thickness of fur
on our oxen, or rather our herders have done this over time. Is
this the same concept?”

“To a large degree, I think so,” Peter
replied.

Bisi glanced down. “The girl has lovely
skin. It reminds me of warm tea.”

“Yes, she does. And there are those of us
with skin even darker. They are very lovely too. And then there’s
Stiles.”

“The light one, like smoke.”

Peter laughed. “That’s a good way to
describe him.”

“You do not like him?” Ulfarr asked from
across Bisi.

“Oh, no, he’s fine. But stay in the company
of a person long enough and even the smallest things begin to
annoy.” Peter brushed off the saddle under him. “Like sand grains
on a saddle.”

Bisi laughed. “Ah, we have our share of
irritants as well.”

“Stiles is not so bad, really, once you get
to know him.”

Peter noticed that neither Bisi nor
Ulfarr said anything in response to his last comment.
Well, at least they must be good judges of
character, Peter realized.

 


* * *

 


Henrietta spent several minutes trying to
get the blood in her legs to start flowing again. They had been on
the trail for an hour and she was definitely not looking forward to
the long day facing her. Bisi had been correct: the beta-ox
required no guidance as they rambled along the confining trail, but
it was simply impossible to find a comfortable spot on those wide
backs. She could not decide whether they were rounded or flat. She
began tapping her thighs with her fists, trying to stop the
annoying tingling.

“If I may suggest, perhaps you can shift
both legs off to one side. You may actually have enough room to
partially recline.”

Henrietta looked back to see who was
talking. It was one of the guards from the previous night. In fact,
this one appeared to be the one who had walked with her halfway to
the latrines earlier this morning.

He looked younger than most of the other
soldiers. His beard was thin and was just starting to fill in. It
actually looked fairly attractive running along his firm jawline.
The stubble along his face was a uniform length, probably not more
than about an eighth of an inch, and looked more like the hard-won
dirt on a working man’s face. All the older D’war’en had tangled
beards running down their chests, making her think she was lost in
a red-haired Santa Clause convention. They actually looked rather
goofy, but this one seemed different. She laughed, because from his
appearance, he actually seemed more mature than his elders.

“My apologies; I did not mean to jest.” The
guard averted his eyes.

“Oh, no, you didn’t offend me,” Henrietta
replied. “I was just thinking of something else.”

He looked up again, obviously relieved.
“Forgive my intrusion, but when we teach our young to ride, we
often begin having them ride side-saddle. Our animals do have quite
a girth that is only suitable for people with … more substance to
them.”

Henrietta tried to lift her right leg but
could hardly make it move. The guard advanced to her side.

“If I may?” He offered his elbow.

Henrietta took it and pried herself up.
Taking all her weight, the arm remained perfectly motionless, as if
she were leaning on an anchored shelf. “You’re quite strong.”

The guard’s face turned a shade redder. “No
more than others, I assure you.”

Henrietta shifted her leg to the other
side and rested her hands behind her. She noticed there was enough
room on the beast for another person to recline next to
her—well, maybe a human.
Sensation quickly returned to her legs. “Ahhh, that’s much better.
Thank you, uh …?” she waited for the guard to tell her his
name.

He looked puzzled. “No thanks are
necessary,” he stammered.

“No, what’s your name?” Henrietta asked.

“Oh,” he replied in sudden realization.
“Dyntr, at your service.” He bowed low and palmed his forehead.

“Hello, Dyntr. I’m Henrietta.”

“Yes, I know.” He bowed again in
supplication.

That is so annoying!
“You don’t have to do that,” she scolded.

He looked like a puppy that had just had his
nose tweaked. “My intent was not to displease.”

“You didn’t,” she replied
impatiently. Man, they’re touchy,
she thought. “I’m just trying to make conversation. Relax,
Dyntr.”

“As you wish.” They rode along in
silence.

“Are you always so formal?”

“Usually not, but I take my job very
seriously,” Dyntr replied.

“And your job is …?”

“I am a first-year apprentice in the
Royal Guards and have the honor of escorting you to
Heimfell.”

“Heimfell?”

“Mountain Home. That is our city. I have
been assigned to look after you. If any ill should befall you, Bisi
would not be pleased.”

“I would not be pleased either,” Henrietta
observed.

“No, of course not!” Dyntr stammered.

Henrietta smiled. “So, you are my escort.
What exactly does that mean?”

“I am sworn to protect you, with my life.
Within the … strictures of discretion … I cannot allow you to leave
my sight.” Dyntr looked down again. “There are many dangers in the
woods.”

“Yes, I know. A few days ago, I killed a
wolf.”

Dyntr looked up in surprise. “You
killed a valdyr?”

“Yes, he was threatening Peter. He was ready
to pounce. I had to kill him. I had no choice.”

Dyntr stared at Henrietta as if seeing
her for the first time. “A valdyr,” he said in amazement. “Those are called
the Masters of the Wild. And it was a male?”

“Yes.” Henrietta looked down at her beta-ox.
“Nearly the size of this thing.”

Dyntr’s mount fell back ten paces.

Ugh; there he goes again, prostrating
himself. Hope he doesn’t hurt his neck ….

 


* * *

 


They were halfway down the trail and had
just remounted after a break of less than thirty minutes. They
finished a cold meal in record time and barely had an opportunity
to work out the kinks in their weary bodies. Hardly anyone talked
the whole time. Jimmy wanted to get closer to Peter to see what he
was thinking, but never had the chance. Before he knew it, they
were back on the animals and trudging along the same old trail.

“So, Geir, you’re Ulfarr’s brother?” Jimmy
asked.

“Yes. That makes me second-in-command of the
Northern Militia.”

“And you’re younger?” he asked.

“Only by five years,” Geir grunted. “But
that’s all it takes.”

Jimmy felt sorry for Geir. He knew how he
felt. “Yeah, I’m the youngest too.”

“You are the brother of Lord Stiles?”

“Oh, God no! I’d kill myself first.”

Geir laughed. “You do not like him?”

Jimmy thought about that for a
minute. Should I be honest? Do I really
know? “Eh, he’s alright, I guess. Stuck on
himself.”

“What does that mean?” Geir asked.

“Uh, it means the first thing he thinks
about when he wakes up in the morning is ‘Stiles’ and nothing
else.”

“And the last thing before he goes to bed?”
Geir asked.

They both said “Stiles” at the same time,
nodding in agreement.

Geir smiled. “Sticking to oneself; I like
that.”

“Well, when you got no one else to pal
around with, you make company with who you can.” Jimmy considered
what he had just said. Humph, I should
talk, Jimmy realized.

“Stiles is erfingi?” Geir asked.

“Neh, I guess you could say he’s an heir.
His line goes back hundreds of years. Some of his ancestors were
good; others were not so much. But they did okay for us. He wishes
he were back at home to take care of things. He’s afraid he’s too
far away and will lose all he’s accomplished. A lot could happen in
that amount of time.”

“Yes, there are great demands placed
upon leaders, and heirs. Járnlei—”

“Jimmy,” he interrupted. “My name’s
Jimmy.”

“Oh. Jimmy,” Geir practiced. “I shall
try to get that right. You see, ‘járnleikr’ means ‘battle.’ We thought it was a
nickname in your honor. To signify your prowess.”

“Oh, yeah, right. Like calling someone who’s
skinny ‘Gordo.’ ”

“Gordo?” Geir asked.

“Yeah, fat.”

Geir pondered what he heard for a beat. “Why
would anyone call a skinny person fat?”

“For the same reasons you’d call me ‘battle’
I guess. But hey, if you need to call me anything, try
Superman.”

Geir shook his massive head. “I do not think
I understand the Hu’man’i.”

“Join the club; I don’t either.”

 


* * *

 


Alffinnr made sure to stick close to Stiles
as they formed up again for the convoy, as he and Bisi had
strategized during the previous evening. It would be his job
throughout the ride to quiz the obvious Hu’man’i leader and try to
gain as many insights into their motives as possible. The two young
boys rode informally side by side, and just beyond the hearing of
any of the others. Alffinnr worked hard all day to loosen Stiles’
tongue but, all in all, Stiles was frustratingly silent and poor
Alffinnr was running out of ways to get the conversation flowing.
For over ten grueling hours, all he was getting was a bunch of
noncommittal “yes” and “no” answers to all his probing
questions.

“You say you have around fifty ships in your
fleet?”

“Forty–seven, currently.”

“Oh; that’s quite a few to keep together in
rough seas,” Alffinnr offered.

“Yes it is; way too many for normal
operations. Admiral Perry has split them off into several
squadrons, I’m sure.”

“We operate in much the same way. Our
squadrons usually consist of six ships. How many are in yours?”

“Naval operations are left up to the
Admiral. It varies.”

“Hmm ….” Well,
there’s another line of investigation ground to powder by the
glacier. They rode along in silence for half a mile.
“Several hundred tons of food is quite a lot; even for fifty
ships.”

“Forty–seven. But when you multiply the
months of travel by the number of sailors, it adds up quickly.”

“How many sailors?”

“I’ve not seen the current lists. Again,
that’s Admiral Perry’s responsibility. A couple thousand, I’m
sure.”

A couple thousand, to sail
fifty ships? “That is a small army,” Alffinnr
suggested.

“Oh, a few explorers, some scientists, many,
many administrators …. You know how they all add up.”

“Yes, I do,” Alffinnr sighed. “You place a
high value on food, with what you are willing to pay.”

Stiles remained silent for a moment. “I hear
a starving man will pay a hefty price for food, but an impatient
one will pay much more. The time we save by bartering for food is
well worth the meager price we’ll pay for the privilege of staying
on schedule.”

“You offer generous payment terms.”

“Well, remember, we are also showing our
interest in future trade. Expect the rates of exchange to be more
reasonable for future long-term deals.”

Alffinnr realized the boy was opening a
crack that might force the Hu’man’i into a corner. Now might be his
chance. Subtly, he asked, “If you are so concerned about time, our
carters can carry the provisions directly to your ships.”

“I do wish we could, but the Admiral is very
protective of his ships. And until our official ambassadors
exchange pleasantries, that will not be allowed. The military can
be so stubborn, you see. But that is not up to me.”

So his hands are
tied. “Yes, there are many things I would like to do
too, but my father would think otherwise.”

“He is the ruler of the D’war’en
people?”

“Yes, I live in his shadow,” Alffinnr
offered suggestively. Come on, little
mouse, let’s try vanity ….

Stiles perked up. “I used to live in my
father’s shadow, but he died.”

“Really?” Alffinnr asked, picking up
on Stiles’ enthusiasm. “That’s such a pity for the Hu’man’i Clan!
But here you are, off exploring instead of ruling.”
Is he truly a leader now, or is there a regent
acting for him?

“The Hu’man’i have a saying: ‘A leader leads
from the front.’ So here I am.”

“That’s astonishing! I told Bisi
that exact same thing
yesterday. So you are of Hu’man’i legal age?”

“Of course,” Stiles replied. “I come from a
long line of leaders, since the formation of our new civilization.
President of the Ten Colonies is my title. Why else would I be
here?”

“That is wonderful! I must wait three years
before my majority,” Alffinnr admitted.

“And wait for your father to step down,”
Stiles suggested.

“Of course …. So tell me more of these ten
colonies.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 12

Acrab Star System, Mountain Home – Ship Year
540, Day 43

 


Peter could have shouted for joy once
his animal broke out of the woods. It seemed as though the trip
through the Black Woodlands would never end, and his body was
screaming for relief. Snow began accumulating as they left the
protection of the forest canopy, and he could feel the pace of the
animals subtly change in response. At last,
this ride will finally end. I thought I’d be stuck on top of this
thing forever. He, of the four visitors, was most
comfortable with riding and seriously questioned if he would make
it to the end. He wondered how the others must feel.

The land began rising rapidly once
they cleared the forest. Off to the side, Peter could see groups of
oxen grazing through the snow. Frost tipped their shaggy fur,
mostly near their large, wet mouths, and they looked totally
miserable. What a life. Speaking of which
…. Peter spied the same dreary stone mason working on
his never-ending fence. Here, the snow was drifting above the rock
fence, and even before he could make his repairs, he would shove
the drifts aside with an outstretched arm. The more Peter watched
the old man, the more he looked like an automaton.
Day in and day out, that’s all he does,
Peter realized. Just staying in front
of his animals.

Peter considered for a moment if he would
rather switch lives with that man. He was not so sure what his
answer would be.

It was not long before the town’s
outlying buildings appeared far up the road. The trio of D’war’en
suns was well over their backs by now and were casting long shadows
to their front. The border huts were not much to look at, but they
at least signified a place of rest, which made them look like the
gates of paradise. Which one will be
assigned to us? Peter wondered. He hoped it would be
one of the first in line.

But that was not to be. Soon the buildings
were clumped closer together, and within half an hour they found
themselves in the middle of town. Still, they had not come to rest
and Bisi was showing no signs of stopping. By the time they were
near the center of town, the D’war’en townspeople had taken notice
of the strangers. As they rode on, more and more residents ventured
out of their homes and openly gawked at them from both sides of the
frozen dirt road. Every few feet a youngster found the courage to
reach out and touch the newcomers, unsure if they were real or
imaginary. The older D’war’en in the growing crowd took advantage
of the awkward acceptance afforded to the innocence of youth and
waited to scold them until long after they witnessed the effect the
contact had made.

Henrietta hurried her mount closer to Peter.
“Hey, isn’t that the Hideous Herdsman over there?” she
whispered.

“Yeah, I think so,” Peter replied.

The convoy continued on until the inn
slowly drifted past. Faint laughter could be heard from inside its
thick walls. A little warmth would be nice
about now, Peter fantasized.

“Why aren’t we stopping?” Henrietta asked
perplexed.

“I don’t know. I figured all along we’d have
dinner there; there are probably beds there too. Warm ones,
probably.” Peter shivered as he looked around at the surrounding
buildings. “There aren’t many other places in this settlement big
enough to hold us.” He looked ahead and saw the number of buildings
decreasing, which was not a very good sign.

“Bisi,” Peter called out. “Hey, Bisi ….”

Bisi halted his ox and swung back to Peter
without saying a word. He looked perturbed.

“Are we not stopping soon?” Peter asked.

“Soon enough,” Bisi replied. “Can you wait
to eat?”

“Um, yes … if we knew where we’d eat. We
aren’t setting up camp again tonight, are we?”

“Of course not. It will not be long now. If
that is all?”

“Yes, thank you,” Peter replied. He glanced
at Henrietta as Bisi made his way to the front of the column. She
just shrugged.

The D’war’en suns set behind the settlement,
now far to their rear. Nothing was ahead except the steep mountain
range and rocky canyon walls.

“Well, there goes the city,” Stiles called
out. “Back into the wilds?”

The four humans congregated together toward
the center of the convoy. “Who knows?” Jimmy said.

“Where are they taking us, anyway?”
Henrietta asked Peter, and lowering her voice, she continued,
“Should we be worried?”

“I wish I knew,” Peter breathed. For
some unknown reason, thoughts of a firing squad entered his mind as
they approached the vertical cliffs. Line
us in front of some wall and shoot? Peter was
wondering if he should contact Perry for help. If so, they would
need to distance themselves from the other soldiers
soon.

They rounded a bend in a narrow canyon into
an upland plain. The rugged mountains jutted out of the ground
before them.

“Hey, there’re those two guard towers,”
Henrietta observed. They were a quarter mile ahead.

“And the rock quarry,” Jimmy added.

The worn trail they were on wound through
the plain and directly into the cave they had observed from orbit.
Before they knew it, the beta-ox led them directly into the cave
and into the dark bowels of the mountain.

 


* * *

 


“We lost the signal,” Perry announced.

Ali hurriedly adjusted the settings at the
com station. “I can’t boost the gain any more.”

“I am not sure that would help, Ali. They
are under thousands of feet of solid rock by now. No signal would
penetrate through such a mass without numerous repeaters connected
to open ground.”

“How big is that cave?”

“Evidently, it is larger than we thought.
The mounted convoy is over 300 feet long, and they easily passed
into that entrance without slowing down. Therefore, it is at least
several thousand feet long, most likely much larger. This explains
why they did not stop at the settlement.”

Ali looked up from his screens. “Why’s
that?”

Perry hummed, “I am formulating a theory
that this is a subterranean race. I failed to understand the
implications when they made references to their palace in earlier
discussions. No such structure is evident in the herders’ town. If
there truly is a ‘palace’ by our definitions, it must be under the
mountains.”

“Mountain Home,” Ali reflected. “Is the
palace in it, or on it?” Ali thought for a moment. “Perry, the best
real estate people buy is at the top, where the best views are.
Start an immediate scan of the mountain slopes, beginning above
that cave entrance and working your way down. Look for any unusual
terraces or other cave openings. Maybe start at locations
overlooking the settlement. If I’m right, we should see a bunch of
openings along the same elevations.”

“Multiple levels?” Perry asked.

“Uh-huh. And if they’re stuck inside that
mountain, what can we do about it?” Ali asked.

“Ali, from up here, there is absolutely
nothing we can do. We cannot hear what they are talking about or
planning. We cannot tell if our friends are threatened, imprisoned,
or even alive at this point. They are now without our protection
and at the mercy of the D’war’en.”

 


* * *

 


A line of guards was posted along each side
of the long tunnel. They palmed their foreheads in precise sequence
as the royal entourage proceeded through, although their attention
never wavered for more than an instant. Henrietta recognized
immediately that their appearance was not necessarily hostile but
they were totally “all business” and they took their jobs very
seriously. The townsfolk back in the settlement were curious and
let that fact be known, but these soldiers were here for one
reason—to protect the entrance to wherever they were going.

The width of the cave was just wide enough
for three carts to enter side by side, although the ceiling was at
least a hundred feet high. The walls were made of solid granite and
were rough and jagged, while the floor was as smooth as glass. It
darkened noticeably farther in as the natural light dissipated from
the entrance at their rear. Ahead was pitch-black and Henrietta
wondered how they would be able to see much longer. She glanced
back at the small opening they had recently gone through, wishing
she were back under open skies. She also observed Dyntr’s outline,
riding not far behind. The hooves of the thirty oxen echoed
ominously.

Henrietta knew Peter was nearby, although he
was starting to dissolve into the growing shadows. “Where are we
going?” she asked, shivering.

“Hmm; I’m beginning to think this isn’t just
a quarry. This is something much more.”

Just then, they heard a gigantic rumbling
ahead, as though the earth were trembling. A vertical crack opened
before them—from floor to ceiling—spilling out a warm, yellow light
from within. Two massive wooden doors swung into the mountain,
revealing a cavernous room. It sparkled with countless crystals
imbedded in the granite walls, looking like stars in an inky
sky.

Jimmy gasped. “I don’t think we’re in Kansas
anymore.”

“Where’s that?” Stiles asked.

“Not here,” Jimmy replied, “but it wouldn’t
surprise me if the Wizard of Oz was sitting somewhere behind that
chamber.”

“Do not be alarmed,” Dyntr called out from
behind. “The townsfolk have been notified of our arrival. Nothing
is amiss.”

The humans rode into the light of the
enormous hall, stretching so far it was hard to see the opposite
side. Inside, it was as bright as day. Hundreds of D’war’en were
busy walking to and fro in the subterranean city. Off to one side,
iron-workers pounded at sparking metals cooling from gigantic
kilns. Rows and rows of carts were parked nearby, filled with raw
ores ready to be shoveled into the raging fires. Baffled pipes
efficiently brought the kiln’s heat further into the city. Other
craftsmen sat at benches working the new metals into all sorts of
goods from simple plates to intricate jewelry. Hardly a worker
looked up from their assigned tasks as they passed by.

“Where’s all this light coming from?”
Henrietta whispered. “It’s brighter in here than it was outside.
This can’t be from skylights.” She glanced back to be sure Dyntr
was out of range.

“No,” Peter replied softly. “It isn’t. Look
over there.” He pointed toward the ceiling, hundreds of feet above.
“There’s a string of … round lanterns. They must have flames
inside.”

Scattered around the vast room were
yellow-white balls. They were semitransparent, seamless and about
three feet in diameter. It looked as though they were suspended in
mid-air, although that was surely impossible. Henrietta stared at
the closest one and could not see a flicker inside, as one would
expect with enclosed candles.

“Small suns?” Jimmy asked.

“Yeah, right,” Stiles retorted. “And they
control gravity here, too.”

“Well, I’m lookin’ at it; you tell me what
I’m seeing.”

“Beats me, but they’re sure not
suns,” Stiles snorted.

Henrietta glanced back again. “Quiet,
Stiles; they’ll hear you! Do they have electricity?”

“No way; we’d have detected the generation
from orbit,” Peter replied.

“Yeah, like we detected this city,” Jimmy
answered. “I wonder what other wonders they have around here. Say,
Stiles, I thought you said they were ignorant natives.”

“Stuff it, Null-Grav! They are. There’re
only a couple thousand of ’em in this city. It can’t be much more
than a mile wide. So, some live inside and some live outside. What
of it? Small fish in a tiny pond is what they are.”

Jimmy craned his neck, looking toward the
front of the convoy. “They still aren’t stopping.”

Henrietta glanced up. “No, they aren’t, are
they?”

The mounted militiaman in the lead was
snaking up a gentle ramp towards the back of the chamber. She
traced out the road they were on until it disappeared into an
opening around thirty feet off the level of the ground.

Another cavern must be
above us, Henrietta realized.

As they ascended the ramp, they looked at
the bustling city spread below. From this vantage they could see
the city segregated into several districts. It pretty much looked
like an industrial area with heavy industry along one side of the
chamber and lighter, cottage industries along the other. From here,
it looked like a huge ant colony with workers scurrying all
around.

Bisi and Alffinnr were waiting for them near
the top of the ramp. As the humans approached, the pair kicked
their mounts back into motion to keep pace with the patrol. “What
do you think of our fair city?” Alffinnr asked.

“Impressive,” Henrietta replied. “How many
citizens are here?”

Alffinnr glanced at Bisi for a beat, waiting
for a nearly imperceptible nod. “Here in Mountain Home, we have
nearly fifty million.”

“Down there?” Stiles asked.

“Oh, no,” Alffinnr laughed. “This is but one
level. And but one small section of level one at that. All told,
there are six major levels within the city.”

“And each one is of increasingly greater
splendor,” Bisi added. “The lowest level is for the hard-labor
working class. Iron workers, masons, carpenters—”

“The very ones that civilization depends
upon,” Alffinnr added.

Bisi nodded. “That is most true. It is
appropriate that they form the base for the whole city. You also
saw the food producers out in the open. But getting back to the
major city, the second level—which we are now entering—contains the
more skilled, lighter craftsmen guilds.”

“And merchants,” Alffinnr stated.

“Yes, and merchants,” Bisi agreed. “It is
still not much to look at, though.”

Henrietta was not so sure. Although this
room was not as huge as the one below, it was still quite
impressive. It was also carved from native granite, and she could
tell that the craftsmen here took pride in their establishments.
Each storefront looked to be a sculptor’s masterpiece. Some
displayed abstract patterns while others were fronted by inlaid
frescos of giant D’war’en and sprawling, complex nature scenes. The
mysterious lights they had seen below were also present, but
cunningly tucked within rock recesses so that the ambient lighting
was indirect and transmitted along crystal veins within the granite
rock.

Henrietta noticed numerous hallways
branching in all directions, pointing to additional rooms along the
level. She was in awe of the artistic way the area was laid out by
the time they passed through, for the entire room could have
matched any museum on any of the Ten Colony worlds.

“The third level, which we are now
entering,” Bisi continued, “is where the views really begin to
improve. This level is where we have public rooms, such as all the
inns, the restaurants, and some of the lesser entertainment
districts. You will stop here for the night.”

“And we’re only halfway up?” Jimmy
asked.

“Well, when you count levels, technically
you are correct,” Alffinnr replied. “But if you consider that the
ceiling height of each level increases as you go up, we aren’t even
a sixth of the way to the top.”

“Yes,” Bisi confirmed, “the height of the
levels doubles each time we go up from now on. Tomorrow, when we
take you farther in, we shall pass through the fourth level, where
all the apothecaries, sciences, artisans, schools, and such, are
located; then the fifth, administrative level, with the lawyers,
courts, politicians, and the more elite entertainments; and finally
the sixth level, housing the entire royal palace grounds. From here
on up, we have increasingly more balconies and terraces accessing
the outer slopes. We even have numerous exit points to the upper
mountain peaks surrounding the city.”

“I can’t wait to see the upper levels,”
Henrietta exclaimed. “It must be truly beautiful if it is better
than all this.”

“Tomorrow,” Alffinnr teased. “But it has
already been a long enough day. I don’t know about you, but my seat
is tiring rather rapidly. Bisi and I will continue to the palace,
but you shall remain here for the evening. We want you to get
comfortably established in your new apartments before the evening
grows too late.”

“Yeah, I could use some grub,” Jimmy
admitted.

“If by ‘grub’ you mean ‘food,’ then
you are in luck.” Alffinnr indicated a large inn cut into the
granite walls to the right. It was the Gnótt Brjóst, as proudly displayed by the
tavern’s sign.

“Does that say what I think it does?”
Henrietta asked.

“Yeah,” Jimmy replied. “The most polite
translation I can think of would be the ‘Abundant Bosom.’ ”

“Huh ….” Henrietta heaved a sigh.

“Now we’re talking,” Stiles shouted. He
seemed to suddenly come to life. “It’s about time.”

“Some of my men will remain here with you at
the inn,” Bisi said. “Early in the morrow, you shall be escorted to
the admission chambers to the palace.” He glanced at Dyntr and
several other royal guards, who quickly dismounted. “Until then, I
bid you a pleasant evening.” Bisi palmed his forehead and waited
patiently. All four humans returned the gesture.

“Fare thee well,” Alffinnr offered. “And do
not be the least concerned; all your expenses are covered by my
father. So eat heartily … well, perhaps the fair lady will not eat
heartily ….” Alffinnr smiled at Henrietta.

“We are most grateful,” Henrietta replied.
She bowed her head low.

Alffinnr spurred his ox back into motion and
quickly disappeared up the road, accompanied by the remainder of
the militia, wearily threading up the trail.

Dyntr approached the humans. “If you would
leave your mounts here, my men will take charge of them.” He helped
all four dismount, Stiles first. His hands lingered as he eased
Henrietta down to the polished rock floor. “The innkeeper is
waiting for us.”

One of his men opened the door to the inn
and stepped off to the side.

Stiles entered first, followed by Henrietta,
Peter, and Jimmy last. Dyntr and three royal guards followed
closely in their footsteps. The noisy tavern became deathly
still.

A dozen patrons stopped what they were doing
and stared blankly at the newcomers. One man broke the stillness by
slapping his companion on the back and pitching a few coins down on
their massive wooden table. His friend quickly scooped up the
money, apparently the winner of some bet at the expense of the
humans.

A well-dressed loner, sitting off in a dark
corner at a small table, stole a quick glimpse of the humans over
the lid of his stein before adeptly looking away. Other than the
one furtive look, he showed no further interest in the unusual
party.

What most likely represented an especially
attractive D’war’en female stood behind the bar. She looked younger
than Bisi, but older than Dyntr. Henrietta guessed she was in her
late thirties.

“Ah, my special guests have finally
arrived! I am Lillemor, the owner of the Gnótt Brjóst.”

Henrietta quickly realized where the inn got
its name.

“Well, sit, sit!” the innkeeper shouted
joyously. “Or do you …” she paused for a moment in confusion, “what
are your kind called again?”

“Hu’man’i,” Jimmy offered with a broad
smile.

“Or do the Hu’man’i require someone’s assistance to help
them sit down after a long day on the trail?”

“No,” Jimmy replied. “We’ve been practicing
that for the past fourteen hours. We got the sitting part down, I
think.”

Lillemor burst out in laughter. “Well said,
my friend, well said! And your name is?”

“Járnlei, at your service,” Jimmy replied.
He swooped low in a theatrical bow, sweeping the floor with his
floppy felt hat before him.

“Járnlei,”
Stiles shouted. “Where’d you get that name?”

“It’s my D’war’en name. Geir gave it to
me.”

Stiles snorted in derision. “Battle ….”

“Geir is most perceptive. If only I were
twenty years younger,” Lillemor murmured. She waited for the humans
to sit down. Her gaze turned to Henrietta. “They said your hair
flows like smoke from a campfire. I see what they mean now. Light
as a breeze, it is.”

Henrietta blushed. “Should I take that as a
compliment?”

Lillemor studied her without replying. She
nodded as she continued her next sentence. Henrietta was unsure if
that was in answer to her question or as confirmation of what she
was about to say next.

“You all shall provide interesting
company for these walls, and not a little coin from curious
townsfolk. Business will definitely pick up; of that I’m sure. You
are a most welcome windfall for my modest establishment, and at the
expense of the dróttinn no
less.”

“In that case, seeing that we are providing
such a premium, we shall expect the best of service!” Stiles
commanded imperiously.

Lillemor noticed Stiles clearly for the
first time. “And speaking of smoky hair ….”

The innkeeper studied Stiles intently,
trying to reach some conclusion. A trace of a smile escaped her
lips. Henrietta wondered what her decision involved, but not for
long.

“Linnea!” Lillemor shouted. “See what our
honored guests will have!”

A young girl appeared from the back room and
walked up to Stiles. She smiled and offered a slight curtsy. She
took a deep breath, stretching the fabric of her bodice nearly to
its breaking point. “What may I offer my lords and lady?”

“Linnea,” Stiles repeated. “That’s a lovely
name. You work here?”

“My mother is the owner, yes.”

Stiles smiled back, staring in appreciation.
“The Hu’man’i have a saying: ‘Like mother, like daughter.’ No
matter where one travels, one often finds that to be the case.”

The tavern patrons broke out in riotous
laughter. Lillemor smiled as she filled another stein for a lump of
a D’war’en slumped at the end of the bar.

Linnea was the one now blushing. She tilted
her head, politely waiting for a reply.

“We’ll have the best food in this fine
establishment,” Stiles proclaimed. “At least for the three men. But
Henrietta will have vegetables. And fish, if you have it.”

“We do,” Linnea nodded. Her gaze lingered on
Stiles for a second longer than necessary before sauntering back to
the kitchens.

“Men!” Lillemor shouted. “Ha.
Ungmenni, by the looks of you …
barely dried from the pains of birth, no less.” A few locals
laughed at her joke.

Stiles reddened, turning to see if Linnea
was still in the room. Henrietta saw that the reaction was not lost
on Lillemor, who took in the scene with barely concealed
satisfaction.

The tavern seemed to settle down for a while
as the travelers waited for their supper. Small talk began filling
the tables once again, almost as though a new species of people
entered the dark tavern every night.

“I think you will find that wet
Hu’man’i ungmenni are quite
the match of D’war’en men,” Stiles hollowly boasted.

Henrietta expected Stiles’ comment to be
followed by sarcastic laughter, but the patrons remained
stone-still, as if suddenly on edge.

The smile on Lillemor’s lips evaporated and
her soft eyes hardened. “Disrespect was not my intention.”

As if pre-orchestrated, all eyes from the
locals darted between Lillemor and the humans. The quiet loner
filling in the darkened corner lifted his stein to cover his
nervous expression. The good-humored jesting of just a moment ago
had somehow soured as quickly as it had started, and Henrietta was
not sure why. From the corner of her eye, Henrietta saw Dyntr
stiffen. His men set down their forks.

Stiles must have gone too
far, she realized. I have to
defuse this—quickly.

“Disrespect was certainly not taken, and
surely not meant,” Henrietta offered. “The best banter can often be
colored by fatigue and hunger. It has been a long day, for all of
us.”

Henrietta could still feel tension in the
room, but it had fortunately dialed down a notch or two. She was
preparing to add a comment about being away from home when Linnea
appeared with a massive silver tray balanced on her shoulder,
filled with platters of rich food.



“Now for the master—” Linnea’s smile froze
as quickly as it had with her mother a moment before. Her eyes
widened in terror as if the ill-will that had taken shape in her
absence were contagious. The colossal tray fell to the granite
floor and rang like a bell as it spun around on its rim. The food
meant for the honored guests splattered around the poor girl’s
feet.

Linnea instantly pressed her forehead and
collapsed onto the floor, becoming one with the greasy pile of
food.

“Fool!” Lillemor screamed. “Look what you’ve
done!”

“I—I—” Linnea choked a stammered response
but was unable to force words out of her trembling lips.


Henrietta looked toward Peter to see
if there was anything he could do, but he was as silent as the rest
of the patrons. No one dared move an inch, waiting to see what
would happen next. That poor girl is going
to melt into the floor, Henrietta feared.

The lone stranger pushed up from his chair
and cautiously walked to Stiles. He placed his half-filled stein on
the newcomer’s table. “I always drink too much when I come to this
place,” he offered in reflection. “Here, have the rest of mine
while yours gets refreshed, if you will.” The stranger nodded at
Stiles and proceeded slowly out the door without glancing back.

Stiles took a long drink of the offered ale,
wiping his mouth with his sleeve. He rose from his chair and
approached the frightened servant. In terror, she pressed her face
to the floor and stretched her arms out in supplication before him.
Stiles broke the silence by clearing his throat. He reached down
and forced the servant girl to her feet.

Linnea tried to remain statue-still on
unsteady legs. She stared at the floor at Stiles’ feet, waiting as
bravely as possible for the punishment that was sure to come.

“Was that roasted oxen you had there?”
Stiles asked, looking over her shoulder.

“Y-yes, M’lord,” Linnea whispered.

Stiles nodded in thought. “There had better
be more back in the kitchen.”

“Yes, Lord!” Linnea glanced up hopefully for
the briefest second.

Stiles nodded again. “Well, then, the
matter’s settled, isn’t it? The worst I expect is you will need to
work double for your tip, if you deserve one at all.”

Relief filled the servant’s food-streaked
face. She would have disintegrated on the spot had not Stiles still
held her firmly by the arm.

“Lillemor!” Stiles shouted, looking up from
Linnea’s face.

“Yes,” she replied suspiciously.

“It would appear your next invoice to
the dróttinn shall include a
new dress for your wretched daughter. One often finds that a thin
coat of paint can make the dullest hovel appear presentable. One
must keep up one’s appearances, after all.”

A large tear appeared on Linnea’s face as
she broke from Stiles’ hold and rushed back to the kitchen. A
younger girl replaced Linnea from the back and began cleaning up
the mess.

In spite of Stiles’ insult, or more likely
because of it, Henrietta felt the mood in the tavern lighten
instantly. It was nearly as cheerful as it had been before the
unfortunate incident.

“True enough! She’s in need of a new
dress, that’s for sure,” Lillemor agreed. “An ox’s ear seldom makes
for a king’s proper purse. But take heart all; the next round’s on
the dróttinn!”

The local patrons cheered their good
fortune.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 13

Acrab Star System, In the D’war’en Palace –
Ship Year 540, Day 44

 


Perry established a stationary orbit over
Mountain Home shortly after the crew disappeared under the towering
mountains. Ali stayed awake all night searching for his friends,
but so far was having little luck. Every external monitor was
probing the area in hopes of finding a clue; even a small shred of
evidence would be helpful. As the night wore on, Ali had a
revelation and had Perry switch monitoring frequencies to the
infrared in hopes of detecting subtle temperature variations above
the natural background of the mountains. As daylight began to creep
over the western mountain slopes, the search strategy paid off.

“Okay, we have something here,” Ali
observed. He was in the forward sensor room staring at a bank of
monitors. Each one was broadcasting a separate view of the mountain
slopes above the cave entrance. As he watched, several “hotspots”
began appearing several hundred feet above the entrance to Mountain
Home.

“Yes, I see what you are talking about,”
Perry replied. “Miniscule thermal emissions are appearing along the
mid-slopes. I would suspect they are heating their homes after
waking up.”

“Or opening doors to the outside to greet
the morning air,” Ali conjectured. He retargeted several telescopes
to a few of the new emissions. “Zoom in on Feed-16 and switch to
visual.”

The telescope focused on a fifty-square-foot
terrace with a short rock railing. There was no mistaking it as
anything other than artificial. Ornate carvings decorated the inner
mountain walls. “There’s one of the overlooks we’ve been searching
for.”

“It would appear so,” Perry confirmed. “As
we speak, multiple terraces are being revealed at the same
elevation. In addition, there are at least ten other elevation
bands with evidence of similar activity. I shall begin mapping each
opening and project where others might logically be located.”

“Yeah, that should give us a good overall
blueprint of their layout.” Ali stared at the view from Monitor-16.
A young D’war’en woman appeared at the railing and fluttered a
large fabric in the wind. “She isn’t signaling us, is she?” Ali
asked.

“That is most doubtful,” Perry replied. “I
can observe several others undertaking similar activities. Some are
beating their fabrics with long sticks. Perhaps we are observing
cleaning personnel shedding dust from rugs or bed sheets.”

Ali stared at the maid for several seconds.
“And we can insert monitoring devices near those terraces.” He
thought for several seconds more. “Perry, develop a monitoring
pattern to cover the largest area.”

“Done …. I shall begin sending down a random
sampling. As data are received, we can target the more lucrative
locations.”

“And hopefully pick up on Peter and the
others.”

“One would hope so,” Perry hummed. “How are
you proceeding with the production of the gems and precious
metals?”

“Oh, that’s finished,” Ali replied
distractedly. “Got enough now to buy a shipload of supplies.” He
continued to stare at the maid until she disappeared back into the
mountain. “All our people need to do is come back up and get
it.”

 


* * *

 


Two massive oak doors parted as the royal
guard escorts calmly moved aside. The human visitors stepped
through.

“All attend! All attend!” The Royal
Herald called the throng of curious dignitaries to attention with a
booming voice. The nervous milling stopped as the proclamation
penetrated to the farthest reaches of the enormous stone room. A
thunderclap from a wooden staff in the herald’s colossal hand
echoed upon striking the granite floor, and the audience, as one,
turned to the back of the room, letting out a collective gasp as
they viewed the strangers for the first time. “Presenting the Most
High Emissaries of the Hu’man’i Clan to the Royal Audience
Chambers: the Honored Stiles Essen of New Capital,
Skati of the Lesser Orbs; Peter
Rising Sun, descendent of the Campbell line; Járnlei of the Hive; and the Lady Henrietta, of
the Brazilian Provinces.”

A second crash of the staff sounded, drawing
attention to the front of the room. “Lord Signar, ruler of all
D’war’en; his Lady, Einrun; and Heirs-in-Contention Alffinnr—of
Beyla’s womb, the late queen, may her memory live forever—and
Eyolf—of Einrun’s fertile womb. All pay homage.”

The audience chamber bowed and pressed
foreheads in perfect unison.

The weathered and gnarled king sat in the
center throne, his stooped back evident, even while seated. His
eyes, however, were strong and penetrating and appeared not to miss
a beat. The Lord stared at the visitors as they proceeded through
the press of D’war’en bodies. Peter was sure the old man measured
their every step.

A young woman, plump with child, sat
serenely to his left. Einrun,
Peter practiced the name. She’s half
the age of Signar and only double the age of Alffinnr. Not his
mother, though. She seemed curious, but reserved.
Peter wondered what was passing behind her eyes. She did not take
them off Henrietta.

Alffinnr sat to Signar’s right with a
trace of a smile projected in their direction. Peter noticed a
slight nod of approval as their eyes made contact. Peter returned
the gesture, and just as imperceptibly. Eyolf, Peter thought, sitting next to his mother. He must be
under ten, eight years old, perhaps, and the son of the new queen.
How does that affect Alffinnr? Heirs in contention, the herald
said. The boy looked as measured as a block of stone,
and just as hard.

There was only one chair facing the
royal family. This is a test,
Peter realized. They want to see
which one of us sits down, who is the most important.
They stopped when they reached the back of the
chair.

Stiles cleared his throat. “Our custom is to
provide comfort to all visitors. Is this an indication of D’war’en
hospitality?”

Alffinnr tried to hide his smile but failed,
while Einrun’s eyes narrowed at the comment. Eyolf remained
stone-cold. Signar’s finger flexed a fraction of an inch and three
new chairs, in the hands of anxious pages, appeared from the crowd
in response.

“Thank you,” Henrietta replied. “You are
most gracious.” At that, all four humans sat down. Signar continued
to stare at them, obviously unsure who to concentrate on. He kept
glancing between Stiles and Henrietta.

Peter decided to add to his confusion. “We
appreciate the efforts your son, Alffinnr, extended in welcoming us
to your realm.”

Signar stiffly changed his attention to
Peter. “From where do you hail?”

“From below the Lesser Orbs, beyond the
Central Islands,” Stiles replied.

There was a sudden intake of breath and
murmuring from the audience chamber. Even Eyolf reacted in surprise
to the response.

“I find this most strange,” Signar observed,
“for there are times when the Lesser Orbs are directly over
D’war’en lands. How can your homes remain under them too at such
times?”

Peter picked up the response, keeping the
king guessing. “There are times when the Greater Orbs disappear
from your view, each night in fact. There are also times when they
travel a great distance from your horizons, for thousands of years,
and become tiny dots. It is so with our suns. We share in these
twin systems equally, that is our commonality. But each land
belongs predominantly to only one set. You have yours; we have
ours.”

Signar glanced at an old crone to his
side, but nearer the crowd. She did not return his gaze.
Who is she? Peter wondered. Signar
turned back to the humans. “How long have you been
here?”

“Twenty–four days,” Stiles replied. “But
months since our departure from home.”

“And that is why we require supplies,”
Henrietta offered. “To travel back. You are most kind to assist
us.”

“Only a fool travels with half the food they
require,” Eyolf snorted.

Peter took an immediate dislike to the boy.
“There is a point when the space required for food exceeds the
limits of the ship. Add more ships, and you add more men. Add more
men and you add more mouths to feed, requiring yet more food.
Eventually, the snake swallows his own tail. Fifty ships were all
we needed to arrive at your father’s land. Once restocked, we can
return to our home in comfort.”

“And do what, then?” Einrun asked.

Henrietta studied the young queen for the
first time. “Tell of the glory of the D’war’en,” she answered.

“And begin this ‘cultural exchange’ of
yours,” Signar added. “Which I am still not convinced will benefit
my people.”

“We have much to learn from each other,”
Henrietta countered.

“We have all the knowledge we need,” Eyolf
snapped.

“Like their existence?” Alffinnr inquired, pointing to
the humans.

Eyolf glared at his half-brother in silence.
Einrun’s chin rose an inch in regal warning.

“What benefit—beside more words to
place in books—would we gain?” Signar pondered. Einrun nodded her
agreement. “Now is the time we are gathering food for our
own people,” Signar
continued.

If they were not careful, they would lose
all the progress they had made. Alffinnr agreed to help them in
principle, but Signar still had the last say in the matter. And he
was not convinced.

Movement on the chamber floor near Eyolf’s
feet attracted Peter’s attention. “What name do you have for that
creature?” he asked.

Alffinnr looked to where Peter was
pointing. “That is a maurr, a
small insect with a large bite.”

Peter nodded. “There are those from yet
another land who look like that, but stand on two legs and are
twice the size of D’war’en. And their bite is equal to their
size.”

The chamber buzzed with alarm. A crackling
female voice pierced through the cacophony.

“Bah!” the old crone cried. “You
expect us to believe in maurr
the size of this table?”

“Until recently you believed in
sprites,” Stiles replied. “And knew nothing of Hu’man’i. These
giant maurr, of which we
speak, are called Wasatti. So far we’ve been able to keep them away
from both our lands. But that may soon change, and their bite will
swallow us all.”

“No!” several in the crowd shouted. “This
cannot be!” others cried. The herald slammed his staff down for
silence. The murmurs slowly subsided.

“It was impossible to believe in you until
we saw you,” Alffinnr suggested through the echoes. “And now you
ask us to believe in giant bugs before we see them?”

Peter glanced at Stiles and nodded. Stiles
took a deep breath. “We have a specimen of a Wasatti warrior on one
of our ships. In time, perhaps, we can show it to you. If we can
convince Admiral Perry, that is. And with the proper inducements in
hand ….”

“Like food,” Alffinnr suggested.

Stiles nodded.

“So, our benefit is to stand united
against these invisible maurr?” Signar asked.

“That is but one small benefit,” Henrietta
replied. “And so much more.”

Alffinnr looked at his Lord. “We should
consider what she says, Father.”

Signar stared at his visitors. “It is
already happening. Supplies are being delivered as we speak.” He
broke his hard gaze and softened his eyes a degree.

Peter noticed Alffinnr smile, while on
the other side of the king Eyolf impatiently tugged at his mother’s
sleeve. She swatted him away like the maurr at his feet.

 


* * *

 


“I need answers!” Signar was sitting at the
head of a massive table in the middle of his council chamber with
Daghild and Bisi to one side and Admiral Ormr on the other.

The Admiral was in his late sixties,
with thinning red hair and a massive, knotty nose. He was in charge
of the entire D’war’en fleet, or what there was of it. Anywhere
else, it would be considered a squadron and had been created mostly
for exploration, considering that in all their recorded history,
the D’war’en had no enemies to fight on the seas, either frozen or
open. “Bisi claims they have hundreds of ships. How can you expect me to
protect against that?”

“I don’t! But I do expect you to use your eyes! It
is an exploratory fleet, is it not?”

Ormr flinched. “Yes, M’lord, but we’ve been
concentrating on the Far Islands—”

“You mean the Central Islands, don’t you?” Signar interrupted.
“A whole world exists beyond them, and you never knew?”

“Two whole worlds,” Bisi added,
“apparently.”

“Yes, two worlds,” Signar agreed. “A Hu’man’i world and
a Wa’sat’ti world. How many more are out there?”

None of his advisors had an answer to that
question, or even a clue how to respond.

“Maurr the
size of oxen,” Daghild spat. “They’ve spun a fable to scare
us.”

“They scared me,” Bisi acknowledged.

“I’m still not convinced any ‘new worlds’
exist,” Daghild suggested. “Why learn of them now?”

Bisi studied his tankard and used his
index finger to break through the fused ice cubes floating on top
of his drink. He swirled the chilled tea in thought. “It
is the start of the spring melt,” he
reminded her. “Perhaps ten or fifteen thousand years ago we were
visited by these strange creatures already, but time erased the
memory. We do have the ancient legends—”

“—of D’war’en flying like birds? You
don’t seriously believe that.”

“I never said I believed, Daghild. I just
mention there are old stories of strange folk and strange ways that
have never made sense in this modern world. We cannot ignore what
we now see with our own eyes.”

“Which brings us back to Ormr’s weepy eyes,”
Signar reminded them. “I want their fleet found.”

Ormr was caught off guard with tea and
ice filling his mouth. He spat the cubes back into his tankard and
wiped the hair on his chin. “Nearly all our ships are away at the
Far—” he caught himself before Signar could correct him, “—Central
Islands.” He glanced up to see if Signar caught the error. “We
could divert three boats still at Harbor Hold to search for this
Hu’man’i fleet, if it even
exists. You say they are to our north?”

“That is what the female claims,” Bisi
replied.

Ormr shook his head. “That does not make
sense. If you go too far north, the seas ice up well beyond the
ability to pass through. Our records—as scant as they are—” he
said, glancing at Signar, “tell us the northern and southern ice
sheets never melt. The Frozen Tundra beyond the eastern mountains
has yet to be fully explored, and likely represents the end of the
world on that side of our realm. Is that agreed?”

The three others nodded in agreement with
the conventions of modern thinking.

“Then why would they anchor to our north?”
Ormr asked.

“Because it is the least expected
action,” Signar concluded. “As they used ungmenni on us to confuse us. They are clever,
aren’t they?”

“Too clever,” Daghild asserted, “if you ask
me. Why believe this … wretch of a female? She is throwing us off
the scent of the proper trail.”

“Yes, too clever,” Signar agreed. “So
send your three ships north,
as if that will do us any good. I’ll grant you two weeks to make
contact with these foreign ships, Ormr. And Bisi, saturate the
northern shores with scouts. Set a couple of these strangers loose
so we can follow them. Find out where they are taking their
supplies. Once we find this anchorage, we find their ships and how
strong they truly are.”

“And if they are not to our north?” Daghild
asked.

Signar considered her advice for a
moment and then nodded. “Bisi, saturate the area around the forest
clearing with spies. Conceal them well. Find out where they take
their precious supplies. Then we’ll know just how to deal with
these sprites.”

 


* * *

 


Alffinnr provided his guests with a tour of
the city after their audience with the D’war’en Lord. They were not
exaggerating the previous evening when they boasted of the size and
magnificence of Mountain Home. It took all day to see just a tiny
portion of the sparkling city, and by evening the kids were
exhausted. All they wanted was a quiet meal and a rapid retreat to
their rooms.

But the Gnótt
Brjóst was in a lively mood that evening, full of
noisy D’war’en surrounding an isolated enclave of humans huddled at
a small table. Lillemor was raking in more money than she ever
imagined, and her good mood was transferring to all her happy
patrons. As noisy as it was, though, the kids felt like they were
enclosed in a bubble. It was as though a force field stood guard
between the humans and the natives, with an impenetrable
five-foot-wide buffer zone surrounding them. All around, the
D’war’en were packed cheek-to-elbow, yet no one from the confused
mass invaded the invisible space.

“Why are they so afraid of us?” Jimmy
asked.

“They aren’t afraid of us, Jimmy; they’re
afraid of displeasing us,” Henrietta replied.

“What’s the difference?”

“A fistful of diamonds for the king,” Stiles
retorted. “They don’t care about us; they care about getting their
money.”

“Uh-oh, there’s the cynic again.”

“Grow up, Henry.”

Jimmy looked around the joyful tavern.
Half the conversations in the room were about them, yet not a
single person glanced their way. Well,
nobody except Noruun, Jimmy decided.

Noruun was a young chambermaid at
the Gnótt Brjóst and had paid
special attention to Jimmy all morning during breakfast and latched
on to him as soon as they returned for supper. Not only did she
take care of the apartments, but she seemed to be responsible for
all the other odd jobs around the establishment as well, including
the never-ending chore of cleaning and washing anything that did
not move. Jimmy caught her glancing his way, again. He tried to ignore her. “No,” Jimmy
continued, “it’s more than that. Even before we showed Ulfarr the
gems, they had this … respect for us, like they were on guard or
something. I mean, come on, we’re only kids; and they’re
giants.”

“Well, what would you do if you discovered
aliens in your home?” Peter asked.

“Pee his pants,” Stiles suggested.

“Harr-harr,” Jimmy replied. “That’s
funny.”

“Hey, speaking of which, there’s your new
girlfriend,” Stiles observed.

Jimmy looked up in annoyance. Noruun
was heading their way. “Girlfriend!
She must be almost twenty!”

“Ooh, an older woman,” Henrietta teased,
raising her eyebrows.

“C’mon; you too now? And she’s
not my girlfriend.”

“Hello, Járnlei. Are you and your friends
doing okay?”

“Yep,” Jimmy stammered, concentrating on his
plate.

“Do you require more food? I could call over
Linnea.” Noruun paused for a moment. “You could use more meat on
your bones.”

“Yeah, Járnlei,” Stiles added derisively, “you could use
more meat, though what you’ve got is such a waste.”

Jimmy kicked Stiles under the table.

“Ouch! Hey, that hurt!”

“Yeah,” Jimmy added, “you could get us
something. Find something Stiles can choke on.”

“Oh, I do not think that would be wise,”
Noruun replied in concern.

“No, it wouldn’t,” Stiles agreed. He rubbed
his ankle. “But you could bring more tea.”

“As you wish.” Noruun quickly disappeared
into the kitchen, intent on pleasing her visitors.

“You sure got her trained well,” Stiles
offered.

Jimmy ignored Stiles, wishing he would
just vanish. He closed his eyes for a second and reopened
them. Nope, he’s still there.

Henrietta put her arm around the seething
boy. “I think it’s cute. Our little Jimmy is growing up.”

Jimmy turned purple and stared at her.
“Since when have you all started making fun of me?”

“I’m not,” Peter offered.

“No, Peter, you wouldn’t,” Henrietta
concurred. “Far be it from you to get into trouble.” She looked
away, taking another sip of her iced tea.

“Ha; I’d like to see that,” Stiles
proclaimed. “But I won’t. And what a shame our young lovebird will
soon have to leave his new admirer behind. I’d like to get back to
the ship tomorrow, but I doubt we can leave for another day or
two.” He looked at Henrietta and Peter. “Will you two be okay here
by yourselves?”

“We’ll have to be,” Peter replied. “Alffinnr
still likes us, I think. Maybe we can learn more about them in the
meantime. What do you figure, about three more weeks here on the
planet?”

“Probably more like a month,” Stiles
answered. “Jimmy and I will cycle the supplies up to the ship while
you and Henry keep them occupied here. I’ll get word to you when we
plan to leave and you can join us at the food depot. Then we can
leave this place behind for good.”

“Mind if I join you?”

The kids looked up and saw the mysterious
loner from the previous night standing over them. Apparently,
he—unlike all the other D’war’en besides Linnea and Noruun—had no
problem breaking through the invisible barrier.

“Uh, no, I guess not,” Peter responded. He
pulled a chair around for the newcomer.

The stranger sat down heavily and formally
pressed his forehead in greeting. “I am Domar, from the merchant’s
guild.”

Henrietta glanced over the newcomer’s
shoulder toward the bar and noticed Dyntr in the distance. His
posture stiffened at the sight of the stranger’s visit as he craned
his neck to see what was going on. Returning her gaze to Domar,
Henrietta started to introduce everyone around the table. But she
was cut short by the young, handsome merchant.

“No need for that, fair lady, I know all
about you.”

“You do?” Peter asked suspiciously.

“Of course. The entire city is alight
with rumors of our visitors from across the sea. Some among us
claim you must have flown here with the ability of an
ari. Others claim you’ve no need for
ships and break through the waves on your own like a
hvalr.”

This time Peter stiffened. “We are neither
eagle nor whale, as one should easily see from our appearance.”

Domar smiled. “A person of intelligence,
such as me, can plainly see that. But not all in this fair city are
equally as intelligent.”

“Or humble,” Henrietta observed.

The merchant laughed.
“Humble is not something I’ve
been called. I’ve heard many other descriptors, perhaps, but not
humble.”

“Such as?” Peter asked.

Domar thought for a moment.
“Roustabout, I think, is my
favorite.”

“And frequenter of this inn,” Stiles added.
“I believe I owe you a drink from last night.”

“Not that watered-down leaf, I hope.”

Stiles smiled, looking at his tea. He raised
his hand to Linnea and pointed to the merchant. “This is what we
actually prefer to drink, but I expect you’d rather have ale.”

“Quite perceptive of you,” Domar replied.
“And I suspect that strained leaf of yours keeps your head
clear.”

Linnea quickly brought over a tankard filled
with frothy beer. The merchant reached for his purse, but Stiles
stopped him.

“The dróttinn’s tab, remember.” Stiles waved the girl
away and sipped his tea. “You’re a merchant. You should know a
clear head is always preferred for business.”

Domar took a long pull from his tankard.
“Who said anything about business?”

Stiles placed his drink down softly. “I’ve
yet to find a merchant who thinks of anything but.”

That brought a smile to Domar’s face.
He raised his stein in salute. “Well said, Skati of the Lesser Orbs. You are the leader?”

“Yes. The term we use is ‘President,’
though.”

Domar nodded. “And how many subjects are you
the ‘President’ of?”

This time Stiles smiled. “I am sure many
D’war’en would wish to know the answer to that question. It might
be worth quite a bit of money to the one who first finds out.”

“I suppose it would at that,” Domar
conceded. “But no matter, as I said before, this visit is not for
business. It is for pleasure only.” He glanced at Henrietta.

“In that case,” Stiles replied, “I
believe by tomorrow the dróttinn
may find several more of those drinks buried in his
tab.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 14

Acrab Star System, Mountain Home – Ship Year
540, Day 45

 


“Got ’em!”

Ali furiously manipulated icons at the com
station to be sure he had a solid signal to Peter and the ground
crew.

“Ah, yes,” Perry replied, “I am detecting
them on that small terrace approximately halfway down the mountain.
Their signal strength should soon be adequate for
communications.”

It took a moment for the static to
clear as the two audio sources synched. It was sunrise over the
D’war’en city, and the crew apparently found a way to slip outside
of the confining mass of granite they were in. “Hey, Ali, are you up there?”

“Yeah, Peter; I’m reading you loud and
clear. But the source is audio only. What’s been going on? We’ve
been worried sick.”

“Hey, Jimmy,"
Peter said to the side of the signal stream,
“go back inside and be on the look-out for anybody
listening in. Come on back if anyone comes near.”

“Okay,” Jimmy
replied.

Peter continued his conversation with
Ali. “Well, we’ve been kinda busy down
here.”

“You better not be lying! That was one of
the longest days of my life,” Ali complained, “and I’ve been
through quite a few of those lately.”

“I know, but we just couldn’t get away from
the D’war’en until now. There’re millions of ’em down here. It’s a
huge civilization. We would have been out earlier, but it was a
long night last night.”

“No foolin’? Millions, huh? We
detected some maids out on the terraces earlier in the morning
yesterday and today, and we suspected there was a city buried in
that mountain, but not that
big.”

Peter summarized all that had happened since
they entered the cave that long day and a half ago. It seemed more
like a week to Ali. “So that’s good news, that they’ll gather food
for us.”

“Yeah,” Stiles
agreed. “But it all nearly came crashing
down over our heads yesterday. They just don’t trust
us—”

“I wonder why, with you
down here,” Henrietta interrupted.

“Henry, who asked you?
Anyway, before I was so rudely interrupted, I was saying we almost lost the whole deal. We
had to tell their king about the Wasatti.”

“Do you think that is wise?” Perry
asked.

“We really had no
choice,” Peter replied. “Like
Stiles said, they were about to cut us loose.”

“Or cut our
throats,” Stiles added.

“Yeah,”
Henrietta continued, “if it wasn’t
for Alffinnr, I don’t think we’d have done half as
well."

“So I take it they now know we are from
outer space,” Perry surmised.

“No, the dumb sticks think they live on a
long ribbon of land that goes all the way to the other system
stars.”

“How’d you convince them of that, Stiles?”
Ali asked.

“Hey, they’re idiots; what do you expect?
They think we live on one big ribbon of land, and the Wasatti are
our neighbors, ready to come knocking at their door. They want to
see our specimen.”

“That would be most unwise,” Perry
offered.

“I said we
could show them, not that we
would,” Stiles
clarified.

Perry hummed. “I suggest we keep that
information from them. And speaking of information, I am detecting
a massive mobilization of militia off to the north.”

“Oh, good,”
Peter replied. “They must have bought
our story about our sailing ships off their northern shores. They
sure want a good look at them.”

“Something they’ll never
see,” Stiles added. “But as
long as they concentrate up north, Jimmy and I will be free to get
back to the courier. We’re hoping to leave in a day or two, but who
knows? We’ll leave as soon as we can.”

“Good. I’m getting hungry,” Ali
complained.

“And when are you
not?” Stiles observed.

Ali stuck his tongue out at Stiles, knowing
full well he would never see it.

“Hey guys,”
Jimmy called out, “Alffinnr’s in the
tavern and causing quite a commotion. I doubt anyone as important
as he is has ever been in Lillemor’s place. He’s asking for
us.”

“What does he want?”
Henrietta asked.

“Beats me. But I don’t think we should keep
him waiting.”

“Ali,” Peter
said, “we gotta go, but we’ll try to call
you earlier tomorrow.”

 


* * *

 


Peter went through the motions of pressing
his forehead to the heir as they made their way to his table.
Alffinnr was surrounded by four mean-looking royal guards, watching
every move the humans made, as well as everyone else in the lowly
place. “Hello, Alffinnr. You’re here early,” Peter offered.

“Yes, I suppose I am. I need to eat
breakfast somewhere, and here is as good as any other, one would
think.”

Eavesdropping, without appearing to do
so, Lillemor eagerly responded for the humans. “Of course,
erfingi, you are always welcome
here.”

“I am so gratified to hear you agree with
me,” Alffinnr replied to the barmaid. Lillemor, at least outwardly,
did not appear to catch the insult. The young prince nodded to his
guards, who fell back several paces and melted into the
background.

“I trust your evening passed amicably.”

“Yes, it did,” Jimmy replied, “although it
was rather dark.”

None of the humans could figure out how to
turn their lights on after returning to their rooms from the tavern
last evening. After consulting with each other, they all decided to
do the best they could in the dark. After groping around all night,
they all stumbled out to the lighted hallway and threaded their way
to the outdoor terrace, where the triple-star sunlight was finally
illuminating the sky.

“Well, I do find most nights to be rather on the dark
side.” Alffinnr’s breakfast arrived, but not before a brief
inspection by one of his guards, who carefully sampled the steaming
food.

“We’ll all have the same thing,” Stiles
informed Norunn.

“—just toasted bread and hot tea for
me,” Henrietta amended, after seeing the piles of assorted meats on
Alffinnr’s plate.

Norunn studied the girl like she had two
heads, but quickly nodded and scurried off to the kitchen.

Alffinnr took a moment to glance at his
plate.

“Oh, please eat,” Henrietta suggested.
“We’ll get our food in just a minute.”

Alffinnr nodded and started to eat. “Not
bad,” he said between bites. From across the tavern Lillemor wiped
her counter proudly and smiled from ear to ear. “That woman must
have the ears of a cave flicker.”

The humans laughed. “You must be quite used
to living with cave flickers,” Stiles observed.

“Meaning?” Alffinnr asked.

“Well, you shun the sky and choose to live
under tons of rock,” Stiles commented. “Doesn’t that become
unsettling after awhile?”

“Quite the contrary,” Alffinnr replied.
“Doing so keeps us warm in the ages of ice, and—as I’ve been
told—comfortably chilled during times of drought.”

“Natural air conditioning,” Henrietta
suggested.

“If one could ‘condition’ the air, one would
suppose,” Alffinnr agreed. “It is warmer under your suns?”

Norunn returned with four heavy plates.
Jimmy received the largest helping and the choicest meats. He
turned red when he saw what Norunn placed before him, refusing to
make eye contact with her. Henrietta’s eyes opened wide when she
saw her plate, stacked with three huge loaves of crust-charred
bread that had obviously been thrown into a fire.

Stifling a laugh over Henrietta’s
expression, Peter answered Alffinnr’s question before her reply
could make them stand out even more than they already were. “It is
warmer back home, but still quite cold. It’s not much different
than here, really.”

“But different enough,” Alffinnr concluded.
“How old are you, anyway? How long have you all lived? You all seem
quite wise for your ages.”

“Not much different than you, Alffinnr. We
are seventeen,” Henrietta said, pointing to Stiles and Peter, “and
Jimmy is thirteen. Our year is but a few days longer, but we are
essentially the same.”

“Different lands, different years, different
days … how strange,” Alffinnr reflected. “Here, Ny circles Vigfus
in the sky once every 363 days and gives us our year. Hafr skirts
around Ny once each nine days, which makes our week. And, of
course, the land comes closest to all three every 800 years—for
some strange reason—which is an epoch. And, obviously, the Great
Drought returns to us each 16,000 years, which none of us here will
witness. And you say the Ten Colonies are no different?”

Peter’s eyes shot up to Alffinnr. “Who told
you about the colonies?”

Alffinnr glanced at Stiles before replying,
eyes narrowed. “Why, Stiles did, during our journey here.”

“Oh,” Peter replied.

Alffinnr looked confused. “Should he not be
proud of the lands he owns?”

“Yes, of course he should,” Henrietta
replied. “But it is simply a name—”

“—of the ten cities we control,”
Stiles added.

Alffinnr nodded pensively. “Oh my …. Here
we’ve been talking about the changing of the seasons and I almost
forgot what I came here to say. Two of you can return to your
admiral today.”

“Today?” Stiles asked.

“Yes. Why not?” Alffinnr replied. “Who of
you will go?”

“Jimmy and I,” Stiles replied quickly.

Alffinnr nodded, as if expecting that
answer. “Of course, we will be most happy to provide an escort, for
your safety.”

“Thank you,” Henrietta replied. “But that
really won’t be necessary. Remember, our admiral is a most cautious
man. I guess you might say he is shy.”

“Of course; how silly of me to forget.”

 


* * *

 


Lord Signar was accompanied by a small
entourage of advisors and learned men of science. He hardly noticed
the throng of citizens bowing along the edges of the street like
waves of grain as he limped into the university district. Daghild
followed up the rear, keeping her sharp eyes planted firmly on the
ad hoc committee of university scholars they were about to
consult.

“This way, Dróttinn, this way,” the Elder Scholar suggested,
pointing to a half-opened door. Signar unexpectedly arrested his
forward momentum with stuttering steps and slipped into the
indicated classroom ahead of the scholars. The colossal room they
entered was dark as a moonless night. Projected onto the granite
ceiling were thousands of tiny lights. They reflected off the
glasslike, polished stone, and it was almost as though the small
knot of people had been transported outdoors into a still, cold
evening through a magic portal.

“Is the dróttinn ill at ease?” one of the scholars
asked.

“Of course not,” he replied. “Why should I
be?”

“Oh, no reason, M’lord; it is just that many
who are not used to this room become disoriented at first. I call
it an ‘astrology projector.’ It is a recent invention of mine. This
is how the night skies appear to us now, during the early months of
Harvest, you see. The way I have constructed it is very interesting
….”

The scholar continued to describe his
prized invention in excruciating detail as Signar shut out the
droning voice. In spite of himself, Signar was impressed with the
view. But what is this babbling man getting
at? “Yes, yes,” Signar replied impatiently. He looked
up and recognized the bold outline of the Hunter and the Boar. The
bloated, blood-red North Star was apparent at the tip of the
hunter’s staff. The old lord edgily waved for the scholar to
continue. Whatever they called me here to
see had better be worth the trip, Signar
pondered, although simply seeing this
chamber might be worth it. The trouble was, his boots
were pinching his toes terribly, and all he wanted was to return to
the comforts of his palace … and have that unbearable man end his
senseless babbling.

“On with it, you worthless cur!”
Daghild rasped. “Can’t you see the dróttinn is a busy man?”

The scholar winced as if whipped. He pressed
his forehead in agony. “A thousand pardons, M’lord. I promise to be
brief.” He glanced at Daghild warily, searching for permission to
continue. The other scholars crowded behind their leader, trying to
remain concealed in the shadows of the enormous chamber.

Signar propped the air with his finger,
indicating the scientist could continue but only if he did not
dally further.

“If you will place your
attention here,” the Elder
Scholar suggested with a long staff, “you will see this bright
point of light.”

“A point among many,” Daghild cried. “If
this is all you have to say, boasting of lights projected onto a
ceiling, you might be well-served searching for new
employment.”

“No, no, you see, it’s
about this point of
light.”

“What about it?” Signar asked warily.

“It is a brand new star, a wanderer. But not
like the other sky wanderers we have seen since the start of
time.”

“A new star, you say?” Signar was now
interested in what the old scholar had to say. “Tell me more.”

“Most of our stars drift along with
the currents of the skies. Predictably, M’lord.”

“Yes, yes … ungmenni know this fact from the time they can
walk.”

“I did not mean to imply you did not know,
M’lord. Of course you know everything.”

“Stop the hollow flattery and get on with
it,” Daghild commanded.

“Other wanderers—the bright
ones—shepherd all the others and keep them within the currents. But
they always drift in ways we can predict … and the ways the other
stars expect them to move too. That is how they make the heavens
behave, those shepherd stars. But this new one, since it was
discovered a few days ago, has not moved an inch. And,
Dróttinn, it is staying precisely
over Heimfell, our Mountain
Home.”

Signar looked to Daghild. She was staring at
the new point of light as if no one else was in the room. “Why?
What is it doing there?”

The Elder Scholar looked nervously to
his colleagues. Finding no support there, he replied, “We do not
know, Dróttinn. But it must
represent a bad omen.”

“When did it first appear?” Daghild
inquired.

The Elder Scholar bowed his head low to the
floor. “It appeared at the same time as the Hu’man’i.”

Signar stared at the new point of light
invading his realm. “How could they bring a new star to our
world?”

Silence answered his question.

“Daghild, instruct Bisi to double the number
of spies watching the supply depot. I want our foreign guests
followed wherever they take that food. And be sure Bisi knows the
consequences for anyone who loses that trail.”

 


* * *

 


Stiles and Jimmy were hours away from
Mountain Home, mounted on a pair of borrowed beta-oxen. True to
their word, the D’war’en allowed them to leave the city without any
fanfare, and no one apparently was following them. They were
nearing a turnoff on the trail where they had to decide whether to
head directly to the supply depot or proceed back to the courier.
Stiles awkwardly reined in his mount at a small clearing, looking
for the clearest signal to talk to the ship up in space.

“Perry, what’s the situation down here?”
Stiles demanded.

“To which situation are you
referring?” Perry asked.

“He means,”
Ali clarified, “what are the D’war’en
doing, and where is the best place for them to go,
right?”

“That’s what I just asked,” Stiles replied
impatiently.

“Oh, I understand,”
Perry purred. “There has been no
activity in front of or behind you since you left the D’war’en
city. Contrary to what you believed, Stiles, they do not seem to be
concerned about where you go.”

Stiles huffed. “I’ll believe that when I see
it.”

Perry hummed. “Well, I am seeing it,” he replied,
offended.

“I’m afraid I gotta side
with Stiles on this one,” Ali interjected.
“I doubt they will rest until they learn more
about us.”

“Then they shall become
very tired,” Perry hummed. “However, their militia continues to saturate the northern
shores. In addition, there are several hundred individuals
converging on the supply depot from various directions. I suspect
they are committing vast resources gathering the food for the
collection.”

Jimmy dismounted and stretched his aching
back. “Will we be able to get in there without them seeing us?”

“No, Jimmy, not at
all,” Perry replied. “And it
might be days before that can happen.”

“That leaves the shuttle, then,” Jimmy
said.

“Good,” Stiles replied. “I could use some
civilization about now.”

“Hey, the D’war’en aren’t so bad,” Jimmy
offered.

Stiles dismounted along with Jimmy, now that
they had decided where they needed to go next. “Sure, it’s quite a
vacation down here with ‘Ugh-Ugh, The Caveman.’ Is there any way
they could have planted a bug in these saddles to monitor where
we’re going?”

“That is highly unlikely,
given their technology level,” Perry responded.
“Plus, I am not reading any electronic sources at
all.”

“Okay. It’s only a couple hours’ walk to the
shuttle on foot from here. I think it’s best for me and Jimmy to
leave the oxen, just in case they can trace them somehow. Who
knows, maybe these dumb brutes act like carrier pigeons or
something. We’ll gather a few boxes of food and head back. How’s
that sound?”

“Sounds great to
me,” Ali replied. “It’s about
time the pizza deliveryman got here.”

 


* * *

 


The activity around the supply depot did not
slow down over the next twelve hours. If anything, it got worse.
Stiles and Jimmy returned to the ship with enough supplies for
three or four additional days and continued to watch what was going
on in the forest clearing. The natives were fulfilling their
obligations with several tons of food already stockpiled, but the
area was now saturated with D’war’en. There was no way to get the
shuttle anywhere near it without being seen.

So instead, Stiles took Jimmy and Ali on a
side trip to the abandoned terraforming station on the other side
of the planet, while Perry continued to monitor the depot and the
city. Contrary to what Stiles and Jimmy expected, Ali was quite
excited about his first trip down to the planet.

The western continent was bleak, arid, and
mountainous, with the terraforming station nestled within one of
the highest peaks along the southern ranges. Stiles landed the
shuttle on an old landing platform several hundred feet from the
decrepit structure. The wind at that elevation howled with a fierce
intensity as the three young explorers ventured out of the
shuttle.

“Burr, it’s freezing up here,” Jimmy
complained, “and that wind is about to knock me off this mountain!
Why would they choose to build anything up here, of all
places?”

“Perhaps the strong wind
currents were able to distribute the terraforming molecules
throughout the planetary ecosystem more efficiently, back when it
was active,” Perry suggested.

“Could be,” Ali agreed. He cinched up his
coat more tightly against the cold. “It’s a long way from nowhere,
though.”

Perry purred, “Well, I am also detecting signs of city ruins to the
northeast; along the foothills of the mountains you are in. If it
existed at the same time as the active terraforming station, the
inhabitants would not have needed to travel very far.”

“That gives us something else to explore, I
guess,” Ali replied. They walked through the blustery winds a
little farther. “There’s a covered platform up ahead. Maybe that’s
the way inside.”

As if fighting an invisible force, the three
kids pushed against the wind and trudged to the abandoned
structure. They gathered around the entrance, finally protected
from the brutal weather. “How do we get in?” Jimmy shouted over the
whistling gale.

Even though it had been abandoned for
centuries, the building looked like it was built yesterday. Ali
studied the wall, finding an obvious pressure plate four feet off
the ground. He reached out and pushed it with the palm of his hand.
Surprisingly, the door swung smoothly open. “Well, that was
easy.”

“Maybe too easy,” Stiles observed.

Ali shrugged and went inside, quickly
followed by Jimmy. “You stayin’ out there?” Jimmy asked.

“Just holding back to be sure nothing
happens to you guys,” Stiles replied.

“Fine, stay out there by yourself,” Jimmy
answered. He disappeared into the foyer as the door began to
shut.

Stiles quickly slid in before he was left
alone out in the cold.

As the door closed, the room darkened to
pitch black. “Oh, no, not again,” Stiles complained.

“What?” Ali asked.

“We could never figure out how to turn the
lights on in the D’war’en city. Now this—”

Before Stiles could finish, the room lit up
with a pleasant reddish glow, but no lighting sources were apparent
anywhere. It was as though the walls radiated their own ambient
light.

“Very interesting,” Ali commented. “This
material is some sort of metal alloy, but I’m not sure what it is.
It has piezoelectric properties, whatever it is. Looks hard, too.”
It reminded Ali of the insides of a glowing stainless steel
box.

“Are we shut off from Perry?” Jimmy
asked.

Perry purred, “No, Jimmy, I can hear all you say. I can also see you quite
well.”

“There must be repeaters located throughout
this structure.”

“Yes, Ali, there are. They are quite
sophisticated too. We have no equipment in our inventory as fine as
this.”

Ali explored the room. It was about fifty
feet to a side, with nearly ten-foot-high ceilings. The best
description Ali could come up with was “ultra-modern.” It was
immaculate and there was not an object out of place. There were no
monitors, or dials, or switches; there were no controls whatsoever.
Ali looked to the rear and could not even recognize the seam where
the outer door had been. He panicked for a moment, wondering if
they were trapped inside. He rushed back and slid his hands all
over the walls. Hitting a soft, invisible spongy plate, he saw the
door slowly swing open again. “Phew, I was worried there for a
minute!” Ali took a tablet from under his coat and scribbled “Door”
on a film. He attached it under the plate and continued to examine
the room. “I wonder how they find their switches.”

Perry hummed. “It appears they used optical frequencies slightly skewed from
human standards. I can detect subtle markings in the infrared. I
will continue with a survey of the rooms as you
progress.”

They continued to explore the front
room.

“The ceiling height appears to coincide with
the Monolith Builder’s usual standards.”

“That again? Nine point something feet?”
Jimmy asked. “So it’s theirs, huh?”

“That would not be beyond the realm of
possibility.”

“Perry, do you have any thoughts about how
old this place is?”

“Yes, Ali, I do. I have completed a cosmic
ray strike analysis on the outer skin of the station. From the
data, it appears to be approximately 56,000 years old.”

“Wow,” Jimmy exclaimed, “it’s in pretty good
shape for its age.”

“I’ll say,” Ali breathed. He continued to
the opposite wall and rubbed his hands against it.

“Move your hand
approximately two feet to the left,” Perry
suggested.

Finding another soft spot, they watched a
door open to a circular stairway spiraling down into the
darkness.

 


* * *

 


“Ugh, why won’t these lights work?”

“Maybe they’re trying to keep us in the
dark,” Peter replied. He cautiously stepped to a wall and continued
to look for a switch or button, as they had done for the past few
days. The mysterious orb was attached in the upper corner of his
room—they could see the strange balls during the day—but no matter
what they did to it, it remained stubbornly dark at night.

Henrietta, on the opposite side of the
room, gave up her searching, just like she had done yesterday. “I
feel like an idiota!”

“Why bring Stiles into this?” Peter
asked.

Henrietta laughed. “Shouldn’t we just ask
someone about them?”

“I really don’t know,” Peter replied.
“Stiles did have a point about keeping our ignorance from the
D’war’en. It’s important we appear as normal as we can.”

“Normal,”
Henrietta repeated.

“Well, as much as possible,” Peter replied.
“Everywhere we go throughout this city, their orbs are lit before
we get there. Everyone is having a grand old time, and no one seems
concerned about their room illumination at all. But here we are,
and we can’t get the darned things to work! Is this some sort of
test?”

“Beats me, but I’m tired of getting dressed
in the dark!”

Peter nodded.

“Well, no use dallying,” Henrietta said. “I
guess I might as well go back to my blacked-out room.”

“Don’t stub your toe on the way out.”

“Yeah, funny,” Henrietta replied. “Ouch! Oh
no, not again.” She rubbed her head as she entered the well-lit
hallway, mumbling angrily in Portuguese.

 


* * *

 


Ali and the others explored four additional
station levels over the next six hours. Each level was as austere
as the others and instead of a cluttered factory with bulky
controls and humming, oily equipment scattered all over the place,
this station was more like an empty tin can. If this was the way it
was 56,000 years ago, when it was a functioning terraforming
station, the kids had no idea how it could have operated.

They walked down yet another stairway and
entered another room, but this one was different. Instead of shiny
metal walls, this alcove was carved from native rock.

“Looks kinda like Mountain Home in here,”
Jimmy observed.

“But they don’t have those annoying glowing
orbs,” Stiles added.

Ali was not sure what he was talking about,
but he did see lights inserted into the ceiling. They provided
enough illumination to easily see around the room, but they still
cast shadows under the more artistic rock overhangs adorning the
walls. And like the others in the station, they came on
automatically a brief second or two after they entered.

“Basement level?” Stiles asked.

“Could be,” Ali replied. “Hard to imagine
any other automatic doors cut into this rock leading farther down.”
He walked to the right, taking in the views surrounding them.
Chiseled symbols, lines, and circles covered the walls. “Is this
their art?”

Stiles shrugged silently and wandered away
to a far corner to be alone.

Jimmy traced out some of the symbols, as
though writing them out with his finger. “This is not really like
what they had on their walls back in the city. I think these are
instructions for something.”

Ali walked to another carved panel. “Is it
in Old Norse, or whatever you said the D’war’en use?”

“No,” Jimmy replied. “This is more like
Egyptian pictographs. These ones are much more primitive than Old
Norse.” He began copying symbols into his PAD, running from one
panel to another. “Wish I had my translator with me.”

Ali thought for a moment while Jimmy added
entries to his database. “Like maybe they were writing for someone
and did not know what their language was. Like writing for
kids.”

“Or,” Jimmy began.

“Or what?” Stiles asked impatiently, now
growing more interested.

“Or, they were writing for someone who might
not see this for hundreds or thousands of years. Who can tell how a
language will evolve over time? New languages may take over; old
ones die off. So, you write with pictures, not letters.”

“So they might be instructions for the
children of their children?” Ali asked.

“Yeah, but more like five thousand times
over,” Jimmy replied. “This one looks interesting, plus there’s
enough Old Norse stuck in to provide some context.”

Stiles and Ali gathered next to Jimmy.

“Um, let’s see … look at this line,” Jimmy
said. He pointed to a series of images and began reading:

 


‘The beast grow strong if
left to their own;

a cancer that cannot be
cured ….’ ”

 


Jimmy shrugged. “It really doesn’t say
‘cancer.’ It’s more like ‘illness’ but if you read it with a little
poetic license, I think cancer makes more sense.”

“How do you get that from
that?” Stiles asked. “You’re
crazy.”

“Well, I’m starting to see some repeating
patterns all over the place. I’m also switching words around to
make it rhyme in Standard, of course. True, I might be wrong, but
my translator will help a lot when I get back to the ship. And look
at what this line says:

 


‘To the power of three is
what we must be

from his power to set us
all free.’ ”

 


“Something cubed?” Ali asked.

“Maybe,” Jimmy replied. “I guess that’s what
it might be saying.”

“The power of light is cubed as it travels,”
Ali suggested to himself.

“So what’s that mean?” Stiles persisted.

Jimmy shrugged again. “Beats me …. I know;
it doesn’t make sense, but that’s what I think it means, at least
from the context I’m seeing. Ooh, here’s another interesting one,
and there’s more Old Norse spattered in it. Something called the
‘Sampo Orb’ is …

 


‘… found beyond the land
through the islands.’ ”

 


Stiles looked at what Jimmy was reading.
“Are they talking about it being here, from Mountain Home and
through the Central Islands, or the other way around? Which side of
the world is this orb on?”

Jimmy shook his head. “I can’t tell. Some of
these symbols just don’t make any sense.”

“So,” Stiles added derisively, “it
could be on one half of this planet or the other. Gee, that just
leaves the entire
planet.”

“Yeah, well, you try this. But look here,”
Jimmy said. “Maybe this is another clue about this Sampo thing. It
says it’s a weapon beyond imagination!”

“Are you sure that’s what it says?” Ali
asked.

“Well, technically no, but you gotta put it
in the context of everyday language. It literally reads ‘weapon
outside of thought’ but that doesn’t make any sense. Using
traditional clichés, that certainly means ‘beyond imagination’ in
my way of thinking, right?”

“I guess.” Ali walked to another panel. “I
wonder if this could be a map,” he said to himself.

“Where?” Stiles asked.

“Over here.” Ali was looking at a series of
dots, some of them with lines connecting them together. “Some of
these are connected and others are not. And it’s real prominent at
the center of all the other dots, like it’s saying "You Are Here.’
” Ali studied the wall in more detail. “Perry, can you capture
images of all these murals, especially this one?”

“I have been doing just
that, Ali,” Perry purred. “I
am almost finished.”

Ali walked to another panel. “We need more
time to look these over. Maybe Peter and Henrietta will have some
ideas after spending more time with the D’war’en.”

“What do you think you see?” Jimmy
asked.

“Well, it really does look like a map to me,
but I just can’t be sure.”

“Cool. I wonder if it points to that Sampo
Orb thingy,” Jimmy mused.

Stiles looked over Ali’s shoulder, glancing
at the puzzle. “Eh, it’s probably nothing,” he replied. “It’s
probably not even a map.”

“You’re probably right.” Ali scratched his
head, still studying the murals.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 15

Acrab Star System, Mountain Home – Ship Year
540, Day 47

 


Peter and Henrietta were shivering in the
frigid morning air on the outer edge of the stone terrace outside
their rooms. Perry had sent down a miniature sensor array the day
before and he could now see a visual of them on the planet, as well
as allowing Peter and Henrietta a view inside the bridge
transmitted directly to their PADs. Peter manipulated the settings
to a low conversational level so that he and Henrietta could talk
to the bridge as if they were all together in one place.

“Hey, Perry … what’cha got for us?”

“I got
all kinds of stuff for you, Peter,”
Perry replied sarcastically. The ship was finally getting
used to human speech and was trying to give as well as take.
Unfortunately, he still needed some practice with his sarcasm, as
more often than not it was misplaced.

“Geez, Perry, chill.”

“A little too much?”
Perry asked.

“Uh, yeah,” Peter replied.

“Sorry. I am still trying to get used to
this unusual vernacular. I assume you wish an update from
yesterday.”

“That would be nice,” Henrietta replied
between chattering teeth.

“And that—Perry—was a good use of sarcasm,”
Peter added.

“I see no difference between her use and
mine. However, we have been monitoring progress at the supply
depot. The good news is that they are not wasting much time with
their deliveries. We estimate that they already have approximately
one hundred tons of food in stock.”

“And the bad news?” Henrietta prodded.

“The entire area surrounding the depot is
saturated with D’war’en. There are more individuals there than
necessary to simply deliver supplies. I believe guards are being
posted along all entrances to the clearing to spy on us when we
attempt to retrieve the food. They would be well hidden, if not for
our observational abilities here in orbit. Ali believes they plan
to follow you to the imaginary fleet, or in actuality the courier,
when we attempt to take possession of the food.”

“Can we get it without them seeing us?”
Peter asked.

“We would need to create a substantial
diversion to do so, and Stiles does not believe they are naïve
enough to be fooled by such a ploy.”

“I agree,” Peter replied. “Do you think they
will ever leave that food alone?”

“Unknown, Peter, but it is unlikely. They
appear to be setting a trap.”

Peter rested his elbows on the stone-cold
railing, peering out over the village below and the forest beyond.
He envisioned the shuttle flying down to retrieve the supplies
surrounded by a D’war’en army. He saw no way for that to happen.
“We need another plan,” he said to himself.

“Alffinnr?” Henrietta suggested.

“No. He’s too close to Signar; he’d be
obliged to inform his father of anything he learns.” Peter thought
for a few minutes. “Domar might be the answer.”

“Why are you thinking of Domar?” Henrietta
asked.

“He’s a merchant, right? Merchants want to
make money. Let’s offer him the same deal, but at a different drop
point.”

Henrietta shrugged her shoulders. “So, we
either admit to Signar who—and what—we are, or we don’t take the
supplies at all, or we hire Domar behind the king’s back.”

“Well, I don’t think they’re ready for
flying aliens yet,” Peter suggested. “So that leaves out option
one.”

“And I don’t think we’re ready for
starvation,” Henrietta scowled. “There goes the second option.”

Peter thought about their choices for a few
minutes, shifting from foot to foot to keep warm. “Is Stiles there?
What’s he think?”

“No, he is not here, but
that leads me to another update,” Perry
replied. “The three boys are currently on
their way back from the terraforming station. They should arrive in
two hours. They made some surprising discoveries down
there.”

“Really,” Henrietta responded. “Such
as?”

“For one thing, we determined the station is
56,000 years old, but is in pristine shape, at least from the
inside. It contains several sublevels, but each room is essentially
barren, not what one would expect from a terraforming station.
Doors and lights function perfectly after all those years. The
walls are made of an unknown metal alloy. The interesting part,
however, resides in the basement level.”

“Why? What’s there?”

“It appears to be an informational room,
Henrietta; it is a library, so to speak. It is carved from native
rock in a manner consistent with what you are describing as
customary to the D’war’en culture. The walls are covered with
primitive pictographs depicting many subjects, one of which may be
a map of some sort leading to a powerful weapon.”

Peter and Henrietta stared at each other,
trying to interpret the meaning of the discovery. “Did the D’war’en
have a hand in building the terraforming station?” Peter asked.

“Jimmy believes so, but
that is as yet uncertain. Their language is involved in the library
room, however. Although, it could be instructions left
for them.”

Henrietta pursed her lips, “How’s he coming
along deciphering the messages?”

“Jimmy has had limited success so far, but
thinks there will be a substantial portion of the information that
cannot be translated. According to him, languages can be translated
through context to a large degree, but with pure pictographs a key
is needed.”

“Like the Rosetta Stone,” Henrietta
suggested.

“Yes, like the key to Egyptian writing found
by Napoleon’s scientists.”

Peter nodded. “If we can find the time we
should search for one.”

“There is also an abandoned city near the
station. Perhaps one is located there.”

“Alright,” Peter replied. “Thanks, Perry,
but we’re freezing out here. I don’t know about Arietta, but I’m
going inside. Talk to you tomorrow,” he said.

“I strongly suggest
Henrietta join you in your departure,” Perry
suggested. “Freezing will ultimately lead
to her death.”

 


* * *

 


Alffinnr stood in the cold morning air
twenty feet above the deserted terrace. He had been listening in on
a conversation among Peter, Henrietta, and another man, who by all
accounts should not have been in the city. He would need to check
with his staff to find out if another Hu’man’i had infiltrated
Mountain Home, and if so how he had done so. Just as strangely,
they were talking in another language he could not understand. He
heard them talk about Jimmy and Stiles several times, but how could
the Hu’man’i confined here in the city have information about the
others so soon considering they had so recently left?
Could the man have brought news about their
friends?

What’s going on?
he wondered.

More disturbing still, he heard his
name being mentioned in the same breath as his father, and they did
not sound happy talking about them. Then he spoke another name that
was D’war’en: “Domar.” Who is he?
Alffinnr wondered. And what’s he got
to do with the Hu’man’i?

More importantly, Alffinnr
wondered, Should I inform my father about
all this?

 


* * *

 


“She killed a valdyr? By herself?”

“Yes, Daghild,” Bisi replied, “at least
according to my men.”

“But she’s the weakest of the lot,” the old
crone hissed.

Bisi shrugged noncommittally. “I am simply
repeating what I overheard. That is the story she told during our
journey to Mountain Home. It is all summarized here in this
report.” He handed Daghild a message cylinder with both ends still
sealed in wax stamped with the seal of the Royal Guard.

“She’s a chronic liar, that one! The
male ungmenni—possibly I could
believe it of them, any one of them—but her? No, she is too leaky.”

Bisi raised an eyebrow in response.
“Possibly. But what if the story is true?”

Daghild thought about the possibility
and did not like anything she was considering. The cylinder weighed
heavily in her hands and the wrinkles on her face deepened in
concentration. “If so—and I don’t
believe it for a second—the male ungmenni must be more powerful than we ever
imagined.”

“I know,” Bisi replied. “And I
am not looking forward to
meeting their full-grown soldiers when the time comes.”

Daghild threw the cylinder angrily onto the
massive table. It rolled to the edge and fell onto the stone floor,
rocking back and forth in a shallow stone groove, as if in silent
mocking. “When the enemy has the advantage, you strike first, fast,
and without warning.”

Bisi threw on his cloak, in preparation for
leaving the meeting room. “I’ve been consulting with Ulfarr, and he
is of a similar opinion.”

“And you?” Daghild rasped.

Bisi gathered his thoughts as he tied off
the front of his cloak. He cinched the knot with a stern tug. “I
can’t seem to find a way to disagree.”

 


* * *

 


Dyntr cleared the stone bench of its heavy
burden of snow with a sweep of his arm, offering Henrietta a seat.
As they sat down he pointed up to the Greater Orbs in the sky.
“Would you care to hear their story?”

Henrietta looked to where he was pointing.
She saw three blue-white stars suspended in the sky. The two larger
ones were the size of her thumbnail as seen from an outstretched
arm, separated by about the width of three fingers. The third—with
a faint orange-blue hue—was a tiny point of light, just a fraction
of an inch away from the star to the left. A faint blue stream of
diaphanous plasma connected the two stars to the left, like a fiery
rope bridge. “Yes, Dyntr,” Henrietta replied with a smile, “I’m in
the mood for a pleasant tale.”

“Take care, for I must warn you that this is
not a happy accounting.”

Henrietta grew serious and nodded solemnly.
She shivered from the cold.

“You see: Vigfus,” Dyntr said pointing to
Beta-C, the main star of the small group, “is a willing fighter,
quick to battle. Impulsive, I believe the word is, you would say.
So impulsive is he, that he married the lovely Ny without fully
considering what he was getting into.” Dyntr pointed to the equally
bright Beta-E star, which was but a small distance separated from
her lonely husband. Henrietta sighted down his arm to the star to
the far left.

Dyntr continued his story. “Ny was very
young when she married, so young that she, too, did not understand
what the vows of marriage truly meant. Vigfus loved Ny with all his
heart. Ny loved Vigfus, but not equally so. Yet, nonetheless, they
were bound to each other.”

Henrietta looked up at the sad pair,
wondering when they would come back together.

“But then,” Dyntr stated menacingly, “along
comes Hafr.” He pointed to the tiny Beta-F star, barely discernable
outside of Ny’s glowing aura. “Hafr is the he-goat. He is stubborn
and is never satisfied. You see, he too is madly in love with Ny.
All he could see in the entire world was Ny’s beauty; he was lost
in her brilliance—blinded by it. Hafr was so entranced by Ny that
he could not live unless he was near her—so close that he must
always keep in contact—never letting her go.”

Henrietta was getting into the story. “He
will smother her,” she observed, “if he continues to do that.”

“Hafr cared not,” Dyntr answered. “He was
jealous of Vigfus. So jealous that he ran rings around Ny, keeping
Vigfus achingly away from his lovely young wife. Every nine days,
Hafr ran around Ny, protecting her from all comers, especially from
her impetuous husband. Hence, Hafr gave us our week. And every four
turns, he would impart fertility to Ny, hoping she would bear him a
son, hence giving us our month. He did not care if the child was
illegitimate, for if she had Hafr’s son, her only choice would be
to leave Vigfus and run away together in sin.”

“That’s terrible,” Henrietta cried. Taking a
deep breath to settle her emotions, she asked, “Who does she love
more?”

Dyntr was angry now, his voice raised high.
“Neither man, both men, possibly!” Dyntr, too, needed a moment to
settle down. “No one knows,” Dyntr replied sadly. “Both men were
stubborn and could not give her up. For all of time she is bound by
both rivals, pulled by one and tugged by the other. She is trapped
in their unending love for her. Eventually, their love will be too
strong and it will tear Ny apart. When that happens, she will
explode in a fiery fit of passion, burning all of creation before
her. All for the love of a woman ….”

Falling tears froze on Henrietta’s rosy
cheeks, stinging her face. She sighed. “You’re right. That was a
sad story, with no happy ending.” She shivered again, thinking of
the doomed lovers.

Dyntr removed his cloak and wrapped it
around Henrietta’s shoulders. “You know, M’lady, I—too—am quite
blinded.”

Henrietta stiffened, not knowing what to
say. Gently, she passed Dyntr’s cloak back to him. Ignoring his
comment, Henrietta replied softly, “You have it wrong, Dyntr. I am
not a true Lady.”

“You have been chosen as a representative of
your people, have you not?”

Henrietta did not reply.

Accepting her silence as an admission of
truth, he continued. “Then you are permitted the title.”

“We should go back inside.”

“As you wish, M’lady.”

Henrietta stood up. “Please don’t call me
that. Anything but that.”

Dyntr followed her off the cold bench,
“Arietta, then. I favor that name.”

“If you wish,” Henrietta replied, “but,
please, not Lady.”

 


* * *

 


Peter and Henrietta waited nearly two
hours after finishing their supper for Domar to enter the
Gnótt Brjóst. They realized how
inconvenient it was without communicators or any other ways to get
in touch, other than by simply running into him by chance. Peter
waved as the merchant entered the tavern and shifted to another
chair, making space for him to sit between him and
Henrietta.

“Greetings, my útlendr friends,” Domar offered
amicably.

“And hello to my foreign friend,” Peter replied. “We were
wondering if you would show up tonight.”

Domar chuckled. “Few are the evenings I am
not here, as my expanding waist truly shows.” He acknowledged
Linnea with a nod. “My usual, Love.” He watched her walk back to
the bar. “I trust our quaint city is not dulling your senses overly
much.”

“Oh, no, it is quite lovely,” Henrietta
replied. “I was provided a tour of your museums this afternoon, and
they are quite spectacular.”

“Ah, yxen fur, and droll plows, and dried-out bones.
Are those worthy of such a lovely lady?”

Henrietta blushed. “Yes, of course they are.
I learned a great deal about the D’war’en. You are a noble
race.”

“If only we knew of the Hu’man’i in such
detail,” he reminded them.

Peter cocked his head, “Well, perhaps
tonight we could discuss that.”

Linnea handed Domar his tankard. He made a
point not to look up at Peter’s comment and instead stared intently
into his drink. “Ah, the oyster’s shell is finally willing to open
a crack; and what pearls will we find inside?”

“I think you will find something of
considerably more value than pearls,” Peter suggested.

At that, Domar had to look up. “Really? Do
tell.”

“You may have heard that we are purchasing
supplies from Signar,” Henrietta offered.

Domar’s drink caught in his throat and he
nearly spit it out, stifling a laugh. “One imagines the entire city
has heard that old news.”

Peter continued the conversation, “But the
entire city has not heard that the Hu’man’i are not necessarily …
wholly … satisfied with the arrangements as they stand. In fact,
only one D’war’en now knows of this.”

Domar took a deep swallow to collect his
thoughts. “Indeed?”

“Yes,” Peter replied. “And the Hu’man’i are
looking for an alternate source of supplies. Would you happen to
know where one could be found?”

“I might,” Domar played with his tankard. He
looked into it, surprised it had emptied so quickly.

Henrietta motioned Linnea to bring him
another. They waited in silence for it to arrive.

Domar waited until he saw Linnea’s
retreating back. “Are you not satisfied with the prices negotiated
with Alffinnr?”

Peter leaned closer to the merchant, and in
a soft voice he continued, “That’s part of it.”

Domar tried to conceal a thin smile. “And
the other part?”

“—is Hu’man’i business.” Peter could
see the wheels turning in Domar’s head. “We … frown upon
interference at the depot sites, preferring to handle our
transportation needs ourselves. We will still pay Signar his share,
but we need an additional sixty tons of supplies. I could give you
a list—”

“—if the list is the same as what you
gave to Signar’s men, I already have it,” Domar replied.

Peter laughed. “I thought as much.”

Domar noticed his second tankard was empty
again. Henrietta began to raise her hand, but Domar stopped her.
“It is usually the man who tries to get the woman drunk. I think
I’ve had enough ale for awhile.” He ran his finger around the lid
of the empty container. “Sixty tons of various food types … a
considerable amount for a lowly merchant to acquire.”

“Domar,” Peter scolded, “you
are not a lowly merchant. I’ve asked around.”

“Ah, reputations are often so inflated.”

“And fine clothes grow on trees,” Henrietta
retorted. “And most trees up at these elevations do not grow so
very well.”

Domar glanced at his suit, likely the finest
in the place. “I’m betrayed by my vanity, once again.” He thought
for a moment. “I could provide what you need, and for
three-quarters of what Signar is asking.”

“We’ll pay the full sixteen pounds of gold,”
Peter replied. “In fact, for added urgency in this matter we could
make it twenty.”

Domar looked up with surprise in his eyes.
“Negotiations usually work the other way around.”

Peter slipped his chair a few inches closer
to the eager merchant. The wooden legs chattered over the granite
stone. “A full price carries certain stipulations,” he
whispered.

“Stipulations,” Domar pondered.

“Nothing onerous,” Henrietta added.
“Silence, for one thing.”

“Of course,” Domar agreed. “Most of my
transactions require discretion.”

“We figured that.” She smiled. “An isolated
location, for another,” she continued. “Somewhere near the algae
ponds to the south. Far away from the forest. That should make it
easier for your men to transport the algae we would also
require.”

Domar’s eyes lit up in understanding.
“Away from Signar’s men, but more difficult to get it to
your northern
fleet.”

“That would be our problem to solve, not
yours,” Peter replied.

“Of course,” Domar replied. He rubbed his
eyes as he worked out the logistics in his head, and the probable
location of the Hu’man’i fleet. “Most of my traders are with the
exploratory fleet. I have enough men to collect and package your
needs, but to caravan supplies I only have a few men at my
disposal.”

“That’s fine with us,” Peter responded
eagerly. “Here is a rough map of the location we wish to use. Bring
the food there and we will take care of the rest.” Peter handed
Domar a small slip of parchment with the customary “Pirate’s x” on
it.

Domar nonchalantly slipped it under his arm
but took time to peek at it. “Quite far from the sea, as I was
beginning to suspect. I think there is more to the Hu’man’i than
you say.”

“Do you have a problem with that?” Henrietta
asked.

“If working with you would hurt my
people—”

Henrietta interrupted him with a gentle hand
on his forearm. “Domar, I assure you, we will not hurt the
D’war’en. In a few weeks you will never see us again.”

“Travelers along a lonely road ….”

“Something like that,” Peter agreed. He
could see that Domar was trying to do the right thing, but was
conflicted. Profit rested in one hand, but danger to his city
rested heavily in the other.

“But travelers to where,” Domar continued to
think out loud. “Surely, we will run across each other again as the
sea-ice continues to melt. The land shrinks as the numbers of
people continue to grow. A vessel will only hold so much water
before it overflows and I don’t want to be the cause of the
resulting mess on the floor.”

Henrietta looked to Peter for support. He
did not know what to say or do. As much as he loathed the thought,
Stiles’ conniving negotiation skills would come in handy about
now.

“Domar,” Henrietta began, “all I can say is
there’s more land out there than you can ever imagine. And it will
be generations before your people are able to reach it and come in
contact with us again. That’s where we’re going. You may reach it
before the next ice age begins, but perhaps not.”

“So your ships are as powerful as you.”

“Oh, we’re not that powerful,” Peter
replied.

Domar chuckled, “As you say. Okay, against
my better judgment, I will agree to your terms.” He looked toward
Henrietta, “I do hope I never regret this.”

“You won’t,” Henrietta replied. “Full
payment will be made to the Merchant’s Guild by tomorrow evening.
We’ve met your representative there. I believe his name is
Grimnir.”

He nodded nervously.

She reached over and grazed his cheek with a
light kiss. “Thank you.”

Domar stammered. “Yes, well … I assume you
want this to begin as soon as possible.”

Peter nodded.

“Then I shall be off.” Domar rose from the
table and turned to leave.

 


* * *

 


Dyntr, sitting quietly at the bar, watched
Domar leave the tavern. He was instructed to watch the Hu’man’i
carefully and take note of who they talked to, but for most of the
evening his eyes never left Henrietta.

 


* * *

 


“I’m beginning to think our visitors are
more than they appear to be,” Alffinnr suggested.

Bisi looked up; shadows softened the sharp
features of his face. They were alone in a darkened room with a
small fire sputtering to life in the fireplace. “Is that so? And
what brings you to that conclusion?”

Alffinnr studied the captain carefully
before continuing. The shadows played ghosts around his stony face,
making his eyebrows appear to rise and fall with expectation of the
new intelligence to be gained. The leader of the Royal Guards
remained perfectly still, yet Alffinnr could see the curiosity
surge from his controlled emotions. How
will he react if he learns they infiltrated another person into the
city under his nose? But how could they? Alffinnr
wondered. He could not see a way another Hu’man’i could get into
the city without Bisi or his men seeing him. It was as impossible a feat as the ghosts dancing on Bisi’s
face.

But worse, what would his father do if he
found out he was played the fool?

“I can’t say for sure, Bisi. It’s just …” he
let out a deep breath, “they’re so different.”

“Yes, but we knew that from the start. Is it
anything specific they’ve done? You’ve had the most contact with
them. I’m sure you know more about them than anyone else.”

Alffinnr shook his head. “Nothing really ….
I don’t know; I just think it’s worth keeping an eye on them.”

“That is the mission your father gave you.
He trusts you, Alffinnr.”

“Then I shall continue to do it.”

Another log caught in the hearth and flamed
prominently, lighting Bisi’s face with renewed intensity. “Is there
anything else you wanted to tell me?” Bisi asked.

“No,” the D’war’en heir replied, with a
guarded shake of his head. “Nothing at all ….”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 16

Acrab Star System, Mountain Home – Ship Year
540, Day 56

 


Peter was on the large terrace—which
by now had become his and Henrietta’s personal patio—for his
morning briefing with Perry. While he chatted away he watched the
system stars rise over the snowcapped mountain peaks, squinting at
the dull-blue glare from the trio of stars. Small Hafr rose ahead
of Ny, her close companion, and for a moment shone with bright
intensity until Ny’s powerful sunlight overwhelmed his temporary
prominence. Watching the system stars rise was a morning ritual
Peter came to enjoy, and he could now predict with fair accuracy
where Hafr would be along its tight orbit around Ny at each
sunrise. That makes it the start of another
week, he reflected.

“Peter, did you not hear me?”

“Uh, what was that, Perry?”

“I was summarizing the progress Stiles is
making with the transfer of supplies up from the surface. If you
would rather we do this some other time—”

Henrietta appeared from the hallway,
clasping her coat tighter around her neck in the morning wind. She
walked up to the railing and looked out over the forest canopy. She
kept pushing her flowing hair away from her face in the pulsing
wind.

“No, Perry, go ahead; I was just thinking,”
Peter replied.

“I was saying that it has been eleven days
since Jimmy and Stiles left Mountain Home and nine days since
signing our contract with Domar’s smugglers. In that time, Stiles
has completed fifty trips to the alternate depot and has retrieved
nearly half of what we require. The boys have also completed quite
a few side trips collecting inorganic constituents and mineral
matter. Progress is good. In fact, they have just returned from
their latest trip, and supplies are being transferred to the hold
as we speak.

“Ah,” Perry
continued, “and Ali has just entered the
bridge.”

“What’s shakin’, Perry; you
talking to the guys down under?” Ali asked.

“Yes. And nothing is currently shaking. The
ship appears to be running very smoothly and I detect no
irregularities with our orbit.”

Peter laughed at the ship’s reply. “Hi, Ali;
how’s it going at the algae ponds?”

“Yo, Chief. It’s lookin’ pretty good down
there. That Grimnir is one efficient dude.”

“I guess when money’s involved, it makes a
difference,” Henrietta suggested.

“Oh, hey, Doc,”
Ali said. “You still doin’ okay,
dealing with the natives?”

Henrietta hitched up and sat on the railing,
swinging her feet above the snow-covered terrace floor. “Yeah, it’s
going okay down here.”

Peter cautiously walked closer to Henrietta
and looked over her shoulder. “Geez, Arietta, it’s a long way
down.”

Henrietta glanced over her shoulder. “Ah, no
sweat. You should see the overlooks at Iguaçu Falls.”

“Still, there probably was no ice or snow
there in the Brazilian jungles, either.”

“True,” Henrietta conceded. She inched a
little farther away from the edge.

Relieved, Peter glanced at the morning suns
again and caught their reflections along the jagged surface of the
hanging glacier off to the east. A million tiny ice crystals
sparkled throughout the glacial ice like a sea of stars.

“Beautiful here, isn’t it?” Henrietta
asked.

“Yeah, it is. I almost regret leaving.”

Henrietta chuckled. “Yeah, I know. Been
thinking about the cramped quarters waiting for us back on the
ship. Whadda ya think: another couple weeks?”

“Yeah, that’s probably about right.” Peter
looked at the glacier one last time. “Well, you ready for a little
breakfast?”

“Sure, let’s do it. See ya, Ali.”

“Not if I see you first, Doc.”

As Peter and Henrietta made their way
off the terrace, they heard Perry continue to talk to Ali.
“Would not both of you see each other at the same
time?”

They threaded their way through the back
hallway to Lillemor’s tavern and ran into Alffinnr along the way.
“Oh, Alffinnr, you’re here again,” Peter offered in surprise.

“Yes, good morning. I thought we could break
our fast together again.”

“That would be lovely,” Henrietta replied.
“My treat today.”

The three friends walked together into the
tavern and found an empty table. “I thought it was always my
father’s ‘treat’ while in here.”

“Well, it would be my treat,” Henrietta
admitted.

Alffinnr laughed as he sat down. “You
know—speaking of treats—I must say, the two of you treat me so
differently than everyone else.”

“We do? How so?” Henrietta asked.

Alffinnr thought for a moment. “I don’t
know, exactly. You both always have a smile on your face. You’re …
it’s hard to say; I guess ‘at ease’ in my presence is the best way
to describe it. It is most refreshing. It is as if you never think
twice before speaking to me.”

“Well,” Peter offered, “just like any
friends would treat you.”

“But that’s just it; I don’t have any
friends.”

“Ah, c’mon,” Henrietta teased, “surely you
do. You’re the most famous person in all of Mountain Home, except
maybe your dad. People should be scrambling to be friends with
you.”

“Oh, no, they wouldn’t,” he said seriously.
“Plus, my father and Daghild would never allow that.”

“Well, how about the queen?” Henrietta
asked.

Alffinnr scoffed. “Einrun, as you know, is
not my mother. Beyla is. She died when I was very young. I do miss
her.”

“Yes, that was stupid of me. I lost my
mother and father too.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. When did it
happen?”

Henrietta formed a bitter smile. Peter knew
she could never say 540 years ago. “Oh, a little over three years,
I guess it has been now.”

“And you were close?”

“Very.” Tears came to Henrietta’s eyes.

“I didn’t mean to make you sad.” Alffinnr
looked at her and tentatively continued. “My friend.”

“Oh, no, Alffinnr, you didn’t. I’m fine,
really. Well, what shall we order today?” she asked as Linnea
approached.

“Why don’t you order for me?” Alffinnr
suggested.

“You won’t like what she picks,” Peter
warned conspiratorially.

Alffinnr laughed. “As long as it is not
burnt loaves of bread, I’ll be fine.”

 


* * *

 


The next day, and several miles farther into
the mountain’s interior, young Queen Einrun had Lord Signar trapped
within the private antechambers of their palace suites. For the
past few weeks, the young queen noticed she was beginning to waddle
more and more in her second pregnancy and was not overjoyed at the
fact that she would resemble a plump duck for the next few months
every time she moved. The inconveniences of her pregnancy with
Eyolf were still a vivid memory, even though by now they were eight
years in her past. Rising above the indignities, she toddled to
Signar’s side and continued the discussion they had begun earlier
this morning while still in bed.

“I’m just saying I don’t trust Alffinnr’s
judgment in this,” she insisted.

“I know, I know,” he replied wearily. “But
Bisi is keeping a close eye on the matter. If anything goes awry,
he will inform me. You can be assured of that.” Signar continued to
pull on his boots.

It was Einrun’s third attempt to sit in the
enormous settee pressed against the stone wall and she could tell
that Signar was growing impatient with her repulsive attempts of
acting like a normal D’war’en. Her right hand was supporting her
weight against the armrest and her waist would simply not bend in
the manner her mind commanded it to do.

“Here, here, let me help you.” Signar
grabbed hold of her left elbow, but Einrun pushed him away.

“I can do this. It is but a simple
matter of sitting down. I don’t
need any help!” She gave up any attempts at propriety, and
plopped onto the soft cushion like an iceberg calving into the sea.
A noticeable puff of digestive gas was her reward. She closed her
eyes in embarrassment. At least I didn’t
wet myself, she rationalized. Composing herself, she
continued. “Where were we?”

“Bisi, we were talking about Bisi.”

“No, not Bisi, silly! Alffinnr,” she insisted. “We were discussing how
he is so lacking in proper judgment. Eyolf, on the other
hand—”

“—is far, far too young,” Signar
finished her sentence for her, shaking his shaggy head.

“Perhaps he’s too young—for now—but he is
far wiser.”

“You know, Einrun, I actually think I
agree with you, but eight years old does us little good at this
juncture. At least Alffinnr’s chin is showing signs of growth. Give
them time to grow, both of
them. I promise you, my darling, all will be well in the
end.”

“Where’s my chambermaid?” Einrun called out.
“I believe I shall need her soon. This beast is pressing against my
bladder so terribly much,” she whined.

“Guard,” Signar commanded. “Fetch
the dróttining’s
Lady-in-Waiting. And be quick about it!”

Einrun was relieved he was calling for her
maid so insistently, but she was not too sure if her husband wanted
the guard to be quick for her sake or his own. She put the thought
aside for a moment. “Eyolf is of the opinion they should be in the
prisons instead of cavorting with the commoners.”

“Who, my dear?”

“The Hu’man’i; can’t you concentrate
on anything?” She began impatiently pressing her knees together and
wondered if her legs would merge if she squeezed much tighter. She
began fidgeting in her seat like a fourth-year ungmenni.

Signar called again, “Guard!”

The door suddenly burst open. “Yes, M’lord,
here she is.”

“Finally,” Signar sighed. “Off you go now,
my sweets. And don’t bother yourself with what we were discussing;
all will be well in its own good time. That worthless admiral of
ours is due back here in three or four days, hopefully bringing
good news.” Signar eagerly helped the chambermaid lift his wife up
to guide her to the privy.

She shuffled as fast as she could next to
the trembling maid as she rushed to the door. “Faster, you dolt,”
she insisted. “Oh, no, now look what you’ve made me do!” Einrun
glanced behind to see if Signar was still watching. He smiled
nervously and waggled his stubby fingers in a timid wave.

 


* * *

 


The Admiral had been at sea with his ships
for the better part of a dozen days, plus on land most of five days
traveling overland to reach them before going out to sea and to
report back at Mountain Home. It had been a whirlwind trip for the
aging sailor, one that he had not been used to for many, many
years. The majority of his past few decades was spent behind a desk
at Harbor Hold, longing for those lost and glorious days of old
spent under throbbing sail. Now, truth be told, he was looking
forward to seeing his old, warm desk again.

Upon receiving orders directly from
Signar, Ormr rushed non-stop overland to Harbor Hold far to the
southwest, completing the arduous cross-continental journey in a
record four days. He then spent more than a D’war’en week aboard
one of his three smaller ships—the ones left in harbor, and for
good reason. They were largely unseaworthy and had been left behind
when the rest of the exploratory fleet was sent to the Far Islands.
The conditions of the ships in his small squadron were appalling,
but the dregs of crew left at port were far worse. But they
completed their task, or at least covered the area they were
expected to search. Strike me dead, o gods
great and small, before I’m asked to do that again!

The old man looked exhausted by the time he
entered the council chambers.

“So, you’ve returned,” Signar observed.

Ormr hardly looked up, reaching for the
vacant chair remaining between Bisi and Daghild. He collapsed into
it and shook off his wet cloak, letting it fall to the floor behind
him. “Yes, I’m back.” He reached into his sleeve and wiped his
bulbous nose with a damp cloth.

Bisi poured a cup of hot tea for the Admiral
and slid it under his chin. Ormr wondered if he had the strength to
lift it to his face. Instead, he warmed his frostbitten fingers
around the radiating pewter cup.

“And what news do you bring?” Signar
asked.

Propping his elbows on the table, he
hefted the tea for a quick sip. It burned his lip. Ormr figured
that would be the least of the pain he was scheduled for this day.
“Our squadron did well enough, reaching the Far Eastern Ice Banks.”
He sneezed violently, using the cloth again to saw under his tender
nose. “Ice jams are still quite prevalent along the entire course.
We almost lost the Orrosta Mær
two times—”

“I’m sure it was a journey filled with
perils,” Signar snapped. “You’ll have stories enough to keep the
recruitment halls buzzing for years to come, but not here. What did
you observe?”

Ormr drew three deep breaths in succession,
preparing for a sneeze that never came. “My apologies.” He set the
cloth down again before continuing. “We swept the North Sea clean
from the Western Mountains to the Frozen Tundra, nearly all the way
to the Great Northern Ice Sheets. We saw ice, and sky, and sea.
Nothing more, M’lord.”

Daghild snorted. “Ice, sky, sea … what a
wondrous sight! You saw no mysterious Hu’man’i sailing ships, not a
single mast above the horizon?”

“No, none,” he replied. This time Ormr did
sneeze. “I did seem to find a cold, however.”

“Forty–seven ships,” Daghild observed. “One
would think one would have walked from one side of the continent to
the other over them.”

“One would think that, yes,” Ormr
replied. “Ice—yes we could have walked over that, but over the
decking planks of útlendr
ships? No.”

“So this powerful fleet of foreign sprites does not
exist,” Daghild crooned.

Ormr shrugged, caught sipping his tea
again.

“Then how did our visitors get here?” Bisi
asked. “I doubt they flew. It always made more sense that their
fleet was to our west.”

Ormr blew his nose loudly, like a trumpeter
commencing a fanfare. When he finished, he said, “But if that were
the case, our exploratory fleet would have seen them. They would
have passed each other in the crossing.”

Bisi poured himself some tea. “Could
they have sunk, leaving the ungmenni
stranded?”

Signar got up and began to pace. “Then why
ask—and pay—for hundreds of tons of supplies?” he observed. “No.
They must be out there somewhere, perhaps to the south. Ormr, send
your ships to the South Sea. See what you can find there.”

Ormr’s cup of tea slipped through his hands
and hit the table with a loud clang. The admiral kept the contents
from spilling, but burnt his hands in the process. “M’lord … we
would need to travel all the way around the west coast of Morrow’s
Lodging again. You must realize there is nothing through the
eastern ice but the end of the world. Traveling all the way back
west will take at least three weeks. It—”

“Then I suggest you send off straight away.
If you hurry, you can reach your precious squadron by suppertime
tonight.”

Ormr glanced up to the ceiling, hoping the
gods had been listening to his prayers for a quick ending a short
while ago; but seeing that he was still alive, they apparently had
not.

 


* * *

 


It was that quiet time of day, caught
between late afternoon and early evening. It was snowing and the
flakes were the size of cave flickers. The day was slate-gray, with
no shadows—a two-dimensional day, were it not for the gently
falling snow.

“It’s so clean and refreshing. Thank
you for taking me out here, Dyntr. I’ve missed the trees.”
Henrietta looked up and saw the evergreen branches heavy with their
thick blankets of white.

“It is my pleasure, Arietta.”

They walked further along the foothills path
in the chill, early evening air—their footsteps silenced by the
tumbling snow. Birds sang their last songs of the day and small
creatures hopped over the snowfield underfoot, searching for final
bits of food for their young before the long night began.

“You truly live under the Lesser Orbs?”

Henrietta walked several steps before
replying. “Under different stars, far away, yes.”

“This must be a huge land, then.”

“There is more land out there than you can
imagine, Dyntr.”

He stared out over the horizon. “Remember,
you promised you would tell me the fable of your suns.”

Henrietta put her hand up to her mouth in
surprise. “Oh, I’m a terrible storyteller.”

“But it is simple. Simply recite the story
your mothers told you.” Dyntr looked at her. “It could not have
been that long ago, the telling.”

Henrietta threw here eyes up in desperation,
searching for time to think. “What are the names you call
them?”

Dyntr trudged through a high mound of snow,
making a path for Henrietta to follow. “Well, the two brighter
stars, the ones that are connected, are called Agnarr and
Amma.”

Agnarr: he’s the edge of
the warrior’s sword, Henrietta mentally
translated, and Amma is the
grandmother.

“And the smaller star is Api.”

The foolish male,
she realized. “Well, you know, there’s a fourth tiny star you
can’t see from here. Like Hafr does around Ny, it orbits closely
around Api.”

“You have four suns?” Dyntr asked.

“Yes, that is what is out there.”

“You are most fortunate to have four! What’s
the name of the fourth one?”

Stupid me! Now I need to
come up with another name. Henrietta thought for a
moment, remembering how Stiles always called her a stupid witch
when he thought she could not hear him. “Um, Alvi ….”

“The sword of a warrior, a grandmother, a
fool, and a temple witch,” Dyntr summarized. “I think you have your
work cut out for you.”

“Oh, no, not me; my ancestors did,”
Henrietta replied. “Let’s see … Amma was married to Agnarr, the
temple guard.”

“He guards the temple, like me. This is why
he carries the sharp sword,” he added excitedly. “And he is close
to Amma because he loves her.”

“Yes, you get it. And Api is their foolish
grandson. He always gets in trouble.”

“How?”

“How should I know?” In spite of the cold,
Henrietta turned red. “Would you like to tell the story?”

“No, please, continue.”

“Well, one day Api wanders into the deepest
part of the temple and gets lost.”

Dyntr started to interrupt until Henrietta
shot him a stern look. “Sorry,” he said.

“Api was lost for days and days and was
getting hungry. He was scared and did not know what to do. Then way
ahead, in the darkness, he spied Alvi, chanting spells and playing
with fire bolts.”

“What are fire bolts?” Dyntr asked.

Henrietta cleared her throat.
Geez, should I tell him about particle beams now
too? “Oh, they aren’t real. It’s a myth about
controlled lightning. The story goes that some witches can control
lightning in their hands.”

“That is a powerful aura.”

“Yes, it is. Anyway, Alvi was out of favor
with the people and was sentenced to remain in the temple forever
because she was too ambitious for the city. But she was casting her
spells, bringing Api to this very spot. You see, she knew who he
was—being the grandson of the temple guard—and coaxed him to her.
The witch places a spell over Api to oppose his family. So they
join forces together in conflict against Agnarr and Amma. For all
of time, they spin around each other, fighting for control of the
temple, but neither pair is strong enough to win. The End.”

Dyntr roared a deep belly-laugh. “That was a
great story, and a surprising ending, too.”

Phew. “I’m
glad you liked it,” she replied.

Henrietta heard breaking branches and
footsteps rushing toward them from behind. She turned just in time
to see a messenger running after them.

“Dyntr,” the runner called out breathlessly.
“You are wanted by the Royal Guards.”

“What’s amiss?” Dyntr asked.

The runner paused to catch his breath. “I
was not told. I was instructed only to find you and bring you
immediately to Bisi.”

“To Bisi himself?”

“Yes, I was told you must hurry.”

Dyntr looked at Henrietta. “We can’t leave
her out here alone.”

“Oh, I’ll be alright,” Henrietta
replied.

“Nonsense; Runner, you stay with her.”

“Forgive me, but I was told to accompany
you. Besides, you do not know where to go.”

Dyntr looked very conflicted.

Henrietta placed her hand on his arm, “You
go ahead. It’s such a lovely evening, and I get so few chances to
wander around outside. I’ll be okay. It’s only a short distance to
the entrance hall. Besides, I can retrace your footprints in the
snow. Look,” she said pointing to their fresh tracks.

“Are you quite sure?” Dyntr asked.

“Perfectly. I won’t stay out long.”

“Alright,” Dyntr relented. He looked at the
runner. “Show me the way.” They began running back toward the city.
He turned around as they ran. “Arietta, don’t be gone long,
now.”

 


* * *

 


Dyntr was escorted into Signar’s personal
council chambers. There, he found the Lord himself, along with Bisi
and that terrifying old crone, Daghild. Signar was pacing
impatiently near the front of the chambers, with Daghild folded
within her usual place far in the shadows. Only Bisi was seated,
with an untouched steaming cup of tea resting near him on the
massive conference table.

They stopped talking and looked his way as
he entered, as if he were not expected so soon. He felt like a worm
impaled on a hook in the middle of a school of starving fish. He
could feel their thoughts heavy in the room, all directed toward
him.

“You are the one who has been watching the
Hu’man’i, correct?” Signar asked.

Dyntr bowed low and pressed his forehead
until the pressure from his callused palms hurt. “Yes, I am,
M’lord.”

“Then tell us what you have you observed!”
Daghild commanded.

Dyntr stared blankly at the trio. “I-I don’t
understand.”

“Are you a simpleton?” Daghild asked.

“No, he’s not simple,” Bisi offered. “He
just came in, after all, Daghild. Give him time to collect his
thoughts.”

“What does he need to collect?” she rasped.
“It was a simple question. We should have been chewing on his
answers by now.”

Bisi held up his hand to calm Daghild down.
“Dyntr.” He looked at his trembling young soldier and rolled his
eyes. “Come, sit down; relax. We won’t eat you.”

Dyntr glanced at Daghild, not sure his
captain was entirely correct. “Captain, I cannot sit while
the dróttinn is
standing.”

Signar waved away his comment. “We are
not in the public’s eye. If it will ease your worried mind, I
command it. Sit
down!”

Dyntr collapsed into a chair like he had
been thrown from the ceiling.

“Now answer Daghild’s question,” Signar
continued more calmly.

“Um, Dróttinn, I have observed,” he glanced Daghild’s way again, “the
two Hu’man’i—Peter and Arietta—for several days now. They are very
pleasant and accommodating.”

“They must have him under a spell,” Daghild
suggested. “He sees nothing!”

“What is there to see?” Dyntr pleaded.

Bisi turned to face Dyntr very closely, as a
father would before explaining something very important to a son in
grave danger. “Some most unsettling things have happened since our
visitors arrived.”

“Well, they appear strange, I admit—”

“We know what they look like,” Daghild shouted. “What about their
control of the heavens? What proof do you have of that?”

What are they talking
about? Dyntr wondered. “The heavens?”

Daghild moved out of the shadows,
looking ever so much more menacing with her craggy face etched with
the room’s severe light. “A new star is wandering about our heads
as we speak and we do nothing about it, like weaklings! It has
hardly moved since the vermin arrived. It is directly over our city, no less.”

Dyntr looked from Bisi to Signar for
confirmation.

Bisi nodded. “They say it is a bad omen. But
there’s worse.”

Signar stopped his nervous pacing and
placed his thick hands on the table, towering over the trembling
soldier. “An hour ago, a scout reported in from the southern
Blakkrholt. New stars are being born.
That is probably where the wanderer came from.”

“New stars?” Dyntr was so
confused. What could they mean?

“They came up from the ground and became a
star,” Bisi explained. “He saw it several times over the course of
two evenings. They were as bright as the Greater Orbs themselves,
but at night. He saw stars being born, man! He claims he saw a huge
flash off on the horizon, like a city on fire but for only an
instant, and then a streaking line of blinding fire reaching to the
very heavens until it became a tiny point of light. It then went
directly to the wanderer, as if feeding it from our precious
soil.”

“I—” Dyntr shook his head, “They … I
mean to say, the visitors have not shown any abilities at all like that. They would not
hurt anyone … they’re harmless.”

“But they’re powerful enemies,” Daghild
reminded him.

“No,” Dyntr interjected, “you have it all
wrong.”

“Do not
deem to tell me what I have right or wrong!” Daghild
hissed.

Dyntr winced in pain at the onslaught,
nearly crumbling to the floor.

“Daghild, no,” Bisi warned, “we have need of
him still.”

The old woman glared at the young soldier in
disgust. “You must admit they possess great powers.”

“Yes, that is true. We believe the other
two—the ones who left to collect the supplies—are more powerful
than the ones who remain in Mountain Home. And of those two, the
girl is the least powerful.”

“The two that left,” Daghild replied
mockingly. “The ones to collect the food we’ve been oh so carefully
supplying, who have not gone anywhere near it!”

“Then, where are they?” Dyntr asked.

“We don’t know,” Bisi replied. “They’ve
vanished, as did their fleet.”

“They are off, creating foul stars to
pollute our heavens,” Daghild screeched. “What if they fall on
us?”

“What powers do these Hu’man’i possess,
forming stars from dirt?” Signar asked himself. He picked his hands
up from the table and began pacing again. “Einrun might be right.
We should do something about them now, while we still have the
chance.”

Dyntr looked up in alarm.

“You are close to these two?” Signar
asked.

“Yes,” Dyntr confirmed tentatively. “Not so
much the young boy, but I am with the girl.”

“Fine,” Signar breathed. “Bisi, how long
will it take you to mobilize every man you have?”

Bisi thought for a few seconds. “Most of our
forces are away searching for the fleet and the two other Hu’man’i,
so they are unavailable to us. That does not leave us many.” He
scratched his beard in thought. “I can call in all our close
patrols. In a day, maybe two, I can get most of the reserves back
and ready to go.”

“I was hoping to act immediately.”

“M’lord, you can’t stop a glacier with a
stick.”

“Alright, do what you can. As soon as
they’re back, make them ready to move at a moment’s notice.
And you,” the Lord said,
staring intently at Dyntr, “keep a keen eye on those two charges of
yours. But don’t alert them
that anything is wrong. When you receive word from Bisi, arrest
them. Use whatever force is necessary. But in the meantime, look
for those signs of unusual
activity Daghild is suggesting. Perhaps they
are magic sprites, after
all.”

 


* * *

 


Beams of blue sunlight penetrated through
the scattering clouds like God’s own spotlight. The D’war’en suns
held steady over the Black Woodlands, occasionally peeking through
steel-gray clouds still heavy with snow. It continued to fall, but
it was finally showing signs of letting up.

Henrietta felt confident that there were at
least two hours of strong twilight left to the day. She continued
her solitary stroll along the sheer cliffs of the Eastern
Mountains, and by now had made it to the hanging glacier perched in
the middle of the wide mountain valley to the east of the city.
Huge pinnacles of frozen ice rose from the glacier’s base like
pipes from a massive organ carved from the earth. The cobalt-blue
glacial ice was beautiful in the early evening light. A ray from
mighty Vigfus hit the glacier’s face and set thousands of ice
crystals ablaze.

Well, at least it looks
like fire, Henrietta reflected. She inspected the ice
wall more closely, marveling at its beauty. No wonder they love living here so much. She
rubbed the ice like the leg of a trusted horse.

A block of ice the size of a
skyscraper rested farther along the trail and caught her
eye. It must have fallen off the glacier
just a few days ago, Henrietta realized.
Maybe even a few hours ago.

She climbed around the base of the
land-locked iceberg, curiously skirting the face of the
glacier. I really should be heading back
soon. She looked more closely at the freshly exposed
rock in front of her. Ooh, look; the
entrance to a cave. Captivated, Henrietta proceeded
on.

She walked into the fissure and saw
that it gradually opened farther into the mountain. It was getting
darker inside, but her sense of exploration made her
continue. My dad would have loved this
place, Henrietta decided. If
he could, he’d be climbing all over this rock.

The cave twisted and turned like it had been
carved by a river. The farther Henrietta went, the darker it
became. She stumbled and fell, skinning her knee.

“Shoot! That hurt!” Henrietta sat down and
checked her knee for cuts as her voice echoed down the tunnel. The
skin was not broken, but it was very sore to the touch. She closed
her eyes and threw her head back against the dark stone wall. She
could barely see the floor a mere foot or two below her or the
rough cobbles scattered over it.

I’ll rest here for a minute and then go
back.

Realizing how careless she was for
going in without a light, she looked around, pivoting the back of
her head against the rock wall and loosening the muscles in her
neck. Something caught her attention. Is
that a light up ahead?

The blackness was interrupted by a dull glow
farther into the mountain. For a second she wondered if it could be
Alvi, casting her magic in the lost bowels of the temple. She
wondered if she was being foolish—like Api exploring the temple
under the Lesser Orbs. Rising up on her wounded knee, Henrietta
continued.

Turning a shallow bend, she limped forward
and saw an opening high up in the ceiling hundreds of feet above.
It was a natural skylight, partially covered by fingers of blue
glacial ice. She imagined it looked like what the gates to Heaven
would be. “That’s so cool!”

As if in a trance, she continued her
stumbling pace farther into the depths of the grotto.

A mountain of debris reflected under
the waning D’war’en sky. It must be
millions of hunks of rock fallen in from the glacier,
she decided. For a crazy moment, she wondered if she could
climb the pile all the way to the top. She limped ahead, drawn
closer to the mystic opening.

As she approached the opening, it became
brighter, almost as clear as the noontime sky. The three D’war’en
suns were reflected by thousands of facets carved in the ice above,
projecting streamers of light down along the shiny granite walls of
the cavern. It had become nature’s own chandelier. Henrietta had to
squint, eventually, to block out the ambient light.

She reached the base of the mound of debris.
It must have been hundreds of feet in circumference. Henrietta
looked closer at the debris pile, not believing what she saw. Her
eyes grew wide and in panicked recognition, she screamed. Her voice
echoed through the halls of the grotto. The mountain of rock was,
in actuality, a mound of D’war’en skeletons. There were thousands
of them, as far as she could see in the diminishing light. There
were skulls, and ribs, and legs, and arms. Spinal cords were
twisted and warped along the ground like snakes searching for food.
Newer skulls still had decaying skin on them and many showed signs
of dried blood oozing from vacant eye sockets. Many skulls looked
like their heads had exploded from the inside out, as if they had
been forced to swallow a small stick of burning dynamite. Almost
all had their jaws wide open in a final shout of absolute
terror.

Henrietta stepped back and fell into a
bed of bones and broken faces staring at her with sightless eyes.
She tried to scramble up, but slipped on countless twig-like bones.
Every time she made her feet, she fell into another loose pile. She
looked directly above and saw the opening to the sky, offering her
a new perspective. They must have been
thrown in, like unwanted garbage.

The middle of her head buzzed with a
familiar feeling. A trigger was going off in the pit of her brain.
It was a cosmic alarm clock, waking to a million screams. D’war’en
voices were calling out for help. They were confused. They did not
know where they were or why they could no longer see. They pleaded
with her for help. “Help me find home,” one would say. “Where is my
daughter?” another cried. “Why did this happen?”

“Stop,” Henrietta shrieked. “Go away!”

But the voices continued to call.

“No! No! Please stop!” She stumbled to her
knees and sobbed into her hands, pulling at her hair to quiet the
haunting voices echoing within her head.

She looked up to the blue sky and saw her
own frail body falling through the Heavenly ice, pushed by a proud
D’war’en soldier guarding the gate. Her body bounced like a ragdoll
along the slopes of the bone pile and fell near her feet squarely
on its back, kicking up a cloud of dust. Her clothes and skin
disintegrated in seconds. Before her eyes her imagined body turned
into bones, and her skull looked up and stretched into a
contemptuous smile. Seconds later, Peter’s body fell on top of the
skeleton that had once been her, crushing the skull to dust. She
screamed again, but when she opened her eyes, both humans were gone
and only the dusty floor remained, along with the lonely D’war’en
bones.

Untangling from the mound of bones,
Henrietta got up and ran as fast as she could through the cavern
and back into the fading twilight, scraping along the sides of the
cave as she fled. She burst from the cave and ploughed through the
drifting snow all the way back to the entrance of Mountain Home.
Guards came to attention and palmed their foreheads to the visitor.
She stopped abruptly and eased away from each soldier along the
line like a pinball bouncing from one ghoulish bumper to another.
Laughing skulls stared back over the shoulders of the line of
guards all the way to the massive city doors. Continuing on, she
stumbled through the long alcove and back through the levels of the
city, never stopping until she reached the Gnótt Brjóst.

She burst into the tavern, heaving ragged
breaths, and spotted Peter sitting alone at a table over a huge
plate of meat.

“Arietta, over here,” he called. “You’re
late for my eighteenth birthday celebration, or as close as we can
figure it is.” Seeing her condition, he stood up. “Hey, your face
is all scratched up. What happened?”

“Oh, Peter!” She collapsed into his arms.
“It was horrible!”

“Calm down. What happened?”

She looked around and saw D’war’en faces
staring back. Each one looked haunted, like the skeletons she had
just escaped. Behind their masked faces she saw and heard their
hidden laugh. “Not here,” she shuddered. She took Peter by the hand
and led him to their darkened rooms in the back of the tavern.
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“Why wait for Bisi’s men?” she spat. “Be
done with it. Kill them both.”

Bisi noticed Eyolf’s eyes sparkle at the
suggestion. “Why, Daghild? What did they do?” the guard captain
asked.

“They breathe our air.”

“They also make us rich,” Signar observed.
“Never seal the door with treasures still remaining in the room,
eh?”

Bisi was irritated to begin with. This
council had been called before he could find anything for
breakfast, and he never wanted to make decisions before he had a
chance to eat. He was also surprised Eyolf and Einrun were present
at the council meeting. But where was
Alffinnr?

“The girl is weak enough; we could get the
information we need from her,” Daghild insisted. “One session with
me would be more successful than all of what Ormr or Bisi’s men
have accomplished. No challenge to you, Captain.”

“Oh, none taken,” Bisi replied
sarcastically.

“I don’t think they’re as tough as they
appear,” Daghild continued. “Have you noticed they’ve yet to issue
any challenges? They’re like boulders in a field. You can’t avoid
them, but you are still able to walk around them. Their supposed
leader … what was his name?”

“Stiles, I believe,” Bisi replied.

“Yes, Stiles,” she continued. “He had a
spine, that one, but the others?” Daghild laughed derisively.

Bisi shook his head in thought. “I still
don’t know. Do you deny you’ve ever seen anyone the likes of them
before?”

“I never said that,” Daghild relented. “Even
she is strong—Level Five or Six, perhaps. And I’ll grant the others
must be at least a Ten. It’s unheard of, true, especially at their
age.”

“One more day,” Bisi suggested. “The
reserves should be ready tomorrow morning; surely we can wait until
then. All our pieces will be in place tomorrow before dawn, before
they arise.”

Signar nodded, glancing at Einrun to gauge
her approval. “And once our troops are ready to support us, we will
interrogate our two guests to find out where the others are. Then
we can send our troops out to destroy them all. It won’t matter
what is left of either of them, as long as we get the results we
need. Agreed?”

Bisi noticed Einrun squeeze Eyolf’s
shoulder. The young prince grew an inch at the attention.

 


* * *

 


Peter and Henrietta met Alffinnr at
the usual junction in the hallway behind the Gnótt Brjóst. They had just come from consulting
with Perry about the horrid find Henrietta made last evening and
concluded that they had to confront Alffinnr about it as soon as
possible. In the back of her mind, Henrietta wondered about the
chances of running into Alffinnr so consistently with such perfect
timing before breakfast each morning, but put the thought aside.
Finally, she would be able to ask someone who should know the
answers about what she had found.

“Oh, Alffinnr, listen. I must ask you
something.” Henrietta stopped him in the hall.

“Good morning.” Alffinnr nodded but looked
concerned. He stood next to his friends and waited for her to
continue. His expression grew more puzzled as the silence wore on.
“What can I do for you today?”

“Henrietta has a delicate question for you,”
Peter began, “and she’s not sure how to start.”

Alffinnr smiled. “I’ve often found the best
place to start is at the beginning.”

“Yes, well,” Henrietta stammered. “You see,
I was on a walk along the cliff trail yesterday when Dyntr was
called away. I continued on alone and discovered a cave.”

“Really? That sounds exciting,” Alffinnr
replied. “Did you explore it?”

“Yes, that’s the thing,” she continued.
“It’s what was inside the cave that concerns me.”

Alffinnr looked more closely at Henrietta,
knitting his eyebrows in the dim light. “There are scrapes on your
forehead. Did someone hurt you?”

Henrietta unconsciously touched her bruises
and cuts. “No, it wasn’t that. I fell and ran into the walls. I was
so scared.”

“Scared of what? Was it an animal?”

“She found a mass grave,” Peter replied.
“Thousands and thousands of bodies were all piled up. It did not
appear like they died of natural causes, at least according to
Henrietta.”

Alffinnr stiffened at the news.

“Oh, Alffinnr, it was awful.”

“Where did you find this?”

“It was to the southeast, along a bend, just
as the glacier comes down the slopes.”

Alffinnr looked very pensive for a moment.
“There’ve never been any caves there before,” he suggested, as much
in question as in reply.

“A big piece of glacier fell off the face.
It exposed the rock underneath. Alffinnr, what’s going on?”

“I don’t ….”

“Alffinnr,” Peter alleged, “are you going to
deny knowing anything about this?”

He thought for a moment, obviously trying to
decide what to say.

“What was it?” Henrietta insisted. “What did
they do to be … thrown in there like that?”

“They were enemies, dissidents. We never
thought anyone would find a way inside.”

“So you knew about it,” Henrietta replied
accusingly.

“Yes,” he replied reluctantly. “There were
openings … cracks … along the ice fields. Convenient places to
…”

“Stash the evidence?” Peter suggested.

“No, not ‘stash’ …. Dispose.”

“What’s the difference?” Henrietta
asked.

“It was during the Sky View Wars, shortly
after I was born. My father, you see, did a great thing.”

Henrietta’s eyes narrowed. “A great
thing?”

“He united our people. For the first time we
are all under one rule.”

“And this is the price you’ve paid?” she
asked.

“My father might seem mean, but he has to
be.”

“Why?” Peter asked.

“To rule,” he replied. “It’s simply the way
it must be.”

“The looks on their faces,” Henrietta said.
“You can’t condone that! They were tortured. They were in great
pain. And then they were just thrown in like garbage. Most of them
were still alive when they fell.”

Alffinnr looked pained. “How could you know
that?”

“I don’t know, but I could feel it. Their
presence was still there, in that horrid room.”

“And when you take over,” Peter continued,
“you can do that?”

“I’m not sure I can,” he replied quietly. A
strained laugh escaped his lips, “Now, Eyolf, maybe he can. But no
one’s on my side.”

“But it’s murder, plain and simple. How
could you even consider it?”

Alffinnr had no reply to her question.

“And those poor people; their heads
… exploded,” she cried. “How
can you people do
that?”

He hung his head low. “It’s the way,” he
replied, “the way it is done.” Alffinnr looked at Henrietta with
great sadness in his eyes, imploring her silently to forgive his
people.

“So you find the most sadistic ways of
killing someone and take pleasure in it. And you didn’t tell us
anything about this. That’s almost worse.”

“Henrietta, we all have our little
secrets.”

“Little secrets?” she asked sternly. “You
call that little?”

Alffinnr nodded. “Yes,” he added with more
strength. “And just who are you talking to each morning when the
suns come up?”

“What do you mean?” Peter asked.

Alffinnr grew defensive. “You know what I
mean. Seeing we’re asking questions now, I’ve heard you talking to
several people in a strange voice. I think you’ve brought more
Hu’man’i into the city. But I can’t explain how nor find any
evidence of them.”

“There aren’t any other people here,
Alffinnr.”

“You expect me to believe that, Peter? I’ve
heard them with my own ears. I’ve been listening from above for
several days. Each day is the same. I’ve heard you taking about me,
and my father, and things I don’t understand.”

Peter said nothing.

“Ah, I see we all have our little secrets,
right? Let’s admit it, Peter; you’re not being too honest with me,
either.” He hesitated for a moment, gathering his courage. “You
could have made a challenge, you know. And who knows; maybe all
this would change!”

Before Henrietta could ask what he meant by
that, the young prince stormed out of the hallway and left the way
he had arrived.

They did not see him for the rest of the day
and spent it as inconspicuously as they could near Lillemor’s
inn.

 


* * *

 


As the number of militia patrols
progressively increased, saturating the lands to the west, Stiles
found that he had to be more careful about the routes he chose from
their orbit above Mountain Home to the alternate supply depot near
the algae ponds. So, to avoid detection, he came down from the ship
first heading to the east, high over the mountains, and then
descended along a circumpolar orbit, arriving at the ponds after
flying over both poles.

Having dropped from the shuttle hangar, he
descended to the ice sheet east of the D’war’en city, over some of
the most remote parts of the inhabited side of the planet. As he
turned to the north, he skimmed the glacier, taking delight in
kicking up a cloud of snow as he zoomed overhead.

 


* * *

 


Domar bent his shoulder into the wind as he
traversed the precarious crevasses of the Frozen Tundra. Each huge
tongue of ice cut the glacier into countless ridges. He looked down
one gigantic crack before him and could not see the bottom, masked
in darkness in the late afternoon light of the Greater Orbs. He had
been making his way from the city since early this morning and
still faced a long journey to his destination. There used to be a
snow bridge somewhere along this crevasse, but it must have fallen
in since the last time he was up here. Knowing that the glacier
constantly changed was a lesson Domar learned early in life. As a
smuggler, he had to know things like that.

He shrugged and looked around, trying to
decide if it would be quicker heading southwest or northeast to
find an alternate way across the thirty-foot-wide chasm.
Considering that northeast was the general direction he needed to
go anyway, he chose the northern path. He was careful to keep
walking as high along the ice ridge as he could to avoid the
steepening side slopes of the tongue of ice he was straddling. The
wind up here was fierce, and he was grateful for his ice pick to
help keep his balance. He stoically plodded on.

The ground shook as he continued to
the north. Is it a quake?
Domar wondered. Concerned that the ice below his feet might
suddenly open and swallow him, Domar fell to his knees and spread
his body out like a spider clinging to a wall. The wind, which was
already blowing at near-gale force, suddenly increased. If this was
a quake, it would be a huge one. I’ll never
survive on this ice if that happens. I’ll be shaken down to the
very bottom of the pit. He frantically pounded the ice
axe into the stone-hard ice and dug in the jagged crampons strapped
to his boots for traction.

A cloud of billowy snow took flight in
the air around him. Here it comes,
he realized. Domar grabbed his axe with both hands and
prepared for the worst. But the quake never came. Instead of the
ice giving way, a loud crack traversed the sky above. He looked up
just in time to see a shiny metal box fly directly overhead,
zooming away to the north. It arched to the west and continued on
over the horizon.

My gods, what was
that? It had to be a cart without oxen flying in the
sky. What wonder is this? Was this a
Hu’man’i device? Is it a sign of their magic? He rose
to his feet, trying to see more of this flying cart, but just that
fast, it was gone. What can possibly move
that quickly?

That must be how they’re
picking up the supplies, he realized.
And Grimnir, and all of Signar’s men, are looking
for them on the ground.

What fools we are … their fleet does not
sail the oceans, but the sky! What are these people?

Domar decided he needed to reevaluate the
creatures he agreed to help, and if it truly was a good thing or
not, despite the huge profits he was making. He brushed the snow
from his clothes and continued on, long into the night to his
destination ahead.

 


* * *

 


Peter was startled by a persistent
pounding on his door. Half asleep, he tried to ignore whoever was
out there, but they would not go away. It must have been somebody
pretty stubborn. Huh, maybe Arietta.
He stumbled in the dark, trying to untangle from the
coverings on his bed.

“Just a minute,” he grumbled. “Ouch!” He
stubbed his toe on a boot lying on the floor and fell into a low
wooden desk. The edge of the table poked him in his shin.

The knocking continued.

“Yeah, yeah, okay,” he shouted. “Just a
minute ….” He tied a woolen robe around his waist and tugged it
closed. He reached out in the dark, pressing his hands along the
wall in search of the door handle. The door opened, letting in a
sliver of light. He was surprised to see who it was.

“Linnea ….” Peter cinched the robe a little
tighter. “What are you doing here?”

The innkeeper’s daughter looked around the
hallway nervously and started to step into the dark room
uninvited.

“Um, you know,” Peter began. “I don’t
think—”

“Shh!” Linnea put her finger to her lips and
eased around him. As she stepped farther into Peter’s room, the
orbs lit up.

“Hey, how’d you do that?” Peter asked.

“Do what?”

“The lights? How’d you … oh, never mind ….
What’s up?” He tried to shake the sleepiness away.

“You are in grave danger; the two of you
must leave immediately!”

“What? Why? What’s wrong?”

“A messenger came to us. Lord Signar’s men
are coming to arrest you soon. You and Henrietta must leave within
the hour.”

Peter suddenly came awake. “Just a minute.
Wait here.”

“Where are you going?” Linnea hissed.

“Let me get Henrietta in here.” He left
Linnea behind and rushed to the adjoining room. He pounded on her
door and soon heard stumbling inside.

“Ouch! What the—”
Henrietta opened the door. “Oh, you.” She started to close
the door on him, expecting to go back to bed.

Peter reached in and grabbed her wrist,
pulling her into the hall and toward his room. Her door remained
half opened.

“Hey, what are you doing? Are you nuts?” she
asked as she stumbled along the hallway.

Peter led her into his room and spied Linnea
pacing around at a side wall in the shadows.

“Hey, you got your lights to work. How’d you
do that?” She looked around and saw the other girl. “Oh, my,
Linnea; what are you doing here?”

“Signar’s going to have you arrested,”
Linnea replied.

“Arrest us? For what?” Henrietta asked. “Who
told you that?”

“I don’t know, but it must have been someone
important, or very high up. Whoever it was, he sent a messenger to
my mother. He just told us you two are in big trouble and need to
leave right now.”

Peter looked at Henrietta. “Could Alffinnr
have sent us the warning?”

“Maybe,” she replied. “But if this is about
those bodies I found, it could have been him telling his father
that caused this mess in the first place. He might have caused all
this, whether he meant to or not. Maybe Dyntr sent the
warning.”

“Dyntr, why him?” Peter asked.

“He kind of has a crush on me.” Henrietta
blushed. “So what did we do? If it was those bodies ….”

He shrugged.

“Bodies?” Linnea asked. Neither one replied.
“Well, anyway, the messenger did not give any details. He only said
that you will be taken to the prisons.” The frightened girl looked
around like the walls had suddenly grown ears. “You don’t want
that; believe me. You must leave. Someone will meet you on the
Frozen Tundra.” She handed Peter a map. “Can you get there?”

Henrietta rose up on her tiptoes and peeked
over Peter’s shoulders. “Yes, I’ve had some experience
rock-climbing. I think we can get up there. Are you sure
something’s wrong? Maybe we should ask Alffinnr.”

“No! He’s the erfingi! He’s the last person you should talk
to!”

Peter sat down on the bed and ran his
fingers through his hair. “But if we’re in such trouble, how will
we get out of the city?”

“Our garbage is scheduled to be taken out to
the recycling fields in a half hour. We’ve arranged for Norunn to
accompany the carts, and you and Henrietta will be in one. But you
must calm your auras very carefully, or you’ll be caught. And if
you’re caught, it will be very bad for Norunn, and possibly also
for me and my mother. You must hurry! We will provide you with all
the ropes and climbing equipment you’ll need. Get dressed! There’s
no time. Meet Norunn in the kitchen in a quarter hour.”

With that, Linnea left as quickly as she had
arrived.

“It must be those bodies,” Henrietta
suggested. “Alffinnr must have told on us, and now they don’t want
the secret let out.”

Shortly after Linnea left, the orbs in the
room faded until they were extinguished. Peter looked up. “I wish I
knew how she did that! Listen, hurry up! Go get dressed. Put on
your warmest clothes and get right back here.”

Henrietta left and returned five minutes
later. While she was gone, Peter got dressed, putting on two shirts
under his heaviest coat. He opened his door a crack and peeked into
the hallway. “Okay, let’s go.”

They rushed to the kitchen and found Norunn
waiting impatiently for them by the back door. She did not say a
word, but motioned for them to follow. She quickly disappeared
through the door and down a back flight of stairs.

After several levels, they entered a dingy
room with debris and dried food littering the floor. Rodents
scurried along the walls. “Get in the last cart,” Norunn commanded.
“All the supplies you need are inside. There’s food and extra
clothing. Put it all on, as much as you can. It will be very cold
where you’re going. Now be very quiet. I’m getting the drivers
organized now.”

Norunn ran out the back door, leaving it
open. Peter noticed that the entryway led to the outdoors. The
night was very dark. He helped Henrietta into the cart and got in
after her, pulling the tarp over them.

“Peter, I’m scared,” Henrietta
whispered.

“Me too. Quick, pile on as many of these
clothes as you can.”

They fumbled around without lights, but by
now they were pretty used to dressing in the dark anyway.

“Shh, here they come again.” Peter settled
down as low as he could in the cart and put his arms around
Henrietta, covering her as much as possible from the dangers above.
He felt two people climb into the driver’s seat and heard Noruun
talking very quietly from up front. “There are four carts in our
convoy and ours is the last one in line,” Noruun whispered. “The
driver is the messenger who came to us with the original warning.
You should be safe now, but just to be sure, I suggest you stay
concealed. I’ll let you know as soon as we’re completely clear.
We’ll stop for just a second and you need to jump out. Take all
your supplies with you. Run directly to the back and into the
bushes to the left. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Peter replied. He tried to find
Henrietta’s face in the darkness, but could not; he had to settle
for reaching for her hand and clasping it very tightly.

"Have you heard from Járnlei recently?”
Noruun asked.

“Yes, he’s well,” Henrietta replied. “He’s
back on the ship.”

“Good,” the young girl stated. “I’m
glad.”

They continued along the bumpy road for
several minutes.

“Oh no,” Noruun sighed. “There’s a
checkpoint up ahead.”

“They never have those here,” the driver
cried. “What do we do?”

“Nothing,” Noruun murmured. “Act
normal!”

Footsteps approached.
“What have you in the cart?”

“It’s the intestines from the slaughtered
oxen, and what was left inside them. We always keep those separate
from the other organs. Take some home with you, if you wish,”
Noruun suggested. “I hope you brought gloves with you, though.”

“Intestines, huh?”
The front edge of the tarp lifted up and Peter saw a faint
ray of light penetrate the darkness. “Smells like it, that’s for sure.”

“Careful where you poke,” Noruun added.
“Here, I can lift that for you, if you wish. I know where the worst
of it is.”

“Nah, never mind,”
the solider said. The tarp went down. “Go on with you.”

The cart started to move again.

“Hey! Wait just a second!

“What’s wrong now?” Noruun asked.

“Next time, bring us something more
appetizing.”

Noruun laughed. “You know Lillemor; she’d
have my head if I gave out anything for free.”

“That she would,”
he replied. “Nothing from her is
free. Except for the air, and she’d charge for that, if she
could.”

The cart began moving again. “Ha! Work for
her then and see. You’ll find she charges for that too!”

The guards laughed as they
passed. “She’s a saucy one, that one. I
wouldn’t mind having her cook for me in the kitchens.”

Peter began breathing again. He heard
Henrietta let go of her breath too. Her embrace loosened up a
fraction.

“Okay, get ready,” Noruun warned after a few
minutes. The cart suddenly came to a stop. “Now, off with you. And
don’t get caught! It will be our death!”

Peter rolled to the back of the cart and
grabbed what supplies he could find. He shrugged the tarp away and
threw the large cloth sack of equipment into the snow. He rolled
out and helped Henrietta climb over the tailgate. “Thanks, Noruun.
We won’t forget you.”

“I’d rather you did,” she replied. “C’mon,
go; go! Get back with the others, you moron!” she instructed the
driver.

The cart jostled away down the snow-covered
trail.

Peter slung the sack over his shoulder and
ran into the bushes, quickly followed by Henrietta. He looked
around and studied the map Noruun had given them. “We’re here,
aren’t we?” he said, pointing to a location on the map.

“Yeah, I think so. We just keep going up
from here. We follow the valley and climb up the lateral moraines.
Eventually, we’ll reach the ice fields.”

They followed the drifted trail for twenty
minutes, occasionally talking to Perry over their PADs to monitor
their progress. It was painfully slow, constantly worrying about
being observed.

“Wait a minute,”
Perry cautioned. “There are several
patrols up ahead. Several men are between you and the valley you
are trying to reach. I believe you will need to bypass them, going
into the forest. Here is a suggested route.” Perry
sent down a map showing a circuitous path from where they were to
the glacial valley.

Peter studied the map on his PAD display.
“That will take days to reach if we go that way.”

“It is the only clear way,
given the location of the soldiers,” Perry
confirmed.

Henrietta looked over the proposed route.
“Hey, let me see the messenger’s map again.”

Peter laid it out and they squinted at it in
the darkness, comparing it to Perry’s map.

“That grotto of skeletons, I think it’s over
here,” she suggested, pointing to the left. “See that pile of ice
over there?”

Peter craned his neck and looked farther
toward the mountain, being careful not to stand up too high.

Henrietta pressed her finger on Peter’s PAD
on the map where the cave entrance should be. “Perry, I just input
a point on your map. Are there any soldiers between us and that
point?”

“No, Henrietta, that route is currently
clear.”

Henrietta nodded. “That’s where the glacier
broke off. We can follow the underground tunnel to here. See,
that’ll save us at least half a day, not even accounting for
Perry’s little detour. Plus, we’ll be concealed once we enter the
cave.”

“Then what?” Peter asked.

Henrietta cleared her throat. “We climb the
mound of bodies to the surface. That’ll put us right on the ice
fields we’re heading for. We’ll shortcut all this area,” she
indicated a long, curving path along the hanging glacier leading to
the top of the mountain.

“You’re kidding.”

“It’ll be warmer in there too.”

“Oh yeah?” Peter responded, shivering. “Then
you said enough. Let’s go.”


It was still dark outside, and darker still
in the grotto, but it was exactly where Henrietta suggested it
would be. In no time at all, they were at the base of the mound of
skeletons. True to her word, a sliver of light was forming through
the ceiling as the Greater Orbs began to rise.

Henrietta fished through the sack of
supplies and strapped something on her boots that looked like metal
sharks teeth. “Put these on. They’ll give us traction when we hit
the icy spots.” She handed Peter a pair of crampons. “And tie this
rope to your waist. We’ll tie ourselves together. That way, if one
of us slips, the other can catch our fall.”

It took them ten minutes to suit up.

“Ready?” she asked.

“You mean I got to touch them?” Peter asked,
looking at the skeletons.

“Well, if you learned how to fly when I
wasn’t looking, you’d better tell me now.”

“No.”

“Then we touch them.”

Henrietta climbed about fifty feet up. “Hey,
this isn’t too bad. There’s quite a bit of traction and lots of
footholds. Piece of cake; come on.”

“That’s easy for you to say.” Peter followed
the trail of bones she made until he was level with her on a narrow
perch. They continued upward, alternating taking the lead as one
braced against falling while the other one climbed. Eventually,
they reached the top of the mound, but they were still forty feet
from the base of the glacier.

“Now what do we do?” Peter asked.

Henrietta saw an overhanging rock wedge
along the sidewall of the cave’s ceiling. She tied something that
looked like a treble fishhook for a whale on the end of a rope and
swung it around like a lasso. After three tries, the hook grabbed
the rock. She tugged at it, tied the other end to her shoulder
straps and pushed off the mound.

“Hey, be careful!” Peter yelled.

Henrietta swung free in the air, 200 feet
above the floor. She climbed up the rope, without even using her
feet. Finding the rock wall, she pushed around from one rock ledge
to another, swinging like a pendulum and springing away with her
feet until she forced her way to a large, horizontal ledge by the
ice. “See, easy!”

“Huh,” Peter replied.

She made sure the hook was firmly attached
and dropped the rope down to Peter. “Try climbing up.”

He tried several times, but did not have the
upper-body strength to do it.

“Hold on, weakling,” Henrietta teased. “Give
me some slack in that rope.”

The rope loosened and Henrietta looped it
around some cylindrical boulders. “Okay, be sure you’re tied to the
end and grab tight.”

She adjusted the ropes until they passed
freely around the smooth granite and used the rocks like a pulley
to haul Peter up through the air until he grabbed the edge of the
ledge. He lifted up with effort and rested at her feet.

“Holy cow, I didn’t know you were that
strong!”

“I’m not. I used the physics of pulleys to
winch you up. A trick my dad taught me.”

“See,” Peter replied. “It does pay to listen
to your parents.”

“Oh, yeah, right!”

“Well, it does.”

They gathered their equipment and climbed
the rest of the way out of the grotto and into the crisp, early
morning air on top of the glacier of the Frozen Tundra.

They were at the top of the world.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 18

Acrab Star System, The Frozen Tundra – Ship
Year 540, Day 63

 


“Wait a minute; what did they do to deserve
this?” Alffinnr asked in anger.

Eyolf sneered and replied petulantly, “They
have been lying to us since they arrived. They are powerful, they
are an unknown enemy, and we don’t need them.” It sounded like he
was reciting what he had heard from his mother.

“How do you know that?” Alffinnr asked.
“They may have great gifts and knowledge for us.”

“Or great dangers,” Signar added. “We will
know more when we interrogate them.”

“Let me do it, then,” Alffinnr
suggested.

“No,” his younger half-brother replied.
“Daghild will be most happy to assume that role.”

“But—”

“Enough, Alffinnr,” Signar commanded. “Let
us proceed. We must take them into captivity before they wake up.
You say they usually come out about an hour from now?”

“Yes.”

“Very good.” Signar led Alffinnr, Eyolf,
Bisi, and three gigantic men through the palace and down to the
entertainment districts where the inns were.

By the time they arrived at the
Gnótt Brjóst, Lillemor was preparing
the tavern for the morning customers. She was surprised when the
door burst open, revealing Lord Signar. She prostrated herself and
pressed her forehead in greeting. Without saying a word, the small
party rushed through the pub and into the back hallway. Alffinnr
glanced at Lillemor as he passed. He noticed her eyes dart around
as they walked out of sight.

Bisi pounded on Peter’s door, but there was
no answer. Signar motioned to the guards, and they stepped forward
and shouldered the locked door open. The wooden planks heaved at
the sudden pressure and gave way.

Bisi entered, looked around the small
apartment and reappeared. He shook his head. “He is not here.”

“Check the girl’s room,” Signar commanded.
The three guards dashed to the next room and forced their way
inside.

A moment later, one of the guards came
out. “Nothing, Dróttinn. It,
too, is empty.”

“Search every apartment in this inn,” Eyolf
commanded.

Bisi looked to Signar for confirmation. He
nodded. Bisi waved the guards off to obey their orders, and they
proceeded to each room down the hall. The guards returned five
minutes later empty-handed.

“They appear to have fled,” Bisi
observed.

“Do you know where they went?” Signar asked
Alffinnr.

“No, Father, I do not.”

“What is their normal routine before
breakfast?” Bisi asked the young prince.

Alffinnr thought for a moment. “They greet
the rise of the suns on the terrace.”

“Show us,” Signar commanded. “And Bisi, find
out what that innkeeper knows. I want answers!”

Bisi headed back to the tavern while the
others followed Alffinnr to the outdoor terraces.

Alffinnr stepped onto their usual
platform and found it empty. “They aren’t here either, Father.” He
instructed the guards where the other terraces were and waited near
the railing to see if they found anything. He looked up to the
eastern sky over the Frozen Tundra and saw that the Greater Orbs
had yet to rise. Off to the west, in the waning darkness, he could
still see the Lesser Orbs hanging low in the late-evening
sky. If only they were home again, under
their own suns, Alffinnr wished. But where could they be? And why is today different than any
day they’ve spent here before? How did they know we were
coming?

It took the guards several minutes to search
all the nearby terraces, but they reported back that nothing was
found. In addition, all the other guests at the inn had heard
nothing unusual at all, other than the commotion caused by the
search party. Alffinnr could see that his father was infuriated and
could only stand by and wait for the fallout to begin.

Bisi returned to the terrace and did
not look happy. “Indeed, they are gone, Dróttinn. According to Lillemor—the owner of this
place—they were tipped off in the middle of the night as to what we
were planning.”

“Who told them?” Signar demanded.

“No one knows. It was an unknown messenger.
No one here has ever seen him before.”

“When did they leave?”

“No one is exactly sure. An hour, and hour
and a half, perhaps,” Bisi replied. “We do know, however, that they
are heading into the Frozen Tundra to meet someone. It must be the
one who informed on us.”

“Where on the Tundra?” Eyolf asked.

Bisi shrugged. “The woman believed it to be
near the spine of the mountains, near the Great Cols, but she was
not sure.”

“Let me talk to Lillemor,” Alffinnr
suggested. “Perhaps I can get more out of her.” He began to walk
off the terrace.

“You can get no more out of that one,” Bisi
replied. “She did not survive the questioning.”

Alffinnr stopped cold and stared at
Bisi in silence, remembering the innkeeper’s joyful belly
laugh. No! She did nothing wrong! Why did
you do that?

“We can’t let them get away,” Signar
concluded. “Bisi, send every man you have to the base of the
glacier. I want every unit we have ready to advance in thirty
minutes. You will get them ready in time and we will reach the
upper ice fields by dawn.”

Bisi bowed and rushed away, taking his three
guards with him.

“Alffinnr,” Signar yelled.

The young prince snapped to attention.

“When we reach the top, take Dyntr’s column
and bear left, along the cols. Eyolf, take Ulfarr’s column and
sweep to the right. Bisi and I will advance down the center. All
three columns will converge on the Great Cols. We’ll hit them like
a hammer against an anvil. Let’s go.”

 


* * *

 


Stiles settled into the pilot seat and
looked back through the cargo hold of the shuttle as he strapped
in. “Everything secure back there?”

“Yeah,” Ali replied. “It’s all set. We’re
ready to go.”

Stiles opened the com to the ship, “Alright,
I have the last of Domar’s supplies onboard. You want us to come
right up, or do we pick up Peter and Henrietta first?”

Perry’s voice transmitted into the shuttle,
which was resting to the east of the algae ponds. It was still late
in the night, but the darkness provided the perfect cover to load
supplies into the craft. It would likely be another hour or so
before local dawn.

“We have not heard from them since they
entered the grotto. It has been several hours, and I do not expect
to hear from them again until they surface. However, once they do
come out, we could divert down there and retrieve them, as long as
the glacial ice is firm enough for you to land.”

“So,” Stiles asked Ali, “is he telling us to
go there or not?”

“I think that’s wise. We can overfly the
area, and if Perry makes contact with Peter, he can vector us down
to them.”

“Sounds good,” Stiles replied. “Perry, how
do we approach?”

“There is still a strong militia presence
between you and the glaciers throughout nearly all of the Black
Woodlands. It would be best to retrace your path across the poles,
and approach them from the north.”

“That would get us there around four hours
after local sunrise.”

“That would be perfect timing, Stiles. But
again, I will not know precisely where they are until they
surface.”

“Fine; if Peter wants to get lost that’s
okay with me. Wherever they are, we’ll get ’em.” Stiles lifted the
shuttle into the air and turned for the South Pole, ready to fly
three-quarters of the way around the globe again to avoid the
soldiers searching the land below.

 


* * *

 


The first thing Peter and Henrietta did
after climbing out of the caverns was to find a protected pocket
within a glacial crevasse to settle down for an hour-long nap. It
had been a long and tiring evening since Linnea woke them up in the
middle of the night back at Lillemor’s inn, and they faced an even
longer and more tiring day ahead.

They expected to simply surface into the
mountain air, contact Perry, and have Stiles come down in the
shuttle to whisk them away. It was a foolproof plan and should have
worked to perfection, except for the fact that as soon as they
poked their heads above the glacial ice, they were told by Perry
that they were surrounded by advancing soldiers from three
directions. The D’war’en troops should have been far below in the
forests to the west, but instead, they had followed them directly
up the mountain, as if they had known all along where the pair were
going. So now, instead of simply leaving, they had to separate
themselves from Signar’s troops before they could be lifted
off.

They had generally been walking northeast
all day, and with Perry’s help from above, they were keeping away
from Signar and his men, but they had not opened the distance from
their pursuers very much at all. In fact, the soldiers from the
western column—following them along the rugged spines of the
mountain—were even closer than when they started off earlier this
morning.

The suns were low on the western horizon,
and it would be dark soon. The wind was howling and the temperature
would soon plummet as soon as they lost the warming effects of the
Greater Orbs.

“You’ll need to find
shelter soon,” Perry warned them. “It will also need to be a small enough hiding place that the
advancing solders will not find it, nor use it as part of their
evening shelter.”

Peter scouted out the bleak landscape in the
growing twilight. “You got any suggestions?”

“There are some rugged rock outcrops several
hundred feet to your left. You may find some areas hollowed out by
the glaciers.”

“Yeah, I was wondering about that too. It
looks to be as good as any other place around here. Are you sure
the militia will not go up there?”

“From their latest advances, I project them
to head farther to your east. They should miss you by a mile or two
before bedding down for the night.”

“That’s not much of a cushion,” Henrietta
observed.

“No, it is not,”
Perry agreed.

“Where’s Stiles?” Peter asked.

“He and Ali have been parked on the other
side of the ridge from you. They have been there all day and plan
to spend the evening waiting for their opportunity to retrieve
you.”

“I imagine that doesn’t make them very
happy,” Henrietta suggested.

“No, they are not,”
Perry replied. “Apparently, you will
owe them quite a bit when you reunite, although I am unsure what
value money will have between the five of you.”

“He’ll find a way,” Peter replied. “Is there
any way he can pick us up before tonight?”

“Not without alerting the soldiers. There
are simply too many out there. They would converge on the shuttle
the moment he landed. And the exhaust from the engines would shine
like a beacon during the night.”

“I’m not sure I much care anymore,”
Henrietta complained. “I’m freezing!”

“Arietta, we can’t let them see the
shuttle,” Peter insisted. “It’ll be just one more night.”

Perry hummed, “When the temperatures rise in the morning, you will need to
follow along the ridge and break free of your pursuers. Once that
happens, I can send Stiles to your rescue.”

 


* * *

 


Peter and Henrietta decided enough was
enough. The suns were not quite up yet, and it was freezing in the
shallow cave they had chosen the night before. The pair was
shivering so hard they could hardly see straight, but at least they
were out of the wind. A fierce storm was brewing and the snow was
falling in waves. They had hoped to start a fire last night, but
there was no kindling this high up above the timberline. All in
all, it had been an absolutely miserable night.

Peter took out the last of the ox jerky and
handed a frozen piece to Henrietta. “Here you go.”

She sniffed it, barely touching the meat
with the tips of her fingers. “I wish we had something else to
eat.”

“Yeah, I know, but Noruun only gave us
these. There’s only a couple left, too. We should be thankful we
have this.”

“This’ll destroy my digestive system for
months, you know.”

Peter packed up the rest of their equipment,
slung it over his shoulder, and helped Henrietta to her feet.
“Well, maybe we can stay warm by moving.”

She stood up, breaking off a chunk of the
tough, dried ox with her back teeth. “Oh, yum …. It’ll take me five
minutes to thaw this enough even to chew it.”

“Okay, Stiles.”

“Hey, I don’t complain
that badly.”

Peter decided it was best not to respond. He
tightened his coat and wrapped the woolen scarf across his face,
turning himself into a mummy. “Perry, do you read us?”

Static was the only thing coming through
their PADs.

“It must be the storm. I can’t get
through.”

“So where do we go?” Henrietta asked,
concerned.

Peter looked outside their shallow cave, but
all he could see was a white-out of blustery snow. “We keep near
the rock face, I guess. That will at least keep us moving to the
northeast. If we go out into the open, we might get lost in that
blizzard. We might walk in circles for hours.”

“And how long do we keep going?” Henrietta
asked.

“Until we make contact with Perry.” Peter
hoped that would be sooner rather than later.

They bent into the swirling snow peppering
their faces and started along the makeshift trail alongside the
jutting rock ledges. Five minutes out, Henrietta fell back just
enough to lose sight of Peter.

“Peter! Wait up,” she yelled.

Peter could barely hear her over the howling
wind. He waited for her to catch up.

“Don’t lose me again! We need to tie
together. Here.” Henrietta tied a rope to her climbing harness and
connected the other end to Peter’s shoulder straps. “In this storm,
it’s probably good we tie off anyway,” she shouted. “No telling if
we encounter a crevasse up here,” she added. “I can’t see five feet
in front of me.”

They kept moving, literally touching the
rock ledges with their left hands as they stumbled onward.

“I’m so
cold,” Henrietta whined. “I—”

“Shh!” Peter warned. He stopped in mid-step,
but Henrietta walked right into him, forcing both of them to slip
on the ice and slide down a small incline. Peter threw out his
arms, trying to stop their fall, but they kept gliding down the icy
rock slope. They tumbled over each other until coming to a stop at
the base of the hill. Peter looked up and saw three D’war’en
soldiers emerging from the snowstorm just inches away. He
backpedaled over Henrietta, trying to scamper away.

“Peter what are you doing?”

“Who goes there?” one of the soldiers yelled
out in challenge.

“Oh, crap,” Peter cried. “C’mon; let’s get
out of here!” Peter dropped the equipment and grabbed Henrietta by
the elbow, dragging her back toward the ledge and away from the
militiamen. He hoped the blowing snow was thick enough to lose the
patrol, but it was difficult for them to run tied together.

“Where’d they go?” one guard shouted.

“Over there,” another replied. “Quick,
find the erfingi! We have them
trapped!”

“Arietta, run!” Peter burst through the
snow, not caring where he went as long as it was away from the
soldiers.

“Where are we going?” Henrietta asked.

“I have no idea,” Peter replied between
breaths. He grabbed her wrist and charged forward into the white
skyline.

They ran blindly through the snow until they
hit a massive body. It weighed more than both the humans put
together and remained standing like a rooted tree while Peter and
Henrietta tumbled to the ground at his feet.

“What the—”
the large D’war’en began.

“Dyntr?” Henrietta asked. “Is that you?”

“Arietta,” Dyntr shouted. “You
are here.”

Peter got to his feet. He braced himself for
a fight with his cold, bare hands if necessary.

“Quick, you must flee! Signar will be here
soon,” Dyntr warned. “You can’t allow yourselves to be caught!”

“Why’s he after us?” Henrietta asked.

“He’s afraid of your immense power.”

“Dyntr, we are not that powerful,” Henrietta
pleaded. “If only—”

Dyntr looked over his shoulder into the
blowing snow. “At this point, it doesn’t matter what you are, or
aren’t. The fact is Signar will not let you live. Run! Run
now!”

“But—”

“Leave!
Arietta, I beg you! That way,” Dyntr indicated, pointing down the
slope. “I will hold them off as long as I can. Hurry!”

Peter grabbed Henrietta and started running.
“Thank you, Dyntr!” he said in passing.

“Just get her safely away,” Dyntr replied.
He turned back and stood his ground, staring intently into the
blinding snow.

Peter glanced back as he ran and saw a squad
of soldiers approach Dyntr. They stared each other down, only a few
paces apart. Three soldiers fell to their knees, grabbing their
heads as if in the throes of a terrible pain. Another soldier fell
to the side, writhing in the deep snow.

“What’s going on back there?” Henrietta
yelled.

“I don’t know, but keep running!”

Out of the violent storm, Dyntr let out a
screeching yell that echoed along the rock walls like a mortally
wounded banshee. Peter looked back and saw an expanding mist of red
displacing the snow in the air where Dyntr’s head had once been.
Dyntr crumbled to the ground like an empty sack.

“Keep running!” Peter insisted. He saw fresh
men stumble through the chaos of Dyntr’s final stand.

Henrietta began crying, nearly stumbling in
the blowing snow. Peter held tight to her hand and led her farther
away from the rocks, where all the soldiers were congregating.



* * *

 


“Are they underground again?” Jimmy asked.
“Is that why we can’t talk to them?”

“I do not believe so,” Perry responded. “It
is likely the snowstorm is interfering with the signal. It appears
to be quite intense. I am also having difficulty contacting Stiles
in the shuttle. They, too, are grounded somewhere within that
gale.”

“How long will it last?”

Perry hummed. “It is quite sizeable. It
could be up to twelve hours. It all depends on whether it picks up
speed or remains in place. It might possibly last several days if
that frontal system from the eastern ocean moves up to stall the
general westerly winds.”

Jimmy studied the weather patterns Perry
sketched out on the global display. “If we got Stiles over to them
now, the D’war’en would never see them.”

“That is correct, but the converse is also
true: Stiles would never find Peter in the middle of that storm.
The point is moot, however, considering that we cannot contact
either party. We can only wait for a break in the weather. Until
then, there is absolutely nothing we can do.”

“Sit here and wait? That’s just great! As
long as they don’t freeze down there while we sit by and do
nothing.”

“Or starve,” Perry added.

 


* * *

 


Peter and Henrietta continued their headlong
dash into the center of the storm on the open ice fields of the
Frozen Tundra. They had long since lost sight of the helpful
landmarks of the glaciated mountain peaks protruding above the ice
and by now were hopelessly lost. The only bright spot was that they
seemed to have left the pursuing soldiers far behind. On the other
hand, they did not know where to go and dared not stop long enough
to determine what was best to do. So they continued on, thankful
for every second they did not see one of Signar’s men close on
their heels.

Had they been in contact with Perry, they
could have been warned they were heading directly for Signar and
Bisi’s central column, but the storm was still too intense to allow
communications from the ship. At their current pace, they would run
into one of Bisi’s largest patrols within minutes, and because of
the total white-out conditions, they would drop directly into their
laps.

“How long do we keep running?” Henrietta
asked between struggling breaths.

“As long as we can,” Peter replied. “We need
to keep away from that militia.”

Henrietta hunched over for a second and
reached painfully for her knees. “Give me a minute to rest. Just a
minute or two ….” She fell to her knees and sat on her heels in
total exhaustion. “I’m sorry, Peter; I don’t know what’s wrong with
me.”

“Don’t worry. It must be the altitude. I’m
having trouble breathing too.” He sat down beside her in the deep
snow, gasping for air.

“Is Dyntr really dead?”

“I think so,” Peter replied.

“How did they do it? Was he shot?”

“I didn’t hear a gun. Maybe it was a bow and
arrow? Whatever it was, it hit him square in the head. He bought us
time to escape, though.”

Henrietta did not reply.

“You okay, Arietta?” Peter asked.

“I will be; I think.” She rested her head on
Peter’s shoulder.

Five feet farther away, in the blowing snow,
a D’war’en voice rang out through the wind. “I don’t think this is
such a good place to take a nap.”

Peter shot to his feet, startled at the
sudden intrusion. He looked around in vain through the solid wall
of snow for the direction of the voice, but he was so disoriented
he had no idea where it had come from. Peter wanted to run, but did
not know which way to go. He turned in circles, ready to pounce on
anything coming their way. Henrietta stood up, preparing to help
with the coming battle. She handed Peter one of the ice axes.

“It took you long enough to get here.”

Peter heard the voice coming from behind him
and spun around to confront it. “Domar, is that you?”

“Well, of course it is; who’d you expect?”
Domar stepped forward and appeared out of the storm, two feet
away.

“Domar,” Henrietta cried. “What are you
doing here?”

“I’ve been freezing my tail off, waiting for
you two to show up. Does it normally take Hu’man’i that long to
walk from the city to here?”

“Well, we’ve had some company lately that we
had to avoid,” Peter replied.

“Ah, yes, your company,” Domar said. “In fact, more of your
friends are waiting just over that ridge up ahead. You were heading
right for Bisi’s main column, but decided to take a little rest in
this blizzard instead. That was a lucky decision. It gave me time
to catch up with you.”

“You sent for
us?” Henrietta asked.

“Who else did you expect? I have a man in
Ulfarr’s patrol on my payroll. I find ways of protecting my assets,
you see.”

“So, he tipped you off that Signar was after
us and you sent that messenger.”

“Ah, M’lady, you are a quick study. But I am
not so sure I made the right decision, keeping you away from
Signar.”

“Why’s that?” Peter asked suspiciously. He
did not like the tone of Domar’s voice.

“Not here,” Domar warned. “Your friend is
shaking like a leaf. For that matter, so am I. Plus, if we stay out
here much longer, Bisi will surely find us. Come.”

Domar turned on his heels and walked back
into the storm. Peter looked at Henrietta and shrugged. He could
think of no better idea, so he took Henrietta by the hand and
followed in the fresh footsteps that were rapidly filling in.

 


* * *

 


Domar led them to a wall of fractured ice
and disappeared into one of a hundred vertical fissures. Peering
in, Peter saw the crack continue down into the ground like the
walls along a staircase. He grabbed Henrietta’s hand and followed
Domar in.

“Oh,” Henrietta proclaimed after reaching
the bottom level. “What is this?”

They entered a large room with translucent
cobalt-blue walls. It was perfectly calm inside and surprisingly
warm. They were in a room made entirely of ice, lit by the diffuse
daylight streaming through the glacier above. Domar removed his
coat and placed it on a shelf made of ice. “I guess you can call
this my home away from home. A good smuggler has many routes that
are unknown to others, especially the authorities. This is but a
small part of a series of ice tunnels that permeate the Frozen
Tundra. I believe they follow along the esker deposits, laid down
over thousands of years by subglacial ice-melt rivers. I can travel
for hundreds of miles underground completely unseen. Well, ‘under
ice’ I should say.”

“Your own road network,” Peter suggested,
“and no one else knows about it.”

“Exactly,” Domar replied. “Perhaps like your
secret road network?”

“What do you mean?” Henrietta asked.

“Please. I think it is high time we are all
honest with each other if we plan to continue with our business
ventures. And more importantly, we need to be honest if I am to
continue to protect you from my own people.”

“Really, Domar, I’m not sure what you’re
talking about,” Peter admitted.

“I will give you one chance, Peter, and one
chance only. Would you care to explain what a metal cart without
oxen was doing zooming through the sky, as if it were trying to
imitate a bird?”

“You saw it?” Peter asked.

“Yes, I did. It scared the next half-year’s
growth of beard from me, in fact. And before I help you any
further, I think I am entitled to an explanation.”

“You are,” Peter relented. “Maybe you should
sit down.” Peter pointed to a bunch of furs spread across some
narrow ice ledges.

“I’ve a feeling that advice might be wise,”
Domar agreed. He sat down and waited patiently for his friends to
continue.

“You see, we are not from here,” Peter
began.

“I had that impression.”

“He means not even from the lands of the
Lesser Orbs,” Henrietta continued.

Domar’s brows lifted in surprise.
“Indeed?”

Peter took a deep breath before exhaling.
“Yes. Domar, you see, every star you see in the nighttime sky …
each is a separate Great Orb. And each one has worlds orbiting
around them. Some of those stars are hot enough to make the land
under them perfectly warm for life to exist. We come from one so
far away you cannot see it.”

Domar cocked his head, trying to understand
what Peter was telling him. “Every star in the sky has ones such as
you near it?”

“Not all of them; in fact, only a small
percentage are suitable. Life is pretty rare, but more than you’d
think.”

“And these Wasatti are from yet another
star?”

“Yes,” Henrietta added.

“Farther than the Far Islands,” Domar
pondered.

“More than you can imagine,” Peter
confirmed. “Domar, it took us nearly 550 years to arrive here.”

Domar looked up suddenly, “You are that
old?”

“Technically yes, we are. But strange things
happen when you travel very quickly. Time slows down and you
sleep.”

“How can you slow down time?”

“Geez,” Henrietta sighed. “How do we begin?”
She thought for a moment. “We enter doorways in the sky, bypassing
‘normal sky’, and walk into another sky room. While we’re between
doors, we cease to exist and cheat time.”

Domar looked more confused than when she
began explaining K-T-space. “Think of it this way,” Henrietta
offered. “A five-inch bulb of water sits on a thick layer of fabric
way far away. It seeps through the fabric, working around all the
tiny fibers of the material; some particles of water going one way
while others go another. It stops being a five-inch bulb of water
for the trip, but when it travels all the way through it coalesces
back into the same size bulb of water again and falls out on the
other side. For that entire journey, it was not a five-inch bulb of
water, but something made of many smaller particles and streams of
water. I can’t say it works exactly like that, but it’s similar, I
guess.”

“Light travels very quickly,” Peter added,
“and we can travel much faster—”

Domar shook his head in denial. “When a
light comes on, it is suddenly there. You travel faster than
that?”

“Yes. The light you see from those stars
began its journey hundreds of years ago; some started thousands of
years ago.”

Domar thought about that for a moment. “So
why did you bother coming down to visit us? What do we have to
offer someone who controls light, and … doorways in the sky?”

Peter laughed. “Believe me, Domar; you have
much to teach us. We couldn’t control the lights on your planet, no
matter how hard we tried.”

“Food,” Henrietta continued, “we ran out of
food. It’s that simple. We’re lost, you see, and trying to get back
home.”

“So you are truly not a threat to the
D’war’en?”

“No, Domar,” Peter replied. “I assure you,
we mean your people no harm.”

“I never thought you did, but when I saw
that ….”

“We call it a shuttle,” Henrietta
offered.

Domar nodded. “When I saw that shuttle, I
did not know who I was dealing with.” He straightened out the furs
he was sitting on. “When will you leave?”

“As soon as the storm breaks.”

“And as soon as we can get out of sight of
Signar’s men,” Peter added. “We don’t think it is wise for Signar
to see what we are capable of.”

“No, I expect not. And when this all
happens, you will enter this ‘shuttle’ and fly away.”

Peter nodded.

“Your fleet flies the sea of stars,
then?”

Henrietta cleared her throat. “We have no
fleet. Only one ship.”

“That is the new wanderer we see in the
sky?”

“Oh, you’ve seen it, then,” Henrietta
replied. “Yes.”

“But it is just a point of light. How do you
fit inside?”

“It is far away. It is always in the black
of space.”

“How strange,” Domar pondered. “But I’m
still not sure I should help you. I keep thinking I am betraying my
people.”

“When we leave, you will never see us
again.”

“At least in our lifetimes,” Henrietta
added. “But look, Domar, we understand that the D’war’en suffer
famine during the times of the Great Drought. Is that so?”

“Yes, the Ice Ages are a difficult time for
us, but the Great Drought is much worse. Many of our people die,
from what the legends tell.”

“I can’t promise,” Henrietta continued, “but
if we make it home, our descendants will return and pay you back
with the food you will need.”

“The food our children will need, you
mean.”

“Yes.”

“That is the longest payoff I’ve ever
considered for a deal. But it sounds like a fair enough trade.”
Domar stood up and put on his coat. “As for the storm, I’ve seen
many like this before. It should settle down within a few hours,
certainly before the suns set. As for Signar’s men, that is a story
with an unknown ending. But one ending I must be assured of is not
being seen in your company. I will lead you to a crossroads. I will
head west, and you will take a northern route, back to the mountain
peaks. Follow the tunnel to its end, and the storm should be over
by then. It should also lead you away from the troops you were
about to run into. Will that be acceptable?”

“Yes, thank you, Domar. We won’t forget
you.”

“Nor shall I ….”

 


* * *

 


“I’ve waited around long enough,” Stiles
complained. “I don’t know what’s going on around here, and I’m sick
of it. Get ready to take off, Ali.”

“Are we heading back to the ship?”

“No, not yet; we’ll get above this storm and
contact Perry. See if he knows anything. We’ll fly around above the
clouds and wait for Peter to make contact.”

The shuttle took off and flew through heavy
turbulence until it broke through the thick cloud bank. “Perry, are
you up there?”

“Where else would I be, Stiles? I see that
you have taken off. That was a wise decision I was hoping you would
make.”

“Do you have any idea where they are down
there?”

“No, I am uncertain at this point. I have
tagged where I last saw their signal, but it has been several hours
since then. The storm has been too strong, although due to its
decreased intensity I thought I would have reestablished signal
contact by now.”

“Yeah, it does look like the clouds are
breaking up to the south. I could overfly the area and try to spot
them.”

“That would be a good idea. I will send you
their last known coordinates. I am also sending you the current
locations of all the D’war’en troops. There are several lines of
soldiers converging on Peter and Henrietta’s last location. You
should avoid flying too close to the natives.”

Stiles consulted his updated screens and
altered course to the south. “Okay, I see where the bad guys are.
That doesn’t leave me much room to maneuver around, though.”

“No, it does not—”

Perry’s voice was cut short and Stiles
wondered if they were losing signal again. “Ali, did you lose them
again?”

“No, the ship is still there,” Ali
replied.

“Stiles,”
Perry said, “stand by; I have a link
with Peter and Henrietta now. They said they have just surfaced
from a series of ice caves. I am sending you their location
now.”

“Hey,” Ali warned, “tell them they’re right
between two groups of militia!”

“I have noticed that as well,” Perry
replied. “They have been notified of their peril. I suggest you get
as close to them as possible. Once we have an opportunity to
retrieve them, I will send you down.”

 


* * *

 


“Perry, we’ve been told there’s a clearing
about a mile to our right.”

“Who told you that, Peter?”

“Domar did. He also brought us to the ice
caves we just exited. Apparently, he’s the one who tipped us off
about Signar’s decision to capture us the other night.”

“I have the clearing on my monitor, Peter.
It does look large enough for Stiles to land in; however, the large
central column of soldiers is rapidly advancing toward it. They may
arrive there before you.”

“Is there anywhere else we can go?”

“Not within several tens of miles. The
closest clearing beyond that is at least a day away.”

“We’ll never make it that long, Peter,”
Henrietta cried. “It’s here, or nowhere.”

“I agree,”
Stiles broke in. “Let’s get this over
with. I don’t care if they see us now or not. Get to that clearing;
I’m going in.”

“Okay,” Peter agreed. “We should be there in
twenty minutes.”

“Alright, I’ll time it for
your arrival,” Stiles replied. “See you there. If I have to, I’ll come in hot.”

“No, don’t,” Henrietta pleaded. “No
shooting, Stiles. We’ll get to you. Come on, Peter, let’s go.”

Peter and Henrietta picked up their pace,
cresting a high pressure ridge of ice. They slid down the opposite
slope and ran into another D’war’en soldier. Peter cocked his ice
axe and prepared to strike.

“Peter, no!” Alffinnr shouted. “I won’t hurt
you.”

“Alffinnr,” Henrietta yelled. “What are you
doing here?”

“I’m leading the eastern column. All my men
are searching the rock slopes for you. They aren’t far away.”

“Was Dyntr with you?” Henrietta asked.

“He was.”

“So he is dead?” Peter asked.

Alffinnr looked down at the ground, “Yes.
But you must hurry; my men will get here soon.”

Peter looked to the southeastern horizon.
“That’s not our only problem.”

Alffinnr looked to where Peter was pointing.
“Those are Bisi’s men. My father is also with them. We must get
away from them.”

“Too late,” Peter replied. “We’re heading to
that clearing too.”

“I think they will arrive there first,”
Alffinnr said. “You must find another way.”

“There is none. That’s where our ship is
picking us up.”

Alffinnr stared at Peter like he was crazy.
“How can your ship arrive there?”

“That’s a long story, Alffinnr, but we’re
going down there.”

“Then I’ll help.” Alffinnr began heading
toward Bisi’s column.

“No,” Henrietta shouted. “Not like Dyntr. I
don’t want anyone else getting hurt on our account!”

“I don’t plan on getting hurt,” Alffinnr
replied. “Go; I will hold them back.”

Henrietta grabbed Alffinnr’s elbow. “That’s
just what Dyntr said before ….”

“I know, but this will be different. My
father will never hurt me. Go now!”

Peter and Henrietta ran toward the northern
edge of the clearing while Alffinnr raced to the south and directly
toward Bisi’s strong column.

They were a few feet from the clear ice when
Stiles’ shuttle broke the cloud cover and descended like a floating
rock. The roar of the engines filled the glacial plains. Every eye
within three miles of the clearing focused on the floating miracle.
Stiles set the craft gently down on the ice and opened the rear
cargo door. Peter and Henrietta sprinted as fast as they could
toward it. In the distance, they heard the D’war’en yelling at each
other.

“Alffinnr; out of the
way!” Signar’s bellow echoed through the
valley.

“No, Father, stay back.”

“You dare defy me? No! You won’t get away
with this. Bisi … now!”

Peter heard Alffinnr scream. He looked back
and saw him fall to his knees. “Oh, no; not again!”

Henrietta broke from Peter and ran for
Alffinnr.

“Arietta, no. Come back!” But she would not
stop. Peter changed direction and followed Henrietta to the injured
prince.

Alffinnr was lying in the snow in obvious
pain and unsuccessfully trying to shake off his confusion. “Go
back,” he pleaded weakly.

“Not without you,” Henrietta replied. She
helped him to his feet and began helping him toward the shuttle.
Peter supported the other arm and helped them along. He noticed
Alffinnr’s nose hemorrhaging, leaving a trail of blood in the snow
behind them. Alffinnr looked half-unconscious and barely stumbled
along. Signar and his men were only a short distance behind
them.

They continued on as fast as they could with
Alffinnr’s heavy weight slowing them down.

Fifteen feet from the shuttle, Henrietta
screamed and nearly lost her footing.

“Arietta, what’s wrong?”

“Oh, God, the pain,” she cried.

“Did they shoot you?” They kept limping
toward the shuttle, but had slowed down considerably.

“Hurry,” Ali shouted from the cargo bay
platform. “They’re right behind you!”

Peter glanced back and saw Bisi and his men
quickly advancing. Henrietta moaned again. Blood was dripping from
her nose now too. She fell over, three feet from the platform.
Peter pushed Alffinnr’s shoulders onto the lower flap of the door
and Ali grabbed his cloak.

“I got him; go get Henrietta!” Ali yelled.
“Stiles! Start the engines!”

The shuttle roared as the exhaust nozzles
shot flames twenty feet to the rear. To the D’war’en, it must have
looked like two dragons joining in battle. Ice all around the craft
began to melt, sending rivers of water down the glacial slopes.

Peter pulled Henrietta to her feet. “Can you
walk?”

She grabbed her head, as though trying to
keep her brains from oozing from her ears. “Oh, Peter, it’s a
horrible migraine. I can’t stand it!”

“Come on; we’re almost there.” With great
effort, Peter threw Henrietta up onto the cargo bay floor and tried
to lift Alffinnr’s limp body up. Ali—and Henrietta, as best she
could—pulled from the top.

The soldiers came perilously closer.

“This guy weighs a ton!” Ali complained.

“Here,” Henrietta sighed, “I’ll come down
and push, while you come up and pull with Ali.” Before Peter could
stop her, she was standing by his side in the snow. “Hurry,” she
cried.

Peter climbed aboard and helped Ali pull the
dead weight of Alffinnr up into the shuttle.

“Got him!” Ali yelled. Alffinnr rolled to
the side as the boys regrouped their strength to bring Henrietta in
next.

The shuttle began to rise slowly off the
ground, but Henrietta was still outside the shuttle. She latched
onto Peter’s gloved hands and held on with all her strength.

As the shuttle rose, Peter’s grip started to
slip.

“Wait! Stiles—wait,” Ali shouted.
“Henrietta’s not in yet!”

But the shuttle continued to rise.
Evidently, Stiles could not hear them. His voice came on over the
shuttle intercom. “This thing is too heavy.
I’m having trouble getting it up! Hold on; I’m going to try a
maneuver to give us more lift.”

They were thirty feet above the ground and
by this time Bisi, Signar, and ten men were under the shuttle,
looking up threateningly. The craft pitched violently to the left
as Stiles tried to dip down and gain more speed.

Henrietta screamed again and tried to grab
her head. Peter could barely keep hold of her arms, especially with
the shuttle tilting off to the side. Henrietta began slipping
farther down. “Arietta, climb!” Peter shouted.

She did all she could, but made no headway.
The shuttle doors began to close, threatening to sever the hanging
girl in half.

“Ali, get up to the cockpit and tell Stiles
to go back down!”

Ali did as he was told, but that left Peter
alone, still trying to get Henrietta into the shuttle by himself.
Both halves of the cargo doors began hinging together with poor
Henrietta caught in between. As the lower door rose up, Henrietta
leveraged her body on the sloping floor and inched forward,
climbing up to Peter. The doors closed behind her, pulling a boot
off her foot. It plummeted to the glacier below.

Peter sat back and looked at Henrietta. “Are
you alright?” He pulled her hair away from her bloody face, looking
to see where she had been struck.

“Oh, my God! Peter, the pain. I can’t stand
it. My head is ready to burst.”

“Where were you hit?”

“I-I don’t know.” She sat back and rubbed
her throbbing head as the shuttle continued to teeter from side to
side and slowly rise.

She seemed to get better as she sat on the
floor and the activity around her settled down, but Alffinnr’s limp
body continued to rest unmoving at her side. He looked like he was
dead, as blood continued to pool around his face.

Stiles finally gained control of the shuttle
and arced around in a lazy counterclockwise turn. He dipped it down
toward the planet and buzzed the confused soldiers on the glacier,
kicking up a whirlwind of snow around them as he rocketed defiantly
into the sky.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 19

Acrab Star System, In Orbit – Ship Year 540,
Day 66

 


He was half asleep, resting in a wondrously
warm and comfortable bed. Life was an indistinct blur in his
slumbering state, and the last he could recall, he was standing in
the middle of the Frozen Tundra facing Bisi and his father. The
attack took him by surprise, nearly splitting his head apart. He
never felt such pain before and prayed he never would again.

Alffinnr heard Peter’s voice approach but
could not understand a word he said.

“He’s better,” Henrietta replied from a
distance. “He slept through the whole night. Remember, though, even
though we’re back on the ship, we should still speak D’war’en in
front of him.”

So we’re on a Hu’man’i
ship, he realized. But it would take days to reach the
seas from where they had been. How long
have I been out?

“I remember,” Peter replied testily in Beta.
“I’m just wondering what he should or should not know.”

“He saw the shuttle.”

“True, but that’s a whole different thing
than being in space.”

“So what are we going to do: bind and gag
him before we send him back down again?”

Peter started talking in that strange
language again and Henrietta joined in. They argued for several
minutes.

Alffinnr opened his eyes and looked up at
Peter, standing directly over him.

Peter glanced down and smiled. “Hello,
Alffinnr. How do you feel?”

“I’m okay, Peter. I guess I must thank you
for getting me away from my father and his men.”

“It’s no problem. It was the least we could
do.”

Alffinnr hitched up on his elbows with a
little effort. He meant to look around for Henrietta to say “hi”
but stopped short when he found himself in a strange room with odd,
rubbery green walls. He expected to see stout wooden planks sealed
together with thick seams of tar, and perhaps water seeping in from
the ocean waves, but this room was nothing like what he expected
for a Hu’man’i sailing ship.

Is this a tent within their
ship? Perhaps they are hiding things from me. He
looked more closely at his surroundings.

He heard a strange beeping noise
behind his head. He turned to look for the source, spotting a
glossy panel with strange lights and glowing symbols within.
Several moving lines passed from left to right, some climbing and
falling as they scrolled over it in a wiggly pattern.
What’s making it move inside that window?
It was beautiful, with all those intense colors and odd
shapes, but what did it represent?

Henrietta must have read his mind. “Those
are your vital signs.”

He searched the room for Henrietta, seeing
her approach from behind Peter. “What are vital signs?” he
asked.

“See that upper line? It peaks every time
your heart beats.”

Alffinnr studied the display and
watched it as he concentrated on his heart. He felt the usual throb
in his chest and watched the line imitate his beating heart
exactly. How does it do that?

“Some of the numbers you see monitor your
internal temperature, blood oxygen content, and so on,” Henrietta
added.

He could not tell which symbols she
was referring to or why anyone would care to know what the
temperature was inside his skin. This must
be magic.

“You probably think this is all magic, but
it’s not, really.”

So, she could read minds. I
thought so. He stared at the strange lights, uncertain
what to do or think. He examined the rest of the room and saw metal
beds, strange crates with tiny lights, and other things he did not
even know how to describe. Speaking of
lights … Alffinnr looked around the room for orbs, but
could not find any. “How is this room lit?”

“I control the level of lighting
automatically,” Perry replied.

There’s that voice I heard
on the terrace days ago. “Who was that?” he asked in
alarm, looking for the speaker.

“Oh, boy,” Peter responded. “That’s a little
hard to explain right now. Let’s just say his name is Perry.”

“Hello, Perry,” Alffinnr offered. “You must
be the admiral.”

“Hello, Alffinnr,” the voice replied. “I am
happy to make your acquaintance.”

“Are you outside the tent?”

“No, there is no tent. I am … here. Peter
and the rest of the crew seem to think I live in the ceilings, but
that is also not truly accurate. You see, I am the ship.”

What did I get myself into?
These people are crazy. “Where exactly am I?” Alffinnr
asked.

“You do have a lot of questions,” Henrietta
replied. “But I can’t blame you. I’d be just as confused as you if
I were in your place. We’re on our ship.”

“You told me that, but I was wondering
where the ship
was.”

“In outer space,” Peter replied.

“Well, of course the ship would be outside,”
Alffinnr admitted. “Where else could it be?”

“No, not outside; outer space,” Peter persisted. “Ugh,” he
sighed, “there’s only one way to explain this. Do you think you can
walk?”

Finally! I was hoping to
get out of this tent and see where we are. “Yes, I’m
sure I can.”

“Come with us, then. We have something
interesting to show you. I wasn’t going to, but Henrietta
insisted.”

Alffinnr swung out of the bed and stood up
on the unfamiliar floor. It was not cold or drafty at all. In fact,
he was surprised to see that most of his outer clothes were gone,
yet he was warmer than he had ever been in his life.

My fingers aren’t even
cold, he realized. He looked at his fingertips, which
were usually half frostbitten. He inspected the strange fabric he
was wearing and saw that it was thinner than paper, yet he felt as
though he were covered in layers upon layers of thick fur. Strange
cords hung from his chest, but he could not see how they would tie
together. So strange, he
thought. The boots he wore were also like clothes—soft and pliable,
but supplied perfect traction. He noticed Peter and Henrietta next
to him and was relieved; he was afraid he would faint from all the
surprises he was experiencing and was not sure how much more of
this he could take. As they walked toward the door, it opened by
itself. He looked for palace guards on the other side, but none
were evident. He wondered who opened the door.

The green, rubbery tent continued into the
next room. It looked like a hallway, or tunnel, more accurately.
The next door they approached was also opened by some unseen
guards. He peeked in and saw that the room was a cell.

A jail cell!

Alffinnr was afraid to enter.
They are arresting me! But what choice do I have?
We tried to arrest them; this is only fair. Resigning
to his fate, Alffinnr entered his jail cell, but Peter and
Henrietta followed him inside. The door mysteriously closed behind.
He could see that no guards could have been on either side of that
door and it must have moved by itself. But
how, he wondered.

The sailing ship finally began moving.
He could now feel the ocean waves lapping against the ship in this
tiny little room, swaying them back and forth. It must be near the outer hull.

After a couple minutes, the motion
stopped and the door reopened. His friends stepped out.
Why bother going into a room for a minute or two,
just to leave it again? This is most puzzling. The
hallway looked somehow different, but he shoved the thought aside,
realizing he must not have paid attention the first time he passed
through. They walked back to the room they started from.

“So, you are just making fun of me, leading
me out of my room and bringing me back for no reason at all. Very
well ….” He went back into his original bedroom.

It had changed! This was a new room, but it
was in the same place as the old room. “How did we get here?”

“We took the lift,” Henrietta replied.

What’s a lift?

“We’re several levels farther up now,” Peter
explained.

What do they mean? I didn’t
climb any stairs. He looked around. The room had
magically changed, although he could not explain how they did
it.

The new room was beautiful, but in a
different way than his old bedroom. Bigger, and there were desks
and chairs all around. Perhaps it was a tavern. He saw three other
people sitting around the area. There were Jimmy and Stiles. But
there was another ungmenni,
with skin the color of night. He was fascinated by his appearance
and wanted to touch the beautiful skin to see if it was real, but
refrained. Stiles was surrounded by a hazy curtain of light,
suspended in midair. Jimmy had a strange thing sticking out of his
ear with his hand plunged within a box of sparkling light, twisting
and turning suspended symbols like he was playing with toy blocks.
Alffinnr had no words for what he was seeing.

He glanced at the far front of the room and
saw something more incredible than anything else he had seen this
day, and that was saying a lot. It was a huge window and it
revealed the blackest night he had ever seen. Alffinnr had also
never seen so many stars, and they were so bright, it was almost
like he was standing among them. He suddenly realized that they
were not sparkling anymore. He then realized this was not a window,
but rather an open hole in the side of the Hu’man’i ship.

Why wasn’t water pouring in on us?

As if in a trance, he walked to the
hole in the ship. The three boys in the room stopped what they were
doing and stared soundlessly at his advance. His eyes widened when
he saw stars below his
feet. How could that be? He
felt the floor fall away, yet there he stood, on solid ground. He
backed away from it at first, and then approached more slowly. He
almost fell over when he stood next to it, wind-milling backward at
the sight.

All the wonders he had taken in so
far—absolutely none of which he could explain—on this indescribable
ship did not prepare him for the next sight laid before him. A
gigantic blue, brown, and white orb was spread out below the
sailing ship. It slowly rotated like a ball barely rolling along
the ground. It was beyond description. It was incredibly …
huge! How long would it take someone to build
it? Alffinnr wondered. It was so big he saw only a
tiny portion of it. It was bigger than all of Mountain Home, yet
there it stood, floating in the night with an indigo halo of light
pressing against it. His eyes were transfixed. The sailing ship was
floating over it.

Then, on this incredible ball, he
recognized mountains. He recognized the Blakkrholt, and the western trail snaking through
it. He saw all of the algae ponds, from one end to the other. And
he saw the Frozen Tundra from the North Sea to the southern ice.
That was his home!

His voice cracked as he tried to talk. “Is
my dad still out there, on that ice sheet?” He tried to swallow the
dryness in his throat.

“Oh, yes,” the disconnected voice of the
ship said happily.

Suddenly, they propelled at breakneck speed
toward the ground, like a cart falling off a mountain cliff. Closer
and closer to the ground they fell—impossibly fast. They passed
through clouds in the sky like a falling bird as Perry zoomed in
the monitor. Blocks of ice appeared from the once-uniform sheet of
white. Boulders appeared as they fell closer.

Alffinnr threw his arms over his face in
alarm, preparing for their mighty crash from Heaven. He glanced at
the others in the room, noting their casual expressions. He felt
suddenly very foolish. The descent slowed.

He was standing five or ten feet above his
father. His dad was talking to Bisi, but he could not hear their
voices. They were walking wearily back toward home, oblivious of
the presence of this mystical sailing ship mere inches above
them.

Alffinnr gave up trying figure anything else
out—knowing he could never succeed—and collapsed to the floor. “How
are you able to do this?” he whispered. He looked up at Peter,
pleading with his eyes to make sense of at least one thing he saw
this day.

“It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?” Peter
offered kindly.

“I-I ….” Alffinnr realized he had forgotten
how to talk.

“Our ship sails the stars, Alffinnr,”
Henrietta explained. “What you see below you is the D’war’en world.
It is a huge, huge ball.”

Alffinnr got up from the floor and
peered at the world below them. “We’re inside the wandering star.” He pushed his fingers
through his hair as he gathered his thoughts. “But how does the
water stay on the ground? What happens to the people on the lower
side of this … this ball?”

“You have more to learn than we can teach
you in this room,” Henrietta continued. “But it will all make sense
soon.”

“I don’t think so,” Alffinnr replied.

“This is just a small sampling of the
knowledge we talked about when we suggested trade between our two
peoples.”

Alffinnr laughed. “And what could we teach
you?”

“You’d be surprised,” Peter replied. “All
the time we were down there, we never learned how to turn on your
room orbs.”

“But that is so simple. Our three-year-olds
can do that.”

“But how?” Henrietta asked.

“We simply think it in our mind and it
happens. After a while, we don’t even think about it. It becomes
automatic. In a large room, everyone shares in the lighting.”

“You have telepathy and telekinesis,”
Henrietta concluded.

“If that is what you call it, I suppose,”
Alffinnr agreed.

“Can you read minds?” she asked.

“Of course we can. Are you jesting
with me again? I mean, you,
after all; what the Hu’man’i are capable of. Your power is
indescribable. We saw that from the first moment we first met. Your
ability to block mental probing went beyond anything we’ve ever
seen. We were powerless against you, and here you were, mere
children.”

“Oh, Lord,” Henrietta breathed. “Now I
understand.”

“Yes,” Alffinnr continued. “We were able to
penetrate a fraction into your mind, Henrietta, and even less into
Peter’s, but Stiles and Jimmy were totally black inside.

“My father has the strongest mind in
the land, yet Jimmy made him look like an infant in comparison.
What could we do, but be in total fear of what you could do to us,
especially when your adults
confronted us. We knew your fleet would devastate us once it
landed. We would be powerless against your commands.”

“Holy crap,” Jimmy proclaimed. “That’s why
you called me Járnlei. Battle … and I thought you were making fun
of me!”

“How can we make fun of
you? You could take over our
civilization with a single thought, and we’d be powerless to stop
you!”

“The exploded skulls. Dyntr. You and me,”
Henrietta summarized. “Those were mental attacks?”

“Of course,” Alffinnr replied. “How else
does one go to war? Our soldiers with the strongest aura project
pain into our enemies’ thoughts. You know it is the only way to
battle on a large scale.”

Peter shook his head. “Alffinnr, we are
‘black inside’ because we have no telepathic abilities. We are not
like you. Henrietta has some ability, but the human race cannot
project thought like that.”

“You mean you are not powerful
projectionists?”

Peter shook his head.

“We figured Henrietta was the weakest of the
four. We detected some thought leaking from her mind, but nothing
from the others.”

“Alffinnr, we couldn’t even turn on your
lights,” Peter admitted.

“All that, for nothing,” Alffinnr replied.
He turned and walked somberly to a table. He sat down heavily in a
chair next to Jimmy. “You can’t destroy me?”

Jimmy laughed, “Well, give me a rifle, and
maybe; otherwise, not a chance.”

“I suppose a ‘rifle’ is something else I’ll
need to learn about.”

“I hope you never need to learn about that,”
Henrietta replied. “It’s another way to war.”

“My dad needed to unite all D’war’en. The
only way to do it was to get rid of the opposition. He has been the
only one strong enough to do that in all our history.”

“Like all other tyrants,” Stiles
suggested.

“I wouldn’t call him a tyrant,” Alffinnr
weakly insisted. “Henrietta appeared strong, but undisciplined,
like a two-year-old with no defenses; your friends, on the other
hand, were invincible. With the D’war’en, there were always some
weaknesses that could be exploited; therefore Signar and his men
could control the population. If they could not be controlled, they
were killed.”

“Like those poor people in the cave,”
Henrietta said.

“Well, they were enemies. If my dad didn’t take them out,
they would have killed all of us. We have peace now. Never before
could we say that. Imagine all the lives he saved.”

“At the expense of all those thousands he
killed,” Henrietta observed.

“Still, is that justified?” Ali asked.

“I’m not sure we should judge these people,”
Peter suggested.

“I don’t know,” Alffinnr replied. “I was
next in line to take his place. But I wasn’t sure if I could do
that. Eyolf was ready, though. Believe me; he was. I did not know
what to do. With your arrival, we saw glimpses of Peter’s mind
every now and then, but still could not penetrate you. Stiles and
Jimmy were pure. There was never anything like that before, ever.
Henrietta was leaky. Her aura must have led her to the mass graves.
There’s still a residual psychic glow there. But no one has been
able to get to the grottos since it was first used, being cut off
by the glacier and all.”

“We should explain all this to Signar,”
Henrietta suggested.

“Explain about your inability to project?”
Alffinnr asked.

“Of course,” Henrietta insisted.

Alffinnr laughed. “No way! Daghild would
have a field day with that. She’d insist on killing all of you the
moment you admitted that. And my father would be forced to agree.
He would have no choice. He cannot show weakness before any other
D’war’en. A challenge would need to be made.”

“So our civilizations go on hating each
other. All this for some stupid misunderstanding.” Henrietta made a
point of looking at Stiles.

“Hey, our deception kept us alive, didn’t
it?” Stiles asserted.

“Not Dyntr,” Henrietta reminded him
angrily.

“Eh,” Stiles replied. He shrugged his
shoulders noncommittally.

They sat in silence thinking about all they
had gone through in the past month and how their lives had
changed.

“Hey, Alffinnr,” Jimmy called out, “you
hungry yet?”

“I’m starved, actually.”

“Well how about we go get some lunch? I
mean, it’s only fair; your people provided the food.”

 


* * *

 


“What do you feel like eating?” Jimmy
asked.

They were sitting in the galley with Jimmy
and Ali standing next to the food dispensers. Alffinnr looked
around in puzzlement. Clearly, this was a tavern of sorts, but it
was so empty. “Oh, I don’t know. Roast ox and potatoes, I guess.
But where’s the innkeeper?”

“This is all there is,” Henrietta replied.
She went on to explain what happened, briefly recounting the tales
they had been through, from the Wasatti attack to now.

“This whole ship is run by the five of
you?”

“Perry actually runs the ship,” Henrietta
said. “We just go along for the ride.”

“That’s not true!” Stiles insisted. “We do a
lot!”

“Yeah, take up space, you mean,” Jimmy
added.

“Throw your head in the ’cycler,
Null-Grav.”

“Jimmy, is that the way to talk to your
leader?”

“Ha!” Jimmy laughed. “In his dreams!
He only thinks he’s our leader. He was our captain when Peter was sick, but now that
Peter’s better, he’s back in command. We wouldn’t trust Stiles as
far as we could throw a grown D’war’en.”

“Hey, and speaking of that,” Henrietta
added, “I want to know what was up with you trying to leave me down
there on the planet.”

“I did not!” Stiles insisted. “I look back
and see you in the hold with Ali. I look back again, and there’s
Peter. I look back a third time and Alffinnr is on the shuttle. So
I take off. You should have told me you decided to go back out for
a stroll.”

“We did! We were shouting at you.”

“Yeah, right,” Stiles replied, “over
the engine noise. Sure, I’d hear that.”

“Awful convenient,” Henrietta said.

“And true,” Stiles added.

Ali brought over a bunch of orange juice
bulbs as Jimmy finished preparing the food.

Alffinnr picked up his bulb and rolled it
around in his hands, unsure what to do with it.

“Here,” Peter offered. He pried open the
nozzle and handed it back. “Gently squeeze it into your mouth.
Comes in handy if gravity is on the fritz.”

“What’s that mean?” Alffinnr asked.

“Like if you’re in a cart on a bumpy road,
it won’t spill,” Henrietta explained.

Alffinnr’s eyes lit up. “Oh.” He took a sip.
“This is very good. It’s sweet and sour at the same time.” He
closed the nozzle and set it on the table.

It started to roll off the edge, but Peter
grabbed it and placed it in a table pocket. “It fits in here.”

Alffinnr shook his head. “Look at me.
You need to teach me to eat like an infant.” He cut off a bite of
ox meat and chewed. “This is
ox?”

“Well, give me time,” Jimmy exclaimed.
“We’ll get the recipe down.”

“I hope so,” Alffinnr said.

Jimmy shrugged his shoulders. “Hey, Perry,
let’s see what’s on the entertainment channel. Zoom in on the
terraces.”

The large monitor in the galley lit up, and
Perry zoomed in via remote on the old terrace once belonging to
Peter and Henrietta. It was late in the day and D’war’en soldiers
were scouring the place. Signar and Bisi stood off to the edge.
They could hear them talking.

“No, M’lord, I cannot
explain how they flew into the sky,” Bisi said.
“I’ve been saying that since it
happened.”

“How are you able to do that?” Alffinnr
asked.

“Would you believe me if I said ‘magic?’ ”
Ali asked.

“I think I would.”

“I want that … that
cart,” Signar whined. “Scour
the lands until you find it.”

“Yes, M’lord,”
the captain replied.

“Good luck with that,” Stiles suggested.

“Well, perhaps if they climb the highest
mountain,” Alffinnr offered. The others looked his way in concern.
“Just kidding,” he added.

Everyone laughed.

They turned back to what Signar and his men
were saying.

“Alffinnr was in on this all along! Einrun
told me never to trust him. She was right!”

Alffinnr dropped his fork. “No I wasn’t,” he
shouted. “I would never betray you!”

“Yes, M’lord,”
Bisi replied. “But he did show
considerable promise.”

“Never as much as Eyolf. He would never have
survived Eyolf’s challenge.”

“I suppose not, M’lord.”

“I always loved Beyla. But Einrun’s aura was
always much stronger. It stands to reason her offspring would be
superior.”

“In aura, perhaps, but not
in character,” Bisi observed.

“I once thought that too, Bisi. That is why
I never chose one over the other. But what judge of character are
we? Eyolf would never betray his people like Alffinnr did.”

“No, M’lord.”

Alffinnr stared silently at his food.

“Dróttinn, we
have found something,” one of the guards proclaimed,
looking into the monitor. His nose looked all out of proportion and
his eyes looked like tiny points as he peered into the camera
lens.

“Oh-oh,” Ali cried, “they found our
remote.”

“What happens then?” Alffinnr asked.

“I guess they tear it apart and learn about
electronics. I wonder what powers Signar will wield when he learns
about that.”

“Or Eyolf.” Alffinnr observed. “It is
obvious we can hear them. Can they also hear us?”

“If I throw a switch,” Perry purred.

Alffinnr laughed. “So that’s how you talked
to them down there. Quick, let me talk to my father.”

“Eh, what the heck; go ahead,” Peter
commanded. “Can’t do any more damage than we’ve already done.”

“Okay,” Perry replied. “You can begin
talking now.”

“Father?”

Signar and Bisi frantically searched
the air. “Alffinnr, is that
you?”

“Yes, Father, it is.”

“Where are you? Are you in this … this
device?”

“Do not touch that device, Father. Or any
others like it. All of Mountain Home will be destroyed if you
do.”

“But … how?”

Alffinnr’s voice became very serious
and he proclaimed, “Ragnarok,
Father.”

“The final destiny of
gods?” Signar asked.

Alffinnr let them think about that in
silence.

“Where are you,
Erfingi?” Bisi
asked.

“Ah, now it’s Erfingi, is it? Just a moment ago, Captain, you
were in favor of Eyolf. But, after seeing Valgrind firsthand, I am above all
that.”

“You’ve seen the gate to Valhalla?”

“One hopes you and I will meet there,
someday. And you might, if you remain worthy, Bisi. But until then,
you shall always guess at my powers, Captain, and so will you,
Father. Tell Eyolf I will always be watching him. He and that
witch, Einrun, should take care.”

“Son—”

“I grow tired of talking and will need to
come down soon. But remember, I will always be keeping my eye on
you. I have made some powerful friends here in Valhalla.”

Alffinnr looked to Peter and nodded.

Peter ran his finger across his throat and
Perry took the hint.

“We are now offline,” Perry purred. “That
was quite a performance, Alffinnr. One of which, I believe,
Shakespeare would be quite proud.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 20

Acrab Star System, The Ancient Ruins – Ship
Year 540, Day 67

 


The crew needed to decide what to do about
Alffinnr, but before they did that, they had one more important
quest to embark upon. They decided to include their D’war’en friend
in that task before letting him go.

“Look down there, Alffinnr,” Henrietta
suggested. “There’s a whole new continent on the other side of the
Islands.”

“So that’s why you called them the ‘Central’
Islands.”

“Yep,” Jimmy replied. “Oh, and look there,”
he added. “Your fleet seems mighty motivated to expand their
exploration. They’re sailing all over the place like crazy. It
looks like they’ll make a great discovery in a few days.”

“Ah, yes. My ignorant D’war’en people will
finally see the rest of the land that’s been just beyond their
reach since the start of time.”

“Don’t be too hard on them, Alffinnr. Where
we come from, it took us a hundred thousand years to discover the
New World after we began spreading out. It took only half that time
for your people.”

“Hey, let’s not forget the natives who were
there in the first place,” Henrietta added.

“Hold on, Arietta. You’re telling this to a
descendant of the Native Americans?”

“Oops, I forgot.”

“Anyway, Alffinnr, it looks like your people
were over here long ago, but died out on this side of the planet
for some reason. But it once was a magnificent, technological
civilization. That’s why we thought it was important to bring you
here. Maybe you can help us decipher some of the stuff we’ve
found.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Alffinnr
replied. He looked around the inside of the courier. “This really
is the way to travel. Sure beats sailing ships.”

“And oxen,” Jimmy added.

It took them about an hour to fly over the
brown deserts of the western continent and they soon approached the
abandoned terraforming station. Stiles began his descent.

Peter and Alffinnr looked out of a shuttle
window at the approaching structure. “Stations like that made this
world habitable,” Peter explained.

“You mean we weren’t born here?”

“Not your first ancestors,” Henrietta said.
“They came from somewhere else and started a new colony here.”

“You’re joking.”

“No, we’re not,” Peter replied. “Your
ancestors started all this around fifty– to sixty–thousand years
ago. Well, here we are.”

Stiles shut down the courier and all six
exited the craft for the station doorway.

“How did this thing work?” Alffinnr asked
looking up at the massive tower.

“We do similar things back home, but as for
this one, we really aren’t sure,” Ali replied. “The technology your
people used is actually beyond what we have today. But essentially,
it pumped the right mix of chemicals into the atmosphere to make it
breathable. I’m sure they introduced all kinds of plants and
animals when they arrived too. Then after awhile, nature just took
its course.”

They entered the building. Alffinnr brushed
his hand along the walls of the terraforming station that gave his
people life as they proceeded down to the stone basement.

“It’s in here,” Ali proclaimed after a long
climb down. He opened the door and led the others in. “We have a
complete record of all these murals, but we thought you could
interpret some of this writing right from the source.”

Alffinnr walked around the room in stunned
silence. “Some of this I can read, but most of it is just pictures;
they mean nothing to me.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Peter
replied. “Maybe Alffinnr can’t help us much after all.”

“Well, wait a minute. Take a look at this
‘Sampo’ thing,” Jimmy suggested, walking to the side.

Alffinnr looked up suddenly. “Did you say
‘Sampo,’ Jimmy?”

‘Yeah, I knew the Norse part would attract
your attention. Why’s it so important?”

Alffinnr looked very excited. “Where is
it?”

Jimmy pointed to the wall he had found
earlier.

Alffinnr walked to the wall in reverence,
like he was entering sacred ground. He ran his finger along the
writing, just as Jimmy had done when he was here before. “It’s an
ancient myth. I never thought I’d see written proof of it! And here
it is described, carved in this rock. Fifty–thousand years ….”

“What is it supposed to do?” Ali asked.

“I don’t know,” Alffinnr admitted.
“It’s claimed to be a mysterious magical artifact created by
Ilmarinen, but no one knows what it’s for. Everyone
speculates.”

“What good does that do?” Stiles asked. “If
you don’t know what it does, how do you even use it?”

“Maybe the answer is hidden in the rest of
these writings,” Jimmy suggested. “I think this one over here tells
us where to find it.”

“What? Where?” Alffinnr asked excitedly.

“See, here,” Jimmy replied.

 


‘… found beyond the land
through the islands.’

 


“It says something about beyond the
islands,” Jimmy continued, “but we don’t know which side of the
world they are talking about. Is it around here, or is it back on
the other hemisphere, closer to Mountain Home?”

Alffinnr studied the script for
several minutes. “No, this does not refer to the islands we passed
over earlier. This means ‘islands of stars.’ It has nothing to do
with land. See this is pointing up to the sky. And here, it
says stjarna.”

“Stars,” Jimmy replied. “I should have seen
that.”

Ali walked to the other panel he had
found earlier. “So this could
be a star map. I was wondering about that before.”

“Let me see,” Peter said. He looked closely
at the dots and lines. “Alright, yeah; these seven dots you see
here, real close together? They must be the Greater and Lesser
Orbs. And here is the D’war’en planet, circling around its own
little set.”

“Yeah, why didn’t I see that before?” Ali
asked.

“’Cause you’re an idiot,” Stiles
replied.

“Anyone got a ruler?” Peter asked.

“Oh, sure; I carry one wherever I go,”
Stiles answered.

“Here’s my stylus,” Ali offered, “if it’ll
help.”

Peter took it and measured off the distances
between the two groups of local stars carved in the wall. They were
about a hundredth of a stylus-length apart. “Perry, how far is
Antares from here?”

“Antares is 109.85 light-years from the
center of this system, Peter.”

“Okay,” Peter replied. “Our known scale on
this map is 2200 AU, which is the distance between these two groups
of stars. That puts Antares about thirty–five styluses away.” He
flipped the stylus end-over-end thirty–five times away from the
center of the local group and drew an imaginary circle 110
light-years around them. One large dot at the top intersected the
circle. “I bet that’s red Antares!”

“That could be our North Star,” Alffinnr
replied. “The tip of the sword.”

“And look here,” Ali pointed to the bottom,
near the floor. “I think this is where they are pointing to the
destination, to the Sampo Orb.”

“It’s on the opposite side,” Jimmy
observed.

“Which means it’s closer to the colonies,”
Henrietta added. “That puts it right on our route home!”

“Well, not exactly,” Stiles said.

“But close enough!” Henrietta insisted.

Peter flipped his stylus along the length
from Acrab to the Sampo Orb. “That would be approximately
ninety–five light-years away from here.”

Perry purred. “I’ve been following your logic, Peter, and that dot is
actually 93.94 light-years away, according to these maps I
downloaded earlier.”

“If that thing is a weapon beyond
imagination,” Stiles recalled from their earlier conversation, “we
need to find it for our fight against the Wasatti. And we could
reach it in one jump.”

“Where does it say it is a powerful weapon?”
Alffinnr asked.

“Right here,” Jimmy showed him.

Alffinnr hurried to the next panel. “Well,
you’re partially correct. It is a weapon, but I don’t see how you
get ‘beyond imagination’ out of this.”

“See, right here,” Jimmy argued. “You can’t
read anything you translate word for word, but this says to me
‘out’—which is beyond—and ‘thought’—which is imagination. We use
that term all the time: beyond imagination.”

“Close, Jimmy, but that’s not right,”
Alffinnr replied. “Literally, it reads ‘out of thought,’ or in
other words, it’s a weapon made by thought.”

“It’s a telekinesis augmenter,” Ali
guessed.

“A what?” Stiles asked.

“I bet it concentrates the telepathic powers
of the D’war’en to affect physical objects to a greater extent than
normal.”

“So it can destroy things by simply thinking
about it?” Stiles asked.

“That’s my guess,” Ali replied.

Stiles’ shoulders sagged and he began
pouting. “Well, that does us a lot of good.”

“Why’s that?” Ali asked.

“Why even bother looking for it? Looks
like only someone with the mind of a freak, like him, can make it work.”

 


* * *

 


Before dropping Alffinnr off back home, they
decided to explore the city ruins at the foothills of the mountains
to the northeast of the terraforming station. The flight was short
and they landed in the middle of the ruined structures.

In its glory the city was massive and must
have been impressive. The skyline would have rivaled anything on
the colonies before it started to decay. Many of the smaller
buildings had collapsed, but a good portion of the larger ones
still stood proudly above the desert plains. There was no evidence
of the people who once lived there; it was almost as though they
woke up one day and simply decided to leave. Alffinnr and the crew
walked around the silent streets for hours, reading signs and
building names as they passed. They entered several buildings but
did not find much in the way of clues about the mysteries they left
behind at the terraforming station.

They walked toward what once must have been
a grassy park. “This says ‘University District.’ And this points to
a library off this way,” Alffinnr said.

“We should check that out,” Jimmy
suggested.

“With all the places to go, you would want
to visit a library, Null-Grav.”

“And why not?” Jimmy replied. “That’s where
all the knowledge would be stored.”

“He’s right,” Peter confirmed. “Let’s see
what’s there. After that, we should head back. It’ll be dark soon
and we should be on our way.”

“As long as you stay away from my father,
you can stay as long as you wish.”

“We know, Alffinnr,” Henrietta replied. “But
we are anxious to get back home.”

Alffinnr continued walking on. “One more day
shouldn’t make much difference.”

“That’s one day more we’re out here,” Stiles
replied. “I agree that we need to move on.”

They entered the library and scoured stack
upon stack of scrolls. “Look at all this stuff,” Alffinnr
whispered. “Think of all the knowledge my people could have.”

“From the location of your sailing ships,
the D’war’en will find this treasure trove pretty soon,” Ali
observed. “It’s just a matter of time now before your civilization
leaps forward in great bounds.”

“It’ll still be centuries before we
reach the sky. It won’t do me
much good,” Alffinnr complained.

“You might be surprised,” Peter said.
“Once people know they can do
something, they quickly find ways of accomplishing it.”

Jimmy found a manual central indexing system
and searched for the major library topics. Alffinnr and Jimmy took
turns reading over the index tablets.

“Hey, guys! Look at this one,” Jimmy yelled.
He took the tablet with him and ran to the next floor.

Everyone rushed to the stacks where Jimmy
was. By the time they got there, Jimmy was holding two armloads of
scrolls like he had just discovered a priceless treasure.

“What do you have?” Peter asked.

“It’s all kinds of books about that
pictograph stuff we found. I think with these, we can interpret
most of those panels. Hey look! This symbol is familiar. And I saw
this one too!”

“Perry,” Peter called out, “can you access
any of this stuff?”

“I have been doing just that for the past
fifteen minutes, Peter. There appears to be both hard-copy and
electronic backups of all the information contained in this
library. In slightly over three hours, I can upload all of these
records.”

“Do it,” Peter commanded.

Jimmy looked like a child on Christmas
morning, unsure of which package to open next. He hurried to a
table and spread out his new possessions, poring over each one.

“Here’s a reference to a place called
‘Jabbah.’ It’s the source of light for the protection of the Sampo
Orb.”

“Source of light?” Ali asked.

“Maybe that’s the star for the planetary
system we saw on the murals,” Peter said.

“What’s a hellir?” Jimmy asked.

“Cave,” Alffinnr replied.

“Well,” Jimmy continued, “so this Sampo Orb
is buried somewhere in the Jabbah system. Sound reasonable?”

“Could be,” Alffinnr said, looking
over the ancient scrolls. “It’s under a nyrhaugr. Yes, someone did bury it.”

“Why do you say that?” Peter asked.

“Nyrhaugr.
That’s a ‘new mound,’ so it must be a pile of dirt someone put over
it.”

“Oh, wow, this is beautiful,” Henrietta
exclaimed about a different stack of scrolls a few feet away.

They all went over to see what Henrietta had
discovered. She had found a series of images on electro-active
paper. She traced her finger over a page and the hologram activated
like a small PAD monitor. Everyone crowded in to watch the delicate
scenes unfold.

They were on another planet. The sky was a
deep indigo with a dusting of snow on the ground. Jagged mountains
framed the background and in the foreground was a crystal city
containing towering structures. The buildings looked like branches
of trees, almost organic in the way they were constructed. Stout
D’war’en walked from one side of the picture to the other,
accompanied by another race. They were pale skinned and tall. They
looked frail, like their legs would break with each step they took.
Both races seemed to get along, like they were the best of friends.
Sleek air-cars zoomed throughout the city in a confused pattern
that would frustrate any traffic controller. But it was a
controlled chaos, a day like any other.

“Those are my people,” Alffinnr sighed.
“Could that be our original home?”

“Could be,” Henrietta replied. “Either
yours, or those other people in the scenes.”

Alffinnr stared at the image until it
stopped. “They had so much. And here we are, running around with
pointy sticks. We had space flight once and lost it. How could that
happen?”

“Perhaps the winters here were too strong,’
Henrietta suggested. “You had to concentrate on simple survival,
and lost the luxuries of life along the way.”

Alffinnr laughed derisively.

“But you did survive,” Henrietta added. “That’s
something.”

“But is it enough? Would it be enough for
you?

“Alffinnr,” Peter began, “I think your
people were once very advanced and great. Your language is similar
to one we had back home, a very long way from here. We think maybe
there was some interaction between your people and ours in the
past. How else could your language be so similar to one of our past
ones? Perhaps your people traveled a long way to get here.”

“The D’war’en Space Lords? Ha! Then being in
space appears to be my inherited right, does it not?”

Alffinnr remained silent for a moment before
continuing. “I want to bring our people back into space! Take me
with you.”

Peter looked at his new friend and sighed.
“It’s not that simple. We can’t.”

“But if I go back home again,
they will kill me for helping
you. Maybe I can bluff them for a while with that little trick I
pulled, but Eyolf will challenge me. And the little twerp will win
when he does. Peter, Henrietta, I have no planet to go back to. No
place left to go.”

“We aren’t even sure you can come with us,”
Ali added.

“Why?”

Ali tried to explain the impossible. “When
we enter a special kind of space, you might die. We have special
equipment built for humans to keep us alive for the long time we
spend between the stars. We’ve no idea if it will work for you. We
aren’t sure you’ll survive.”

“One thing I do know,” Alffinnr replied. “I
will die if I go back. I’m willing to
take the chance. It’s that, or I live my life alone in this western
land, ever running away from Ormr’s explorers.”

“Geez,” Peter began.

“Plus,” Alffinnr added, “I can help you find
the Sampo Orb. When we retrieve it, I can activate it in your
war.”

“That idea is appealing,” Jimmy
commented.

Peter looked sternly at him. “I’m not sure
we need your help.”

“Peter, he’s right,” Stiles insisted. “If
we’re still at war, we’ll need every weapon we can lay our hands
on.”

Peter thought about that for a few
minutes.

“I will help you,” Alffinnr pleaded. “If I
go home, I’ll be an outcast at best. What life is that?”

“I do need help interpreting the scrolls,”
Jimmy added.

“When did you need help with languages?” Peter retorted. He thought for a
moment more. “Look, I’ll tell you what: we hook Alffinnr up to a
crèche. Maybe teach him Colonial Standard. We put him in for four
hours and Perry can monitor how he does in there. Perry, can you
make a determination based on that whether Alffinnr could survive
K-T-space?”

“Yes, Peter, that should provide an accurate
test. If there is any chance of failure, I will let you know.”

Peter shook his head. “I’m not sure I like
this, but okay. Alffinnr; you’ll get your chance. But there’s a
little test you’ll need to pass before you can go.”

 


* * *

 


They all milled around the gym, anxiously
watching Alffinnr squirm in the learning crèche for the whole
morning. Jimmy and Ali passed the time casually throwing a baseball
back and forth, while Henrietta kept her eyes firmly planted on the
diagnostic readouts. While all that was happening, Peter and Stiles
consulted with Perry on the route they would take to Jabbah, their
next destination down the road to the Ten Colonies. “You’ve found
the star depicted on the D’war’en star chart?”

“Yes, Peter, I have cross-checked my visual
observations with every aspect of the maps you found at the
terraforming station. There is less than a one percent chance I am
in error.”

“And you’re sure you can make that jump?”
Stiles asked.

Perry hummed. “The destination star is
bathed in nebula, but most of the trip will be in free space; so we
should not have any difficulties with poorly-calibrated external
sensors. For that reason, I should be able to keep the destination
star well within my sights for the first half of the trip. I will
need to concentrate very hard during the second half, however. In
addition, I have learned a great deal from my previous jumps, and I
have installed several subroutines to automatically initiate
mid-course corrections as we proceed. My confidence level exceeds
99 percent.”

“And how long will the trip take?” Stiles
asked.

“The trip will take 32 years, 6 months, 27
days, 8 hours, 38 minutes, and 24 seconds,” Perry replied. “I
should be able to do that standing on my head.”

“You don’t have a head,” Stiles reminded the
ship.

“Well, then, attempting to do so should
present no problems.”

“Do you really think something’s there,
Perry?”

“I am certain something is there, Peter. Whether an ancient
D’war’en weapon is in that star system remains to be seen. There is
only one way to find out. Even if it is not, however, we must jump
somewhere along that general direction, and a jump of 93.94
light-years will be a very good test of my abilities.”

“Well, food is not an issue for awhile, so
let’s do it,” Peter decided. “Perry, input the jump parameters and
make preparations. As soon as Alffinnr comes out, we’ll decide when
to leave.”

“Very well,” Perry replied. “Everything is
plotted and ready to begin.”

Peter glanced at the chronometer. “Well, his
lessons should be done about now. Come on, Stiles; let’s go see if
we have another crewmember.” They walked to the occupied crèche and
saw Henrietta watching over the unit for any signs of distress.

“He should have been out by now,”
Henrietta noted. “These readings are a little funky, but
there is still activity in
there.”

“Are you worried?” Peter asked.

“Of course I am! I’ve been worried the whole
four hours. He’s obviously alive, but we won’t know what the
CT-suit is doing to his brain until he comes to. I just hope he
doesn’t have scrambled eggs inside his skull.”

“Did someone mention something about
scrambled eggs?” Ali asked. He and Jimmy came over to the unit and
looked over Henrietta’s shoulder. “’Cause if you did, I’m in.”

“Always thinking of your stomach,” Jimmy
joked.

Ali pushed him gently to the side with his
elbow. “How’s our recruit doin’?” They anxiously looked inside the
crèche.

Alffinnr twisted his neck, trying to work
out the kinks. He stretched his arms and looked around. “I’m doing
fine, Ali,” he replied in perfect Colonial Standard.

“Igor,” Ali said, turning to Jimmy and
rubbing his hands together, “our experiment is a success! He’s
alive!”

“Oh, yes, Dr. Frankenstein,” Jimmy replied
in an Eastern European accent. “You’ve done well.”

Everyone laughed.

“Who’s Frankenstein?” Alffinnr asked.

“Oh, a human scientist that created a
monster a long time ago.”

Alffinnr stepped out of the crèche, but was
so stiff after sitting in one place all afternoon, his legs barely
worked. “So now I’m a monster?”

“Nah,” Jimmy replied, “too short. But you do
move like one.”

The kids watched him stiff-leg around the
gym.

“And you’re almost as ugly,” Stiles
added.

“Stiles,” Henrietta yelled. “Have you no
shame?”

Alffinnr looked at Peter, “So did I
pass?”

“Not only did you pass, but you’re speaking
our language perfectly.”

“Yeah, that language thing is kind of fun. I
never knew learning could be so easy. So I’m cleared to go?”

“You sure you want to do this?” Peter asked.
“There’s no going back, you know.”

“Yes, I’m sure. Will we leave today?”

“Soon,” Peter replied. “Our exit point is
eighteen days away. Once we’re far enough from these stars, we can
leave.”

Peter closed the crèche and started for the
door. “Perry, do you know of any problems with letting Alffinnr go
with us?”

“No, Peter, unless Henrietta has any
concerns.”

“Of course I do!”

Peter stopped short. “You do?” he asked in
alarm.

“Duh! Just what we needed … another male on
board! Oh, why couldn’t Signar have had a daughter instead?”

 


 


 


 


EPILOGUE

Acrab Star System, Outside Mountain Home –
Ship Year 540, Day 86

 


They had taken to speaking in hushed
whispers in fear of Alffinnr hearing their scheming, for it was not
often that your stepson became a god. Signar looked nervously over
his shoulder as the small group wound their way through the
herder’s village. His bent posture had doubled in the past two
weeks and he looked weaker than ever. The queen wondered how long
her husband would last in his new, frail condition.

Ever since they discovered the unusual
devices throughout the palace terraces, they had not dared touch
them, nor even go near. “The Eyes” might be watching, and they
could not be too careful. “Do you think we’re far enough away from
Alffinnr’s Eyes?” Einrun asked. She shivered in the dark, thinking
about the potential consequences if they were wrong.

“I hope so. His voice was never heard
this far out,” Signar reasoned. He crouched down low, like a thief
in the night, below the sign that swung in the gentle night breeze.
“ILLILIGR FÉHIRÐIR” it
read—the Hideous Herdsman.

Einrun glanced up at the rotting sign and
clutched the amulet hanging from her neck for good luck. She would
give birth any day, and not only did she see herself as hideous
now, but her companions looked even more so, forced to keep company
with common peasants. She loathed the mocking sign they rallied
under each night at midnight, but where else could they go? Any
room in their realm might be inhabited by His spirit.

The others squatted next to their Lord like
a tribe of feral D’war’en. Eyolf stood tall for a moment, but the
queen grabbed her son and forced him down to their level. “You
cannot be too careful, young fool. His reach is long.”

“Yes, mother,” Eyolf replied timidly. He
pushed under Einrun’s cloak and hid his face under the fabric.

She wanted to scold him for displaying his
fear so obviously, but she found herself trembling even more than
he. “The Wanderer moved off shortly after Alffinnr rose to the sky.
Do you think He will return?”

“I wish I knew,” Signar answered his wife.
“Not knowing is a fate worse than facing all the gods in the
heavens.”

“Well, if you ask me—” Daghild began.

“No one did!” Einrun spat. “You were
to give wise counsel. Instead, you brought us to this wretched
state! I hope if Alffinnr returns, He finds you first.”

“Fighting among ourselves will benefit no
one,” Bisi observed.

“Oh, shut up!”

“Of course, M’lady.”

“The Wanderer was last seen heading toward
the Lesser Orbs. Perhaps the Hu’man’i took Him with them,” Signar
suggested.

“They could never fit inside that point of
light! Am I correct?” Einrun demanded.

“Yes, yes, you are, my sweet; how foolish of
me to even suggest it.”

“Yes, foolish,” Einrun concluded. She
gazed up to the far western sky. Somewhere out there, below the far
horizon, were those vile stars. The home of
the Hu’man’i, she reflected. And now they would need
to carefully consider every move they made. They would need to
judge what Alffinnr, their new god, would want them to
do.

That pathetic weakling, Alffinnr!

Einrun flinched after blaspheming, hoping He
could not read her mind. She shyly glanced up once again. Something
caught her attention, like the premonition of a bad dream. “What’s
that?”

They all looked up and beheld a blinding
blue light slowly turning to red. It grew to an enormous size,
encompassing a quarter of the sky, and then it collapsed upon
itself to a thin streak of multi-hewed light. In an instant, it was
soundlessly gone.

“Ragnarok—”
Signar began.

“No, Alffinnr,” Einrun insisted. She closed her eyes,
waiting for His wrath to strike her down, but the blow never
came.

Signar is right: the
waiting is far worse, she decided.

“Maybe their star exploded,” Daghild
suggested.

“Perhaps it has, but I doubt it,” Einrun
whispered.

“I think it is Alffinnr walking through the
Valhalla Gates,” Bisi proposed.

Einrun squeezed her Alffinnr’s Eyes Amulet
even tighter until the palm of her hand bled.

 


* * *

 


The Tales of the Antares Rangers will
continue in Book 3: The Antares Rangers and
the Orb of Jabbah.

 


 


 


 


GLOSSARY

(D’war’en Space)

 


Acrab (Beta-1 Scorpii) – Hot B-class star at
least 10x as massive as Sol; B0.5V+B2V. Multiple star system; home
for the D’war’en race. Coordinates: 16.1h, -19.8°; 530 l-y from Old
Earth.

 


Agnarr – Star myth name of the Acrab-A1 star
(edge of warrior sword).

 


Alffinnr – The D’war’en Lord’s heir. Three
years short of legal age.

 


Alvi – Star myth name of the Acrab-G star
(temple witch).

 


Amma – Star myth name of the Acrab-A2 star
(grandmother).

 


Api – Star myth name of the Acrab-B star
(male foolish person).

 


Ari – A noble
D’war’en bird, similar to an eagle (beta-eagle).

 


Beyla – Alffinnr’s kind mother; deceased.

 


Bisi – Royal Guard captain. He is competent
and athletic.

 


Blakkrholt –
Black Woodlands (west of Mountain Home).

 


Daghild – Advisor to Signar. She is ancient,
weathered, and conniving.

 


Domar – Roustabout merchant. He is a frequent
patron of the inn.

 


Dróttinn – Lord
or King.

 


Dróttining –
Queen.

 


D’war’en – Name of the people located in Beta
Scorpii. They are a short, but massive, hearty lot. Because they do
not understand that they live on a planet, this is also the name of
their world, and is simply all that there is.

 


Dyntr – Male Royal Guard soldier.

 


Einrun – Signar’s pretty, young wife.

 


Erfingi –
Heir.

 


Eyolf – Signar’s young son from Einrun.
Henrietta says he reminds her of Stiles.

 


Geir – Second in command of the Northern
Militia Patrol; Ulfarr’s younger brother.

 


Greater Orbs – The triple star pairing of
Beta Scorpii-C, -E, and -F. They are actually the smaller group of
the Beta Scorpii stars, but because the D’war’en planet orbits
these three stars, and they are closer, the D’war’en recognize them
as the “main stars” of their world.

 


Grimnir – Male merchant. Domar’s
assistant.

 


Hafr – Star myth name of the Acrab-F star
(he-goat).

 


Heimfell –
Mountain Home (main city of the D’war’en).

 


Hellir –
Cave.

 


Hu’man’i –
D’war’en term for Humans.

 


Hvalr – A
D’war’en sea creature, similar to a whale (beta-whale).

 


ILLILIGR FÉHIRÐIR
– The Hideous Herdsman Ale House, located outside the main
D’war’en city.

 


Járnleikr – To
battle or fight. Járnlei is
the mistaken name of Jimmy due to his prowess.

 


Lesser Orbs – The quadruple star pairing of
Beta Scorpii-A1, -A2, -B, and -G. They are actually the larger
group of the Beta Scorpii stars, but because the D’war’en planet
orbits the other system group, the D’war’en recognize these as the
“minor stars” of their world.

 


Lillemor – Innkeeper and owner of
the Gnótt Brjóst. She is saucy
and outgoing.

 


Linnea – Lillemor’s daughter. Helps out at
the inn.

 


Lord Signar – Lord of all D’war’en. An old
man, walks with limp, feisty but of decreasing health.

 


Maurr – A
D’war’en ant with a nasty bite.

 


Náttúra –
Spirits, wood sprites (natural folk).

 


Norunn – Young chambermaid and helper at the
inn.

 


Ny – Star myth name of the Acrab-E star
(young female).

 


Nyrhaugr – New
mound of dirt (artificial hill).

 


Orbs – Mysterious lighting fixtures of the
D’war’en.

 


Ormr – Admiral of the D’war’en Fleet. He is
old and over the hill.

 


Ragnarok –
Final destiny of the gods.

 


Skati –
Leader.

 


Ungmenni –
Youth.

 


Ulfarr – Lieutenant of the Northern Militia;
Geir’s older brother.

 


Útlendr – A
foreigner.

 


Valdyr – A
D’war’en forest creature, similar to a wolf, but the size of a bear
(beta-wolf).

 


Valgrind – A
gate to Valhalla.

 


Valhalla – The final resting place of
warriors.

 


Vigfus – Star myth name of the Acrab-C star
(male willing fighter).

 


Villtr –
Foolish.

 


 


(Human Space)

 


2-14 Corridor – (See Ten Colonies).

 


Antares (Alpha Scorpii) – M1.5 red supergiant
star. Diameter: 600 million miles; age: the red supergiant phase is
extremely short, several hundred thousand to a few million years
(very late evolutionary stage); surface temperature: 6,000 degrees
Fahrenheit. Coordinates: 16.5h, -27°; 520 l-y from Old Earth.

 


AU (Astronomical Unit) – Average distance
between Old Earth and Sol. 1 AU = 92,956,000 miles (8.3
light-minutes).

 


c – The speed of light.

 


Chiron – Planet at Rigil Kentaurus, the
primary star of the Alpha Centauri triple star system, (fourth
planet of the star system); site of first extrasolar human colony.
Third human world of the Ten Colonies. Colony established in 2051
prior to faster-than-light travel. Coordinates: 14.5h, -61°; 4.4
l-y from Old Earth.

 


CHZ (Continuously Habitable Zone) – Area
surrounding a star where the resultant temperatures on a planetary
surface could result in liquid water, and possibly sustain life
forms similar to those found on Earth, and can stably exist for a
time period long enough for life to form (through billions of
years).

 


CT-Suit (caretaker-suit) – Suit worn by crew
in a starship that sustains life during jump. The suit is connected
to health monitors and sources of nutrients. The CT-suit is also
used by personnel immersed in deep-teach stasis crèches.

 


Empire – Planet at Iota Persei (fifth planet
of the star system); first planet established after
faster-than-light travel. Sixth human world of the Ten Colonies.
Colony established in 2200. Coordinates: 3.2h, +50°; 34 l-y from
Old Earth.

 


EVA – Extra Vehicular Activity.

 


EWO – Electronic Warfare Officer.

 


fps – Feet per second.

 


FTL (Faster-Than-Light) – Superluminal travel
in a starship equipped with the Krenholdtz-Turner (K-T) engine
(manipulates curved space). First commercial operation: 2153.

 


Himalaya – Planet at Beta Hydri (second
planet of the star system); home for the overcrowded population of
Free India. Eighth human world of the Ten Colonies. Colony
established in 2280. Coordinates: 0.3h, -77°; 24 l-y from Old
Earth.

 


Hive – Planet at Tau Ceti (third planet of
the star system); home of the alien Hive species (allies to
humans). Forth human world of the Ten Colonies. Coordinates: 1.6h,
-16°; 11.9 l-y from Old Earth. (Also name of the first alien race
encountered by humans, best described as green, bilateral beings
made of protoplasm; mute, but telepathic.)

 


Hyper Limit – Distance from a gravitational
source where a jump into K-T-space is possible.

 


HZ (Habitable Zone) – Area surrounding a star
where the resultant temperatures on a planetary surface could
result in liquid water, and possibly sustain life forms similar to
those found on Earth.

 


Ice House – Planet at Sigma Bootis (second
planet of the star system); frigid outpost, marking the furthest
reaches of human space. Tenth human world of the Ten Colonies.
Colony established in 2315. Coordinates: 14.5h, +30°; 50 l-y from
Old Earth.

 


Jackson’s Landing – Planet at Beta Comae
Berenices (forth planet of the star system). Ninth human world of
the Ten Colonies. Colony established in 2305. Coordinates: 13.3h,
+28°; 30 l-y from Old Earth.

 


Jump – (See K-T-space.)

 


K-T-adjusted (age) – Physiologic (effective)
age of a star-traveler who has spent time in K-T-space. The
difference between a traveler’s K-T-adjusted and true (anchored)
age is dependent upon how long the traveler has spent
(cumulatively) in K-T-space (effects are exponential).

 


K-T engine – engine design making
superluminal space travel possible. (See also FTL.)

 


K-T-space (hyperspace) – Region of space
occupied by superluminal space travelers (between the curved
surfaces of normal space). Also known as “jump” or “jump-space.”
Time is substantially slower than in normal space.

 


L-O-S – Loss of Signal.

 


l-m (light-minute) – Measurement of distance
light travels in space in the span of one minute. 1 l-m =
11,154,720 miles (0.120 AU).

 


l-s (light-second) – Measurement of distance
light travels in space in the span of one second. 1 l-s = 186,282
miles (0.002 AU).

 


l-y (light-year) – Measurement of distance
light travels in space in the span of one year. 1 l-y =
5,878,630,390,000 miles (63,241 AU).

 


LZ – Landing Zone.

 


Mars – Planet at Sol (forth planet of the
star system); site of first off-planet human colony. Second human
world of the Ten Colonies. Colony established in 2025. Thirty-five
to 63 million miles from Old Earth.

 


Nav – Nickname for the navigation officer (or
the position) on a starship. Also known as the astrogator.

 


New Capital – Planet at Epsilon Eridani
(forth planet of the star system); colonial capital planet. Fifth
human world of the Ten Colonies. Colony established in 2095 prior
to faster-than-light travel. Coordinates: 3.6h, -10°; 10.5 l-y from
Old Earth.

 


Normal space – Region of space occupied by
objects in the universe traveling at subluminal speeds, or at rest.
Time and space are normal.

 


Old Earth – Planet at Sol (third planet of
the star system); first home of the human species. Center of the
Ten Colonies.

 


PA – Public Announcement system.

 


PAD – Personal Assistant Dataport (handheld
computer).

 


rem (roentgen equivalent, man) – Measurement
of absorbed radiation effects on human tissue, in equivalent dose,
multiplied by particular types of radiation. The average U.S.
resident receives a dose of about 360 mrem per year. 100 rem = 1
sievert (Sv).

 


SAR – Search and Rescue. Often refers to
missions or craft assigned to those missions.

 


Sol – G2 main sequence yellow dwarf star;
home-star of humanity (also known as the Sun). Diameter: 865,000
miles; age: 4.6 billion years (middle-aged); surface temperature:
27 million degrees Fahrenheit.

 


Stagecoach – Planet at Alpha Mensae (second
planet of the star system); new home of the Northern Cheyenne.
Seventh human world of the Ten Colonies. Colony established in
2250. Coordinates: 6h, -75°; 33 l-y from Old Earth.

 


Tac – Nickname for the tactical officer (or
the position) on a starship.

 


Ten Colonies – The ten planets occupied by
humanity (and their Hive allies). Also known as the 2-14 Corridor
due to the imaginary plane of the ecliptic surrounding Old Earth
measured in increments of ‘hours’, where 24 hours equals 360
degrees.

 


UCSA – United Colonial Space Academy.

 


Vega Construction Base (VCB) – Asteroid at
Alpha Lyrae (Vega); secret research and construction facility. Base
completed in 2320. Coordinates: 18.6h, +38.7°; 25 l-y from Old
Earth.

 


Wasatti – Insect-like alien race, of large
stature, currently at war with the humans and the Hive. Details
about the Wasatti and the location of their homeworld are
unknown.

 


XO – Executive Officer
(second-in-command).
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