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Rictook’s Passing

The Jatouche monarch, Rictook, was dying. It was his time. His body’s telomeres had been lengthened, granting him an extended life. By the rules of the Tsargit, the alliance’s governing body, of which the Jatouche were members, the procedure was granted only once to an individual.

After a lengthy sleep, Rictook woke late in the morning. For the first time in many cycles, he appeared refreshed and relaxed.

Lindsey Jabrook, the senior of two Pyrean empaths, provided support for Rictook. In the ruler’s present state, it required little effort on Lindsey’s part to ease his pain.

Staff notified Tacticnok, the monarch’s daughter, that her father was awake, and she hurried to his side.

Rictook gazed at his eldest, when she knelt by his raised pallet. His eyes held compassion and hope for her. Tacticnok was young. Yet, on his death, the enormous responsibility of ruling the Jatouche would be thrust upon her. He did have high expectations for her reign. Already, Tacticnok had taken bold steps that had delivered incredible results for the citizenry. She’d attracted the Tsargit’s attention, due to her improbable forming of a bond with the technologically backward Pyreans, the humans.

“You look rested, Your Excellency,” Tacticnok said tenderly, addressing her father formally in the company of others. She reached a furred hand to grasp her father’s.

In turn, Rictook squeezed his daughter’s hand. “Today is better,” he said.

The staff looked at one another with concern. The monarch’s recent weight loss and accelerated graying fur marked the body’s final act of defiance against an inevitable end. His body’s resources were being sacrificed at a heightened rate in an effort to delay fate.

Tracy Shaver and Sasha Garmenti, the other Pyreans, rested on nearby pallets. Tracy was one of the Pyrean dome explorers, and her courage was celebrated by the Jatouche. She’d accompanied the empaths, as a minder. To be precise, Harbour, the Pyrean envoy to the Jatouche, had sent Tracy to curtail some of Sasha’s impetuousness.

That Sasha was a teenager was part of the problem. The other potent aspect of Sasha’s personality was that she was one of the most powerful empaths. Her fellow empaths described Sasha as having limited control. She was either on or off. And without the control that could direct her power toward a single individual, a room had to be vacated or everyone would feel the emotions she emanated.

When Rictook’s discomfort was greatest, which was usually late in the cycle, Sasha would be left alone with the ruler. From the pain Rictook felt, the lips along his muzzle would tighten in a snarl, and Sasha would feel his emotionally charged emanations. Then her ministrations would blanket Rictook’s mind, clearing his tortured expressions and allowing him to rest and, eventually, to sleep.

The Jatouche were known throughout the alliance for their medical services. Races of all sorts journeyed through the Q-gates, which connected the alliance’s systems and unexplored worlds, to seek medical services. An ancient race, the Messinants, who were no longer present, had built a vast number of domes. Each dome possessed one or more gates, and each gate was paired with one other destination. The races referred to their instantaneous transfers as journeying.

Rictook could have spent his final cycles aboard the Jatouche premier construction, Rissness Medical Station, under the care of excellent medical practitioners. Approaching the end of his life, he would be placed in a peaceful state of neurological suspension.

However, events precipitated by the Pyreans’ activation of their single Q-gate had catapulted the Jatouche to the forefront of Tsargit politics. Rictook made the decision that it was necessary to forgo the expected medical support for his final days. He needed to be alert and discuss the future’s ramifications with his daughter. At a time when the Jatouche couldn’t be treading a more tumultuous path, Tacticnok would don the royal crown.

In sympathy with Rictook’s decision to remain alert, Harbour, who was the empaths’ leader, among other things, had sent support to ease the ruler’s final cycles.

The monarch glanced toward Lindsey, whose hand rested on his bare arm. He flashed his teeth and softly chittered. Lindsey’s ear wig, a Jatouche gift, translated Rictook’s speech.

“Your services have been appreciated,” Rictook said. “The time you’ve given me with Her Highness has been invaluable.”

“We’re repaying you, Your Excellency, and Her Highness for rescuing Pyre,” Lindsey replied, which Rictook’s ear wig translated. “Without your aid, Pyreans might have struggled for centuries to reclaim Pyre.”

“Our meeting has been fortuitous,” Rictook pronounced. “It has taken patience, inventiveness, and courage from both races to carry us to this moment.”

With a free hand, Lindsey adjusted her ear wig. The translation programs were a miracle of the Messinants dome consoles. Speech patterns were recorded by the console, as two species examined images over the course of many cycles. Simple images migrated toward much more complex ones. In the end, the console produced a language program for the ear wigs. Over time, the translation programs would grow with corrections and additions, as the two species interacted. An ear wig in the presence of another race would exchange updates to their shared programs.

Rictook turned to face Tacticnok, and he continued their discussion where they’d left off the previous afternoon. This time, he spoke urgently, as if sensing that the end was approaching. Soon, he exhausted his energy and fell asleep.

Late in the afternoon, Lindsey sent a staff member to Sasha. Lindsey was requesting to be relieved, and Sasha hurried to the ruler’s private apartment.

“He’s resting peacefully,” Lindsey said to Sasha, when the teenager tiptoed into the room.

A medical team was bustling around Rictook, caring for his physiological needs. When the team finished, they exited the apartment.

“Are you rested, Sasha?” Lindsey asked.

“Tracy made me take a nap,” Sasha replied petulantly. “I’m good until star-rise.”

More than once, Sasha was tempted to utilize her powers in response to Tracy’s directives, which she considered overbearing. Only one thing stopped her. After they returned via the gates to Pyre, she would have to face Harbour and pay for her transgressions.

For hours, there was little for Sasha to do. She lay on a raised pallet next to Rictook’s. She’d laid a finger on his arm to enable a finer sensing of his needs, while she dozed.

The raised pallet was the common piece of furniture for the Jatouche. While conversing, they preferred to lie on their sides, which accommodated their bushy tails.

Staff frequently peeked through the doors, felt nothing from Sasha, and tiptoed into the room to examine their monarch. Satisfied that all was well, they quietly exited.

It was in the early morning hours, when Sasha awakened to sensations of fear and pain. She abruptly sat up and gripped Rictook’s arm. The ruler struggled in his sleep, and his short, dark claws curled and flexed.

Sasha coiled her power, opened her gates, and sent a feeling of bliss and calm to Rictook. His tense body relaxed, and he immediately lay quiet on his pallet.

Slowly Rictook’s eyes opened. They were sad. “It’s my time,” he said to Sasha.

“You’ll be fine, Your Excellency,” Sasha replied hopefully.

“No, Sasha, but it’s appropriate that you are my final companion — an elderly Jatouche, who’s leaving this world, as a young Pyrean greets my race,” Rictook replied. He saw Sasha’s eyes widen, and he asked, “Are you frightened?”

“No … yes,” Sasha managed to stammer.

Sasha’s emotional challenge was that her power had grown at a phenomenal rate, and it had given her a sense of invincibility. She was the empath who had cured Lindsey and other elderly empaths. They’d lost their ability to block the sendings of others, especially normals, who couldn’t control what they felt. Through Sasha’s efforts, that critical gate control was restored.

“If you wish to leave, I would understand,” Rictook said.

Sasha was tempted, which caused her to hesitate. That interrupted her focus, and she saw the ruler’s gray-furred lips shudder. She quickly channeled her power, calming Rictook’s mind and soothing away the pain.

“You’re a brave human,” the ruler commented, when his thoughts cleared. “Do not lament my passing, daughter.”

Sasha’s heart squeezed, and she struggled to maintain control. The history of her family was dark. The escape of her sister, Aurelia, from their family’s captivity had eventually liberated her mother and her.

During Sasha’s years in the downside governor’s house, she’d never experienced a father’s love. The empaths of the Honora Belle, the original colony ship, took her family under their care, but they were all females. It was the nature of genetics. The ship’s residents befriended her, but she was often kept at arm’s length due to her uncontrolled power.

As strange as it was, Sasha’s first father figure was an alien ruler, and he was dying. Tears clouded her eyes. She’d held to her amazing powers as proof of her worth. Now when she depended on those powers to mean something, she saw that belief for the childish fantasy it had been. Her capabilities had their uses. There was no denying that. But they were merely tools. She couldn’t save the monarch, who had adopted her by right of his kindness to her. She could only ease his pain.

The light of Na-Tikkook’s star brightened a row of dark apartment windows. Rictook opened his eyes and focused on the light. “A new day, Sasha … at least, for you,” he said. Then with a long sigh, he exhaled a final breath.

A little later, staff crept into Rictook’s private chamber. They discovered a human teenager, tears rolling down her cheeks and smooth pink hands clasping their dead ruler’s gray furred one.


* * * *




The Jatouche mourned the passing of their monarch. His body was transmitted to Rissness Station, the medical platform near the Jatouche moon, where the system’s dome was located.

After the end of the prescribed period of lament, Tacticnok was elevated to the throne. She was the first female to occupy the lofty position since the uplift of the species by the Messinants.

Most Jatouche were ecstatic about their new ruler, but some were not.

Following the ceremony, Tacticnok met with her four master advisors. Three of them, Pickcit, Roknick, and Tiknock, served her father. The fourth, Jaktook, was elevated by her father to serve her.

Jaktook was one of only two Jatouche to journey with the Pyrean explorers through the labyrinth of non-alliance gates and confront the Colony, the aggressive and deadly insectoid race.

Tacticnok chose to hold this critical first audience in the throne room. It seemed an ostentatious move, but she wanted to establish her authority to one particular individual, Roknick, the master strategist. She waited nervously for the staff to notify her that the attendees had assembled. When a staff member gestured toward the throne room entrance, she gathered her courage, assumed a serene pose, and walked to take her place on the Jatouche throne.

“This is a new day for the Jatouche,” Tacticnok said solemnly, after she and then the attendees were seated. “We have two critical opportunities to pursue,” she continued. “There are no more important goals for us than these.”

“Your Excellency?” Jaktook queried, partially raising a hand.

Tacticnok was careful not to show deference to Jaktook, who was becoming more than an advisor to her. There was nothing overt between the couple, but the feelings for each other were mutual.

Imitating her father, Tacticnok raised two digits on her hand, which rested on her leg. It signaled to Jaktook that he could speak.

“I presume, Your Excellency, that your subjects are the Pyreans and the Tsargit,” Jaktook said. “Do you consider one of these more important than the other?”

“No. They’re codependent,” Tacticnok replied.

Tiknock, the master scientist, was intrigued by the response, and he signaled to be heard. When Tacticnok approved, he asked, “How are the Pyreans as important as the Tsargit’s notice of the Jatouche, and how are they linked?”

“The Tsargit has the resources we require, and these must be directed toward the Pyreans,” Tacticnok explained.

“You would place the humans above the Tsargit, above the alliance,” Roknick challenged.

Tacticnok repeated a mantra in her head. It was taught to her by her father, when she was young. It calmed her mind. As she had expected, Roknick’s first act in her audience was to speak accusingly to her and this without being recognized.

Following Rictook’s advice, who had shared this with her in his final days, Tacticnok waited silently. He’d advised her that it was the surest way to restore the throne’s authority.

Roknick took in the stares of the other advisors. Their eyes were unforgiving. He had a decision to make. If he wanted to remain in Tacticnok’s audience, he had to apologize. His other choice was to abdicate his position and leave the throne room.

Roknick’s decision was made by observing Tacticnok. Like her father, the new ruler waited without any intention of responding to him or allowing the meeting to continue until his affront was handled. He decided that being part of the hierarchy afforded him more opportunity to direct the course of his race’s future.

“I regret my outburst, Your Excellency, and I beg your forgiveness,” Roknick said. The apology burned in his throat.

“It’s given,” Tacticnok replied magnanimously. Then after a short delay, she added, in a firm tone, “But understand, Master Roknick, our patience isn’t infinite.”

In the meantime, Pickcit, the master economist, had ruminated on Tacticnok’s goals. Like Tiknock and Jaktook, he supported the new ruler. After receiving Tacticnok’s recognition, he said, “It’s understood that the Pyreans offer us no economic value. Anything the Tsargit bestows on them will be sorely needed to build their beleaguered system. I must assume that you want something intangible from them.”

“The gates,” Jaktook interjected, addressing his fellow advisors. He believed that Tacticnok had established her authority, and there was value to engaging the others directly.

With a subtle upward palm motion, Tacticnok signaled her assent of Jaktook’s words.

Pickcit and Tiknock regarded Jaktook thoughtfully. For all their acumen and experience, they could see that their new ruler was thinking far in advance of them.

However, Roknick in his hubris believed he could offer assistance to the fledgling advisor. “The non-alliance gates have been explored by yourself and others,” he said. “The danger has been identified. This is now a matter for the Tsargit.”

“How great is the problem?” Jaktook replied to Roknick.

The question stumped the master strategist. All he could offer by way of a response was, “That’s for the Tsargit to determine.”

“How?” Jaktook pursued.

Suddenly Tacticnok’s earlier pronouncements made sense to Pickcit and Tiknock.

“The only way to determine the scope of the problem is to investigate the extent of the Colony’s expansion,” Tiknock reasoned.

“And who among the alliance races will volunteer to do what our intrepid explorers accomplished?” Pickcit asked Roknick.

The answer was no one. The Colony was an insidious mix of species, who were uplifted by the Messinants. They lived for territorial expansion, and it was assumed that they were depleting their home world’s resources through uncontrolled population growth.

The Colony species were venomous. The larger entities, called reds by the explorers, reached a length of five meters, and their pincers could easily separate a sentient’s head from the body.

The only explorers desperate or brave enough to investigate the Colony’s actions were a group of Pyreans; two Jatouche, Jaktook and Kractik; and one Crocian, the magnificent Mangoth of the Logar.

“The Colony can’t journey to any alliance dome,” Roknick pointed out. “They’re contained.”

“That’s limited thinking, Master Roknick,” Jaktook shot back. “We discovered the Colony constructing a secondary dome, which was distant from their home world, to house a shuttle launch site. They’ll usurp habitable worlds from whatever species are resident there. They’ll continue to search out worlds that the Messinants discovered and created access to by virtue of the domes and gates.”

“You make my point, Jaktook,” Roknick replied, forgoing Jaktook’s title. “The Colony is limited to non-alliance worlds.”

“For how long?” Jaktook returned.

Roknick was tiring of the new advisor’s repeated questions, most of which couldn’t be answered. “Forever,” he replied peevishly.

“All things are possible in time,” Pickcit offered.

“True,” Tiknock agreed. “Alliance members will sit secure behind their blocked gates until the Colony finds a way to circumvent them. In the meantime, the alliance will stagnate. No new gates will be crossed to greet a new race for fear of meeting the Colony.”

“How would the Colony cross blocked gates?” Roknick inquired, surprised to be imitating Jaktook.

“If we knew that, we’d be prepared to prevent it,” Pickcit replied. “As it is, the Tsargit must act, or we’ll await the inevitable future when the Colony’s numbers overwhelm us.”

“Masters,” Jaktook said, “you’re forgetting one possible approach to our world. What if the Colony figures out how to reach alliance worlds via space?”

“Impossible,” Roknick declared.

Tacticnok raised a hand off her leg, and the advisors stilled.

“We won’t solve the dilemma of the Colony this cycle,” Tacticnok said. “I’ve announced my priorities so that you seek ways to further my aims. The Colony is a danger to the Tsargit and every alliance member, including the Jatouche. The sooner we discover the extent of their activities, the better for us, and we mustn’t count on the Tsargit to do it for us.”

Tacticnok rose and so did her audience. She exited the throne room, and Jaktook let the advisors precede him out the public entrance. Then he followed Tacticnok’s path to her private apartment.

When Jaktook saw Tacticnok’s peeved expression, he chittered in sympathy.

“My first audience and it was completely unsatisfactory,” Tacticnok complained.

“I didn’t think so,” Jaktook replied. He yearned to comfort her, but he hadn’t the right. Male or female, Jatouche could choose their mates, but in the case of a ruler, only she had the right.

“It was important to educate the other advisors on your goals, and you did that,” Jaktook added.

“With your help,” Tacticnok pointed out.

Jaktook shook his head in disagreement. It was an intimate gesture, which Tacticnok forgave.

“The challenge was to get the other advisors thinking like us … seeing the Colony for the danger they represent and realizing that the Tsargit will dither for generations over what to do,” Jaktook said. “Pickcit and Tiknock heard you. They’ll be considering your goals.”

“Roknick won’t,” Tacticnok added.

“I doubt he ever will,” Jaktook said, as they settled on pallets.

“I’d like to dismiss him,” Tacticnok said heatedly. Immediately, she held up a hand to stop Jaktook’s objection. She quickly added, “Yes, I know. We’ve discussed this. Roknick has too many supporters. We’d anger them if I dismissed him.”

“You’re upset about something else. What is it?” Jaktook asked.

“I wanted to be regal, contained, like my father, when he sat on the throne,” Tacticnok complained.

“I thought you did a wonderful job,” Jaktook said. He resisted the urge to take her hand.

“And that’s the problem. That’s not me. I’m not my father,” Tacticnok said. She’d leapt up from her pallet, as she’d voiced her dissatisfaction with her performance.

A staff member, who was bringing refreshments, saw the monarch’s agitated state, and she quietly turned around and slipped out of the room.

“Why are you trying to imitate your father? He wouldn’t expect that of you,” Jaktook replied.

“Because they expect it,” Tacticnok railed, gesturing toward the throne room.

“I don’t expect it, and I don’t think Pickcit and Tiknock expect it either,” Jaktook replied softly.

Tacticnok’s frustration with herself eased. She regarded Jaktook and said, “I assumed they would want the same regal performance.” Deflating, she resumed her pallet.

“What type of ruler would you like to be?” Jaktook asked.

Tacticnok’s penetrating question echoed her thoughts. She imagined being the first Jatouche ruler. Her species would be without precedence.

“I want to participate … join the discussion, challenge the advisors, and argue my point,” Tacticnok said. Then she added, “But I’m afraid that attitude would intimidate them.”

“It might, if you don’t forewarn them,” Jaktook suggested. “Or is it, perhaps, that you’re afraid to match wits with the master advisors?”

Tacticnok’s eyes flashed. For the briefest of moments, she was astounded that Jaktook had the temerity to challenge her. Then she saw the mirth in his eyes. She thought to tease him in reply, but her father had warned her that her actions could easily be misconstrued because of her authority.

Tacticnok casually said, “For now, one master heeds my words, and if the others can’t manage a female’s challenge, I can always replace them.” She flashed her teeth to indicate that she was wise to Jaktook’s attempt to manipulate her.

“I’ll warn the others that you said that,” Jaktook chittered. He was relieved to hear Tacticnok regain her emotional footing.

Tacticnok reached out and patted Jaktook’s hand in appreciation of his efforts. She left her hand on his a few moments longer than necessary, relishing the contact.

“Your Excellency,” a staff member said from the doorway, not wanting to intrude. “You have a call from Rissness dome.

“Urgent?” Tacticnok asked.

“A Veklock triumvirate has arrived. They’re requesting the Jatouche monarch,” he replied.


-2-
Triumvirate

“Our apologies, Monarch Tacticnok, for the poor timing of our arrival, and our condolences on the passing of your father,” Patrus said. He was one of the two males of the Veklock triumvirate.

“Your words are appreciated, Patrus of the Veklocks,” Tacticnok replied.

As Tacticnok and Jaktook had hurried to a comm station, he’d advised her to meet with the triumvirate regardless of their intentions.

“We’ll not keep you at this tenuous time in your reign,” Patrus announced. “We journey to meet with the Pyreans, and we thought it appropriate to inform you.”

“I’d meet with your triumvirate before you journey to Triton,” Tacticnok offered.

“We travel on the authority of the Tsargit,” Patrus stated officially. “We’ve communications from the alliance council to share with Envoy Harbour. We can confer with you on our return.”

Jaktook emphatically signaled a negative with his hand, and Tacticnok nodded in agreement.

“I dislike instructing Tsargit representatives in the course of their duties, but under the circumstances, I must,” Tacticnok replied, summoning an imperial imitation of her father. “Pyre isn’t an alliance member, agreed?”

“A simple truth,” Patrus allowed.

“The Jatouche have established the initial relationship with the Pyreans,” Tacticnok continued.

“Then you’re insisting on your right to control alliance contact with this race,” Patrus finished.

“I am,” Tacticnok replied.

“Then we must reluctantly accept. Where and when would you like to meet?” Patrus asked.

“I’ll detail an escort for you to Rissness Station. You’ll be more comfortable there while I transfer to the station by shuttle,” Tacticnok said.

“We await your coming, Monarch Tacticnok,” Patrus replied and ended the call. He was perturbed when he glanced at his mates, and his ring of neck feathers ruffled.

“That was unexpected,” Pesart, the second male of the triumvirate, said.

“For a newly elevated and young ruler, she stands her ground,” Opalus, the female, added.

“It was a mistake on my part to seek to proceed to the Pyrean dome without permission,” Patrus admitted. “The information on the humans says that they’re a backward race. I wanted to speed our visit, communicate our message, confirm the details, and then leave, as soon as possible.”

“Your statement indicates that you believe a technologically limited race offers no advantage to the alliance. This has been proven incorrect,” Opalus admonished. Her throat feathers fluttered to indicate her irritation. “The Tsargit learned of the Colony’s activities because of the efforts of the humans. If our assignment is to be successfully concluded, we must heed the monarch’s advice.”

While the Veklock triumvirate made their way from the dome and through the tunnels to catch a shuttle to Rissness Station, Tacticnok made preparations to join them.

“Jaktook, communicate quickly to Kractik,” Tacticnok ordered. “We must hurry to meet the Veklocks. As Tsargit emissaries, they’ll be impatient to execute their duties. Kractik and you will accompany the triumvirate to Triton.”

“As you wish,” Jaktook replied and hurried to a comm station.

Tacticnok took a lift to an apartment two floors below. The Pyreans were in residence there. As soon as she entered the apartment, the staff began packing the Pyreans’ duffel bags.

“Are we leaving, Your Excellency?” Lindsey asked.

“Promptly,” Tacticnok replied. “A Veklock triumvirate has arrived to visit Pyre. They’ve been sent by the Tsargit.”

“Is that a good thing?” Sasha asked.

“It will be if we manage them well,” Tacticnok replied. “We’ll meet them at Rissness Station.”

“What are your concerns, Your Excellency?” Tracy asked, as the staff bustled around them.

“The Tsargit will have granted the emissaries wide latitude in the performance of their duties. But be assured, the Tsargit has a habit of getting more than full return for whatever the Veklock triumvirate offers your race,” Tacticnok explained.

“Essentially, the Veklocks journey to Pyre to negotiate,” Tracy summarized.

“Essentially,” Tacticnok replied.

Tracy was the first to laugh. Sasha and Lindsey followed, and then Tacticnok belatedly chittered her delight. They’d come to the same conclusion. The Veklocks would sit across a conference table from Captain Jessie Cinders and Envoy Harbour.

Several days later, Tacticnok’s royal shuttle decelerated to dock at the enormous Rissness Medical Station. They arrived on the nocturnal cycle of most of the station’s medical staff and its clients. The royal apartments were opened for Tacticnok and Jaktook, while Kractik and the Pyreans were provided rooms of their own. Refreshments were provided, and they rested until the station entered a period of activity.

The three races met after morning meal. They were a contrast in appearance. Their few similarities were that they were bipedal, possessed two arms and hands, of a sort, and had medial symmetry.

Humans were of a middle height and the less adorned of the three species. The Jatouche averaged about two-thirds of the humans’ height. Their colorful fur, tufted ears, short muzzles, and bushy tails clearly set them apart.

The Veklocks were a feathered and winged race. They stood a half-meter taller than the Pyreans. Their necks and legs were long and thin. White feathers adorned their wings and bodies. Long, colored feathers sprouted in a ring around the base of their necks. Their beaks were straight, lengthy, and orange, and their wings hung down their backs.

Everyone paused to allow the ear wigs to update. Soft beeps signaled the end of the translation apps’ exchanges. Then Patrus introduced the triumvirate, and Tacticnok did likewise for her party.

Tech staff had arranged the conference room to accommodate the physiques of the races. At Tacticnok’s request, the techs supplied a round table. It would suit the Veklocks’ dispositions.

“We’ve waited to hear your concerns, Monarch Tacticnok,” Patrus said. “What are they?”

“How do you intend to proceed from the Pyreans’ moon, Triton?” Tacticnok asked.

The Veklocks glanced in confusion at one another.

“We expect to journey as we always would,” Pesart, the second male, replied. “At the dome, we’d request the console operator contact Envoy Harbour to expect our arrival. Then we’d take a shuttle to the planet.”

Tracy chuckled at the translation, and three bright orange beaks turned her way.

“The Pyrean’s reaction is understandable,” Tacticnok said, raising her hands to implore the triumvirate’s forbearance. “Obviously, you’re not well-informed about the conditions at Triton and Pyre. There are no shuttle services from Triton to the planet, and you won’t find the envoy inhabiting the few domes on the tormented planet.”

Patrus prepared to speak, but a subtle squawk from Opalus, the triumvirate female, stilled him.

“We indeed do seem to be unprepared to navigate the Pyrean system,” Opalus said. “What assistance can you offer us, Monarch?” she asked.

“Master Advisor Jaktook, a trusted companion, will accompany you, if …” and Tacticnok paused to punctuate her next phrase, “if you’re willing to take his guidance.”

“Is this necessary?” Patrus queried Opalus.

“Apparently,” Opalus replied tartly. She rapidly clicked her beak to indicate her repudiation of her mate. Turning to Tacticnok, she asked, “What other issues will we encounter which are nonstandard alliance conditions?”

“We expect you’ll find a console operator at Triton, but we can’t be sure,” Jaktook added. “While I can handle most operations, Kractik is far superior to me in that regard.”

“As you can see, these are only a few of the challenges you’ll face in accomplishing your duties,” Tacticnok said. “I’m sending two superb individuals with you to accommodate your needs. Jaktook’s services will be ineffective if you don’t take his advice.”

Opalus glanced at her mates, and they nodded their acceptance of Tacticnok’s conditions.

Sasha had slipped her gates open and let the emotions of the participants flow through her mind. As expected Lindsey, Tracy, Kractik, and Jaktook exhibited apprehension. Tacticnok radiated intensity, determination.

The Veklocks’ sensations were a mix for Sasha. She’d wondered if she’d be able to read the aliens. There was the possibility that the Jatouche were an anomaly, but that wasn’t the case. It surprised her that, while language and appearance could be different, the mind’s creation of feelings had a common vocabulary.

Sasha focused on Patrus. He’d nodded his agreement to Opalus, but he wasn’t calm and accepting. He was perturbed, bordering on angry. When she’d sensed that dichotomy in humans, she knew that indicated they were lying. She wanted to blurt out an accusation, but her experience with the Jatouche, especially hearing the way Rictook spoke to his daughter, had taught her some patience.

Lightly tapping a finger on the table, Sasha attracted Tacticnok’s attention. Then she cut her eyes toward Patrus.

Tacticnok considered what Sasha might be indicating. The basics were obvious. The empath had detected something that bothered her, and she was directing Tacticnok to the source. Tacticnok wondered if the Veklocks were aware of the Pyrean empaths and their capabilities. She decided it was better to explore the issue rather than have the triumvirate discover it later.

“Sasha is concerned about you,” Tacticnok said, focusing her attention on Patrus.

“Does she believe I won’t be safe?” Patrus asked.

The question confirmed for Tacticnok that the Veklocks were ignorant of the empaths.

“No, Emissary Patrus, I said about you not for you,” Tacticnok replied. “Sasha is a Pyrean empath. She senses emotions, and she’s disturbed that what you’re feeling doesn’t match what you’re saying.”

“Are we being dissuaded from our task?” Pesart asked. He was confused by the exchange.

Tacticnok sighed and said, “Sasha, I’d like you to calm the room.”

A tiny smile quirked the corner of Sasha’s lips. She summoned her power, relaxed, and projected a sense of peace. In her mind, she was sipping a green, the empaths’ restorative drink, with Lindsey and her sister.

Like the Jatouche, the Veklocks were highly susceptible to Sasha’s sending. She quickly attenuated her power, when she saw the triumvirate’s orbs roll up in their heads. She kept the room under her control, watching Tacticnok for a cue. When she saw the ruler lift two fingers, she eased off her sending until finally she closed her gates.

Around the room, there were sighs as individuals felt their calm fade away to be replaced by the emotions of the conference and their tasks.

Opalus’s beak clattered, indicating to the males that they should remain silent. Her large orbs examined Sasha, and then she turned to Tacticnok. “You sought to make a point,” she said. “Explain.”

“Pyrean females, who are empaths, can send and receive emotions,” Tacticnok explained. “It seems you’re as sensitive to them as we are. I know for a fact that she used a small amount of her power.”

The triumvirate glanced around the table. When orbs fell on Lindsey, the empath said, “Yes, I am too, but I’m not as strong as Sasha.”

Then they turned to Tracy, who quipped, “My only talent is in killing five-meter-long insectoids.”

Beaks opened, aghast at the thought of taking sentients’ lives.

Tracy quickly amended her statement, adding, “They were trying to kill me first.”

“Pyreans,” Jaktook interjected, “they’re different.” He let the comment sink into the Veklocks’ minds. Then he asked, “Were you told that Envoy Harbour is the empaths’ leader? She’s also their most powerful.”

“The purpose of Advisor Jaktook’s question,” Tacticnok said, “was to indicate the challenge you’ll have communicating to the envoy. If you speak, pretending one emotion, but feel something else, as you’ve done here, the envoy will detect your duplicity.”

Pesart was a scientist. He had trouble comprehending something he couldn’t see and measure. In an attempt to put the meeting back on a basis he could understand, he asked, “If the Pyreans are without shuttle service to and from Triton, what form of transport do they use to access their dome?”

“An ancient colony ship and several mining vessels,” Tracy replied. “You’ll find comfort aboard our ships’ shuttles will fall far short of alliance standards.” She flashed the Veklocks a pert smile, as if she’d tried to be helpful and informative. She could hear Kractik’s chittering.

“Your comrades are enjoying themselves at our expense,” Patrus said accusingly to Tacticnok.

“You must forgive their various reactions,” Tacticnok replied. “There’s a wide gulf between your expectations and Pyrean reality.”

“Travel by ship will be slow,” Jaktook said, “but negotiations will be swift. You should be prepared for this. What the Tsargit would deliberate for annuals, the Pyreans will decide in a few cycles.”

“What do you expect to receive from the Pyreans?” Tacticnok asked.

“That discussion is reserved for the envoy,” Patrus said imperially.

“You’re going to be fun,” Sasha stated sarcastically. She was fortunate that her comment was reported by the Veklocks’ translation apps as an error.

However, Lindsey and Tracy understood and agreed with her. Unfortunately, Sasha’s attitude wasn’t missed by the triumvirate.

“Are you a common example of the empaths?” Opalus inquired of Sasha.

“No, she isn’t,” Lindsey replied, before Sasha could speak. “She’s powerful, but she’s also young. The envoy is a mature female.”

One concern did occur to Pesart, and he sought to clarify it. “Are empaths’ capabilities used only for an individual’s well-being?” he asked.

“Any feeling an empath realizes can be transmitted,” Lindsey explained. “Negative emotions have only been used in self-defense.”

“Have we been properly informed to accommodate our communications with the envoy?” Opalus asked, seeking to bring the meeting to a close. Subtle feather ruffling told Opalus that the patience of her mates was at an end.

“You’ve received adequate warning,” Tacticnok replied. “You’ll learn the rest in time either in advance by heeding my advisor or afterwards by stumbling across the problem.”

“When do we leave?” Patrus asked.

“Late in this cycle,” Jaktook replied. “We’ll time our arrival to when the Pyreans begin their cycle.”

The Veklocks rose, towering over the seated individuals. They nodded to Tacticnok and swiftly left the room.

“I would speak to Jaktook,” Tacticnok said, and the others followed the triumvirate out of the room. They were met by a staff member, who guided them back to their accommodations.

“You have a delicate task,” Tacticnok cautioned, when they were alone.

“What are my priorities?” Jaktook asked.

“That’s the difficulty. A balance is required,” Tacticnok explained. “The emissaries must return to the Tsargit with something of value. If they don’t, their race will be diminished in the eyes of the council. The Veklocks are elders in the Tsargit, which means their pride is considerable.”

“Then Harbour has the opportunity to extract something of equal value from the emissaries,” Jaktook reasoned.

“Consider the wealth that the Tsargit represents,” Tacticnok said. “Harbour should think grand, even though that isn’t her way.”

“But Advisor Cinders will understand,” Jaktook added and chittered his humor.

“I expect you’ll find the captain close to the envoy,” Tacticnok offered. “Be smart, be careful, and let the triumvirate make their mistakes,” she added. Then she patted Jaktook’s cheek and left the room more swiftly than the Veklocks had.

Jaktook touched the fur where Tacticnok’s hand had been. The brief contact warmed his heart. He realized that he had serious concerns, which had fled his mind when Tacticnok touched him. It occurred to him that her touch might have had more than one purpose, which pained him.

“Well, Master Advisor,” Jaktook muttered within the empty room, “worlds are vying for opportunities. Best you keep your eye on the greater challenges.”
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Triton

Late in the Jatouche cycle, Tacticnok’s shuttle dropped tail down into a tube on Rissness, the Jatouche moon. After exiting the ship, the passengers made their way to a car to traverse the long tunnels to the dome. The entrance to every Messinants dome was via the level below the uppermost deck where the Q-gates were located.

When Tacticnok’s party exited the car, citizens of many races stepped aside and tipped their heads. The various medallions worn by Tacticnok, Jaktook, and the triumvirate announced their statuses, which every ear wig received.

Three medallion announcements confused some and excited others. They were newly created by the Jatouche and proclaimed Jaktook, Kractik, and Tracy to be gate explorers. Those who knew what that honor meant rendered a deeper bow for their courage and support of the alliance.

The Veklocks noticed that the Jatouche monarch and they received lesser honors than those with lower statuses. Tacticnok was pleased by the reception the explorers were receiving, and she hoped the triumvirate was learning.

From the dome’s second level, a ramp led to the upper deck. Arrayed across the space were five circular platforms. Each low structure was a gate that transported individuals and goods to another dome. In the center of the circle of gates was the console, which operated the gates.

However, a dome console was a tremendously versatile Messinants device that could do much more than simply manage gate transport. Its complexity was so great that alliance races were still unraveling its mysteries.

“I wish you success in your communications with the Pyreans,” Tacticnok said, addressing the Veklocks. Her words were also intended for Jaktook’s ears.

“Your assistance will be mentioned to the Tsargit,” Opalus said.

Kractik led the Veklocks and Pyreans toward gate two for the journey to Triton.

Jaktook paused. He searched for the words that would convey what he felt. When Tacticnok was a royal daughter, they’d journeyed together to meet the aliens who had activated the Triton dome. The excitement and danger of their early missions had created a close bond.

But Tacticnok was no longer heir to the throne. She was the Jatouche ruler, and the citizenry required she journey only through the domes of alliance members.

Tacticnok held out her hands to Jaktook. It was a gesture that other Jatouche didn’t miss, and Jaktook was reluctant to respond.

“Your monarch isn’t asking,” Tacticnok said. “It’s your friend who holds out her hands.”

Jaktook flashed his teeth and gripped Tacticnok’s outstretched hands.

“You know what we need, Jaktook,” Tacticnok urged. “I trust you to make it happen. Protect the Pyreans.”

“I will,” Jaktook affirmed. He gently squeezed her hands and then hurried for the platform. He hopped onto the circular stage and stood next to Sasha. The teenager looked down at him and grinned, and he chittered in reply. Then he felt a gentle wave of pleasure, and he reached to grip Sasha’s hand.

Tacticnok signaled the gate-two console operator, and the group disappeared in a flash of blue light that projected from the platform and merged overhead with the dome’s energy field.


* * * *




Aurelia Garmenti, Sasha’s older sister, poured through her comm unit. She’d recorded the latest glyphs that had been tested on a panel’s submenu. The console had a seemingly endless list of submenus embedded in its many operating panels.

The source of Aurelia’s entries surrounded her. Every meter of the dome’s deck and its corridor walls were covered in glyphs. Those on the platform level were etched into the metal wedges that composed the dome’s base. Those on the sublevels’ walls glowed with the favorite Messinants color — blue.

During the exploration of non-alliance domes, Aurelia and her companions had been cut off from their return route by the Colony, the savage, yet sentient, insectoids. The team spent months investigating various routes without success. Aurelia’s perseverance had paid off when she discovered a submenu that projected a star field onto the dome. The truly unique aspect of her action was that she appeared to have a knack for entering the glyphs into the panel’s laser projected screen that mimicked the Messinants. However, she kept the secret of the skill to herself.

The explorers used the star map to guide them home. After safely returning, Aurelia was driven to discover more of the console’s hidden capabilities. She requested that Harbour allow her to live at the dome and continue her investigations, which was granted.

Throughout Aurelia’s early years, she’d suffered the emotional deprivations shared by her mother and sister while imprisoned in the downside governor’s house. To make matters worse, she’d endured the sexual assaults of the governor’s nephew. Her escape and subsequent rescue by Captain Jessie Cinders had led to her life as a spacer.

Jessie became Aurelia’s father figure, and she reciprocated his kindness by using her significant empathetic powers to keep the crew in fine spirits, despite their aches and pains.

At heart, Aurelia was a gentle person whom life had treated unkindly when she was young. Those circumstances had made her uninterested in relationships. However, one man chose not to be kept at arm’s length from her. His name was Devon Higgins, late of Jenkels Orbital Station (JOS) security. Now the ex-lieutenant stood beside her at the console.

When the pair had arrived at the dome, they chose one of the better-appointed rooms two levels below deck. They followed the Pyrean cycle, spending the day researching the console.

Within days after their arrival, they consumed the fresh food they’d brought. Thereafter, meals were always the same. The dome supplied three versions of nutritious paste and water that sustained them. After a day’s work and an evening’s ration of paste, they’d often lay on their backs on the dome’s only platform to stare at the stars. They’d discuss what they might discover, argue over tomorrow’s plan, and then talk about friends and Pyre’s future.

At night, Devon would feel Aurelia creep onto his pallet, which projected from the wall. She’d lie close to him. Sometimes, if he was on his back, he’d feel her arm slide across him. When their comm units chimed the start of the day, Devon would wake to find Aurelia returned to her pallet or already using the facilities at the end of the room.

Devon often wondered if Aurelia’s actions were a test of his patience. If so, he was determined to pass. He’d had few partners in his lifetime, and the ones he did have didn’t last long. To him, Aurelia was someone entirely different. A part of him recognized that she was the partner he’d always wanted. That he was a normal and she was a powerful empath did complicate the relationship, but it was nothing compared to Aurelia’s difficulty trusting a partner.

Six weeks after their arrival at the dome, Devon felt Aurelia climb onto his pallet. He waited for her to snuggle against his back. Instead, she pulled on his shoulder, and he rolled toward her. Without a word, Aurelia kissed him. The first kiss was tentative, and then it became passionate. That was their first night of lovemaking.

In the days that followed, Devon observed Aurelia bloom. She laughed more. She teased him, and at night, she was more assured. At the same time, Devon felt if he wasn’t careful that he could destroy what they had together.

One night, when Aurelia visited Devon’s pallet, she asked teasingly, “How is it that I always have to come to you?”

Devon was at a loss for words. All that came out was “Um.”

“This,” Aurelia said, tapping Devon’s forehead, “is a problem. You’re frightened.” She touched her nose to his to soften her rebuke.

“Concerned might be a better word,” Devon replied.

“I won’t break,” Aurelia said. “You’ve eliminated that possibility. Do you believe me?”

“I want to,” Devon replied.

“I’ll show you,” Aurelia said with determination.

Devon wasn’t sure what Aurelia meant by that statement. They’d kissed and began to enjoy each other.

Aurelia waited until Devon’s emotions peaked and his attention was fully engaged with her body. She opened her mental gates and empathetically shared with him.

Afterwards, Devon lay with Aurelia in his arms. His mind reeled from the intoxicating combination of physical and emotional ecstasy, and he chuckled.

Aurelia lifted her head off Devon’s shoulder and stared at him. “What?” she asked.

Devon looked into Aurelia’s eyes and asked, “Can we do that every time?”

Aurelia smiled, kissed him, and said, “Anytime you want.”


* * * *




On the dome’s deck, and with Devon beside her, Aurelia noticed a console panel activate. “We’ve got company,” she said.

The platform’s light flashed, and an unusual collection of individuals arrived via the gate.

Sasha recognized her sister, and with a cry from her lips, she leapt off the platform and rushed into Aurelia’s arms. Lindsey and Tracy hurried to join the reunion.

Jaktook held the Veklocks back. He said, “Pyreans are unaware of the greeting protocols of the Tsargit, and if they were, they probably wouldn’t care to follow them.”

Sasha’s gates were open, and she detected the emotions at play between Devon and Aurelia. “It’s about time,” she whispered in her sister’s ear. Then she added, “Good choice.” When she hugged Devon, she said, “You be good to her or else.”

After the greetings ended, the Pyreans turned to face the platform, and Jaktook led Kractik and the triumvirate to them.

Before Jaktook could make introductions, Kractik and he were joyously hugged by Aurelia.

Devon clasped forearms with Jaktook and then Kractik.

“Males,” Kractik simpered.

The triumvirate stood by while Jatouche and Pyrean acquaintances were renewed. They were confused that their statuses as Tsargit emissaries, clearly broadcast by their medallions, hadn’t granted them the attention they felt they were due.

“How is Rictook?” Aurelia asked. When she sensed the mood shifts, she said, “I’m sorry for your loss.” She laid hands on Jaktook and Kractik’s shoulders and sent a touch of sympathy and hope.

“So, is Tacticnok ruler?” Devon asked.

“She is, and she sends her best wishes,” Jaktook replied. “In your present circumstances, she’s precluded from journeying here, but we’ll discuss that later. Let me introduce your guests.”

Jaktook’s ear comm had briefly beeped, while he stood on the platform, indicating the translation apps had updated one another.

“These are emissaries from the Tsargit. They’re a triumvirate of Veklocks, Patrus, Opalus, and Pesart,” Jaktook said, indicating each of them in turn. Then he introduced Devon and Aurelia.

“We greet you in the name of the Tsargit,” Patrus intoned.

“We saw your kind when we passed through your dome,” Devon said.

“You’re an explorer?” Patrus asked.

“We both are,” Devon replied, resting a hand on Aurelia’s shoulder.

“Is this your female?” Patrus asked, noticing the manner in which Devon touched Aurelia.

The Jatouche winced. Lindsey and Tracy grimaced, and Sasha sighed in exasperation.

“My mate asks an indelicate question, as he’s prone to do,” Opalus quickly interjected. “We don’t know your ways, and we apologize for any slight or an indiscretion. We’ve heard that two of the explorers were Pyrean empaths. Can we assume that you’re one of them, Aurelia?”

“Yes,” Sasha replied forcefully, gripping her sister’s hand, “and she’s as powerful as I am.”

The Veklocks’ large orbs blinked at the adamancy of Sasha’s pronouncement. Opalus clicked her beak several times. It was meant to chastise Patrus for endangering their mission by annoying a Pyrean, who was both explorer and empath.

“Welcome to Triton,” Devon said, trying to refocus the conversation. “May we ask why you’re here?”

“We bring a communication from the Tsargit for Envoy Harbour,” Patrus announced. It was meant to sound official, but his squawking irritated Devon and Aurelia.

“You get used to it,” Sasha whispered in Aurelia’s ear.

Aurelia was anxious to test a new theory about the console’s operation, but Devon and she had needed participants. Those individuals were present, and she had a desire to teach Patrus a lesson in humility.

“Indulge me for a moment,” Aurelia said, stepping to the console. “Devon, I need the entries for panel seven-beta-two.”

Devon accessed his comm unit. When the virtual screen sprung from the device, he pulled up the recording of the glyphs that Aurelia needed.

In the meantime, Aurelia activated a panel and drilled down to the submenu responsible for producing a star field on the dome. She entered some well-versed glyphs into the panel’s projected screen, and the dome darkened. Overhead was a display of a partial collection of Messinants stars, which contained domes, or so it was believed.

“We’ve learned this from you,” Patrus stated. “Have you discovered nothing new?”

The manner in which Patrus spoke irritated everyone, including his mates. It had been Patrus’s turn to lead the triumvirate. Nonetheless, Opalus regretted acquiescing to his leadership for this delicate and critical mission.

“I wonder which star is yours,” Aurelia said sweetly and gazed overhead.

The Veklocks stared at the star field and then one another.

Jaktook and Kractik’s bushy tails rose excitedly in anticipation.

“It’s known we can identify the number of gates of a star by the minute projections that we can see in this display,” Pesart allowed, “but the numerous systems with the same number of gates make it nearly impossible to ascertain which star is ours. Mangoth of the Logar told us this.”

“A magnificent individual,” Devon remarked fondly, and Aurelia smiled at him.

“Still, I wonder if this would help,” Aurelia said. She played an audio file of Pesart’s last remarks, which she’d recorded. Then she accessed another subroutine on the same panel, glanced at Devon’s comm unit screen, and entered the sequence of glyphs.

Within the dome’s display, a yellow line originated at the star with the faint circle, which marked Crimsa, Pyre’s star, and shot across the galactic field. It connected to a second star, marked it with a circle, and then proceeded to zigzag through more stars until it encircled a final system.

“Yes, I think that would be your star,” Aurelia said, gazing evenly at Patrus.

Sasha laughed and clapped her hands. Lindsey and Tracy grinned. The Jatouche chittered their amazement, and the triumvirate’s beaks clattered in consternation.

Devon kissed Aurelia’s cheek and whispered, “It worked.”

For the console’s open submenus, a series of glyphs had to be accurately entered to keep a panel’s projected screen online. Aurelia and Devon found one of their entries had been accepted, meaning the panel stayed active, but nothing had happened on the star field. Finally, Devon had asked Aurelia to repeat her entries.

“That’s it,” Devon had said excitedly. “With this query, the console is tracing the origin of a speaker, who’s within the dome.”

When Aurelia frowned at him, Devon said, “You can’t see it because you’re entering the glyphs and the projection responds too quickly. What I saw was a yellow line suddenly encircle our star and then the display returned to the usual dim outline.”

“You think it’s an operator check to ensure the routine is working?” Aurelia asked.

“That’s one explanation,” Devon allowed. “We need another language spoken within this dome to test the theory.”

Their theory had just been proven correct, and their audience’s reactions ranged from impressed to astounded.

“Aurelia, is that our star that’s circled first after Crimsa?” Kractik asked.

“It would have to be if our understanding of this subroutine is correct,” Aurelia replied.

“How was this done?” Pesart asked in amazement.

“The answer is all around you,” Aurelia replied, indicating the glyphs cut in the deck.

“We would wish to learn this and anything else you could teach us,” Opalus requested respectfully.

“Before we can educate you on these techniques,” Devon replied, “we would need the envoy’s permission.”

Despite Devon being male, Jaktook could have licked his cheek for his diplomatic response.

Opalus leaned toward Aurelia, focusing her orbs along her long beak. Then she said, “Clever of you to entice us with a demonstration of your new skills. Now might we meet with the envoy?”

“I can call her,” Aurelia remarked, as if Harbour resided below deck instead of on the JOS, the Jenkels Orbital Station.

“Wait,” Tracy interrupted. She regarded the triumvirate and asked, “Where are your vac suits?”

Patrus regarded his mates and then asked, “Why should we need them?”

Aurelia, who was a spacer like Tracy, said, “We land a shuttle out on the plains. We drive a rover this way, and we cross from the dome’s airlock to the rover.”

“And it’s cold in between,” Tracy added with a friendly smile.

“You have no way of reaching your shuttle without encountering vacuum?” Pesart asked. He was incredulous at the Pyreans’ rudimentary infrastructure.

“We’ve been busy with more important things, like saving our planet,” Aurelia retorted. “You do see these stacks of crates? They’re courtesy of the Jatouche who’ve been kind enough to befriend us.”

“These are the final set of intravertors that His Excellency, before his passing, promised the Pyreans,” Jaktook explained.

Pesart’s eyes roved over the huge stacks of crates. His scientific mind struggled with the concept of intravertors, a common alliance tool, being used on a planet. “Why would the planet require the extraction of so much energy?” he asked.

“Surface heat,” Jaktook replied.

“How is that possible?” Pesart pursued. “We understand the Pyreans occupy domes on the surface. If the planet is volcanic, domes shouldn’t be possible, and intravertors would be an inadequate solution.”

“The planet’s problem isn’t volcanic in nature,” Jaktook replied. “If you have any further questions on this subject, I suggest you speak to Envoy Harbour or Her Excellency Tacticnok.”

“The discussion of intravertors can wait until later,” Opalus interrupted. “Might we speak to Envoy Harbour now?”
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Traitors

Liam Finian, the new topsiders’ commandant, which included spacers and stationers, had met with Jessie Cinders and Harbour. They’d proposed to him that the JOS recompense the Belle for a series of services — transport from Triton of the Jatouche and intravertor crates, hosting the Jatouche engineers and techs, acting as the assembly site for the intravertors, and storing the assembled intravertors until deployed by the launch platform.

During the discussion, Jessie and Harbour had relented on their request. Instead, they said they would pursue a course of petitioning the Review Board. They stated it was unfair to lay the matter on the new commandant’s desk.

Liam didn’t know whether to be relieved that he didn’t have to deal with the issue or be insulted that they didn’t think he could handle it.

The previous commandant, Emerson Strattleford, had committed suicide, although there were a few who didn’t accept that conclusion. He wouldn’t have allowed the matter of the Belle’s reimbursement to get out of his control. In fact, he would have been required to keep his hands on it. That would have been the directive of Dorelyn Gaylan, a downsider family head, who’d paid Emerson for his services to the families.

“You’ve enough to do,” Liam muttered, when Jessie and Harbour left his office. He’d picked up his comm unit and called his lieutenants, Cecilia Lindstrom and Miguel Rodriguez.

“Sit down,” Liam requested, when his direct reports entered his office. “We’ve some department cleaning to do.”

“The families’ accomplices,” Miguel volunteered.

“Exactly,” Liam replied.

“We can track them by their comm calls to the downsiders,” Cecilia suggested.

“You’d have to monitor everyone in security,” Liam replied. “We can’t legally do that without obtaining a blanket warrant, and the Review Board won’t grant us that.”

The threesome was quiet, while they considered their options.

“We need a legitimate method of uncovering the suspects within our midst,” Liam encouraged. He regarded Cecilia, who was the digital comm trace expert.

“If we can’t target individuals, either singly or en masse, how about we track volume? That should be legally benign,” Cecilia offered.

“Volume?” Miguel inquired. “As in the number of calls to downsiders over a given period?”

“That’s the idea,” Cecilia replied.

“Would the suspects stand out?” Liam asked.

“I’ve no idea, but we won’t know until we try,” Cecilia said, lifting her hands as if to say that’s my best idea.

“Monitoring volume doesn’t violate security members’ rights,” Miguel offered.

“But will a critical difference in volume statistics enable us to get warrants from the Review Board?” Cecilia asked.

“Good question,” Liam admitted. “I’ll talk to Captain Stamerson and see if higher volume contacts with downsiders will qualify for warrants.”

After the meeting broke up, Cecilia hurried to her office. At her desk, she triggered the door lock and darkened the windows. She plugged her comm unit into her monitor and accessed the secure data banks of the JOS comm center.

Cecilia spent the next few hours writing code, which she inserted, to identify by day and time the comm calls of security personnel to the domes. There was only one trunk line to monitor. Any topside call to the downsiders traveled through the El’s cable.

An elevator car, residing on one of the JOS terminal arms, transported Pyreans and material between the station and the domes. The car rode on a cable woven from threads. They were created by isolating liquid-state benzene molecules into a formation of zigzagging rings of carbon atoms in the shape of a triangular pyramid — a formation similar to that of diamonds.

The El car and its cable forced the JOS to maintain a stationary orbit over the domes, which it achieved via its enormous engines. It was one of the primary purposes of the YIPS, the Yellen-Inglehart Processing Station, to provide the extensive amount of reaction mass necessary to fuel the JOS engines.

Every day after Cecilia planted her code, she checked on the progress of the data. She believed she’d have to wait about a month to amass a significant statistical difference. But within ten days, she had what she needed. What surprised her was the number — not the number of calls but the number of individuals.

“Nine?” Miguel asked in dismay.

Liam and his lieutenants were meeting again to discuss Cecilia’s findings.

“Yes,” Cecilia replied. “The data is unequivocal. The majority of security personnel made no downside calls during the ten-day period. A few individuals made about two in the same time. Nine initiated or received an average of three downsider calls per day. For those nine, that’s a fifteen-to-one ratio against our second group of most active personnel.”

“What did Stamerson say?” Miguel asked.

“The captain said warrants to monitor the lines of any suspects would depend on the data collected,” Liam replied. “I think we have the proof he needs.”

“We might have another problem,” Miguel said, with a worried expression. “I expected Cecilia to identify maybe two or three suspects, not nine of them.”

“What’s your point?” Liam asked.

“Where do these nine individuals work?” Miguel queried.

“Oh,” Cecilia uttered. “He’s right. We’ve no idea where these people are located.”

“Oh, for the love of Pyre,” Liam exclaimed. He’d been so focused on discovering the traitors in security’s midst that he’d failed to keep the larger picture in mind. “We need the warrants to keep this investigation legal,” he continued. “Otherwise, we can’t prosecute them to the full extent of the law. That means the warrants must be entered in the Review Board’s system.”

“And what if one of these nine is assigned to that department?” Miguel finished.

“Then all nine would probably receive a heads-up from their dome handlers and either disappear downside or commit suicide,” Liam offered.

“Is there a way around this?” Cecilia asked.

“What data points do you have on the nine?” Liam asked.

“Date, time, and comm IDs of each call,” Cecilia replied. “I didn’t access any of the comm IDs to determine the owners. The system would log me, and I didn’t want my access to predate the warrants.”

“Good! Keep it that way,” Liam said. “We resume this discussion tomorrow,” he added, dismissing his direct reports.


* * * *




Captain Henry Stamerson, the head of the Review Board, walked through a series of corridors until he reached the familiar hatch of the Miner’s Pit. It was early evening, and he expected the Pit to be doing its usual booming business. Mashing the red oversized button on the wall, the hatch rolled aside, and Henry walked into the spacers’ favorite haunt.

Maggie May, an ex-spacer and now the Pit’s manager, hurried over to greet Henry.

“Your dinner companion is already here, Captain,” Maggie said congenially. “Right this way.”

Maggie adroitly threaded her way through the close-set tables, and Henry slowed to say hello to the spacers he knew.

Liam sat at a corner table, and Henry quietly took a seat opposite him.

Maggie examined the serious faces and said, “You two let me know if you want anything.” Then she disappeared into the throng of diners.

“You asked for an off-the-record meeting, Liam,” Henry said. “What’s this all about?”

“I need warrants to monitor the calls of nine security personnel without entering the warrants in the Review Board’s system,” Liam requested bluntly.

“Perhaps, you’d better start from the beginning,” Henry said. “This sounds like a long story, and I’m hungry,” he added, and he signaled Maggie.

After they’d ordered, Liam explained what he and his lieutenants were attempting to do. He opened his comm unit and displayed Cecilia’s stats.

Henry was perusing the data, when the food and water arrived. As they ate, Henry continued to scroll through the information.

“First question,” Liam asked between mouthfuls. “Do we have a clear case for warrants?”

“I would say so,” Henry replied.

“Second question. Could you authorize the warrants verbally? I could record your voice on my comm unit,” Liam offered.

“I understand your reason for not wanting the warrants recorded,” Henry said, “but a warrant’s request requires me to convene the board.”

“Here’s something to think about, Henry,” Liam said, after taking a long drink of water. “What if one of these nine works for the board or sits on it?”

Henry stilled his objection. He pulled out his comm unit and accessed the list of board members. Each name was tagged with their comm ID. He scrolled through Liam’s data and compared Cecilia’s nine high-volume comm IDs to those of the board members in his contact list.

Setting both comm units down, Henry regarded his half-eaten meal and said, “I think I’ve lost my appetite.”

Liam stopped eating and eyed Henry’s stricken face. “It was only conjecture,” he said.

“Not anymore,” Henry replied. He drained his water glass, which a server refilled.

Henry hefted his comm unit and said, “Captain Randall ‘RJ’ Jordan is a board member and one of your nine. A few years ago, he confessed to me that he had financial troubles. I think he was sounding me out for a loan. Later, he told me that one of his investments had paid off, and he was financially secure. I remember taking him to the Starlight to celebrate.”

“This information only indicates the possibility of nefarious contact with downsiders,” Liam said. “There’s every possibility the calls are innocent. That’s why we need the warrants to record them.”

Henry set his comm unit on the table. He picked up a utensil and continued to eat, although he didn’t feel hungry anymore. It was an old habit borne of shipboard life. Spacers never wasted food.

In Henry’s mind, he saw himself balanced on the edge of an ethical blade. Convening the Review Board to consider the warrants ran the risk of revealing Liam’s hand. However, granting Liam’s request to record his verbal approval went against the tenets of the Review Board, which he’d sworn to uphold. Yet, it seemed the only way to fight against the families’ infiltration of JOS security.

Images of the Jatouche, who were working aboard the Belle, hung in Henry’s mind. The aliens represented tremendous potential for Pyre’s future.

“We’d better prepare our people to be worthy of their beneficence,” Henry muttered.

“What?” Liam asked. “I didn’t hear you.”

“I’ll be a few minutes,” Henry said. He picked up the two comm units, caught Maggie’s eye, and gestured toward her office. When she nodded, he entered the small room, shut the door, and composed his thoughts.

Henry chose to address the board, as if he was presenting the warrant applications. He made his case for their approval. When he finished, he explained his reason for granting the applications unilaterally because of the positions the suspects held within security.

When Henry returned to the table, he said, “You have your warrants, Liam, but you should understand that you just put both our careers in jeopardy.”

“If I can break the families’ hold on the security department, I’ll gladly give up my job if I’m asked to resign,” Liam stated defiantly.

“I feel the same way,” Henry said. “I’m tired of the families’ coin corrupting stationers.”

“And spacers,” Liam added unhappily.

“An ex-spacer, if it proves that RJ is guilty,” Henry corrected.


* * * *




The next morning, and with Liam’s approval, Cecilia set up the code to record the nine targets. With the call frequencies, the natures of the contacts were soon obvious.

In most cases, JOS security personnel were routinely giving confidential information to family security. They shared data on investigations, comm IDs, and arrests. Much of it was to facilitate the potential for blackmail.

Of the nine suspects, eight committed multiple felony offenses every day. Only one individual proved to be innocent. His partner worked downside, and the couple chatted regularly.

RJ Jordan, the Review Board member, was one of the greatest offenders. His high level of access to warrants and trials was extremely valuable to the families.

“Eight of the nine,” Cecilia said in the follow-up meeting. She’d sent links to Liam and Miguel of key conversations of each of the eight.

“We need proof of financial gain in return for the information flow to warrant the more severe charges,” Liam said.

“Already done,” Miguel replied. “Every one of them has been profiting on a regular basis. The transfers were traced to accounts that were opened and closed within one or two days.”

“Standard operating procedure for the families,” Liam commented. “That means we won’t find the proof to indict the families, only the station accomplices.”

“Our board member, RJ, is an enterprising individual,” Cecilia noted. “He shares the same information with three different individuals.”

“It’s too bad we can’t do anything about the downsiders who these eight call,” Liam said.

“What about bribery charges?” Miguel asked.

“We’d be guessing,” Cecilia interjected. “The downsiders answer their comm units with hello, yes, or speak. They never use their names, and our eight traitors never call the downsiders by name. I don’t think our security personnel or the board member know who’s on the comm. Another point, I’ve heard different downsider voices answer the same comm unit. I think their devices are registered to a family or, perhaps, they’re unregistered.”

Liam and Miguel stared at Cecilia with stunned expressions.

“It’s possible,” Cecilia quickly added. “Remember who works for Dorelyn Gaylan. If I can create an anonymous and unregistered comm ID, then he can too.”

“If it’s anonymous, how do you call it?” Miguel inquired.

“You wouldn’t, I would imagine, but you could probably make untraceable calls to others,” Liam guessed.

“Half right,” Cecilia replied. “An unregistered device can be called if you have certain details about the unit.”

Miguel had another question, but Liam signaled him to silence. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to know more about the subject, at this time.

“Essentially, we don’t have enough evidence to pursue arrest warrants against family members, but we have all we need to take down our informants,” Liam said.

“Speaking of our board member, did you warn Jessie and Harbour off?” Cecilia asked.

“Yes, I met them and found they were still working on estimating the cost of their services,” Liam replied. “I told them they needed to delay their submission to the board until I resolved an internal matter.”

“How did they take it?” Miguel asked.

“As you would figure,” Liam replied. “Jessie wasn’t satisfied with my vague request, and he wanted more details. Then Harbour fixed on me. Moments later, she tells Jessie that it’s all right, and they’ll wait to hear from me.”

“I find that eerie,” Miguel said, shuddering.

“I don’t know,” Cecilia mused. “It cuts down on the lying when empaths are around. I kind of like that.”

Afterwards, Liam had a second meeting with Henry, who reviewed the recordings and the applications for the arrest warrants. He gave Liam his oral consent, which the commandant recorded.

“I can’t believe Jordan,” Henry lamented. “He was a fine captain.”

“Coin or the lack of it makes people vulnerable … makes them do unsavory things,” Liam replied, “and selling secrets isn’t the worst of those things.”

That night, Cecilia and Miguel led teams of security to arrest seven of the eight. They tracked them via their comm units, finding them in their cabins, at cantinas, and one was visiting a coin-kitty.

Liam, Henry and two agents visited Captain Jordan’s cabin. He lived in a modest area of the station, as befitting a retired mining captain who’d had some luck.

When RJ answered the cabin’s door, he saw Liam standing beside Henry, and the smile on his face faded. “You know,” he said.

“We know,” Henry replied.

RJ stepped back to let the foursome enter the cabin. Liam presided over the arrest, and the two agents took RJ into custody.

“You look like you could use a drink,” Liam said to his friend, after the agents escorted RJ out.

“Let’s make it the Miner’s Pit,” Henry replied. “I could use the company of some honest spacers.”

Liam secured RJ’s cabin by entering his commandant’s override into the door’s access panel. Then the pair leisurely strolled to the Pit. They were sharing drinks, when Jessie and Harbour walked into the cantina. Their entrance was heralded by shouts of greeting from Maggie and most of the patrons.

Liam stood up and gestured to them.

Maggie quickly scooted two spacers to the bar and put another table together.

“Celebrating?” Jessie asked, after some handshakes.

“No,” Harbour corrected, while hugging the men. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“A death,” Henry said morosely. He was on his fifth drink.

“Who died?” Jessie asked in alarm.

“Not who, what,” Henry replied. “My faith in humankind.”

Jessie looked at Liam in confusion.

“We arrested security personnel tonight. They were selling intelligence to the families,” Liam explained.

“Emerson,” Jessie said in disgust. “If he didn’t hire them because they were twisted, then he probably corrupted them.”

“Why are you upset, Henry?” Harbour asked.

“One of the people we arrested is a board member,” Henry replied. He downed the remaining half of his drink and held up his empty glass to order another.

Jessie and Harbour glanced sharply at Liam, who raised his eyebrows to confirm their concerns.

Henry caught Maggie’s attention. She worked her way to him through the tables, heard his order, and glanced toward Jessie.

“Captain,” Jessie said firmly, as if he was addressing a crew member, “I think it’s time to turn in.”

Henry stared bleary-eyed at Jessie and then Harbour. “You’re probably right,” he said.

Liam helped Henry to his feet, and Maggie signaled a nearby spacer.

“This is Brody, Captain,” Maggie said. “He’ll see you to your cabin.”

“We’ll be all right, Captain,” Brody said. “I’ve got one good leg, and in your condition, your two wobbly ones should make a good one. We hang on to each other, and we should have a pretty good pair.”

Henry laughed at Brody’s analysis of their mutual impediments. The retired captain and ex-spacer linked arms and navigated their way toward the exit hatch.

“Henry’s taking the board member’s arrest extremely hard,” Jessie said to Liam. “It was a captain he knew, wasn’t it?”

“I can’t say,” Liam replied.

“No need,” Jessie allowed. “Are we cleared to present to the board?”

“Yes, but I’d wait a week or so before you do,” Liam replied.

“Understood,” Jessie said, and Harbour and he watched Liam leave.

“The families have lost their security contacts,” Jessie commented to Harbour.

“Dorelyn will certainly be angry,” Harbour said. Then she grinned and added, “It couldn’t happen to a nicer woman.”

Jessie smothered his laugh. “Is that any way for an envoy to speak?” he teased.


-5-
Twenty

Beatrice “Birdie” Andrews had the comms on the Honora Belle’s bridge. The colony ship was holding station near the YIPS, while the Jatouche and the Pyreans assembled intravertors in the ship’s bays.

Four sets of intravertor parts from the first group sent to the Pyreans were being completed aboard the YIPS. Then they’d be towed to the Belle.

The colony ship would store the intravertors in its bays until the launching platform was constructed. The platform was the second project promised the Pyreans by the Jatouche in return for the explorers’ efforts.

Mitch “Dingles” Bassiter, the Belle’s new captain, stepped over the hatch threshold to enter the bridge. He stood there, enjoying his morning drink, until movement on a monitor caught his eye.

“The Triton monitor,” Dingles said emphatically.

The first mate and Birdie ended their discussion to observe the monitor, which received a constant transmission from the dome’s console. The Belle relayed the broadcast Pyre-wide, and the stations had dedicated a channel to the imagery.

“They’re new,” Birdie commented, eyeing the three winged-and-feathered aliens, who towered above the humans.

“And our Pyreans are back,” Dingles said sadly.

“Does that mean Rictook is gone?” Birdie asked.

“I think so,” Dingles replied. “Notice Jaktook is here, but Tacticnok isn’t.”

“Then she’s the new ruler,” the first mate surmised.

“That too,” Dingles agreed.

“Quite the discussion,” Birdie noted, gesturing at the monitor. “I’d have expected a call from Devon or Aurelia. Instead, our Pyreans and the Jatouche are facing the bird aliens.”

Dingles and the bridge crew were mesmerized by the interplay. They were disappointed that they couldn’t observe Aurelia’s work at the console. Their view was a wide angle from on high and pointing toward the deck. It would remain static until a console operator changed it.

“Captain, does this look like a friendly discussion?” the first mate asked.

Dingles still tended to look for Harbour when a crew member spoke of the captain. He’d been her first mate soon after she’d rescued him from security’s holding cells. Space dementia had forced his retirement from Jessie’s ship, the Spryte, but he’d fared no better aboard the JOS.

Harbour had not only given him a second chance at life, as a crew member and then as her first mate, but the empaths had cured him of his dementia. Now he was partnered with Nadine, an empath. Dingles celebrated his transformation every waking moment.

“I wouldn’t say it’s unfriendly,” Dingles opined. “What I think is important to notice is how the Jatouche stand with our people. Wait one, while I get the envoy.”

Dingles pulled his comm unit, thumbed the screen on, selected Harbour, and placed a call.

“Yes, Captain,” Harbour replied.

Dingles could hear Harbour’s brisk breaths and the sounds of others nearby.

“You free to talk, Envoy Harbour?” Dingles asked, employing her title.

“On my way to meet with my advisor, Captain, and I’m running late. And you know how the man likes punctuality,” Harbour replied. “I’m nearly there. Give me a moment.”

Harbour smacked the red hatch release of the Pit, and Jessie triggered it open from inside. They’d be getting an early meal before regular business hours. It was an opportunity to review their presentation to the Review Board.

Dingles heard Jessie’s voice, then Maggie’s, and the drop off of the corridor crowd. He liked the Pit, but the Belle provided him a level of comfort he couldn’t have imagined — fresh food daily, a cantina at night, a wonderful woman, and the company of friendly aliens.

“Go ahead, Captain,” Harbour said to Dingles.

“We’ve visitors at the dome, Envoy,” Dingles replied. “Our Pyreans are home. Jaktook and Kractik are here, and we have three new aliens.”

“Have they called?” Jessie asked.

“No, Advisor,” Dingles replied. Jessie posed another confusing individual for Dingles. He found it difficult not to address Jessie as captain. His title was now advisor or, more specifically, Advisor Cinders to Envoy Harbour.

“There’s something about the discussion with these three new aliens that I think you should know,” Dingles continued. “The Jatouche are standing tight with our people, while they face the bird aliens. You’d think they were all latched on.”

“Describe the bird aliens, Captain,” Jessie requested.

Dingles did the best he could. Birdie helped him by supplying suggestions via hand signs.

“The Veklocks,” Harbour interjected, when she’d heard enough. “We passed through their dome on our return home.”

“Do you know why they’re here?” Dingles asked.

“I have some ideas,” Harbour replied, “but it’s your description of the parties’ stances that I find interesting.”

While Harbour and Dingles were talking, Jessie tuned the Pit’s monitor to the Triton channel.

Birdie signaled Dingles, who said to Harbour, “Envoy, Aurelia has placed a call.”

Dingles heard Birdie briefly chat with Aurelia. When Birdie gave him a thumbs-up, he closed his comm unit, and Birdie transferred Aurelia’s call to Harbour’s comm unit.

“Hello, Envoy Harbour,” Aurelia said with formality.

“Hello, Aurelia,” Harbour replied. “I see that you have guests … our Pyreans, Jaktook, Kractik, and three Veklocks.”

“The Veklocks, who are partners, are called a triumvirate,” Aurelia elaborated. “They’re here at the request of the Tsargit. Patrus is their leader, and the other two are Opalus and Pesart.”

“Put them on,” Harbour instructed, while eyeing the Pit’s monitor.

“I’m Patrus, Envoy Harbour. We’ve been sent by the Tsargit to speak with you.”

“Welcome to Pyre, Patrus,” Harbour replied. “You’ve probably become aware that our dome’s infrastructure is limited. We can’t get a ship to Triton for …” Harbour consulted Jessie, who hand signed three weeks. “For twenty-one cycles,” she finished.

“Your ship transport is unnecessary, Envoy,” Patrus replied. “We’ve been informed that we must cross vacuum to reach your vehicle. We’re unprepared for such rudimentary … we’re unprepared. We have no vac suits.”

“Might I suggest an alternative, Envoy?” Jaktook interrupted. “The triumvirate, Kractik, and I will return to Rissness. We can wait for you and your advisor at Rissness Station.”

Jaktook sensed hesitation from Harbour, and he could imagine the numerous projects that clamored for Harbour and Jessie’s attentions.

“Envoy Harbour, it would be an appropriate time for you to escort another twenty of your citizens to the station,” Jaktook offered.

Harbour didn’t consult with Jessie. She didn’t need to ask. Both of them would gladly journey to meet with the Veklocks, despite the demands on their time, if it meant another twenty spacers or critically injured could be repaired.

“We accept, Jaktook,” Harbour said.

Patrus regarded his mates, and their beaks tipped in agreement.

“We’ll be returning, Envoy,” Patrus said. “When can we expect you?”

“We have important business to conduct here before we can launch for Triton. We’ll make Rissness within thirty cycles,” Harbour replied.

“Acceptable,” Patrus intoned. He waved an imperial hand at Aurelia to indicate that she should end the call, which she did.

Devon recognized that Aurelia was perturbed by Patrus, and he suspected that she might be calling on her powers. He slipped his hand into hers and squeezed lightly and was happy to see her relax. He was rewarded with her smile.

“Prepare our transport,” Patrus ordered. Addressing Jaktook, he added, “We’ll return to our home world and revisit Rissness within twenty-one cycles.”

“As you wish, Patrus,” Jaktook replied. “I’ll inform Her Excellency of your decision.”

“Next time, Advisor,” Patrus said, bending over to bring his beak close to Jaktook, “we expect more complete information.” He snapped his beak sharply.

The triumvirate had barely gained the platform before Aurelia sent them on their way.

Everyone, but Jaktook, was angry at Patrus’s treatment of the ruler’s advisor, but Jaktook was chittering and his bushy tail was swinging to and fro.

When Jaktook saw his companions’ surprised faces, he said, “You can count on the arrogance of the alliance’s early founders.”

“What don’t I understand?” Sasha asked, with a puzzled expression.

“And I want to know why you didn’t tell the Veklocks about the need for vac suits,” Devon said.

“Tacticnok,” Aurelia guessed, and Jaktook patted her hand.

“Her Excellency wanted to be present for the negotiations, in case her advice might be needed,” Jaktook explained. “However, due to a stricture that citizenry has placed on our rulers, she can’t journey to a non-alliance dome. When I discovered Harbour wasn’t here or nearby, I realized the Veklocks wouldn’t want to wait. They believe their time is too valuable, and they’re spoiled by the alliance’s superior infrastructure.”

“Now our people can meet with the Veklocks aboard Rissness Station with Tacticnok present,” Tracy concluded. “Clever,” she added, pulling gently on the tip of Jaktook’s tail, and he chittered his amusement.

“Before we leave,” Jaktook said, eyeing Devon and Aurelia, “I’ve gifts for the two of you.” He turned to Kractik, who produced a small metal case and extracted a medallion.

“If you would, Aurelia,” Jaktook said, gesturing for her to come close, and she chose to kneel before him. “Her Excellency Tacticnok pays homage to a courageous explorer with this medallion, which will announce your status to every alliance member.”

Jaktook slipped the silver chain around Aurelia’s neck and linked the two ends. Immediately, the medallion broadcast its message.

Aurelia hugged Jaktook and said, “Thank you.”

“Your tribute belongs to Her Excellency, but I’m honored to accept it in her stead,” Jaktook replied.

Kractik held a second case for Jaktook. He took it, opened it, and turned its opening toward Kractik, who flashed her teeth.

“It’s your turn, Devon,” Kractik said, taking the medallion from the case.

Devon knelt to facilitate Kractik fastening the chain around his neck. “Thank you,” he said, when Kractik had repeated the words that bestowed the gift and fastened the chain.

When Devon tried to stand, a hand on his shoulder kept him in place. He eyed Aurelia, who had pinned him down. Her eyes swung toward Kractik, and Devon belatedly realized the Jatouche was holding her arms open. Admitting that he needed to reciprocate, he briefly hugged Kractik.

Kractik chittered at Devon’s truncated embrace.

Aurelia laughed and assured Kractik, saying, “We’ll work on him.”

Jaktook handed the cases to Devon and Aurelia. Kractik and he said their goodbyes and ascended the platform. When Jaktook signaled he was ready, Devon activated a panel and the platform flashed.

“Well,” Aurelia said to the others, “who’s hungry for some paste?”


* * * *




“Twenty more,” Harbour celebrated.

Jessie glanced toward Maggie. Then he looked at Harbour, who nodded her approval.

“Maggie,” Jessie called, and the Pit manager hurried to their table.

“How would you like to have two good arms again?” Jessie asked, with a wide grin.

“The Jatouche?” Maggie inquired, having seen the interplay on the monitor, and Jessie’s eyebrows tweaked upward. “How many can go?” she asked.

“Twenty more,” Harbour replied.

As Maggie considered the offer, a frown formed on her face. Then she said, “There are many more spacers in worse shape than me. If you want my advice, take anyone in medical who’s critical and any spacer missing two or more limbs. Don’t play favorites, Captain,” she admonished.

Harbour sent her admiration toward Maggie, who smiled in appreciation of the sensation.

Maggie returned to her work, wondering if she’d made a mistake. The answer to Jessie’s question was that she’d love to have two good arms. She couldn’t believe the appearance of the three engineers, who the Jatouche had first repaired. Thereafter, more spacers had returned, appearing not only whole but looking years younger. She wondered if this next twenty would be the final group to go. Then she smiled. Not if Harbour and Jessie have anything to say about it, she thought.

Jessie took one look at Harbour’s face and laughed. “You want to reschedule our petition to the Review Board and go now,” he said.

“You don’t?” Harbour challenged, knowing full well that Jessie wanted spacers repaired as much as she did.

A wry grin twisted Jessie’s face. “It’s worth noting that spacers and stationers will never be able to compete with downsiders’ financial skills. Consider our present circumstances. We’re choosing to postpone an opportunity to earn a fortune in reimbursements to repair twenty spacers.”

“And to meet with the Tsargit emissaries,” Harbour pointed out. “The Tsargit represents a far greater potential for Pyre than our reimbursements.”

“There’s that,” Jessie allowed, “but one benefits us and the other benefits Pyre.”

Harbour smiled at Jessie and picked up her comm unit. Jessie considered business ramifications first. That had been his role as a captain and, later, as a company owner, but she knew that in his heart, people were more important to him than any deal.

“Director Formass, we’ve received another offer,” Harbour said.

“My staff was entranced by the dome channel, and they called my attention to it,” Theo, the JOS medical director, answered. “I saw the new species.”

“The Veklocks represent the Tsargit,” Harbour explained. “We’ll be journeying to Rissness Station to meet with them.”

“I presume this call is about taking citizens with you for the Jatouche to repair,” Theo said.

“Another twenty,” Harbour replied. “How many critical are there?”

“Four, but I don’t think any of them can withstand the trip aboard a mining ship and its shuttle drop,” Theo replied.

“How about aboard the Belle and a landing in our new shuttle?” Harbour proposed.

“That would be a tremendous help,” Theo replied, “but I’m afraid they need the care of our medical center.”

“Then transfer the medical equipment that they’ll need to the Belle’s medical suite,” Harbour said.

Theo’s pause caused Jessie to interrupt. “What do you need, Theo?” Jessie asked.

“Permission, for one thing,” Theo replied. “I can’t approve the transfer of so much equipment and supplies from medical.”

“Wait one,” Harbour replied. She placed a call to Liam and added him to the conversation.

“Liam, Theo needs permission to move equipment to the Belle’s medical suite,” Harbour said, without a greeting. “We can take twenty more to Rissness Station.”

“Why are you moving equipment, Theo?” Liam asked.

Jessie saw Harbour’s jaw tighten. She didn’t expect Liam to question her request, but Jessie thought Liam was only doing his job.

“Harbour wants to take four critical patients aboard the colony ship, Liam,” Theo replied. “They’ll need extensive support if they’re to survive the crossing.”

“If it’s a matter of coin, we’ll fund it,” Jessie offered.

“Can you spare the equipment, Theo?” Liam asked.

“We can, if we eventually get the stuff back,” Theo replied.

“Then transfer the injured and the equipment, Theo,” Liam said. “I’ll record my approval for your records. And, Jessie, thank you for the offer of coin, but it’s refused. I suggest you add an emergency medical flight to your Review Board petition. Do I take it the board meeting will be postponed?”

“It will be,” Jessie replied.

“Sorry to interrupt, but we do have one problem,” Theo said. “One of the critical is a downsider.”

“Who?” Liam asked.

“Idrian Tuttle’s son was badly injured in a foolish accident,” Theo replied.

“That’s rare … a family member being foolish,” Jessie commented mockingly, and Harbour lightly swatted his hand.

Harbour sighed at the prospect of having another hurdle to surmount. Her first thought was that it would be easier to take the three critical and allow an extra spacer the opportunity to be repaired, but her conscience wouldn’t allow it. She placed another call and received Idrian’s house.

“This is Envoy Harbour. I need to speak to Idrian immediately.”

“He’s indisposed,” the security chief replied.

“This is Commandant Finian, and the envoy’s call concerns his son. Get him.”

There was a brief delay before Idrian was on the conference call.

“Idrian, this is Harbour. Jessie, Liam, and Theo are on too. We’re taking twenty more to Rissness Station for repair. Your son is eligible, but we need your permission.”

“Theo, what’s Imian’s condition?” Idrian asked.

“Slow deterioration, Idrian,” Theo replied. “We’re fighting infection from the burns, and he’s weakening.”

Idrian was torn. He loved his son, but sending him to Rissness Station was a repudiation of the council’s position against Harbour and the aliens. There was every possibility that Dorelyn Gaylan, the council leader, would see that his family was financially ruined.

A vision of the future occurred to Idrian. He saw the waning of the families’ powers. It might not happen for generations, but he was certain that it would come about.

“Take Imian, Harbour, and thank you for adding him to the twenty. I don’t deserve your generosity, but Imian deserves your mercy,” Idrian said, and ended his side of the conference.

“Get them moving, Theo,” Harbour urged. She thanked Liam, ended the conference call, and contacted Dingles.

“Captain Bassiter, contact Theo Formass and facilitate his transfer of four seriously injured and the accompanying equipment to the Belle,” Harbour ordered. “Prepare to sail for Triton soonest. I’m gathering sixteen spacers for repair.”

“Aye, aye, Envoy,” Dingles replied sharply.
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The emergency medical routines were similar to that of the first twenty to be transported to Rissness. Birdie signaled the dome for Harbour. Devon caught the call, and Harbour warned him of the need for Jatouche medical services for four critically injured.

Devon and Aurelia prepared a comm cube, recorded a message about the number injured, and approximated the arrival cycle of the Belle at Triton. Then they sent the cube on its way.

Theo transferred his critical patients and the equipment to the Belle.

Dingles ordered the recall of crew and residents to the colony ship, and Jessie gathered sixteen spacers. He followed Maggie’s suggestion and took the worst cases.

From Harbour’s initial conference call to the Belle’s launch, less than half a day had elapsed.

En route to Triton, Jessie and Harbour took the opportunity to tour the intravertor bays with Drigtik, the Jatouche chief engineer. Bryan Forshaw, Pete Jennings, and Olivia Harden elected to stay on the JOS and supervise the assembly of the remaining four intravertors from the first shipment.

“We might finish most of the new intravertors before Bryan, Pete, and Olivia manufacture and assemble their four,” Drigtik chittered.

“What’s funny?” Jessie asked.

“I’ve learned a Pyrean game called betting,” Drigtik replied. “If we assemble our intravertors first, then I’m awarded free fruit juice.”

“And if you lose?” Harbour inquired.

Drigtik chittered again. “From Captain Bassiter, I’ve learned a preferred manner of designing the bet. It’s called the sure thing.”

“Sure things aren’t fair,” Harbour replied, shocked at the bad habits the Jatouche were developing.

“Sure they are,” Jessie objected. “Nobody should bet if they can’t calculate the odds!”

Drigtik pointed a finger at Jessie in sympathy with his opinion. He said, “I’ve observed a great many subtle differences in Pyreans, and I’m most intrigued by the habits of spacers.”

Jessie chuckled, Drigtik chittered, and Harbour eyed them both, which curtailed their humor.

“We saw the Veklocks arrive,” Drigtik said, choosing to change the subject. He made a mental note that certain spacer habits, although fascinating, must be prudently discussed in Harbour’s company.

“They say they’re emissaries from the Tsargit,” Jessie said. He was interested in changing the subject too, and he wanted to hear Drigtik’s opinion of the triumvirate.

“I’ve not known the Tsargit to use any other race but the Veklocks,” Drigtik said. “The triumvirates are accomplished at securing favorable trades for the Tsargit.”

“You speak of the Tsargit as if they’re independent of the alliance,” Harbour said, sensing irritation from Drigtik.

“The alliance is an ancient formation,” Drigtik explained. “As its numbers grew, the Tsargit was established, and its earliest members were primarily the oldest races. The Tsargit’s emissaries have a habit of ensuring the Tsargit, and therefore the oldest races, benefit the most from the trades.”

“Wait, Drigtik,” Jessie said, stepping in front of the Jatouche engineer. “Are you saying that not every alliance race is a member of the Tsargit?”

“Representation on the Tsargit isn’t a right of membership, Jessie, it’s a privilege,” Drigtik replied.

“Where do the Jatouche rank within the alliance members?” Harbour asked.

“We’re not the youngest of races,” Drigtik explained. “But it wasn’t until we developed our medical services that we no longer existed on the alliance’s political fringe.” Then he chittered happily. “Now we’ve been invited to the Tsargit, thanks to the efforts of Tacticnok and you. You should be aware that typically the Tsargit summons a lesser race to them, and as a rule, they don’t communicate with non-alliance members. But for you, they sent emissaries.”

“The triumvirate seemed entirely unprepared for our circumstances,” Harbour said. “They didn’t bring vac suits.”

Drigtik chittered until he hiccupped. Then he relayed what he’d heard from Harbour to the Jatouche engineers and techs in the bay. Their voices echoed Drigtik’s delight.

“You use the term hubris. We’ve a similar word,” Drigtik said, after he regained his breath. “They apply equally to the Tsargit and the races that hold sway over its machinations.”

Jessie glanced at Harbour. He wondered what she sensed regarding Drigtik’s emotions. He found the discussion about the Tsargit disconcerting. Unexpectedly, in his opinion, Harbour changed the subject.

“The other intravertor sections are at the Triton dome,” Harbour said.

“So Aurelia has conveyed,” Drigtik replied. “We’re scheduled to complete assembly of the present load of units within forty cycles. The Belle’s flight to Triton is most opportune timing.”

“How about the launch platform?” Jessie asked.

“This type of structure is new to us,” Drigtik replied, scratching a furry cheek. “It will take time for us to design, build a scale model, and test it at Rissness.”

“How long do you think it will take?” Jessie pursued.

“Not more than half an annual,” Drigtik replied.

“To build the launch platform?” Harbour asked in surprise.

Drigtik’s jaw dropped. He tapped his ear wig. “Poor translation,” he said. “Apologies, Harbour. It will take that amount of time to perfect the design. We’ll require a further two to three annuals to build the platform above Pyre. It’s difficult to predict.”

Jessie quietly regarded the engineer, who waited patiently for the next question. “I presume the Tsargit has members who are exceptionally experienced in something akin to a launch platform,” he mused.

Drigtik’s tail rose high, and the hair on it bushed out. He flashed his teeth, tapped Jessie’s arm, and winked in a conspiratorial manner.

Jessie’s eyebrows lifted in recognition of the signal. They’d identified the Tsargit as the better target for the Pyreans.

At the journey’s end, Dingles ordered Danny Thompson, the Belle’s pilot, to place the colony ship in orbit around Triton.

Danny and Claudia Manning, the pilot and copilot of the Belle’s new shuttle, had crew prepare the ship by removing a large section of aft seating to allow the chambers that would be required to transfer the injured across vacuum. They’d land the ship, and spacers from a second shuttle would attach a portable airlock to the hatch to facilitate the transfer of the capsules from the shuttle to a rover.

Jameson, the med tech who managed the last repaired group, supervised the transfer of the critical patients.

Harbour detected deep worry from Jameson. “How are they?” she asked.

“Three are holding steady for now,” Jameson replied. “Using the Belle’s medical suite and our equipment kept them stable, but Imian is failing. It’s been a losing battle.”

“Can he survive the flight?” Harbour asked.

“Honestly, Harbour, I don’t know,” Jameson replied.

Harbour sensed the extreme pressure that Jameson had been under and the toll it had taken on his confidence. She opened her gates and flooded him with feelings of hope and confidence.

Jameson’s eyes fluttered, as the wave flowed through his mind. When Harbour’s emanations ceased, he breathed deeply and exhaled slowly. Then he briefly hugged Harbour, whispered his thanks, and hurried after his charges, who were being loaded on the shuttle.

The spacers, who would be repaired, trooped past Harbour and Jessie to board the shuttle. Each touched two fingers to a cap or a bare brow to acknowledge them.

One of the last to board was one of the slowest. A young spacer, not more than twenty-five, had four prosthetics. Like the others, his body had rejected the BRCs, the bone replacement copy implants grown by the medical staff to replace destroyed limbs. The two spacers in front of him waited at the hatch steps to help the boy up.

“The Tsargit will pay us well,” Harbour murmured to Jessie, while she watched the three spacers navigate the shuttle’s steps.

“Wait for me,” Danny yelled, as he stumped his way into the bay on his prosthetics. He grinned at Harbour, touched his fingers to his cap, and made his way to the shuttle.

Harbour sent her usual wave of comfort to him. It was a tradition with them. Danny raised a hand above his shoulder in recognition before he pulled himself up the steps via the railings. She’d tried to convince Danny to take part in the next group of repaired, but he’d objected. He’d told her that the repair time would place an undue burden on his copilot, Claudia.

Harbour saw through Danny’s objections. For one, he was frightened of the Jatouche medical procedures, despite the protestations to the contrary from the first three engineers who’d been repaired. It wasn’t that he disliked the Jatouche. They were great friends. No, he was frightened of being in medical again after all he’d been through with BRC rejections and subsequent surgeries. Then there was Claudia. She wasn’t just his copilot. She was his new love, and Harbour could sympathize with Danny’s desire not to be separated from her.

Your time will come, Danny, Harbour thought, as Jessie and she boarded.

Inside, Danny entered the pilot’s cabin, while Harbour and Jessie found seats. Claudia stepped into the main cabin, surveyed the passengers, and triggered the hatch closed.

Soon the shuttle launched and headed for the plains that stretched out from the dome’s entrance. A second shuttle, which was borrowed from the JOS, courtesy of the commandant, landed close to the Belle’s shuttle. Spacers exited the JOS shuttle, rigged the portable airlock to Danny’s ship, and the exodus began.

Everyone was either in a vac suit or in a vac capsule. In this case, a rover wasn’t available from the JOS shuttle. The spacers from both ships helped the med team carry the vac capsules across hundreds of meters of Triton’s dusty surface.

At the dome’s entrance, Jessie triggered the door. Then Harbour and he entered with the group carrying the four critically injured. After they cycled through, they met the Jatouche medical team, and Harbour facilitated the transfer of personal data to Ristick, the emergency medical director. Jessie cycled the next group through the airlock, and Aurelia led that group to the platform deck. Devon took charge of the last group to cycle through.

The Jatouche team immersed the severely injured into tanks of liquid. Ristick and two medical techs spent a lengthy amount of time working on Imian. Then he barked several orders, and Jatouche and spacers hurried Imian to the upper deck.

Aurelia was at the console. She’d directed spacers to wait beside the platform. When she saw the first capsule appear at the top of the ramp, she called the spacers to make way, and she readied the console.

The moment Imian’s capsule was on the platform, Ristick called for transfer, and Aurelia initiated the platform.

Despite having seen the platform’s energy release on the JOS channel, the spacers were stunned by witnessing the disappearance of individuals and equipment in person.

Aurelia and Devon continued to send the Jatouche teams and the med tanks. With the spacers in suits, which carried air tanks, Devon ordered them to mount the platform six at a time. Three groups of vac-suited spacers were sent to Rissness.

Harbour, Jessie, and Jameson breathed sighs of relief once the critically injured were transferred to the Jatouche. They had every reason to believe that once they were in the hands of the Jatouche, they’d survive. But the way Ristick hurried the first tank, which carried Imian, caused all of them to fear that Idrian’s son might be the first casualty. For Harbour’s part, she wondered what that would mean to topsiders’ relations with downsiders.

After the Jatouche and the injured left, Jameson and the JOS medical team led the other spacers back to the shuttle. On Jessie’s order, they were to wait until Lindsey, Sasha, and Tracy joined them before lifting.

Harbour and Jessie stripped out of their vac suits and hung them up in a room on the third level. Harbour wore the skins that Makana had decorated. The artist had applied silver filigree along the edges of her shoulders, arms, and legs. Makana had decorated a set of skins for Jessie, who was reluctant to wear them. He preferred plain things, but Harbour had insisted.

“We’re meeting the Veklocks. They’re covered in plumage and decorated togas,” Harbour had said when they were aboard the Belle. “The Jatouche have colorful fur and suits. I need you to appear as an advisor of substance.”

“And if I don’t wish to wear them?” Jessie had replied. He was taken aback when Harbour regarded him for a moment and then left their suite. She hadn’t said a word. “Guess I’ll wear them,” Jessie had muttered.

The couple appeared on the dome’s deck, where Tracy, Devon, and the empaths were assembled. The empaths detected Jessie’s embarrassment and assumed it concerned his decorative skins. They took pleasure in whistling their approval, which made Jessie scowl and blush, at the same time.

“Pipe down,” Jessie growled, which sent the group laughing.

Harbour hugged Devon and the women.

Sasha wrapped her arms around Harbour and whispered, “Rictook’s gone. I thought my power might save him. I was wrong.”

Harbour held Sasha tightly. She could sense the teenager’s pain, and she inundated Sasha with the pride she felt for her.

When Sasha pulled away, she was grinning. “How much power was that?” she asked.

Harbour eyed Sasha, amazed at how quickly the teenager rebounded. She was irrepressible. “Maybe half of the most power I’ve ever used,” Harbour replied.

“Only half and maybe not even half of your true capabilities,” Sasha said in amazement.

“Disappointed, little sister?” Aurelia asked. She gripped Sasha’s shoulders and gently moved her aside. Then she hugged Harbour. There existed the mutual exchange of warmth and happiness of mature empaths.

The groups of Pyreans — the returnees, the dome investigators, and the leaders — had a great deal to share. Their exchange lasted for hours.

When the conversations were exhausted, Tracy, Lindsey, and Sasha hurried below, climbed into vac suits, and exited the dome. There was no rover for them, and they made the crossing in the moon’s airless environment toward the shuttle. As before, Tracy walked between the empaths, who were hooked onto the spacer.

“You had an intense exchange with the Veklocks,” Jessie commented, when the foursome had the deck to themselves.

“Teaching some humility to pompous aliens,” Devon replied with heat. He was still irritated at Patrus’s condescension toward Aurelia.

“Those aliens might be the key to accessing the tremendous resources of the Tsargit,” Harbour cautioned.

“What did you teach them?” Jessie asked.

Devon and Aurelia grinned.

“We’ve made some significant strides in understanding the console,” Aurelia declared. “We gave the Veklocks a little taste of something we discovered that they didn’t know.”

“Showoffs,” Jessie teased.

“Absolutely, and it felt great,” Aurelia enthused. Her broad grin was unabashed.

“But you didn’t show them everything, did you?” Jessie inquired.

“No, just one demonstration,” Devon replied.

Aurelia and Devon’s expressions turned serious as they watched Harbour and Jessie exchange glances.

“You’re telling us that you’ve got more secrets than you divulged?” Harbour asked, seeking confirmation.

“Yes, many more,” Aurelia assured them. “Why?”

“The two of you could be our second greatest asset,” Jessie said.

“Our assurances about their discoveries would be virtual bait,” Harbour commented, “but if the Veklocks have had a demonstration, then they know the extraordinary value represented by these two.”

“Even better,” Jessie agreed. Addressing Devon and Aurelia, he said, “Get below and pack your duffels. You’re coming with us to talk to the pompous aliens.”

There was a moment of hesitation until Jessie focused on Aurelia and snapped, “Hook on, spacer.”

“Aye, latched on,” Aurelia instantly replied. She dragged Devon behind her, as she made for the ramp to the lower deck.

After the pair was below, Jessie asked, “I know I don’t have your senses, but are those two —”

“Partners?” Harbour finished. “The answer is yes and quite happily so.”

Jessie regarded the ramp the couple had taken. “Good match,” he said quietly.

Devon and Aurelia were the second pairing of a normal and an empath. Dingles and Nadine were the first. He glanced at Harbour out of the corner of his eye. She was staring thoughtfully at the console, or she intended it to look that way, while he had a moment to think about the two of them.

When Aurelia and Devon returned, the duffels were piled on the platform. Aurelia set the panel for a delayed transfer. Then she hurried to gain the gate.

“Nice medallion broadcast,” Jessie commented to Aurelia. She grinned at him and touched it, as the blue energy field connected them to Rissness dome.


* * * *




“Tacticnok,” Jaktook said excitedly, “Harbour is here. She arrived at Rissness with Jessie, Aurelia, and Devon.”

The pair was meeting privately aboard Rissness Station, which allowed Jaktook to address Tacticnok with familiarity.

“Clever Pyrean,” Tacticnok mused. “The Veklocks will be intrigued with the presence of the young explorers and their newfound knowledge of the console.”

“It was obvious to me that Aurelia and Devon were testing a theory they’d developed,” Jaktook replied, “and I suspect that they know much more.”

“It’s possible the triumvirate believes the same, which is to the Pyreans’ advantage,” Tacticnok said. “Inform the Veklocks that they can meet with the envoy after midday meal, Jaktook. Don’t mention who accompanies her.”

“Do you want the envoy and her party brought to us?” Jaktook asked.

“No, I don’t think that’s necessary,” Tacticnok replied. “See to their comfort and a meal, if they wish. The envoy and her advisor’s actions demonstrate that they’re ready to negotiate with the triumvirate. You’ve done well to prepare them. It was an inventive ploy of yours to allow the Pyreans to see who the Tsargit sent as emissaries without allowing negotiations to take place. Harbour and Jessie would have spoken with others by now.”

“It was a convenience more than an invention, but it was opportune,” Jaktook admitted.

“Your modesty is noted, but it’s only for the two of us,” Tacticnok admonished, and she briefly touched his hand. “What’s the status of the Pyreans who are to be repaired?” she inquired.

“Three of those who arrived in tanks are stable. They’ll require preoperative care before their repairs are made,” Jaktook reported. “The fourth has not been stabilized, but the director is hopeful. Harbour is most concerned about this Pyrean. He’s called Imian.”

“Imian is young,” Tacticnok commented. “It would be most unfortunate if Jatouche medical services were unable to save him.”

Jaktook shook his head slowly.

“Other concerns?” Tacticnok asked.

“We’ve existed in the comfort of the alliance for so long, we don’t remember our struggles,” Tacticnok replied. “The Pyreans remind us of what it takes to persevere in a difficult environment. After the twenty arrived, we gave them ear wigs. One of the young spacers was missing every limb. I expected him to be the most subdued, even morose. He was anything but that. He was indefatigable in his encouragement and humor.”

In the cycle’s midday, the Pyreans and the Jatouche entered the comfortable conference room that held the Veklocks.

Medallions broadcast their messages. They announced the presence of a ruler, an envoy, two advisors, three emissaries, and four explorers. Jessie and Harbour’s medallions had been updated by Jaktook before the start of the meeting.

Tacticnok provided the courtesy of face-to-face introductions. Then everyone was seated. Techs had prepared the conference seating to accommodate the three races.

Patrus opened the exchange by repeating his formal greeting and stating that the Tsargit wished to offer the Pyreans compensation for their services to the alliance.

“And that’s all you’ve been tasked to do?” Jessie retorted bluntly. “You’ll communicate the extent of the gifts that the Tsargit wishes to bestow on us, and then your work is done?”

“That’s not how our communications are conducted,” Patrus objected.

“Answer my advisor’s question or we leave,” Harbour stated firmly.

The triumvirate was agitated to the extent that their beaks clattered.

Tacticnok and Jaktook reached under the table and clutched each other’s hands in expectation of the Pyreans’ impending confrontation with the Veklocks.

“You could be of greater value to the alliance,” Opalus suggested.

“Speak clearly,” Harbour demanded.

“The Tsargit would be more generous to your race if you would consent to continue your exploration of the non-alliance domes,” Pesart said.

“To what end?” Jessie asked.

“The Tsargit wishes to know how far the Colony has expanded and under what conditions,” Patrus said. He was unhappy with this upending of the normal conventions.

Harbour and Aurelia could sense Patrus’s disturbance, and they were pleased to see the triumvirate leader off balance.

“And if your companions were to share their new knowledge of console operations, we would be willing to recommend some small additional amount of compensation,” Pesart added.

“You’re asking us to risk our lives again to discover what the Colony has been doing, when the alliance should have been investigating this issue centuries ago,” Devon fired back.

The Veklocks’ orbs blinked, and they tipped their beaks down and up.

Jessie laughed quietly, shaking his head at the arrogance of the request. “Well, I can tell you one thing,” he said. “If, and that’s a big if, if we were to do as you request, your gifts would have to be enormous.”

“How great?” Patrus asked.

Jessie leaned back in his chair. He wore a slight smile. The opposing side had revealed its hand first. The Pyreans were now able to command the negotiations.

“The Jatouche have been gracious to us,” Harbour said. “We’ve received intravertors to help us recover our planet’s surface.”

“The Tsargit will match what the Jatouche have supplied you,” Patrus volunteered.

“That seems paltry,” Aurelia commented. “The Jatouche have one world. The Tsargit represents many.”

Patrus focused on Aurelia. His beak clicked sharply. Then he turned to Harbour, and he said, “Who are we communicating with for terms. You, Envoy, or your underlings?”

Harbour emanated calm. It was focused on Patrus. Once started, she continued to pour power into her sending. The triumvirate leader slumped in his chair, and his eyes closed.

When Harbour was ready, she snapped her gate shut, and Patrus jolted awake.

“Don’t insult my companions again, Patrus, or I’ll consider putting you to sleep for annuals,” Harbour said forcefully.

Tacticnok turned her head slightly in Jessie’s direction. Out of the triumvirate’s eyelines, he winked. It confirmed to her that Harbour’s threat was empty, but Patrus didn’t know that.

“For your rudeness, the Tsargit will supply —” Harbour said. She’d halted to give Aurelia the opportunity to speak. She regarded Aurelia as having the right to state the Veklock leader’s punishment.

“Ten times what the Jatouche have delivered,” Aurelia finished.

“There you have it,” Harbour said, indicating Aurelia with her hand. She would have more than doubled that number, and she expected Jessie’s response would have been even higher than hers. It was obvious that the Pyreans were struggling to understand how far they could push the triumvirate in exchange for their lives.

“Next,” Jessie said, “you’ll notice that we don’t have adequate dome access.”

“You’d like a tunnel from the dome to a shuttle tube,” Pesart surmised.

“Two, actually,” Harbour added.

“And what are tubes without shuttles?” Jessie asked.

“Why two tunnels and two shuttles?” Pesart asked.

“Pairs of shuttles will be on opposite vectors from each other,” Jessie explained. “One will be leaving Triton for Pyre, while the other is leaving the planet or orbital station and making for Triton. In the future, we’ll build two more shuttles.”

“And we’ll need training, parts, and reaction mass for the shuttles —” Devon said, before he regarded Jessie.

“For three … no … better make it four annuals,” Jessie concluded.

“To be assured that we understand your commitment,” Pesart said. “For these requests, you’ll be surveying the non-alliance domes for Colony expansion and giving us the new information on the consoles?” As the scientist of the triumvirate, he was most interested in the latter information.

Harbour considered Pesart’s questions. Her eyes fell on Jaktook, and she smiled. “We’re discussing the circumstances under which we’ll explore the domes and determine the Colony’s expansion,” she confirmed. “As to the console information, if our agreement is approved by the Tsargit, then Devon and Aurelia will instruct Jaktook, a master advisor and an ex-dome administrator, in the new operations. He can share it with the other races.”

Jaktook’s small chest puffed out with pride.

“Why share with the Jatouche first?” Patrus asked petulantly.

“Much of what we have to demonstrate are operations that the Messinants utilized as they constructed their domes. Those queries can only be demonstrated in an empty dome. Of course, if you wish, you can stay with us at Triton, while we teach you,” Aurelia offered.

“Your method of transfer is acceptable,” Patrus replied, shuddering at the thought of visiting the Triton dome again. He’d felt isolated from alliance amenities there. “Have we covered the sum of your requests?” he asked. He saw his report to the Tsargit being diminished by the envoy and her companions. It wasn’t that the Tsargit would be concerned by the amount. It’s that he would be viewed as a poor negotiator.

“No,” Harbour replied. “The Jatouche are repairing some of our people, who’ve led harsh lives and suffered serious injuries. To date they’ve repaired or are repairing forty-three individuals and absorbing the costs.”

“How many injured do you have?” Opalus asked.

“Rough guess,” Jessie replied, “close to two thousand.”

“Are you asking the Tsargit to fund all these repairs by the Jatouche?” Opalus asked.

“Is the Tsargit broke?” Aurelia asked tartly.

“Aurelia wishes to know if the Tsargit is limited in their reserve funds,” Tacticnok translated for Opalus. She was having a difficult time preventing chittering in delight at the Veklocks’ consternation over the extent of Pyrean demands.

“The Tsargit is well-funded!” Patrus declared, flying into the trap.

“Excellent,” Jessie replied. “Then the Tsargit won’t have any trouble reimbursing the Jatouche for repairing our citizens.”

Harbour sensed the Veklocks’ growing frustration. She intuited that they were pushing the boundaries of the triumvirate’s authority.

“Is this now the sum of your requests?” Patrus asked again.

“No,” Jessie stated definitively. “We require a launch platform stationed above our planet that can deliver the intravertors to the surface.”

“Accepted,” Patrus replied. He gazed at the Pyreans, expecting the negotiations to end.

“I’ve a requirement,” Devon said. “If we’re going to test the extent of the Colony’s spread, then, of necessity, we will encounter them. If that’s going to happen, we need better weapons.”

Beaks clattered, and Patrus said, “The Tsargit forbids the employment of deadly weapons against sentients. You know this. Word has reached the Tsargit that you took a Jatouche beam weapon with you on your first exploration.”

“We did,” Devon replied, “and it was never used in the Colony’s dome.”

“Then you did use it elsewhere,” Pesart pursued.

“Yes, but only in non-alliance domes, where the Colony intruded, and only in self-defense,” Harbour replied sharply.

“Then why not use the Jatouche beam weapons as you did before?” Opalus inquired.

“Several reasons,” Jessie replied. “First, we don’t want the Jatouche to be complicit in our actions against the Colony.”

“You’d prefer that the Tsargit is responsible?” Patrus asked. He was aghast at the thought.

“Who better?” Jessie shot back with an evil smile. “Second, the type of engagements in the domes necessitate we fire the weapons in all directions. We’re concerned the beam weapons might interfere with a dome’s energy and collapse it. While I’m not concerned about blowing the Colony members into space, I don’t wish us to join them.”

The Veklocks had an ugly image of a fight ending horrendously, and it disturbed them. Their beaks clattered in protest.

“Is there another reason that you wish an alternative to the Jatouche beam weapon?” Opalus asked.

“Yes,” Jessie replied. “We don’t know what we’ll find, and I want us prepared for all options. One of those might be taking the shortcut back to Rissness through a heavily occupied alpha dome and the Colony’s home world dome.”

“Ah, yes, I see your fundamental reason for not employing the Jatouche weapons,” Opalus said. She focused her large orbs along her beak, as she gazed at Jessie. “You wish to insulate the Jatouche from repercussions that might come as a result of your actions against sentients in their home system.”

“There is an alternative,” Harbour interjected.

“Yes?” Patrus quickly queried.

“Oh, yes, the Tsargit could send you three to investigate the domes without deadly weapons. That way you would be acting in accordance with the Tsargit’s protocols,” Harbour replied sweetly.

Jessie turned toward Harbour. “They don’t seem enthused about your suggestion, Envoy. Personally, I like it.” Then he turned toward the Veklocks. The light in his eyes faded, and his expression turned hard. “Some alliance members must have developed weapons to protect their races in the early stages of development,” he urged. “Find those races and bring their weapons to us. No weaponry; no exploration.”

“And now?” Patrus asked with exasperation. His tone intimated that the requests must end.

“Final request,” Harbour said. “I’m unhappy Tacticnok can’t visit Pyre. Her citizens forbid their ruler’s travel to a non-alliance dome.”

“This is a Jatouche matter,” Patrus replied. “Their citizens must rescind their stricture.”

“I don’t want to ask the Jatouche to do that,” Harbour replied. “We’re sitting here, discussing future exploration for the alliance because of the courage of Her Excellency and her master advisor. They’ve done the difficult work to open a relationship with us.”

“What do you suggest?” Opalus asked.

“Have the Tsargit find a way to satisfy the Jatouche citizenry’s concern about Pyre,” Harbour said. “The Tsargit is supposed to have tremendous power. Prove it to us.”

“Our discussion is complete,” Patrus said, rising. His mates followed suit. “We’ll present your terms to the Tsargit. A decision will be made as to the substance of the grant.”

“You mistake our communications, Patrus,” Harbour said with force. “Perhaps, your mates can explain your error to you.”

Patrus’s large orbs blinked, and he regarded Opalus, who clacked her beak in rebuke.

“The Pyreans have stated their requests,” Opalus said icily. “The entirety of their requests must be satisfied if they’re to grant our proposal that they explore the boundaries of the Colony and teach the alliance the new console discoveries. This is an all-or-nothing proposal. Am I correct, Envoy?”

“Perfectly,” Harbour replied, with a dark smile.

After the Veklocks left, Jessie regarded Tacticnok and asked, “What is the likelihood that the Tsargit will grant our requests?”

“Except for your final two points, your demands are nothing to the Tsargit,” Tacticnok replied.

“The weaponry will be a challenge but not insurmountable,” Jaktook interjected.

“Bestowing the status of alliance member on Pyre is against the Tsargit’s most fundamental rules,” Tacticnok said. “However, if their desire for your services is great enough, which I believe it is, then they’ll find a means of circumventing the rules.”

Tacticnok briefly bowed her head. “I’m humbled that you would risk the repair of your citizens and the enormous grants for your planet for a requirement to facilitate my journeying to Pyre.”

“Courage should be rewarded,” Jessie said with sincerity.

Harbour and Aurelia did Jessie one better. While he’d extended words to Tacticnok, they sent their appreciation, and Tacticnok’s eyes fluttered, as the warmth washed through her mind.

Tacticnok expressed her appreciation for the Pyreans’ generous thoughts and ministrations. Then Jaktook and she rose. The ruler nodded to Jaktook, who drew a large silver case from a satchel.

“This is for Mangoth,” Tacticnok said, handing the case to Harbour. “I’ve a suspicion that you’ll be seeing him before we do.”

Harbour wondered what Tacticnok was intimating. Nevertheless, to be gracious, she accepted the case from Tacticnok.

While the Jatouche and the Pyreans talked, the Veklocks were led to a sitting room to await the departure of the next shuttle to Rissness.

When the med tech left the triumvirate alone, Patrus said with animosity, “I thought the Pyreans were supposed to be a backward race.”

“Your mistake, Patrus, is that you equate technological prowess to the qualities of sentience and social development,” Opalus remonstrated. “Obviously, there’s nothing wrong with the Pyreans’ mental faculties and their negotiating skills.”

“I think we should ignore the Pyreans’ last two requests,” Patrus declared. “We should present their other requests to the Tsargit, gain their approval, and inform the Pyreans that this was all that was granted.”

Opalus stood, faced Patrus, and flexed her wings, indicating her temper. She said, “If we’re fortunate to be appointed emissaries again, either Pesart or I will lead. Obviously, you’re the primitive thinker among us.”

“While I wouldn’t have phrased it as sharply, Patrus, Opalus is right,” Pesart said sadly. “If we return to the Pyreans and tell the envoy that only some of her demands were met, she will walk away from the agreement.”

“While we’re discussing the envoy, did she put you to sleep for your rudeness?” Opalus asked.

“It was strange,” Patrus replied. “I was angry at Aurelia, and then I wasn’t. I was at peace. I had no problems, no stress, and I could relax.”

“The envoy did that,” Pesart stated unequivocally.

“And notice the difference from our earlier encounter with an empath,” Opalus added. “Sasha blanketed the room. In contrast, the envoy focused her ability on a single individual, despite a crowded table.”

“I would expect that’s an indication of training, experience, and focus. I’m fascinated,” Pesart, the scientist, said.
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On the shuttle ride to Rissness dome, the Pyreans discussed the meeting with the Veklocks.

“Are you serious about exploring the domes again?” Devon asked Harbour.

“You heard the conditions the triumvirate accepted,” Harbour replied.

Jessie interjected, “We get many more intravertors, a launch platform, dome infrastructure, and shuttles. How long would it take Pyreans to build those things? Let’s not mention that this would be alliance-quality construction. Think about what we could learn from their techniques and materials.”

Aurelia placed a hand over Devon’s. “Jaktook said that these things are trifles compared to the Tsargit’s resources. We aren’t asking for much from them, but it means a great deal to us,” she said.

Jessie understood the stress that Devon was under. He felt the same way. If and when they started exploring the domes, they couldn’t ensure the women they loved could be protected. Jessie’s thinking screeched to a halt. He focused on the one word — love. He had finally admitted it to himself. Focusing on the here and now, he said, “This time it will be different. We know what we’re up against. We’ve fought the reds and the grays before.”

Aurelia stilled her tendency to shudder at the mention of the Colony species, the smaller grays, who appeared to be the workers, and the reds, the enormous, five-meter long, fearsome aggressors. “Remember, Devon, we’ve a back door,” she said, trying to reassure Devon and herself. “We can approach the edges of the Colony’s expansion via the unoccupied or less-developed domes.”

“But I agree with Devon’s sentiment,” Jessie stated adamantly. “Nothing happens without adequate weaponry. When we appear in a dome that’s Colony occupied, we have to be able to protect our platform, the console operator, and the path between them.”

The Pyreans were soon within Rissness dome. Their medallions announced their statuses, which granted them the right of immediate transport. In this instance, there was no need for it. Gate two was a lonely platform.

In fact, the console operator was pleased to have something to do. As Aurelia passed his eyeline, he dipped his muzzle low to her. Every alliance console operator knew Aurelia by sight. Her image had been captured by the domes and passed around the alliance by comm cubes. Her skill in discovering the secrets of the Messinants was becoming the stuff of legends.

When the Pyreans appeared on the Triton platform, Jessie remarked, “Someday, this dome will be busy too.”

Harbour sat on the platform’s edge, and the others chose to sit, stand, or lie.

“Devon, Aurelia, what were you showing the Veklocks?” Harbour asked.

“We’d love to demonstrate it, Harbour,” Aurelia replied, “but it needs the aliens here.”

“Physically?” Jessie asked.

“That’s a good question,” Devon replied. “We don’t know whether it was their presence or something like their voices.”

“Set it up,” Jessie requested. He dug into his duffel and pulled out his comm unit. Then he hurried to join Devon and Aurelia at the console. “Let me know when you’re ready,” he said.

Aurelia accessed a panel’s submenu, entered some glyphs, and the dome darkened. The Messinants star field was displayed. She prepared a second menu item. “Ready,” she said.

Jessie triggered an audio recording, and the group heard, “Jessie Cinders, if you ever explore the domes again, I’ll journey with you.”

Then Aurelia initiated the query.

“You recorded Mangoth?” Harbour asked, smiling brightly in surprise.

“He is —” Jessie started to say.

“A magnificent fellow,” everyone finished.

“Look up,” Aurelia directed the others. “The star with the light circle is Pyre. The line is the shortest route to reach the dome of the speaker, Mangoth. His star has the bright circle around it.”

“Looks like voice will do,” Devon said, placing an arm around Aurelia’s waist and kissing her cheek.

Harbour sensed the contentment emanating from Aurelia. She was happy for the young woman, who’d endured such a calamitous start in life.

“What are you looking at, Jessie?” Aurelia asked. She still found it difficult not to refer to Jessie as captain in the company of others.

“I’m wondering how we can use this,” Jessie said. “Do you have any other discoveries?”

“A few,” Aurelia replied with a grin.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Harbour said. “We have to wait for the Tsargit’s response, and there’s plenty to do in the meantime.”

“One question,” Devon requested. “If the Tsargit grants our requests, who will be going?”

“Volunteers,” Harbour replied, “after they’re accepted.”

“Are you going?” Aurelia asked Harbour.

“Yes,” Harbour replied.

“Why?” Jessie asked. “You’re the envoy. You’ve important duties here, and we’ve seen that empath power is only partially effective against the Colony members, especially the reds.”

“You plan to go, don’t you?” Harbour challenged Jessie.

“Yes,” Jessie replied guardedly.

“Then I’m going,” Harbour stated definitively, “and I don’t recommend arguing and annoying an empath.”

Devon regarded Aurelia, and she stared evenly at him. “You’re going too, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes,” Aurelia replied.

Devon and Jessie exchanged perturbed expressions.

“The weapons we acquire better be substantial,” Devon declared, and Jessie nodded affirmatively.

The empaths could feel the flood of fierce emotions emanating from Devon and Jessie.

“So, that’s four of us,” Aurelia said. “Who else?”

“No Jatouche,” Harbour stated unequivocally.

“Agreed,” Jessie said. “They’ll hate us for excluding them, but we waste resources protecting them.”

“Just don’t phrase it that way,” Harbour cautioned.

“Certainly, we can leave Kractik behind,” Aurelia said. “However, if we take two teams, Devon and I will be separated. There’ll be no backup console operator for each team.”

“I’m thinking of taking only one team,” Harbour replied.

“I like that,” Jessie said. “We move faster and don’t have to coordinate with the other team.”

Harbour regarded the dome’s display. “Anyone feel like taking a journey to another part of the galaxy?” she asked.

“Mangoth,” Jessie announced with a wide grin.

“Yes,” Devon and Aurelia cheered.

They left their duffels on the platform. Aurelia set the transfer to Rissness, while the others climbed on. A few moments later, they appeared in the Jatouche dome.

The gate-two console operator looked expectantly at Harbour, when the envoy didn’t descend.

“The Crocian home world,” Harbour requested.

The trainee console operator glanced at the senior operator.

“Gate three,” the senior instructed, and the trainee indicated the nearby platform to Harbour.

After each subsequent journey, Harbour repeated her request, and the operator directed the Pyreans to the proper platform, sending them on.

The foursome passed through many domes. Aliens of all shapes tipped their heads and stepped aside to allow the Pyreans express journeying.

Following a series of transfers, the Pyreans saw console operators who resembled Mangoth. Their medallions announced their statuses, and the Crocian dome administrator waddled over to their platform in response to the messages.

“Envoy, where do you need to journey?” the administrator asked solicitously.

“Here,” Harbour replied. “We seek Mangoth of the Logar.”

“Prepare a cube,” the Crocian bellowed, and a console operator set a message cube on a console panel.

The administrator recorded a priority request for Mangoth to return home immediately to meet with the Pyrean envoy. He interrupted the line at another platform and signaled the operator after he’d placed the cube. Immediately, it was sent on its way.

“If you’ll follow me, Envoy?” the administrator requested. “I’ll provide you accommodations until Mangoth arrives.”

Below deck, comm units were in hand to record the glyphs that accessed the third level and their room.

“Better to have too many records than not enough,” Devon quipped, hefting his comm unit.

“As explorers, I doubt you need my instructions on your room,” the administrator said.

“No, we don’t, but I’ve some questions,” Harbour said, as other Crocians deposited their duffels in the room.

“I’m at your service, Envoy,” the administrator replied. “I’m Hangor of the Logar. I’m clutch mate to Mangoth, and I find our meeting auspicious.”

“Why is that?” Harbour asked.

“Mangoth tells me that there’s the possibility of another exploration. If so, I wish to take part in your adventure,” Hangor replied.

“It’s not an adventure,” Jessie growled. “We lost a good man last time.”

“I lament your loss,” Hangor riposted, “but I need to accompany you.”

“Why do you have to go?” Aurelia asked.

“Mangoth was the first of the clutch to hatch. First males often grow to be the largest, the most dominant. Now Mangoth is a successful environmental engineer. I was second to last to break out of my egg, which is why I’m smaller. Our race values robustness. This is why I’m a dome administrator, who occupies a boring technical position. But what I lack in stature I make up for here,” he said, tapping the side of his formidable head with the blunt dark claw of a scaly hand.

“And another thing,” Hangor continued. “Mangoth celebrates your traits of strength and courage, but those weren’t what enabled your return. Across the alliance, console operators celebrate Aurelia Garmenti of the Pyreans. Hers is the image that we hoist above our heads.”

Aurelia’s mouth briefly hung open before she shut it. She couldn’t think of anything to say. Fortunately, Harbour picked up the conversation.

“Where in the alliance membership timeline do the Crocians fit?” Harbour asked.

“We’re near the middle,” Hangor replied. “The alliance was well-established and the Tsargit had been formed when we were invited to join.”

“Do the Crocians have a representative on the Tsargit?” Jessie asked.

“We do now, but it was many generations before we were offered a seat,” Hangor answered.

“What do Crocians think of the Tsargit?” Aurelia asked.

Hangor snorted. “Our representatives last two or three annuals before they resign. They’ve no patience for the endless debate of the premier races … the ones who formed the alliance and initiated the Tsargit.”

“We’ve met the Tsargit’s emissaries,” Devon offered.

“Veklocks … it’s always the Veklocks,” Hangor said. His chest rumbled, and it wasn’t a pleasant sound.

“Thank you for your time, Hangor,” Harbour said.

Hangor accepted the dismissal with aplomb. “I’m pleased to have been of service, Envoy Harbour,” he said. “Please make any requests you desire. It will be provided.”

Hangor pivoted on his short, stout legs toward Aurelia. “If you’d care to visit with my console operators and share your thoughts on the Messinants, they and I would be honored.” He tipped his long snout to Harbour and left.

“Admired by the entire core of alliance console operators,” Devon teased, while regarding Aurelia. “I wonder how many individuals we’re talking about.”

That Aurelia didn’t reply to Devon told the others how much Hangor’s comments had left her awestruck.

“Personally, I think that it’s admiration that’s well deserved,” Harbour said, smiling at Aurelia.

“Hangor has a good point,” Devon said. “If we take only one team, we need a good balance between brains and brawn. Hangor could be an asset.”

“And how do you see yourself?” Aurelia asked, finally finding her tongue.

“Why, Aurelia Garmenti of the Pyreans, I’m both,” Devon replied, exaggerating a huge grin and striking a bold posture. His antics broke the group into laughter, and they busied themselves making paste meals.

Afterwards, Aurelia and Devon decided to visit with the Crocian console operators.

Hangor was present to facilitate the discussion and lend a hand to operators when they were distracted by an exchange with the Pyreans.

After several questions, Aurelia waved her hands, interrupting the next one. “You’re asking the wrong questions,” she told the operators. “You’re exalting the Messinants.”

“Shouldn’t we?” an operator asked.

“Maybe you should, and maybe you shouldn’t,” Aurelia replied, which only confused her audience.

“We’ve come to think of the Messinants as incredible engineers and, at the same time, a bunch of meddlers,” Devon explained. “They chose to augment species in a lengthy series of experiments, but they chose not to monitor the outcome. That’s why the Colony exists.”

“Regarding the consoles,” Aurelia said, redirecting the conversation. “Think of the Messinants as structural engineers. If you were constructing domes and consoles, what tools would you need?”

“Suppose you were launching a new comm satellite into orbit,” Devon said, picking up the conversation. “You’d need to establish contact with it and exchange information with it. We think many of the console’s mysteries are really the needs of the Messinants engineers, who had to integrate a new dome into an existing network.”

“We believe that each console has the capability to monitor the activity of any other console,” Aurelia added.

“If what you’re saying is truth, Aurelia Garmenti of the Pyreans,” an operator said, “then these capabilities would be most useful while a dome was new and empty.”

“Yes,” Aurelia replied excitedly, smacking the Crocian’s massive scaled shoulder. The look in the Crocian’s eyes was as if he’d been anointed.

Hangor was silent. He realized the tremendous advantage the explorers received by experimenting with the consoles of empty domes, and he yearned to do the same.

The Pyreans retired and slept for a third of the Crocian cycle. When they woke, they used the room’s facilities, ate a paste meal, and strolled to the upper deck. They found Mangoth conversing with his clutch mate.

Mangoth’s ear wig received the broadcasts of four medallions. He turned and roared with gusto. “Envoy, explorers, and the most magnificent Advisor Cinders.”

The races that customarily journeyed through the Crocian dome were accustomed to the roars of the home world race. However, they were startled by the intensity of Mangoth’s greeting of the pale humanoids, and they halted to listen to the whispers of medallions.

Mangoth waddled his immense bulk to meet the Pyreans. He tipped his snout, which displayed rows of blunt conical teeth, to Harbour, Aurelia, and Devon.

Jessie tightened his upper body’s muscles in preparation for what he knew was coming.

Mangoth clapped his meaty scaled hands on the sides of Jessie’s shoulders.

“Do we journey again, Jessie?” Mangoth asked.

“It’s possible,” Jessie allowed.

“Yes,” Mangoth hissed. The sound was extended due to the length of his snout and tongue. Then he clapped Jessie’s shoulders again.

“Hangor has told me of the birds’ visit, but he could provide no details of the exchange. I would hear this,” Mangoth said and gestured toward the dome’s ramp.

The Pyreans noticed that Hangor followed, and Mangoth didn’t object.
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The Pyreans and the Crocians returned to the room that Harbour and her team had used, and everyone settled in for a discussion.

“Start at the beginning of your contact,” Mangoth requested. “Every detail is important.”

Harbour indicated Aurelia and Devon should go first. The pair described the Veklocks’ arrival with the Jatouche. When they related their demonstration to the triumvirate, Hangor hung on every word.

“Is this a characteristic of the console that you intimated was a builder’s tool?” Hangor asked Aurelia and Devon.

“Possibly,” Aurelia replied. “It certainly can only be done in a dome that isn’t occupied by a mass of journeyers.”

“But you did accomplish this with merely the sounds of their voices?” Hangor pursued.

“We weren’t sure whether the console used visuals or sounds,” Devon replied. “A second test proved that voice alone completed the query.”

Hangor ruminated on that. “No race has recorded seeing the Messinants. It makes sense that the console programming wouldn’t depend on visuals alone,” he reasoned. “The Messinants might have kept a record of their uplifts by observing which races accessed their domes, recording both vid and audio of them.”

“That’s possible,” Aurelia allowed.

Harbour noticed a gleam in Mangoth’s eyes, as he listened to his sibling, and she could detect his pride.

“Your turns,” Devon said to the other pair.

Jessie and Harbour detailed the short conversation with the Veklocks at the Triton dome and the longer discussion at Rissness Station.

Mangoth’s deep rumble was accompanied by Hangor’s only slightly higher one.

“The birds have met their match,” Mangoth said.

“Will the requests that we made to the triumvirate be communicated in their entirety?” Harbour asked.

“Yes, you can depend on the Veklocks. They’re true emissaries of the Tsargit,” Mangoth replied.

“The primary reason the Tsargit prefers to use Veklocks is the species habit of mating in threes,” Hangor explained. “It allows a greater balance of judgment in negotiations than one or two individuals and serves to deliver a more accurate report.”

“So, our requests for infrastructure support are a given, if we explore the domes for the Tsargit and educate them on Aurelia and Devon’s findings,” Jessie said. “Let’s discuss the final two items we put on the table.”

“The Tsargit has the power to find a way to get Tacticnok approved access to Triton,” Mangoth said. “The Tsargit sent the Veklocks. That shows their commitment. They will solve the issue, but the Jatouche might not accept the solution until Triton infrastructure is completed.”

“What about the weapons?” Devon asked.

“The Veklocks did say they would investigate the races to see who might have something from their heritages,” Harbour pointed out.

“That won’t happen,” Mangoth said definitively.

“Agreed,” Hangor added. “The triumvirate will make polite inquiries, and they’ll report to the Tsargit that they were unable to fulfill your extraordinary request. They know they can’t tell the Tsargit that they’ve provided you with weapons.”

“Well, we’re not exploring the domes and coming face-to-face with the Colony without better weapons than we took the first time,” Devon declared. He eyed each Pyrean, challenging them with his gaze to disagree with him.

Mangoth and Hangor spoke rapidly to each other, mentioning names of races that the Pyreans had never heard.

“It might be best to solve this problem yourselves,” Mangoth offered, when Hangor and he finished their discussion. “First, it might be helpful to discuss who’ll be exploring.”

“Jessie and I believe it should be one team,” Harbour said. “No greater than the number of members with their equipment that can easily fit on a platform.”

“Efficient,” Mangoth said, nodding his approval. “We must have room to maneuver, and we mustn’t be concerned for the needs of a second team.”

“How many Pyreans will journey?” Hangor asked anxiously. He was concerned that the slots might be filled.

“At this moment, only the four of us know the details of the Veklock agreement and are considering going,” Harbour replied.

“Then there would be room for Mangoth and me,” Hangor suggested sincerely.

The Pyreans regarded Mangoth, who felt compelled to answer for his sibling and himself.

“Hangor isn’t as magnificent as me,” Mangoth said, opening his massive jaw, as proof of his statement, “but Hangor is clever, and he is a Crocian. We will go.”

The Pyreans could feel in their chests the deep subsonic vibrations produced by the contented Crocians, and Harbour could sense the other Pyreans’ relief. They’d wanted Mangoth, and they were more than happy to get two Crocians.

“Will the Jatouche accompany us?” Hangor asked.

“I hope not,” Harbour said.

“It would be better if none did,” Mangoth agreed, “but Jaktook might not be dissuaded. That one has the spirit of a Crocian.”

“Have you considered making weapons?” Hangor asked.

“That’s been on my mind ever since we returned from our explorations,” Devon said. “The fundamental problem is one of repeated firing.”

“Exactly,” Jessie added. “We could make all kinds of deadly throwing weapons, but that’s not enough. We need something that will last throughout our journey, but we don’t know how long that will take. The weapons have to be light enough to wield and have enough power to knock down a red with one shot.”

“A formidable set of requirements,” Mangoth admitted.

“What about the new simian race?” Hangor asked his clutch mate.

Mangoth rumbled a rebuke to his sibling.

“What new race?” Jessie demanded.

“They’re a non-alliance race. They’ve yet to learn their console’s operation,” Mangoth replied. “Alliance members aren’t allowed to journey there now that the race has gained their dome.”

“We’re not alliance members,” Harbour replied.

“Regardless, the Norsitchians will forbid you to journey there,” Mangoth stated.

“And how will they manage to do that?” Aurelia declared defiantly.

“They aren’t alliance members, Mangoth,” Hangor said, emphasizing Harbour’s point. “The Norsitchians can object, but they don’t have legitimate grounds to make a complaint to the Tsargit, and if they tried, the Tsargit wouldn’t heed them.”

“The brightest one of the clutch,” Mangoth rumbled, indicating Hangor with a dark claw.

“I want to know why we’re talking about this race,” Devon inquired. “What do the Norsitchians know about them?”

“When the Norsitchians learned to operate their console, they tested their platforms,” Mangoth explained. “One of their gates led to an empty dome. It was situated on a moon that orbited a densely green planet. They set up scopes and recorded the extensive fauna population.”

Hangor grew impatient with his sibling’s long-winded explanation and chose to interrupt. “The Norsitchians saw a simian race. They possessed rudimentary technology. They walked upright and carried weapons strung across their backs. Their scopes revealed that the planet is populated with numerous aggressive carnivores.”

“What do these weapons fire?” Jessie asked.

“That’s not known,” Hangor replied.

“Do the simians still carry them?” Devon asked.

“That’s unknown too,” Hangor offered with an apologetic shrug.

“A non-alliance race we shouldn’t visit. A race that might have weapons, which fire something unknown. And a race who’ll speak a language we won’t understand. Is that an accurate summary?” Jessie asked.

Mangoth and Hangor briefly glanced at each other. Then they turned to Jessie and tipped their snouts up and down.

“Good to know what we’re up against,” Harbour remarked with a wry smile. Addressing the Crocians, she said, “You two remain here.” Then she headed out of the room, and the other Pyreans hurried to follow.

“Envoy,” Hangor called out, “you’ll know when you reach the Norsitchians’ dome. Look for the flowing headpieces.”

“What’s the plan, Harbour?” Devon asked, as they made their way to the platform deck.

“We go see the simians and try to get some weapons,” Harbour replied.

“We can’t communicate with them,” Aurelia objected, “and we can’t buy them even if we did know the language.”

“We don’t need to talk, and we don’t need to purchase,” Harbour said. “Not as long as I’ve got you two,” she added, laying a hand on Jessie and Aurelia’s shoulders.

Jessie laughed. “We pantomime, and we trade.”

“Trade what?” Devon asked.

Aurelia found Harbour and Jessie staring at her. She grinned, when she caught on. “We trade knowledge of console operations for weapons,” she said.

“Oh, we’re going to break a lot of alliance rules,” Devon commented. It sounded dire, but he was chuckling.

The group gained the upper deck. Aurelia hurried to the console and requested the Norsitchian dome. The operator directed her to the appropriate platform, and journeyers stepped aside on hearing the medallions’ messages.

As Harbour signaled the operator, Devon asked, “What do you plan to say to the Norsitchians?”

Before Harbour could answer Devon, the Messinants energy connected the Q-gates, and they disappeared from the Crocian dome.

At successive domes, Harbour requested the Norsitchian dome.

After one journey, Aurelia remarked, “I believe we’re here.”

The Pyreans noticed the console operators had manes of hair that flowed from the top of their heads in a long cascade down their backs.

“Great looking, but not too practical,” Jessie commented.

“They’re all female,” Harbour added. She’d noticed that their tight uniforms emphasized a double row of breasts.

Devon received the answer to his question about what Harbour intended to say to the hosts.

A Norsitchian responded to the medallions’ messages. As she approached the group’s platform, Harbour stepped off and headed for the only platform that wasn’t in use.

The Norsitchian attempted to wave the humans off, but she was loath to interfere with individuals who were announced as explorers. It occurred to her that this was the beginning of another exploration. She acquiesced and returned to supervise the console operators.

Harbour and the other Pyreans stepped up on the empty platform, and the envoy signaled the transfer.


* * * *




Eggess gazed at the panel. As one of the Loopah’s premier scientists, it had fallen to him to investigate the discovery that had intrigued his race for generations. They’d first observed the mysterious blue orb through their scopes. It sat tantalizingly close on the satellite that orbited their planet.

The Loopah waited another century until they were able to launch a ship and land on Loomas, their satellite. To their surprise, the structure wasn’t an orb. It was a hemisphere with a sublevel.

Eggess suspected there was much more to the purpose of the structure than they could observe. It had taken him and others many cycles to gain access from the airless satellite’s surface to the upper level. That indicated to Eggess that a level of sentience and problem-solving capability was required to enter and operate the enigmatic construction.

The multiple platforms interested Eggess, but it was the operators’ equipment near the deck’s center that intrigued him. Originally, other scientists had worked with Eggess, and it was their consensus that the structure was constructed by vastly superior beings for a purpose they couldn’t comprehend.

Some scientists had returned home immediately afterwards. They were frightened that a deadly energy might be released if the operators’ panels were improperly activated. Eventually and after hundreds of cycles without progress, the remaining scientists had returned to the planet. Eggess alone continued his work.

“Eggess, you must rest,” Semgess, the security chief urged.

Eggess was a brilliant scientist, but his body hair had long since turned from its rich brown to silver. Semgess worried that Eggess would exhaust himself.

“Semgess, your concerns are appreciated, but you worry too much,” Eggess replied, patting her hand. He did appreciate her attentions. Many cycles ago, he’d lost his mate and two young ones in a horrible accident that had claimed the lives of others. In many ways, he believed his youngest would have grown up to be like Semgess. Admittedly, he was tired, but he was driven to solve the riddles that temptingly dangled before his eyes.

Eggess regarded his notes. He kept scrupulous details of the things he tried and the glyphs he’d entered. There were possible meanings noted beside the glyph entries, and he felt foolish staring at them. It seemed the pinnacle of hubris to guess the meanings of the supreme beings’ symbols.

Exhaling a weary sigh, Eggess decided on his next attempt. As he reached out, a panel, two stations away, activated. A bright flash lit the hemisphere, and Eggess shielded his eyes. To his amazement, four figures stood on one of the low platforms.

Semgess blinked. She was stunned by the light and then the concept of four entities appearing from nowhere. In response, she unslung her needle launcher and pointed it at the four figures. She sought to step in front of Eggess to protect him.

Eggess saw Semgess’s defensive movements. He blocked her by laying his hand on her needle launcher and slowly forced her to lower it.

“These might be the creators,” Eggess hissed to Semgess. “Do not antagonize them.”

The two Loopah watched the four figures hold out their arms away from their sides, and they waited. When Eggess realized nothing would happen until he requested it, he waved the figures forward, but they stayed on the platform.

“Semgess, your security team,” Eggess growled softly.

Semgess barked an order to her security team to lower their launchers and step back. She appreciated that the entities displayed no weapons, and they were content to wait until they were invited to move.

Harbour and Aurelia broadcast low levels of soothing calm. They hoped their ministrations weren’t detected by the simians.

“What’s first, Jessie?” Harbour asked.

“We’ve got to demonstrate our value,” Jessie replied quietly.

“That’s me,” Aurelia whispered. She pointed toward the console and continued to point at it until the silver-haired simian beckoned her forward.

“Stay put, Devon,” Harbour hissed, when he made to follow Aurelia.

Aurelia slowly approached the simians at the console. She noticed the protective mannerisms of the female, who stood near the silvered simian. Her first thought was to establish a rapport and see what the simians had learned. Then she realized that she had no foundation for understanding what the race had learned about the console. The Pyreans had been challenged by the Triton dome because they weren’t the original occupants. Worse, they hadn’t entered the dome but resurrected it. It’s probably simpler for the intended race, she thought.

Eggess observed the approaching entity. It was dressed in black, and its shape indicated a female.

Aurelia stopped, when she saw the furred hand of the one who guarded the aged simian tense on her weapon.

Eggess saw the dark-clad female’s eyes glance to her left before she stopped. He saw Semgess’s tense posture and her desire to raise her launcher. He growled a low warning to Semgess, who reluctantly released her launcher to let it hang by its strap and placed her hands behind her back.

“Aurelia,” the empath said, touching her chest.

Eggess heard the odd speech and recognized the attempt. “Eggess,” he replied, tapping his chest with a long, muscular arm.

Aurelia indicated the console, and Eggess gestured her forward.

When Eggess saw Semgess move to place herself between the female figure and him, he barked a command to remain in place. Then he waved the strange entity forward once more.

Aurelia was close enough to the console to see that the master panel was dark. She glanced at Eggess’s hand and saw he held a stylus. She held up a closed hand with the index finger extended, and then she indicated Eggess’s hand. Finally, she held her digit over the nearby panel.

Eggess decided to humor the entity. He’d tapped that panel many times without it responding. When he reached out to touch it, the entity uttered a sound and made an abrupt movement.

Security reacted anxiously, and Eggess growled harshly at them. He ordered them toward the ramp and had a tense argument with Semgess. When he’d gotten his way, he held up his tool toward the entity. He watched her shake her head and raise her digit again.

Eggess felt like an old fool. It was his habit to point and touch with a tipping tool, and the entity was indicating that it interfered with the panel. He put away his tool, raised his index finger to the female, and then touched the panel she indicated. He felt a slight pinch on his dark skin.

The panel lit, and it projected a complex molecule. Eggess recognized it. Turning in the projection was the biological key to his species’ cellular construction.

Aurelia watched the master panel activate and display the Loopah’s biological signature. She was relieved her assumption was correct. She assumed Eggess was thrilled because he bared his teeth. His upper and lower canines were formidable.

For Aurelia’s next lesson, she decided to show the simians something visually powerful. She accessed a panel, moved down its submenu, and entered a series of glyphs into the projection. The dome darkened, and the Messinants star field appeared.

Eggess was disappointed. The female entity moved too swiftly to record her actions. He caught her attention and moved his finger in a series of waves like she had done.

Aurelia knelt on the deck and spread her hands across the glyphs. She saw Eggess stare at the incredible number of symbols etched into the deck. When Eggess gave her a questioning glance, she nodded in the affirmative, and Eggess replied with a couple of deep huffs.

The other simians were staring at the star field. Even the security team had forgotten their directive to remain at the ramp. They were wandering around the deck and gazing at the star field.

Aurelia glanced at Harbour and received a strong wave of emotional support and calm.

Eggess regarded the star field. The female entity pointed to a specific section, but his eyesight was too poor to recognize what she indicated. He’d been born with poor vision. Three operations over his lifetime had marginally improved his sight. Now there was no more to be done. Close work was the only distance in which he had clarity.

“Semgess, lay your launcher down and come close,” Eggess ordered.

Reluctantly, Semgess obeyed.

“Introduce yourself,” Eggess directed.

“Semgess,” the security leader said, tapping her breast.

“Good,” Eggess said. “Now what is the entity pointing toward?”

“A star has a ring around it,” Semgess replied.

“Ah,” Eggess growled. He held out a thumb toward the female and circled it with a finger of his other hand.

Aurelia nodded excitedly. Then she pointed at Eggess and Semgess and jabbed several times at the dome’s star field.

Eggess watched the female repeat her actions several times. When she indicated Semgess and him, he said, “Loopah.”

“Loopah?” Aurelia queried, indicating the entire group of simians.

“Loopah,” Semgess agreed. When the entity pointed at them and the top of the hemisphere, Semgess made the connection.

“Eggess, the female is telling us that the circled star is the location of our home world system,” Semgess said, grasping the scientist’s forearm.

“Loopah?” Eggess repeated, indicating the hemisphere’s display.

“Affirmative. Loopah,” Aurelia replied, bobbing her head. She saw a dark marker in the aged simian’s vest and slowly reached to take it from him. Then she waved to him to follow her. On the deck, she circled a set of glyphs and handed the marker back. When she circled around the simians to return to the console, the scientist and the security leader followed.

With a broad circle of Aurelia’s hand, she indicted her companions and herself. “Pyreans,” she said.

“Pyreans,” Eggess echoed and nodded his understanding.

“Pyreans,” Aurelia repeated, ensuring that she was the last one to speak. Then she accessed another submenu on the same panel. In the projected screen, she entered the glyphs she’d circled. Afterwards, she indicated the dome’s display. She was taken aback by the older simian’s deep growls. By the way he squinted at the dome, she figured his eyesight was failing, and he was angry that the star field display wasn’t clear to him.

“What do you see?” Eggess asked Semgess.

“A line extends from our star through many stars,” Semgess replied. “It ends at another star, which is also circled.”

Taking a guess, Semgess extended an arm upward and asked, “Pyreans?”

“Pyreans,” Aurelia agreed, exaggerating the nods of her head.

“Do you realize what these entities are telling us?” Eggess asked, enthusiastically gripping Semgess by the arms.

“Eggess, you’re the illustrious scientist. You tell me,” Semgess said in confusion.

“The female is explaining that she and the others have traveled from star to star through these structures,” Eggess declared. “They’re connected.”

Semgess saw tears form in the old scientist’s eyes. He was emotionally overcome by the greatest discovery of his long life.

Aurelia could see her demonstrations had broken through the tricky barrier of first contact. She worked through several other simple submenus on the console. Now the two simians crowded around her to observe every detail of her actions.

“That’s enough, Aurelia,” Harbour called softly. “Step toward us.”

“Should I?” Jessie offered.

“Let’s stick with a female empath,” Harbour replied. She walked forward, as Aurelia retreated.

Eggess eyed the new female. Leader, her decorated covering said. That she was female indicated something important to him about the entities.

Harbour hoped her pantomiming skills were up to the task. “Harbour,” she said, tapping her chest. Then she cupped her hands, as if she held something liquid. She indicated Aurelia and then swung her cupped hands toward the simians. Simultaneously, she said, “Aurelia gives to Loopah.”

“Aurelia, Loopah,” Eggess repeated, imitating the female leader’s gesture and nodding his agreement.

Then Harbour pointed toward Eggess, repeated the cupping motion from him to her, and said, “Loopah give Harbour.”

“Is this one asking for reciprocity?” Semgess asked.

“I believe so, but I’ve no idea what we possess that these entities might value,” Eggess replied. Belatedly, he caught the female leader’s final motions.

“What’s on the deck over there?” Eggess asked Semgess, as he strained his eyes to see.

“I think she’s requesting my needle launcher,” Semgess replied dubiously.

“Go,” Eggess ordered. “Pick it up by the rod and return.”

Semgess grasped her needle launcher, as Eggess requested. She walked carefully to stand by his side, but was reluctant to extend it toward the entity.

Eggess tapped the launcher’s rod, and the entities’ leader confirmed that was what she wanted.

“Give her the launcher, Semgess,” Eggess ordered.

“Please, Eggess, this is dangerous,” Semgess objected.

“Think about our circumstances, Semgess,” Eggess urged. “These entities travel through these structures. They know how they work. Now they’ve come to us to ask for a needle launcher. How did they know we had them?”

Eggess’s question stymied Semgess. She had no answer for him. Events had far eclipsed her ability to reason them out. With a huff, Semgess handed her launcher toward the leader, but she didn’t take it. Instead, she spoke to the other entities, who came forward. A male, who also wore decorated markings on his black covering, pointed to her launcher and tapped his temple.

The male’s actions were something Semgess understood. She treated the entities as if they were raw recruits and demonstrated the operation of her launcher. She incorporated hand motions to add detail, and the males were quick to understand.

Devon pointed to the drum, which contained the objects he’d seen in the breach, and he pantomimed reload. The simian pulled a satchel from behind her back. It was full of drums.

“You two good?” Aurelia asked Jessie and Devon.

“I understand the weapon’s operation,” Jessie replied. “I just don’t know what it fires.”

Harbour tapped the barrel of the weapon and held up both hands, with her fingers spread wide. Then she touched Semgess’s pouch and held up ten fingers again.

“Easy enough to understand,” Eggess commented. “The entities wish ten needle launchers and cylinder satchels. Please provide these, Semgess, by piling them on the platform on which they arrived.”

“At least I won’t have to worry about losing my position if these entities turn our launchers on us,” Semgess grouched. Then she growled orders to her security team. The launchers and cylinder satchels were laid in two neat piles on the platform.

“Aurelia, set the console for delayed activation. Give me a few moments,” Harbour requested.

When Aurelia programed the panel, she did it swiftly to minimize the opportunity for Eggess to copy her. Then she walked slowly to join Jessie and Devon on the platform. They were careful to stand apart from the piles of Loopah weaponry.

Harbour touched her temple. Then she carefully reached out and touched the thick coarse hair on the sides of each simian’s skulls.

Eggess was confused by the leader’s actions. Then he felt wonderful sensations sweep through his mind. He believed he was in touch with the entity’s emotions. Warmth and appreciation flooded through his thoughts. When the sensations subsided, he was disappointed. The aches of his aging body had momentarily disappeared during the entity’s mental process only to return and remind him of his advanced years. He opened his eyes in time to see the leader retreating. Soon after she ascended the platform, the blue light speared the top of the hemisphere, and the four figures were gone.

“I’m pleased we had witnesses,” Semgess whispered. “Otherwise, I don’t think we’d be believed.”

Eggess noticed Semgess was gently touching her temple, and he asked her, “Did you feel something from the female leader?”

Yes,” Semgess replied. “It was as if I’d done some gracious thing and my troubles were momentarily banished for my generous act.”

“Yes, that,” Eggess agreed. “All my aches and pains were quiet. It was a most uplifting sensation.”

“I believe you can say that this has been a most successful day, Eggess,” Semgess commented. “We know the purpose of this structure. You’ve been taught valuable lessons about its control, and we’ve met other intelligent entities. We aren’t alone among the stars.”

“You’ve missed one important point, my faithful companion,” Eggess said. “What do advanced entities, such as those we just met, need with our rudimentary needle launchers and satchels of reloads?”


-9-
Targets

The Pyreans appeared on a Norsitchian platform.

When dome personnel saw the pile of baggage, they rushed to assist, but Jessie waved them off.

Devon picked up half the pile of satchels and carried them to the platform they’d originally arrived on via the Crocian route. Jessie did the same, and Harbour and Aurelia carried the weapons.

The Pyreans journeyed through the domes until they reached the Crocians.

Mangoth roared when he saw his explorer friends appear with armloads of oddly shaped items.

“Did you visit the simians?” Hangor asked excitedly.

Mangoth eyed his clutch mate until Hangor got the cue and subsided.

Mangoth led the way below. He chose the third-level room where the Pyreans had left their duffels.

Inside, the women laid the weapons on a pallet, and the men piled the satchels beside it.

“Success?” Mangoth queried.

“Hard to say,” Jessie replied. “We don’t know exactly what we’ve been given. It’s not like we could test these in their dome.”

“Was it the simians?” Hangor asked again.

“Yes, and they’re called Loopah,” Harbour replied.

“How did you converse with them?” Hangor asked. He was intrigued by the aspects of first contact.

“We used finger pointing, gestures, and a word here and there,” Devon replied.

“And the Loopah were happy to hand over their weapons to strange aliens, who suddenly appeared in their dome?” Mangoth asked dubiously.

Aurelia glanced guiltily at the floor. “We traded for the weapons,” she said.

“What did …” Hangor started to ask before the reason for Aurelia’s expression dawned on him. “You taught the Loopah about their console,” he accused.

As a dome administrator, Hangor was shocked, but Mangoth bellowed his amusement.

“Remember, my clutch mate, as you so correctly pointed out, the Pyreans are non-alliance members,” Mangoth said, rumbling his pleasure at turning the table on his sibling. “The Tsargit’s strictures don’t apply to them.”

“Nonetheless, Hangor, we didn’t want you asking about where we’d gone up on the deck,” Harbour explained.

“Apologies, Envoy,” Hangor replied contritely. It was a bad habit he fought to control. When excited, he spoke first and thought later.

“No harm done, Hangor,” Harbour said, sending sympathy to the Crocian. “If the Tsargit does grant Pyre some sort of standing, we’ll be forced to follow the rules. That means if we’re going to break them, we need to do it before that happens.”

Jessie picked up a weapon, and the others crowded around. “We did receive a demonstration of operations,” he said. “The drums in the satchels are full of these.” He opened the breach and pulled out a needle-tipped cylinder.

“No sights on the weapon,” Devon commented, examining another unit. “Long barrel, which will make it accurate. Simple trigger mechanism, but there’s no safety.”

Jessie put down his weapon to listen to Devon.

“I’m going to call these darts,” Devon said, closely examining one of them. “It’s a self-contained projectile, but I’ve no idea of the propellant. It could be explosive in nature or something else.”

“If the dart injects a toxin that might be of no use to us,” Aurelia commented. “By the time the reds or grays react to it, we could be dead.”

“We could consider these weapons as prototypes,” Devon suggested. “We test them and see how they work. Then we could try to improve the design. Regardless, we’ve got to be trained on these weapons — learn their rate of fire, swapping drums under pressure, determining firing accuracy, and clearing jammed breaches.”

Mangoth eyed Devon appreciatively, and said, “Aurelia, your mate is becoming an ever more valuable asset.”

Aurelia gazed at Devon. “I’ve thought so,” she replied.

Harbour located her duffel and pulled out the silver case. “Mangoth, Tacticnok gave me something for you.” She opened the case and extracted the medallion and silver chain.

Rissness Station, having repaired Mangoth more than once, had his body’s dimensions. The chain and medallion were appropriately sized for his stature.

Mangoth greedily eyed the prize. He’d coveted one ever since he’d heard the broadcasts of the Pyreans’ medallions.

“Aurelia, if you’ll help me?” Harbour requested.

Harbour handed one end of the chain to Aurelia, and they walked around each side of Mangoth to drape it around his thick neck. They met behind the Crocian. When Harbour fastened the ends, the medallion began its broadcast.

Mangoth laid a huge dark-clawed hand over the medallion, and he rumbled with pleasure.

Hangor placed a hand on Mangoth’s formidable shoulder, and said, “It’s well deserved,” which only heightened the moment’s enjoyment for Mangoth.

“Ceremony’s over,” Jessie said. “We have to test these weapons.”

“Where?” Harbour asked.

Devon had never set down the dart he’d been examining. He’d been imagining firing them at the Colony members. “On Rissness Station,” Devon suggested. “We need a controlled environment for our test, and I’ve a few ideas.”

Jessie regarded Harbour, and he said, “I say we follow Devon. He’s got more ideas about these weapons than I do.”

“I’ve communicated to the Norloth and requested they relieve me of my duties as dome administrator for the purpose of joining you,” Hangor said. “The Crocian supreme body has graciously granted me permission.”

“Time is passing,” Jessie declared. “Mangoth, Hangor, gather what you need for a visit to Rissness Station. We’ll meet you on the deck.”


* * * *




“You were correct to wait here, Tacticnok,” Jaktook said. “The Pyreans have already returned to Rissness. Mangoth and another Crocian accompany them.”

Tacticnok flashed her teeth. “The Tsargit dithers, and the Pyreans act,” she said.

Jaktook chittered at the comparison. He added, “The dome communicates that the Pyreans and the Crocians are carrying some strange devices, and they’re headed here.”

“The station?” Tacticnok queried.

“That’s where the envoy directed the dome techs, who were transporting some of their baggage,” Jaktook replied.

“This should be interesting,” Tacticnok commented. “Have them brought to me.”

Tacticnok reclined on a raised pallet in the royal chamber, when Harbour and her entourage entered. She watched the techs pile duffels and satchels on the floor. Then Devon and Jessie deposited elongated rod-shaped tools beside them.

“Your Excellency, thank you for the recognition,” Mangoth said, touching his medallion.

“A proper bestowment, Mangoth of the Logar,” Tacticnok replied.

“May I present my clutch mate, Hangor of the Logar?” Mangoth requested, laying a hand on his sibling’s shoulder.

“Welcome, Hangor of the Logar,” Tacticnok replied formally, tipping her delicate muzzle to him.

“Thank you, Your Excellency,” Hangor replied, “and it’s an honor to greet you, Master Advisor Jaktook.”

Jaktook tipped his muzzle in appreciation.

“Are you six now?” Tacticnok asked, gesturing for everyone to be seated on the pallets.

“Yes,” Harbour replied.

“How many will go?” Jaktook asked with concern.

“Only one team,” Jessie replied.

“That’s wise,” Jaktook commented. He didn’t pursue the matter further. That would need to be done privately.

“What have you discovered?” Tacticnok asked, pointing to the pile of strange tools and bags.

“Weapons of some kind. We need to test them,” Devon replied.

“What alliance race had these and offered them to you?” Jaktook asked.

“I believe that the knowledge of where and how these weapons were acquired shouldn’t be openly shared,” Harbour said. She was staring pointedly at Tacticnok.

“Acceptable, for now,” Tacticnok allowed.

“These weapons fire a needle-tipped cartridge that I call a dart,” Devon explained. “A drum feeds the weapon a supply of darts until it empties. I want help from your medical personnel to design target simulations for the tests.”

Tacticnok and Jaktook exchanged concerned glances.

“Do you believe they are a danger to the station, Devon?” Jaktook asked.

“I can’t be one hundred percent sure, but I don’t believe so,” Devon replied. “The race carried these within the dome, which I’m sure they knew would be disastrous to damage. I think these weapons were created for defense against home world predators.”

“I agree with Devon,” Jessie said. “These darts will be accurate for a short distance. This means the detonation, whatever that means, would be close to the user on impact. The explosion must be low power to prevent injuring the individual firing the weapon.”

Jaktook glanced at Tacticnok, and she tipped her muzzle.

“I’ll see to their needs, Your Excellency,” Jaktook said. “Please pick up the dangerous items and follow me. Your baggage will be taken to your quarters.”

Jaktook led them to another level and one of the better-appointed accommodations. The sleeping quarters branched off the main salon and were separate for each individual. In the shared space were a table and chairs for eating, a conference area, a lounge area, and access to the adjoining facilities.

“What do you need, Devon?” Jaktook asked, after the weapons were safely stored.

“You’ve seen the reds and the grays,” Devon replied. “Give me three reds to use as targets.”

“Targets?” Jaktook queried. Then he understood the request. “I see. You wish medical to build you tissue replicas.”

“Exactly,” Devon replied. “We have to know how these darts will work against the Colony members.”

“Jaktook, was it a mistake to bring these weapons into Tacticnok’s presence?” Harbour asked.

“This is a complex time for the Jatouche and Her Excellency,” Jaktook replied. He stressed Tacticnok’s title to emphasize that this concerned politics. Freely translated, it meant the relationship of the Jatouche to the alliance and, more likely, the Tsargit. “We’ll create the tests for you, Envoy. It would be best if the presence of weapons aboard this station was limited to a minimum of individuals and only Jatouche.

“What’s changed, Jaktook?” Jessie asked.

“Previously, Tacticnok was a royal daughter, and the tools you were given were nonlethal, except for the beam weapon, which you understood wasn’t to be used in the Colony’s original dome,” Jaktook replied.

“Now she’s your ruler, and we’ve brought what we think are deadly weapons to your station,” Harbour supplied.

“Just so,” Jaktook agreed.


* * * *




Days later, the Pyreans, the Crocians, Jaktook, and a select group of Jatouche stood in a bay that had been prepared for the tests. Engineers had reinforced the internal bulkheads and absorbent, nonflammable material backed seven figures, which resembled the reds.

“Lifelike,” Jessie commented and shuddered, as he regarded the replicas.

“Our personnel strived to deliver for you,” Jaktook replied. “They created these from the archives of when the Colony invaded our dome. Medical has intuited the internal tissue and bone components. Your targets will approximate the consistency of the Colony reds. This should make your tests accurate.”

During the wait for the tests, Devon had thoroughly investigated a Loopah weapon. He examined the dart and the drum. He took the launcher apart, examined the pieces, and reassembled it. Then he taught the others how to do the same. Devon required them to repeat the operating and dismantling procedures over and over, including exchanging the drum blindfolded.

Devon and Jessie lamented that the medical teams weren’t allowed to investigate a dart’s components. Jaktook wouldn’t allow it. The Pyreans thought it was because it was deemed to be too dangerous. But Jaktook had shaken his head and said that it was preferred that only Pyreans and Crocians handle the weaponry components.

“How do you wish to proceed?” Jaktook asked, gesturing toward the targets.

“Everyone, except those on the explorer team, should leave,” Devon suggested. “We’ll use the barrier you erected.”

Jessie eyed the formidable pile of cargo containers. “I think we’ll be safe there,” he commented. “Jaktook, have someone standby at the bay’s emergency exhaust in case the dart expels a toxic gas.”

Jaktook pointed to a med device hanging above the targets. “Medical has provided for that eventuality, Advisor.”

Jaktook waved the Jatouche out of the bay. He confirmed a tech was monitoring the gas sensor and ready to manually operate the exhausts from the corridor, if it failed to function automatically.

Devon led the group to take up positions behind the makeshift barrier. At his request, the targets were ten meters away.

“You’re not leaving?” Harbour asked Jaktook. He silently regarded Harbour, and she sensed the conflicting emotions of frustration and desire. Aurelia and she pulled a smaller container from the barrier’s end. They placed it so that Jaktook could stand on it and see the targets.

“Everyone, stay low,” Devon announced. Then he attached a drum to his launcher and flicked the small lever that loaded the first dart into the breach. He sighted down the tube and squeezed the trigger mechanism.

The dart hit the central target just below the red’s head. Instantly the neck bulged, and the faux tissue blew outward. The target’s head momentarily held on to the body by a minimal amount of material. Then it pulled free and plopped onto the deck.

The team rose from behind their protection.

“Wait,” Jaktook said. He listened to his ear wig. “No toxic gas is detected,” he relayed.

As Devon and the others walked around the barrier to examine the target’s damage, a med tech ran into the bay to collect his device and examine its readouts.

“Jaktook, no offense to your medical personnel, but how accurate do they consider this target to the real thing?” Devon inquired.

“The Messinants were quite consistent in the species biology that they chose to uplift,” Jaktook replied. “Medical believes that they are within four percent of accuracy.”

“Close enough,” Jessie pronounced.

“The shrapnel is either nonexistent or it’s in tiny fragments,” Devon said, examining the truncated body. He reached to touch it, and Jaktook said sharply. “Don’t, Devon.”

The med tech acquired a sample of the destroyed tissue and dropped it into a portable instrument. He frowned at the readings and tested two more samples.

“There’s no explosive or gaseous residue,” the tech pronounced. “There are small quantities of inert material.” An idea occurred to him, and he scanned the readouts on his gas sensor. “We’ve elevated levels of nitrogen oxides,” he announced.

“Compressed nitrogen in a non-liquefied state,” Hangor said excitedly. “These are completely safe to use, as long as we don’t shoot ourselves.”

Mangoth rumbled in amusement at his sibling’s jest.

“So, the needle aids the dart to bury in the tissue, as it punctures the capsule behind it,” Devon surmised. “Then the compressed gas is released, expanding rapidly and bursting the tissue.”

“These will be highly effective,” Aurelia commented. “Devon, did you hit where you aimed?”

“Pretty close,” Devon replied. “The tube allows you to direct the dart’s trajectory accurately.”

“Let’s remember that the reds and the grays will be a lot closer than these targets,” Jessie said. “It’ll be even easier to hit them.”

“What are you doing?” Aurelia asked Devon. He was examining the launcher’s breach and frowning.

“There’s nothing to eject,” Devon replied. “The entire dart left the launcher. The other good news is that the breach has a second dart from the drum. After you load your first dart, you can continue to fire until you empty the drum.”

“How many darts in a drum?” Hangor asked.

“No idea,” Devon replied. “The drum appears to need special tools to open, and I didn’t want to empty a drum in case I couldn’t reload the darts.”

“Mangoth, Hangor, you can see that these darts are deadly against the Colony,” Harbour said, looking up at the Crocians. “Does that affect your decision to go, and if you decide to journey with us, will you use them?”

“My magnificence will protect me,” Mangoth replied. “I can join the exploration and use my natural defenses.”

That wasn’t the answer Harbour wanted. She preferred that every member of the team could fire the darts. Mangoth would allow the reds and the grays to get close enough to him to physically attack, but that endangered his fellow explorers.

Harbour regarded Hangor, and the Crocian said, “I’ll journey with you, Envoy. I told the Norloth that there was the possibility that you would supply us with killing weapons. It was their decision that employing them in non-alliance domes against the Colony would be forgiven.”

“In other words, if no one observes us destroying reds and grays, who will complain to the Tsargit?” Jessie said and laughed at the reasoning.

“An accurate translation,” Hangor allowed, joining Jessie’s laughter with deep rumbling.

“We need to practice,” Devon said. “Everyone, pick up a launcher and load a drum. Start at the top of a target and eliminate it a section at a time.”

Hangor hefted a launching tube and shoved it into Mangoth’s chest, and his clutch mate glowered at him.

“You forgot to consider one possibility, my magnificent sibling,” Hangor said. “What if the Colony has developed offensive weaponry? What will you do then?”

Mangoth blinked several times and clutched the launcher. Hangor’s snout nodded up and down in an affirmation of his point. Then he grabbed another launcher and two drums.

Harbour and Jaktook stood alone by the targets. He was silent, and she watched him, with her gates open.

“There’s much to consider,” Jaktook said quietly.

“You want to go, don’t you?” Harbour asked. “Is it for the sake of discovery or because you believe it’s critical?”

“Both,” Jaktook replied.

“But you don’t want to leave Tacticnok,” Harbour continued.

“True,” Jaktook replied.

“But now that we possess offensive weaponry that we intend to use against sentients, your decision has been further complicated,” Harbour finished.

Jaktook gazed at Harbour. He focused on her eyes. “I never realized the burden an empath carries,” he said. “Knowing what individuals feel doesn’t necessarily mean that you can help them.”

“Too true,” Harbour replied, and they chuckled and chittered at their personal challenges. “Come,” she added. “Let’s get out of the firing path before these anxious individuals start target practicing on us.”
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Jaktook requested some time with the Crocians before they returned to their home world to wait.

Meanwhile, the Pyreans packed up their weaponry and duffels. Then Tacticnok’s shuttle carried them to Rissness dome. From there, they journeyed to the Triton dome.

“We store the weapons below … the third level,” Harbour directed, “and we keep their location a secret.”

Jessie scanned the empty deck. “The convertor sections are aboard the Belle,” he noted. Then Devon and he took care of secreting the launch tubes and drums below.

“Aurelia, locate the Belle, please,” Harbour requested.

Aurelia activated a panel and requested a system scan. Four ships were displayed at Emperion, Pyre’s second moon. The Belle’s massive signature was evident.

“Looks like Dingles took the opportunity to load some slush and stay close,” Harbour commented. “Call the ship.”

Aurelia received an instant response.

“We saw you arrive,” Birdie said excitedly. “Seeing that platform light with its blue energy never gets old.”

“Loading slush, are you?” Harbour inquired.

“Yes, Envoy. Captain Bassiter is getting clever in his old age,” Birdie quipped. What was ironic about Birdie’s comment was that she had many more years on Dingles. “When we arrived, we transferred the Pearl’s slush to our tanks. Then the slush the crews gathered off the surface has been emptied into our ship.”

“What’s your load?” Harbour asked.

“About eleven percent … three Pearl loads worth,” Birdie stated proudly.

“Tell Captain Bassiter that we’re in need of transport,” Harbour said.

“Envoy, this is Danny. Emperion and Triton are approaching alignment. Claudia and I could make the round-trip flight to Triton with the new shuttle. It would allow the crews to load more slush, and we’d be the faster transport.”

“Good suggestion, Danny, if you’re confident in making the trip safely,” Harbour replied.

“Danny, what about access to the ship from vacuum?” Aurelia asked.

“You’ve ruined my surprise,” Danny replied, appearing pained. Then he chuckled. “After our last visit to Triton, it seemed to be a good idea to install a one-person airlock on the inner side of the hatch.”

Aurelia pointed a finger at the console’s pickup, and she winked at Danny.

Danny laughed and said, “We’ll launch within the hour, Envoy.”


* * * *




“Lie here with me,” Tacticnok requested, patting the pallet beside her. “You look as if you carry the weight of Na-Tikkook on your shoulders.”

Jaktook stretched out on the pallet Tacticnok indicated. He faced her. They were in the royal apartment, and the staff had placed the two pallets close.

“I spoke to the Crocians before they left,” Jaktook explained. “But it was some private moments with Hangor that were most illuminating.”

Tacticnok reached a hand to Jaktook, and he gently grasped it.

“As a fellow administrator, Hangor and I share common interests, and he chose to be forthright with me,” Jaktook continued.

“What did he tell you about the Pyreans’ weapons?” Tacticnok requested.

“He said they journeyed to the moon of a simian race called Loopah. The Loopah had acquired access to their dome but not activated their console. The Pyreans admitted to the Crocians that they traded knowledge of the console for the weapons.”

“It’s good the Pyreans aren’t alliance members,” Tacticnok commented.

“That was my thought,” Jaktook said. He enjoyed the feel of Tacticnok’s hand in his and realized that he’d been playing with her fingers while they talked. Her contented expression told him that she enjoyed his touch.

“I wonder if the Pyreans will welcome alliance membership after they’ve heard the Tsargit’s strictures,” Tacticnok mused.

“The envoy made a startling comment to me,” Jaktook said. “She speculated on whether Rissness Station directors would want to employ Pyrean empaths.”

Tacticnok’s eyes popped open, and she chittered. “A delightful idea,” she said. “I must speak to the directors about the concept at their next meeting.”

Tacticnok regarded Jaktook. He wore the same worried expression as when he’d first entered the apartment.

“You’ve not said what’s bothering you, Jaktook,” Tacticnok urged.

Jaktook sighed. It was time to have the conversation he’d dreaded.

“I stayed with the Pyreans while they tested their weapons,” Jaktook said.

“And?” Tacticnok gently urged.

“They’re as we thought. The Pyreans have acquired offensive weapons,” Jaktook explained. “They use compressed nitrogen to fire a dart. The projectile’s second capsule contains more of the gas, and its release disrupts the flesh of the target. They’ll be deadly against a red or gray.”

“Did you fire a weapon?” Tacticnok asked.

“Yes, frequently,” Jaktook replied. “They’re fairly light and accurate for a short distance.”

“And this is why you’re in turmoil?” Tacticnok asked. Jaktook didn’t answer her. He stared past her. Instead of requiring a response, she asked, “Did the Crocians practice with the weapons?”

“Yes,” Jaktook replied. “At first, Mangoth told the envoy that he wouldn’t need one. Then his sibling offered a frightening scenario. He asked Mangoth what he would do if the Colony had developed offensive weaponry.”

“That is a frightening thought,” Tacticnok said, “and it would be like those insectoids to do something like that, especially after their disastrous encounter with the explorers.”

“It’s a credible concern,” Jaktook commented.

“I don’t feel that I’ve heard what worries you,” Tacticnok said.

“It’s this, Your Excellency,” Jaktook said, sitting upright. “You and I’ve spoken of the danger that the Colony represents. We agree the Tsargit will be slow to respond to the threat. We’ve the advantage of perceiving the issue from a different perspective than the Pyreans. The Pyreans journey and explore in trade for the infrastructure gains they desperately need. We see the greater concern … the Colony’s intense desire for expansion. The Colony wants the galaxy, and they won’t stop until they possess it.”

“Is that why you want to go with the envoy?” Tacticnok asked.

“Want to go? No, Your Excellency. I need to go,” Jaktook admitted. “For the sake of the Jatouche, I must see the extent of the problem for myself.”

“You’ll take one of the Loopah’s weapons, won’t you?” Tacticnok asked.

“I’m concerned that my killing of the sentients will place the Jatouche in jeopardy with the Tsargit,” Jaktook replied.

Tacticnok sat upright, and she reached for Jaktook’s hands. She stared earnestly into his eyes.

“Hear me, Master Advisor Jaktook,” Tacticnok said. “I’ll allow you to journey with the envoy under two conditions. First, you’ll carry one of the simian weapons. Second, you’ll expend every effort to use it effectively to save yourself and return to me. I’m ruler. The Tsargit’s perceptions of our actions are my responsibility, not yours. Am I understood?”

The fire in Tacticnok’s eyes had Jaktook firmly replying, “Yes, Your Excellency, I understand.”


* * * *




Lieutenant Cecilia Lindstrom couldn’t let go of it. The thought had repeatedly tumbled through her mind, and she’d finally embraced it. Emerson Strattleford, the ex-commandant, hadn’t committed suicide. He was murdered.

Everyone knew Emerson to be a nasty, self-centered man, but Cecilia thought he wasn’t the type to take his own life.

That security hadn’t solved an additional murder was another vexing problem. It was while thinking of both deaths that Cecilia began to wonder if the two cases weren’t related.

It was obvious that Roby was killed, while in medical, by a downsider. A stationer, who could commit that type of crime, would have been caught. Security would have had abundant information on his or her past criminal history and would have quickly apprehended the murderer.

Cecilia operated on the assumption that she was correct, and Emerson didn’t commit suicide. To her, this meant that the murderer was extremely clever and cautious. That fit with some of the details by which the killer dispatched Roby — a disguise, a false ID, and the method, which was subtle.

A check of the Strattleford case records revealed the ex-commandant had a visitor shortly before his death. It was assumed that someone had delivered the toxic Dreeson oil. However, from Liam on down, no one in security could understand why Emerson’s stun stick lay on the table alongside his comm unit and the oil. Was he worried about who might show at his door?

It struck Cecilia that she had a narrow time window for each death. If the murderer was a downsider, she figured he or she would want to clear the JOS as soon as possible, and there was only one way off the station.

Cecilia accessed the vid log of passengers taking the El car downside immediately following the murders.

In the case of Roby, the car left the station terminal arm within minutes, which made the next drop her target. She accessed those vids and cued them on her monitor, while she searched the El’s timeline for Emerson’s case.

The ex-commandant’s supposed suicide took place in the late evening, and the El car didn’t descend for another hour. Due to the lesser demand, the El’s night schedule called for drops at lengthy intervals.

Splitting her screen, Cecilia ran two sets of vids side-by-side. Over and over again, she watched passengers assemble, wait, and then load, but she couldn’t discern a similar individual in both cases.

“Lori, come to my office,” Cecilia called to a bright young corporal in the tech department.

When the corporal arrived, Cecilia said, “Watch these vids until you spot the same individual.”

“Are you positive the person you want is in each of these drops?” Lori asked, examining the sources of the vid logs.

“If you were Commandant Finian, Corporal, I’d have to say no, but you aren’t. Find my target,” Cecilia said and left the corporal to work, while she hurried to join a meeting with Liam and Miguel.

During the meeting, which was a regular weekly event, Liam reviewed their case progress. When Cecilia finished her list, she paused and then said, “I’ve reopened the Strattleford and Roby cases.”

“Why?” Liam asked.

This is why Cecilia had regained her love of security after Liam’s election. Attitudes across the department had dramatically changed. Liam didn’t rail at her for overstepping her authority and order her to close the investigations. He simply asked her to explain her actions.

“I think the two cases are related. None of us believes Emerson took his life, despite the lack of evidence to the contrary,” Cecilia replied. “I think the same person, a downsider, committed both murders.”

“Roby’s murder was clever, but it wasn’t perfect,” Miguel argued. “If Emerson’s death was an execution, it was untraceable, if not perfect. How do you explain the difference?”

“Time,” Liam replied. “We know Roby was hired by someone, and we were waiting for his medication to subside so that we could talk to him.”

“Exactly,” Cecilia replied with enthusiasm. “The killer was in a hurry with Roby. In Emerson’s case, he or she had time to plan the murder.”

“She?” Miguel queried.

Cecilia barked a harsh laugh. It wasn’t her usual reaction in meetings, but she couldn’t help it.

“What, Miguel, you don’t think a woman can be an assassin?” Cecilia asked.

Miguel was taken aback, but Liam looked intrigued.

“The families are capable of hiring this sort of individual,” Liam mused. He regarded Cecilia, and she could see the wheels spinning in his mind.

“You wouldn’t have brought this up, Lieutenant, unless you had a theory you were pursuing,” Liam surmised.

“Yes, sir,” Cecilia replied. “Two murders, one killer, a downsider, who needs to exit the station immediately after both deeds.”

“The El,” Miguel supplied.

“And we have the timelines,” Liam added.

Cecilia was smiling, when a sharp rap at the door grabbed everyone’s attention.

“Sorry, Commandant,” Lori apologized. “I’ve got her, Lieutenant.”

Cecilia threw Miguel a reprimanding glance. She didn’t wait to excuse herself. Instead, she ran after Lori, who’d disappeared down the corridor. She heard Liam and Miguel’s footsteps close behind her.

Lori sat in Cecilia’s chair, and the three officers crowded behind her.

“I didn’t spot her at first, Lieutenant,” Lori explained. She rolled back the El records after Roby’s execution.

“Look here,” Lori said, playing a vid at half speed. It covered the El’s passenger lounge soon after Roby’s death. “See the older woman. She’s clearly a wealthy downsider but watch the other woman who’s helping her.”

“Could be her daughter,” Miguel proposed.

“Agreed,” Lori allowed. “Now look here.”

Lori ran the second vid. It was of the El’s lounge that preceded the drop after Emerson’s demise. Deliberately, she ran it at normal speed. The attendant was about to close the car’s doors, when a group of revelers yelled to hold the car and raced aboard.

Lori grinned at Cecilia, reversed the imagery, played it at quarter speed, and stopped it at an opportune moment. Then she returned to the first vid, enlarged the image, and ran a sharpening scan on the woman aiding the wealthy downsider.

Next, Lori enlarged the group of revelers, singled out a woman in the center of the throng, and processed her image. Then she ran an analytical program on the two images. A confidence match of ninety-eight percent was returned within moments.

“That’s not a coincidence,” Liam remarked quietly.

Cecilia patted Lori’s shoulders. “Well done,” she said.

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” Lori replied.

“Now excuse us, Corporal,” Cecilia said.

Liam stopped Lori and extended his hand. “Good work,” he said.

Lori beamed, shook Liam’s hand, and swiftly cleared the office.

“So, we have a suspect,” Miguel said. “It’s a she, who is probably a consummate killer, and we’ve no idea who she is or who hired her.”

“You’ve my permission to pursue your theory of these cases, Cecilia,” Liam said. “Keep me apprised,” he added before he left.

“I think I liked it better when we were ignorant,” Miguel said to Cecilia.

“I don’t,” Cecilia replied, dropping into her chair. “I hate the idea that downsiders, specifically family heads, feel free to murder our citizens.”

“How do you intend to proceed?” Miguel asked. “I can’t see you dropping downside, going door to door with your images, and asking, ‘Do you know this woman? She’s a suspect in a murder case.’”

“Two murder cases,” Cecilia corrected.

“No, one murder case and a suspicious death,” Miguel retorted. “Although your theory and these vids are compelling.”

They stared at the imagery — two faces, two disguises, but the same person.

“If this is our assassin, how do we identify her? More important, how do we prove she committed these murders?” Miguel asked.

“We can be sure that she works for a family,” Cecilia replied. “It takes serious power and coin to order and execute these killings. My thinking is that she’s a faceless person.”

Miguel shuddered. The Garmenti family held that status until Aurelia escaped and made it topside. That a family had the power to keep people incognito was frightening.

“If she’s a hidden person, she won’t have a comm unit ID,” Miguel said in exasperation.

“She won’t have a registered comm ID,” Cecilia reminded Miguel. “All I can think to do is set a priority alert on her face. When we get a match on her exiting the El onto the JOS or roaming the station, we’ll block the car’s trips downside, while we scour the station for her.”

“Fifty thousand plus citizens aboard this station, and we’ll be trying to spot one woman in a disguise,” Miguel commented. “I don’t think the odds are in our favor. We’re more likely to spot her dropping downside, when she’s not trying to disguise herself so heavily.”

“Unfortunately, that will probably be after she murders someone else,” Cecilia replied in a desultory fashion.


* * * *




Sika checked her vac suit’s air reserve. She’d been working hard and needed to know that she had sufficient air to finish the job and return to the dome.

Vac suits were uncommon items for downsiders. Engineers and techs, who constructed the domes, were the only downsiders known to possess them. The unknown individuals were the families’ security personnel, and they had them for only one reason. It was for the same reason that Sika was out on Pyre’s surface.

Sika tightly gripped her auto-digger and finished her trench. She’d heard that Pyre’s surface might be opened due to the Jatouche intravertors. That necessitated that she dig a deeper trench than usual.

On this occasion, there was another difference from the usual exercise. The downsider, who lay beside the burial mound, wasn’t sanctioned by her mistress, Dorelyn Gaylan. It wasn’t the first time Sika had hidden her work from Dorelyn, and she understood the risk. Discovery of her unsanctioned killings would destroy their bond of trust and necessitate her elimination.

In Sika’s mind, these retributions were a necessity. She’d crossed the path of another family’s security agent. He’d attempted to seduce her, and she’d rebuffed him. He didn’t take it well and started to make problems. Worse, he lived in the same building as her. Sika couldn’t care about his hurt feelings, but she calculated that he would become a problem … and problems existed to be eliminated.

Yanking the auto-digger out of the long, deep trench, Sika placed a boot on the naked body and shoved it into the hole. Then she ran the digger across the mound of surface material and soon covered the body. She took a few moments to tamp down the new mound.

A check of the vac suit’s air reserves indicated to Sika that she must immediately return to the dome. She dragged the digger behind her. Its wheels dug into the rocky terrain, slowing her pace to reach the airlock.

Four meters from the open hatch, Sika’s air ran out. When she heard the suit alarm, she’d pulled deeply on the remaining cubic centimeters of air and held her breath. As she neared the hatch, she slowly breathed out, releasing the carbon dioxide building in her lungs. It was the gas that demanded that she take a breath.

Hauling the digger inside the airlock, Sika punched in the code to seal the outer hatch and pressurize the airlock. Her lungs burned, and her body screamed for her to breathe.

It can’t be said that Sika was calm. That would imply she was capable of emotion. She wasn’t, and she knew it. Prior to her mistress adopting her, Sika had calculated she wouldn’t live long. The odds were against her. It was after she came under Dorelyn’s protection that she had the time and opportunity to observe others and learn to mimic them.

To Sika’s credit, she was a clever and intelligent student. She soon associated people’s facial and body responses to the circumstances that generated them. Then she practiced in a mirror until she’d perfected her mimicry.

Opening the interior hatch, Sika entered an agri-dome. She returned the digger to its shed, climbed out of her vac suit, stored it inside, and charged the air tanks. The shed belonged to the Gaylan family. The family’s mark on the doors ensured it wouldn’t be bothered by anyone but family security personnel.

Afterwards, Sika moved through three connected domes to reach her private apartment. She relieved herself, ate a perfunctory meal, crawled into bed, and instantly fell asleep, as was her habit.
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Harbour and Jessie trooped across Triton’s dusty surface toward the Belle’s shuttle. Aurelia and Devon chose to remain behind.

As promised by Danny, the shuttle had an internal airlock installed. The outer hatch had been triggered, and it levered down to create a gangway. One at a time, Harbour and then Jessie cycled into the shuttle. Then crew helped them out of their vac suits.

After the shuttle lifted from the moon’s surface, Harbour was handed a restorative green, and Jessie received a fruit juice.

Drigtik, with his fruit juice in hand, sat beside Harbour, while Jessie sat on the other side of her. They were surprised that the Jatouche had made the trip.

“Success?” Drigtik asked.

“We don’t know yet,” Harbour replied. “We asked the triumvirate for a great deal of infrastructure support. They said they’ll present our requests to the Tsargit.”

Drigtik regarded Harbour. “Do you not wish to inform me of the entire exchange?” he asked.

Jessie loosened his restraints to allow him to lean forward. “What do you know that we don’t, Drigtik?” he asked.

“A Veklock triumvirate has the authority to grant any infrastructure requests they deem reasonable,” Drigtik explained. “Either you asked for too much, which I doubt, or their proposal required your consideration, or you requested something other than infrastructure. Was it one or more of these?”

“The issue wasn’t on our end,” Harbour replied. “We gave tentative approval if they satisfied two non-infrastructure requests.”

“I assume Her Excellency and Jaktook advised you on the feasibility of these specific requests,” Drigtik said, sucking deeply on his drink tube.

“They did, and so did the Crocians,” Jessie replied. “One of our requests requires the Tsargit invent a political solution. The other was thought to be doubtful. So, we chose to take care of that one.”

“Enterprising,” Drigtik commended. “And what does the Tsargit want?”

“For one, the dome knowledge that Aurelia and Devon have accumulated,” Harbour replied.

“And more exploration of non-alliance domes to understand the scope of the Colony’s expansion,” Jessie added.

Drigtik’s drink tube was midway to his mouth, and it hung there. “And this is what you agreed to do?” Drigtik asked in alarm.

“It will be one team,” Jessie replied, “and it will include two Crocians.”

“But your tales of the encounters with the reds and the grays,” Drigtik objected. “How can you think of exploring again without superior weapons —” He halted in midsentence, sipped on his fruit drink, and then chittered. He’d deduced what must have happened. “Where did you go for your new tools?” he inquired and winked.

“Where did you learn that?” Harbour asked, laughing at Drigtik’s new mannerism.

“My observations of humans,” Drigtik replied. “I’ve learned that humans speak words that aren’t meant to be taken literally or seriously. They often use this means of expression to indicate when that’s the case. Am I correct?”

“You are,” Harbour replied.

“And?” Drigtik pursued.

“We wandered a little off alliance territory,” Jessie replied, admitting to what Drigtik had guessed.

“Have they been tested?” Drigtik asked.

“Yes,” Jessie replied casually.

“And are they effective?” Drigtik asked.

“Yes,” Jessie said once more.

“Most satisfactory,” Drigtik said with an air of contentment. His moment of satisfaction was ruined by the sound of his fruit drink bottoming out.

Jessie and Harbour shared grins. It was good to have friends who worried about them, especially alien ones.

The shuttle made good time returning to the Belle. Emperion had advanced only a few days past an alignment with Triton.

When the shuttle touched down and adopted the colony’s ship’s rotation, Harbour breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s the longest flight I’ve taken with intermittent gravity,” she said. “I don’t know how you spacers do it … acceleration, artificial gravity, deceleration, no gravity, some gravity … it’s a wonder Aurelia adapted so well.”

“She wanted desperately to belong,” Jessie replied thoughtfully. Then he added, “It’s the asteroids that are tough. The moons have enough mass to keep you anchored, but if you kick off hard enough from a small asteroid without being latched on, you become space rock.”

Harbour shuddered. “I’ve something more pleasant in mind,” she said. “I’m going to get clean and enjoy some fresh food. Care to join me for a meal?”

“Love to,” Jessie replied.

A few hours later, they were relaxing in the common room of their new suite.

“I do miss the Belle’s fresh food when we’re away from this ship,” Jessie replied, patting his full stomach.

A knock on the suite’s door had Harbour calling out, “Enter.”

“Good evening, Tracy,” Jessie said, when the spacer entered.

“I’d like to speak to the two of you,” Tracy requested.

“Sit down,” Harbour offered. “What do you need?”

“What did the Veklocks have to say?” Tracy asked.

“We’ve requested some serious infrastructure projects in exchange for the Tsargit’s request that we survey the Colony’s expansion,” Harbour replied.

“Then if the Tsargit approves your requests, you’re going,” Tracy pursued.

“Yes, and this time, we’ll take just one team,” Harbour replied.

“Who’s on the team so far?” Tracy inquired.

“Jessie; Aurelia; Devon; Mangoth; his sibling, Hangor; and me,” Harbour replied.

“No Jatouche?” Tracy asked with confusion.

“We’re hoping not,” Jessie replied.

“Good luck with that,” Tracy said with a smirk.

Harbour sensed Tracy’s confidence in her statement, and it matched the substance of her conversation with Jaktook. “What have you learned, Tracy?” Harbour asked.

“I kept Lindsey company during her day shift with Rictook,” Tracy replied. “Tacticnok and he often talked about the future of the Jatouche. They spent many hours discussing two topics, the Tsargit and the Colony.”

“How does what they discussed affect whether the Jatouche will or won’t journey with us?” Jessie asked.

Out of Tracy’s line of sight, Harbour hand signed to Jessie to be patient.

“Rictook advised Tacticnok not to depend on our efforts, when it came to the Colony,” Tracy replied. “In my opinion, a Jatouche, most likely Jaktook, will insist on accompanying you. If you refuse, I suspect a Jatouche team will explore the domes independently of you.”

“Oh, for the love of Pyre,” Jessie groaned.

Harbour glanced at Jessie. She agreed with his sentiment. She was horrified at the thought of a team of diminutive and passive Jatouche encountering the deadly reds and grays.

“By the way, I think Tacticnok agreed with her father, even though she didn’t say so at the time,” Tracy added.

“Anything else?” Harbour asked Tracy.

“Will you be using the same defensive weapons?” Tracy asked.

“We’ve new ones. They’re offensive,” Harbour said.

“Good,” Tracy commented. “I’ve an easy solution to this potential dilemma.” To Harbour’s questioning look, she said, “Invite Jaktook to accompany you. That’ll prevent a confrontation with Tacticnok. He’ll be my responsibility to keep safe.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be invited first, spacer?” Jessie queried with some heat.

Tracy gave Jessie a grin, but there was no mirth in her eyes. “I’m on the same shuttle as Jaktook. As far as I’m concerned, Jaktook and I can be on the Harbour and Jessie team, or we can join the Jatouche team.”

Tracy rose and made for the door. She paused in the doorway, and added, “Let me know your decision.”

After the cabin door closed, Harbour said, “You were a little harsh with her.”

“It was a test. I needed to know her frame of mind,” Jessie replied.

“You could have asked me after she left. I could have told you what she was feeling,” Harbour said pointedly.

“Sorry … old captain’s habit to challenge a spacer’s determination … forgot I’m an advisor,” Jessie apologized.

“When we were testing the weapons, I spoke to Jaktook,” Harbour said. “I think that Tacticnok and Jaktook have no faith that the Tsargit will take effective action against the Colony’s encroachment. They mean to take direct action to protect the Jatouche. We must remember that we know little about the alliance, the Tsargit, and the relationship of the Jatouche to both of them. I think Tracy and Lindsey received an education on these subjects by listening to Rictook speak to Tacticnok.”

“So, which is better? Take Jaktook and Tracy with us or let the Jatouche handle their own exploration?” Jessie asked.

Harbour regarded Jessie with a lift of a single eyebrow.

“It was a rhetorical question,” Jessie replied quickly, raising his hands in his defense. “We take the pair.”

“That’s our team then,” she said.

“Agreed,” Jessie replied.

Harbour sighed at the turn in circumstances. She picked up her comm unit and waved it at Jessie, and he said, “It’s as good a time as any.”

Harbour called the bridge. “I need Captain Stamerson and Commandant Finian,” she said.

When the Belle’s shuttle left Emperion to pick up Harbour and Jessie, Dingles gave the shuttle a week’s headstart. Then he had curtailed the slush deposits to the ship. Soon after, he readied the massive colony ship to sail. He headed the Belle inward toward Pyre.

Dingles and Danny communicated their mutual trajectories and determined a rendezvous point. It enabled the shuttle to dock aboard the Belle while the colony ship was en route to the JOS. At the time of Harbour’s call, the ship was passing inward of Minist’s orbit, Pyre’s first moon, which meant the comm delay for communication would be minimal.

“Envoy, I have your conference call,” the bridge advised.

“Connect me,” Harbour requested. When her comm unit displayed the participants, she set the device on the table between Jessie and herself.

“Thank you for taking my call, Henry and Liam. Jessie is with me,” Harbour began. “I’ll make this quick. We wish to reschedule the Review Board meeting.”

“For when?” Henry asked.

Harbour glanced at Jessie, who said, “We’ll make the JOS in six days. Let’s make it for the seventh.”

“It needs to be made public,” Harbour added. “We’ve several things to present to the board, and the citizens have a right to hear and ask questions.”

“We can use the auditorium,” Liam suggested, “if that works for you, Henry?”

“Whatever the envoy wishes,” Henry replied good-naturedly.

“I take it that media coverage is acceptable,” Liam inquired.

“Acceptable and encouraged,” Jessie replied.

“Can I offer the public an agenda?” Henry asked.

“Three items, Henry,” Harbour replied. “Update on a Tsargit proposition, request for Belle reimbursements, and a discovery within the colony ship’s library.”

“Are you sure you want to bring up that last subject now?” Liam asked.

“When you hear our first announcement, Liam, you’ll know why it’s time to reveal what’s been perpetrated against our colonists,” Harbour replied.


* * * *




The Review Board meeting date, time, and place were posted on the JOS media channel devoted to station events.

Liam assumed that the families monitored the channel, but he took perverse pleasure in making a personal call.

Dorelyn picked up her comm unit and sighed. Her least favorite person was calling. “Commandant Finian, how can I help you?” she asked pleasantly.

“You’ve probably noticed by now, Dorelyn, that you’re not getting inside information on security department matters,” Liam replied just as considerately. He waited and was disappointed that he wasn’t able to bait Dorelyn into replying. “I’m notifying you personally that in four days, the envoy and the advisor will make several presentations to the Review Board. The board will be open to the public and seating will be on a first-come-first-served basis.”

“Thank you for taking the time to inform me, Commandant,” Dorelyn said, working to remain congenial. Then she ended the call.

At the day of Harbour and Jessie’s presentations, Dorelyn, Idrian, and Rufus Stewart, who comprised the families’ council head, arrived early for the Review Board meeting, or so they thought.

Miguel signaled the auditorium doors aside for the family heads, and they heard his chuckle.

Dorelyn halted in the doorway. The auditorium was packed.

“We saved you three seats,” Miguel said to Dorelyn. “Spot the commandant. He’s near them.”

Dorelyn stepped inside the spacious area. She glanced toward the stage but failed to spot Liam. She scanned the rows. It was the commandant’s wave that caught her attention. Their seats were halfway back from the stage on the far edge of the auditorium.

“I believe the commandant is making a point to us,” Dorelyn whispered angrily. Then she led Idrian and Rufus to their seats.

Henry sat on the stage with the other board members, minus the arrested Randall Jordan, who had been indicted for his crimes and was awaiting trial. Harbour and Jessie stood at a podium to the side.

Henry opened the meeting. “Envoy Harbour, the board is ready to hear your first agenda item,” he said. “I caution the audience not to interrupt. Questions will be solicited after each presentation.”

Harbour summarized the requests made to the Veklocks, and she ended her presentation with a note that the triumvirate would be seeking the approval of the Tsargit.

The audience hadn’t been quiet. At the mention of the first infrastructure item, they were commenting to friends and associates. By the time Harbour finished the list of requested projects to the Veklocks, they were whistling and applauding.

When Harbour spoke of the Tsargit’s requirements of the Pyreans, the noise ceased. The audience knew what the explorers would be risking.

Henry opened the meeting to questions after Harbour finished.

A mining captain stood. He said, “I don’t have a question. I’d just like to express my gratitude for you taking my son to Rissness Station for repair and to thank you for all you’re doing for Pyre.”

“You’re welcome, Captain,” Harbour replied.

Dorelyn glanced at Idrian, who’d allowed his son to join the twenty to be repaired.

Idrian refused to meet Dorelyn’s eyes. Instead, he stared fixedly toward the stage.

“If there are no more questions or comments,” Henry said, “I’d also like to thank Envoy Harbour, Advisor Cinders, and the other explorers for their sacrifices. Pyre is indebted to you. Envoy, you may proceed with your second agenda item.”

Jessie took the podium. He addressed the audience. “We’ve sent the board our estimates of the functions we’ve provided for transport, hosting, and storage of the personnel, equipment, and material associated with the intravertors the Jatouche supplied. As you heard earlier, we’ve also made another emergency medical run to Triton, but the envoy has requested that we not bill for that service, and I agree.”

Henry and the other members checked their comm units. “Received,” Henry said. “The board will review your request for reimbursement. The details will be posted for public comments. Now, your final agenda item, please, Envoy.”

“The board has received is a link to an area within the Honora Belle’s library,” Harbour said. “You can’t copy, delete, or alter the documents you view. This is the way the document library was designed to work. Yet, somehow files were removed from the colony ship soon after its arrival over Pyre.”

“Do you know by whom or how the files were taken?” Henry asked.

“I can shed some light on this matter, Captain Stamerson,” Liam said, as he stood. “Subsequent to ex-Governor Markos Andropov’s arrest, Belle documents were said to have been found in the governor’s data library by Governor Lise Panoy. We’re in possession of the documents that she sent security, but we’ve no idea if they’re all the files Andropov possessed or if they were all the ones taken from the Belle.”

“Thank you for the clarification, Commandant,” Henry said. “Please continue, Envoy.”

“When our colony ship was launched from Earth, the library contained a set of documents, which were installed by the countries that built the ship. These documents were meant to guide the colonists when they were awakened. The captain was empowered to enact the processes that were to create the new society,” Harbour explained. “What’s evident, if you read these files, is that the builders’ concept of our new society has been usurped. They envisioned our citizens represented by elected representatives and a president, who would be devoted to their welfare. Today, we’ve a fractured society, and this should be rectified. I’m proposing that a plebiscite be authorized. Every citizen should have a vote as to whether he or she wishes to institute the form of government that the builders intended.”

The audience was stunned into silence by the revelation but only momentarily.

Henry recognized a retired captain, who asked, “Envoy, could you summarize what the files directed the Belle’s captain to do?”

“Certainly, Captain,” Harbour replied. “The Belle’s captain was to wait until every colonist was revived. Then he was to organize a slate of individuals who would stand for election as representatives. These representatives would constitute an Assembly and would enact the new laws of the society. The files that were taken supposedly contained a comprehensive set of basic laws that were to be the foundation of the new government. A president would be elected at the same time as the Assembly delegates. The president’s term was to be five years. Judges would also be elected by the colonists to serve for eight years. This balance of power was outlined in detail within the documents, some of which are missing, but most of which remain in the library. Apparently, a determined ship’s officer hid these crucial documents from those individuals intent on preventing the establishment of this form of government.

Many who were seated near the family heads turned to regard them. There was little doubt about who would have benefited from hiding the files.

Dorelyn realized that she had to say something. She stood to be recognized. When Henry did so, she directed her comments to the audience-at-large. She said, “Why should we upset our present circumstances to begin all over again? It would create chaos. Is that what we want?”

“I think the question of whether we keep the dysfunctional and unfavorable structure we have now or whether we choose a more equitable structure should be left to our citizens to choose,” Harbour replied.

Dorelyn received a good indication of the audience’s receptiveness to Harbour’s proposal. While a great portion remained silent, others, especially spacers, enthusiastically applauded.

Dorelyn glanced to her left at Idrian and then to her right at Rufus. Their expressions mirrored her own. Elected representatives and a unified government would spell the end of the families’ power. It would also mean a common security force, which at some future point would lead to the discovery of the families’ many ugly secrets.

“Aren’t you going to challenge her?” Rufus growled quietly at Dorelyn.

“Don’t be foolish,” Dorelyn snapped back. “Listen to this audience. If we’re going to do anything, it won’t be a political action. This needs to be stopped before it gains traction.”

“Let’s hope the envoy and her advisor will be explorers again,” Rufus grumbled. “Maybe they won’t return.”
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Sika’s Targets

Sika entered her mistress’s office, waited for a signal, and then sat on the edge of a chair, with her knees together and ankles crossed. She’d learned that this posture demonstrated passivity, which she preferred to project.

If there was one person who held power over Sika’s life, it was Dorelyn Gaylan, her mistress. However, Sika didn’t fear her. She didn’t fear anyone, but she did want to live. To further that aim, Sika had prepared several exit plans. Each version depended on her secretly reaching the JOS and placing her out of the immediate reach of Dorelyn.

“Do you know these two people?” Dorelyn asked, turning her monitor toward Sika.

“Yes, mistress,” Sika replied. “That’s the envoy and her advisor.”

“They need to be eliminated,” Dorelyn said. “It’s possible that they will lead an exploration of the Messinants domes to determine the Colony’s expansion. If they do, they might not survive. However, if they return, you must be ready.”

“They will be extremely difficult targets,” Sika replied. “If I try to remove them one at a time, it will raise an alarm, and they will be heavily guarded, if not placed out of my reach. This necessitates removing them both, which means I’ll have only one opportunity for two targets.”

“Is there a problem?” Dorelyn asked.

“I see two,” Sika replied. “These are prominent people. Removing them might necessitate an obvious and dramatic approach.”

“I’m good with that,” Dorelyn said, “and the second.”

“Escape will be difficult,” Sika said.

“You’re the best I’ve ever seen, Sika,” Dorelyn said, switching to a motherly tone. “I’m confident that you’ll succeed in your mission and return to me safely.”

“Yes, mistress,” Sika replied. She stood, nodded, and noiselessly left the office.

After returning to her room, Sika considered Dorelyn’s assignment. Executions of the envoy and her advisor weren’t impossible. It was the escape that was improbable, and she had no intention of succeeding in her mission only to spend the remainder of her life in a security cell.

Part of Sika did appreciate the challenge. Her mind worked to solve the puzzle of her approach to her victims. It seemed best to establish a familiar presence before the pair left to explore the domes. That was something her mistress was wrong about. There was no question of possibility — the envoy would explore, and her advisor would follow.

Sika was fascinated by the envoy. She’d often wondered if an empath could help her feel like others did. Little did she know that her brain was incapable of being rewired in that manner.

However, Sika didn’t feel sad about eliminating the envoy and the advisor. It was her assigned task and completing it as expected ensured the protection of her mistress. She would kill the woman and the man, but she was intent on ensuring she could make it downside afterwards.

Preparations included researching her targets, developing her plans, and preparing her kits, and they took Sika days to complete. When she was ready, she slipped a note under Dorelyn’s office door in the early morning hours. It simply said, “Gone,” and was signed “S.”

Dressed as a trendy young downsider, wearing more color than a brightly plumed bird, Sika exited her e-trans at the El’s landing pad. Cargo techs ran to help her with the baggage. She tapped her comm unit to theirs, tipping generously.

Sika’s outfit, or the lack of it, ensured people, mostly males, wouldn’t be examining her face. Her body was slender and toned, and skin showed everywhere.

In case individuals did examine Sika’s face, she’d applied one of the latest mist masks. It laid the makeup in a bright pattern, adding sparkling overtones.

The El car deposited Sika on the JOS station, and she rented a cart to haul her baggage. She checked into a cabin that the family kept rented under a false name and account. Hours later, a middle-aged woman in modest dress, wearing accessories that hinted she was an artist, exited the cabin.

Sika perused shops that supplied artists, chatting about materials and techniques, the studies of which had been part of her preparations. At one shop, she heard a customer say, “I’ve never seen a repeat of the skins that the envoy and the advisor wear.”

The shop proprietor replied, “And you won’t. Makana, who resides aboard the Belle, decorated those skins exclusively for them. This is some of her work over here.” He led the customer to woven tapestries used primarily as wall hangings. They were a popular means of relieving the station’s sterile bulkheads and dampening noise.

Sika believed she’d just heard the means by which she could get close to her targets. She spent days learning the art of weaving. She bought supplies and practiced the vids she downloaded. She readily admitted that her techniques were passable, but her designs were unimaginative. Her efforts appeared mechanical and uninspired compared to Makana’s work that she’d seen on display.

When Sika believed she possessed amateur-level knowledge of the art, she went in search of her intermediate target. She already knew when and where she would find her. It would be a matter of developing her trust.

Within three days, Sika had her opportunity. Makana entered a shop to purchase supplies, while Sika was there. At an appropriate time, she asked Makana’s advice on a set of colors.

“What effect are you trying to achieve?” Makana asked politely.

“I’d like to produce vibrant patterns like the woman who made those hangings,” Sika replied.

“Thank you for the compliment,” Makana said with a smile. “Those are mine.”

“How do you do it?” Sika gushed. “I wouldn’t think those colors would go together, but you make them work. Your art is incredible.”

“I appreciate the praise. I’m Makana. I work aboard the Belle.

“I’m Luna,” Sika replied.

“Is this a hobby for you?” Makana asked.

“It was,” Sika replied. “Now I need it to become my income.” She paused, as if considering what to say. Tears rolled up in her eyes, and she was short of breath. The capsule she’d bitten manifested the physiological symptoms she required.

“It’s okay,” Makana sympathized. She hugged the woman and said, “Why don’t you and I get something to eat, while we talk?”

Over a midday meal, Sika told the story of her husband, a third mate on a mining ship. An accident had taken his life. She hadn’t saved much coin, and she was desperate for a source of income.

Makana was moved by Sika’s story. “Luna, can I see some images of your work?” she asked.

Sika displayed three of her attempts, intermixed with one that was hanging on her cabin bulkhead.

“Well, you’re certainly competent,” Makana said. “The weaves look tight, organized, and linear.”

“But they’re unimaginative,” Sika replied in a muffled wail.

“No, no, Luna,” Makana said, trying to calm the distraught woman. She could remember when she struggled for coin, despite her skills. Harbour had changed the life of every individual who resided aboard the Belle.

Makana turned Sika’s comm unit toward her. “This one,” she said. “This one has style. It’s strong.”

“I made that one soon after my husband died. I’m afraid I was drinking a bit,” Sika lied.

“Maybe you should drink a little more often,” Makana teased. She was heartened when Sika chuckled. “Perhaps, you need a break in life.”

“I need a miracle,” Sika replied, dabbing at her eyes. “I’ve enough coin for three more months. Then I move inward and cabin share.”

“How would you like to become my apprentice?” Makana asked.

“I couldn’t impose on you,” Sika replied, displaying a combination of hope and regret that she’d practiced in the mirror many times. She’d secretly recorded others and played the imagery so that she had something to imitate.

“Does that mean you don’t want to learn from me?” Makana asked. She twitched her eyebrows up and down several times, daring Sika not to accept her offer.

“I’d love to learn from you, Makana,” Sika replied, projecting her earnest face. “I don’t have the coin to pay you.”

“Apprentices don’t pay their teachers,” Makana said gently. “You can live aboard the Belle. Room and board will be free. You’ll have work assigned to you, but in your off time, I’ll teach you my art. When you start earning coin for your work, you can choose to stay aboard the ship or return to the JOS.”

Sika made a show of leaning across the tiny table, disturbing their dishes, and hugging Makana.

“When can we do this?” Sika asked.

“How soon can you pack?” Makana responded.

“In two hours,” Sika replied. “I’ve sold off everything I could spare.”

Makana gave Sika the terminal arm and gate for the Belle’s shuttle, and the women promised to meet there later in the day.


* * * *




Lori tapped on Cecilia’s door, and said, “Lieutenant, I need to show you something.”

Cecilia followed Lori back to her desk.

“I’ve been monitoring the detection program you installed, Lieutenant,” Lori said, as they walked.

“You got a hit?” Cecilia asked excitedly.

“Not really,” Lori admitted.

At Lori’s desk, Cecilia pulled up a chair to view Lori’s monitor.

“Your original parameters were set a little tight for matching,” Lori explained. “I got to thinking that this killer might use multiple disguises during her time on station.”

“More than likely, she’d not want to be recognized coming aboard the JOS, and she might use one of her fullest disguises. That’s good thinking, Lori,” Cecilia said, laying a hand on the corporal’s shoulder.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Lori replied. “I widened your parameters and ran through the past few weeks of station vids. I got nothing. It wasn’t until my third attempt at even looser parameters that I got some hits.”

“You ran the entire station’s security vids?” Cecilia asked in surprise.

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Lori replied. “We’ve no idea how she might appear, or how heavily she might disguise herself.”

“What settings did you use?” Cecilia inquired.

“The last search was for a female, adult, and a seventy-percent facial recognition,” Lori replied with an apologetic shrug.

“Ouch. Get many hits?” Cecilia asked facetiously.

“A bunch,” Lori admitted. “Here’s the thing though. I ran every one of them through station security. Four didn’t get a match. Three were men, and I passed those to investigators under Lieutenant Rodriguez. The fourth was a woman.”

Cecilia regarded Lori. She made a mental note to review the corporal’s administration files. There were openings for sergeants, and Cecelia thought to recommend Lori for advancement. Cecilia examined the female who Lori displayed. “Certainly doesn’t look like either of the two faces we’ve identified,” she said.

“If this is her, she’s good,” Lori admitted reluctantly.

“Nothing on her in security records?” Cecilia asked, requesting confirmation.

“Nothing,” Lori replied. “She’s dressed kind of artsy, isn’t she? Could she be from the Belle?”

“That’s a distinct possibility,” Cecilia replied. “Security’s records aren’t complete when it comes to the Belle’s residents, but that’s something for our new commandant to address with the envoy. Nonetheless, I want to talk to this woman. Locate her and escort her to security administration. Take someone big with you. Be nice, but be careful.”

Lori searched security vids for various images of the woman. She located her entering a cabin in an inner ring, and she tasked two agents to accompany her.

At the cabin, Lori accessed the door panel and announced her presence. When there was no reply, she tapped the visitor icon again, and said, “This is station security. We’ll make entry if you don’t answer.”

When there was still no reply, Lori shook her head in exasperation.

“Panel says she’s in residence,” one agent remarked. “Maybe she’s hard of hearing or using the facilities.”

“Could be,” Lori allowed. “Let’s hope we don’t scare a naked Belle resident to death. I’d hate to irate the envoy.”

“None of us do,” the other agent added.

Lori waited a few more moments. Then she overrode the panel with her security code. The cabin door slid aside, and the threesome took a few steps inside.

“Don’t move,” Lori suddenly ordered. She grabbed her comm unit and made an urgent call.

“Yes, Lori,” Cecilia replied to the priority call.

“We missed her, Lieutenant,” Lori said angrily. “I think we missed our assassin.”

“Where are you?” Cecilia queried. She tapped on Miguel’s office window and hurriedly beckoned him to follow her.

Miguel raced to catch up with Cecilia, who’d exited security administration and ran down the main corridor.

The lieutenants met Lori and the officers outside the cabin. The door was open.

“Report, Lori,” Cecilia requested. Miguel and she were breathing hard from their exertion.

“Panel’s been rigged,” Lori began. “It’s reporting that a person was in residence, but there’s no one home.”

“Panel failure?” Miguel asked.

“Possible,” Lori allowed. “Tech services can tell us if it’s deliberate or not. The place is bare, and there’s the smell of DAD disinfectant. Someone wanted to destroy the DNA of any cellular deposits.”

“Could be we’re dealing with a smuggler,” Miguel proffered.

Cecilia kept silent during Miguel’s role of advocate for alternative explanations. She wanted the killer, but she didn’t want to rush to judgment.

However, Cecilia had facts of her own. She said, “Our suspect is a female, and security has no historic records on her. That makes her a downsider or a Belle resident.”

Miguel accessed his comm unit and checked the cabin’s lease status. “Cabin is rented on a monthly basis,” he reported. “Name on the lease and the account are false.”

“Downsider,” Lori pronounced.

“A DAD sweep for DNA will probably be useless,” Miguel mused.

Cecilia eyed the two officers. “Sweep it anyway,” she ordered. “If you find any viable samples, transfer them to Lori. She’ll log them into evidence.”

“Lori, you’re with me,” Cecilia said. “Miguel, can you wrap up here?”

Miguel touched two fingers to his brow, and Cecilia grinned at the spacer’s salute. Then she hurried off with Lori in tow.

“What was the date-time stamp of the last vid of our suspect?” Cecilia asked, as they wound through the corridors toward security.

“I didn’t research that, Lieutenant,” Lori replied. “I thought we were going to the cabin to escort a middle-aged woman to an interview.”

“That’s not a criticism, Lori,” Cecilia replied. “You’re doing a great job. I’m worried our target is here to kill again.”

“Me too,” Lori replied. She was berating herself for not changing the facial search parameters earlier.

“I understand that you might have uncovered our assassin,” Liam said to Cecilia, who strode quickly toward her office.

“Lori might have found her, and we’ve missed her, whoever she might be,” Cecilia replied. She connected her comm unit to her desk monitor and accessed the station’s security vid logs.

“Find her, Lori,” Cecilia directed, jumping out of her chair.

Lori dropped into Cecilia’s seat, engaged the latest search parameters, and ran them against the station’s vids. She began with today and searched backward in time.

“The latest application hit is the suspect entering her cabin three days ago,” Lori reported.

“Entering, not leaving?” Liam queried in confusion.

“One moment, sir,” Lori said. The parameter search forward didn’t give her a hit. She returned to the point of last contact and accessed the vid that monitored the suspect’s corridor. She rolled the recording forward until she caught a figure exiting the cabin.

“Would you look at that?” Cecilia commented in a hushed voice.

“Why disguise yourself with a black sack?” Liam asked rhetorically.

“Follow her, Lori,” Cecilia directed.

Lori used several stored vid feeds to trace the route of the black-clad figure.

“That’s why,” Cecilia said to Liam.

“She accessed maintenance,” Liam commented. “Lori, we need that ID.”

After a few moments of work, Lori said, “That’s inventive. We’ve a dead maintenance worker walking around.”

“Who reactivated the ID?” Liam requested.

“Captain Jordan,” Lori replied with disgust. “According to the logs, he was in the system three months ago.”

“Before our two murders,” Cecilia said with heat.

“So, our killer enters maintenance, where there are no security vids, removes her disguise, and exits later into a public corridor, wearing who knows what,” Liam summarized.

“And the search isn’t locating her face from this point forward,” Lori noted.

“Easy enough to hide her face without attracting undue attention,” Cecilia said.

When Liam crooked an eyebrow at Cecilia, she said, “A post-cosmetic mask. You wear it for one to five days after the work.”

“I’ve seen them. They’re common enough,” Liam said.

“That would do it,” Lori remarked. “The mask’s reflection would skew the facial image.”

Cecilia leaned against the side of her desk, Liam chose the wall, and Lori watched the two of them.

“All this effort,” Cecilia said, sweeping her hand at the monitor. “That’s a lot of careful camouflage on the part of our suspect.”

“Why did she inhabit the cabin and then abruptly abandon it? Yet, she wanted people to believe she was in residence. On top of that, she made her exit in a disguise to disappear through the maintenance tunnels. The last two times she used public corridors to take the El downside,” Liam wondered aloud.

“Could she have learned that we were searching for her?” Lori asked.

“Has anyone accessed your search log, Lori?” Cecilia asked.

A few keystrokes later, Lori reported, “No one but us, Lieutenant.”

“She’s not running downside, but she’s abandoned the cabin,” Liam mused. “Why?”

“Working toward her target?” Lori proposed.

“Then most likely her target isn’t on the JOS,” Liam replied. “That leaves the YIPS and the Belle.”

Cecilia and Liam shared alarmed expressions. The assassin had only targeted high-priority or high-profile targets. They knew that no one on the YIPS qualified.

“I’ll communicate our suspicions to Harbour and Jessie,” Liam said, and Cecilia tipped her head in acknowledgment.
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Tsargit’s Reply

“Jaktook,” Birdie cried out happily, when she accepted his call from the Triton dome.

“Hello, Birdie, is the envoy available?” Jaktook asked.

“One moment,” Birdie said. She eyed the second mate, who contacted Harbour via his comm unit.

“She’s ready,” the second mate said.

“Connecting you, Jaktook,” Birdie relayed.

“I bring news, Envoy,” Jaktook said, when Harbour greeted him. “The Veklocks have returned to Rissness with word that they bring the Tsargit’s decision.”

“Did they tell you what was decided?” Harbour asked.

“We wouldn’t know, Envoy,” Jaktook replied. “The Veklocks are a proud race, and the triumvirate will wish to formally conclude negotiations.”

“I spoke to Birdie, Jaktook,” Jessie interrupted. “She says she doesn’t see the triumvirate on the monitor.”

“With regret, Advisor, the triumvirate is requesting the envoy and you join them at Rissness Station,” Jaktook replied. “I fear their desire for comfort outweighs their dedication to their responsibilities and their willingness to be respectful to you.”

Harbour offered Jessie a wry smile. She could hear Mangoth complaining about the birds now.

“We’ll get underway soon, Jaktook,” Harbour replied.

“I’ll inform the Veklocks, Envoy,” Jaktook said and ended the call.

The Belle had already emptied her slush tanks at the YIPS. Drigtik’s latest report noted that the convertor assemblies aboard the ship would soon be completed.

“Captain Bassiter,” Harbour called over her comm unit.

“Yes, Envoy,” Dingles replied.

“Recall your people, Captain. We’re sailing for Triton,” Harbour announced.

“Aye, aye, Envoy,” Dingles replied.

Harbour placed her device on the table between Jessie and her. “What do you think?” she asked him.

Jessie considered Harbour’s question. Then he said, “From everything we’ve heard from the Jatouche and the Crocians, I can’t see the Tsargit not granting our requests.”

“All of them?” Harbour queried.

“Certainly all the infrastructure projects,” Jessie replied, “but they probably won’t have satisfied our need for weapons.”

“Yet they’re anxious to have us explore the domes, and we were adamant about the need for those weapons if we did,” Harbour pointed out.

“Which means to me that there are two options available in the negotiations,” Jessie mused. “Either the triumvirate has an alternative offer to placate us, or we’ve the opportunity to make additional construction requests.”

“Then it would be better not to tell the Veklocks that we have the Loopah launchers,” Harbour suggested. “We can expect the Jatouche and the Crocians to keep our secret. They don’t have any lost love for the Veklocks or any of the Tsargit’s founding races.”

“So, Envoy, what do we want?” Jessie asked, sitting back expansively in his chair.

“Good question,” Harbour replied with a smile.


* * * *




Sika’s work assignment was the hydroponics gardens. The colony ship had revived two more of the dormant structures. Since the beginning of the ship’s resurrection under Harbour, the population had doubled from the original three thousand residents.

For Sika, the assignment was fortunate. Most of the time, she worked under a tech, who was more than twice her age. He didn’t like to talk, which suited Sika just fine. Together they tackled a new garden, scrubbed out the long banks of planting channels, opened the circulating tanks, added the nutrients, and then were joined by others.

A workforce descended on the new garden and set seedlings into the channels. Sika took directions from a resident on how to install the tiny plants. Of interest to Sika was that the operations tech that she’d worked under was nowhere to be seen. Apparently, the man didn’t like the company of more than one person.

Sika spent her time in hydroponics, her cabin, and Makana’s workshop. Often Makana invited her to the cantina or a meeting of other artists. In each case, Sika demurred, telling Makana that she wasn’t ready to mingle with others.

Twice Sika passed her targets in the corridors. She didn’t need a refreshment of their faces to identify them. Makana’s decorative skins did that for her.

Several thoughts marked Sika’s first encounter. Other than her mistress, she hadn’t met two people who projected as much personal power, and the envoy’s beauty was incomparable.

However, none of those observations were important to Sika, but there was one critical item. The advisor’s body language told her that he must be her first target. If the envoy and the advisor were together, when she attacked, his primary impulse would be to protect the envoy.

When it was announced the Belle was making for Triton, which Sika had anticipated, she evaluated her secondary plan. It was rumored that the envoy and the advisor would be meeting with the Veklocks. That meant they’d be leaving the ship. There was the possibility that they would explore the domes and never return. That would be convenient for her. The question of her escape downside necessitated that she wait until the couple returned to the JOS. Her efforts to date were merely to get them and others comfortable with her present face. That would allow her to get close.

One day, when Sika left work, she headed for her cabin. Rounding a corridor’s corner, she ran into a young woman.

“Sorry,” Sika quickly apologized.

“Hello. You’re new aboard,” Sasha said, extending her hand.

“Yes,” Sika replied, shaking Sasha’s hand. “I’m Luna, a friend of Makana.”

“Oh, you’re an artist too,” Sasha replied with a bright smile.

“I’m trying to be. Makana is teaching me her art,” Sika replied. “Who are you?”

“Oh, sorry. I’m Sasha Garmenti.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sasha,” Sika said, animating her face. “I’ve got to hurry and clean up,” she added. “I’ve a meeting to attend.”

“I’ll see you another time then,” Sasha said, stepping aside.

Sasha stared after Luna until she disappeared from sight. She’d been headed to visit with a friend, but she turned around and made for Lindsey’s cabin.

“Come in, Sasha,” Lindsey said, in answer to the young empath’s powerful sending.

Sasha smiled and greeted Lindsey. The two empaths touched foreheads and let their emotions mingle.

“You’re troubled,” Lindsey said. “Sit down, and tell me what’s bothering you.”

“Have you ever met a normal who didn’t radiate emotion?” Sasha asked, sitting cross-legged on the couch across from Lindsey, who occupied her favorite chair.

Lindsey frowned, as she considered the question. “I’ve met people who exhibit tremendous calm,” she replied.

“Are you saying that you never sensed emotion from these people?” Sasha asked.

“No, I did, but their emanations were much more limited than most normals,” Lindsey replied. “Why are you asking about this?”

“I met Luna, Makana’s friend, in a corridor,” Sasha explained. “She was nice and polite, but I didn’t receive anything from her.”

“Maybe —” Lindsey started to say, but she stopped when Sasha swung her head in denial.

“Luna smiled. She said pleasant things,” Sasha complained. “There should have been something. There’s always something.”

Lindsey sent waves of calm toward Sasha. “You’re one of the strongest empaths I know,” she said. “If there was something to sense, you, of all people, would have felt it. I admit that what you’re saying in inexplicable. Did you talk to your sister? Maybe she could help?”

“I can’t,” Sasha replied.

“Why not?” Lindsey inquired.

“She’ll find out I’m afraid for her,” Sasha replied, tears forming in her eyes.

“Ah …” Lindsey said softly. “Come here, child,” and she opened her arms to Sasha.

Sasha crossed the small cabin, knelt at Lindsey’s feet, and felt the older woman’s arms enfold her.

“You’re frightened for Aurelia. That’s understandable,” Lindsey said in comforting tones.

“I hate the Tsargit,” Sasha wailed. Her animus spiked her power.

“Easy, Sasha. Control,” Lindsey counseled. She’d endured many a massive wave from Sasha and knew to keep her gates tight when the powerful young empath was upset.

“Harbour, Jessie, Aurelia, and Devon are doing what they feel is best for all of us,” Lindsey said quietly into Sasha’s thick hair. “We’re taking advantage of the Tsargit and the alliance’s enormous assets just as they are doing to us.”

“I know,” Sasha replied between snuffles, “but she could get killed. They all could.”

“All the more reason to spend time with your sister now,” Lindsey advised.

Later, when Sasha left Lindsey’s cabin, she couldn’t bring herself to seek her sister’s help with Luna. But she had another idea, and it was best executed this evening.

After evening meal, Sasha waited in the cantina, fruit juice in hand. The small table’s conversation washed over her. Her attention was focused on the front door. She had to wait more than an hour before a group of artists entered the cantina. Makana was among them.

When Makana had a drink, Sasha sidled up to her.

“Sasha,” Makana said in surprise. “I haven’t seen you here before.”

“My first time,” Sasha replied. “Fruit drink,” she added, hoisting her glass.

“I should hope so,” Makana returned.

“By the way, I met your new friend, Luna,” Sasha said offhand.

“She’s a lovely person,” Makana said. “I feel sorry for her. She’s been through some hard times.”

“Oh. What happened to her?” Sasha inquired casually.

“Luna lost her husband in a mining accident,” Makana explained. “Her savings were depleted, and she would soon be cabin sharing in an inner ring.”

“That must have been devastating for her,” Sasha said, pursuing the subject.

“It was. When I offered to train her aboard the Belle, she knocked over our meal dishes in an effort to hug me,” Makana recalled.

“Wow … what an emotionally powerful moment,” Sasha said, commiserating with Makana.

Sasha continued to chat with Makana until she finished her drink. Then she left. The conversation with Makana had disturbed her more than it answered her questions. She wanted to believe it was a trivial matter, but her empathetic power was central to her persona. It bothered her that she’d failed to detect Luna’s emotional states, and she worried there might be something amiss with her capabilities.


* * * *




Drigtik reclined on a pallet in Harbour and Jessie’s salon, a fruit drink in his hand. “Yes, Envoy, we’ve completed every assembly,” he assured her.

“We’re two days out from Triton,” Jessie commented. “Will you be returning?”

“Regrettably, yes,” Drigtik said, eyeing his glass. “Our work on the intravertors is done. It remains to be seen whether the Tsargit or we will build the launch platform.”

“Whichever way it works out, Drigtik, all of us are grateful for you and your team’s generous help,” Harbour said, sending her appreciation to the Jatouche, whose eyes fluttered from the effect.

“It’s you and your explorers, Envoy, who’ve been generous to the Jatouche,” Drigtik noted, sitting up. “Your efforts have raised our citizens in the Tsargit’s eyes, as no single event ever could.”

“Then we’ve been of service to each other,” Harbour replied with a smile.

“And you’ll risk your lives again,” Drigtik said solemnly.

“It’s a good deal,” Jessie said. “A few of us can make a great difference for all of Pyre.”

“It’s the Tsargit who will benefit the most,” Drigtik said with a snarl. “By using you, who must violate alliance protocols to survive, the Tsargit maintains their lofty moral posture.”

“Both sides are getting what they want, Drigtik,” Harbour allowed.

Two days later, the Belle’s shuttle landed on Triton.

Jessie, Harbour, Tracy, and the Jatouche bounced across Triton’s surface in their vac suits. They cycled through the dome’s airlock, and the Jatouche said their goodbyes before journeying to Rissness.

Aurelia and Devon joined the others below, where the Loopah launchers were stored.

“The exploration team will be the five of us, our Crocians, and Jaktook,” Harbour said.

Aurelia hugged Tracy. Then she queried, “Jaktook?”

“According to Harbour and Tracy, it will be necessary to take Jaktook with us to keep faith with the Jatouche,” Jessie explained.

“Then you expect the Tsargit to accede to our requests?” Devon asked.

“Those and more,” Jessie replied, grinning at Harbour.

Tracy hefted a launcher, and Devon touched its tube. “I’ll need to teach you to use these,” he said.

“How dangerous are they?” Tracy asked.

“To the Colony members, they’ll be deadly,” Devon replied.

“Perfect,” Tracy said. Her smile lacked any warmth, and it chilled the others.

“I need everyone’s comm unit, except for Harbour’s,” Jessie directed. He touched his to each device and tapped an icon. “I’m transferring star charts with an application that will allow you to orient yourself. If we get separated, these charts might help you navigate your way to alliance space.”

“Are we leaving alliance territory the way we arrived?” Aurelia asked.

“Yes,” Harbour replied. “The others on our team can direct us to that race. I never did learn their name.”

“What’s the plan?” Devon asked.

“We journey toward beta dome,” Jessie explained. “Then we branch out and investigate the connecting domes. We backtrack and check the statuses of other domes via the connecting gates. We document what we find and present the Tsargit with our analysis.”

“You make it sound simple,” Devon commented, “but I know it won’t be.”

“These will make a difference,” Tracy added, hefting a launcher.

“This sounds like we’re documenting a negative,” Aurelia said. “It’s like we’re trying to prove where the Colony isn’t instead of where the Colony has intruded.”

“We’ll need advice about this from others who know the Tsargit better than we do,” Harbour interjected, ending that particular discussion. She switched topics, focused on Tracy, and said, “Hangor, Mangoth’s clutch mate, made an interesting comment. He proposed that the Colony might have constructed weapons to repel the next intruders … which will be us.”

Tracy stared at Harbour, who was happy to sense Tracy’s trepidation. That emotion was better for an explorer’s survival than one of revenge for the death of a sibling.

“Let’s gather our gear and see what the Veklocks have to say,” Jessie suggested.

The foursome piled the launchers, satchels of dart drums, and duffels on the platform, and Aurelia sent them to Rissness.

When they arrived at the Jatouche dome, techs gathered their duffels and led the group through the tunnels to the shuttle.

Within hours, the Pyreans were seated across the conference table from the Veklocks, with Tacticnok and Jaktook in attendance.

“The Tsargit has decided, Envoy,” Patrus announced. “Your infrastructure requests have been granted.”

“And our status with regard to Her Excellency?” Harbour asked, gesturing toward Tacticnok.

“The Tsargit has created a special category,” Opalus said. “The Pyreans have provisional status.”

“Are they required to obey the Tsargit’s protocols?” Tacticnok asked.

The triumvirate was suddenly quiet. Not even beaks clacked, which concerned the Pyreans and the Jatouche.

Then Pesart’s beak opened and shut once to attract attention. He said, “It could be summed in this manner. If the Pyreans haven’t been informed of alliance regulations, then they can’t be faulted for disobeying them.”

Jaktook considered the statement. “The Tsargit has placed you in an awkward position,” he said to the triumvirate.

“We’ve received private instructions,” Pesart admitted. “We’ve been directed to instruct the Pyreans, and we’ve been told not to do so.”

Jaktook regarded Harbour, who said, “Understood and accepted.”

“And our final request?” Jessie inquired.

“Despite our best efforts, we were unable to procure the items you requested,” Patrus said.

All eyes turned toward Harbour. “You know our request for offensive weapons, not of Jatouche making, was nonnegotiable,” she said.

“We did, and the Tsargit wishes to offer a compromise in its place,” Opalus replied.

“You heard the envoy,” Jessie said with determination. “We must have the weapons.”

“Is there something else you might want in lieu of the weapons?” Pesart asked hopefully.

“If we were to withdraw our request, it would have to be for something substantial,” Jessie said.

The Veklocks perked up, and Jatouche ears twitched.

Harbour and Aurelia sensed the hopeful anticipation issuing from the Veklocks.

Into the silence, Patrus said, “We’re listening.”

“The Tsargit will build a medical station off Triton … a modest one,” Harbour stated flatly. “The Jatouche will be paid for their services to design, equip, and run it. When all our citizens have been repaired, the Tsargit is free of its responsibility for the station.”

Tacticnok offered her opinion. She said, “The Jatouche could use expanded medical facilities. We’d be pleased to lease the station from the Pyreans, when the Tsargit’s conditions have been met.”

“And in exchange for the medical station, you’ll relieve us of the weapons request?” Patrus asked, wishing confirmation.

“Yes,” Harbour replied.

“One condition amplifies this change, Envoy. Your Pyreans will teach the races the console secrets directly. There will be no intermediates,” Opalus stated categorically.

Harbour chose to regard Jaktook and allow him the decision as to whether he’d forgo the privilege she’d granted him.

For Jaktook’s part, he was perturbed that the triumvirate would request the Jatouche be denied the honor, but he wasn’t about to trade a second medical station to hang onto it. Then again, he did have another idea.

“I see no reason to object,” Jaktook said, but before the Veklocks could speak, he added, “However, I’ve a condition of my own. The Jatouche will be the first race to be trained on the consoles by the Pyreans.”

“I find that eminently satisfactory,” Harbour stated flatly. Her eyes dared Opalus to disagree with her.

“If our condition is accepted, Envoy, then Advisor Jaktook’s condition is also,” Opalus replied.

“It is,” Harbour replied.

“Then we’re agreed,” Patrus replied.

The triumvirate rose, clicked their beaks in unison, and departed.

“Envoy, do you intend to tell the triumvirate that you’d already obtained weapons?” Tacticnok asked.

“I considered informing them, and then again, I wouldn’t wish to tell them,” Harbour replied, a serious expression on her face.

It took the Jatouche a moment to recognize Harbour’s play on Pesart’s words. Then they chittered loud and long.

“We’ve chosen our team,” Harbour said. “It includes the five of us and the two Crocians. In addition, we’d like to invite Jaktook to join us.”

“It’s good of you, Envoy, to remember us,” Tacticnok responded. “You wish to protect us, but it’s not necessary. More important, we don’t wish it. The Jatouche must have a stake in directing our future, and that includes gaining firsthand knowledge of potential impediments.”

“We came to realize that, Your Excellency, and I apologize if we were slow to understand it,” Harbour said.

“It’s been our habit to be more tolerant of younger races,” Tacticnok said solemnly.

Three Pyreans endured the rebuke. It was deemed to be deserved. On the other hand, Harbour and Aurelia were grinning. They could sense Tacticnok’s mirth.

Harbour came out of her seat, knelt, and opened her arms, and Tacticnok hurried into the embrace.

“We’ve been good for each other and our citizens,” Tacticnok whispered, her furry cheek nuzzling Harbour’s.


-14-
Journeys

In their temporary quarters aboard Rissness Station, Devon hefted two launchers and a satchel of drums. He said to Tracy, “You’re with me.”

Devon led Tracy to the bay where the Jatouche had set up the target practice. The med techs had created three more faux reds.

When Tracy first saw the reds, she halted.

Devon saw several expressions cross Tracy’s face, but the final one remained fixed. It was anger.

Devon had already demonstrated the launcher’s operations to Tracy. Their purpose in the bay was to give her time to become familiar with firing the weapon. He watched Tracy chamber a dart, take aim, and remove the center red’s head.

In short order, Tracy removed the heads of the other reds. She wore a satisfied expression. Then she quickly chopped the bodies down. Before she fired her final dart, she removed the drum, stored it, and destroyed the remaining segment with the dart in the breach. Then she handed the launcher to Devon and walked out of the bay.

“You should have seen her,” Devon later said to Jessie. “There was cold deliberateness in her elimination of the targets. She made sure to remove the heads first. It was my thought that she didn’t want to see them looking at her.”

“Do you think she’s a danger to the team?” Jessie asked.

“Hard to say,” Devon replied. “It’s not like the tenderhearted need apply.”

“That’s true, but if she’s too aggressive, she’ll destroy our cohesiveness,” Jessie replied.

“Then I think it’s a good thing that she’s made herself responsible for Jaktook. That should keep her feet on the deck,” Devon opined.

The two men looked up at the sounds of Mangoth and Hangor entering the main room. They were led by Jaktook.

“We explore,” Mangoth boomed.

Harbour collected Aurelia and Tracy from their rooms, and the team gathered around the central table.

“I’ve a complex query,” Hangor said. “Jaktook, do you have recordings of the Colony members?”

“I’m sure they’re in the archives,” Jaktook replied. “They would have been captured during the Colony’s incursions into our dome.”

“The second part,” Hangor said, nodding his snout appreciatively to Jaktook. “Aurelia and Devon, would the recording help us with star locations?”

“Absolutely,” Aurelia cried out.

“That’s brilliant,” Devon added enthusiastically.

“It might not at the start of our journey,” Aurelia explained. “But eventually, the star display will indicate the shortest route from our present dome to the Colony’s star. It will give us a means of targeting the other stars that are closest to their world.”

Jessie and Harbour smiled at Hangor, and Mangoth swatted his sibling with a resounding thwack.

“Didn’t I tell you he was the brightest of the clutch?” Mangoth roared.

While the group reacted to Mangoth’s enthusiasm, Jaktook requested a tech obtain the recordings, which would be transferred to the Pyreans’ comm units.

Hangor produced a device. It contained star charts and alliance dome data. Unfortunately for the Pyreans, they couldn’t operate or read his device. The same was true for the Crocians and Jatouche, when it concerned the Pyrean comm units.

“Jaktook, Mangoth, when we finished our first exploration, what was the first alliance dome?” Jessie asked.

“Yes … the cats,” Mangoth supplied.

“Is that what you call Shevena’s race?” Harbour asked, remembering the name of the dome administrator.

“They are properly referred to as the Sylians,” Jaktook corrected, eyeing Mangoth.

The Crocian turned his snout away, as if to say he’d no intention of apologizing for his penchant to characterize the races by their appearance.

The following morning, the team was ready.

The decision was made not to bother with vac suits. Instead, the Rissness Station techs supplied the Pyreans and Jaktook with lightweight metal mesh suits to inhibit the injection of venom. However, the bite of a red could still crush an arm or leg or decapitate an explorer. The Crocians chose to forgo the mesh suits and rely on their armored skin.

Harbour and Aurelia’s backpacks carried the makings for greens and their comm units.

Jaktook packed several devices for himself.

The team numbered eight, and they carried ten launchers and satchels of drums. The Crocians each swung an additional launcher and the accompanying satchel over their backs. All other gear was left behind at Rissness dome, where the team began their first journey.

Jaktook and Hangor guided the team through the many journeys it took to reach the Sylian’s dome.

Shevena, the dome administrator, was on duty, and she greeted the explorers, whose medallions announced them. She eyed the odd tools in their hands. They were identical. Weapons, she thought.

“You explore again, Envoy Harbour?” Shevena asked, when her ear wig signaled a completed update.

“We do,” Harbour replied, as the team stepped off the platform.

One gate in the Sylian dome was unused, but the team made no move toward it. Prior to the start of the exploration, each explorer had an opportunity to comment and argue with the strategies, but from this point forward, Aurelia would lead them.

Aurelia slipped her comm unit from her pack. During the first exploration, she’d recorded their numerous attempts to find their way home. She would use that same information in reverse to direct them toward the dome they knew the Colony had occupied.

Aurelia reviewed the expedition’s final journey, which would now be their first journey. “We arrive at gate three, and we exit on gate one,” she said. With that pronouncement, she established the routine that the team would use as they prepared to exit a dome.

“Three to one,” Jessie repeated to the group. “Load your launchers. We’re leaving alliance territory, and we’ll approach each dome as if we expect the Colony to occupy it.”

Jessie pulled a drum from his satchel and attached it to his launcher. Then he triggered the loading of a dart into the breach.

Devon and Jessie investigated the breach of each team member’s weapon to ensure a dart was loaded.

“Gain the platform, and assume your positions,” Jessie directed.

The explorers had practiced their orientation. Facing a console, Devon and Jessie would flank Aurelia. They would be in the forefront. Jaktook would be in the center, and Harbour and Tracy would guard the rear. Mangoth and Hangor would protect each side of the platform.

Jessie called out, “Weapons up.”

Jessie’s words and the slap of launchers into the explorers’ hands interrupted the thoughts of alliance members moving through the Sylian dome. They stopped to stare.

Shevena watched Jessie. When he hand signaled, she sent them on their journey.

The Messinants energy connected the platform to the dome, and the team left for the first non-alliance star. They found the dome empty. Devon ran to the console and set gate one for transfer. The explorers took their places on the new gate, and Aurelia called out, “Arriving four; exiting three.”

Devon ran to join the group, and the dome sent them to the Q-gate’s entwined location.

The team kept to their routine. Except for Hangor, they were veterans. As such, they were acutely aware of the danger and how fast the Colony members could strike. However, Hangor needed no convincing to follow procedures. Mangoth’s horror stories had convinced him of the need to do that.

On the explorers’ first foray, they’d labeled two domes alpha and beta. Alpha, which was one journey from the Colony’s dome, was occupied by the insectoids. The team had discovered the Colony constructing an attached dome to house the building of a shuttle and its launch tube. In the battle within alpha dome, Tracy had lost her brother, Dillon.

In beta, a journey outward from alpha, the explorers had found safety. It remained to be seen if beta was still unoccupied by the insectoids.

Jessie halted their journeying two domes out from beta. As hoped, the dome was unoccupied.

Mangoth and Hangor spread nets across the platforms to prevent the Colony coming through the gates, while the team retired for the evening.

After a paste meal, Jaktook and Mangoth spoke privately for a while. Their conversation escalated in tone and volume, which is when they approached the group.

“Problems?” Harbour asked them.

“We’ve concerns, Envoy,” Jaktook said

“Serious concerns,” Mangoth injected, seemingly disagreeing with Jaktook’s characterization of the problem.

“I’m listening,” Harbour said.

“The Tsargit should begin your infrastructure projects as agreed, but they’ll expect a fulsome return from you,” Jaktook said.

“Your circumstances are unique, Envoy,” Mangoth said. “I perceive that the Tsargit might not begin construction until they hear your full report. Jaktook believes they’ll start the work and cancel the contracts if they don’t accept your presentation’s fullness. They’ve done this before.”

“Obviously, you two agree on one thing,” Jessie commented. “The Tsargit can’t be trusted to keep their word, as delivered by the Veklocks. “

“What do we have to do to prove what we discover?” Aurelia asked.

“Document thoroughly,” Mangoth replied.

“We have to defend platforms and consoles,” Devon objected. “We can’t afford to have one of us drop a launcher and take up a comm unit to record the fight.”

“We’ve a solution,” Jaktook said brightly and indicated Mangoth. “The team is doing the utmost to protect me by placing me in the center, where my weapon does little good.” He dug in his pack and pulled out a device. “I can document the encounter.”

“He’ll have an excellent view,” Mangoth added, patting one of his broad shoulders.

The Pyreans chuckled or laughed. On the previous expedition, Jaktook rode Mangoth’s shoulders to stay above the fray and out of the strikes of the reds and the grays.

“Okay, new team arrangement,” Jessie said. “Mangoth and Jaktook, you take center forward. Aurelia and I will flank you. Devon, you’re behind Aurelia, and Hangor, you’re backing me. Harbour and Tracy, you have rear guard.”

When everyone acknowledged that they understood the new positions, Jessie said, “That’s it. Get some rest. We’ll make contact tomorrow.”

Aurelia rose, drifted her fingers across the back of Devon’s neck, and headed toward the dorm’s door. A soft smile lit Devon’s face, and he followed her.

Harbour gazed at the couple, as they exited. She was happy for them, but that didn’t fill her heart. She turned toward Jessie and sensed the same longing that she felt.

Jessie put aside his reservations and extended a hand to Harbour. To his joy, she took it, and together they left the room.

Tracy eyed the three males, who were left with her. “Nothing personal, sirs,” she said, “but I think I’ll seek private accommodations.”

When Tracy left, Hangor glanced toward his companions. “Perhaps, it was a mistake on our parts not to invite females of our own,” he said.

Mangoth roared and Jaktook chittered.

“I can hear my offer now,” Mangoth boomed. “I’m taking a little trip. Would you like to me accompany me? Where? Oh, traveling domes outside the alliance and seeing if the Colony occupies them. It should be fun.”

Mangoth’s routine had Hangor roaring and Jaktook rolling on his pallet.

When they settled down, Jaktook gazed at the exit and said soberly, “I believe our Pyrean friends are acutely aware of their vulnerability and seek solace.”

“They’re not alone in their feelings,” Hangor admitted.

In the corridor, Jessie halted and smiled wryly at Harbour. “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what room Aurelia and Devon chose.”

Harbour opened her gates and her senses were flooded with the emotions of the younger people. “They’re in that direction,” she said, pointing toward a distant section of the corridor.

“Good enough,” Jessie said and selected a nearby room. He hadn’t let go of Harbour’s hand, and he didn’t intend to either.

Inside the room, Jessie reached for Harbour’s other hand. “I’m no longer conflicted,” he said to her. “I don’t want you to feel that you need to curtail your power when we’re alone.”

Harbour closed the distance between them. She kissed his lips lightly. “I appreciate that you’re willing to share, but you must let me determine when and what amount. It’s safer that way. Besides, it wouldn’t do for my advisor to walk around for hours with a besotted grin on his face.”

Jessie laughed quietly at the image of him with a goofy smile. Then he kissed Harbour warmly. He enjoyed the physical sensation and the warmth that flooded through his mind. The better he felt, the more he wanted to kiss her. It was a self-fulfilling positive feedback loop.

Harbour leaned away from Jessie. She winked at him and unzipped the sleeves of her skins, and Jessie hurried to shed his.

Jessie had been with many women in his lifetime, mostly downtime hookups or coin-kitties. They were quick and intense physical moments … the relieving of an itch. But he’d never been with a woman like Harbour. His senses were alive, and he loved it.

Despite what she’d said, Harbour had an intense desire to open her gates wide and share the joy that burned inside her. But that could never happen. The extent of her power was both a comfort and a curse to others.

Long afterwards, Harbour and Jessie lay exhausted in each other’s arms.

Jessie’s final thought before sleep overtook him was a hope that they didn’t return to Pyre for months.

In the morning, Harbour and Jessie used the facilities, dressed, and ate quickly. No one was in the original dorm room, and the gear was gone. They found everyone assembled on the deck.

“Would you two rather spend the day here?” Aurelia asked with a grin. She couldn’t help herself. Harbour was leaking power, and it showed in the faces of the other team members.

Jessie grinned good-naturedly, and Harbour shut her gates.

The Crocians and Jaktook groaned their displeasure and eyed Aurelia.

“Oops,” Aurelia said in apology.

Jessie was about to order the recovery of the nets, but the platforms were bare. Furthermore, the explorers were cradling their weapons, and Aurelia and Devon were positioned to ready the console and warn of incoming journeyers. They were indeed late, but he didn’t regret it. He would have traded much of what he owned for a repeat of last night.

Sobering, Jessie regarded his fellow explorers. “Our next journey will take us to delta, two domes out from alpha, which we know the Colony invaded,” he said, “but we could meet them before then. If we contact them, then we follow what we practiced. We protect Aurelia, while she gets to the console and sends us back.”

“I’m not staying on the platform,” Devon said in a tone that challenged anyone to argue with him. “I’m following Aurelia to the console. I can protect her better there.”

The team members regarded Jessie. They anticipated he’d object. Instead, he said, “I expected that. Everyone, ready?” With assents all around, he added, “Take your places.”

Aurelia sensed Devon’s worry, and she shared a sense of fierce determination with him. When his frown was replaced by a hard look in his eyes, she eased off. She waited until the team was in position. Then she tapped the icon for delayed activation of the gate and ran to take her place before the platform’s blue light surrounded them.

Jessie was right to warn the others of the potential dangers of early and unexpected contact.

The team appeared in delta dome and was surrounded by grays and a single red. The red was close to Tracy, and it rose up on its five-meter long body. Savage pincers clacked in anticipation of closing on her, and it hissed in anger.

Tracy was surprised by her calm. Her first dart removed the red’s head, and a second dart cut a meter off the body before the head hit the deck.

Aurelia cut a path across the deck to the console. Devon ran behind her, swinging and firing his launcher from side to side to protect her flanks.

When the grays saw their single red warrior and many of their own kind killed, they backed away from the intruders.

The gray at the console hesitated, and Aurelia pointed her launcher at its head. The black, multi-faceted eyes stared at the weapon. Then it hissed and slid away.

Aurelia set a panel to return the team to the previous dome. She used a short delay and leapt past Devon, whose eyes were on the grays that swayed to and fro and watched for an opportunity.

Devon eliminated a gray to cause the insectoids to hesitate. Then he sprinted after Aurelia. They’d no sooner gained the platform than it lit.

As soon as the team completed their journey, they cleared the platform, and Hangor cast a net over its surface.

“First things first,” Jessie said, taking a seat on another platform. “Quick reaction against the red, Tracy. That was well done.”

“But one shot will do,” Devon warned. “You used multiple darts on the same individual.

“Just making sure,” Tracy replied indifferently.

“How did you do, Jaktook?” Harbour asked.

“I didn’t record Tracy’s elimination of the red,” Jaktook replied. “That happened behind me, but I captured imagery of the fight with the grays. I’ll update the record with the dome’s location.”

“Delta dome … occupied,” Devon commented, shaking his head in resignation. “The Colony was only in alpha a little while ago.”

“This expansion might be due to our influence,” Jaktook offered.

“The Colony had an unobstructed presence in alpha,” Mangoth added. “They must have been panicked by our intrusion.”

“I’m surprised they didn’t block our approach,” Aurelia said.

“An interesting thought,” Hangor admitted. “Perhaps, they didn’t expect our return.”

“The Colony is a dominant and aggressive race,” Mangoth explained. “Hangor might be right. When we retreated from alpha dome, the Colony might have thought that we learned our lesson.”

As Devon set his launcher and satchel aside, he said, “Whatever the reason for the Colony’s swift expansion and failure to block our return, they’ve now been warned, and we can expect heavier resistance.”

Jessie had grown quiet, and Harbour nudged his boot with hers. “Thinking?” she asked.

“Wondering what to do next,” Jessie replied.
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While Jessie pondered their options, the dome darkened.

Devon and Aurelia were bent over the console. The rest of the team heard the hissing of Colony entities, and they instinctively jerked.

When Devon and Aurelia looked up at the dome, the others did the same.

“That’s unexpected,” Jessie commented.

“The path from this dome to the Colony’s, correct?” Harbour queried.

“Yes,” Aurelia replied.

“It appears the Messinants had no preference for connecting domes based on their proximity to one another,” Devon said, eyeing the zigzag line that jumped across space to connect wildly distant stars.

“Their imperative was most likely biological in nature,” Hangor interjected. “They connected successful uplifts wherever they found them. I’ve always wondered how the Messinants traveled across such vast distances of space without the aid of the domes.”

Harbour regarded the team members. Jaktook, Tracy, Aurelia, and Devon were busy recording the dome’s sky field.

“Jaktook, you’ve said we need to document what we find to satisfy the Tsargit. Give us more details,” Harbour requested. “I don’t want them canceling our deal because they think we didn’t deliver on our end.”

“Before Jaktook answers,” Mangoth interrupted. “I recommend you make your presentation directly to the Tsargit … no intermediaries.”

“Agreed,” Jaktook said. “We’ll prepare your visual data, but it would be in your favor to speak to the assembled body.”

Jessie, who sat beside Harbour, hand signed, “work first,” and Harbour nodded. They would ensure the Tsargit was well into the infrastructure projects before the alliance council received the information they’d requested.

Harbour looked pointedly at Jaktook, who released a sigh.

“I wish I had a definitive answer for you, Envoy,” Jaktook said, “but there isn’t one. We’ll need to err on the side of copious recordings. We’ve made a good start with delta.”

“Can we make the point to the Tsargit that if the Colony is in delta dome that they’re also in beta?” Devon asked.

Jaktook indicated the star field. “You make a good point, Devon,” he said. “It’s completely logical, considering this display, which many of us have recorded.”

“What do you suggest we do next, Jaktook?” Harbour asked.

The little Jatouche regarded Devon and Aurelia, and his eyes pleaded for inspiration, if not assistance.

“Give us some time,” Aurelia said. “We might be able to supply some information that will guide our strategy.”

On that note, the rest of the team headed below. They carried their launchers, satchels, and packs with them. They were determined not to be caught without their weapons by their sides.

“We can do what?” Devon whispered in a slightly high-pitched voice to Aurelia.

“I said we might be able to help. I didn’t promise,” Aurelia whispered back. “Besides, I do have some ideas.”

Later, when Harbour and Jessie brought paste and water to Devon and Aurelia, they found Devon on his knees, circling glyphs on the deck with a marker. Then he’d capture an image with his comm unit, return to the console, and hold his device screen so that Aurelia could enter the symbols.

“Take a break, you two,” Jessie directed.

Harbour regarded the sets of circled glyphs, while Devon and Aurelia sat on a platform to eat.

“Care to share?” Harbour asked, as the other team members trooped up the ramp to join them.

“I think the Messinants were a devious lot with a perverse sense of humor,” Aurelia said between mouthfuls of paste. She was hungrier than she thought.

“Why’s that?” Jessie asked.

“The deck looks like it’s evenly covered in glyphs, doesn’t it?” Devon suggested. When Jessie and Harbour tipped their heads in agreement, he said, “It’s not.”

Jessie dropped to his knees and stared closely at the glyphs, comparing circled and uncircled ones. He angled his view, searching for subtle clues — faint lines demarking sets of glyphs or elevations or depressions to demonstrate congruence.

Aurelia finished her paste, and the recyclable plate and cup were placed on the platform. She stood behind Jessie and giggled.

“What?” Jessie asked, as he continued to eyeball the glyphs.

“My view is something only the envoy might appreciate,” Aurelia replied, laughing.

“I’ll have you know that other women have appreciated my rear,” Jessie shot back, and then he chuckled at his own remark.

Aurelia winked at Harbour. Despite their circumstances, Jessie’s good mood could be seen and sensed.

Jessie sat on his heels. “I give,” he said.

“Look here,” Aurelia said.

When Aurelia knelt to indicate four symbols, noses, snouts, and a muzzle crowded closely, she smiled inwardly. “Look at these four glyphs,” she directed. “Let your eyes roam over them without focusing on any one in particular.”

“The only thing I see that they have in common is that each glyph has a tiny extrusion that seems ancillary,” Hangor commented.

“Yes,” Aurelia said excitedly and swatted Hangor’s heavy shoulder.

“But those insignificant protrusions aren’t in the same position on each symbol,” Mangoth protested. “There’s no commonality there.”

The group was packed so tightly to observe the small group of symbols that they could feel Mangoth and Hangor’s hot breaths.

“They point toward one another,” Jaktook declared.

Immediately, the team, except for Aurelia and Devon, fanned out to confirm what Jaktook had suggested.

“He’s right,” Tracy said.

“No, Aurelia and Devon are right,” Jaktook corrected.

“It can’t be that simple,” Hangor objected.

“Why not?” Jessie asked.

“The races have been pouring over these glyphs for ages,” Hangor replied. “They would have discovered this manner of identifying the groupings.”

“They probably did,” Devon allowed, grinning, which drew blank stares his way.

“Here’s where the perversity comes into play,” Aurelia said, standing up, and the others followed. “Everyone believes I have this unique capability of imitating the Messinants sweep when entering the glyphs. It’s not true. The key is that the symbols are entered without the protrusions. They’re there as pointers to identify the glyph groups.”

Jessie surveyed the dome’s deck, which was covered in symbols. “Then this is like some kind of giant puzzle … a Messinants game to be solved by the cleverest races.”

“Pretty much,” Devon replied.

“And it was a non-alliance individual who discovered it,” Hangor marveled in awe.

“Actually, I didn’t figure it out,” Aurelia admitted. “When we were stuck and searching for a path home, I got tired after so many trials and forgot to enter the little ticks. They seemed so unnecessary compared to the usual sweeping lines of the glyphs. When the panel activated, I had to stare at the symbols for a while before I realized what I’d done.”

“A fortunate mistake!” Tracy celebrated.

“I’ve a suggestion for you, Aurelia, and I would include all of us,” Mangoth said in a serious tone. “Don’t admit to your error. Claim the knowledge as a result of your perseverance and intellect. The alliance founders need no excuse to think less of Pyreans.”

“This is true,” Jaktook added, and Hangor readily nodded in agreement.

“So, we’re geniuses with incredible problem-solving skills,” Devon said, staring expectantly at Aurelia.

“I can live with that,” Aurelia piped up, grinning.

“Well, no matter how you learn the secrets of the Messinants,” Harbour said. “That,” she said, pointing to the darkened dome and its display, “is due to your work, Aurelia and Devon. We depend on your ingenuity.”

“Speaking of which, do you have anything for us?” Jessie asked hopefully.

“We’ve been trying for a version of the path search that we discovered,” Devon said. “We’re close but not yet.”

“How can you know you’re close?” Hangor asked.

“We’ve detected a console response from our panel entry that correlates to the search for races, although the submenu accepts the glyphs, it doesn’t receive an acceptable input from us. So, there’s no variation in the display,” Aurelia replied. “However, that does indicate to us that we’re searching in the right area of the deck.”

“The Messinants arranged the glyph groupings in patterns,” Devon added. “There’s a method to the way the symbols are etched on the deck, even though it looks entirely random.”

Hangor stared at the deck’s expanse and the numerous other symbols carved in the walls of the corridors below. “Imagine all the instructions that lie hidden in plain sight,” he said in awe.

“True,” Aurelia agreed and turned to work on the console.

The other explorers left Aurelia and Devon to work, and they found places to lounge or nap while the pair worked. The couple took facility breaks, one at a time, and resumed work.

Late in the day’s cycle, Aurelia let out a whoop of joy. She celebrated by grabbing Devon and planting a lip-crushing kiss on him. When they broke apart, the two of them pointed to the darkened dome.

The team stared at the new display. It had become a kind of broken web. Lines radiated from alpha, beta, and delta domes to eleven additional stars.

“What are we looking at?” Jessie inquired.

“This is an augment of the panel submenu that traces your present location to the home world of the audio input,” Devon explained. “We’ve been running glyph combinations that we found near the original group. We believe this new one displays the domes where the journeyers of the audio recording are presently.”

“In other words, you’re looking at the present locations of the Colony,” Aurelia said.

“Can we test this?” Hangor asked, stepping close to the console.

“Certainly,” Aurelia replied. She reset the panel and pointed to Hangor, who spoke a traditional Crocian greeting. Immediately, the dome displayed the path from their present location to the Crocian star.

“Now,” Aurelia murmured, as she input the second group of symbols into the projected screen.

Suddenly the dome was a maze of interconnecting lines.

“Crocians are everywhere,” Mangoth said in amazement, joining his sibling.

“My turn,” Jaktook said with delight.

Devon repeated the exercise, and the dome lit with only a few connected stars.

Jaktook was disappointed. “It appears the Jatouche have few reasons to journey far from Na-Tikkook.”

“For now, my friend,” Harbour said. “Soon, I expect the Jatouche to be in great demand.”

“Why? How?” Jaktook inquired.

“I’ve an idea to share with Tacticnok and you, when the time is right,” Harbour replied. In response to Jaktook’s frown, she added, “The Jatouche and the Pyreans have medically compatible skills that I believe will be in demand by the alliance races.”

“I’m convinced Aurelia and Devon have discovered the extent of the Colony’s intrusions, but is that sufficient to convince the Tsargit?” Jessie asked, swinging a thumb at the display and regarding Jaktook and the Crocians. Unfortunately, he received a shake of heads. “Didn’t think so,” he muttered.

“Are we being told that we have to journey to every star and document the Colony’s presence?” Tracy asked with incredulity.

“It’s the only way to gather convincing evidence to corroborate the display,” Hangor replied.

“If that’s the purpose of the journeys, then it would seem to me that we don’t have to visit every dome,” Devon surmised. “We can visit enough of them to prove that the display is valid.”

“I would think four should suffice,” Jaktook reasoned, looking at Mangoth for confirmation.

“Agreed,” Mangoth said.

“Could beta count as one?” Tracy asked.

“Probably not,” Aurelia replied. “We can’t establish whether the second query is adding to the original query or is replacing it.”

“I don’t understand,” Tracy replied with a frown.

“We’d like to presume that the new query indicates where the Colony is at the moment,” Devon explained. “But what if it shows both the path to the Colony home star and wherever else they are.”

“But how could they be in delta if they didn’t pass through beta?” Tracy argued.

“That’s just it,” Devon replied. “What if they just passed through to these other domes? Maybe they didn’t see any value to establishing a foothold on the world that’s associated with beta.”

“I see,” Tracy nodded thoughtfully. “The Tsargit could argue that beta’s occupation was unproven, and we’d have nothing to deny it.”

“Then we must document four other domes,” Harbour remarked.

“But how do we get to the outlying stars without going through these central ones?” Hangor asked.

The veteran members of the team were quiet. They knew the limitations of wandering through unknown domes.

“Hangor, the answer isn’t a good one,” Tracy spoke quietly, saddened to tell the Crocian the ugly news. “We know the gates that connect delta to beta and beta to alpha. We have to depend on what we know.”

“The question becomes which of these stars do we visit?” Mangoth asked. “Three radiate from delta and four are adjunct to beta. I see no reason to investigate those four connected to alpha.”

“And what will the Colony do if we successfully pass through delta dome?” Jessie asked. “The Colony might calculate that if we passed through, then we’re probably planning to come back the same way.”

“I’d say that speed is our asset,” Devon interjected. “We should decide on our targets, move soon, and journey quickly.”

“Not give the Colony any more time than we have already to react to our intrusion,” Tracy added, pointing an agreeing finger at Devon.

“Assuming that we have this right and every dome will be occupied, we’ve got to limit our overall exposure,” Jessie said. “There are three gates that connect delta to adjunct stars. We should visit those three.”

“Why?” Tracy asked.

“I’m thinking they’re the farthest from the Colony’s home world and would be the least defended,” Jessie reasoned.

“What if the distance from their home star hasn’t anything to do with the Colony’s concentration?” Hangor argued. “What if it’s the nature of the world below the dome?”

“Hangor has a good point,” Harbour said. “Why is the Colony constructing a shuttle launch dome adjacent to alpha dome? Are we assuming the reason is because it’s the nearest dome to their home world, or is it because the Colony desires to inhabit the world they can see from alpha dome?”

“Obviously, we don’t have sufficient data to make an educated decision,” Jaktook said, echoing everyone’s thoughts. “It appears we must depend on fortune.”

“Do we rest or go now?” Jessie asked.

“It’s late. The team needs some rest,” Harbour said firmly.

“I want to visit the facilities, and I’m hungry,” Tracy replied.

“What she said,” Aurelia replied and followed Tracy down the ramp.

“Take care of your personal business and get some sleep, if you can,” Jessie ordered. “We must choose three domes. Once we do, we leave for delta. Jaktook, we’ll make our discovery at delta one of our four investigated domes.”

“That’s reasonable,” Jaktook replied.
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The team ate together and then separated to rest. Jessie and Harbour enjoyed a second opportunity for intimacy.

Harbour awoke a little later and discovered Jessie was gone. She slipped off the pallet, donned her skins, and walked barefoot up two levels to the deck.

Jessie lay on his back on a platform. He stared at the dome overhead. Aurelia had left the star field displaying the locations where the team believed the Colony had been heard.

Harbour lay down next to Jessie, and he extended an arm for her to curl next to him.

“Can’t make up your mind about our targets?” asked Harbour, her breath warm in Jessie’s ear.

“I don’t like depending on fortune,” Jessie replied. “The four domes connected to beta are linked in line as two pairs. We’d have to pass through what I believe are two Colony strongholds first — delta and beta. Then there’s what you said about Hangor’s warning.”

“You’re telling me that I’m the source of your worry,” Harbour said, her nose nuzzling Jessie’s check.

Jessie turned his head to stare into Harbour’s eyes. “As long as we’re exploring these domes, you’ll always be my worry,” he replied in a husky voice and kissed the tip of Harbour’s nose. Returning to stare at the star field, he added, “I’m trying to decide what path would be least dangerous, especially if the Colony has weaponry.”

“Jessie, that’s something none of us can know in advance,” Harbour said. “What’s your gut telling you to do?”

“There are five platforms in delta. Three of those gates connect to adjunct domes,” Jessie replied. “We should bounce into delta, hit an adjunct dome, document it, and bounce out. We do that three times. Each time we pass through delta we eliminate more of our adversaries.”

“And why do you like that scenario?” Harbour asked.

“Delta is the farthest dome from the Colony home world,” Jessie replied. “Despite Hangor’s conjecture, I’m betting on a lesser Colony presence. However, we can’t discount the fact that the Colony knows we’re here, and they will react to that.”

“I think your reasoning is solid,” Harbour said. “Let’s leave it at that. Now do you want to do this here or return to the room?”

Jessie turned his head toward Harbour and found her unzipping her skins. He laughed and sat up. “There’s a chance we’ll be interrupted up here,” he said. He stood, offered Harbour a hand, and led the way below.

Jessie and Harbour enjoyed each other for a short while. Harbour took a moment to use the facilities, and that’s when Jessie heard a knock on the door.

“Yes,” Jessie called out.

“It’s Aurelia. No one is sleeping, Jessie. The rest of us want to go.”

“Understood, Aurelia,” Jessie shouted. “We’ll be on the deck shortly.”

“We’ve the team’s gear,” Aurelia added before she headed upward.

Jessie didn’t wonder how Aurelia located their room. It was the same way Harbour had identified Aurelia and Devon’s room. He had no doubt Harbour hadn’t bothered to focus her power on him. More than likely, she was radiating in all directions.

When Harbour returned from the facilities, Jessie told her about Aurelia’s visit.

Harbour’s smile faded. She’d received a gift that she thought she’d never possess. Now the danger of it being lost increased with every gate they passed through. Aurelia was in the same position. The empaths knew their men would take risks to protect them, perhaps unnecessary ones, but there was little that they could do about it.

Jessie saw Harbour’s reaction. He rose from their pallet, gripped her bare shoulders, and lightly kissed her. “Time to go,” he said.

Harbour nodded. Then they quickly dressed and made their way to the deck.

“There’s a common agreement that we should journey to the three adjunct domes that connect directly to delta,” Aurelia stated unequivocally. She was ready to defend their decision.

Instead Jessie replied, “Agreed.”

“Delta has five gates,” Devon said. “We arrive on gate three. Our target platforms are one, two, and four.”

The team members stared at Aurelia and Devon.

Jessie jumped to the explanation first. “That’s right,” he said. “You’ve documented our previous path. Okay, I suggest we try for gate one. That’s the farthest platform from our arrival point. Shorter ones later.”

When everyone agreed, they assumed their places on the platform, readied their launchers, and journeyed to delta.

“Aurelia, the console,” Jessie ordered harshly, when they appeared in delta. He had to break the team out of their stupor. The dome was deserted. “Everyone else, gate one,” he shouted.

The explorers were galvanized by Jessie. While Aurelia ran for the console, the others leapt from the platform and ran for gate one.

“Transferring,” Aurelia yelled and sprinted to join the team.

Adjunct dome number one wasn’t like delta. It wasn’t empty.

Four grays were arranged around the explorers’ platform. Two of them triggered a wad of material that lay on the deck, and a net, guided by rails, flew over the team. Its leading edge was reeled into devices fastened to the far side of the platform.

The metal net was yanked tight, flattening the team, except for Jaktook, who had launched himself from Mangoth’s shoulders. Unfortunately, he’d had to drop his weapon to leap clear in time.

Immediately, the grays came after Jaktook, and he scrambled over his netted companions. “Apologies,” he said, as his nails dug into his teammates.

Tracy managed to unhook her drum and shove her launcher through the net’s narrow opening.

Jaktook snatched Tracy’s weapon, attached a drum from his satchel, and turned his launcher on the grays. He screeched in anger, as he swiftly eliminated the four who managed the net.

More grays slid up the ramp, but they halted when Jaktook cut down several more grays close to their platform. Those immediately behind the destroyed ones were sprayed by body fluids, and they hissed their displeasure.

“Temporary impasse,” Jessie announced from his cramped position, as Jaktook waved his launcher at the grays, who were neither advancing nor retreating. The net was pressing Jessie’s face into the mesh covering the back of Aurelia’s thigh, and someone was lying across his legs.

“Jaktook, can you disable the restraints?” Devon asked.

Jaktook climbed over his companions to the edge of the platform to eye the mechanisms.

“Watch out, Jaktook!” Aurelia warned.

Jaktook returned to the top of the pile. Grays had slithered close to the deck and around its periphery to avoid detection. One rose up near Jessie, and Jaktook shot him. Biological debris blew onto Jessie, Aurelia, and Hangor.

“Yuck,” Aurelia complained, wiping at the mess that had struck her face.

“Apologies,” Jaktook muttered again. He took aim at one of the net’s winches and hit it with a dart. It was ineffective against the metal.

“Jaktook, my pack has a cutter,” Mangoth said in a muffled voice. He was facedown and his snout was pinned between the net and Hangor’s back. Fortunately, his pack was on his back.

Jaktook laid down his launcher to dig in Mangoth’s pack, but Aurelia issued a second warning. He had to stop his investigation, pick up the weapon, and wave it at the grays to force their retreat.

“Who’s in the front that can get their hands through the net?” Jessie asked.

“I can,” Devon, Aurelia, and Hangor chorused.

“Who can dismantle their launchers and hand them through the net?” Jessie continued. He got multiple responses.

Jaktook scampered to collect a launcher, add a drum, and place it in Aurelia’s hands. He had to destroy another gray before he could collect a second launcher and purpose it for Devon. Then a third weapon was delivered to Hangor.

The three explorers defended the platform, with their arms shoved through the net. Their shots often went wild, but they made up for it by spraying darts in the grays’ general directions. Eventually, the gas-filled darts found their way home.

Meanwhile, Jaktook tore into Mangoth’s pack. “What am I looking for, Mangoth?” he asked, when he got the pack open.

“A silver stick,” Mangoth replied.

Jaktook had to ask him to repeat his words. He thought he heard Mangoth say something about being sick. The second time, Jaktook understood the Crocian. He rummaged through the pack until he found the device and slipped it from its holder.

“Operation?” Jaktook requested.

Hangor answered for Mangoth. “The red tip is pointed toward the target,” he said. “Twist the other end to produce the torch. You’ve plenty of fuel to cut the net’s four metal lanyards.”

“Jaktook, cut my corner first so I can get free to help,” Jessie directed.

Jaktook climbed off the pile, stepped around the remains of grays, and activated the cutter. The fine blue flame slowly cut through the net’s retaining line. He concentrated on separating the metal cable even as he heard the distinct pops of darts striking nearby grays.

When the line separated, Jaktook hopped across the dead grays and tugged on the net’s corner to aid Jessie sliding out from under it.

“Return to cutting, my wonderfully agile friend,” Jessie said, and Jaktook flashed his teeth in reply.

Jessie jumped onto a nearby platform, where he could command a better view of the deck and the ramp. His firing forced the grays to retreat from the deck and slide down the ramp.

“Second line is cut,” Jaktook yelled.

Hangor managed to free himself. Then he gripped the edge of the net and hauled it off the others.

Launchers were redistributed, and Mangoth ensured that the net was clear of the platform for the explorers’ return.

“Ready to transfer,” Devon called out from the console.

“Wait,” Harbour said urgently. “Did anyone manage to record what happened?”

“Mangoth,” Jaktook said, gesturing the Crocian to his side.

The cutting torch was returned to the pack, and Jaktook pulled out his recorder. Then Mangoth hoisted the Jatouche to his shoulders.

“The net first,” Jaktook instructed.

Mangoth walked around the platform, while Jaktook documented the device that had trapped them.

“The dead next,” Jaktook requested, and Mangoth toured the deck, stepping over body parts.

“I want imagery of the ramp,” Jaktook requested next.

“Wait,” Jessie called out to the pair. “Aurelia, you have the console. Devon, flank Mangoth with me.”

Mangoth swung his snout to both sides to ensure his support was ready before he approached the ramp.

Numerous grays were crowded on the ramp, and they hissed at the intruders. They edged backward at Mangoth’s approach.

“Jaktook, I’ve as much courage as any Crocian, but we’re reaching my limit,” Mangoth rumbled, when his heavy clawed feet touched the edge of the ramp.

“Retreat, Mangoth,” Jessie ordered. “Prepare to return,” he yelled.

Devon ran for the console, but Aurelia waved him toward the platform.

Jessie guarded Mangoth’s back, as the Crocian lumbered toward their gate. Then he held back to protect Aurelia.

“Assume your positions,” Jessie called out.

“We’re ready,” Harbour replied.

“Now,” Aurelia said loudly and ran for the others.

Jessie spun around and sprinted after her. The pair gained the platform, and the team was sent back to delta’s gate one, where they were promptly ambushed a second time.

Reds and grays now crowded what had previously been a deserted deck.

The team fired in all directions at the mass of Colony insectoids.

Jessie spotted reds cradling meter-and-a-half-long tubes. “Drop down,” he called out.

Projectiles shot from the reds’ tubes and struck the dome’s shield. They disappeared in flashes of bright light.

“Jessie, the other platforms are covered,” Harbour said in a panic.

“Target the reds,” Devon directed at the top of his voice.

“We should —” was all Hangor managed to say, when his head exploded. Remains of poor Hangor splattered the team.

Mangoth erupted in a chest-shaking roar. He pulled Jaktook from his shoulders, stepped across his sibling’s body, and waded into the insectoids.

“Protect Mangoth,” Jessie yelled.

Rather than fire from the platform, most of the explorers leapt off to defend Mangoth.

“The console is covered too,” Aurelia cried out, as she jumped off the platform to join the others.

Several times, a teammate spotted a red targeting them and yelled to hit the deck.

Projectiles launched from the reds’ tubes either struck the dome’s shield or other Colony members. At the accidental deaths of their own kind, the reds hissed and clacked their pincers in agitation.

The fighting continued until every red was destroyed and the grays abandoned the deck.

Devon and Aurelia tore at the console’s cover and finally managed to remove it.

Meanwhile, Tracy and Harbour used Mangoth’s cutting tool to clear away the net that covered gate three, their retreat to, hopefully, a safe dome.

Jessie carried Jaktook on his shoulders to document the carnage.

Mangoth was left to grieve for his clutch mate, whom he sat beside, resting a hand on Hangor’s chest.

“Jessie, gate three is free. We can retreat if we choose,” Harbour called to him.

“That supposes the Colony hasn’t taken that route to set up another ambush,” Tracy added loudly.

Tracy’s comments brought heads snapping up. The realization was striking home to the explorers that the Colony had planned an interlinked pair of ambushes. There was a distinct possibility that other traps awaited them.

“Ugly choices,” Devon commented. “Trouble behind us, trouble here, and maybe trouble where we’d retreat.”

“Thoughts?” Jessie asked.

“If we return to the dome that we just left, we’ll still have a fight on our hands,” Aurelia declared. “If our reason for going there is that we want to give up, then we won’t know how to get home from the adjunct gates, if there is even a path to alliance worlds. Plus, we won’t be returning with sufficient documentation.”

“We can’t stay here,” Jaktook added, “and beta dome isn’t an option.”

“I say we temporarily retreat and figure out our next move,” Tracy voted, “and we take our chances the Colony isn’t there.”

Jessie surveyed the team. Their faces said they were in agreement with Tracy. They needed a break to recoup. His eyes fell on Mangoth, who nodded solemnly and stood.

“Collect weapons, satchels, and expended drums,” Jessie ordered. “We’re retreating through gate three. He spared a moment to ensure Mangoth collected Hangor’s pack, launcher, and drum satchel.

“Set the console,” Devon said to Aurelia, while he continued to watch the ramp.

“Ready,” Jessie called, when the team was in position.

Jaktook had taken Hangor’s place on the platform. Documentation was now a secondary consideration.

“Devon,” Aurelia said urgently, when she tapped the panel’s icon. Then the pair rushed to jump on gate three’s platform.

“Get ready,” Jessie said, as the blue light speared the dome.

To the team’s relief, the Colony wasn’t waiting for them.

“Clear the platform,” Jessie ordered unnecessarily. The others had already jumped or were in the process of doing so.

Mangoth promptly threw a net over it. Then he sat heavily on it. Harbour and Aurelia sat beside him and opened their gates to provide solace.

Jessie walked around the platform’s perimeter to stand in front of the Crocian. “I’m truly sorry, Mangoth, for the loss of your sibling,” he said.

“Your sentiment is appreciated, Jessie,” Mangoth said. “Hangor knew of the danger. I’d told him many times of our deadly encounters.”

Mangoth couldn’t understand why he wasn’t more pained by the death of his clutch mate. Then he swung his snout toward Harbour and then Aurelia. He rumbled in gratitude.

When the insectoids’ hisses were heard, launchers snapped into firing positions.

“Sorry, sorry. It’s an audio recording,” Aurelia called out in chagrin, and the launchers were lowered.

The dome darkened, and Aurelia displayed the range of the Colony’s intrusion. It was the same collection as before — alpha, beta, delta, with their eleven adjunct domes, and the Colony’s.

Jessie, Jaktook, and Tracy wandered over to the console.

“What are you two thinking?” Jessie asked Devon and Aurelia.
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Before Devon and Aurelia could answer, Jaktook said, “Jessie, it’s my thought that we should return to alliance territory.”

“We’ve only documented two domes,” Jessie objected.

“We can show the Colony is occupying fourteen domes outside of their own star,” Aurelia interjected.

“And the traps they’ve set for us indicate their serious intentions to claim and defend their expanding territory,” Devon pointed out.

“What if the Tsargit doesn’t consider our meager presentation of two domes worthy of the agreement?” Jessie asked. “Pyre loses the projects, our injured aren’t repaired, and Hangor’s sacrifice is in vain.”

“The encounters have dramatically shifted,” Jaktook argued. “We came with deadly weapons seeking to overwhelm the Colony’s numbers, strength, and venomous pincers. But look what we’ve found. They’ve weapons too, and they’ve planned insidious countermeasures.”

“Will the expedition’s more hazardous conditions change the Tsargit’s attitude about our report?” Jessie pursued.

“No, it won’t,” Mangoth said in his deep bass voice. He stood behind Jessie and was flanked by the empaths. “The Tsargit cares only for results. Our challenges are our problems.”

“Stop,” Harbour ordered firmly. “Look at us! We’re covered in body fluids from reds, grays and … and Hangor! Everyone, get below and clean up. We eat, sit down, and think this through.”

The explorers gazed at one another and themselves. Faces and skins, real and artificial, were smeared with the results of exploded bodies, and the smell was penetrating. Without a word, they trooped below.

After a lengthy time in the facilities and a meal of paste, greens, and water, the team congregated in the primary room.

“Okay,” Harbour began. “We’ve got a critical decision to make. Do we abandon the exploration and hope we’ve collected sufficient data, or do we try to document more occupied domes?”

“Let’s start this simply,” Jessie said. “Who’s for going back?”

No hand or claw was raised. No one spoke. The opportunity to get clean and eat had allowed the explorers to collect their wits and deal with the death of one of their own.

“That makes it easy,” Jessie muttered.

“I’ve been thinking,” Devon said. “We’re taking the wrong approach. I don’t mean about the domes we’ve chosen to explore … I mean about the way we’re doing it.”

“Elaborate,” Mangoth requested.

“In security, the toughest arrests are smugglers,” Devon explained. “They’re elusive, know all the station’s hideouts, and are often paranoid. The best way to catch them is to be aggressive, and speed is your asset.”

“How does this translate to our predicament?” Jaktook asked.

“When we journey, we stand and wait to discover our situation,” Devon continued. “This method makes us vulnerable. It gives the reds and the grays the advantage. They get to make the first move.”

“You’re saying we move before we even know our circumstances?” Jessie queried. It was contrary to his training and experience from years in space.

“Yes, and we move fast,” Devon replied.

“I approve of Devon’s idea. It suits my temperament,” Mangoth rumbled. “However, we would need to rearrange our positions.”

“I like the idea too,” Tracy added. “What I don’t like is standing and waiting for the reds and the grays to come after us.”

“What about documentation?” Jaktook asked.

“In this scenario, it would be secondary,” Harbour replied. “We’d record the aftermath.”

“Do I understand this action correctly?” Aurelia asked. “We journey, coalesce on the platform, and immediately jump off, while firing.”

“That’s about the sum of it,” Devon replied.

“Okay,” Aurelia said, shrugging. “It’s as good an idea as any. What we’ve been doing certainly has been favoring the other side.”

Jessie regarded Harbour with a questioning expression, and she nodded her acceptance of the proposal.

“Okay, new platform order,” Jessie said, accepting the group’s decision. He rearranged his teammates, placing each member along the edge. Mangoth, Devon, and he would face the dome’s interior.

“Which domes do we target?” asked Jaktook, when Jessie finished.

“I see no reason to change the original plan,” Harbour said. “We arrive at delta’s gate three and exit on two or four.”

“We rest for a few hours, and then we go,” Jessie said.

No one sought a private room. Pallets were extended from the wall, and they lay down. The day hadn’t been that long, but energy was drained and nerves were strained.

Jessie dozed for a while, and then he lay awake with his eyes open. He heard the restless movements of others. No one was sleeping.

“Everyone awake?” Jessie whispered. He received quiet affirmatives from all six individuals.

“Let’s go,” Tracy suggested.

“Agreed,” Jaktook replied.

The explorers rose, sent the pallets into the wall for cleaning, used the facilities, drank some water, and gathered their weapons.

Aurelia took up her position at the console, and the others climbed on the platform.

Devon examined the faces of his companions. They were a desultory group, who were grieving for Hangor and traumatized by their beatings.

“This isn’t going to work,” Devon said defiantly, as he stepped off the platform. “We’ll journey to delta and be wiped out in a matter of minutes.”

Suddenly, Devon felt a wave of determination sweep through his mind. It was fueled by a desire for revenge for Hangor. His pulse quickened, and he saw the faces of the others harden.

Jessie turned and regarded Harbour. She winked at him.

“Delta, here we come,” Tracy whooped.

Devon hopped on the platform, and Aurelia triggered the console.

“For Hangor,” Mangoth roared, as the dome’s light bathed them.

It was evident to the explorers that their arrival was unexpected. The reds weren’t carrying their tubes. The deck had been cleared of body parts and the console and other platforms were uncovered.

The team leapt off the platform pumping darts in all directions. Early shots missed until they could sight on their targets.

Devon and Aurelia cleared a path to the console, while the others took over gate two. With a few keystrokes, Aurelia set the panel. Then she initiated the journey, and Devon and she joined the team.

The second adjunct dome was a duplicate of the first one. The Colony had been patiently waiting for the explorers’ incursion. However, the action didn’t bear any similarity to the first encounter.

The moment the explorers appeared, they leapt off the platform. The net slid harmlessly across its lanyards, and the four grays were immediately dispatched.

“Drive them to the ramp,” Jessie ordered.

Six more grays and a red were eliminated before the remainder of the Colony got the point and retreated down the ramp.

Harbour looked for Jaktook. The Jatouche advisor was already atop Mangoth and recording the carnage.

Aurelia grinned at Devon and kissed him on the cheek.

“One more dome to go,” Devon whispered, “but that means we pass through delta two more times.”

“We good?” Jessie asked Jaktook, when Mangoth stood at the top of the ramp, with Tracy and Harbour flanking him.

“Satisfactory,” Jaktook replied. He jumped lightly off Mangoth, stored his recorder, and grabbed his launcher.

The team assembled for the return, and it was Devon who sent them on their return to delta.

This time the Colony was prepared for the explorers. Reds held their tubes, and grays crowded near the platform, eager to sink their pincers into the intruders.

The explorers couldn’t jump free of the platform. They fought, while standing prominently in view of the reds. Drums were emptied in quick fashion, and rounds from the reds’ weapons flew at them. The words “down” and “hit the deck” were frequently yelled, when tubes were seen to bear on them.

Mangoth, Jessie, and Devon’s combined firepower opened a small space in front of them. Mangoth roared in defiance, hopped from the platform, and swatted the nearest grays. His powerful arms and heavy claws decapitated or broke the spines of those he struck.

Jessie and Devon tried valiantly to protect Mangoth by taking down the reds who targeted the Crocian.

Tracy, who was near Jessie, saw a red align its tube on him. She aimed her launcher, squeezed the trigger mechanism, but her drum had run dry. She whispered her brother’s name and stepped into the path of the red’s shot.

Jessie was knocked sideways, but he managed to retain his footing. He felt warm blood running down the side of his face and neck. Glancing to his left, he saw Tracy’s crumpled body. A significant portion of her upper chest was missing. He spotted a red reloading its single shot tube, and he cut it down.

When the team finished eliminating the reds, the grays retreated.

“Document?” Jaktook queried.

“Yes,” Harbour demanded. “The Tsargit must know what we’ve faced, and what we’ve lost.” She bent, stroked Tracy’s short spacer-styled hair, and closed the young woman’s eyes. She uncoupled the medallion chain and pulled it free. It was her thought to request Tacticnok make a medallion for Dillon, Tracy’s brother. She intended the medals of the dead would receive places of honor to remind Pyreans of what the explorers had sacrificed for their society.

While Jaktook and Mangoth recorded the fight’s aftermath, Jessie and Harbour slid Tracy’s body off the platform. An arm and a leg had been hanging over the edge, which would have prevented the gate from activating, if the explorers had needed to use it.

“Finished,” Jaktook yelled, before he leapt from Mangoth.

“Gate four,” Jessie ordered. “I expect the same ambush in this third adjunct dome,” he continued, as the team assembled. “Mangoth, you attack. Devon and I will jump and cover you. Aurelia and Jaktook, leap off and tag the grays who’ll try to operate the net. Harbour, focus on the two grays we can expect to be on the net’s receiving end.

Harbour could hear the commanding tones of the spacer captain in Jessie’s voice, as he directed his crew in an emergency. There was no need for her emotional support. She could sense the white-hot anger pouring off her companions.

Aurelia did the honors at the console, while Devon watched her back. Then they leapt aboard for the journey to delta’s adjunct dome number three.

Third time was a charm for the team. The dome’s transfer light had barely dimmed, when the team leapt into action.

Mangoth roared and hopped his bulk off the platform. He used the butt of his launcher to smack the head of a gray. It dropped to the deck. Its head was at an odd angle.

Aurelia, Jaktook, and Harbour cleared the platform and eliminated their four assigned targets.

Two grays anchored their pincers on Mangoth’s short heavily scaled legs. With his forward momentum and tremendous bulk, he was tipped off balance and smacked face down on the deck. His launcher flew out of his hands.

Two reds with weapons were in sight, and Devon and Jessie were forced to concentrate on them. By the time the reds were dispatched, two more grays had attached themselves to Mangoth’s arms. The combined weight of the four Colony entities successfully pinned the Crocian in place.

A fifth gray slid along the deck, intent on sinking its dangerous pincers into Mangoth’s eyes. It was one of the few vulnerable points of a Crocian.

Mangoth snapped his formidable maw at the approaching gray, but it rose to attack from on high. Mangoth struggled to free himself in the few moments he had left to live.

Suddenly, the head of the fifth gray disappeared in a cloud of red mist. In short order, Mangoth felt relief from the weight of the other grays. He struggled to his feet, pried loose the heads of the grays that dangled from his arms, unslung his spare launcher, and snapped on a drum.

After Devon and Jessie freed Mangoth, they advanced on a group of grays, and the Crocian waddled to join their fight.

Aurelia, Harbour, and Jaktook circled from the far side of the platform and joined the males. Together, the explorers forced the grays to retreat, driving them toward the ramp. Any who resisted were destroyed.

The moment the team had control of the situation, Jaktook dug out his recorder and Mangoth snatched him up.

“I admire your decorations, Mangoth,” Jaktook quipped, as he settled atop the Crocian’s shoulders. He dropped a hand in front of Mangoth’s face, pointing a finger down, in case the subject of his humor was missed.

Mangoth glanced at his legs. The heads of the last two grays clung to a calf and an ankle. He smacked one leg against a platform’s base and then the other, freeing him of the heads.

Together, the Crocian and the Jatouche wandered the deck recording the carnage.

“That’s four domes documenting the Colony’s intrusion,” Jaktook announced from his perch. “With Aurelia and Devon’s console discoveries, we should have ample evidence for the Tsargit.”

“And if we don’t, it will be the Tsargit’s loss,” Harbour said harshly.

The other team members didn’t understand Harbour’s remark, but there wasn’t time to query her.

“Delta is the dangerous dome,” Jessie said, “and we have to pass through it to take our path home.”

“It’s the reds with their weapons,” Devon added. “We can’t eliminate them quickly enough before they’re a danger to us.”

“We can trust that to be truer now than before, Devon,” Jaktook commented. “The Colony is sure to have called on reserves because of our multiple passages through delta. We’ve set up a pattern. There’s also the possibility they’re anticipating that our next journey will be toward beta after we arrive in delta.”

“Why not just trap us here or in any one of the adjunct domes?” Aurelia asked.

“It’s the nature of the Colony,” Mangoth said. “They don’t want to see us escape again only to see us return. They’ll have identified that we appear to be the same individuals in both intrusions, and they seem to be more satisfied with vanquishing us.”

“That attitude seems absurd,” Harbour objected. “They’re losing so many members to our small number.”

“Over time, the Colony has proven it cares nothing for their individuals,” Jaktook interjected. “It’s the growth and spread of their race that consumes them.”

“There’s always the option of exiting from here toward home instead of through delta,” Devon offered.

Eyes turned toward Aurelia, who said, “It’s a possibility, but we’d be in the same situation we would have found ourselves in either of the first two adjunct domes. It would be trial and error to find our way to alliance space.”

“Months,” Jessie commented, reminding the others of the time it took.

“Who’s to say we won’t find the Colony in domes farther out?” Mangoth proposed.

Aurelia started to object, but she stopped to consider the Crocian’s point.

“You see the conundrum, Aurelia,” Jaktook said. “What did the console actually tell us? Did it display where the Colony was heard at the moment of your query, or did it report where the Colony had been heard at any time?”

Aurelia shrugged in response to Jaktook’s questions. There was insufficient data to determine the answer.

“Then we have two choices. We take a known dome and a known pathway home, or we risk the unknown in both cases,” Harbour summarized.

“I’m for delta,” Mangoth rumbled and flexed his massive jaw.

“Me too,” Jaktook added.

Slowly, the others nodded their agreement.

“Then it will be delta,” Jessie remarked, but then he paused. He stared at a platform, visualizing the team appearing in that distant dome.

“We lie down,” Jessie said excitedly, smacking a fist into his palm. “We’ll present smaller targets, while we focus on the reds, especially those with tubes. Better yet, we’ve ten launchers. That’s two for everyone but Aurelia and Jaktook. Aim your primary one at the reds. Use the other one to keep the grays off you.”

Jessie waved the team toward the platform, while Devon and Aurelia remained at the console. He positioned Mangoth in the center and arrayed the others in a three-quarter circle. Room was left for Aurelia and Devon. He whistled, caught their attention, and pointed at their positions.

“Jaktook, we haven’t seen many attacks from the rear, the portion closest to the dome’s wall,” Jessie said, “but I need you to guard that quarter of the platform’s circumference.”

“I will do my duty,” Jaktook replied with determination and a flash of teeth.

Jessie unlimbered the two launchers he carried and took his place between Mangoth and Harbour.

Every explorer loaded fresh drums. Devon, having examined Tracy’s weapon, had delivered the sad news that she’d emptied her drum of darts. It left the team wondering whether Tracy had been caught unawares by the red’s shot, or whether she’d deliberately interposed herself between Jessie and the red.

In quick succession: Jessie signaled Aurelia; Devon fired at two grays edging over the ramp’s top, killing one; and Aurelia activated the panel and then yanked on Devon’s arm.

The couple ran to the platform, and Devon hurriedly prepared both launchers, as Aurelia lay down next to Mangoth.

Grays raced up the ramp in an attempt to cancel the platform’s activation. They were denied the opportunity. The Messinants energy field had already sent the explorers to another star.

Delta had indeed received reinforcements, most likely from beta. When the team arrived, the deck was crowded with reds and grays.

The grays were so close to the platform that the team reflexively fired into the bodies that reared up to strike them. The destroyed tissue blew back into their faces, temporarily blinding them.

The explorers did gain some precious moments. The reds had fired their tubes where they expected the team to coalesce, but the rounds had sailed harmlessly over the explorers’ heads.

Jaktook faced no one. He spun, hopped up on Mangoth’s ample bottom, and targeted any red with a tube.

Single-handedly, Jaktook destroyed five reds, while they labored to reload their tubes. That valuable reprieve allowed the others to wipe their eyes, clear the nearest grays, and target the remaining reds.

The team climbed to their knees, dropped their secondary launchers, and sighted with the other. Mangoth stood, rolling Jaktook off. Swiftly, the remaining reds and many more grays were eliminated. As expected, the group of grays, who were left on deck, retreated to the ramp.

“Aurelia, get us out of here,” Jessie ordered.

Aurelia sprinted toward the console, and Devon swore as he raced to keep up.

In the few moments Mangoth had, he lumbered over to a red, kicked over the body’s remains, and grabbed the alien’s tube weapon.

“Souvenir or evidence?” Jessie asked the Crocian, as he climbed on the platform.

Within moments, Devon and Aurelia were reversing course to join the others to leave delta and the carnage behind.

In the next dome outward, the team quickly cleared the platform, and Mangoth laid down his launchers and tube weapon to throw a net over it.

“What we’ve documented better be enough,” Devon said harshly, as he picked a chunk of gray out of his hair. He threw it on the deck in disgust.

“We’re safe,” Jessie said. “Let’s get cleaned up.”

“No,” Harbour objected strenuously. “The Sylian dome recorded eight explorers leaving alliance territory. Let it record the return of six of us and in this condition. Aurelia, remind us how to get home.”

Aurelia wiped her hands on the front of her mesh suit, which had managed to stay relatively clean. She consulted her comm unit and directed the team to the appropriate gate. The explorers journeyed quickly through the Messinants network of connected stars, soon reaching the Sylian dome.

When the explorers appeared in Shevena’s dome, she was aghast at their condition. “Call medical,” she whispered urgently to a console operator.

The operator halted when he saw the explorers leave the platform without difficulty.

Journeyers stared in horror at the explorers, whose faces, heads, and shoulders were splashed with blood and bits of tissue. Many retched and fought to prevent their stomachs from emptying on the deck.

The team saw the reactions of those who stepped aside for them, and they hadn’t the energy or desire to care. They’d performed an ugly and dangerous job to understand the threat represented by the Colony. In the meantime, alliance citizens were able to blithely pursue their peaceful lives.

At the Jatouche dome, Jaktook waved off the techs, who rushed forward to assist them.

“Envoy, I believe you’ve made an indelible impression on the races, as you wished,” Jaktook said. “I suggest it’s time to get clean before we travel any farther.”

“Agreed,” Harbour replied. “Our gear is on the third level.” She led the team off the platform and toward the ramp.

While nearby journeyers were stunned by the explorers’ appearance, as many in other domes had been, they couldn’t help but notice the honor paid by every Jatouche on the deck. Each one bowed deeply and held that pose until the explorers passed.
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The explorers fanned out to separate rooms and luxuriated in the facilities, cleaning their suits, themselves, the launchers, and their gear.

Then they assembled where the Pyreans had left their duffels. Multiple servings of paste were consumed, as well as greens by the empaths. The food filled their bellies and steadied their nerves.

Slowly, the twin knives of guilt stabbed into their psyches. They’d lost two team members, and they’d survived.

“What’s next, Envoy?” Jaktook asked.

“I’m bothered by the discussions about the Tsargit,” Harbour replied, “and I’m not interested in waiting to find out where we stand.”

Jaktook and Mangoth stared at each other. At first, it was in surprise, and then Jaktook chittered and Mangoth roared in amusement.

“What?” Harbour demanded with a touch of anger.

“Apologies, Envoy,” Jaktook replied, quickly gaining control. “We interpreted your remarks as you wish to confront the Tsargit.”

“Then you understood me well,” Harbour shot back.

This time Jaktook and Mangoth’s expressions were ones of angst.

“Envoy, with respect, that’s not how the Tsargit conducts business,” Jaktook said judiciously.

“Explain,” Harbour said tersely. She was losing patience. She felt a touch on her arm from Aurelia, and understanding the signal, she clamped her mental gates tightly.

“The Tsargit chooses who may present to them and when,” Jaktook replied. He wished Tacticnok was present. He thought she might better handle this delicate conversation.

“And their committees are never in a hurry,” Mangoth added. He glanced toward Jessie, seeking support. However, Jessie stared quietly back at him.

“Are the committees the ultimate arbiter of presentations and decisions?” Harbour asked.

“Yes and no, Envoy,” Jaktook replied. “The committees approve those things that fall within their purview. However, in our case, a committee would need to approve our presentation and then recommend it to the council for calendaring.”

“Explain that last part,” Jessie requested.

“The council would review the committee’s request,” Mangoth replied. “They might calendar an interview or choose not to hear us. If they do accept, the council sets their quarterly calendars about a half annual ahead of time.”

“Why should this be so complicated?” Harbour asked. “The Tsargit requested we survey the Colony’s expansion, and we worked out the agreement with the Veklocks.”

“It’s never that simple with the Tsargit,” Jaktook pleaded, “but we have a good case for convincing the council to ultimately honor the terms of the contract.”

“Why do the races put up with this ludicrous arrangement?” Jessie asked.

“We’ve no other option,” Mangoth admitted.

“Do you know how to get to the Tsargit?” Harbour asked.

“We both do,” Mangoth replied. “The Tsargit occupies an enormous station near the Hyronzy dome. It accommodates the many races who comprise its representatives, committees, and council.”

“We rest today; we go tomorrow,” Harbour said. Then she stood and held out her hand to Jessie.

Aurelia and Devon soon followed them out the door to seek their own private quarters.

Jaktook regarded Mangoth. “There hasn’t been adequate time to express sentiments,” he said. “I’m disheartened by the loss of your sibling. I admired him.”

“And I regret allowing him to journey with us,” Mangoth replied.

“It seems he was determined to go,” Jaktook offered.

“He was,” Mangoth allowed. “If the reds hadn’t wielded weapons, Tracy and he might still be among us.”

Jaktook rose, and Mangoth asked, “Where are you going?”

“To speak to Her Excellency. This desire of the envoy to confront the Tsargit is beyond my control,” Jaktook replied.

The desultory expression on Mangoth’s face gave Jaktook pause. “Your presence would be valuable, if you care to accompany me,” he said.

“I would,” Mangoth replied, pleased not to be left alone at this time.

As they exited the room and headed for the shuttle, Jaktook gazed up at his enormous friend and asked, “Can I ride?”

Mangoth rumbled deeply. “Thank you, Jaktook,” he said. Two annuals ago, it would not have occurred to him that he’d consider the diminutive Jatouche a close friend.

“Is that a no?” Jaktook pursued, and he was finally rewarded with Mangoth’s booming laughter.


* * * *




Jaktook and Mangoth rode the shuttle from the moon to Rissness Station. They exited the bay and cars took them up through the station to the royal apartments.

In the antechamber, staff asked Mangoth to wait, while they ushered Jaktook into Tacticnok’s presence.

“You’re safe,” Tacticnok cried out, gripping Jaktook’s forearms and nuzzling his cheek.

Jaktook was speechless at the intimate reception. Nevertheless, he was enthralled by Tacticnok’s open declaration of her choice for him as her mate.

“The report I received said only six explorers returned,” Tacticnok said, releasing Jaktook.

“We lost Tracy and Hangor to the Colony,” Jaktook said sadly.

“I would hear more,” Tacticnok encouraged, indicating a pallet.

“Your pardon, Tacticnok. Time is of the essence. Mangoth and I must speak to you on urgent business,” Jaktook pleaded.

Tacticnok signaled for a staffer and requested he admit Mangoth.

When the Crocian entered, Tacticnok dropped her head to him. As she lifted her head and gazed sadly at the Crocian, she said, “Mangoth of the Logar, I’m grieved to hear of the loss of your sibling.”

“Your words are generous and a comfort, Your Excellency,” Mangoth replied formally.

“Come. Sit with us, Mangoth,” Tacticnok invited. “Jaktook tells me that the two of you have concerns that you wish to discuss.”

When the threesome was seated, Tacticnok asked, “First, tell me. Was your expedition successful?”

“Beyond our expectations,” Jaktook replied.

“Devon and Aurelia have incomparable skills where it concerns the Messinants and their domes,” Mangoth said, “and Jaktook has plenty of documentation.”

“What am I not understanding?” Tacticnok asked. “Why was a substantial amount of data collection necessary? What did you discover?”

“The Colony’s expansion is greater than we could have anticipated,” Jaktook explained. “We were forced to explore adjunct domes connected to one we called delta. That dome leads directly to the Colony’s home world through beta and alpha, where we found the insectoids last time. They now occupy those three inline domes and eleven adjunct locations, as best we can discern.”

“We believe our first incursion might be the cause as to why the Colony redoubled their efforts to expand,” Mangoth added. “In addition to those efforts, the Colony developed strategies to trap us with nets and kill us with weapons.”

Despite her royal bearing, Tacticnok’s mouth hung open in shock. “This is what you needed to see me about?” she asked, as she digested the horrific news.

“No, Your Excellency,” Mangoth replied. “We’ve been unable to convince the envoy of how the Tsargit works.”

“Why is that necessary?” Tacticnok asked.

“We explained to the envoy that unless she thoroughly convinces the Tsargit of what we uncovered, they’re likely to withdraw from the agreement,” Jaktook replied.

“It’s happened before,” Tacticnok allowed, “but you believe you’ve amassed sufficient records.”

“Yes, we have, but we might have overemphasized the duplicitous nature of the Tsargit, Your Excellency,” Mangoth said apologetically. “The envoy wishes to journey to Hyronzy Station and meet with the Tsargit now.”

“Without invitation?” Tacticnok queried, surprised by the idea. Then she frowned, and a hand stroked the fur alongside her jaw. “What did the envoy tell you were her reasons for the unauthorized visit to the Tsargit?”

Mangoth and Jaktook shared nervous glances.

“I require an answer,” Tacticnok said quietly but firmly.

“It’s our thought that the envoy wants to challenge the Tsargit,” Jaktook replied. “She wishes to ensure that the Tsargit will abide by the contract based on the data we’ve collected.”

Tacticnok regarded the two males, as thoughts ran through her head. The fluid nature of the Pyreans and the Tsargit’s rigidity created the opportunity for a clash of wills. Any alliance race would avoid this type of confrontation at all costs, but as the envoy herself often pointed out, the Pyreans weren’t alliance members.

The envoy’s idea to visit the Tsargit without an invitation was entirely unorthodox, even absurd, but it might be the kind of confrontation that the Tsargit needed — an interruption in their sanctified procedures.

“Return to the envoy and escort the team to Hyronzy Station,” Tacticnok directed.

When Jaktook and Mangoth regarded each other, Tacticnok said sharply, “Stop that. I’ve not lost my faculties. We agree that the Tsargit has a dubious history of keeping the agreements that the Veklocks negotiate. The envoy is right to challenge them.”

“Your pardon, Your Excellency, but why would the Tsargit deem it necessary to meet with the envoy who would turn up without being invited?” Mangoth asked.

“You underestimate the Pyreans,” Tacticnok replied. “I’ve no idea how they’ll accomplish it, but I believe they’ll find a way.”

“As you wish, Your Excellency,” Jaktook said and stood, believing the discussion was at an end.

Mangoth, who was on the verge of asking another question, closed his jaws with an audible clack.

“One more thing,” Tacticnok said. “Deliver a message to Advisor Cinders from me. Tell him to negotiate as if the other party was untrustworthy.”

Mangoth rumbled. “This should be an interesting conflict,” he said. “Let’s hope it will be less bloody than our encounters with the Colony.”

Jaktook chittered but truncated his reaction when he saw Tacticnok wasn’t amused.

“We’ll be returning,” Jaktook said, expecting to be excused.

“A final item,” Tacticnok said, standing. She requested staff to bring her a familiar case. When she received it, she opened and displayed its contents to Mangoth.

“I had this prepared for Hangor,” Tacticnok said. “Perhaps your progenitors would care to receive the honor.”

Mangoth eyed the medallion. It was similar in size to the one he wore. He accepted the case, hefted it, and said, “I’ll give this to the envoy.”

In reply to Tacticnok’s confusion, Mangoth said, “Knowing the envoy as I do, she’ll revere the medallion as an emblem of Hangor’s sacrifice. I predict one day all Pyreans will possess ear wigs. They’ll walk by some prominent location, where the envoy will display Hangor’s honor, and every Pyrean who passes will hear the medallion’s message. They’ll be reminded that Crocians were their allies and friends from the beginning.”

Tacticnok and Jaktook were taken aback by Mangoth’s connection of the present and the future. They stared silently, as he bowed to Tacticnok and left the apartment.

Jaktook clasped Tacticnok’s forearms, nuzzled her cheek, and hurried after Mangoth.


* * * *




Now numbering six, the team met in the primary dorm room for the day’s first meal.

“Well?” Harbour asked, spooning paste and eyeing Jaktook. She was seeking the answer to her request to be taken to see the Tsargit.

“We journey to Hyronzy Station, Envoy,” Jaktook replied. “Once there, it will be up to you to gain an audience.”

“Who travels with you, Envoy?” Mangoth inquired.

“I would hope all of you will accompany me. I don’t know whether you’ll have a role to play, but you should be seen by the Tsargit for who you are and what you’ve done for the alliance,” Harbour replied.

Mangoth rumbled contentment, Jaktook chittered, and the Pyreans grinned.

“Do we take the weapons?” asked Jessie, which had Jaktook and Mangoth glancing in consternation at each other.

Into the hesitation, Devon said, “I say yes. That’s who we are … explorers of dangerous domes.”

Aurelia vigorously nodded her agreement.

“We compromise,” Harbour said. “Jaktook and Mangoth are excused from participating. The rest of us will take our launchers and drum satchels.”

“Your pardon, Envoy,” Mangoth said, “but if the Pyreans will be so bold, a Crocian can’t stand beside you empty-handed. I’ll carry my weapon and bring the Colony’s tube.”

“Mangoth, are you sure that the Colony weapon is expended?” Jessie asked.

“I’m neither certain of that nor how to discharge it nor how to remove the active component,” Mangoth replied. “It might emphasize to the Tsargit the dangers of their passivity in the face of Colony’s expansion.”

“I’ll carry mine too,” Jaktook replied, and then muttered, “May Her Excellency forgive me.”

The explorers finished their meal, gathered their belongings, and began their journey. It was a lengthy one that took them through more than eighty domes.

After the final journey they were led to a shuttle, which launched and docked shortly afterwards at Hyronzy Station.

The explorers heard endless announcements from medallions, most of which declared the wearer to be a race’s representative to the Tsargit.

“Thank goodness, the medallions only speak once to each of us,” Aurelia whispered to Devon.

“We’re the ones who are attracting the attention of these individuals,” Devon whispered. “I wonder if it’s for how we appear or why they think we’re here.”

“Probably both,” Aurelia replied.

Disembarking and exiting a corridor into a central hall, most of the shuttle’s passengers were swept away by cars and lifts.

None of the explorers had been to Hyronzy Station before now. They stood in a great hall unsure of what to do next. Then they heard a medallion announce Tiknock, the Jatouche representative to the Tsargit.

Jaktook happily greeted the master scientist, who’d been an advisor to Tacticnok’s father and his ardent supporter.

“Envoy Harbour, welcome to Hyronzy Station,” Tiknock said. “Apologies, all. I only received word from Her Excellency via a comm cube earlier this cycle, and the Tsargit was in session.”

“How do we gain an audience with whoever we need to see?” Jessie queried.

“This is regarding your agreement with the triumvirate, yes?” Tiknock asked.

“It is,” Harbour replied. “We wish to ensure that we understand the likelihood of the Tsargit being unfaithful to the contract in exchange for the information we carry.”

“I’m a new representative, Envoy, as you know,” Tiknock said. “I’ve managed to secure accommodations for you, but it’s a single suite. As for your request, Envoy, I’ll make inquiries when the session concludes.”

“Is there no mechanism by which we can make a request and be granted an audience?” Devon asked.

“None that I know,” Tacticnok replied. “Please, come with me.”

Tiknock installed the team in a suite. It had a central room with individual sleeping quarters.

Staff was assigned to care for the explorers. There were uncomfortable moments until the team’s gear was delivered. They’d been required to stow everything below deck before they boarded the shuttle. When staff carried the weapons through the door, the explorers quickly collected them.

A slender alien wheeled the insectoid’s tube into the salon, and Mangoth glanced guiltily at Jessie.

When the baggage delivery was completed, Devon said, “I wonder what these individuals would think if they discovered they were carting weaponry, including a potentially armed Colony device.”

“I’d rather no one but the council knew we had these,” Jaktook remarked.

“Council?” Jessie inquired. “It sounds as if we need an explanation of the Tsargit’s organization.”

“The Tsargit is composed of the representatives of every race, which has been invited to join,” Mangoth replied. “This is about sixty percent of the alliance members. Then there are various bodies, committees, who see to the running of the Tsargit’s affairs. They handle most of the requests from the representatives.”

“Then there is the council,” Jaktook continued. “It’s constituted from the most senior races. The individuals serve until their death or ill health forces their retirement. Their replacement usually comes from other senior members.”

“About eight percent of the alliance races are considered the senior races,” Mangoth added.

“A rarified group,” Aurelia remarked. She didn’t mean it as a compliment.

“Who would we be meeting?” Harbour asked.

“Envoy, our circumstances are highly unusual,” Jaktook began. “I would go so far as to say unprecedented. If we’re able to get a hearing, I believe it would be with the council. They’d probably wish to keep your communications private.”

“Less ears to hear,” Jessie remarked with disdain.

“Jaktook, Mangoth, we’ve collected the data that you think should convince the Tsargit that we’ve fulfilled our end of the bargain,” Harbour said. She tightened her gates to prevent leaking her frustration. “What do we have to do to ensure that the Tsargit or the council keeps their end of the deal?”

Jaktook shrugged and Mangoth ducked his snout.

“For that question, we’re probably asking the wrong individuals,” Jessie said. Jaktook had passed him Tacticnok’s message, which he’d shared with Harbour, and they’d understood its intent. “We put our proof of the Colony’s expansion on the table. We use it to establish good faith.”

“That will please the council,” Mangoth said. “Its members will believe you’re honoring their superiority.”

“Let them think that,” Jessie said. “Remember that there are two parts to our side of the agreement.”

All eyes turned toward Aurelia and Devon, and Aurelia quipped, “It’s nice to be desired by so many.”

“We withhold the console information until we see significant progress on the projects,” Jessie concluded.

“Not so,” Mangoth corrected bluntly. “You reveal that information only when the construction, training, and supplies are complete.”

“There is an important recommendation,” Jaktook said, “which I learned from His Excellency Rictook. If we do speak to the council, be aware that their procedures are formal.”

“Rigid would be a better word,” Mangoth added.

“Only you will be invited to speak, Envoy,” Jaktook continued.

“Not good enough,” Harbour said interrupting.

“Allow me to finish, Envoy,” Jaktook said, recognizing Harbour’s growing frustration. “We may accompany you, but you must seek permission from the council to allow one of us to communicate to them.”

Harbour regarded Jaktook and Mangoth, whose faces mirrored their earnest concerns that she understand and respect the council’s ancient procedures.

Harbour turned and gazed quietly at Aurelia. She focused her power on the younger empath and sent a mixture of outrage and challenge. Aurelia’s answer was a wicked grin. The council’s methods wouldn’t be theirs.
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Days passed, and the team oscillated between boredom and resentment at the prolonged delay, while they waited for news of their audience.

Tiknock visited the explorers regularly, but his reports rarely varied. He wasn’t making any headway with the committees. He was too junior to gain their attention.

“The Jatouche have no leverage,” Tiknock said at one point. “The single ally I have is the Crocian representative, and their race is not an old one and is relatively new within the alliance membership.”

On a more recent visit, a dispirited Tiknock suggested the team leave and wait until they were summoned.

“No,” Harbour replied adamantly. Her power leaked, and Tiknock chose to make a graceful exit.

The explorers’ patience reached its end one morning. Soon afterwards, unsuspecting staff brought the midday meal. They were accompanied by the usual senior staff member, a willowy, graceful alien. She wore a floor-length sheath and appeared to glide over the floor.

“Is there anything else you require, while you await the pleasure of the Tsargit?” the senior attendant asked. She had the annoying habit of repeating the same thing at every visit. In the beginning, it had sounded pleasant to the explorers. Now, its inane repetition was an irritant that scraped on the nerves.

“Actually, there is,” Devon replied.

A semblance of a smile crossed the alien’s face. It was partially obscured by the veil of wispy material that fell from her crown and covered her face.

Devon crossed to the room’s corner where the explorers had stacked their weapons. “I wonder if you can help me with this,” he said, hoisting the red’s tube weapon.

“Certainly, Explorer Higgins,” the attendant replied graciously. “What do you require?”

“I’d like a place to discharge it,” Devon replied.

“What does it discharge?” the attendant asked curiously.

“It’s an insectoid’s weapon,” Devon replied offhandedly. “So, we’re not exactly sure what it fires. Tubes like this killed two of our team members … messy deaths. It’s occurred to us that we don’t know whether this particular one is loaded or not. Therefore, I’m requesting a safe place to discharge it, in case it’s armed with an active device.”

The senior attendant lost her gracefulness, as she scuttled backward. “You brought a Colony weapon onboard Hyronzy Station, in the presence of the Tsargit,” she exclaimed in horror.

“Well, yes,” Devon replied, as if it was expected that explorers carry their weapons everywhere they went. He nonchalantly shifted the tube to one arm and with the free one indicated the stack of launchers. “This entire pile is comprised of our weapons and explosive darts that we used to kill a hundred or more insectoids. Would you like to examine one of ours?”

The senior attendant continued to back away until she could make a hasty exit.

Devon turned, grinned at his companions, and then extremely carefully set the tube down.

Aurelia walked swiftly to Devon, grabbed his face with both hands, and said, “Don’t do that again. Don’t play with the Colony weapon.” She gave Mangoth a severe look of disapproval, and for his part, the Crocian hoped an empath’s mental admonishment wasn’t forthcoming.

“I’m not sure I approve,” Jessie commented, “but at this rate, I’d welcome any change in our status if that stunt generates one.”

“Well, I approve,” Harbour declared. “Now I think we’ll be able to speak to someone with a substantial rank.”

Harbour was correct.

Within an hour, a few taps on the room’s door announced a new visitor. The alien was stout, two meters tall, and densely furred. He had small round ears and a short muzzle, which held prominent teeth.

“Envoy Harbour. I’m Fessen, the Hyronzy Station director. I’ve been informed that you’ve brought dangerous devices onboard the station. This is strictly against Tsargit policy.”

“As you’re undoubtedly aware, Director Fessen, we’re not alliance members,” Harbour replied, “which means we don’t know alliance or Tsargit protocols.”

“Two of your companions certainly do, Envoy. Nevertheless, you must remove these devices from this station immediately,” Fessen ordered with authority.

Fessen’s tone brought the other explorers to their feet, and they closed ranks behind Harbour.

“That presents a problem, Director,” Harbour retorted. “You’re requesting that we remove these weapons, which you’re calling devices. And we’ve no intention of doing so until we’ve made our presentation to a committee or council. Now, your staff members could remove these weapons and store them safely elsewhere for us, but I advise that you take special care in transporting the Colony weapon.”

“While you’re here, Director, I’ve a request,” Jessie said. “As explorers of non-alliance domes, my companions and I must keep our reactions sharp. Our lives depend on it. We need an empty bay with reinforced bulkheads, where we can practice with our launchers.” He indicated the pile of weapons not two meters from Fessen’s wide, thickly padded, clawed feet.

“And we’ll need targets, Director Fessen,” Jaktook added. “They should be lifelike representations. I’d be pleased to send you images of the reds, which would be the preferable targets.”

“Definitely,” Mangoth agreed, snapping his jaws. “We try to destroy that species first. They’re the most dangerous, and the ones who killed my clutch mate.”

Without uttering another word, Fessen backed out of the room.

“I stand corrected, Devon,” Jessie said. “Your technique has managed to get us our first visitor of substance.”

“My hero,” Aurelia teased, hugging Devon from behind and gently biting his ear. “Just remember what I said about the Colony tube,” she whispered quietly but sternly.

“Rest assured, Director Fessen will report this contact,” Jaktook commented.

“To whom?” Harbour asked.

“There is no Hyronzy in authority above him on this station,” Jaktook replied. “He’ll probably complain to a member of a Tsargit committee.”

“That would be an improvement,” Aurelia said. “I’m getting tired of waiting.”

Jessie gazed at the faces of his companions. Frowns and hard eyes dominated their expressions. They were annoyed with the Tsargit and its rigid ways.

“Perhaps, it’s time to bluff,” Jessie announced, which piqued the team’s interest.

When the next visitor arrived less than an hour later, the team appeared to be busy assembling their gear.

“I’m Solseena, a Tsargit committee administrator,” the Sylian said.

Harbour briefly admired the female’s pure white coat of fur. It was tipped at the extremities in touches of cream and light brown.

“I see you’ve taken Director Fessen’s request seriously and are preparing to remove your dangerous devices,” Solseena said.

When the Sylian didn’t receive the courtesy of a response, she grew uncomfortable. “That is what you’re intending to do, Envoy Harbour, correct?”

Jessie paused and dropped his pack. It thudded on the floor. He approached Solseena closely, as if he had to speak to her in confidence.

“The envoy is highly annoyed,” Jessie said, in a whisper. “In this state, it’s better that she doesn’t communicate to you directly. She’s liable to become angry. You do realize what happens when an empath loses control of her power when she believes she’s being mistreated?”

“I’ve heard of the Pyrean empaths, but I’m not familiar with the extent of their capabilities,” Solseena whispered, her blue eyes growing wide.

“If the envoy’s power is released, then what she feels, you’ll feel. It can be quite unpleasant,” Jessie explained. “The envoy is protecting you by requesting that I interact with all visitors.”

“I thank you for your service, Advisor Cinders,” Solseena replied, visibly swallowing. “After you’re removed these … these weapons, you’ll be notified when the Tsargit is ready to receive you.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Jessie replied with a genial smile.

“I don’t understand, Advisor,” Solseena said.

“Not to be too blunt, Administrator Solseena, but the entire team has lost patience with the Tsargit. We believe their rudeness indicates a negative attitude toward us and what we’ve accomplished,” Jessie said. “Two explorers were killed gathering the data we acquired. Now we sit for cycles waiting to be heard.”

“But you came without invitation,” Solseena objected.

“That’s where the difference of opinion lies,” Jessie replied. “We think the information we carry is urgent, and we can’t understand why the Tsargit doesn’t want to hear about the Colony’s rapid expansion.”

“They accessed a second dome?” Solseena asked with trepidation.

“Your understanding of the situation is laughable, Administrator. It’s an indication of the ignorance that appears to be shared by your superiors,” Jessie replied, raising his voice.

On the prearranged cue of Jessie’s loud voice, the explorers stopped what they were doing and turned to face the Sylian.

Solseena briefly glanced at Harbour to ensure that the empath wasn’t approaching her before focusing on Jessie. “What are the envoy’s intentions?” she asked, lowering her voice and hoping Jessie did the same.

“We’re canceling the agreement negotiated with the Veklock triumvirate,” Jessie stated firmly. “We’ll approach the Jatouche ruler and the Crocian Norloth to form an alliance against the Colony.”

Solseena chose to argue against the idea of alliance members forming a separate agreement with a non-alliance member, but she was stopped from speaking when she heard the envoy say, “Enough,” and wave imperially at her advisor.

“I can say no more,” Jessie whispered and returned to packing.

When the Sylian exited, Jessie grinned at his teammates and said, “Well played.”

“Let’s hope it gets the reaction we want,” Harbour said, chewing on her lower lip. “I want the deal we negotiated.”

“Without forcing a meeting with a committee, which has the power of approval, or with the council, you can’t be certain that you have a deal,” Mangoth said, and Jaktook agreed.

To press their point, Jaktook made a request for staff to carry their gear to the shuttle’s staging area. Noticeably, the assistance was considerably delayed in arriving.

When the door did open, it was Solseena who stood there. “Would the envoy deem to speak with me?” she asked Jessie. “I’ve news that should please her.”

“Speak,” Harbour said. She closed the distance to the Sylian, whose bright eyes blinked several times in consternation.

“I’m to inform you, Envoy, that the council has chosen to forgo protocol this one time,” Solseena replied, “They’ll meet with you in two cycles if the envoy will be patient a little while longer.”

Solseena shifted her weight slowly from foot to foot, while she waited for a reply that was slow in coming.

“Two cycles,” Harbour repeated sternly. “On the third cycle, we’re gone, and the alliance can fend for themselves against the dangerous horde that’s coming for their domes and worlds.”

“Thank you, Envoy, for your continued patience. I’ll inform the council,” Solseena said, before slipping out the door.


* * * *




Solseena considered her options, as she accessed a car. Director Fessen had complained stridently to her committee about the explorers’ weapons. After the director left, the committee deliberated, and Solseena, the committee’s head, was delegated to speak to the explorers.

However, Solseena’s conversation with the explorers didn’t go as planned. She was convinced by Advisor Cinders that an important opportunity was about to be lost if the explorers left Hyronzy Station.

After Solseena’s report to her committee of her interaction with the advisor, it was agreed that they should force the council to hear the explorers. Now all that she had to do was make that happen.

Solseena exited her car to endure the slightly heavier gravity of an inner ring that the council’s head preferred. She was greeted at the door by staff and asked to state her business. She explained that it concerned the explorers. Moments later, she was told by the staff member that Ulgart was busy and that she should make an appointment — in about eight or nine cycles.

“Please inform Councilor Ulgart that the explorers have lost patience and trust in the Tsargit,” Solseena said politely. “They’re intending to leave and are intent on abandoning the agreement. Fortunately, they’ll be taking the insectoid weapon with them. Ugly looking thing.” She knew her last statements would catch Ulgart’s attention.

The staff returned and said to Solseena, “The councilor will provide you with a brief amount of time to make your report.”

“Why should the Tsargit be concerned with impudent explorers, who haven’t the courtesy to wait until they’ve received an invitation to attend us?” Ulgart stated bluntly before Solseena could speak.

“Councilor Ulgart, were you aware that the explorers lost two of their members?” Solseena asked.

“Unfortunate,” Ulgart commented. “Accidents, I presume.”

“No, Councilor, they were killed by Colony weapons,” Solseena replied.

“So they tell you,” Ulgart retorted.

“They’ve proof of the weaponry,” Solseena replied. “One of these devices is aboard the station now. I must say it’s a disturbing thing. A long tube that’s so simple in design that it’s difficult to believe it’s deadly. One of the explorers has requested a place to … how did Director Fessen phrase it? Oh, yes, discharge it. Apparently, the explorers aren’t sure whether this particular weapon holds an active device or not.”

Ulgart’s long slender neck hoisted his head into the air, and he gazed in earnest at Solseena, who stared quietly back at him.

“Make your point, Solseena,” Ulgart demanded.

“We believe the explorers have critical information to impart to the council,” Solseena replied. “When the envoy’s advisor spoke of the Colony’s expansion, I asked if they’d acquired a second dome, and he all but laughed in my face. When you put these things together … the loss of their companions, the Colony possessing weapons, and intimations of expansion … I believe the council should hear them immediately.”

“All right, Solseena, add them to the next session’s calendar planning,” Ulgart allowed.

“With respect, Councilor, that’s more than a hundred cycles away,” Solseena replied. “The envoy has been informed that the council will meet with them within two days’ time. Otherwise, she and the explorers would have immediately left the station.”

“You overstep your authority, Solseena,” Ulgart said, a third of the length of his body swaying angrily in front of her.

“You’ve every right, Councilor, to ignore my invitation to the envoy,” Solseena retorted, refusing to be intimidated. “When you do, the explorers will leave, taking their data with them. Then the alliance will remain ignorant of any danger because the council couldn’t be bothered to give them a few moments of its precious time.”

Solseena let her words hang in the air. Then she added, “The advisor did say that the Pyreans intend to form an alliance with the Jatouche and the Crocians to counter the Colony. He made their discoveries about the insectoids sound truly ominous.”

Ulgart thought about what Solseena said. He ceased his swaying to think. She was a level-headed administrator, not prone to disturbing council members. He disliked the idea of requesting a sudden alteration of the calendar and disquieting the other councilors’ routines. He considered seeing the envoy alone after the cycle’s session.

A thought occurred to Ulgart, and he asked, “You said that you spoke to the advisor. Was the envoy not present?”

“She was,” Solseena replied. “The advisor explained that the envoy was annoyed with the Tsargit, as were all the explorers. I was told that it was for my protection that the envoy didn’t speak with me.”

“She threatened to use a weapon against your person?” Ulgart asked in agitation. His long tongue shot in and out of his mouth.

“Certainly not,” Solseena replied, indignant at Ulgart’s implication. “Councilor, are you not aware that the envoy and one other of her party are empaths?”

“I recall hearing that Pyrean females have some latent mental capability,” Ulgart replied. He didn’t wish to admit he’d only overheard two councilors discussing the subject.

“The advisor took great pains to ensure that he spoke quietly with me. It gave me the impression that the envoy’s power was significant, and the advisor indicated such. He might have said more, except the envoy became perturbed and abruptly dismissed me,” Solseena explained.

Solseena enjoyed throwing multiple points at Ulgart, who was accustomed to receiving his information in steady drips and having cycles to digest it.

“I’ll discuss the possibility of a meeting with the explorers at the coming session in six cycles,” Ulgart said, feeling that he was making a considerable concession.

“The explorers will be gone on the third cycle from now,” Solseena said in a perfunctory tone. “I’ll inform the committee of your decision.”

“Your presence here was a committee request?” Ulgart asked.

Solseena’s committee managed alliance race relationships. It was one of the most powerful and influential committees within the Tsargit. Councilors were often chosen from its ranks, and Solseena was its head.

“Yes, it was,” Solseena replied. “I told you that we consider it imperative that the council meet with the explorers. At this time, the envoy’s patience has expired. They were packing to leave, when I convinced them to stay.”

“By telling them falsely that they had an appointment with my body,” Ulgart shot back.

“I said that the choice is yours, Ulgart,” Solseena said, curling her lips away to reveal her sharp, white canines. “However, if you refuse to meet with them. I’ll be forced to communicate that to the membership. My committee considers the situation that critical.”

The two Tsargit administrators locked eyes. Ulgart’s gaze was the more hypnotic, but Solseena had on her side the decades of frustration built up from dealing with the council’s interminable delays. It was Ulgart who was the first to blink.

“In two cycles,” Ulgart reluctantly agreed. “We’ll see the explorers after the close of the general session.”

“As you wish,” Solseena said gracefully. As she turned to leave, she couldn’t resist triumphantly hoisting her long white-furred tail high into the air. She could hear Ulgart’s hiss behind her, and she flashed her canines. Ulgart’s time as council head was marked, and she had designs on being the individual who would fill his vacancy.
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Tsargit Council

Tiknock arrived to escort the explorers to the council meeting. “Are you ready, Envoy?” he asked.

“Yes,” Harbour replied. She turned and her eyes roamed over the team. They received her message. They stood, donned their packs, and loaded their arms with weapons and satchels.

Mangoth added the Colony’s tube to the twin launchers and satchels that he carried.

Tiknock stared openmouthed at the explorers’ preparations. Before he could express his concerns, he heard, “Lead on, Tiknock.” It was clear to him that the envoy wasn’t interested in hearing his recommendations.

After a lengthy ride and transfer to two other cars, Tiknock paused at a pair of heavy, embossed metal doors. He stood patiently, waiting to be admitted.

However, Harbour wasn’t willing to be as forgiving as Tiknock. After a quarter hour, she turned and walked through the midst of those who had been standing behind her. Immediately, the other explorers followed her.

“Envoy,” Tiknock called out. He’d heard the soft hiss of the doors opening.

Harbour stopped, took a deep breath, exhaled, and reversed course.

“Don’t ease up,” Jessie whispered to Harbour.

The council’s chambers surprised Harbour. She expected to see five to seven members. Instead, there were more than thirty seated in an arc. Various furniture designs accommodated the unique physiology of the councilors.

“Lead Councilor Ulgart, I’ve the privilege of presenting Envoy Harbour of the Pyreans,” Tiknock announced.

A side door opened, and Solseena padded softly into the chamber.

“To what do we owe the pleasure, Administrator Solseena?” Ulgart inquired.

“My committee has requested I attend this meeting and report,” Solseena replied, folding her arms and taking a solid stance.

Ulgart was disturbed by Solseena’s presence, but he managed to say, “Welcome to the proceedings, Administrator.”

Addressing Harbour, Ulgart said, “Envoy, our time is preciously short. Please make your report succinct.”

Harbour felt Aurelia’s ministrations. The young empath projected calm, which helped Harbour maintain her composure. She turned to Mangoth and nodded.

The Crocian walked up to the broad curve of table that separated the councilors from its petitioners. He placed the tube on the table in front of Ulgart.

“A gift?” Ulgart asked.

Solseena kept her composure. She knew what the Crocian had carried, and she was distressed to realize how little attention Ulgart had paid to her words.

“Of a sort,” Harbour replied. “It’s an insectoid weapon. We’re not certain, but it might be active.”

Ulgart hissed and reared back. The other councilors issued noises from warbles to grunts to rumbles, each one expressing their consternation.

“We thought the council should know what the alliance will soon face,” Harbour said, ignoring the councilors’ reactions. “How many races have weaponry to repel the insectoids if they invade their domes?”

“The three potential incursion points have been nullified, Envoy,” a councilor stated.

Tiknock walked to a small enclosure that was located at the side of the chamber. He loaded Jaktook’s recorded data and accessed Harbour’s first requested image. It was projected by lasers into the air in front of the councilors.

Harbour walked through the image to stand between it and the council.

“Two of our explorers, Aurelia and Devon, have unique skills with the Messinants consoles,” Harbour said. “This is a query of a console after cueing it with the sounds of the insectoids. The console displayed the stars whose domes reported the Colony’s presence.”

“This is conjecture,” a councilor accused.

Harbour pointed to a star. “We call this location delta. The dome has five gates, including our entry gate and another that leads through two more domes to the Colony’s star. The other three gates lead to what we call adjunct domes. We passed through delta several times to investigate these three domes. The Colony was found in each one, and here’s imagery of our encounters.”

Tiknock triggered the next data set.

The councilors watched Jaktook’s documentation of the aftermaths of the multiple fights. The scenes displayed grisly images of insectoid body parts, the destroyed bodies of two explorers, nets, tube weapons, and hissing grays huddled on ramps. Several councilors left their seats gagging and retching.

“You’re receiving proof that four of the fourteen domes that the console identified as usurped by the Colony were, in fact, intruded by the insectoids,” Harbour declared. “They not only occupy those domes, but they’re prepared to defend them with clever ambushes and crude, but effective, weapons.”

“Wait outside, Envoy,” Ulgart ordered. “And take this thing away,” he added, gesturing with his short limbs at the tube.

Mangoth collected the weapon, and Tiknock led the explorers from the chamber.

“What now?” asked Devon, when the chamber doors closed behind them.

“Patience,” Jessie cautioned. “We’ve got their attention. Let’s see how far that takes us.”

The team waited for the better part of several hours. Then Devon and Jessie began to pace.

“I thought you said we were supposed to be patient,” Aurelia quipped, when Jessie passed her chair.

Thankfully, for Jessie, the chamber doors slid apart, and Solseena beckoned them inside.

“The council wishes me to express our regrets for the loss of your companions,” Ulgart began. “Your agreement stipulated that you’d explore the Colony’s expansion and share the knowledge that you possess about the Messinants consoles. We’ve made arrangements for your two knowledgeable individuals to meet with Tsargit scientists. That will complete your obligations.”

“What about your side of the bargain?” Jessie asked.

“Advisor, you’ve not been recognized,” a councilor barked.

“My team doesn’t need to be recognized to speak,” Harbour said with authority. “My advisor asked you a question, Councilor Ulgart. Answer it.”

Councilors glared at Harbour and Jessie, and they stared back.

“After you’ve shared the information about the consoles, we’ll judge the value of your data,” Ulgart pronounced officiously. “Our ruling will decide the extent of our participation in the agreement.”

Harbour regarded Jessie, and they began to laugh. Quickly, the other explorers joined.

Ulgart and the other councilors were affronted, and he called for the explorers to cease their humiliating noises.

Instead, Harbour and Jessie whirled around and headed for the chamber exit with the other team members following closely.

“Administrator Solseena, get them back,” Ulgart ordered.

“I’m an observer, Councilor Ulgart,” Solseena replied, flashing her teeth. “I’ve no other duties here.”

“To your room or the shuttle, Envoy?” Tiknock asked, as Jaktook and he hurried to keep up with the explorers.

To Tiknock’s mind, the envoy’s actions were a puzzle. However, he had Tacticnok’s directives to trust the envoy and facilitate her needs. If anything, he was receiving an excellent example of how to contend with the stodgy council. If it wasn’t for the seriousness of the situation, he’d be chittering all the way back to his room.

Harbour glanced at Jessie. After she informed him of what she wanted to accomplish, he was her chief strategist.

Jessie responded, “I think we have leverage. I’d give it another day or two, at most.”

“Back to the room, Tiknock,” Harbour requested.

Inside their room, the team dropped their weapons, satchels, and packs.

Jessie noted that Mangoth was treating the red’s tube more carefully. “Now you’re worried the tube could be active,” Jessie teased Mangoth.

“When I grabbed it, I was sure the red had fired it,” Mangoth replied. “However, when I watched Jaktook’s documentation, I realized that the red, from whom I took the weapon, wasn’t the one who I thought had fired at me before I killed it.”

“So, you might have been lugging around an armed weapon?” Devon asked. Then he started laughing.

The others laughed or chittered. Then Mangoth added his booming voice. The team had their moment of release. It was their time to appreciate surviving their harrowing encounters with the Colony.

Harbour and Aurelia made greens and noted that their stock of ingredients was running low.

Staff brought the explorers food, and the team took the opportunity to eat and relax.

For better or worse, they’d met the council. Now they’d have a short time to wait to discover how the council would react to their dismissal of Ulgart’s ludicrous pronouncement.

Not long after they’d eaten, the explorers had another visitor. It wasn’t Tiknock as Harbour had suspected. It was Solseena.

The Sylian walked confidently into the room and sat beside Harbour. “Quite artful, Envoy,” she commented.

Jessie noted that the Sylian had no fear, not even concern, about potentially suffering from Harbour’s ill mood and her power.

“Who have you been speaking with, Solseena?” Jessie asked.

“The Jatouche are new to Tsargit representation,” Solseena replied. “Tiknock needs allies, and I offered my services in exchange for information. He tells me that Pyrean empaths never intentionally harm an individual with their capabilities. You, Advisor Cinders, led me to believe otherwise.”

“Did I?” Jessie asked innocently.

Solseena waved Jessie’s protestation aside. “Your gambit was effective,” she allowed, “and it produced a meeting with the council. Now I want to know more about what I heard and saw in your presentation, and I want you to understand what walking out on the council means to the alliance.”

“You mean the council,” Aurelia corrected.

“I mean the alliance,” Solseena riposted. “The council’s greatest priority is the needs of the councilors. My committee and I are concerned for the alliance.”

From behind the Sylian, Jaktook caught Harbour’s attention and tapped his temple.

Harbour opened her gates and focused on Solseena. The Sylian evinced concern, earnestness, and a touch of fear.

“I don’t know whether she can be trusted,” Harbour said, looking around at her teammates, “but she believes what she’s saying.”

“I concur,” Aurelia added.

“At some future time, I would welcome the opportunity to experience your power, Envoy,” Solseena said, understanding what had transpired.

“We’ve informed the envoy of the duplicitous nature of the Tsargit’s commitment to Veklock agreements,” Mangoth stated harshly. “She’s protecting Pyrean needs.”

“Your advice is not without merit, Crocian,” Solseena replied. “I would speak first about your experiences in the domes.”

“We thought we were well prepared,” Devon said. “We procured weapons and practiced with them.”

“Little did we know that the Colony had done the same,” Jaktook added.

“It wasn’t just tube weapons that challenged our explorations,” Jessie said. “They set clever traps. Not one, but multiple ambushes. It’s like they understood we needed information about what they’d done, and they were determined to stop us.”

“You could be fooled by their appearance,” Harbour said quietly. “Their insectoid shape makes you think that they’d be a lesser species. However, that would misjudge their intellect and be a great mistake. Combined with their voracious appetite for expansion, the alliance will be faced with two choices in the future … submit or fight.”

“What do you think the council will do with the information they’ve been given?” Jaktook asked.

“They’ll retire to consider it. Then they’ll calendar it. When they meet, they’ll debate it. Then they’ll retire to consider the debate,” Solseena replied.

“And?” Mangoth prompted.

“They’ll calendar it and meet to discuss it some more,” Solseena added.

“For how long?” asked Jessie, his concern mounting.

“It’s hard to say,” Solseena replied, “but I don’t expect action from the council in your lifetimes.”

“We risked our lives for idiots,” Aurelia declared harshly.

Devon, who was sitting close to Aurelia, felt a hint of her power, and he laid a hand atop hers. The sensation immediately faded.

“Actually, we risked our lives for what we were promised,” Jessie said, staring pointedly at the Sylian.

“That brings me to my second interest,” Solseena said. “Why did you walk away?”

“As Mangoth told you, we don’t trust your council,” Harbour replied. “We’ve given the council the data on the Colony. We’ve shown them the insectoids are expanding rapidly and engineering deadly weapons. Then your council tells us that they want our knowledge about the consoles, and they’ll evaluate it. That’s not how contracts work … not for Pyreans.”

“Or Jatouche,” Jaktook said.

“Or Crocians,” Mangoth added.

“It seems to me that the council doesn’t value our report on the Colony. Why is that?” Jessie asked.

“The council didn’t request your exploration,” Solseena explained. “Alliance members pressured committees, and the committees pushed the council to offer an agreement to you.”

“So, the council feels that it has fulfilled the members’ requests,” Jessie mused.

“Just so,” Solseena agreed.

“Then who wants the console knowledge?” Aurelia asked.

“A perceptive question,” Solseena said, eyeing one of the explorers who held the desired information. “The council covets it. To them, it’s power that they can dole out in drips and drops to races they favor.”

“It sounds to me as if the alliance members should either do away with the council or replace the councilors,” Harbour suggested.

“Easier said than accomplished,” Solseena replied, “but many of us have formed a plan. We’ll start by taking seats as councilors retire. It will be a lengthy process, but eventually, it will change the face of the council.”

“How long do you think that will take?” Devon asked.

“To complete our purpose, we must hold a majority of seats and the lead councilor’s position,” Solseena replied. “Unfortunately, Ulgart’s species is extremely long-lived. Our estimates are between one hundred fifty and one hundred seventy-five Sylian annuals.”

To the mouths Solseena saw hanging open, she explained. “The alliance is ancient, and the Tsargit evolves slowly.”

“In that amount of time, I think the Colony will become an unmanageable threat to the alliance. They’ll need to be stopped, if not slowed, sooner than that,” Jessie said.

“What will you do now, Envoy?” Solseena asked.

“We’re giving the council two cycles to respond,” Harbour replied.

“Ulgart will expect an apology,” Solseena pointed out.

“Then he’ll be disappointed,” Harbour replied.

“We’ll see how intensely the council wants what we possess,” Aurelia said. She gave Solseena a pleasant smile that never touched her eyes.

Solseena flashed her prominent canines. “I look forward to observing your next encounter with the council, if you’re given the opportunity,” she said. Then she rose and made her exit.

The team had only to wait one cycle. Then Tiknock escorted them back to the council chambers.

“Envoy, your rudeness was an insult to this council,” Ulgart said, by way of opening the proceedings. “We await your apology.”

“Then you’ll excuse us,” Harbour said curtly. “We’ve a shuttle to catch.”

“Wait, Envoy,” a councilor called out. “I’m called Illiamus, Envoy. We would know why you left the meeting so abruptly last time.”

Ulgart kept this annoyance under control. He knew that Illiamus had the support of many members who didn’t approve of his leadership.

Harbour turned to face the council. As she spoke, she walked slowly toward them. “We bargained with your triumvirate in good faith. A contract was agreed upon by both sides. We fulfilled our part of the bargain. Then this council informs us that it will judge the worth of our efforts.”

“This is the way it’s always been done,” Illiamus replied.

“Then you’d better change your ways, Councilor Illiamus,” Harbour replied. “Treat us fairly if you want to do business with Pyreans and if you want our console knowledge, which is considerable.”

All kinds of eyes, orbs, and faceted visual elements lit at Harbour’s reminder of the information the team possessed. Their reactions confirmed Solseena’s remarks. The council did covet Devon and Aurelia’s skills.

“I would suggest that the council not change its ways for the sake of an unaligned race,” Ulgart stated vociferously. “I call for a decision.”

Immediately, the councilors triggered the devices they wore, which registered either their support or denial of the proposal.

“The council doesn’t approve of Councilor Ulgart’s request,” a disembodied voice announced.

“Would I be correct, Envoy, in believing that you’ve an alternate proposal for this body?” Illiamus asked.

“Yes,” Harbour replied.

Illiamus spread his leathery arms in supplication.

In turn, Harbour indicated Jessie. He stepped forward and said, “We ask the council to accept our documentation of the Colony’s expansion as fulfilling that part of the agreement.”

“What else?” Ulgart pursued, anxious to hear the more critical portion of the proposal, which would concern the console information.

“We’re requesting that you approve this part of our proposal first,” Harbour replied.

“This is preposterous,” Ulgart objected.

“I would ask the council accept the explorers’ terms,” Illiamus said.

Any council member’s request or suggestion immediately triggered an anonymous count by the council’s members.

“The council approves Councilor Illiamus’s request,” the voice said.

“And now, Advisor?” Illiamus asked in gentle tones, while Ulgart seethed.

“We request the Tsargit complete all agreed projects before we turn over our console information,” Jessie replied.

“How are we to value the potential knowledge?” Illiamus asked.

“Your emissaries were given a demonstration before we entered into negotiations,” Harbour replied. “You’ve been given another in these chambers.”

“How do we know that you haven’t manufactured the data to fool the Veklocks and this council?” Ulgart accused in ugly tones.

Harbour received a sense of urgency. She turned to Aurelia and opened her hand in invitation.

“Councilors,” Aurelia said, “my partner and I invite you to journey with us toward delta dome. We’ll give you demonstrations on a console so that you’ll know our data isn’t false. Of course, we advise you to bring weapons, in the event the Colony occupies the dome that we happen to enter.”

“Is that all you have to offer?” Ulgart shot back. “Your demonstrations are only of value in non-alliance domes?”

“Oh, no,” Devon spoke up. “We’ve learned the secret of console queries.”

“If you’re speaking of the manner by which the glyphs are grouped, this is known,” a councilor said, who was known to support Ulgart.

“As we would have expected such august races to have learned,” Aurelia said sweetly, and the councilor tipped his horned head in acceptance of the compliment. “But do your glyph inputs result in query responses?” she asked. When an answer wasn’t forthcoming, she said softly, “Ours do.”

“You expect this council to believe that you, who have only recently explored your dome, have discovered what our races have not?” Ulgart asked in a new screech.

“Here’s what we propose,” Jessie said, holding up his hands for attention. “You complete the agreement’s projects. Then you’ll receive our console information. We’ll accept the judgment of Administrator Solseena’s committee as to its value.”

Ulgart objected, and his subsequent proposal was blocked.

“What’s the Tsargit’s recompense if Administrator Solseena’s committee determines that your information is inadequate?” Illiamus asked.

At this point, Jessie was stumped. He thought in terms of the projects. Once constructed, they couldn’t be returned, and Pyreans couldn’t afford to pay for them even if they had a common financial system, which they didn’t.

“I offer the service of trained empaths to the alliance races for free for one annual,” Harbour said.

“You’re an unknown quantity,” Ulgart objected.

“The Jatouche vouch for their healing skills,” Jaktook said quickly.

“Are you authorized to speak for your monarch, Jatouche?” Ulgart asked. His hypnotic eyes focused on Jaktook.

“I am,” Tiknock said, stepping forward, “and Her Excellency Tacticnok believes highly in the capabilities of the Pyrean empaths.”

“How would you like to feel?” Harbour proposed.

“Be more specific,” Ulgart pressed.

“At this moment, how would you like to feel? Pick an emotion,” Harbour said.

After many moments of murmured discussions between the councilors, Ulgart said, “We choose fear.”

“Are you sure?” Harbour requested, surprised by the choice. She eyed the row of councilors. Many showed confidence in the choice. A few looked reticent.

“I would ask any councilors who don’t wish to participate to leave their seats and stand behind me,” Harbour said.

Eight councilors did as Harbour suggested. Interestingly, Solseena walked to stand near Ulgart’s position to take part in the experiment.

Harbour reached her hand toward Aurelia. The younger empath stepped close and gripped Harbour’s hand. They’d practiced the technique of linking before their first exploration.

“How much?” Aurelia asked in a whisper.

“Lots of bodies and a broad space,” Harbour replied. “We push hard until someone cries out or leaves their seat.”

“The reds and the grays are attacking,” Aurelia whispered, suggesting a memory to feed their sending.

Harbour nodded, and the empaths’ gates were opened wide. They envisioned the horrific events in the domes, when they fought for their lives. Adrenaline flowed, pulses raced, and fear bloomed.

The councilors’ heads jerked back in surprise, as the intense emotion swept through their minds. They expected the sensation to pass, but it grew in intensity. They became desperate to escape the fear enveloping their thoughts. Some wailed in desperation, and others dived below the arced table in hopes of hiding from the empaths’ onslaught.

Harbour squeezed Aurelia’s hand, and the empaths curtailed their sending.

The seated councilors sighed in relief. Those on the floor, which included Solseena, stayed there for a few moments to ensure the sending had passed.

Slowly seats were regained, and Solseena approached Harbour. “That wasn’t the sharing I would have requested,” she said, “but perhaps, it’s the one that best serves you here.” Then the Sylian resumed her place at the chamber’s side wall.

Ulgart seemed to have lost his voice. However, a senior councilor found hers. “That was a terrifying experience, Envoy, and I’m sorry to admit that I voted for that choice. Could you inform us of the cost of that effort to you?”

“It wasn’t significant, Councilor,” Harbour replied. “You were many and spread across a wide space. That was what required the aid of a second empath.”

“If the judgment went against your console offering, how would the empaths serve?” Illiamus asked.

“We’re healers, Councilor,” Harbour replied. “One-on-one with a client, we can assuage fears, ease trauma, and bolster confidence. In short, any negative emotion can be lessened, if not cured.”

“How many are you?” a councilor asked.

“Nearly forty trained empaths,” Harbour replied.

“I find the envoy’s proposal acceptable,” Illiamus announced. “Administrator Solseena’s committee will judge the Pyrean’s console knowledge. If unsuitable, the empaths will serve the Tsargit for one annual. Under no circumstances will the construction projects be in jeopardy.”

The council passed Illiamus’s proposal, much to Ulgart’s deep chagrin.

“You’re dismissed,” Ulgart said with disdain, when the council’s business with the explorers was completed.

Harbour hesitated. She would have loved to teach Ulgart a lesson in humility, but she thought better of it. There was too much at stake.

However, Devon couldn’t help himself. “Councilor Ulgart, a question for you, if I may?” he requested politely. “Were you born with that abominable personality or did you work to perfect it?”

Ulgart rose up, extending his slender height.

The other councilors feared Ulgart would order the explorers detained for the one explorer’s impudence.

Unexpectedly, they watched Ulgart coil into his chair, a contented expression on his small face. Their eyes swung to the empaths, who were focused on the lead councilor.

“Envoy,” Illiamus said quietly. “We hope there are no more such questions from your companions. It would be best if you left the chamber … now.”

Jessie signaled the others to make for the exit. Tiknock led them. Harbour and Aurelia backed out. Near the door, their influence waned, and they made a hasty departure.
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New Friends

The explorers journeyed to Rissness and then caught a shuttle to the medical station. Within hours of their arrival in the Jatouche dome, they were in Tacticnok’s presence.

“How fared your time with the Tsargit?” Tacticnok asked.

“Undetermined, Your Excellency,” Jaktook replied. “We had but brief opportunities to meet with the council.”

Tacticnok frowned and eyed the explorers.

“The request for information about the Colony’s expansion came from the members through their committees and was forwarded to the council,” Jessie explained. “The council was forced to react.”

“Was your evidence accepted?” Tacticnok asked.

“It was … finally,” Harbour replied, “but I don’t think the council is in a hurry to do anything about it.”

Tacticnok glanced toward Jaktook and Mangoth, who nodded in agreement. “But your projects are secure?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jessie replied.

“And your other duty?” Tacticnok asked.

“That one is complicated,” Jessie replied. “For now, I believe we must focus on what we discovered during our exploration and the council’s lack of concern.”

“What are you proposing?” Tacticnok asked.

“The Colony has a headstart on the alliance,” Jessie replied. “They’re intruding into domes. They’re mastering the consoles. They’ll sacrifice individuals for the sake of the race. They’re developing weapons, and they’re constructing shuttles to conquer new worlds.”

“When you summarize it in that manner, they sound like an insurmountable force,” Tacticnok admitted.

“But they’re only one race,” Devon declared.

“And that’s my thought too,” Harbour said. “So, I ask you, Your Excellency, how many of the alliance races would it take to defeat the Colony? And would the Jatouche be one of them?”

Tacticnok’s response was anything but regal. The lips of her short muzzle curled away from her small, sharp teeth, and she snarled. “The Jatouche will fight alongside the Pyreans,” she said.

Harbour and Jessie laughed at the display.

“I would hope the Crocians could be counted,” Mangoth offered, “but I can’t speak for my kind.”

“Then the Norloth should be consulted,” Tacticnok declared.

Mangoth’s jaw dropped briefly and then closed with a sharp snap before he roared, loud and long, at the prospect of confronting the Crocian supreme body.

“At the time, I didn’t know that the start of my new life began the day I encountered three human engineers: Olivia, Pete, and Bryan,” Mangoth said with deep sincerity.

“When do we go?” Jessie asked.

“Do you think the Colony will wait while you deliberate?” Tacticnok asked rhetorically.

“Devon, Aurelia, I need you in Triton’s dome,” Harbour directed. “You haven’t much time to make use of an empty dome. Focus on learning what you can.”

“And when the projects begin?” Aurelia asked.

“Make friends,” Harbour replied and tapped her temple.

Aurelia smiled and winked in reply. An empath could always make friends, especially among aliens.

“Devon, record as much of the construction techniques as you’re able,” Jessie said. “There’s much we need to learn.”

“Your citizens are repaired, Envoy,” Tacticnok pronounced. “They’ve been informed of your presence.”

“Wonderful,” Harbour said, quickly gaining her feet.

Tacticnok flashed her teeth. She indicated a staff member. “She will lead you, Envoy. We can speak later.”

The Pyreans followed the staff member, and Jaktook and Mangoth remained behind.

Tacticnok regarded her advisor and the Crocian.

“This conversation is to remain private,” Tacticnok ordered sternly. “While I trust the envoy and her advisor, the Pyreans are a young race and not fully accomplished in the intricate ways of the alliance. You were part of the exploration and council meeting. Do the Pyreans exaggerate the dangers of the Colony’s expansion? If not, did the envoy misrepresent the council’s reaction?”

Mangoth rumbled in protest, and Jaktook refrained from bristling.

Tacticnok ignored their emotional responses. She’d expected them. As the Jatouche ruler, it was her duty to ensure the accuracy of the circumstances surrounding the Colony and the Tsargit.

“Your Excellency,” Jaktook replied, as evenly as he could. “In my estimation, both have been mischaracterized by the explorers and, specifically, the envoy. I believe the Colony has the potential to overtake the alliance, and I believe the primary reason for this will be the failure of the Tsargit to act.”

Mangoth rumbled in satisfaction. “For a moment, my little friend, you had me worried,” he said.

Addressing Tacticnok, Mangoth added, “It would be helpful, Your Excellency, for you to know that we were made privy to the machinations of certain individuals who aim to replace Councilor Ulgart and his supporters. The goal is to make the council more active in benefit of the membership.”

“That’s interesting,” Tacticnok said. “How soon could this happen?”

“Our source estimates as many as one hundred seventy-five annuals,” Jaktook replied.

It was Tacticnok’s turn to be caught speechless and with her mouth hanging open.

“You can see the problem, Your Excellency,” Jaktook said. “The Colony has expanded from a single intrusion dome that we witnessed on our first exploration to a total of fourteen domes merely because we discovered their activities.”

“Imagine, Your Excellency, what our circumstances might be in the course of time, if the Pyreans had never offered your father, His Excellency Rictook, their services to explore the domes,” Mangoth added.

That thought struck home for Tacticnok. It was a remarkable set of coincidences. It began with the invasion of Rissness by the Gasnarians, the original occupants of the Triton dome, and later, the Pyreans’ activation of the damaged dome. She was amazed at the numerous steps that had to align to arrive at the present day.


* * * *




The Pyreans entered a large dorm room, which was filled with their repaired citizens. Cheering broke out among the residents at the sight of Harbour and Jessie.

Harbour and Aurelia spread their emotional cheer across the room, and it was enthusiastically reciprocated.

Humorously, nineteen of the twenty rehabilitated anxiously lined up to show off their rejuvenated limbs and clear skin.

Last to step forward was Imian, Idrian Tuttle’s son. He was the one individual who JOS medical staff thought wouldn’t survive the passage to Triton and Rissness, due to his severe burns.

As Imian slowly approached Harbour, he ducked his head. “I don’t deserve what’s been done for me,” he said quietly.

“Yes, you do,” Harbour replied.

“No, I don’t,” Imian objected. “I’ve spent my short life voicing slurs against spacers, stationers, and empaths. I’ve mistreated my father’s help, many of whom are stationers. Worse, I’ve done nothing positive with my life. Then when I act the fool and nearly immolate myself, I’m saved by spacers, stationers, empaths, and aliens. That’s ironic, don’t you think?”

“What will you say about us, Imian, when you return downside?” Jessie asked in an accusatory tone.

“I understand the way you feel, Advisor Cinders,” Imian replied. “If I were you, I would doubt my sincerity. I admit it will be difficult, and I’ll probably lose my friends … or the ones I call friends.”

“If you do stay true to how you feel now, consider coming topside to the JOS,” Jessie suggested.

“Or living on the Belle,” Harbour added.

“I could hear my father now. ‘You want to live where?’” Imian said, chuckling nervously. “Besides, what would I do? I don’t have any training.”

Harbour could sense the conflicting emotions clashing inside Imian. She focused her power on him, swept away his negative feelings, and reinforced his hope.

Through a gentle smile, Imian asked, “How did I ever think poorly of empaths?”

“It’s what you were taught, Imian,” Jessie allowed. “You can’t be blamed for that.”

Harbour addressed the entire group. “Devon and Aurelia are returning to Triton,” she said. “You’ll journey with them, and they’ll contact the Belle for your transport. Pack your duffels.”

Harbour spoke privately to Aurelia and Devon. “Jessie and I should return to Triton within three weeks. If we’re not there by then and the Belle’s arrived, load these twenty and the medical equipment that accompanied them and have Captain Bassiter deliver them to the JOS.”

“Understood,” Aurelia replied.

“We’ll leave you two to take care of them,” Harbour said. She hugged the younger couple. Then Jessie and she made their way back to the royal apartments to speak to Tacticnok and the other two explorers.

“I can’t journey with you to Crocia,” Tacticnok said to Harbour and Jessie. “I’ve delayed my return to Na-Tikkook for too long. What’s your general plan, Envoy?”

“I don’t have one,” Harbour replied. “I’m feeling my way through this. I do know we can’t be passive about the Colony. If we were to behave that way, then we’d be dooming our races.”

“I’ve given Jaktook some instructions and a certain amount of leeway to communicate in my stead,” Tacticnok said. “That should aid your discussions with the Norloth.”

“Have you met the Norloth?” Jessie asked.

Tacticnok and Jaktook chittered in amusement.

“Mangoth and his lost sibling, Hangor, are the only two Crocians I’ve ever spoken to in my capacity as ruler and ruler’s daughter,” Tacticnok admitted.

Jessie chuckled, laid a hand on Mangoth’s muscular, scaly shoulder, and said, “But they’re such easy-going, lovable individuals.”

As if to emphasize Jessie’s remark, Mangoth opened his maw and exposed rows of blunt, conical teeth. It was in imitation of a smile, and it did nothing to help his case.

“Eat with me,” Tacticnok requested. “Then rest and leave for Crocia on the next cycle.”


* * * *




On the following cycle, staff tapped lightly on Jessie and Harbour’s door.

Harbour’s eyes popped open and recognized the noise that had woken her. She was sprawled across Jessie.

“You awake?” Harbour murmured.

“For a while,” Jessie replied. “I’ve been enjoying the view,” he added, chuckling.

Harbour felt the rumble of his voice through the ear pressed against his chest. Her head was lightly bounced by Jessie’s laughter. She sat up and relished Jessie’s expression and the emotions pouring off him.

“Time to go,” Harbour said, bending to kiss Jessie. Their lips lingered. When Jessie began exploring with his mouth and hands, Harbour pulled back, laughed, and swatted him. “Time to go,” she repeated and climbed out of bed.

After a quick meal, the four explorers were on a shuttle to Rissness.

Mangoth explained that he’d sent a message via cube to the Crocian Norloth. “It’s uncertain whether the Norloth is on Crocia or the station,” he said.

“Does every alliance race have a station near its dome?” Jessie asked. He meant it as a remark against the more fortunate races, but that subtlety was lost on Mangoth.

“Most have more than one station near their dome,” the Crocian replied, “and those who do often have many stations throughout their system to support transport and mining.”

Arriving at Rissness, the team journeyed to the Crocian moon, Dantagar. It was a much shorter journey than the Pyreans expected.

Mangoth’s welcome in the Dantagar dome was an awesome sight and sound for the other three explorers. He was greeted as a hero. The Crocians boomed and rumbled in Mangoth’s honor. Their celebration was cut short, when Mangoth raised his arms.

“I accept your praise on behalf of my clutch mate, Hangor of the Logar,” Mangoth said. “We lament his passing, but we celebrate his courage.” He’d ended his announcement by accenting the last portion of his statement in a raised voice.

The Crocians responded even louder and more raucous than the first time.

Harbour wanted to say something to Jessie, but she doubted she’d be heard over the horrendous clamor.

Mangoth raised his arms again to request quiet.

Even journeyers stopped to listen.

“You’re aware that the Pyreans lost Dillon Shaver on their first exploration,” Mangoth reminded his fellow citizens. “Tonight, when you praise the memory of Hangor, add your thoughts for Tracy Shaver, Dillon’s sibling. Hangor and she journey together now.”

“Pyreans,” a massive Crocian called out. His booming voice filled the dome, and others joined him in a chant, repeating the humans’ name over and over again.

When the assembled Crocians grew quiet, Harbour said to them, “Our explorations have been successful because of the cooperation among Pyreans, Jatouche, and Crocians. Without this commitment to discover the truth, we would be unaware of the dangers that face us. In time, you’ll learn what we’ve found. For now, know that we’re honored by your praise. It belongs to our three races.”

The Crocians took up the chant of explorers, as the foursome stepped off the platform and made their way to the ramp.

Harbour and Jessie found Jaktook walking closely between them. They eyed the escort of huge Crocians that accompanied them through the exit tunnel. It was easily understandable why Jaktook was exercising caution to stay out of the way of the lumbering bodies.

A Crocian, who wore an ornate sheath, spoke to the explorers. “I’ve been informed that the Norloth is in session on Dantagar Station. The shuttle ride will be short,” he said.

“I’m sorry we won’t be able to visit your home world,” Jessie said.

Mangoth laughed. “Jessie, the only thing that’s magnificent about my home world is its citizens. Your experience on my planet would be limited to what you could see through the armored bubble of an aero-touring vehicle.”

“Predators?” Harbour inquired.

“On Crocia, nearly every creature is a predator of one kind or the other,” the Crocian in the sheath remarked.

As they were told to expect, the shuttle ride was short, and the explorers traveled through the station’s extensive length to reach a suite that had been prepared for them. Staff served them a meal and then left them in peace.

“The Norloth is meeting with representatives from significant engineering organizations,” Mangoth said. “Their availability is limited, but they’ve agreed to meet with us late on the following cycle.”

“Your supreme body is certainly more accommodating than the Tsargit council,” Jaktook commented.

“What will you say to the Norloth, Envoy?” Mangoth asked.

“Right now, I’m looking for ideas and the possibility of cooperation,” Harbour replied.
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Norloth

Whereas the meeting with the Tsargit’s council had been a formal setting compounded by arrogant attitudes, the Norloth, the Crocian’s supreme body, met the explorers in a relaxed and cordial atmosphere. However, the greetings were formal, as protocol demanded.

“Envoy Harbour of the Pyreans, I’m Pantar of the Hagetha, and I’m the Norloth’s senior member.”

Harbour introduced herself and her team, and then Pantar reciprocated. The two other members of the Norloth were Mortara of the Gortha and Gartora of the Borthar.

Jessie had a keen idea how Jaktook felt in Mangoth’s company. The explorers were led to believe that the Crocian’s stature was considerable, but he was dwarfed by the members of the Norloth. Each was more than a head taller and carried greater girth. Jessie’s head turning to regard Mangoth and the Norloth produced a rumbling from Mangoth.

When Pantar turned his snout in Mangoth’s direction, the explorer said, “My friend, Advisor Cinders, questions my claim to magnificence in the face of you three, Pantar of the Hagetha.”

Jessie was caught off guard. He didn’t expect to be outed by Mangoth, but the Norloth individuals weren’t disturbed. Instead, they rumbled in amusement.

“Our species is long-lived, Advisor Cinders,” Pantar explained. “And we continue to grow for much of our lives. The eldest of us return to Crocia to live out our time in solitude. By that time in our lives, we needn’t fear the predators of our home world. It’s a good arrangement. In the final annuals of our lives, we exist in a simple manner similar to the way we behaved before we were uplifted.”

“Mangoth is relatively young,” Mortara added. “Even so, at his age, he already exhibits signs of becoming one of the largest of our kind.”

“How long does your species live?” Harbour asked.

“We’re productive for eighty to ninety annuals,” Gartora replied. “We might be advisors or members of the Norloth for another twenty to thirty annuals. Thereafter, our immense size and base urges necessitate we return to Crocia.”

“And how long on Crocia?” Jaktook asked.

“That question, coming from other than Mangoth’s companions, would be considered indelicate,” Pantar replied. “The truth is that’s hard to know. There is intermittent contact with new retirees. However, our kind slowly loses the greater mental faculties. We return to a predatory state and disappear into the broad wetlands.”

“We’ve discovered the remains of many of these dorgatha, as they’re called,” Mortara said, continuing the explanation. “By their size, we estimate that they lived an additional forty to fifty annuals.”

“No wonder you didn’t recommend a visit to Crocia,” Jessie said to Mangoth, which produced booming laughter from the Crocians.

“Other races don’t visit our home world,” Gartora declared, “and our young can’t wait to leave.”

“Come, sit,” Pantar invited. “Let’s speak of the reason for your visit, Envoy.”

Harbour requested Jaktook to display his exploration data, and the Jatouche worked with an administrator to engage the Crocian system.

The Norloth was enthralled by the number of insectoids that littered the domes’ decks. At different times, they eyed Mangoth, Jaktook, and the Pyreans.

When the review was completed, Mortara said, “We saw two non-insectoid bodies. We gave permission for Hangor of the Logar to travel with you.”

“Hangor and Tracy Shaver, a Pyrean, are gone,” Harbour replied. “They were killed by insectoid tube weapons.”

“Our condolences, Mangoth, on the loss of your clutch mate,” Pantar said solemnly. “And to you, Envoy, for the death of your citizen.”

Mangoth rumbled in lament, and Harbour thanked Pantar for his consideration.

“So, you’ve explored and discovered that the Colony hasn’t been content with usurping one dome,” Pantar commented. He spoke as if he was reciting a mundane fact, but his eyes were hard, as they focused on Harbour.

“The Colony occupies two more domes in a continuous path from the dome we called alpha,” Harbour replied, “and eleven more domes adjunct to those three.”

“A clear indication of the Colony’s reaction to being discovered,” Gartora mused. “What do you expect their reactions to be now?”

The explorers were stunned by the question. It was completely opposite to the Tsargit council’s reaction to the team’s presentation. Where the council couldn’t be bothered with questions about the future, this Crocian threesome had distilled the events to their essence and requested hypotheses about the future.

“For years, I was an officer on a mining ship and then a captain and then an owner,” Jessie said. “Aboard our two stations, my crews constantly encountered the machinations of criminals. Security endeavored to bring these law breakers to justice, but I watched their every improvement in techniques and equipment be foiled by the inventiveness of the criminals.”

“And you think of the Colony as criminals,” Mortara postulated.

“As super criminals,” Jessie replied. “I think their response to our first incursion was extraordinary. Now you can imagine what they’re thinking after experiencing a second evasion against the domes they’ve claimed. Worse, they must be incensed that they couldn’t capture or kill all of us.”

“And we were few in numbers,” Jaktook added. “If not size,” he murmured.

“But you held your own, Jatouche,” Pantar said, nodding his snout in appreciation.

“If I were the Colony, I’d be seeking a means of ensuring the protection of the domes that I occupied,” Jessie mused. “Also, I’d expand my territory as quickly as I could … claim domes before others could.”

“Easier to defend a dome than attack one through a gate,” Gartora agreed.

“It’s said that you visited Hyronzy Station to present to the Tsargit,” Pantar said.

“To present to the council and without invitation,” Mangoth announced proudly.

Snouts swung Mangoth’s way and then Harbour’s.

The explorers expressed laughter in their own unique ways.

“If only I could have witnessed that clash of wills,” Pantar said. “What was the outcome of your visit?”

“We secured the council’s word that the projects we negotiated with the Veklocks would be honored,” Jessie replied.

“Over the objections of Councilor Ulgart,” Jaktook added.

“Most interesting,” Gartora commented, and he eyed the other leaders.

“And why would the council be so generous to you?” Mortara asked dubiously.

“We learned the council is desperate to possess the knowledge of two Pyreans,” Jaktook replied.

“Yes, Aurelia Garmenti of the Pyreans,” Pantar said. “Every alliance race knows of her prowess with the consoles. Has she learned more of the Messinants device?”

“There are now two Pyreans who share the knowledge,” Harbour replied. “Aurelia’s partner is Devon Higgins. They’re uncovering secrets about what the Messinants have inscribed across the dome’s surfaces.”

“Identifying the Colony’s spread was their work?” Pantar inquired.

“It was,” Jaktook replied. “You witnessed the documentation of four occupied domes. Their queries identified fifteen total domes, including that of the Colony’s home world.”

“So you possess console secrets the council covets, Envoy,” Pantar said. “Good for you. That knowledge is worth worlds. Guard it carefully, and exchange it for much.”

“We do, and we have,” Harbour replied with a sly smile.

“Now that we understand the past and the present problem,” Pantar declared, “why are you here, Envoy?”

“I was recently asked the same question,” Harbour replied. “I don’t have a specific answer. What I know is that sentient worlds are in danger, and the alliance and Pyre must take action. We struggle with an uninhabitable home world and can only survive in domes or aboard our stations. We’ve the courage to act, but we’ve limited resources. Two members of other races explored with us both times, a Jatouche and a Crocian.

“If I may, Envoy,” Jaktook interjected, and Harbour agreed to the interruption. “I’ve directives from Her Excellency Tacticnok. She asks me to inform the Norloth that the Jatouche stand ready to support the Pyreans in any undertaking to blunt the Colony’s expansion. She requests that I ask the Norloth if Crocia is willing to do the same.”

“A bold statement, Jatouche,” Mortara said harshly. Immediately he witnessed the explorers fix on him with hostile stares and that number included his own citizen.

It was Jessie who vocalized what the explorers were thinking. “We did not see you, Mortara of the Gortha, fighting beside us against the deadly reds and grays. It wasn’t you who freed us from an ambush, when the insectoids trapped us under a net. It was Jaktook, master advisor to Her Excellency Tacticnok of the Jatouche. We’ll thank you to remember that.”

Mortara glanced at Pantar, and the message in the senior leader’s eyes was clear.

“My apologies, Jaktook, I didn’t mean to impugn you or your ruler,” Mortara said.

Jaktook grudgingly tipped a muzzle, but he was far from mollified.

“Then you’re here seeking allies,” Gartora said, putting the discussion back on track.

“Yes,” Harbour said, tearing her eyes away from Mortara.

“Explain what you mean by allies,” Pantar requested.

Harbour regarded Jessie. They’d argued over this very subject.

“My advisor believes that the Tsargit must be forced to confront the Colony and blunt their expansion,” Harbour replied. “I think that’s an impossible task, and time is of the essence. I believe that a different organization needs to be formed to stop the Colony. The Pyreans, the Jatouche, and, hopefully, the Crocians could be the start of a formative alliance.”

“Suppose Crocia was interested in this concept,” Gartora said. “What would be required of us?”

Harbour indicated Mangoth, who replied, “In the fights with the Colony, each race had its value and weakness. My size was an asset in close encounters, but I was a large target for the reds’ tubes. We envision teams that mix the races.”

“Also, we see a need for better weaponry that would be safe to use in a dome,” Jessie added.

“The Tsargit forbids —” Mortara started to say.

“Don’t,” Harbour stated flatly and held up a finger in warning. “Don’t quote the Tsargit’s rules to us. If you want to blindly follow codes that will see your dome and then your world consumed by a menace that’s the Colony, so be it. Tell us, and we’ll be on our way. But I want you to remember … three explorers died to bring you this warning.”

“Continue with your thoughts,” Pantar requested, opening his arms to the explorers.

“Defensively,” Jaktook said, “it would be helpful to use some sort of portable, strong shields that could interlock and deflect the reds’ weapons. This would be the advantage of having two or three Crocians on a team.”

“In support of the envoy’s plan, I would recommend the formation of many teams,” Jessie said. “Devon and Aurelia could inform us of the other domes the Colony holds. Then we flood the first Colony dome, and eliminate any insectoids who would journey to that dome. We repeat our action one dome at a time. We work from the outer domes toward the Colony’s home world until we take alpha.”

“What if the Colony has used shuttles to land on alpha’s planet?” Gartora asked.

“Then eventually we’d need to follow,” Harbour replied.

“A bold plan,” Pantar conceded. “It has potential. However, I see two problems. First, a permanent guard would need to protect alpha from future incursions by the Colony.”

Jessie nodded in agreement with the idea.

“Second,” Pantar continued, “no one has seen the Colony’s dome. How many gates does it possess?”

“We don’t know the answer to your question, Pantar,” Harbour replied, “but it’s simple for Aurelia and Devon to query a console with the insectoids’ sounds and determine the notches on the ring surrounding their star. It would tell us the number of gates in their dome.”

“Credible skills,” Gartora allowed, nodding his snout.

“You’ll forgive us, Envoy, if we don’t have a reply for your proposal this cycle,” Pantar said. “This will take some time to consider. Rest assured, we don’t work in similar spans of time to the Tsargit,” he added and rumbled at his joke.

“I’d like to make a request, Envoy,” Gartora said quickly. “We’ve heard a great deal about the powers of Pyrean empaths. Would a demonstration be possible?”

“I would consent,” Pantar said.

“I would not,” Mortara stated, stood, and moved to the side.

Harbour didn’t ask for their choice of emotion. She spun up her power, fueled it with a sense of peace and tranquility, which she borrowed from her time with Jessie, and sent the wave through the two Crocians.

Pantar and Gartora closed their eyes. Their snouts tilted toward their chests, and they rumbled in contentment.

A few minutes later, Harbour eased off.

“Wonderful,” Pantar commented.

“Mortara, your fear allowed you to miss a unique opportunity,” Gartora admonished.

“I don’t wish my mind to be controlled,” Mortara retorted.

“Mortara, please know that empaths only use their power with consent from individuals and only for their welfare,” Harbour stated. “We’re healers, and it should be noted that all empaths are females.”

“Ah, the nurturers of the races,” Gartora said. Then he quickly amended it by saying, “That is for the most part. Exceptions do exist.”

“Empaths have never harmed another?” Pantar asked, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“I know of two instances,” Harbour replied. “Both happened when an empath was defending herself or another person.” Harbour chose to discount the Tsargit council’s request to experience fear.

Pantar nodded thoughtfully at the answer.

“There remains a final question,” Mortara said to Harbour. “You carry the title of envoy. With whom would the Norloth make an agreement? Who is the Pyrean leader?”

Harbour had dreaded this question, and she searched for a clever way to answer it.

“Our political system is in transition,” Jessie replied smoothly. “Remember that we’re a young race. We’ve developed several distinct groups within our society and are in the process of forming a unified political system.”

“We wish you success in your endeavor,” Pantar said. “Please, keep us informed.”

Goodbyes were said, and Mangoth was asked to remain behind and speak in depth to the Norloth.

To his team, Mangoth pronounced, “The most intrepid group of individuals I’ve known … magnificent.”

The Pyreans and Jaktook were escorted to their room. They gathered their gear and were led to a shuttle.

During the trip, Harbour spoke quietly to Jessie. “Time to push for that single political system you told the Norloth we were forming.”

“Agreed,” Jessie replied. “And we’ve the perfect set of reasons why our citizens should listen.”

“We do,” Harbour said with a grin. She held Jessie’s hand, as the shuttle accelerated, and sent her contentment his way.
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Projects

At Rissness, the remaining team members stepped off the platform and stared at the stream of aliens moving equipment onto gate two, which connected to Triton.

While the Triton platform fired, another group arrived via a second gate with more material and in a workmanlike fashion transferred the gear to the Triton gate.

Harbour, Jessie, and Jaktook watched a continuous procession of arrivals and departures. Each group journeyed from Rissness via the Triton gate.

“Strange day when the Triton platform is the most active gate,” Harbour commented.

“The council has assigned the projects. I didn’t think they would work this quickly,” Jaktook mused.

“They must be pretty anxious to possess what we know,” Jessie surmised.

Harbour and Jaktook knew what Jessie meant. The council wanted the console secrets.

“I must leave you, Envoy,” Jaktook said. He received a hug from Harbour and clasped forearms with Jessie.

The Jaktook regarded his Pyrean friends. “It’s been an honor and a pleasure journeying with you,” he said. “Regardless of what the future brings, I’ll forever hold close the memories.” Then he spun away, hurried across the deck, and disappeared down the ramp.

“Home?” Harbour inquired.

“Triton, at least,” Jessie replied. “I’m curious to see what’s being constructed.”

The Pyreans approached the Triton gate, and the next group of engineers and techs halted and tipped their heads. The explorers mounted the platform and journeyed to Triton.

Harbour and Jessie appeared on the platform and were enthralled by the level of activity. The deck was covered with equipment and supplies. Aliens of many races were at work.

“Harbour,” Devon shouted, “clear the gate.”

As soon as Harbour and Jessie jumped off the platform, the dome’s energy spiked and more aliens and material appeared.

The couple made their way to the only available space on the deck, which was beside Devon and Aurelia at the console.

“Only you two?” Aurelia asked.

“We left Mangoth at Dantagar, the Crocian moon, and Jaktook at Rissness,” Jessie replied.

“I’ve lived a lonely life on the JOS,” Devon said. “I had to leave the station to find good friends … a spacer, empaths, and aliens.” He’d shaken his head at the irony, but he wore a slight smile.

Aurelia threw an arm around Devon’s shoulders and laid her forehead against his temple.

Jessie swung an arm at the deck and eyed the young couple.

“A day after we arrived, some engineers journeyed here, checked out the dome, and surveyed the plains beyond the airlock,” Devon explained.

“They had a large consignment of cubes, and we sent a bunch of them,” Aurelia added.

“The cubes glowed yellow,” Devon said. “We learned that’s the code for Tsargit priority. Two days after we started sending the cubes, parties of workers and material started arriving.”

“And it has never stopped,” Aurelia said excitedly.

“Are you learning anything about their construction techniques?” Jessie asked.

“I’ve learned that we won’t have a clue,” Devon replied. “I watched them build a temporary shelter over the airlock’s outer hatch. Then they assembled a machine. Jessie, Harbour, you should have seen it. The machine began tunneling about two-thirds of its depth into the moon’s regolith. The surface material was thrown aside and simultaneously blades at the rear of the machine spun a tunnel.”

“What do you mean spun a tunnel?” Jessie asked.

“I saw small spiders in the governor’s house spin webs,” Aurelia said. “It was like that. As this tunneler advanced, gossamer threads spun out from the end of the spinning blades. The threads expanded and formed a partial wall.”

“They’d move their machine forward, digging out a section, reverse it, and move forward again,” Devon continued. “That gave the walls two coats. Then they advance to dig out another section.”

“The engineers are already a hundred meters out onto the plains,” Aurelia said. “You should go look.” She was handed a cube, and she motioned Devon to take Harbour and Jessie.

The threesome walked around the dome’s periphery to look out on the plains. The telltale hump of the newly constructed tunnel was clearly visible above the surface.

While they watched, the line of the tunnel slowly widened. It grew from a small circle to a larger one.

“They’re at the juncture of the two shuttle runs,” Jessie commented. “I envisioned these projects taking years.”

“This looks more like months,” Devon replied.

“Have you been in the tunnel?” Jessie asked.

“You said to stay out of their way,” Devon reminded Jessie. “That’s easy to do. These engineers and techs know what they’re doing. They’re experienced, and it shows in their fantastic coordination. There isn’t room to sneeze down there.”

“How are they getting services out there?” Jessie asked, indicating the growing circle with a thumb.

Devon’s grin was huge. “Here’s where we were taught a lesson about the domes. They tapped into a small containment area on the second floor. It’s right next to the inner airlock door.”

“Don’t tell me?” Jessie said, asking a rhetorical question. He laughed, and Devon joined him.

“What?” Harbour asked, smiling at the men.

“Aurelia said she thought the Messinants had a perverted sense of humor,” Jessie explained, while still chuckling. “The little containment space that Devon mentions hides utilities for projects outside the dome, doesn’t it?” Jessie asked Devon.

“It does,” Devon replied. “It’s something that had to be discovered by some alliance race. After that, the other races had power and air for their tunnels, but no water.”

“I wonder if the glyphs around that access panel say power and air inside,” Harbour said, shaking her head in amazement.

Devon started to speak, but Harbour held up a hand. “What’s the console broadcasting?”

Devon’s grin was even wider. “That’s one of the reasons that one of us is always present at the console,” he replied. “Kractik taught us how to change the dome’s viewpoint via the console. We’ve been edifying the Belle’s bridge with different images of aliens and construction.”

“Tell me the Belle is still relaying the imagery to the JOS channel,” Jessie queried.

“Absolutely,” Devon replied, surprised that Jessie wouldn’t think they’d check on that. “We all understand how important it is to let Pyre know what we’ve achieved.”

“Good man,” Jessie said. “Sorry for asking.”

Harbour sent Devon her own brand of thanks. “To the console,” she said and led the way around the dome’s circumference.

A Sylian waited for them at the console. “Envoy Harbour of the Pyreans, I bring personal messages to you,” the Sylian said. “Dome Administrator Shevena sends her congratulations on successfully concluding a critical part of your agreement.”

“Word travels fast,” Jessie commented.

The Sylian’s bright eyes focused on Jessie, and his ears tipped toward him. “Many younger races are paying close attention to the actions of Envoy Harbour and her Pyreans,” he said. “There’s much anticipation.”

“You said you had messages,” Harbour interrupted.

“Your pardon, Envoy,” the Sylian said gracefully. “The final message is from Committee Administrator Solseena. She hopes you’re pleased by the alacrity of the Tsargit’s response. She’s eager to witness your return visit to Hyronzy Station.”

“Please thank Shevena and Solseena for their messages,” Harbour said.

“It will be done as you request, Envoy,” the Sylian replied. “May I ask a question, Envoy?”

“Yes,” Harbour replied.

“Is it true that the explorers went to speak to the Tsargit without a summons?” the Sylian asked.

“It’s true,” Harbour replied.

The Sylian flashed his prominent canines. “It will be a tale to tell my mate and cubs,” he said. Then he made his way around the stack of crates to the platform, and Aurelia sent him on his way.

“It appears we’re becoming the darlings of the younger races,” Jessie commented.

“Aurelia, where’s the Belle?” Harbour asked.

“On its way here,” Aurelia replied. “Dingles had her loading slush at Emperion. The twenty repaired are housed on the third level.”

“How are they?” Harbour inquired.

“In great spirits,” Devon replied, chuckling. “It’s like visiting a live performance. Everyone keeps displaying their repairs.”

“In most cases, skins are optional,” Aurelia added, smirking.

“How did the visit to the Norloth go?” Devon asked.

“Well, right up until the moment one of the Norloth’s members, a Crocian named Mortara, requested to know the individual who led the Pyreans, it was going well,” Harbour replied sourly.

“Oh, for the love of Pyre,” Devon lamented.

“We did learn one fascinating tidbit,” Jessie said with a grin. “The Crocians continue to grow until their deaths. Mangoth is quite young, but he’s expected to be one of the largest Crocians, as he matures.”

Devon and Aurelia laughed at the prospect of Mangoth’s stature getting greater.

“Aurelia, raise the Belle,” Harbour requested.

Within moments, they heard Birdie’s voice, as her image was projected above the console’s panel. They could hear the first mate call to Dingles, who must have been nearby.

“Envoy, welcome back,” Dingles said. “We’re sorry to hear about Tracy and Hangor.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Harbour replied. “You’re able to watch the results of their sacrifices.”

“We can see the activity on the deck and the huge number of aliens,” Dingles said. “How’s their progress?”

“You’ll have to wait for visuals until Aurelia and Devon learn how to have the console display external views of the dome,” Jessie said, which had the young couple exchanging anticipatory glances. “I can tell you that they’ve laid tunnel onto the plains to the intersection point of the shuttle lines. Devon says the races know how to supply the dome’s power and air to their constructs.”

“Captain, please organize a conference call with Commandant Finian and Captain Stamerson,” Harbour requested. “Have Birdie signal us when it’s ready. We’re monitoring the console.”

After the call to the Belle, the foursome chatted for a quarter of an hour before Aurelia detected an oscillation on her comm panel. It was Birdie, who was signaling from the colony ship.

Aurelia linked the dome to the Belle’s bridge.

“The commandant and the captain are standing by, Envoy,” Birdie said.

“Connect us,” Harbour replied.

“It’s good to see you again, Harbour,” Henry said. “We’ve received the news about your two lost explorers. We’re sorry.”

“Extremely sorry,” Liam added.

“Thank you,” Harbour replied. “Before we left, Henry, Jessie and I presented three items to the Review Board.”

“There’s not much to say about the first item, is there?” Henry asked. “All of Pyre has been mesmerized by the work at Triton.”

“We managed to add a small item during negotiations with the Veklocks,” Jessie interjected. “Harbour wanted a location to make it easier to repair Pyreans. So, we requested a medical station off Triton. It’ll be run by Jatouche medical teams and funded and supplied by the Tsargit until all Pyreans are repaired.”

“And why did the Veklocks acquiesce to your insubstantial request?” Liam asked tongue-in-cheek.

“They failed to provide us with weapons,” Jessie explained. “We relieved them of that contractual obligation in exchange for the medical station.”

“How did Tacticnok react to that project?” Henry asked.

“She loved it,” Harbour replied. “The Jatouche wanted to expand their medical services facilities. This way it’s done on the Tsargit’s coin. Empaths will become part of the medical services.”

“I presume empaths will earn some sort of recompense,” Liam mused. “How will that work?”

“Commandant,” Jessie replied, laughing. “This is where you gather your brightest business people and programmers to create an augmented financial system.”

“To accept alliance funds,” Liam finished. “What are they called?”

“No idea,” Jessie replied. “But isn’t it great to have this kind of problem?”

Henry, Liam, Harbour, Aurelia, and Devon joined Jessie in celebrating Pyre’s good fortune.

When the laughter died down, Harbour asked, “Henry, what of our second request?”

“The comments we received from spacers and stationers were overwhelming in support of reimbursement for your services. The board approved your request over downsider objections,” Henry replied.

“Dorelyn and Lise were upset, to say the least. I really enjoyed taking their calls,” Liam said, chuckling.

“Liam, I’m worried about you,” Devon teased. “Your perverse pleasure in the discomfort of family heads is growing.”

“Yes, I know,” Liam said, pretending to be chastised. “I must seek professional help. Are you available, Harbour?”

Harbour laughed. It was rich and warm, and Jessie’s pulse quickened.

“You’re probably going to ask about the final request,” Henry surmised. “This should be discussed after your return to the JOS or, at least, after you’re aboard the Belle.”

“Understood,” Harbour replied. The subject needed more privacy than the dome’s comm call provided. “Thank you for your time, sirs.”

Aurelia closed the link. She regarded Harbour and waited.

“I’m going to speak to our people,” Harbour said. She worked her way around the stacks of material and aliens toward the ramp. It wasn’t any better below. The engineers and techs attempted to step aside, but space was limited. The third level was unoccupied, and it was a relief to have a clear corridor.

Jessie followed Harbour. He stood back, while she paused and turned her head slightly from side to side.

“Multiple directions,” Harbour commented. “I think they’re in four different rooms.”

Harbour and Jessie dropped into each room and chatted with the four or five Pyreans they found. The conversation with those in the first four rooms was cordial, but Harbour was bothered by a small but significant point.

When they left the fourth room, Harbour paused and focused her power down the corridor. Then she started walking.

“Someone missing?” Jessie asked.

“Imian Tuttle,” Harbour replied.

Harbour stopped, touched a glyph on the wall, and the cleverly engineered, seamless door slid aside.

Imian lay on a pallet. He was alone in the room. His youthful face lit up when he saw Harbour.

“Envoy,” Imian cried happily, and he jumped off the pallet.

“How are you, Imian?” Harbour asked.

“Doing well,” Imian replied.

“Yet, you’re in this room by yourself,” Harbour pointed out.

“I seem to suck the oxygen out of any room I share with spacers and stationers,” Imian replied, his smile fading.

“The Belle will be here soon. You’ll have a private cabin, while aboard the ship, and an opportunity to mix with empaths and residents,” Harbour said. “You’ll find them much more accepting, especially the empaths, who’ll sense the changes in you.”

While Harbour spoke to Imian, she eased his anxiety. During that time, she detected a bit of animosity exuding from Jessie.

“If you’ll excuse us, Advisor, I’d like to speak to Imian alone,” Harbour said.

Jessie received a cool stare from Harbour, and he reluctantly obeyed. In the corridor, he mentally castigated himself. He thought, You’re going to have to be a better man, Jessie Cinders, if you want to be with Harbour.

“Imian, sit with me,” Harbour said, taking a seat on a pallet. She waited for Imian to sit on the pallet opposite her. Then she said, “You mustn’t let the attitude of others get to you.”

“At first, it did, but I kept out of their way and listened to their stories,” Imian said. “There are so many of us in the domes who have no idea of the dangers of spacers’ work or the impoverished existence of some topsiders on the station.”

“What will you do when you return downside?” Harbour asked.

Imian was silent. His hands were in his lap, and the intertwined fingers twisted back and forth. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I can’t see returning to the way I used to behave.”

“What will your father expect from you?” Harbour asked.

“He’ll be happy to see me repaired, and he’ll probably hope that I take an interest in the family business,” Imian replied. “But I don’t think I could.” The knuckles on his fingers turned white from the mutual grip of the hands on each other.

Harbour reached out and covered Imian’s hands. The twisting stilled, and she took a few moments to calm him.

“I don’t think I could ever get enough of that,” Imian said, when Harbour’s power eased off. “Do empaths take partners?” he suddenly asked. “I mean not downsiders, of course, but others, you know.”

Harbour smiled at Imian’s teenager personality. His thoughts were similar to his emotions — there was so much of each one.

“Did you watch or hear my presentation to the Review Board?” Harbour asked.

“I think I was in medical when that happened,” Imian replied. “Even if I wasn’t, I wasn’t paying attention to things like that.”

“The third item, which we discussed with the board, were the documents taken from the Belle soon after it made station over Pyre,” Harbour explained. “Those files directed the colony ship’s captain in how he or she was to form the new government.”

“I heard the others talking about it,” Imian said. “There were strong opinions on both sides, although most of them were angry. They felt that Pyre’s start was usurped by downsiders. That’s about when I sought out another room. It took me a while to find one. There are a lot of symbols.”

“An enormous number,” Harbour agreed, smiling. “What do you think about a new government?”

“I don’t know. Before all this,” Imian said, waving a hand above him at the surface operations, “I would have liked everything to remain the same.”

“Why would you have wanted that?” Harbour asked.

“If I’m being truthful, it’s because I’ve got it good. Life is easy,” Imian admitted.

“And now?” Harbour pursued.

“Now, everything’s changed,” Imian replied. “You and the aliens saved me. Made me as good as new. In the JOS medical suite I wanted to die. I didn’t want to live scarred.”

“Is that the only change you see?” Harbour asked.

“No. I’ve been thinking about it,” Imian said. “You and the aliens are making big changes. I think it’s going to give spacers and stationers better lives, and I’m good with that.”

“What about the people in the domes?” Harbour asked.

“Are we going to be left out?” Imian asked instead.

Harbour wondered if Imian differentiated between the privileged families of which he was a member and the majority of downsiders who worked hard for a living and who served the families either directly or indirectly.

“Do you understand the power struggle at play, Imian?” Harbour asked.

“Yes,” Imian replied in a dispirited fashion. “My father explains these things every day to me at mealtimes. He doesn’t think I listen, but I do. He says it’s a contest that the domes must win, and it’s probable that the families will need to run the stations.”

“That will never happen,” Harbour promised. “There’s only one way to end this struggle.”

“The plebiscite proposal,” Imian supplied. “That’s what the others are talking about. It’s the only thing they agreed on. Let the people vote and have their say.”

“How would you vote?” Harbour asked.

Imian stared long and hard at his hands, and Harbour sensed the storm brewed by his emotions.

“I know how my father would tell me to vote,” Imian said, “but I probably wouldn’t listen. The way I figure it, for downsiders to share in the alliance, they’re going to have to make peace with topsiders and learn to live together.”

“That’s a mature attitude, Imian,” Harbour said, sending her approval in the form of warm confidence. “Do you think you could convince other downsiders to vote the way you see it?”

“My friends?” Imian asked in surprise.

“No, not children of the families,” Harbour replied. “I was thinking of your average downsiders … cooks, staff, gardeners, dome maintenance, cargo handlers, and agri-dome workers.”

Imian’s face cleared, and Harbour could see he was considering her request. A small smile formed on Imian’s face, and he said, “I could do that. For you, Envoy, I could do that.”
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New Friends

It was early in the day, and Devon was on console duty. He received a call from Dingles that the Belle was taking up station over Triton. Devon ran below and woke Aurelia to get the others up.

In turn, Aurelia visited the five rooms of the repaired. Then she searched out Harbour and Jessie’s room. It was easy to do, and it made her smile. Harbour was broadcasting, and Jessie was an emotional beacon.

“Is the dome imploding?” Jessie yelled out in response to Aurelia’s taps on the door.

“No, but I thought you two might be more comfortable in your suite aboard the Belle where you could have fresh food delivered daily,” Aurelia called out.

“Oh …” Jessie muttered. Then he yelled, “Since you put it that way, we’ll see you soon.”

“Not too soon,” Harbour added and laughed.

Aurelia grinned, as she made her way to the deck and her partner.

Later, Harbour and Jessie joined the other Pyreans who crowded the dome’s rim to gaze at the construction progress.

The alliance engineers and techs had finished the tunnels. They were constructing the shuttle launch tubes.

Jessie noted that Imian stood close to Harbour, and he expended some effort to try to see Imian as a frightened young man, not a downsider.

“You know what I noticed?” Imian proffered.

“What?” Jessie asked.

“The aliens are working around the chronometer,” Imian said. “The faces and bodies change. Yet, somehow the replacement teams know exactly where the others left off.”

“You’ve been up here at night?” Jessie asked.

“Sure. It’s peaceful,” Imian replied. “I watch the construction or the aliens. When I get bored with that, then I keep Aurelia or Devon company. They’re nice to me.”

Recrimination struck Jessie. Harbour, Devon, and Aurelia had accepted Imian for who he was without assigning blame to him for the way he was raised. In doing so, they helped him to see Pyre, especially topsiders, from a different perspective.

Jessie felt Harbour nuzzle his ear.

“Your life as a spacer was so much more difficult that stationers,” Harbour whispered. “Don’t be hard on yourself for the way you see things.”

“But if anyone has a right to think ill of Imian, it was Aurelia, and she doesn’t,” Jessie whispered quietly in reply.

“Envoy,” Devon said, hurrying over from the console. “The Belle is launching its shuttle.”

“We’re going to have to tell them to land much farther out on the plains,” Jessie said.

“I warned them about the launch tubes,” Devon said. “Danny said to ensure the envoy’s air tanks were full. He didn’t mention yours, Jessie,” he added with a smirk.

“Are you two staying?” Harbour asked Devon.

“Leave and miss all this?” Devon asked, sweeping his arms out to indicate the deck full of aliens and equipment.

Harbour’s brows knotted, and Devon quickly said, “It doesn’t matter what I want. Aurelia wants to stay, and I’m with her.”

Jessie chuckled, and said, “That’s something I can understand, Devon.”

Imian glanced from Jessie to Harbour and back. How did I miss it? he thought.

“Everyone, get below deck and gather your gear,” Jessie ordered. “Shuttle is on its way down. Devon, were arrangements made for the four who crossed in med tubes?”

“I didn’t think of it, but Captain Bassiter did,” Devon admitted. “The shuttle is bringing suits and tanks.”

“You have to love an experienced spacer,” Jessie commented fondly, referring to Dingles.

“I find them particularly attractive,” Harbour whispered to Jessie. Then she led the repaired below.

Jessie sought out the lead construction engineer. He encountered a gangly, two-meter-tall individual with leathery multi-hued skin. Extremely large eyes blinked at him.

“Advisor, how might I be of service?” the engineer asked.

“Most of the Pyreans will be leaving the dome for our shuttle, which will land beyond the launch tubes,” Jessie said. “What’s the easiest way of accessing the surface?”

“Both shuttle tubes have temporary airlocks,” the engineer replied. “You can exit a tunnel into the launch shaft through one of them. Then a lift will carry you to the surface where you’ll use a second airlock to access the surface.”

“When will suits and tanks be required?” Jessie asked.

“At the surface, Advisor,” the engineer replied.

Jessie thanked the engineer and hurried to the console.

“Aurelia, tell Danny to land the shuttle near the dome’s left excavation site. The suits and tanks for the four who arrived in the med tanks can be delivered there,” Jessie requested. Then he hurried below.

When the Pyreans were ready, they assembled on the second-level corridor. Work ceased to allow the Pyreans an easier time of exit.

Harbour had run to the deck to hug Aurelia and Devon. When she arrived below, she encountered the leathery engineer, who advised Jessie on the exit. He said to her, “Envoy, my name is Latormus. It’s my privilege to greet you.”

“Thank you, Latormus, and we appreciate your efforts on the dome,” Harbour replied.

“We’re well-compensated, Envoy,” Latormus replied, “and compared to you and your species courage, they’re nothing. May the sands protect and disguise you.”

When the engineer ended his blessing, he raised his hands high in the air in supplication. Others of his species, who heard him, mirrored the pose.

“We thank you for your thought,” Harbour replied, glancing quizzically at Jessie.

“We’ve a rudimentary construction vehicle for your transport, Envoy,” Latormus said, indicating the passageway out. “Three may ride comfortably. Six may sit in the bed.”

Jessie divided the twenty. He requested that Harbour travel with eight suited spacers on the first trip. The next to ride in the vehicle would only be suited individuals. The final group would be Jessie and the Pyreans who would require gear from the shuttle.

“How many of you are vac suit trained?” Jessie asked the final group.

Of the four, three raised their hands. When the three saw Imian stand forlornly with his hands at his side, they chuckled unnecessarily.

Jessie eyed the three individuals. “Stationers, right?” he guessed. In reply, they nodded in the affirmative.

“Figures,” Jessie replied sarcastically. “Spacers wouldn’t find it funny. They’d worry about how to protect Imian. Tell you what, Imian, you stay close to me. I’ll get you safely to the shuttle. We’ll let these three individuals figure out how to navigate their way across a barren, airless moon.”

Incredulity crossed the faces of the three stationers.

“Scary thought, isn’t it?” Jessie remarked. “Now you know how Imian feels. All of you, listen up! You follow my orders precisely. Do nothing until I instruct you. Is that clear?”

Jessie received timid but clear replies from everyone.

When the construction car returned, the four eyed Jessie, and he ordered them to board. No one chose the front seats. They climbed swiftly into the car’s bed and sat with knees drawn to their chests to make small profiles. Jessie stared at them for a moment, grunted his satisfaction, and climbed into the seat next to the driver.

The driver checked over his narrow shoulder to ensure his passengers were ready, and then he accelerated the car through the tunnel. The driver drove his vehicle with abandon, and they soon arrived at the shuttle tube.

Jessie thanked the driver and directed his charges through the airlock. They found Harbour on the far side. She stood beside a pile of vac suits.

“You’ll find your names on the suits,” Harbour said to the foursome. “The captain got your sizes from JOS medical. They should be close in size, and they’re already coded to your first name.”

“You should be safely aboard the shuttle,” Jessie whispered to Harbour, as the foursome sorted through the pile for their gear.

“I’m looking after my investment,” Harbour whispered and kissed Jessie’s ear.

Three were busy donning their suits, but a confused Imian held his suit’s body, while he watched the others climb into theirs.

Jessie helped Imian don his gear, and he walked him through the activation process.

“I’m closing you up,” Jessie said to Imian. “Your air will automatically flow. Breathe easy. Understand?”

Imian was too frightened to speak. Instead, he nodded nervously. Then his fear was swept away to be replaced by a sense of calm. He gazed gratefully at Harbour through his faceplate.

Jessie reeled off a safety line from his suit and hooked it to Imian’s belt.

Harbour had checked the suits of the stationers. She gave Jessie a thumbs-up and closed her faceplate. She and the stationers took the lift first. During the ride, Harbour hooked her safety line to one of the stationers and instructed the others to latch on in a line. They cycled through the final airlock to Triton’s surface and waited.

Jessie and Imian caught the lift after it returned. When they emerged from the airlock, Jessie felt a tug on his safety line. He stopped and regarded Imian. The boy’s eyes were bulging. He was locked in place. It often happened to newbie spacers, and it spelled the end of nascent careers.

Jessie tried coaxing Imian over the comm connection, but Imian wasn’t answering.

“Jessie, swap with me,” Harbour called over a private channel. She unhooked her line, exchanging places with Jessie.

Harbour employed her full power. It was Aurelia who had discovered that vacuum didn’t prevent the transmission of the form of energy that empaths could muster. Imian was a wall of resistance in that she couldn’t sense what he felt. She determined that he was catatonic. She stepped in front of the teenager to block his view of Triton’s surface and the inky blackness beyond the horizon. It didn’t make a change in Imian’s state. She searched her mind, reviewing the conversations she’d had with Imian for a clue and found one.

Selecting a private comm channel, Harbour asked Imian, “Do you think I’m pretty?”

When Harbour didn’t receive an answer, she asked, “Does that mean you don’t like me?” She hated using her sex in this way, but it would be better to get Imian to walk to the shuttle under his own power rather than have him suffer the indignity of being carried by Jessie and the stationers.

Harbour saw Imian blink, and slowly, he focused on her face.

“What?” Imian croaked, belatedly realizing he’d been asked a deeply personal question.

“I was asking if you thought I was pretty,” Harbour repeated, smiling gently.

Imian blushed, and Harbour used the opportunity to bolster his confidence.

“You know you’re a most beautiful woman, Envoy. Why do you ask?” Imian replied.

“Just curious about your opinion, Imian,” Harbour replied. She felt a slight tug on her suit’s belt. Gripping Imian’s gloved hands, she stepped backward, guided by Jessie. She kept her face in front of Imian and continued to talk to him.

Jessie guided Harbour around rocks and crevices, enabling her to hold Imian’s focus. Glancing at Imian, he could see the boy’s mouth moving and knew Harbour had him on a private channel.

The shuttle had descended a mere hundred meters from the launch tube. But the pace was slow. It wasn’t so much that Harbour was in danger from a fall in the light gravity as much as they couldn’t afford Imian’s focus to be interrupted.

When the group arrived at the shuttle, Jessie sent his charges through one at time. Then he tapped Harbour on the shoulder, unhooked her safety line from Imian, and guided the boy into the shuttle’s airlock. Then he motioned Harbour to precede him.

Inside the shuttle, the Belle’s crew helped strip off suits and hang them in the aft end cabinets.

Imian approached Harbour, when he saw she was free of her suit. He stood silently in front of her. Tears spilled down his cheeks.

Harbour wrapped her arms around Imian and inundated his mind with forgiveness.

“I was so scared,” Imian choked out.

“I know,” Harbour softly said. Then she released him, took his hand, and guided him to a seat.

Imian glanced guiltily at Jessie. The spacer sat on the opposite side of him. “I guess I didn’t do too well,” he said.

“You and your father are the first downsiders to walk on Triton’s surface,” Jessie replied. “That’s what I advise you tell your friends. You can leave out the other parts.”

“No, I don’t think I can,” Imian replied. Some strength had crept into his voice. “Downsiders make fun of spacers, saying they’re too stupid to get better jobs than sucking slush or digging ore. I’m going to tell my friends and anyone else who’ll listen just how mind-numbingly frightening it is out here.”

Jessie nodded his approval at Imian’s sentiment and extended a hand.

Imian shook Jessie’s hand. “And,” he added, leaning back into the seat and closing his eyes, “I don’t mind saying that I hope to never walk in space again, and I’ll be extremely happy to get downside.”

The shuttle launched. It was a short flight before it landed aboard the Belle. Crew greeted the repaired and led them to cabins.

“Welcome back, Envoy, Advisor,” said Dingles, when the pair made the corridor outside the bay.

Harbour hugged Dingles, and Jessie shook his hand.

Then the three made their way toward the bridge and Harbour and Jessie’s suite.

“Get an opportunity to load some slush?” Jessie asked Dingles.

“Only had time to transfer the Annie’s load and fill a few tanks,” Dingles replied. “It’ll earn enough coin to top off the reaction mass and water tanks.”

“There’s every chance that you can be freed after we return to the JOS,” Harbour said. “Then you can load six months’ worth of slush. However, before you launch from the station, I want you to make sure that every adult aboard this ship has a registered comm unit. It’ll be on my coin.”

For a moment, Dingles frowned, and then his face brightened. “Aye, aye, Envoy,” he said. “We’ll need every vote.”

Jessie thought that they’d make their call to Liam and Henry, when they made their suite, but Harbour had other plans. They had a delicious meal, drinks, and retired, while the Belle sailed for Pyre’s primary station.


* * * *




After Imian settled into his cabin, he summoned the courage to explore the ship and was soon lost in the maze of corridors.

“Need some help?” Imian heard. He turned to face a teenage girl, three or four years younger than himself.

“Yes, I do,” Imian said apologetically.

“You’re Imian Tuttle, aren’t you?” Sasha asked.

“Yes,” Imian acknowledged quietly. He prepared for a verbal lashing but certainly not for what the girl said next.

“I’m Sasha Garmenti. Downsiders locked up my family for most of my life.”

Sasha watched Imian’s mouth open. He attempted to speak, but nothing came out. She could sense his embarrassment, his shame. It wasn’t what she expected a downsider to feel. She slipped her hand in his and pulled him along, as she said, “Come on. It’s this way to your cabin row.”

They didn’t make Imian’s cabin. Sasha was curious about Imian’s experience aboard Rissness Station. As they walked and talked, their conversation became amiable.

At one point, Sasha asked, “What happened to you?”

“What do you mean? When?” Imian inquired.

“What happened to your arrogance?” Sasha retorted. “You’re a prominent family member.”

“Oh, that,” Imian replied, chuckling. “Let’s see … near-death experience, aliens, exotic medical procedures, alien dome travel, a walk on Triton’s surface, and … oh, yeah, Envoy Harbour.”

“That last one can be more sobering than all the rest,” Sasha remarked, and the two teenagers broke out in laughter.

“Fruit juice in the cantina,” Sasha offered.

Imian’s steps stuttered to a halt. He would have released Sasha’s hand, but she held tightly. “I don’t want you to lose friends because of me,” he objected.

“I won’t,” Sasha replied blithely. “Most people pretend to like me, but secretly they’re scared of me.”

“Why’s that?” Imian asked.

“I’m an empath, and one day, I might be as strong, or stronger, than Harbour,” Sasha said proudly. Then she hesitated, regarded Imian with concern, and asked, “So, are you scared of me now?”

“Envoy Harbour was nothing but kind to me. I froze on Triton’s surface. I couldn’t move, and she talked me out of it. I would do anything for her,” Imian explained. Then he leaned close to Sasha, and in a conspiratorial tone, he added, “In fact, that’s just what I plan to do.”

“Ooh, a secret,” Sasha cooed. “Tell me more.” She linked arms with Imian and guided him toward the cantina.


-25-
What Are You?

Sika heard Harbour and Jessie were aboard ship, but despite careful tours through many corridors, she couldn’t confirm it. Contacts she’d made, residents who now called her friend, told her they’d heard the couple were aboard, but they hadn’t seen them either.

What Sika learned from crew was that they expected to return to Emperion after a brief visit to the JOS.

Sika knew the twenty repaired were aboard. Some of those individuals she’d met in her wanderings. More important, she’d learned that Imian Tuttle was among the twenty. When she heard that, she scoured her memories, trying to recall if she’d met the youth, even briefly.

In the end, Sika didn’t think it mattered. She determined it would be best to avoid meeting him. In the unfortunate event that they did meet, the question was whether Imian would recognize her. If he did, would he acknowledge her? If that came to pass, Sika would face a conundrum.

If Imian exposed her, she would be caught, and her value to her mistress would end. Dorelyn would be forced to deny any connection with her, if not send someone to eliminate her. If, on the other hand, she removed Imian before he could identify her, then she would have killed a prominent family’s child. The result would be the same. Dorelyn would have to sacrifice her to appease her council co-leader.

On one of Sika’s forays to spot the envoy and her advisor, she had a brief glimpse of Sasha. As a habit, she avoided the empath, who always tended to frown during their brief conversations. She couldn’t determine what Sasha’s reaction meant, but she didn’t like it.

On this occasion, Sika found Sasha chatting with a youth a few years older than her, and she paused to watch from the shadows. She hadn’t seen the boy on the ship until recently, and she considered that he was one of the repaired.

When Sasha laughed and playfully tapped the boy’s arm, Sika slipped out of sight. The boy was familiar to her, and that bothered her. He could be a resident, to whom she’d just never paid much attention. It could also be true that he was a stationer who had come aboard when she did, and their paths had never crossed.

Sika deduced that the only exposure she suffered was if the boy was Imian Tuttle. But that seemed highly improbable. She couldn’t envision a Garmenti enjoying herself in the company of any downsider.

Time grew short for Sika. The Belle had crossed the midpoint between Triton and Pyre. She waited until she had a day off from her duties. Then she rose, ate, and took a circuitous route to the bridge. If she was questioned, she wanted it to appear as if she’d gotten turned around.

The ship’s third officer had come off duty two hours ago, but he had reports to file and had decided to do them before retiring. He exited his office and ran into a middle-aged woman. “Can I help you?” he politely asked her.

“Oh, hello,” Sika replied, pretending surprise.

“Are you looking for someone?” the officer asked.

“No, I was just wandering around. I’m Luna, Makana’s friend.”

“Pleased to meet you, Luna,” the officer replied. “This is the bridge section. We’re underway, which means only officers and crew are permitted up here. Passengers must be escorted.”

“I understand,” Sika replied.

“Take this corridor,” the officer said, pointing, “and follow it around to the stairs. Then take them down two levels and proceed aft, you’ll run into the cantina.”

“Yes, I can find my way from there. Thank you,” Sika said.

The officer touched two fingers to his cap and walked off. Left with no other choice, Sika followed his directions to appear an obedient resident.


* * * *




“What is it?” Sasha asked Imian. She’d been touring him around the ship, and they’d just visited the bridge.

Empaths were the exception to the rule that officers and crew must provide escorts to the bridge for residents while underway. Too many spacers owed their livelihoods and some their lives to the empaths, especially to Harbour. Then again, there was Sasha, who was an exception unto herself.

“It’s that woman,” Imian said. They’d just overheard the last of the conversation between a woman and the third officer.

“What about her?” Sasha asked, suddenly intensely curious about what Imian had to say.

“Her voice is familiar,” Imian replied, “but I don’t remember it coming from a middle-aged woman. I thought it belonged to a younger woman, maybe ten or more years younger. Do you know her?”

“She came aboard when medical brought you aboard,” Sasha replied. “Her name is Luna, and she’s supposed to be a stationer who Makana met and befriended. Luna’s training under Makana now.”

Imian was watching Sasha, when the empath frowned and added, “But she’s odd.”

“Odd how?” Imian asked, as they wandered aft.

“I can’t read her,” Sasha replied.

“I thought you were the all-powerful empath,” Imian teased, which earned him a scowl and a swat on the arm.

“Ow!” Imian complained. “That arm is getting sore. Try hitting the other one. On second thought, don’t hit me at all.”

“Okay, promise I’ll make it lighter,” Sasha said.

Impulsively, Sasha rose on her toes and quickly kissed Imian on the cheek. “Better?” she asked hopefully. It was her first kiss of a boy, and she was exhilarated and embarrassed. She clamped her gates shut lest she expose her emotions to him.

Imian smiled and replied, “That’s better.” He suddenly realized that Sasha had developed a crush on him, and that meant he had to be careful with her for so many reasons.

“Why don’t you get a read on that woman?” Imian asked, trying to redirect the conversation.

“I don’t know, but I never do,” Sasha replied. She’d expected Imian to say something about the kiss, and she was disappointed he didn’t.

“Has that happened with others?” Imian inquired.

“With empaths, all the time,” Sasha replied. “They’re trained how not to broadcast, but with normals, no. They can’t help splashing their emotions about.”

“I’m considered a normal, right?” Imian asked.

“You are,” Sasha admitted.

“So, you’re reading what I feel all the time,” Imian pursued.

“As a rule, we aren’t supposed to read normals without their permission, but I’m not good at keeping to the rules,” Sasha said apologetically. “When I kissed you, you said it was better, but that’s not what you felt. Before I closed my gates, I sensed your concern, even a little fear. Why was that?”

“You don’t make it easy, do you?” Imian replied.

“I’m told I don’t make it easy for anyone,” Sasha said with reluctance. “Don’t you like me?”

“No, that’s not it,” Imian said earnestly. “I do like you, but as the sister I’ve never had. The crew and the stationers are uncomfortable in my presence, but not you. You accept me as I am.”

Sasha was overjoyed to sense the sincerity pouring off Imian.

“Okay, so, you won’t be my sex object. We’ll just be friends,” Sasha said blithely and hooked Imian’s arm. “By the way, that was my first girl-boy kiss.”

“I’m honored,” Imian replied, feeling like he’d dodged an airlock malfunction.

“You should be,” Sasha retorted.

“You were speaking about empaths and normals,” Imian said, as they strolled the corridor. “Could Luna be a latent empath? I mean someone who doesn’t know she has power.”

“Those individuals do exist,” Sasha replied. “But that’s part of the problem. If Luna had undiscovered capabilities, then she wouldn’t be trained.”

“And if she wasn’t trained, she would be broadcasting,” Imian finished for Sasha.

“Now you understand why I think she’s odd,” Sasha concluded.

“The Belle has an extensive library, doesn’t it?” Imian asked.

“Supposedly, why?” Sasha inquired.

“I was thinking that it would hold a lot of material about people and personality disorders,” Imian suggested.

“But Luna acts normal,” Sasha objected vehemently, and her gates slipped, which broadcast her frustration.

“I’m not saying I know what’s going on,” Imian replied, holding up his hands in surrender. “You’re puzzled about Luna, and I was offering a way to investigate the issue. I’m just trying to help.”

“Sorry,” Sasha said, curtailing her sending. She paused, and then said, “I want to kiss you again, but in a friendly way … but I won’t.”

Imian had always thought his downside contemporaries acted whimsically. Then again, he often considered their moods contrived, displays for others. It wasn’t so for Sasha. She was the real thing. Her mind flitted from subject to subject so quickly that most people would have trouble following her.

Sasha reversed course, towing Imian along. She located Dingles on the bridge and explained her requirements.

In turn, Dingles led the teenagers to an unused officer’s cabin. He started to hold out his hand to Sasha, when he realized that she didn’t have a comm unit. He certainly wasn’t going to ask Imian for his device. A quick call brought a crew member running.

“Comm unit, please,” Dingles said to the young woman, who opened the unit and handed it over.

Dingles connected her device to the monitor. With some entry work, he gained access to the Belle’s document library.

“The data in the library is enormous,” Dingles explained. “If you tell me what you’re investigating, I’ll direct you.”

Sasha struggled to phrase the subject.

Imian piped up, and said, “We’re interested in personality disorders, Captain.”

Dingles regarded Imian before he glanced at Sasha for confirmation.

“That’s correct,” Sasha said.

Dingles decided there was no value in asking another question. Except for his experience with space dementia, which he’d never researched, he was already out of his depth. He figured Sasha’s request had something to do with empaths.

Delving through the library’s structure, Dingles opened the subject repository of psychology. He demonstrated the query app and its results page to the teenagers.

“The system is smart,” Dingles said. “The more complex your request, the more likely you’ll get what you’re seeking.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Sasha said politely.

Dingles stared sternly at the young crew member. He said, “You’re on duty here until they’re finished. Then log out of the library and recover your comm unit.” Turning to Sasha, he said, “I’ll inform my officers that they’re to assist you with a logon anytime you require.”

When Dingles left the cabin, the crew member took a seat in the corner of the cabin. She understood Captain Bassiter’s orders. Sasha might be privileged, but Imian wasn’t.

Sasha regarded Imian. “Well?” she questioned.

Imian shrugged and raised his hands in confusion as to what Sasha was requesting.

“This is your idea,” Sasha said. “You sit down and type.”

As Imian took the seat in front of the monitor, Sasha pulled a chair close to observe.

In the corner, the crew member hid her smile. She had no love for downsiders, but in this instance, she could sympathize with any individual who was the object of Sasha’s focus.

The teenagers didn’t manage a sophisticated investigation. Imian found thousands of documents and text excerpts in response to his simple query. They were forced to read and learn. It took days before their queries zeroed in on an explanation for what Sasha had perceived.

Coincidentally, the same crew member sat in the cabin on the day of discovery.

“Psychopaths are incapable of manifesting true social interaction by virtue of their lack of empathy,” Imian read. “Their antisocial personality disorder manifests in aggressive, perverted, criminal, or amoral behavior without empathy or remorse. A form of tentative social integration is only possible through the process of their studying, learning, and imitating the behaviors of others.”

Imian looked at Sasha. She was rereading the text aloud and contemplating it.

The female crew member was also listening and debating whether it was her place to inform the captain of the unusual subject that the teenagers were researching. In the end, she decided it was a quirk of Sasha and not worth bothering the captain.

“That fits,” Sasha said. “No emotions. Nothing for me to sense. Instead, she goes through the motions, but it’s all an act.”


* * * *




Two days before the Belle made station out from the JOS and much to the amazement of Pyreans, the view from the Triton console shifted. It started as a panorama of the plains to the rear of the dome. The rover tracks of the spacers’ initial approaches to the defunct dome were clearly visible in the regolith.

Slowly the view rotated around the dome and came to rest on the extensive construction. The twin tunnels’ Y-formation was clearly visible, as well as the temporary caps over the shuttle tubes.

The construction’s speed amazed topsiders and downsiders. Pyreans had nothing to compare to the capabilities that the alliance aliens were exhibiting.

Harbour decided it was time to join the world again. She and Jessie had luxuriated in each other’s company to the exclusion of everyone and everything else. No one had begrudged their indulgence. If they did, they kept their opinions to themselves.

The couple had been supplied food, juices, and greens by empaths. There was no shortage of volunteers to serve them. Empaths would return from the couple’s suite with broad smiles plastered across their faces. They commented that being in Harbour’s presence was like bathing in warm starlight.

On the day Harbour chose to end their seclusion, she expended effort to close her gates. It was time to stop inundating Jessie so that the two of them could focus.

Jessie adopted a petulant expression, when Harbour’s ministrations faded. She laughed, kissed his cheek, and said, “Later.”

In the suite’s central room, Harbour tuned in to the bridge relay of the dome’s console. She grinned and called to Jessie.

Jessie examined the imagery, and said, “I think there’s no doubt we’ll get approval from Solseena’s committee. In fact, I’m thinking of asking for something else in trade for whatever those two discover between now and the completion of the projects.”

“They’re worth all the slush on Emperion,” Harbour commented. She sat on the couch, patted the space beside her, and opened her comm unit. She requested that the bridge contact Henry and Liam. It was the middle of the morning JOS time, and the men answered promptly.

“I thought we’d hear from you earlier,” Liam commented by way of hello.

“Other matters came up,” Jessie replied, as neutrally as he could.

“It’s time to discuss the possibilities of the plebiscite vote,” Harbour said,

“I was hoping you would say that,” Henry returned. “It’s one thing for citizens to vote to maintain the status quo. But it’s going to be an incredibly complex undertaking if they vote to accept the colony ship’s government formation documents.”

“That’s why we have to be prepared in case the vote is in favor of the Belle’s documents,” Harbour said.

“You realize that Captain Bassiter will be the arbiter for the entire election process,” Liam pointed out. “Most Pyreans will assume that he’ll be acting under your orders.”

“I can’t help it if I was the one who rescued the man from security detention and elevated him to the Belle’s captaincy,” Harbour stated forcefully. “However, that’s the least of our worries. The presidency and fair representation are our challenges.”

“I’ll bet you that Dorelyn runs for president,” Jessie stated.

“No takers there,” Liam remarked.

“Are you running, Harbour?” Henry asked.

“I can’t manage the Tsargit, organize an alliance against the Colony’s expansion, and be Pyre’s president,” Harbour replied, laughing.

“Then who? Jessie?” Liam asked.

“Not me,” Jessie replied swiftly. “I’m following Harbour. Besides, I haven’t the temperament for the job. Pyre needs someone who’s displayed a track record of unbiased decision-making. It should be someone above reproach. This individual should appeal to spacers, stationers, and many of the hardworking downsiders.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Henry objected, which garnered laughter from the others.

“Henry, you’re the only one we can trust to start Pyre’s government on the right track,” Harbour said, “and you have a chance at winning.”

“She’s right,” Liam added. “Winning downsider votes is the key to winning the presidency. That’s not possible for the three of us.”

“We can expect Dorelyn and her ilk to run station candidates like those who popped up for the commandant’s election,” Jessie said, “but the only downsider will probably be Dorelyn.”

“We can expect the families to use their security forces to gather the dome’s votes,” Liam added.

“And there’s little we can do about that,” Henry lamented.

“So, Henry, are you ready for the greatest challenge of your illustrious career?” Harbour asked.

“If Jessie and you can risk your lives against the Colony, and Liam can dodge an assassination attempt to take the commandant’s position, I can do no less,” Henry replied, although he didn’t sound too enthusiastic.

“Courage, Henry,” Jessie said sympathetically. “All of Pyre needs you, whether some citizens know it or not.”

“According to the Belle’s documents, Henry will have difficulty achieving any measure of success if the representatives don’t support his agenda,” Liam noted, “and the downsiders have the numbers.”

“The first step is to recommend to Captain Bassiter a ratio of population to representative and how the citizens should be divided,” Jessie offered.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Henry said. “I don’t think that’s the right approach. I agree we should recommend a ratio of population to representative. That will set the maximum number of delegates. I’m sure more individuals will run than we need. Pyreans should be able to vote for their favorite candidate. Those with the most votes up to the number we need form our new body.”

“I like that idea, Henry,” Harbour said.

“We better be prepared to deal with the families’ influence campaigns,” Liam warned. “They’ll spend coin and trade favors to buy stationers’ votes.”

“I think we might be underestimating working downsiders,” Harbour said. “We’ve always dealt with the family heads and their minions. We’ve little understanding of the business and working classes. Do they have comm units with which to vote? If so, how will they vote?”

“All good questions,” Henry said. “Does everyone realize the risk we’re taking?”

“I think we do, Henry,” Jessie replied. “Right now, Pyre has an odd sort of power stalemate. With these actions, we’re hoping to establish something better for our citizens, but we could lose everything.”

“I couldn’t have said it better,” Henry said.
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Sika’s Opening

The Belle made station off the JOS.

Sika had spotted Harbour and Jessie the day before. Also, she learned from crew that the envoy and the advisor were going aboard station. Then, after three days of downtime, the colony ship would return to Emperion and load slush for six months.

This was Sika’s opening.

“Makana, I’ll be taking a shuttle to the station for supplies this morning,” Sika said.

“Perfect,” Makana replied. “I need some too. We can shop together.”

Sika quickly parsed the pros and cons of traveling with Makana. The woman would be a hindrance to unfettered movement. Yet, she would be excellent cover, allowing her to get close to her targets without drawing undue attention.

Having made a decision, Sika said, “I’d love the company. I’ve got some new ideas and so little coin. So, I warn you. I’ll be shopping for a while. Can you join me to catch the first shuttle?”

“Certainly,” Makana replied. “I’ll check with Claudia on the shuttle’s schedule. Get your stuff. The first launch will probably be soon.”

The flight was full, but Makana had priority seating, which enabled Sika and her to get seats. Also aboard were the repaired, which included Imian, and he was seated next to Sasha.

Jessie sat in the front row, and Sasha wondered if her information was flawed. She couldn’t see the envoy.

Harbour laid a hand on Danny’s shoulder. The pilots were running preflight checks in their cabin.

“Our final negotiated project with the Veklocks,” Harbour said, “was the construction of a medical station off Triton.”

“Well done, Envoy,” Danny commented, as Claudia and he continued down their list.

“The Jatouche will run the station, and the Tsargit will cover all expenses until every Pyrean is repaired,” Harbour continued.

Claudia stopped what she was doing. Her expression was hopeful, as she looked from Harbour to Danny.

On the other hand, Danny’s expression was far from happy. The painful memories of the multiple surgery failures that attempted to restore his legs with BRC operations had burned into his psyche.

Harbour sensed Danny’s mix of reluctance, anger, and fear. “Danny,” she said softly, “the Jatouche medical operations aren’t like ours. Talk to the repaired about their experiences. You’ll hear stories of painless operations.”

“Won’t be much time for that, Envoy. We’ve got a busy schedule to keep before the Belle launches for Emperion,” Danny temporized.

“I’m afraid it’s not as busy as you think, Danny,” Harbour replied firmly. She opened her comm unit, made a call, and put her device on speaker.

“Yes, Envoy,” Dingles answered.

“Captain Bassiter, I’d like Danny to have some time on station to chat with our repaired. Is that possible?” Harbour requested.

“My comm unit indicates we’re on speaker,” Dingles replied. “Can I take it that you’re in the shuttle’s pilot cabin?”

“You may,” Harbour replied. This was a serious conversation, which meant she had to smother her desire to smile. She dearly loved the old spacer.

“Danny, did you really make a fuss about the envoy’s request to the extent that she had to call me?” Dingles asked.

When Danny was slow to reply, it gave Claudia a chance to pipe up. “He did and rudely, I might add,” she said.

Danny glared at Claudia, and she stuck out her tongue at him before she blew him a kiss.

“Danny, I can guess what this is about,” Dingles said. “You and I have had some private talks over drinks, which I’d never share. But I’ve also talked to the repaired. You need to do the same. Now, do I need to make that an order?”

“No,” Danny reluctantly replied.

“Anything else, Envoy?” Dingles asked.

“No, Captain,” Harbour replied. “I believe Danny and I have come to an understanding.”

Harbour closed her comm unit, left the cabin, and returned to her seat beside Jessie.

“Problem?” Jessie asked.

“Reluctant patient,” Harbour replied.

“Danny?” Jessie asked. When Harbour confirmed Jessie’s guess, he said, “Maybe you shouldn’t push him. He carries a lot of bad memories about his time in medical.” When he received Harbour’s hard stare, he muttered, “And maybe I should mind my own business.”


* * * *




Sasha and Imian had convinced each other that Luna represented an enigma, which deserved explanation.

They’d orchestrated several opportunities for Imian to hear snatches of Luna’s conversations with associates. The optimum times were at the shift’s end when the workers walked from the hydroponic gardens to their cabins.

The more Imian listened, the more he thought Luna sounded familiar.

The point Imian made repeatedly to Sasha was that he’d never been aboard the JOS until he became a priority medical case. He was suffering from intense pain before he was heavily medicated, and his entire head was wrapped.

“I couldn’t have identified anyone from their voice during the El ride or on the station,” Imian said. “Clarity didn’t return until after my repairs were completed aboard Rissness Station.”

“If that’s the case and you’re right about recognizing her voice, then Luna can’t be a stationer,” Sasha had replied when she became convinced of Imian’s reasoning.

Their research in the Belle’s library was another aspect of why they’d decided to board the shuttle. They’d learned a great deal about personality disorders, especially those born without the capability to empathize with others. These people grew up with antisocial tendencies and soon ran afoul of the legal system.

“If Luna is a downsider,” Imian had mused. “Why is she up here pretending to be Makana’s friend?”

“I think the key to understanding that question,” Sasha replied, “is to think about her personality or the lack of it. Let’s say we’re right about why I can’t get an emotional read from her. How could she live downside like that?”

“There’s only one answer,” Imian responded.

“Family,” they’d echoed simultaneously.

Those conjectures had led Sasha and Imian to suspect the worst about Luna, and they were determined to uncover her secret. In which case, their best hope was to follow her. Sasha had checked the shuttle’s passenger manifests and saw Makana and Luna’s names on the first flight. As a repaired, Imian had a reserved seat on that flight, and Sasha secured one for herself.

JOS terminal services directed Danny to the ship’s assigned docking arm. Dual green and red lights flashed intermittently to the pilots to indicate their dock. When the shuttle was at rest relative to the station, a tech extended the docking arm and ensured a seal.

Claudia double-checked the connection. The internal telltale registered green for a tight air seal.

Harbour and Jessie preceded the passengers out of the shuttle.

Sika wanted to follow, but she’d have had to step across Makana, who had no intention of moving.

After Harbour and Jessie exited, the rest of the passengers filed off, starting with the aft seats first.

By the time Sika and Makana made the arm, Harbour and Jessie had already caught a capsule and transferred across the ring, where gravity was restored by the station’s rotation.

Sika realized that following her targets was no longer an option. She would have to wait for an opportunity to cross their paths in public, the sooner the better.

When an opening presented itself, Sika told Makana that she needed to use the facilities. She hurried along the main corridor to her hiding place. She had to wait until traffic in the room lessened. Then she accessed her bolt hole.

Sika had chosen to use a pair of auto-syringes as weapons. She loaded them with a powerful paralytic. It would interfere with the nervous system almost immediately and stop a heart seconds later. These particular syringes had extended microneedles. They were designed to penetrate layers of clothing and skins.

Stuffing the syringes into a shoulder bag, Sika returned to Makana’s side.

The pair continued to shop along the premier corridor, which was home to the station’s more prestigious shops. Throughout the time, Sika kept an eye out for her targets.

Sasha and Imian ducked into an eatery, as Makana and Luna reversed course after exiting a shop and came their way.

“I can’t believe women shop this much,” Imian complained.

“Watch it,” Sasha warned, although she was thinking the same thing.

“Sorry,” Imian apologized.

“Well, there is something to what you’re saying,” Sasha allowed. “They’ve been perusing art supplies for most of the day, and Makana’s buying, but Luna isn’t.”

“What she is doing is surreptitiously glancing up and down the corridor,” Imian said.

“I noticed that,” Sasha said.

While one pair shopped and the other surveilled, Jessie and Harbour left a meeting with Liam in security administration. They’d been gathering data on Pyre’s total population and registered comm units. The former would determine the number of representatives, and the latter would estimate the potential number of voters.

Jessie and Harbour walked leisurely along the shopping corridor. They planned to visit with Henry and then enjoy a meal at the Pit.

Makana and Sika were walking in the opposite direction and headed toward the couple. They spotted Jessie and Harbour at the same time. Makana waved, and Sika shifted her shoulder bag from her side to behind her. She reached into the bag with both hands and gripped the auto-syringes.

Sasha and Imian were close behind Makana and Luna. They saw Luna move her bag and reach into it. When her hands remained there, they frowned at each other.

Imian was by far the taller of the two teenagers. He saw Harbour and Jessie coming toward them through the throng. Harbour was smiling and waving at Makana.

“Harbour,” Imian whispered urgently to Sasha and pointed.

Imian’s single word didn’t motivate Sasha as much as the strident spike of fear that shot through him. In the same moment that she caught sight of Harbour and Jessie, she noticed Sika withdraw two objects from her bag.

“Jessie, danger!” Sasha yelled with all her might.

Sika wanted to take a few more steps before she launched her attack. The yell from behind her put the advisor on alert. Makana’s reaction to the warning was to stop and turn around. That left Sika closing the distance to her target on her own, and the advisor focused on her.

The advisor stepped in front of the envoy, which Sika expected. One of his hands flew up to thwart her attack. Her right hand wove around his guard, and she jabbed forward to strike his chest. Simultaneously, the advisor launched a right cross. Sika ducked her head, and the blow glanced off the upper portion of her skull.

Sika ignored the pain from the punch. She sidestepped to the left of the advisor, readying the second injector for the envoy. The advisor should have been dropping to his knees from the effects of the fast-acting paralytic. Instead, the air blew out of her lungs. The advisor had delivered a second strike to her solar plexus, which paralyzed her diaphragm. She was bent over and left gasping for breath. She had a brief image of the advisor’s knee before it snapped her head back and her vision faded.

As onlookers crowded away from the confrontation, Jessie looked at the empty auto injector that skidded across the floor. Glancing down at his chest, he saw liquid dribbling down his skins and moved a hand to touch it.

“Don’t!” Harbour said in alarm and grasped Jessie’s hand. “Don’t touch it.”

“Harbour, Jessie, we think she’s a downsider,” Sasha said breathlessly, as she ran up to them.

“Imian, Sasha, stand by that empty syringe. No one must touch it,” Harbour ordered. “Makana, stand by the full one, and Jessie, you just stand still.”

Harbour yanked out her comm unit and made some hasty calls. In response to her calls, Liam, Cecilia, Miguel, and several security officers arrived first.

“Don’t touch anything, Commandant,” Harbour warned. “We don’t know what’s in those syringes. Medical is on their way.”

Cecilia knelt on the floor to examine the attacker’s face. She swiped at the heavy makeup application, which came off on her fingers. “It’s her,” she whispered urgently to Liam. “It’s our assassin.”

Except for security personnel, the others in the tight circle stared in alarm at the woman sprawled on the floor.

“We believe this woman killed Roby and Emerson,” Miguel said quietly, aware of the onlookers that the officers were pushing back.

“She came aboard the station a while ago, but then we lost her,” Cecilia added.

“She was aboard the Belle,” Makana said in a hushed tone. “She said she was a widower who had lost her husband to a mining accident.”

Liam saw the empty syringe and noted the liquid dribbling down Jessie’s skins. “You okay, Jessie?” he asked anxiously.

“Fine, I think,” Jessie replied. “Could be her stuff is slow-acting.”

Liam peered closely at Jessie’s chest. He was careful to keep his hands at his side.

“I think her syringe hit your medallion,” Liam said. “It looks wet, and the liquid starts its trail from there.”

Jessie blinked twice, while he digested the good news. Then he said in a concerned voice, “This is going to be awkward. I’m going to have to figure out how to kiss a Jatouche ruler.”

A medical team arrived, and Liam directed them. He wanted evidence collected, but the medical personnel were worried about containing the dangerous liquid. The two syringes were bagged. Then a med tech swabbed a sample from Jessie’s skins. A few moments later, his test device gave him readouts.

“Nasty paralytic,” the tech pronounced. He examined Jessie’s eyes, grunted, and then examined his skins. He pulled a sprayer from his kit, loaded it with neutralizing solutions, and covered the front of Jessie’s skins in a light coat.

“You should be good,” the tech said to Jessie, which earned him a frown and narrowed eyes.

“Come with me, Advisor,” another tech said. “We’ll get you out of those skins and give you a checkup to be sure.”

Harbour followed Jessie and the medical team.

Two more security officers arrived with a stretcher that Liam had ordered. Sika was bundled onto it and strapped in place.

“Makana, I’ll need to question you,” Liam said.

When Sasha and Imian made to follow, Liam held up a hand to stop them. Before he could speak, Sasha said, “We’ve important information about Luna for you.”

“Come along then,” Liam responded and the entourage made their way to security.

In security’s observation wing, Liam ordered, “Cecilia, while she’s unconscious, strip her down and put her in coveralls. Miguel, call medical and request a thorough sweep on her, and I mean thorough. Until we’re sure she’s clean, I want her restrained and an officer stationed outside her cell at all times. No exceptions.”

When Liam received crisp replies from Cecilia and Miguel, he stalked off to set up the interviews of his three witnesses. The capture of the downside assassin was a stroke of good fortune for security and the multiple investigations. None of the senior officers wanted to see anything jeopardize their follow-through.
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Interrogation

Sika woke slowly. Her ears were ringing. Her neck and jaw hurt, and breathing produced a deep pain in her abdominal region. The advisor, she thought. She recalled the strikes of his fists and knee. Begrudgingly, she admitted that the man knew how to fight, and she’d failed to prepare for that. Then again, she’d never been assigned to eliminate an experienced spacer.

When she opened her eyes, it was as she expected. She was in a security detention cell, and she was strapped to a cot. She felt for the tiny piece of faux skin at the base of her thumb that hid a precious escape tool. The skin and the sliver that contained the deadly poison were gone.

If they got that, then they probably found everything, Sika thought.

Immediately, Sika’s cold, logical mind, unimpeded by emotion, decided that she’d have to bide her time. She believed that security personnel would eventually make a mistake, and then she’d escape. Her plan was the same as it had been before her capture. She would hide in the maintenance tunnels and wait. When the time was right, she’d adopt another disguise and make her way downside.

“She’s awake,” Cecilia said in a call to Liam. “She’s checking for the items we removed from her body or, at least, the ones she can reach.

“It was scary the number of things medical removed from her body,” Liam replied. “Some of them would have required that she cut into her flesh to extract them.”

“And she carried the tools to do that under the arches of her foot,” Cecilia added.

“What’s Jessie’s status?” Liam asked.

“Medical cleared him,” Cecilia replied. “Harbour and he are on their way here. Theo said he was happy to get rid of them. Apparently, the advisor makes a lousy patient, and the envoy has become extremely protective of him.”

“For the love of Pyre, it finally happened,” Liam said.

“I believe so,” Cecilia affirmed and laughed softly. “Might be that facing imminent death by giant insectoids was an incentive.”

“They’re here,” Liam said, spotting the notification on his comm unit, “Get Miguel, and meet me in the conference room.”

When everyone was seated, Liam said, “We’ve confirmed that the woman we’ve got in our cell, who’s been masquerading as Luna, is the woman who we’ve been using our tech services to find. After we removed her disguise, we got a facial match. We can make a case to the Review Board of her complicity, if not direct involvement, in the murders of Roby and Emerson. We can definitely charge her for the attempted murders of you two. However, that’s not why we’re meeting.”

“I want to know who sent her, and can she prove it?” Jessie declared.

“And that’s what I want to know,” Liam replied. “I thought Harbour could accompany me, while I interrogate her.”

“Did you speak to Sasha and Imian?” Harbour asked.

“I did,” Liam replied. “I’m not sure I understood what they were trying to tell me. A lot of it was conjecture.”

“Don’t let Sasha’s youth dissuade you from listening carefully to her,” Harbour warned. “Her power will someday exceed mine. That means you should believe what she tells you.”

“It also means you might want to start making friends with her now,” Jessie chimed in.

“Just the same, Harbour, I need you to confirm what’s Sasha’s suggesting to me,” Liam requested.

“And I’m happy to help,” Harbour replied.

“Liam, I don’t want to tell you your job, but do you know what you’re doing?” Jessie asked.

Liam bristled at the innuendo. Harbour sought to calm Liam, and he swung toward her. “Don’t do that,” he said harshly.

In turn, Jessie got angry and stood up.

“Take a breath, everyone!” Miguel yelled, slamming a palm on the table. “Sorry, Commandant,” he quickly added. “I think we should all back up and start again.”

Apologies were offered by Jessie, Liam, and Harbour, in that order.

“Liam, what I meant to ask was what do you plan to gain by your interrogation?” Jessie inquired. “Your case against Luna, or whatever her name, for the attack on us is solid. She’ll know that.”

“You’re suggesting she has no reason to talk to us,” Liam said.

“Yes,” Jessie responded. “We want to know who hired her, but we need to figure out how to get that information out of her.”

Liam rubbed his jaw in frustration. “I don’t disagree with you, Jessie. Do you have a suggestion?”

Jessie’s half smile was apologetic, and he raised his hands to indicate he had no idea.

“Thanks,” Liam grumbled.

“Sasha said that Imian and she deduced that the woman is a psychopath,” Cecilia said. “That’s a condition in which a person is born without empathetic capability. They can’t develop relationships with others.”

“She fooled Makana,” Miguel pointed out.

“According to Sasha and Imian, that’s exactly what she did,” Cecilia replied. “She played a part, and she was really good at it. Sasha said that the reason she became curious about her was that she couldn’t sense anything from her … ever.”

Harbour blinked, and her gaze questioned Cecilia. “Ever?” she asked.

“Sasha said she deliberately sought moments to cross paths with Luna. Her experience was always the same. She saw expressions that imitated emotions, but she received nothing,” Cecilia explained.

“Think about that,” Jessie said, staring intently at Liam.

“Can’t form a relationship,” Liam mused. “No empathy. Probably can’t tell right from wrong, except by following rules.”

“How did she survive downside?” Harbour asked.

“She’d need protection,” Cecilia supplied.

“She’d need a patron,” Miguel added.

“This young woman isn’t a hired killer,” Liam concluded. “She’s a family’s secret weapon.”

“That would mean that she’s not available for hire by other family heads,” Miguel reasoned.

“One family head. We’re looking for just one,” Jessie summarized.

“If we include the other murders, does anyone come to mind?” Cecilia asked.

“The attempt on my life was clumsy,” Liam said. “We can rule that event out.”

“But someone wanted to clean it up,” Miguel said. “That someone sent Luna to kill Roby.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t help us identify who might have done that,” Jessie argued. “More than likely those two events involved two different family heads.”

“What about Emerson?” Harbour asked. “He’d lost the election. Why kill him?”

“Secrets,” Liam replied. “He knew too much. We know he was paid by Markos, and then Lise, and finally Dorelyn, but payments to him don’t prove any one of those individuals ordered his death.”

“Supposedly, we can’t read her emotions. We certainly can’t threaten her, not with the charges she’s facing, and she has no reason to give up her protector,” Jessie summarized.

“Liam, we need to be sure of our primary assumption,” Harbour said. “Might I borrow Cecilia?”

Liam agreed, and the two women visited Luna.

“You’ll pardon me for not getting up, Envoy,” Sika said, when the women entered her cell.

“Is your name truly Luna?” Cecilia asked.

“It’s as good as any,” Sika replied.

“You’re in a great deal of trouble. You know that, right?” Harbour asked.

“I knew it would happen one day,” Sika replied.

“Why?” Cecilia asked.

“People don’t like what I do,” Sika replied.

“Then why do it?” Harbour inquired.

“It’s what I’m good at,” Sika replied.

“Who is your employer?” Cecilia asked.

Sika turned her head to stare at Cecilia.

Cecilia quashed the shudder that threatened to run through her body. The young woman’s eyes appeared lifeless to her.

Harbour touched Cecilia’s arm. Then she led the lieutenant out of the cell.

In the conference room, Cecilia said, “That was one creepy look that I received at the end. I had no idea what she was thinking or feeling.”

“Probably measuring you,” Jessie volunteered. “You’d get the same feeling from looking into the multi-faceted eyes of a gray insectoid. What did you sense?” he asked Harbour.

“Nothing, absolutely nothing. No anxiety, no fear, no desires at all,” Harbour replied. “No wonder Sasha was intrigued.”

“What about Imian?” Jessie asked. “What did he have to say?”

“All he could tell us was that her voice sounded familiar,” Liam replied. “He couldn’t remember when and where he’d heard her.”

“I was wondering,” Miguel mused. “Could the Jatouche cure her?”

“Do you think you could ask?” Liam inquired of Harbour.

Harbour saw Cecilia’s look of horror, and she could sense the lieutenant’s emotional spike. Moreover, she was sympathetic.

“No,” Harbour replied to Liam. “I won’t ask. Think about what you want to do. If the Jatouche can cure Luna, she’d be able to feel again. It would take time for her to integrate with others, but along the way, she’d become emotionally aware of what she’s done … of the people she’s killed. How do you think she’d feel about that?”

Liam and Miguel exchanged glances. They weren’t tracking.

“I can tell you,” Cecilia volunteered. “If the Jatouche cure her, she’ll mature quickly, like a child passing through her teen years to a mature woman in a short period of time. If she has good parenting examples to emulate, she’ll become haunted by her memories. There’s a good chance she’ll be driven mad. Perhaps, she’ll take her life, or maybe she’ll be overwhelmed by anger and lash out at everyone. Whichever the case, there’s little opportunity for her to become normally adjusted.”

“Okay, no cure,” Liam said, acquiescing to the women’s ire.

“I thought we could use the attack and capture of our killer to put a scare into the family heads,” Miguel said. “We could let them know that we had someone in custody who might talk and reveal them. But we certainly won’t surprise them.”

“Why not?” Harbour asked.

“The news is all over the station,” Miguel replied, hefting his comm unit. “And if the station has it, the downsiders have it.”

“We’re not going to scare anyone, not any family head,” Liam mused. “Whoever has shielded this woman knows her well. That person will know that their killer is an empty shell emotionally. They’ll know we have no leverage over her.”


* * * *




“Have you seen the reports from the station?” Eaton, the security chief, asked Dorelyn.

“Been busy,” Dorelyn replied, which was code for requesting Eaton to hurry up.

“Jessie and Harbour were attacked on the JOS … right in public,” Eaton said.

“They hurt?” Dorelyn asked, suddenly interested in what Eaton had to say.

“No, the attack failed,” Eaton replied.

“Do they know who did it?” Dorelyn asked.

“There are images, but they aren’t the best,” Eaton said. “She looks like some middle-aged artist type.”

Dorelyn accepted Eaton’s comm unit and sorted through the images he’d collected. She resisted smiling. No downsider would recognize Sika in her disguise.

“Too bad the woman wasn’t more competent. It might have made our lives simpler,” Dorelyn said by way of dismissal, as she handed the device back to Eaton.


* * * *




Sika cooperated with every request her minders issued often without saying a word. In truth, she didn’t have anything to say to anyone. Within days of her arrest, she was moved to a permanent cell and released from her bonds. Her disguise had been scrubbed, and she appeared in her true form, a twenty-something young woman.

It might have been said that Sika required great patience to plan and execute her escape. That wasn’t true. Patience is a tempering of those ever-present human emotions, and Sika didn’t have those. She planned, calculated, and reworked her plan. She did this over and over like a machine — right up until she perpetrated the act.

Sika measured each of her minders. There were those who brought her food. There were the med techs who checked her vitals, and there were guards who observed her every hour on the hour.

Then there was Kevin. Kevin Sorenson was the third-watch security guard. He checked her cell every other night, three nights a week.

Kevin wasn’t much older than Sika, and he suited her purposes perfectly. Kevin was a quiet and shy young man.

Sika requested skin lotion from a med tech, and he delivered a tube of it. Then Sika waited until Kevin made his rounds. Before he arrived. Sika stripped to the waist, turned her back on the cell door, and attempted to put the lotion on her back. Right on time, she heard Kevin’s utterance of surprise at seeing her naked torso.

Sika turned around to give Kevin a good look and held up her tube of lotion. “I can’t get the middle of my back,” she complained plaintively. “Could you help?”

That first time, Sika wasn’t completely successful. She did get Kevin’s assistance with the lotion, but he required she attach the wall manacle to her ankle first. Then he requested she step toward the door until the manacle cable came up short before he unlocked the transparent cell door and slid it aside.

In Sika’s mind, the pieces of her plan were unfolding nicely. Kevin did accept her request. He did open the cell door when protocol probably dictated otherwise. Best of all, Kevin took his time applying the lotion, and she made sure to reward him with encouraging noises.
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Plebiscite

After perusing the Belle’s original documents, the Review Board agreed to hold a plebiscite. The referendum required a simple yes or no vote. A yes vote meant to go forward with Captain Bassiter orchestrating the election of a new government. A no meant a voter chose to remain with the political status quo.

The board posted its announcement, and Pyrean citizens were further divided about Pyre’s future. At the center of the division were the aliens. Their arrival by droves in the Triton dome fueled the xenophobia of some. At the same time, others were elated to see the projects that Pyre was receiving.

Dingles was informed of the board’s decision prior to its posting, and he’d finished dinner with Nadine when the bridge called him.

“Captain Stamerson,” Dingles said, when he accepted the call.

“Good evening, Captain Bassiter,” Henry said. “I hope I’m not interrupting you.”

“Little to do right now until we reach Emperion,” Dingles replied. “Is everything okay?”

“Fine, Captain,” Henry replied quickly. He could imagine the nervousness of many, especially those aboard the Belle and spacers, in general, worrying about another attack against Harbour and Jessie.

“I wanted to talk to you about the plebiscite,” Henry continued. “Well, in fact, I wanted to warn you.”

“Let’s speak plainly, Captain, spacer to spacer,” Dingles requested.

“I’d appreciate that,” Henry replied. “All indications are that the referendum will be approved. That means you’ll be in charge of defining the election process and adjudicating any issues. Are you ready?”

“Who would be?” Dingles retorted. “However, I hope I can lean on you for advice.”

“And that’s one of the reasons for my call. You can’t, and at this time, I can’t tell you why,” Henry said. “But I do have some advice for you.”

“I’m listening,” Dingles said.

“You’ll be disposed to listen to Harbour and Jessie, and there’s nothing wrong with that,” Henry explained. “However, if the plebiscite is a yes, you’ll be viewed by every citizen as the captain of the Honora Belle, not appointed by Harbour but as Earth outlined your duties. Do you understand?”

“You’re telling me that I must communicate to and seek the advice of all our leaders, especially the family heads,” Dingles replied. “You’re late, Captain. Harbour and Jessie have already had this conversation with me.”

“Sorry,” Henry apologized. “I can’t communicate with them either. By the way, this will be my final call to you for the near future. Good luck to you, Captain.”

“I wish you good fortune in the presidential election, Captain Stamerson,” Dingles replied before the call ended, and he heard Henry’s chuckle.

Dingle stared at his comm unit. He couldn’t have imagined that the research he’d helped Harbour with years ago would lead to this moment. He poured a drink from the captain’s private stock, apologized to Nadine, and retired to his study. He connected his comm unit to the desk monitor and accessed the Belle’s library.

Everyone’s warnings to Dingles about his new duties were unnecessary. He knew them, and he’d been preparing for this eventuality. He saw his first step as outlining the electorate process and publishing it once the plebiscite was approved.


* * * *




Dorelyn sat before the family heads’ council with her co-leaders, Idrian and Rufus.

“I assume we’ll be in favor of the proposal?” Lise Panoy, the titular downside governor, asked.

“Absolutely,” Dorelyn replied. “This is our opportunity to take over governance of the stations, the spacers, the colony ship, and everything the aliens will build.”

“We can thank that empath for so generously contributing to our cause,” Rufus smirked. His comment elicited chuckles from several family heads. The rest weren’t amused, having caught Dorelyn’s frown.

“It’s critical we ensure the proposal passes,” Dorelyn continued. “Exert your influence through your security staff on households, vendors, and businesses. Let them know the importance of its approval to you.”

“And when it passes, who will the families put up for the presidency?” Lise asked. She knew the answer to her question, but she needed Dorelyn to admit it.

“I think that’s obvious,” Dorelyn replied. “I’m presently the leader of the council’s tribunal. So naturally, I should take the first turn as president. If we manage this well, we can control the presidency from here on out and pass the election around to other family heads.”

Rufus frowned. Despite his close association with Dorelyn, many of his businesses competed with hers. What he didn’t need was her gaining a significant edge over him. But there was a more important issue, and he voiced his concern.

“I agree with you, Dorelyn, that once we obtain control over this new government, we can probably maintain it,” Rufus said, “but first we must win it. In that regard, are you the most electable among us?”

Rufus let the question hang in the air.

Lise could hear murmurs and grumbles around her, and she chose to take advantage of the mood.

“So, who would be a better choice?” Lise asked the council.

Dorelyn kept her composure, although she was furious that Lise and Rufus were subverting her plans. “I submit I’m as electable as any family head,” she protested.

“I disagree,” Rufus retorted. “You’ve been the face of the council, of downsiders. The stationers know you, and in general, they don’t love us.”

“They don’t love any of us,” Dorelyn challenged.

“Not true. There are exceptions,” Lise replied. “Haven’t you been paying attention to station reports, Dorelyn? Stationers know that Idrian’s son was saved by the envoy and the Jatouche.”

“That’s not news,” Dorelyn said dismissively.

“Your ignorance doesn’t do our council justice,” Lise shot back. She was enjoying the opportunity to undermine Dorelyn. “Imian has been befriended by an empath … Sasha Garmenti, no less.”

Dorelyn glanced at Idrian, who sat beside her. She was surprised he hadn’t informed her of the relationship. Then again and realizing the volatile nature of the information, she could understand why he wanted to keep it quiet.

“You’re mistaken, Lise, if you think an association between an empath and a family’s, shall we say, unfocused son would tip the scales in Idrian’s favor,” Dorelyn declared.

Rufus and Lise had the same thought. This was a perfect opportunity to put Dorelyn on her heels by pushing for a vote of support for Idrian. Unfortunately for them, Dorelyn could sense the winds of change as well as anyone. Before her opponents could press the issue, she emphasized her earlier points that the council must press everyone to support the referendum. Then she adjourned the meeting.

As Dorelyn left the council hall, she focused on her challenge. She couldn’t afford to be replaced as the first downside presidential candidate. If she was, it might be a long time before the council allowed her into the rotation. Dorelyn realized that time was short. She would have to consolidate her support before the next council meeting.


* * * *




Sika judged that her relationship with Kevin had matured sufficiently. The chronometer outside her cell told her that Kevin was due to arrive soon on his rounds. She stripped out of her coveralls and undergarments and slipped under the cot’s covers.

Kevin arrived at Luna’s cell in anticipation. She had let him apply lotion to more of her body with each successive visit. She had a slender and exciting body.

Gazing through the transparent door, Kevin was disappointed to see Luna under the bedclothes. Then he saw that she was watching him. When she smiled, Kevin’s heart thumped and his emotions soared. He could hear blood hammering in his ears.

Kevin was about to instruct Luna to attach the electronically controlled manacle to her ankle, when she slipped from under the covers.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Kevin,” Sika said.

Kevin’s brain was inundated with white noise. His mind’s thought processes stalled, and he was transfixed, staring at Luna’s delightfully nude body.

Sika crossed to the transparent cell door and pressed her hands against it. “Are you coming inside, Kevin?” she asked in a seductive voice.

Kevin’s throat was too dry to reply. Without thinking, he triggered the door aside, stepped inside, and closed it. Luna’s arms slid around his neck, and she kissed him softly. It was just as Kevin imagined in his daydreams.

Sika undressed Kevin, while continuously kissing, petting, and murmuring sweetly to him. When they were both unclothed, she lay down on the cot and pulled Kevin on top of her.

Kevin searched for the words he wanted to say. He’d fallen in love with Luna, and he no longer heard the stories that circulated about her. In his mind, there had to be a good reason that the quiet young woman was trapped into participating with the families. That was his final thought before the lights went out.

Sika had watched Kevin stare into her eyes. He was hopelessly smitten, which is what she wanted. His head was in the perfect position. She reached around his neck with one hand and cupped his jaw with the other. Savage twists of both hands neatly snapped Kevin’s neck.

Rolling Kevin’s body aside, Sika quickly tossed her detention coveralls onto the bed and covered Kevin. She dressed the bedclothes to make it appear as if she was asleep.

Kevin was more than a head taller than Sika. After donning her undergarments, she was forced to roll up the shirtsleeves and pant legs of his uniform. The deck shoes didn’t fit. They were much too large.

Fortunately for Sika, Kevin left his comm unit open. He hadn’t thought to secure it, which was what Sika had anticipated. With the device, she triggered the door aside and closed it behind her.

Barefoot, Sika tiptoed her way along the rows of cells. In the early morning hours, nearly everyone slept. An older man sat on the edge of his bed. He watched her go by, but he said nothing.

Before Sika could access the corridor’s exit, it opened. A young officer saw her and hurried to pull a stun stick. Sika punched the woman in the diaphragm and snatched the weapon from the woman’s grasp. The officer was on her knees, gasping for breath, when Sika jabbed the stick into her neck, stunning her and rendering her unconscious.

Clearing the detention ward, Sika raced past cubicles and officers. Startled security personnel yelled at her to stop, and they gave chase.

An older male officer stood in Sika’s way. He’d drawn his stun stick and was crouched in a fighting stance.

Sika charged her adversary. She blocked his stick thrust, spun aside, and smacked the man’s temple with her stick. Behind her, she heard him hit the floor, as she bolted through administration and exited the lobby doors.

A foot race between Sika and the pursuing officers was something she planned to win. She concentrated on working her way inward and taking indiscriminate turns in the corridors. As time wore on, the footsteps faded, and Sika worked her way toward a critical stash.

Hidden in the ceiling of a public facility was a bag that Sika grabbed. She peeked out the door, saw no security personnel, and walked casually but quickly toward the nearest maintenance access hatch.

Late-night stationers stared at Sika’s odd dress and bare feet. No one stopped her to inquire if she needed help. There was more than one eccentric on the station, and most of them were spacers who suffered from dementia.

Sika dug through her bag and pulled out the all-important pass. Its chip triggered the access hatch, and she slipped through it.

In the corridor beyond, which was festooned with cabling, conduits, machinery, and cabinets, Sika stripped off Kevin’s clothes and laid them aside. From the bag, she pulled maintenance worker coveralls, deck shoes, an old worn cap, and her disguise kit. When she was dressed, she stuffed Kevin’s clothes in her bag, located the nearest facilities, and locked herself in a cubicle.

With the aid of a small mirror, Sika adopted the appearance of an older woman, aging her face about twenty years. When she was done, she went in search of the rest of her disguise. During the next two hours, she collected a discarded belt and tool bag, some worn tools, and a few diagnostics devices, only one of which was active.

Sika and the maintenance tunnels were old friends. She’d used them many times, adopting multiple disguises and never the same one twice. She was practiced in the mannerisms of the workers. They were assigned a list of duties via their comm devices. When the jobs were completed, they were done for the shift. The old hands tipped a cap or touched fingers to the brow in passing, but they didn’t stop to chat. It was the young ones who spent a little time talking to others to relieve the boredom and loneliness of the extensive tunnels.

That was the key to Sika’s choice in makeup. By appearing as a veteran of the tunnels, she didn’t invite conversation. She could visit the breakrooms, get a free meal, eat in peace, and appear to return to work. She’d never have to say but a word or two here and there.

There was one challenge, but it was a small one. Sika needed a place to sleep. She returned to a section of the tunnels that held long, horizontal storage cabinets. The drawers were two meters in length and a meter deep. She opened one where she’d hidden some material and was relieved to find her stuff still there.

Sika spread out a tarp over the dirty, grimy bottom of one of the drawers. Then she opened a thin, rolled pallet on top of the tarp. Finally, a thick blanket completed her makeshift bed.

Jumping up into her hiding place, she tucked into bed and lowered the door. A pallet corner prevented the drawer’s upper-hinged door from closing all the way.

Sika’s plan was to keep to a schedule. She’d pretend to work the third shift. She’d sleep most of the day, emerge, clean up, eat, and walk determinedly through the tunnels touching her cap to those she passed.


* * * *




Liam struggled awake. He rolled over and grabbed his comm unit. It was Cecilia, which meant at this time in the morning it was important.

“Liam,” Cecilia said urgently, “I was notified a little while ago that Luna has escaped, and Kevin Sorenson is dead.”

“Where are you now?” Liam asked, as he sat up in bed.

“I’m in admin,” Cecilia replied. “Miguel is here too.”

“How about the El?” Liam asked.

“I’ve checked the recordings,” Cecilia replied. “It’s been less than an hour, and there’s been only one descent. No one even came close to matching her physical type.”

“What security do you have on it now?” Liam queried.

“Miguel took a team down there and set them up,” Cecilia explained. “They’ve got DADs and orders to check everyone, no exceptions. Luna might be great at disguises, but she can’t change her DNA.”

“Have you tracked her movements?” Liam asked.

“I called Lori into work,” Cecilia replied. “She’s been running the station’s vid logs. Luna ran into a public facility and came out with a bag. Then we followed her to a maintenance door.”

“I thought that loophole was closed,” Liam demanded rather irately.

“It was, sir,” Cecilia replied. She figured Liam was allowed to lose his temper. He’d been woken early in the morning to receive the worst news of his short career as commandant.

“Luna used a second, dead worker’s badge,” Cecilia continued. “I’ve got another tech querying the station’s entire personnel records. He’s comparing the list of active maintenance badges to the list of dead.”

“That sounds really strange to hear,” Liam commented. “I’ll be there shortly.”
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Imian’s Revolution

“Why don’t you stay on the station with me?” Sasha asked Imian plaintively, as they walked the station’s main corridor.

When the Belle sailed, Sasha insisted on remaining aboard the JOS, and Harbour secured two side-by-side cabins for Imian and her.

“I can’t. I’ve got something important to do for Harbour,” Imian replied.

“Then I’ll go with you. I can help,” Sasha insisted.

Imian knew Sasha well enough by now to know that if he didn’t explain, she’d persist until he told her anyway.

“I’m going to talk to downsiders about the referendum, the presidency, and the need to support topsiders,” Imian said.

“I can help with that,” Sasha persisted.

“You don’t understand,” Imian said, gently grasping Sasha’s shoulders. “People who do what I’m going to be doing … they disappear.”

“Disappear?” Sasha queried.

“Disappear,” Imian reiterated. “One moment they’re there, and the next moment they’re gone. That’s what security does for a family.”

“They kill people?” Sasha asked in disbelief.

“That’s how the families keep absolute control,” Imian explained. “Who do you think tried to kill Harbour and Jessie?”

Sasha’s volatile temper threatened to escape her control, which was dangerous for anyone near her. She grasped at Lindsey’s teaching. Closing her eyes, she practiced a breathing technique until she mastered her emotion.

Opening her eyes, Sasha said, “I never thought about these kinds of things. After I was freed, I didn’t want to think about the domes and downsiders. I was happy to enjoy developing my power and helping older empaths recover control of their gates.”

Sasha stopped where she was, spotted a public bench, and sat down on it.

“This sucks vacuum,” Sasha complained.

Imian sat beside Sasha. He remained quiet, unable to think of something to say.

Just as quickly as Sasha had become angry and then depressed, she buoyed up.

“Okay, if you’re going downside without me, we need to be able to talk,” Sasha declared. “Do you have a comm unit?”

“No. Most of the privileged young don’t bother,” Imian admitted. To Sasha’s questioning frown, he added, “We don’t want our parents and their security to know where we’re going or partying.”

“Well, we’re getting comm units,” Sasha stated definitively.

“We need coin,” Imian noted. “I don’t have that either.” In the face of Sasha’s glare, he held up his hands in protest. “Everywhere I went, I just asked for things. They were given to me, and the family was charged.”

“We’ll talk to Harbour,” Sasha said, jumping off the bench and hauling Imian with her.

Along the route to Harbour’s cabin, where they hoped to find her, they passed security.

“I’ve another idea,” Sasha exclaimed, and she made a hard turn into security’s lobby.

“You have to stop yanking on me,” Imian complained.

“Sorry,” Sasha said and released his arm.

“May I help you?” an officer asked.

“We’re here to see the commandant,” Sasha said, as she walked past the front desk.

The officer leapt out of her chair and hurried to block the teenagers’ paths.

“Halt,” Cecilia snapped, and all three individuals froze. “Sasha Garmenti, how I can help you?” she asked pleasantly.

The mention of the powerful empath’s name had the young officer retreating slowly to her desk.

Sasha noted the movement and was secretly pleased.

Imian saw it too, and it underlined what Sasha had once told him. People might pretend to like her, but in reality, they feared her.

“Are you important?” Sasha asked Cecilia.

“I’m Lieutenant Lindstrom, second in command to the commandant. I’m important,” Cecilia replied.

“Good. I’ve questions, and I need answers,” Sasha declared.

“Come with me to my office, and I’ll provide you with answers to your questions, if I can,” Cecilia requested.

When everyone was seated, Cecilia spread her hands to Sasha.

“We need comm units,” Sasha said.

Cecilia glanced at Imian, who waved a hand in negation, and said, “It’s complicated.”

“I see the problem,” Cecilia said. “Without a comm unit, you can’t access coin.”

“Then I need to see Harbour to request that she purchase the comm units,” Sasha reasoned.

“You’re a resident of the Belle, Sasha, you have coin,” Cecilia explained. “Do I have permission to access your account?”

Sasha shrugged, and Cecilia requested an audible answer. When Cecilia received it, she entered the JOS financial system. Sasha’s account setup had never been completed. It awaited the teenager’s interaction.

Cecilia had Sasha sit in her chair, and she guided the young girl through the process.

“Now touch the device beneath my monitor … the dark box,” Cecilia instructed. “That’s a DAD. It’ll record your DNA sequence and be used to protect your account.”

When the monitor beeped, it confirmed that the setup process was complete.

“Now you can see the coin in your account, Sasha,” Cecilia said.

Sasha stared at the monitor. She could read the words and the numbers, but none of it meant anything to her. Her face crumbled and tears welled in her eyes.

Cecilia threw her arms around the teenager’s shoulders.

“I’m stupid,” Sasha declared angrily, snuffling back the urge to cry.

“No, you’re not,” Cecilia admonished. “There’s a difference between uneducated and unable to learn. You can take classes and catch up.”

Sasha wiggled, and Cecilia released her.

“What does this mean?” Sasha asked, pointing at the monitor.

Cecilia examined the balance and laughed. She laid a comforting hand on Sasha’s shoulder, and said, “It means you’ve plenty of coin.”

Cecilia requisitioned two comm units and helped Sasha purchase them. After they were registered, Cecilia spent an hour showing the young people the basic operations. Immediately after their training, they touched their devices together in the transfer mode, and their IDs were exchanged and added to their contact lists.

“A question, Lieutenant,” Imian asked. “Can this comm unit be traced?”

Imian’s serious expression captured Cecilia’s attention. “Traced in what way?” she asked.

“Can someone locate my position by this device?” Imian asked.

“Security can in an emergency or if you’re a suspect and we have the Review Board’s authority,” Cecilia explained. “Anyone else must know your comm unit’s ID to be able to access its location.”

“So, if I don’t share this device like we just did, then it can’t be used against me?” Imian requested for clarity.

“Well, if you know another person’s comm ID and you call them, then they learn your ID code,” Cecilia replied. Her answers seemed to satisfy Imian, but Cecilia had a feeling she should ask him additional questions. Unfortunately, she didn’t get the opportunity.

“Thank you,” Sasha said. She stood, kissed Cecilia on the cheek, and sent the lieutenant a generous wave of appreciation.

Imian regarded Cecilia’s glazed expression in the wake of Sasha’s exit.

“It’s a heady feeling, isn’t it?” Imian asked with a grin. Then he followed Sasha.

Outside security in the station’s main corridor, Sasha held up her comm unit to Imian. “Now you can go downside, but you call me every night. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Imian replied. He received a fierce hug from Sasha, who then whirled and walked away. He had nothing to do but gather his meager belongings, surrender the cabin, as Jessie taught him to do, and head downside.


* * * *




Imian had only to wait for a little while before the next El drop. Fortunately, he didn’t know anyone aboard the car, which allowed him to be alone with his thoughts. He used the time to wrap his mind around what he had to do and how he needed to act.

Exiting the El, Imian caught a shared e-trans to his house. He was careful to keep his comm unit hidden. The greeting by his father’s security and staff was enthusiastic. A quarter of an hour later, Idrian burst through the front door and hugged him.

Father and son spent the rest of the day and much of the evening discussing the events that Imian experienced since his accident.

“You’ve changed,” Idrian commented to his son, inadvertently echoing Sasha’s observation.

“A lot’s happened,” Imian replied, offering no further explanation.

“I understand you made a friend,” Idrian said offhand.

It didn’t surprise Imian that his farther knew of his relationship with Sasha. A frequent subject during meals was often the value of information and the need to collect it through any means necessary.

“We’ve business together tomorrow,” Idrian said. “We’re visiting the JOS and getting you a comm unit.”

Imian dug into his vest, which overlaid the skins that had been loaned him. He pulled out his device and displayed it for his father. “I have one,” he said. “I thought it would be useful for voting.”

Idrian beamed at his son. “That’s excellent forethought on your part. I’m proud of you to have thought of that after all you’ve been through.”

Imian was embarrassed. He didn’t like deceiving his father, but his desire to support the topsiders was greater.

The evening meal ended on a congenial note and another hug from his father. Imian couldn’t remember the last time when he’d felt his father’s arms around him so often.

Alone in his room, Imian opened his comm unit. There was the singular ID in his contact list, and he stared at it for many long minutes.

I’ve a friend, a true friend, Imian thought. It was a novelty for him.

Finally, Imian touched the contact icon, and Sasha instantly answered. The next two hours passed swiftly for the friends, and Imian was happy again.

The following morning, Imian dressed, ate, and sought out his contemporaries. Within the spate of several visits, he knew it was a mistake. They weren’t interested in what had happened to him, and they certainly didn’t care to discuss the referendum or the possibilities of a new government.

Imian wandered home in a disillusioned state. He chose to walk rather than take an e-trans, and pedestrians stared at him in surprise. When he became aware of the odd looks his appearance engendered, he took stock of his clothes. The skins were gone. In their place were the outlandish fashions of what felt like a lifetime ago.

A clothing shop was across the ped-path, and Imian wove through the e-trans and e-cart traffic to reach it. The proprietress seemed shocked to see him.

Imian spent the next hour picking out and trying on clothes more suitable to successful vendors who worked for the family businesses. He dressed in a set of clothes and indicated the woman should charge his family.

“I’ll wrap up your purchases, including the clothes you wore,” the woman said.

“Just what I bought, please,” Imian replied. “You can recycle or sell the others.”

Afterwards, Imian stopped an e-trans, dumped his packages in the back, and gave the vehicle a destination and a priority code. He left a perplexed shopkeeper behind him.

Through Imian’s brief interactions earlier in the day, he did learn that his acquaintances now possessed comm devices. The reason was obvious. The families wanted the plebiscite proposal to pass. Orders had been given, and votes were to be registered in favor of forming a new government.

The realization that a fight was looming for dominance over Pyre galvanized Imian. He arrived home, carried his packages to his room, and caught another e-trans. His new destination was an agri-dome.

Years ago, as a ten year old, Imian wandered into an agri-dome without permission. He met a foreman, who was kind to him and showed him around the fields. That relationship lasted until Imian was thirteen before his father unceremoniously ended it.

Imian exited the e-trans, and the vehicle silently returned to its programmed route.

Unlike the original planting in soil, Imian found the dome was layered high with troughs that held fertilized water, which fed the hydroponic beds.

Wandering through the rows, Imian searched for his friend.

“Imian Tuttle?” asked a voice, which turned Imian around.

“Noel Gunderson, how are you?” Imian asked pleasantly.

“I’m doing well, Imian,” Noel replied. “What brings you to my domain?”

“I wanted to talk to you. Do you have time for me?” Imian asked.

“Certainly, I do,” Noel replied, and he led Imian to a small, neat administrator’s shed.

“Water?” Noel asked.

“Thanks,” Imian said, accepting the cup.

“I was sorry to hear about your accident,” Noel said, “but it looks like the aliens did you proud.”

“It was an incredible experience that started after I woke up,” Imian replied.

“So, what do you need?” Noel asked.

“Do you have a comm unit?” Imian asked.

“Sure. I’ve had one since I was nineteen,” Noel said. “Needed it for business.”

“Were you requested to vote in favor of the plebiscite’s proposal?” Imian asked.

“Yes. Is this a test, Imian?” Noel asked. He was suddenly on alert as to why Imian sought him out.

“No,” Imian replied. “I understand why these questions might make you uncomfortable. I ask you to remember the young boy who you were so pleasant to years ago.”

“And that you’re not the son of Idrian Tuttle, is that it?” Noel suggested dubiously.

“I can be both,” Imian replied. He searched for a way to broach the dangerous subject, and he decided to be blunt. “Did you vote?” he asked.

“Yes,” Noel replied cautiously. His anxiety heightened, and he thought to end the conversation. When he looked at Imian, he saw his father, Idrian Tuttle. However, he also saw the young boy who was fascinated by the green of the crops and exhibited uncharacteristic civility for a family’s child.

“How did you vote?” Imian asked.

“The way I was ordered,” Noel replied. “What’s this all about, Imian?”

Imian took a breath, held it, and let it out slowly. “It’s about a revolution,” he said. “Are you interested?”

Noel stared at Imian for a long time. It was evident that something profound had redirected the boy. But their risky conversation had just taken a turn toward the dark side.

“Why would a family son be contemplating revolution?” Noel ventured.

“Maybe the domes need one. Maybe Pyre needs it,” Imian returned. Then he waited. He envisioned Noel getting up and leaving. Worse, Noel might share this conversation with his father.

“What kind of revolution did you have in mind?” Noel asked.

Imian hoped Noel Gunderson would be his first recruit in a war against the families’ tyranny. They talked on and off over a period of a few days. In the meantime, the plebiscite was decided. There was overwhelming support for an election.

The question on everyone’s mind was: What was the preference of those who voted for the new government? Were they in favor of the topsiders’ ascendancy or that of the downsiders?

Imian felt it was time to inform Noel of his broader plan, but the agri-dome foreman was ahead of him.

“There are some people I want you to meet,” Noel said.

The remark had Imian thinking he was about to be introduced to a potential group of recruits.

“But we have conditions,” Noel added.

“We?” Imian asked in confusion.

“All will be made clear if the meeting goes well, if you’re accepted,” Noel explained.

“Okay, where and when?” Imian asked.

“Here are our conditions,” Noel said. “Exit your house at exactly twenty hours tonight. An e-trans will be at your door. Get in. There will be a small vial on the passenger seat. Put a drop in each eye. It’ll blur your vision, but it’ll wear off in about two hours. Respond to the vehicle’s request for a destination with two-L-four-M-J.”

Noel repeated the conditions slowly and required Imian to speak them back to him.

Afterwards, Imian took an e-trans to his home and ate the evening meal with his father.

Idrian took particular pleasure in seeing Imian’s new style of dress, and he complimented his son frequently. The effect was to increase Imian’s guilt about his complicity.

A few minutes before twenty hours, Imian slipped out of the house by the rear garden door. He circled the house and found the e-trans waiting.

Imian followed Noel’s directions explicitly. The eye drops briefly stung, and his eyesight blurred, but there was no lasting discomfort.

After reciting the code, the e-trans launched silently along the ped-path. It never stopped for other passengers.

Imian couldn’t see, but he knew he passed through three dome interconnectors and an agri-dome. It wasn’t difficult to determine which dome he’d entered, but that was as far as his knowledge extended. The e-trans’ motion was smooth. However, Imian could detect that the vehicle was making far too many turns.

When the e-trans came to a stop, Imian heard Noel ask him to get out. He was led to some kind of factory. It smelled of fruit. They passed through a processing area, the machinery quietly whirring away, and Imian was seated in a back room.

“We want you to answer some questions for us, Imian,” a female said. “You’re not in any danger from us, but you do represent a danger to us. That’s why the precautions.”

Imian was interrogated for a while. The questions came quickly, as if they hoped to trip him up and discover inconsistencies in his story.

Finally, Imian held up his hands and said, “Enough.” Into the sudden silence, he added, “All of you know Sasha Garmenti, but did you know that she’s one of the most powerful empaths? That’s right now as a young teenager.”

Imian could hear the murmurs, and his estimate of the group’s size rose considerably.

“It’s said that you two are friends,” an older male said.

“We are,” Imian replied. “Did you know that Sasha’s power is combined with a mercurial temperament? The residents of the Belle are quite respectful in her presence. Sasha hates it and covets it at the same time. Taking that into consideration, do you think I could fool her?”

“Who knows how much time the two of you spent together,” a young male voice accused.

“A lot, according to my source. They were inseparable,” an older woman retorted.

“I own a comm unit,” Imian said. “Sasha bought one for me and one for herself. My device has a single contact ID in it. It’s Sasha, and I talk to her every night.”

“Why did you search out Noel?” a man asked.

“I promised the envoy that I’d help her,” Imian replied, and the room went quiet again.

“When you go through experiences like mine,” Imian continued, “you come out the other side either wanting to scream and run back to your former life, which I was tempted to do, or you stop and reevaluate your life, which is what I did. The envoy was kind to me, when spacers and stationers shunned me. The envoy brought aliens to us, and they were the ones who repaired me. I owe her. She wants a new government, a unified one, and she wants it to fairly represent the needs of Pyre’s citizenry. That’s what she wants, and I promised to help her achieve it.”

Following his rant, Imian waited for the next question. Instead, he felt a tug on his arm, and Noel told him that they were leaving.

Imian stood, but he pulled free of Noel’s hand. Facing the blurred faces, he said, “I don’t know the exact purpose of this meeting, but I can tell you what I’d hoped to find. I’d hoped to meet people who were tired of living in the shadows of people like my father. The families run your lives, and that’s not right. We have this one opportunity to turn the tables on them. If you don’t want to take the chance, I can understand that, and I’ll go find others who will take the risk.”

Imian was led out of the factory and settled into an e-trans.

“You did well, Imian,” Noel said proudly. “You reminded me of the child who first came to my agri-dome. He was full of passion too. Welcome back.”

“What happens now?” Imian asked.

“We talk,” Noel said. “Come see me tomorrow. The vehicle will return you home, but not directly. It’ll roam around. When your vision clears, say two-D, and it’ll proceed to your house.”

When a tired Imian finally made it home, he entered by the back door. Security nodded to him. His earlier rambunctious life was serving him well. No one thought anything of him coming and going late in the evening.

Alone in his room, Imian dug out his comm unit. He’d been told by Noel to leave it behind, and he’d chosen to hide it. He activated the virtual screen and called Sasha.

“You won’t believe what happened to me tonight,” Imian said. He proceeded to relate the entire story of his strange encounter at the fruit factory.

“Who do you think they are?” Sasha asked, when Imian wound down.

“I saw an old vid when I was young,” Imian replied. “I didn’t understand it too well. There were military types, who were the bad people. Then there were others, who were of the same culture, only they didn’t like the military who ruled them. The military called their adversaries rebels. The rebels called themselves the underground, which was odd because no one lived in subterranean houses.”

“So, you think there’s an underground in the domes?” Sasha asked.

“Yes, I think that’s who they are, and I hope they’ll help me,” Imian replied. “You need to tell Harbour and Jessie. I’m already over my head. Maybe they can give me some ideas on what to do next.”

“Are these people dangerous to you?” Sasha asked with concern.

“I don’t think so,” Imian replied. “I think they’re more worried about me exposing them,” Imian replied.

“Harbour said Captain Bassiter is drawing up the rules for the election process per the Belle’s documents,” Sasha said. “When that’s published, it might help you and these other people figure out the next steps.”

“Good to know, Sasha,” Imian said thankfully.

“You be careful, Imian,” Sasha said. “If you get hurt, I don’t want to have to drop downside and melt some brains.”

“Good night, Sasha,” Imian replied, chuckling, and then he closed the call.

Sasha’s remark wasn’t really funny, because she meant every word and was quite capable of delivering on her threat. Imian just appreciated that he had someone who cared enough to fight for him. It was in direct opposition to the ugly silence that accompanied the sudden disappearance of downsiders.


-30-
Underground

Noel Gunderson and his wife, Caitie, ended the call. One of their group’s members was a tech, who had access to the El’s comm trunk line.

For years, they’d overheard the calls of family heads with individuals aboard the JOS. Unfortunately, they could only sit on the data they collected. The previous commandant certainly wasn’t the one to receive their information. He was often the recipient of the families’ calls.

“What do you think?” Noel asked his wife.

“The boy sounds sincere,” Caitie said, “and he is talking to a Garmenti.”

“I wonder what his father thinks about that,” Noel mused.

“I think we can use Imian,” Caitie offered.

“How?” Noel asked.

“We certainly can’t let him any deeper into our group. Members, me included, are adamant about that,” Caitie said firmly.

“I can’t blame you and them,” Noel said. “We’ve stayed alive by being careful, but I don’t want us to put Imian in great danger either.”

“I appreciate that you’ve feelings for the boy,” Caitie said, laying a hand over her husband’s. “However, this is a fantastic opportunity. We know there are other groups out there.”

“True,” Noel agreed, “but we’ve only vague details about them. Ah …” he said suddenly. “You think Imian can find them for us.”

“Yes,” Caitie said excitedly. “Odds are high that they’ll treat Imian as carefully as we did. If we can entice Imian to contact these other groups, we might form a cohesive strategic plan.”

“We’ll be exposing the boy to enormous risk,” Noel said with concern. “Security might become aware of his odd visits, and one of these groups might think it’s better to make the boy disappear to protect their members.”

“Better him than us,” Caitie replied coldly.

“He’s not a Dorelyn, Lise, or Rufus,” Noel said sternly. “He’s not even an Idrian. He’s just a boy who’s had an awakening and wants to do something with his newly discovered values.”

Caitie patted Noel’s hand, but he wasn’t fooled by the gesture.

“This is a chance to shift Pyre’s power structure. We can’t afford not to take the opportunity to unite our groups,” Caitie said. “We could force shutdowns and service disruption. That’s real power. Besides, do you really think Idrian would make his own son disappear?”

“Idrian, no. Dorelyn or Rufus? Yes, in a heartbeat,” Noel shot back.

“Isn’t this something for Imian to decide? He did come to us,” Caitie said. When Noel didn’t argue further, she asked, “Are we agreed? We give Imian the data points we have about another group and ask him to seek it out. If he’s successful, he can become the communicator between the groups.”

“We’ll need to use message drops. We can’t risk comm units or face-to-face meetings,” Noel replied, acquiescing to Caitie. On these matters, she led. Caitie was the group’s original organizer and de facto leader.

“I’ve a better idea,” Caitie said suddenly. “We’ll use the e-trans and e-carts.”

“That’s an idea,” Noel replied. “We program them to transfer messages. After all, we maintain the vehicles. Family security would never suspect that they’re carrying communications.”

“That cuts Imian’s exposure down considerably, which I know you’ll appreciate,” Caitie added. “He’ll make the original contact with another group, and then we must deliver a means for them to send a message to us through a vehicle.”

“That’s a plan,” Noel said, content with the compromise. “I’m meeting Imian tomorrow. I’ll give him the information we have on the organization in recycling. If he accepts the assignment, we’ll see how he handles it.”


* * * *




“Start again, Sasha, but slowly,” Harbour requested. Jessie, Sasha, and she were seated in the Pit before opening hours.

Sasha took a gulp of her green, belched, apologized, and then repeated, “Imian and I talked last night.”

“How?” Jessie interrupted.

“Oh,” Sasha exclaimed. “I bought two comm units … one for Imian and one for me. Cecilia showed me how to do it from my account.” Focusing on Harbour, she added, “You didn’t tell me I had coin.”

“Every Belle resident gets a stipend from the ship’s slush hauls,” Harbour explained.

“But I’m not on the ship right now,” Sasha complained, thinking she was missing out.

“You’re just visiting the JOS, Sasha. You’re still a resident of the Belle,” Harbour said patiently.

“Oh, okay. Then that’s all right,” Sasha replied contentedly and took another swallow of her green.

“Tell us about your call,” Jessie urged.

“It was nice to talk to Imian,” Sasha said. “I like him. I thought he could be my first boyfriend, but he thinks of me as a sister, and I’m okay with that.”

Sasha continued to jabber on until Harbour interrupted. “Sasha, did you two talk about downsiders?” she asked.

“Yes,” Sasha said, and her attention piqued. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Imian was really excited. He met some people. They’re workers, not family members. He described a vid and compared these people to a group in the vid. He called them rebels and the underground.”

“Did he say anything else about them?” Jessie asked.

“Not much,” Sasha replied, shrugging. “He did ask if you had anything that you wanted to tell him.”

“Would you mind if your calls with Imian were recorded?” Jessie asked.

Sasha scowled.

“Sasha,” Harbour said gently, directing the teenager’s attention toward her. “This is important. Only Jessie and I will listen to the calls. What Imian is doing could help us win elections.”

“He said he was doing something for you,” Sasha said.

Harbour could detect Sasha’s annoyance. She’d found a friend and didn’t like others interfering with the relationship.

“What Imian is doing is dangerous, Sasha,” Harbour explained. “We can help him. Perhaps when he calls, we can chat with him first, and then you two can talk privately.”

“That would be better,” Sasha said, draining her green.

“What time does he call?” Jessie asked.

“There’s no set time,” Sasha replied. “He’ll call when he can.”

“Then you can stay in our cabin in the evening,” Harbour suggested. “After we talk to Imian, you take the call to your cabin.”

“Okay,” Sasha said, jumping up and heading for the Pit’s exit.

“Where are you going?” Jessie asked.

“Shopping! I have coin,” Sasha replied happily and disappeared out the hatch.

Jessie glanced at Harbour. She was grinning.


* * * *




Imian met with Noel in the agri-dome.

“We have a job for you, Imian, if you want it,” Noel said. “It’ll increase your risk of exposure, but it’ll help our cause.”

“What is it?” Imian asked.

“There are other groups like ours in the domes, but like us, they remain secret. We know where some of them are by the type of work they do,” Noel explained.

“And you want me to contact them and tell them about you,” Imian supposed.

“Partly,” Noel said. “You contact the first group and give them this.” He handed a microchip to Imian. “If they’re interested in communicating with us, they can insert it into any e-trans or e-cart’s programming receptacle.”

“I’ve never seen one of these,” Imian marveled, examining the tiny black square with contacts along one edge.

“Why would you?” Noel asked rhetorically. “Only techs use them.”

“Who’s this other group?” Imian asked.

“You need to visit dome four, section three, the recycling center, soon after start of third shift. Your potential contact is there. We only know the name Scarlet.”

“Scarlet is the woman’s name?” Imian asked.

“We don’t know that. Your contact could be man or woman. We only know that the word or name identifies the leader of this organization,” Noel replied.

“How do I prove I’m from your group?” Imian asked.

“You don’t,” Noel said sternly. “Listen carefully to me, Imian. If the families find out what we’re doing, all our lives are at risk. You can’t tell this other group about me, about our meetings in this dome, about where you thought you met my group, or how you were transported to the meeting. Do you understand?”

“I understand what you’ve just said, but how do I convince them about me and the importance of what I’m asking them to do?” Imian complained.

“The same way you did last night, Imian,” Noel encouraged, gripping the teenager’s shoulders. “Talk to them about what happened to you, your promise to the envoy, and your friend, Sasha. When you do, people will hear and feel your sincerity.”

“After I meet or don’t meet with this leader, what next?” Imian asked.

“You come here every day, during first shift, but vary the time and the route,” Noel replied. “Do a little shopping, buy some fruit, or see a friend first before you come here.”

“I understand,” Imian said. “I’ll try this group tonight.”

“Good man,” Noel said, patting Imian on the back and sending him on his way.

As Imian climbed into an e-trans, Noel experienced what most responsible individuals feel when they send young men into harm’s way. He was proud of Imian and angry and disgusted with himself.


* * * *




After evening meal, Imian talked with Sasha before his late-night foray to dome four to find Scarlet.

“Imian, Harbour and Jessie want to talk to you,” Sasha said. She put her comm unit on speaker and set it on the table between them.

“Imian, Sasha has told us what you’re doing,” Harbour said. “We’d like to offer suggestions if we may.”

“I’d appreciate that, Envoy. This isn’t developing anything like I expected,” Imian said.

“Bring us up-to-date,” Jessie requested.

Imian described his meeting with Noel and the request to be the initiator of the conduit by which the two groups could communicate.

“Did Noel suggest that there were other organizations?” Jessie asked.

“That’s the impression I received,” Imian replied. “I only received specifics about this recycling group. It’s supposed to be my first opportunity.”

“Are you recording this conversation?” Harbour asked.

“No, should I be?” Imian retorted.

“No,” Harbour replied firmly. “Are you documenting anything?”

“No,” Imian replied again. The conversation began to worry him more than the one he had with Noel.

“Good! Don’t ever do it,” Harbour said. “That’s evidence of what you’re doing.”

“If my father found out, he’d be furious,” Imian admitted, “but he’d cover for me. I’d have to promise to stop, but I’d be okay.”

Jessie and Harbour exchanged pained expressions. Imian’s privileged life was hampering his realization of the dangerous game he was playing.

“Imian, listen to me carefully,” Jessie said. “The woman who attacked us is believed to be the same person who executed the ex-commandant and the man who attacked the present one. Furthermore, Sasha and you are right. The attacker is a downsider.”

“What Jessie is saying, Imian, is that there are family heads who are willing to kill stationers if they feel threatened,” Harbour explained.

“You’ve probably met the types we’re talking about, Imian … Lise Panoy, Dorelyn Gaylan, and Rufus Stewart,” Jessie added. “Your father might not have an opportunity to protect you before some of their security personnel snatched you to extract information.”

“In that case, I’d be just another disappeared,” Imian muttered.

“What did you say?” Harbour asked in alarm.

“Do our deaths get reported topside?” Imian asked.

“I don’t think so,” Jessie replied. “That’s one of the problems of our present political structure. The families have jurisdiction over the domes.”

“We have deaths from natural causes and accidents,” Imian explained. “Then we have disappearances.”

“Disappear to where?” Jessie asked in confusion.

“Most of us, meaning the families’ children, believe they’re buried outside the domes,” Imian replied.

“Are you sure that’s what’s happening?” Harbour asked.

“There are enough stories and partial sightings that most of us believe it to be true,” Imian said. “If it weren’t for Commandant Finian’s timely raid on Markos Andropov’s house, Sasha and her family would have ended outside the domes.”

Sasha’s wide-eyed stare at Harbour necessitated the envoy calm the teenager. Thankfully, Sasha didn’t resist by closing her gates.

“How many people are we talking about?” Harbour asked.

“I’ve no idea,” Imian replied.

“In a year, Imian, would it be more or less than ten?” Harbour pursued.

“Ten?” Imian repeated in surprise. “Certainly not. It’s probably more like fifty to a hundred.”

“Buried outside the domes,” Jessie said, seeking confirmation.

“When I was young, my teacher taught me about the make-up of Pyre’s surface,” Imian said. “Later, I was showing off to one of my father’s security agents and telling him what I’d learned about the surface’s heat and the acidic gases and soil. He laughed, and said they were good for dissolving bodies. It wasn’t until years later that I understood that he wasn’t making a facetious remark.”

Imian waited. The silence on the call stretched out.

“Envoy, now maybe you can understand why I’m anxious to help you,” Imian said. “Downsiders have to stop disappearing.”

“If you think you’re in trouble, Imian, you come topside. Do you hear me?” Sasha asked forcefully.

Imian chuckled. “I remember the warning,” he said. “If something happens to me, you’re going to come down here and melt people’s brains.”

Sasha glanced guiltily at Harbour, who frowned at the teenager.

“Sasha has a point, Imian,” Jessie interjected. “If you suspect you’re being followed or your room has been searched or anything like that, you should notify Sasha and catch the next El lift.”

“I understand,” Imian said, which to the topsiders didn’t sound like a promise to follow the suggestion.

“One more thing, Imian,” Jessie said. “Were you given anything to hand to the recycling group?”

“Yes, it’s a tiny chip that will enable the recyclers to communicate with the fruit factory group via the e-trans vehicles,” Imian replied.

“Are you carrying it on you?” Jessie asked.

“Oops,” Imian replied, realizing his mistake.

“Before you go into the meeting tonight, hide it somewhere nearby,” Jessie said. “Make it someplace that’s easy to describe to your contact.”

“Then I tell them where it is, but I don’t take them there,” Imian said excitedly, catching on to the precaution.

“And in the future, Imian, you make Noel or someone from his group deliver the new chip to you near the next contact. Then you immediately hide it,” Jessie said.

“Good ideas. Don’t record conversations. Don’t make notes. Don’t handle evidence any longer than I must, and don’t carry the chip into meetings,” Imian recited.

“Imian, how are you supposed to convince these new groups of your good intentions?” Harbour asked. “I mean you are Idrian Tuttle’s son.”

“Noel told me that I did a good job convincing his group because I sounded honest about what had happened to me and how it had changed me,” Imian said proudly.

“Did you know Noel before a couple of days ago?” Jessie asked.

“Oh, yes,” Imian said, and he related the story of how they’d met and the time they’d spent together.

“But the recyclers are strangers, and you don’t know the leader,” Harbour sought to confirm.

“Yeah, that’s about it,” Imian agreed.

“Does anyone know your comm ID?” Jessie asked.

“Just Sasha, JOS security, and maybe you two,” Imian replied. “Why?”

“Keep it that way,” Jessie replied. “If your device is ever out of your sight or taken from you, stop everything you’re doing and make for the El. Someone will have become suspicious of your activities.”

“I’ve an idea,” Harbour said suddenly. “Take your comm unit with you to the meeting tonight.”

“I’m supposed to leave it behind, like I did for the meeting with Noel’s people,” Imian objected.

“Not anymore,” Harbour replied forcefully. “You’re the one risking your neck. You do what you need to do to protect yourself. Take your device with you and talk to this new group. When you’re ready, take it out, and call Sasha. Jessie and I’ll be ready to convince them of your value.”

“Wow,” Imian breathed quietly into his comm unit.

“Be safe,” Harbour said, indicating to Sasha that she could take the call.

When Sasha left the room, chattering with her friend, Jessie said, “And I thought the effects from Aurelia and you were powerful.”

Harbour smiled. “Powerful, trained empaths have a great degree of control and usually develop the type of personality that seeks to practice that control. On the other hand, Sasha erupts when she feels like it. The rest of us, empaths I mean, are always narrowing our gates around her. Normals will just have to suffer until she chooses to manage her sendings more judiciously.”


* * * *




Caitie closed their comm unit. Noel and she had listened to Imian’s latest call.

“Okay, I’ll say it,” Caitie replied to Noel’s fixed stare. “Perhaps, I underestimated Imian’s value to us.”

“Perhaps?” Noel retorted.

“I was being careful. That’s my job, in case you forgot,” Caitie shot back.

“And I gave you my opinion about the boy, and it was ignored,” Noel riposted.

“So, what changes?” Caitie asked.

“Nothing for this meeting. It’s too late,” Noel said. “But we’ll follow the envoy and advisor’s suggestions to protect Imian. From now on, I’ll set the parameters for how we treat Imian, agreed?”

Caitie stared quietly at her husband. In matters concerning their organization, she led and Noel followed. That’s the way it had been without exception until now.

Yet, Caitie knew her husband well. He was a quiet and thoughtful man until he wasn’t. Noel was adamant about Imian, and Caitie couldn’t find a logical reason to object. She got up from the table, kissed Noel on the top of his head, and said, “You can handle Imian, but he doesn’t come to another of our meetings.”


-31-
If We Win

While Imian met with Noel in the agri-done, Liam held one of his own meetings. Cecilia and Miguel sat in Liam’s office with the door closed.

“Everything I’m about to tell you is based on the outcome of the presidential election,” Liam said. “If a topsider wins, we must be ready.”

“Do you know something about who might win?” Miguel asked. When Liam stared quietly at him, Miguel nodded his acceptance of the silent rebuke.

“I’ve drafted a plan, which I’ll submit to the president on his or her election,” Liam continued. “If accepted, each of you will be promoted to major. One of you will be stationed on the JOS. The other will travel downside with me.”

“Do you know which one of us will accompany you downside?” Cecilia asked. She was thinking of her family, but she had to acknowledge that Miguel had one of his own.

“I’ll transfer the entire family downside of whichever one of you I station below,” Liam replied. “There’s always the chance that the downsiders win it all.”

“What if that does happen?” Miguel asked.

Liam thought for a moment, and his face twisted in a wry smile. “Then the three of us will probably lose our jobs, and I would suggest we apply for positions aboard the Belle. Moreover, I suggest you take your families with you.”

“To do what?” Miguel asked. “It’s not like the colony ship needs security.”

Cecilia chuckled. She understood Liam’s message. “I’ve always wanted to work with green things,” she said. “Maybe I could get a job in the hydroponics gardens. My family would get more fresh food, and with my code training, I could work to update and maintain the ship’s systems.”

Liam regarded Miguel with a lift of an eyebrow.

“I’ll have to think on this,” Miguel replied sourly. “Right now, the only thing I can think of is janitorial service.”

Liam and Cecilia briefly laughed. Then Liam’s smile faded and he brooded for a moment. He wondered what skills he had to offer Dingles. It might be time to get retrained, he thought.

Dismissing that direction of thought, Liam said, “Let’s think positively. We win, and then we’ve got work to do. You need to focus on your picks for lieutenants and sergeants.”

“We’re going to be prematurely promoting a lot of officers,” Miguel warned.

“It can’t be helped,” Liam said. “Emerson let this department drift toward understaffing for years. I believe it was deliberate not incompetence. To compensate, I’ve tasked admissions with hiring sixty new recruits.”

“Sixty newbies?” Cecilia asked in surprise. “In what fields?”

“Primarily as patrolling officers,” Liam replied. “They’ll be the majority of the force who descends downside.”

“Liam, you can’t throw newbies into a potentially adverse situation like the domes,” Cecilia protested.

“I agree,” Miguel added strenuously.

Liam smiled and leaned back in his chair.

“What don’t we know?” Miguel inquired curiously.

“You know the forty who Harbour repaired,” Liam hinted. “Most of them were spacers, who were permanently disabled. I had admissions contact them and offer signing bonuses. We’ve twenty-nine new recruits. I interviewed each and every one. Tough group, those spacers.”

“Could they be promoted to sergeants and corporals after passing their training?” Cecilia asked.

“What position would you give a first mate, who was an eleven-year veteran of a mining ship and walked on surfaces that we can’t imagine?” Liam asked.

“Probably my job,” Miguel replied in awe.

“How many held officer status?” Cecilia asked.

“Most of them were either ship’s officers or leads of prospecting teams or ships’ operations,” Liam replied.

“And Harbour is looking to repair every Pyrean,” Miguel mused.

“And a downside president can’t do anything about that,” Liam pointed out.

“Why not?” Cecilia queried.

“I’ve learned from Harbour and Jessie that the Tsargit council couldn’t care less about these construction projects,” Liam replied. “Apparently, the coin to build them is a miniscule amount to the alliance. What the council wants is contained in the heads of two Pyreans.”

“Devon and Aurelia,” Miguel supplied.

“Correct,” Liam replied. “In the meeting with the Tsargit council, Harbour and Jessie won a critical point. The projects must be completed before Aurelia and Devon share their secrets.”

“That means the council won’t tolerate any interference in pursuit of its prize,” Cecilia reasoned. She leaned back in her chair, and her grin matched Liam’s.

“Wow,” Miguel breathed. “We’re going to have a couple of thousand spacers and stationers returned to full functionality.”

“Just in time,” Liam added. “Someone has to run Triton dome, pilot and maintain the alien’s twin shuttles, service the new medical station, and operate the launch platform.”

“How do we handle alliance funds?” Cecilia asked. “I’m presuming that they’ll come into play sometime.”

“I wanted to know the very same thing,” Liam remarked. “I was told by Jessie that I should assemble some bright minds and figure it out, and I’m doing just that.”

“How?” Cecilia asked.

Liam’s comm unit buzzed, and he glanced at it. “I’ve sent the new recruit list to your devices,” he said. “Look the people over and start organizing. Miguel, you’re excused. Cecilia, you stay.” Then he got up and followed Miguel out of the office.

When Liam returned, he said, “Lieutenant Lindstrom, I’d like you to meet Delegate Dottie Franks.”

“Ex-delegate,” Dottie replied, holding out her hand to Cecilia, who stood and shook it warmly.

Liam resumed his seat. “I’ve a challenge for the two of you,” he said. “Dottie, you’ve journeyed with the envoy. You’ve met our neighbors, and you’re an investor. Lieutenant Lindstrom is one of our most knowledgeable security personnel when it comes to our server operations. I’d like the two of you to submit a proposal to me about what it would take to implement a financial exchange system.”

“What are we exchanging?” Dottie asked.

“Alien funds,” Cecilia supplied.

Dottie stared at her and then Liam, who nodded seriously.

“What do they use?” Dottie asked.

Liam shrugged, but Cecilia replied, “We can presume it’s digital and a unit that’s common to the alliance races.”

“I wouldn’t know where to start,” Dottie complained.

“The first thing I’d suggest would be to contact the Belle,” Cecilia offered. “The ship has a means of signaling the Triton dome. We send a bunch of questions to Aurelia and Devon, and they ask the aliens.”

Dottie eyed Cecilia. She evaluated the lieutenant as a sharp and competent officer. “Basic questions, like what?” Dottie asked, suddenly intrigued.

“I can think of several,” Cecilia replied. “What’s the unit called? Is it counted in base ten? What are common values of its worth, such as how much for an engineer or tech’s daily wages? You can probably garner a set of questions from your associates.”

“I know I can,” Dottie replied enthusiastically. “Are you acquainted with the Starlight cantina?”

“I’ve never been inside,” Cecilia replied. “Too pricey for me.”

“Dress civilian. Be there after this evening’s meal. I’ve some friends I want you to meet,” Dottie said with a smile.

“Then I can leave this project in your hands?” Liam asked.

“Will your office be implementing this system?” Dottie asked instead.

“Only on approval of the new president and the Assembly,” Liam replied.

“Yes, the referendum was approved,” Dottie commented. “Your request’s timing couldn’t be better, Commandant. I’ll be announcing my candidacy for representative after Captain Bassiter publishes the details. I’ll expect to hear you make an announcement for me.”

“I won’t be endorsing candidates,” Liam said sternly. “That’s something that Emerson would have done.”

“You mistake me, Commandant,” Dottie said pleasantly. “I only want you to announce that the lieutenant and I are heading a research project for you to design a system to integrate alien funds in exchange for Pyrean coin. That should give my candidacy some nice credentials. Are we in agreement?”

“We are,” Liam said, hiding his reluctance.

“Good,” Dottie replied briskly. She stood, shook Liam’s hand, and said to Cecilia, “See you this evening about nineteen hours. You can keep your coin in your account. You’ll be my guest.”

After Dottie left, Liam regarded Cecilia, and asked, “Did I mistake that woman’s first request?”

“I don’t believe you did, sir,” Cecilia replied. “I think a businessperson probably starts the offer high and always has a fallback price. You bought the latter.”

“Do you think you can work with her?” Liam asked.

“Sure,” Cecilia replied. “I’m handling the implementation side, the tech details. As long as I don’t have to make deals with her, I’ll be fine.”

Cecilia ended her remarks with a grin, and Liam frowned. He had a feeling that he was going to learn more about making deals than he ever wanted to know. Maybe it would be better for the downsiders to win, he thought briefly, and then he quickly dismissed the idea.


* * * *




Aboard the Belle, Dingles formed a committee. It consisted of officers, empaths, artists, and engineers. He ensured that Makana was included. The artist had been despondent after the exposure of Luna. She felt personally responsible for the attack on Harbour and Jessie. The empaths continually supported her, and Dingles thought the committee work would help her focus on the future, not the past.

Committee members were required to read through the Belle’s documents concerning the captain’s requirements upon making planetfall.

“Let’s talk about the presidency first,” Dingles said in the initial meeting.

“One question, Captain, before we begin,” Nadine said. “What’s the voting population?”

“Estimates are about one hundred, four thousand total population, and we’ve a few over eighty thousand registered comm units,” Dingles replied.

“Should we place a limit on the number of candidates for the presidency?” an engineer asked.

“Good question,” Dingles replied.

Dingles had dreaded running this committee. He’d been trained as a spacer and a navigator. However, as the discussions ensued, he realized he had two hitherto unrecognized assets. His time with Harbour and Jessie had done much to prepare him for command of a ship and a committee, and the Belle had fostered a wonderful and dynamic group of people.

Their work would take days. Eventually, the results were summarized and sent to Liam and Henry for posting and execution. They read:


	There will be no limit on the number of presidential candidates.

	If the number of presidential candidates exceeds four, then the four who receive the most votes will take part in a second election.

	The president will serve for six years and is limited to two terms.

	It’s determined that the Assembly delegates should be forty in number for the present population.

	As the voting population is nearly eighty thousand, as determined by registered comm units, this equals about one representative per two thousand voting citizens.

	There will be no limit on the number of representative candidates.

	If representative candidates exceed sixty, then the sixty who receive the most votes will take part in a second election.

	If the number of candidates does not exceed sixty but is more than forty, then the forty with the most votes will constitute Pyre’s first Assembly.

	If the number of candidates is less than forty, the Review Board will appoint representatives to fill the empty positions. It’s recommended that these appointees represent a cross section of Pyrean citizens.

	The representatives will serve for four years. A representative is limited to a maximum of three terms, regardless of whether those terms are consecutive or not.

	A court of judges will be selected by the Assembly and approved by the president to serve for ten years and no longer.

	These three parts of Pyre’s new government will heed the guidelines and protocols in administration of their duties as defined by the Honora Belle’s documents until such time as they pass new legislation.



Dingles attached a copy of the Belle’s documents as part of the record. When he finished transmitting to Liam and Henry, he sat back in his comfortable chair in the captain’s study and sighed.

“For better or worse, Pyre, you’re about to take one hellacious step,” Dingles murmured. “I just hope the airlock doesn’t lead to vacuum.”

Nadine heard her partner. She’d been waiting for him to send the committee’s summary. She entered the study with his favorite drink from the captain’s ancient stock. She sat on his lap and handed him the drink.

Dingles sipped and handed the drink to Nadine, who sat it on the desk. Then they wrapped their arms around each other.

“Who would have thought that you and I would be together in this captain’s suite, and I would be commanding a rejuvenated colony ship?” Dingles mused.

“It’s not about wondering how or why we arrived at this point,” Nadine corrected. “We’re here now. It’s about what we did today and plan to accomplish tomorrow.” She kissed his forehead and snuggled deeper.


-32-
Recyclers

Imian sat in his room and thought about the day’s conversations. Much of the uncertainty he’d felt when he returned downside had melted away. In contrast, the danger appeared to have ratcheted up, but that didn’t bother him. He felt connected to something greater than himself for the first time in his life.

A check of the comm unit revealed it was time, and Imian traced his familiar route out of the house. Following Noel’s directions, his e-trans entered dome four and soon arrived at the recycling plant.

Imian left the vehicle and tried the front doors of the plant. They were locked.

“It’s third shift,” a young woman called out to Imian. “You have to use the workers’ entrance. It’s this way.”

Imian followed the woman around the side of the structure to a nondescript door. The door slid aside at her approach cued by her worker’s pass, which was embedded in a wrist bracelet. He slipped in before the door closed.

After they entered a small lobby, the woman disappeared down a corridor, leaving Imian alone. He waited a while, but no one else came through the entrance door or out from the plant’s interior.

Emboldened, Imian walked down the corridor. He followed the noise of processing machines. Warning signs marked the entrance to the recycling area. Inside, conveyor belts moved refuse and sorted the materials into various shredders, vats, and compost containers.

“Help you?” a foreman in slick coveralls, helmet, and mask asked.

“I’m looking for Scarlet,” Imian said.

“There’s no one on this shift by that name. This area is restricted. You need to leave,” the foreman said.

“I need to see Scarlet,” Imian repeated.

“Are you deaf, boy?” the foreman demanded.

“I’ll wait in the front room,” Imian said defiantly. “Tell Scarlet that Imian Tuttle and Envoy Harbour want to talk.”

When the foreman glanced around to spot the envoy, Imian waved his comm unit in the foreman’s face. Then he spun around and marched out of the recycling area.

Imian wasn’t in the lobby two minutes before an older woman with short silver hair entered.

“I understand you’re looking for someone named Scarlet,” she said. “Who told you that this person worked here?”

“An interested party, who’d like to coordinate with a similar organization,” Imian temporized.

“You’re being vague,” the woman accused.

“Of course, I am,” Imian retorted. “My information is meant for Scarlet. Now do you know him or her or not?”

“I’m Valeria,” the woman said, extending her hand to Imian.

Imian shook her hand and stated his name, as if she didn’t already know it.

“I’m sorry you came out so late for nothing,” Valeria said, taking Imian’s arm and guiding him toward the exit.

Imian shrugged off Valeria’s grip. He opened his comm unit and made a call.

“Hello, Imian,” Harbour said.

Imian had his device on speaker for Valeria’s edification, and said, “Envoy, I’m sorry to say that I was misled. There’s no Scarlet working at the recycling plant on third shift.”

“That’s too bad, Imian,” Harbour replied. “I was hoping downsiders had more courage than this, but I imagine they’ve been frightened so long by the families that they don’t dare protest.”

“Brave talk, whoever you are,” Valeria retorted.

“That was Valeria, Envoy. She works here,” Imian explained.

“Am I supposed to believe that’s the envoy?” Valeria scoffed.

“Valeria,” Harbour said coolly. “After your shift, I invite you to take the El topside and meet Advisor Cinders and me in security. We’ll repeat every word of this conversation. I assume you know what I look like.”

“I might just do that,” Valeria said and stalked off to return to work.

Jessie confirmed with Imian as to when third shift would end, and Imian sent an image of Valeria that he’d surreptitiously captured.

Then Imian, Harbour, and Jessie turned in for the evening. A disappointed Sasha, who had no opportunity to speak to Imian, did too.


* * * *




“Are you going topside?” Gerry Grayson, the foreman, asked Valeria.

The shift had ended, and the night workers left, as their replacements arrived.

“I have to go,” Valeria replied. “We’ve been compromised by someone. I’ve got to find out if it’s a legitimate contact. I don’t think we have anything to lose, and we’ve everything to gain.”

“I disagree,” Gerry retorted. “If this is a ruse to flush out Scarlet, then your trip topside proves that our organization exists. Otherwise, why would you bother going?”

“I thought about that, and it’s a possibility,” Valeria allowed. “But you should remember what we’ve heard about Imian. Why would Sasha Garmenti befriend a downsider and a family’s son at that? Furthermore, why should someone with a reputation like Imian before his accident even take part in an elaborate ruse?”

“I guess we’ll find out on our next shift, if you’re right,” Gerry replied. “Either you’ll come to work or you’ll have disappeared after you’ve given up every member of our organization.”

“That won’t happen,” Valeria declared, locking on Gerry’s eyes. “I’ll be dead before they grab me.”

Gerry nodded solemnly. He regretted what he’d said. Valeria had built the organization over the best part of the last two decades. She was prepared to end her life before she uttered a single one of their names, and he knew it. She carried several means to do it quickly and effectively. It had been fear talking, and he was ashamed to admit that tiny Valeria, who barely reached his shoulder, lived with more courage than he ever could.

When Valeria left Gerry, she hurried to her apartment to put on a warm top, clean coveralls, and deck shoes. Then she caught the El lift topside. She’d visited the station a few times years ago and remembered the way to security.

As Valeria entered security’s lobby, a woman and a man stood up and smiled at her. The pair was unmistakable.

“Envoy Harbour … Advisor Cinders,” Valeria stammered.

“Hungry, Valeria?” Harbour asked.

“I can always eat,” Valeria replied, and Jessie chuckled.

“I know,” Valeria replied, grinning. “Barely fifty kilos, and I eat like two men.”

“Then we should feed you before you fade away,” Harbour said and linked arms with Valeria to walk her out the exit.

They ate at the Pit before it opened. Valeria was tickled when she saw the Pit’s hatch slide aside.

Harbour and Jessie had fruit drinks, while they watched Valeria pack away a large meal. She finished off the last bite, washed it down with water, and let go a long, loud belch.

“Ah, that’s better,” Valeria declared. Then she eyed Harbour and Jessie. “I guess there’s no reason to ask you to repeat our conversation,” she said.

“Can we presume you’re Scarlet?” Harbour asked.

There was a moment of hesitation on Valeria’s part. Then she gave Harbour a barely perceptible nod.

“You’re safe here, Valeria,” Jessie said. “I own this place. The people who work here used to be spacers on my ships before they were injured.”

“What was Imian’s visit about?” Valeria asked.

Harbour sensed relief pouring off Valeria. Whereas, when they first met, she was a bundle of nerves.

“When Imian returned to the domes, he went looking for a way to recruit downsiders to support the referendum and the elections. He hoped to form a group of citizens to help him motivate downsiders to stand up for their rights,” Harbour explained. “By coincidence, a man, who befriended him when he was young, turned out to be part of an organization like yours.”

“Imian was invited to a meeting of this group,” Jessie said, picking up the narrative, “and like your response, he was handled at arm’s length. Imian was asked to seek you out. All he was given was the name Scarlet, a location, and a shift.”

“What are you asking of us?” Valeria asked suspiciously.

“We’re acting as bona fides for Imian,” Harbour replied. “He’ll give you a tiny chip that you’ll embed in an e-trans. That will be the method by which you can talk to this other group.”

“And that’s it?” Valeria asked. “You don’t want anything for yourselves, for your candidates?”

“I’ve been a spacer,” Jessie said. “I’ve worked under dangerous conditions all my life. I’ve walked on asteroids no bigger than the Pit. And the one thing I’ve always had that made it worthwhile … I had the freedom to choose my destiny. Can you say the same thing?”

Valeria begrudgingly acknowledged Jessie’s point. The job you got downside was the job you held for life, except for promotions when someone retired, died, or disappeared. There were exceptions but not many.

“Imian will visit you again, Valeria, most likely tonight,” Harbour said. “Take the chip, talk to this other group, and see if you can discover some common goals.”

“There is one thing,” Jessie said. “If you know of other groups, it would be helpful if you could direct Imian to them.”

“And communicate to them that they should expect him,” Harbour added. “We’re happy to join the conversation, but I don’t think you want each leader coming topside to verify us.”

“No, that would be noticed after a while,” Valeria admitted.

“Is there anything we can do for you?” Jessie asked.

“No,” Valeria replied, waving her hands emphatically. “The less interaction we have, the better. In fact, I’ll make my way back to the El without company.” As she stood, she added, “Thanks for the free meal. By the way, we eat better downside.”

Jessie retorted, “And we live free topside.”

Valeria mused about the conversation, as she made her way back to the El’s terminal arm. She dreaded the short walk in zero-g. There was one thing that the advisor said that stuck with her. Of all things, it was his request to see if the envoy and he could do something for her. She’d never heard that from a topsider.


* * * *




As Valeria was told to expect, Imian wandered into the recycling plant after the start of the evening’s third shift, and Gerry brought him to her.

Valeria led Imian to a small office, closed the door, and darkened the windows.

“Hello, Imian. I’m Scarlet,” Valeria said, extending a hand.

Shaking Valeria’s hand, Imian replied, “And I’m your friendly dome messenger. I bring you greetings from a group in the agri-dome.”

“A husband-wife pair?” Valeria guessed.

“No comment,” Imian replied. “You’ll find out for yourself in good time.”

Valeria liked that response. It showed Imian was taking his duties seriously and being careful.

“You’ve a chip for me,” Valeria suggested.

“Yes,” Imian replied, and he described to Valeria where she’d find it. “Probably best to collect it after your shift. You’ll walk right by the hiding place.”

“I’ve something for you, Imian,” Valeria said. “Dome two, section eight, dome maintenance, second shift, name of Delmond.” She asked Imian to repeat her instructions. When he did it successfully, she regarded him intently.

“You’re going to be a repository of a great deal of critical contact information, Imian,” Valeria said. “A lot of lives will be in your hands.”

“I’ve received some dire warnings from the envoy and advisor about the trouble to expect,” Imian replied. “Their advice is to make for topside the first time I see any indication that someone is investigating me.”

“Because you’re Idrian Tuttle’s son, you’ll be given a little more leeway than others who’ve disappeared,” Valeria advised. “You’ll have that little window of opportunity. Don’t squander it. Don’t doubt what you saw, heard, or detected. Run, and run fast. Our lives will depend on you making it safely topside.”

“I understand,” Imian said, as seriously as he could manage.

Valeria escorted him to the plant’s worker lobby. After Imian left, she stared at the door. Then she shook her head in painful amazement. “Our lives are in the hands of a teenager,” she said softly.

At the end of Valeria’s shift, she walked the exit path from the workers’ entrance. Gerry and a male colleague walked in front of her.

At the appropriate time, the two men stopped to briefly argue. Valeria bent down and swooped up what appeared to be a piece of trash beside the pristine walkway. It was the act of a responsible supervisor, who was concerned for the appearance of her workplace. She stuck the piece of trash in her pocket, and the threesome continued on their way.


* * * *




The Review Board’s site listing presidential candidates started with Dorelyn Gaylan. She’d solidified her support with the council over the objections of Lise, Rufus, and a few others.

Henry Stamerson added his name next, which took the council by surprise. They hadn’t expected the captain to enter the race, and they knew they had a fight on their hands.

Soon afterwards, those seeking some attention added their names. They were stationers, and a few of those were investors. There wasn’t a spacer or a Belle resident among them.

Interestingly, the representatives’ candidate list remained empty, which concerned Dingles, Henry, Liam, Harbour, and Jessie.

Dingles instituted a conference call from the Belle, leaving Henry off the list. The ship was passing Minist’s orbit on its way to Emperion.

“What’s the reason for the lack of candidates for the Assembly?” Dingles asked.

“Word around the station is that our citizens are concerned about who will be president,” Jessie replied.

“Apparently, Captain,” Harbour added, “stationers don’t want to be a member of this body if Dorelyn wins the presidency. They fear her reprisals if they don’t vote for laws that please her.”

“The same question might be asked about downsiders,” Liam said. “Could they be afraid of Henry?”

“It’s probably the same answer,” Jessie replied. “Downsiders might not want to work under Dorelyn’s constant pressure.”

“This reticence has to be addressed,” Dingles said. “If we can’t seat representatives, then Dorelyn or Henry will be required to appoint the entire Assembly. If that happens, how are our citizens supposed to have faith in the independence and fairness of their government?”

“I might have an answer to the problem,” Liam said. “I made a deal with Dottie Franks that I would thank her for undertaking a project for me after she announced her candidacy.”

“Why would you do that?” Jessie asked.

“I believe you’re responsible,” Liam shot back. “I was told to gather some bright minds and assign them the task of figuring out how to deal with alien funds.”

Harbour and Jessie could hear Dingles chuckle, and they had the good sense to remain quiet.

“Can you entice Dottie to sign up, Liam?” Dingles asked.

“I can try, Captain,” Liam replied. “It depends on what Dottie wants in return. I can’t risk the legitimacy of this office to accommodate an outlandish request.”

“Never mind, Liam,” Harbour said. “Leave Dottie to me.”

“Harbour,” Liam said in a warning voice, “no mental manipulation.”

“Not necessary, Liam. A lot transpired during our first delegation to Na-Tikkook,” Harbour replied. “I’m sure I can convince Dottie to do the right thing and be the first candidate on the list.”
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Sika’s Return

During the days in the maintenance tunnels, Sika prepared for the next stage of her plan. She had to get downside. Occasionally, she slipped out of the tunnels and sought out locations to liberate clothing. Unattended baggage was her preferred target. She threw away most of what she stole, but piece by piece she amassed a respectable disguise.

With the maintenance worker disguise in place, the cap pulled low, and the wide belt full of devices and tools, Sika swaggered down the station’s corridors toward the El’s arm. When she reached the car’s passenger lounge, she pretended to check the atmospheric monitors, waving one of her defunct devices at the bulkhead-mounted sensors.

Sika’s purpose at the El was to monitor the security team, who guarded the El’s loading gate. On her first visit, she’d been prepared to take the El downside and was surprised by the presence of JOS security officers. On subsequent visits, she watched for an opening. It appeared to arrive when the team dwindled to a single officer.

The night following her discovery, Sika visited a workers’ breakroom and collected two hot cafs. She returned to her hiding place, dosed one of the cafs, and resealed the cup.

Then Sika quickly donned her new disguise. She became an elderly downsider matron, which allowed her to hide her face beneath an outrageous hat with facial netting.

Exiting the tunnels, Sika used lesser occupied corridors to get to the El’s terminal arm. Returning to the main corridor, she transited the ring and descended the ramp to the El’s passenger lounge. She knew the car’s descent schedule and had purposely arrived a little early.

There were only three citizens in the lounge, and the officer stood silently at the boarding gate. He appeared to be bored.

Sika dropped her acquired bags, picked up the two cafs, and approached the officer.

“You look like you could use one of these, young man,” Sika said, offering the dosed caf. She spoke in a low voice, vocal cords thickened with age.

“You sure?” the officer asked.

“It’s not healthy to argue with an old woman,” Sika said, chuckling.

The officer murmured his thanks, took the caf, unsealed the cup, and sipped thankfully. It was hot and sweet. It was just the way he liked it.

Sika sat beside her bags and waited. The El arrived from the domes, and a few passengers disembarked.

Later, when the El was ready to depart downside, the officer checked the small group of passengers with his DAD.

Soon, the only ones in the lounge were Sika and the officer. He looked questioningly at Sika, and she said, “Oh, I’m waiting for a friend. We’ll travel downside together.”

The officer had felt the caf go right through him, and he had an urgent need to urinate. He should wait until the techs closed the gate, which happened right before the El dropped. He glanced again at the old woman, who seemed preoccupied with searching through one of her bags. Giving into the burning urge, the officer raced for the nearby facilities.

Sika watched the officer disappear. Then she stood, picked up her bags, and boarded the El car. A few moments later, the gate closed, the car was sealed, and it descended. During the drop, Sika reviewed her next steps.

Exiting the car into a dome, Sika stepped into an e-trans. She spoke her destination and added a priority code. She returned to her apartment and immediately checked her security vids. Her domicile hadn’t been disturbed.


* * * *




Eaton tapped on the frame of Dorelyn’s open door.

“Come,” Dorelyn announced tersely. She continued to work, while Eaton waited silently in front of her desk.

“Yes,” Dorelyn asked, turning off her monitor.

“We’ve been monitoring Imian Tuttle, as you requested,” Eaton said.

“And?” Dorelyn asked.

“It’s inconclusive,” Eaton replied. “If he’s up to something, it’s extremely circumspect.”

Eaton had Dorelyn’s attention. “Imian is anything but circumspect,” she said. “Tell me more.”

“First, he no longer wears his party clothes,” Eaton enumerated. “He dresses like a vendor, a businessman. Second, he no longer attends parties or visits gatherings of his friends.”

“This could be just a young man turning serious after suffering a near-death experience,” Dorelyn argued.

“If that was all we saw, I’d agree,” Eaton said. “Imian leaves his house at irregular times, and he takes e-trans to various locations throughout the domes. There seems to be no consistency to his efforts.”

“Do these visits correlate with his father’s businesses?” Dorelyn asked.

“No, they definitely don’t,” Eaton replied. “On occasions, he visits unrelated businesses, stays for a half hour or less, and exits. We haven’t entered the buildings in an effort to determine who he’s contacting.”

“Don’t,” Dorelyn said sharply. “I don’t need Idrian thinking someone is harassing his son. Does Imian carry a comm unit?”

“We don’t have a comm ID for him,” Eaton admitted, “and if he’s carrying one, he keeps it well hidden.”

“Curious,” Dorelyn said, sitting back in her chair. “What’s your estimate?”

“We’ve nothing solid, nothing that makes sense, and that in itself is disturbing. The actions are totally out of character for the boy,” Eaton replied. “I think Imian deserves continuing observation.”

“I agree. Stay on him,” Dorelyn said, dismissing Eaton.


* * * *




Imian met with his eighth organization. It fascinated him that there were so many groups, which had formed to subvert the families’ control, but they’d never found an opportunity to work together or to revolt.

In Imian’s conversations with Sasha, he learned about Earth’s history. She relayed the material that she read online, relating the salient points to him about the process of fomenting a revolution.

“The stories are full of charismatic leaders,” Sasha remarked to Imian. “Every revolution had that someone who incited the people. Imian, you’re that someone for the domes,” she gushed.

“Not really,” Imian replied. “It’s the groups’ organizers who are the leaders. Some of these people have been growing their numbers for nearly two decades. I discovered that one woman had taken over the cause from her father, who’d started their group. These people care about the future. They’re —”

“What?” Sasha asked when Imian halted his end of the conversation.

“Have Assembly candidates signed on yet?” Imian asked.

“Not yet,” Sasha replied. “When we were waiting for your call, Harbour mentioned to Jessie that she would be meeting with Dottie Franks. Have you heard of her?”

“No,” Imian replied. He could hear Sasha’s tsk-tsk of disapproval, and it reminded him of how much he’d missed by his lackadaisical ways.

“Dottie is an investor. Her husband left her some money when he died, and she’s done well,” Sasha explained. “Dottie was also selected to be a Jatouche delegate.”

“Did she explore with Harbour and Jessie?” Imian asked.

“No, and that’s why I think Jessie said to Harbour that Dottie owes them,” Sasha said.

“I’m sorry, Sasha. I’m not following the point of your story,” Imian apologized.

“It’s this, Imian. I think Harbour is going to convince Dottie to be the first candidate to sign up,” Sasha said. “Now what was your thought?”

“That could help,” Imian mused. “I was thinking that these group leaders would make great representatives. We need a mix from the domes, stations, and even the Belle.”

“Should I tell Harbour that we need her to succeed with Dottie?” Sasha asked.

Imian laughed softly. “No,” he replied. “Harbour needs no incentives from us.”

The day following Imian’s meeting with the latest group, he took an e-trans to Noel’s dome. Soon after arriving, Imian and Noel were ensconced in the administrator’s shed.

“How’s your wife, Noel?” Imian asked.

“She’s fine. Thanks for asking,” Noel replied.

“Quite the woman, your wife,” Imian added.

Noel nodded his appreciation of the sentiment. There was something different about Imian, and it took him a moment to realize what he’d noticed. It was confidence, an assuredness that the boy had developed. Suddenly, Imian’s comments about Noel’s wife implied something entirely different.

“Is there a reason for your generous statement about my wife?” Noel asked.

“She led the questioning the first time I met with your group, didn’t she?” Imian asked.

“Why would you think that?” Noel asked with concern. He was trying to ascertain how Imian might have discovered how Caitie and he were connected.

“I’ve heard that your group is headed by a husband-wife team,” Imian explained. “It seemed probable that it was the two of you.”

“I’m just a contact,” Noel said, spreading his hands in regret.

“That’s too bad,” Imian said. “I was hoping you could take a critical message to your wife for me, but if she’s not the leader, then I shouldn’t burden you with the job.”

Noel eyed the boy, who had so quickly matured. Imian had proved his worth to the hidden organizations. Apparently, he wasn’t content to be the messenger boy anymore.

“Perhaps, we can reach some form of accommodation, Imian,” Noel suggested.

“I don’t see how,” Imian replied. “My message is personal for your leader, although I would feel comfortable entrusting it to her husband. Should I return tonight?”

“Getting clever about your role, aren’t you?” Noel asked and laughed.

Imian smiled, acknowledging the game he’d been playing.

“Our leader is Caitie, and she’s my wife,” Noel admitted.

“I know,” Imian said quietly. “If you visit enough underground rebels, you can piece together tidbits of information from them.”

The term underground was lost on Noel, but he accepted the idea that the other groups had learned some data points about them, just as they’d learned things about the others. No organization was airtight.

“What can I tell Caitie for you?” Noel asked, smiling. When Imian didn’t reply, his smile faded. “You want to see her,” he guessed.

“Yes, it’s that important,” Imian replied.

“She told me not to bring you to another meeting, and she’s our leader,” Noel objected.

“I don’t want to see your group. I just want to talk to her. Arrange it, Noel,” Imian urged.

“Can you at least tell me what it’s about?” Noel pleaded.

“Sorry, Noel,” Imian replied. He regretted putting his friend in this situation. “Here’s what I can tell you. I don’t know if my idea has merit or whether it’s a ridiculous fantasy. I need to discuss it with a leader and hear her thoughts. Furthermore, your group programs the e-trans messages. If Caitie accepts my idea, you need to spread the word to the other groups, and I need to be prepared to sell the concept to the families.”

Noel was rocked. The scope of what Imian was indicating, even without giving details, jeopardized the secrecy of every group he’d contacted.

“I’ll talk to Caitie,” Noel said. “I warn you she’s not going to like it, but I’ll try to convince her to see you. Come back tonight. Twenty-one hours. E-trans at your door.”

“No group to contact tonight?” Imian inquired with a smile, which wasn’t returned.

“No contact,” Noel affirmed and swiftly left the shed.

Imian caught an e-trans home, and Noel sought out his partner.

“You didn’t tell Imian that we’d meet, did you?” Caitie asked when Noel finished relaying Imian’s request.

“I told him to return tonight, but I didn’t say who he’d meet,” Noel allowed.

“Good. You meet him and send him home,” Caitie said in a huff. “I can’t believe you affirmed to him that I was the group’s leader, that you told him my name, and that I was your wife.”

Noel listened to Caitie rail on for a few more minutes about his lapse in judgment before he said firmly, “Stop. That’s enough. You’re making a big mistake not talking to Imian.”

“That’s your opinion,” Caitie retorted.

“Perhaps, and perhaps, it’s the group’s opinion. Shall we find out?” Noel asked. His words were threatening, but his tone wasn’t. Caitie might be the group’s leader, but she was still his beloved, though hardheaded, wife.

Caitie was aghast at what Noel was proposing. “You’d do that to me?” she asked.

“I think it’s that important, Caitie,” Noel said gently. “You’ve built a great organization. You’ve nurtured it and protected it. Secrecy has always been your watchword. I know this meeting with Imian is risky, but maybe it’s time to take some chances.”

At a little after twenty-one hours, Noel was waiting when Imian’s e-trans rolled to a stop on the ped-path. He didn’t greet Imian. Instead, he turned and walked toward a small shop, and Imian followed.

Noel went around the side of the building and entered from the rear. When Imian stepped through the doorway, Noel closed the door behind him and triggered the lights.

“You wanted to see me?” Caitie asked.

To Imian, it was obvious that Caitie wasn’t happy to see him, and he suspected that she felt the same way about her husband, at this moment. It seemed a good idea to be brief.

“What do you think about running for the Assembly?” Imian asked.

Noel’s mouth dropped open. He covered it when it morphed into a smile.

On the other hand, Caitie stared at Imian, as if he’d lost his mind.

“That’s your big idea? That’s what you wanted to see me about?” Caitie nearly shouted.

“Indulge me,” Imian replied. “Do you want to see the domes represented in the new government?”

“It depends,” Caitie allowed cautiously.

“On what?” Imian asked.

“On who’s representing us,” Caitie replied.

“Dorelyn is running for president. Who do you think she wants in the Assembly?” Imian asked.

“He’s got a point,” Noel volunteered. “She’ll want downsiders. That’ll mean family members or associates.”

“No, it won’t,” Imian said, slashing a hand in negation. “That will be too obvious to topsiders. However, the council will choose individuals they can trust to act as they’re told.”

“A governor by any other name,” Noel said thoughtfully.

“That’s right. The council would hold the presidency and the Assembly. They would rule Pyre,” Imian said.

“If Dorelyn or the council is going to select the candidates, why suggest that I sign up?” Caitie asked. She’d begun to think that Imian had outgrown his usefulness.

“Because when you and the other group leaders add your names as candidates, I’m going to suggest to my father that your kind has a better opportunity of winning than the hired help,” Imian replied.

“How are you going to accomplish that?” Noel asked.

Imian took a breath, and then he laid out the argument that he’d been working on since he talked to Sasha. “First of all, you’re downsiders. Why wouldn’t you follow orders too? Second, who is going to sound more acceptable to voters … individuals repeating lines from memorized scripts or those speaking from the heart? Remember, these are elections. They have to be won.”

“I can’t argue with what you’re saying,” Caitie said, “but why speak to your father?” She was beginning to doubt her earlier assessment of Imian.

“He’ll listen to his son, who he’s seen recently change for the better,” Imian replied, “and he’ll want to prove to the family heads that his son is worthy of joining their ranks.”

Noel and Caitie exchanged expressions of incredulity.

“Your father will be crushed when he finds out that you betrayed him,” Noel pointed out.

Imian hung his head. When he straightened, he said, “It can’t be helped. This is not about him and me. It’s about breaking the families’ power.”

“It won’t work,” Caitie said suddenly.

“Why not?” Imian asked.

“The moment we vote for a law that the families don’t like, whether Dorelyn or someone else is president, we’ll be outed,” Caitie argued. “Even if we’re aboard the JOS, our families would be vulnerable to retribution.”

“Good point,” Imian allowed. “I don’t have the answer to that one.”

“Perhaps, you should talk to the envoy and her advisor again,” Noel suggested gently.

Imian was about to compliment Noel on his suggestion when he paused and his mouth clicked shut. He stared at Noel in disbelief.

“I’m sorry, Imian,” Noel said. “We had to be sure of who you were and what you were telling us.”

“All my conversations?” Imian asked, blushing.

“It was just the two of us,” Caitie said in an offhand manner, which was a mistake.

Imian regarded Caitie. Inside, he was fuming, but he remembered his father’s words, which were, “Never expose your emotions during negotiations.”

In a cold voice, Imian said to Caitie, “Maybe I was wrong. You might not make a good representative for the dome. If you wish to live under the families’ rule, that’s fine with me. I’ll be welcome topside.”

“Imian —” Noel began, but the teenager held up a hand.

“I’ve something else for you to think about, Caitie,” Imian said. “The aliens have met Harbour, Jessie, and the other explorers. They’ve represented Pyrean citizenry to them. What do you think the Jatouche ruler and the other aliens will think when they meet Dorelyn and her ilk?”

Imian didn’t wait for Caitie’s answer. He headed for the door, but halted with his hand hovering over the activator. Over his shoulder, he added, “I wonder if the Belle and the spacers would abandon us … Pyre, I mean … if downsiders controlled the government. They could easily set up shop off Triton and have the entire alliance on the other side of the gate. Then again, they might just abandon their ships and disappear to other worlds. I wouldn’t blame them, either way.”

The husband and wife stared at the door that slid closed behind Imian.

“I’d like to say he’s crazy,” Caitie said softly, “but he made a lot of sense. What do you think he’s going to do? Abandon us?”

“Not hardly,” Noel replied. “He was embarrassed and angry about our listening in on his conversations. After he cools down, he’d going to talk to Harbour and Jessie about the problem you suggested.”

“You have that much faith in the boy?” Caitie asked.

“Didn’t he surprise you tonight?” Noel replied.

“Yes, he did,” Caitie admitted.

“Another thing. Be prepared for a blistering later tonight,” Noel said, and kissed the top of his wife’s head.
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Downsiders’ Dilemma

“Good evening, everyone,” Imian said when he connected to Sasha’s comm device.

“Hi, Imian,” Sasha replied, enthusiastically.

“I’d like to introduce Noel Gunderson and his wife, Caitie,” Imian said. “I’ve recently learned that they’ve been listening to our conversations.”

“All of them?” Sasha asked in surprise.

“I’m afraid so, Sasha. I’m sorry,” Imian said.

“Well, I’d like to meet the two of you someday,” Sasha said sweetly.

Imian realized that Noel and Caitie had no idea what Sasha meant by her remark.

“Good evening, Noel and Caitie,” Harbour said pleasantly. “Is your comm link one-way or two-way?”

Caitie looked at Noel and strenuously shook her head.

Despite his wife’s strong admonition, Noel unmuted their device and said, “Two-way, Envoy.”

“Do you have questions for us?” Jessie asked.

Caitie shook her head, and Noel again ignored her.

“Imian posed an interesting concept to us,” Noel said, “but we’ve some serious concerns before we can consider his idea.”

“Before you answer, Envoy,” Imian interrupted, “what’s the status of the representatives’ list?”

“Dottie Franks, a JOS investor, signed up first,” Harbour said. “Then Bryan Forshaw, Pete Jennings, and Lindsey Jabrook joined as candidates. After that, stationers have been adding their names.”

“Lindsey?” Sasha shrieked. “That’s great, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Sasha, and she can thank you for restoring her control,” Harbour said and smiled, which made Sasha preen.

“Who’s Lindsey Jabrook?” Noel asked.

“An empath,” Imian replied, “and a wonderful woman.”

“An empath wants to be a member of the Assembly?” Noel asked incredulously.

“Certainly, and why not?” Harbour asked. “Don’t you believe we have a right to participate?”

“No offense was meant, Envoy,” Noel quickly said. “I would have thought the empaths would wish to remain aboard the Belle.”

“Obviously, you haven’t been topside in a long time,” Jessie said. “Things have changed up here. It’s an empath who forged the relationship with the Jatouche and the Crocians. It’s an empath and her partner who are uncovering the secrets of the domes, which the alliance council prizes. If you don’t participate in the new government, downsiders will eventually be left behind in the development of Pyre.”

“What did you propose, Imian?” Harbour asked, returning to Noel’s remark.

“Caitie Gunderson is the group’s leader,” Imian replied. It was good that he couldn’t see Caitie’s wince and her subsequent glare at her husband. “I suggested that she declare her candidacy for the Assembly and communicate to the other leaders that they should do the same.”

“What did you think of the idea, Caitie?” Harbour asked.

Caitie’s sigh could be heard before she answered. She said, “As Noel mentioned, we’ve concerns.”

“Name them,” Jessie requested.

“If we declared our candidacies, the families would view us as interfering in their affairs,” Caitie said.

“I told the Gundersons that I could convince my father that regular workers would be more electable than individuals selected by the families. They’d speak naturally instead of from a script,” Imian explained.

“Imian, do you really think Idrian could convince the council that this is a good idea?” Jessie inquired.

“It’s a good plan,” Imian insisted. “Caitie and the other leaders are downsiders, and the families believe they’ve ultimate power over the entire dome population.”

“If we do as Imian suggests, there are two problems, as we see it,” Caitie said sternly. “First, we declare as candidates, and the council hasn’t accepted Idrian’s proposal. Now we’ve added our names to family security watch lists. Or the council has no problem with our candidacy, and we win seats in the Assembly. Then, when we enact the first law contrary to the council’s wishes, we and our families become targets.”

“Let’s deal with your second concern first,” Harbour said. “It’s the most critical one. One moment, please.” Then Harbour made a second connection.

“Evening, Harbour,” the callers heard.

“Commandant, we’re on a conference call with Imian Tuttle and two downsiders who have some concerns about declaring their candidacy for the Assembly,” Harbour said. “They prefer their names not be used. Let’s call them Allen and Betty.”

“What are Allen and Betty’s concerns?” Liam asked, deciding to go along with Harbour’s unorthodox request.

“They want to understand how downside representatives can be protected from the council’s revenge if they vote their consciences,” Harbour said.

“Pardon me, Envoy,” Liam said. “I presumed the council would be choosing their candidates.”

“They will, if we let them, Commandant,” Imian interjected. “I’m trying to convince workers, who have no direct association with the families, to run for the Assembly.”

“And Allen and Betty are two possible candidates?” Liam queried.

“Maybe,” Imian replied. “What about their concern?”

“Who vouches for Allen and Betty?” Liam asked in an authoritative voice.

Imian wanted to speak up, but he was hesitant. To his ears, it sounded as if the commandant had something to share, but he didn’t like the secrecy.

Noel firmly nudged Caitie’s elbow and nodded toward their comm unit.

“Commandant, we’re Noel and Caitie Gunderson,” Caitie said through gritted teeth. “We’re part of a secret group. Imian calls us the underground. Our purpose is to find a way to rid ourselves of the families’ control.”

“Imian has been helping us,” Noel interjected. “He’s managed to connect us to eight other groups. We’re all talking to one another.”

“How?” Liam asked. He was worried that if what they were saying was true, then they might have been compromised by the families’ security surveillance.

“We use the domes’ electric vehicles to carry messages,” Noel said, returning Caitie’s glare with his own hard stare.

“Clever,” Liam commented and laughed, which helped to ease the tension on the call.

“Can you help us, Commandant?” Caitie asked. It came out more as a challenge than a request.

“The information that I’m about to share must be held closely,” Liam warned. “Is that understood by everyone?”

If it wasn’t for Harbour and Jessie on the call, Liam wouldn’t have ventured to share his plans. When he received verbal responses from all participants, he said, “I’ve contingency plans in place in the event a topsider wins the presidency. If it’s a downsider, I want a cabin on the Belle, Envoy.”

“Done,” Harbour replied. “I hope you like aliens for companions, Commandant,” she added.

“A topsider president can approve my plan for a system-wide security force without the Assembly’s consent,” Liam continued. “It’s in the Belle’s documents. I’m expanding the forces, as we speak. If a topsider wins, I will lead a significant number of officers downside, and we’ll set up shop in the domes.”

Noel regarded Caitie with hopeful eyes, but she wasn’t ready to acquiesce so easily.

“What initial steps would you take, Commandant?” Caitie asked.

Liam chuckled and said, “I would seek out Allens and Bettys ahead of time and ask for their suggestions. Downsiders know their problems better than I do.”

“The airlocks to Pyre’s surface,” Caitie replied sharply. She wasn’t in the mood to share in Liam’s laughter. “Have your techs hack the access controls and wipe the entry codes. Then install your own codes.”

“The airlocks, why?” Liam asked.

“That’s the means by which the families make downsiders disappear,” Imian reluctantly explained.

“Buried on the surface?” Liam asked, aghast at the thought. “How many are we talking about?”

“Who knows?” Noel replied. “In our dome, we hear of two or three every month.”

Liam did the math, and the results scared him. He hardened his resolve. “Okay, block the exits to the surface. What next?”

“Remove all stun sticks from family security, Commandant,” Imian supplied. “Don’t wait for the families to turn them in at your request. Their houses will have caches of them.”

“How many sticks per family?” Liam asked.

“Thirty, forty, fifty,” Imian replied. “Only security knows. Don’t look in the obvious places. Sweep the houses. You’ll find most of the caches hidden in the walls.”

“Good, what else?” Liam pursued.

“The families rely on security as their enforcement arms,” Caitie said. “You must curtail that power.”

“I can’t order them fired without cause,” Liam objected.

“No, Commandant, but you could insist that they’re only to accompany family members. They’re not to independently roam the domes,” Noel suggested.

“Hmm,” Liam mused. “Difficult concept to enforce. Taking away their stun sticks should reduce their effectiveness.”

“No, Commandant,” Imian stated firmly. “When I was a child, I watched my father’s security personnel train. They can disable a person with the strike of a fist, knee, or foot.”

Liam was quickly revising his plans for the descending force. He needed more spacers and improved self-defense training, and he needed dome workers on his side.

“I hope one or both of you run for the Assembly,” Liam said. “It looks as if securing the domes will be a greater challenge than I imagined. I need more information about containing the families, and I need the citizens supporting my officers.”

“Thank you, Commandant,” Caitie said. “This conversation has been most encouraging.”

“Thank you, Commandant,” Harbour said and ended his side of the call.

“That was helpful, Envoy,” Caitie begrudgingly said.

“Good. Now let’s talk about your other concern,” Harbour requested.

“Imian, what if you presented the idea of regular workers as Assembly candidates to your father as a hypothetical concept?” Jessie asked. “You’d state that it’s an idea you had, and you’d be willing to seek out the people who could present well.”

“That has merit, Imian,” Noel added. “If the council sees it as an idea with no names attached, then it’ll appear as a suggestion. You’ll stand as the individual willing to do the work to recruit the candidates.”

“That doesn’t limit our exposure if the council decides to accept this merely to operate it as a ruse to draw out malcontents, as they would see it,” Caitie objected.

“Caitie, this entire enterprise to form a new government has enormous risks,” Jessie stated. “It’s a risk we have to share equally if we want to have something that serves every citizen and not just the powerful.”

“It seems to me that topsiders have the most to lose,” Imian interjected. “Downsiders can only improve our lot, but topsiders can lose their freedom.”

“I think that’s enough conversation for this evening,” Harbour said. “Noel and Caitie, you’re welcome to join us tomorrow evening, if Imian calls. Don’t be shy.”

“Oh,” Jessie added. “Please act like responsible adults and give the teenagers their privacy.”

Sasha scooped up her comm unit and headed for her cabin.

Noel regarded Caitie, and then he closed their device.

“You go too far,” Caitie said in a cold voice.

“And you don’t go far enough,” Noel retorted.


* * * *




Dorelyn unlocked her office door with the electronic pad. Unexpectedly, the room lights didn’t come on. She used the shaft of light from the corridor to see her way to the desk and its lamp. Halfway across the room, she heard the whisper of the door sliding closed behind her, and she froze.

“Hello, mistress,” Sika said.

“You made it,” Dorelyn said, as neutrally as possible, while she turned to face the location from where the voice emanated.

“Yes,” Sika replied quietly.

Dorelyn heard Sika’s single word from a different position. She couldn’t see Sika, and she didn’t hear her move. That irritated and frightened her.

“You were inventive to be able to escape from JOS security,” Dorelyn said. “Too bad your cleverness didn’t extend to the duty I assigned you.”

“I planned well,” Sika replied from a new location. “I was aboard the Belle for weeks. The opportunity on the JOS was satisfactory, but fortune was against me. An empath betrayed my presence. My auto-injector struck the advisor’s medallion, and unknown to me, spacers are adept fighters.”

“Unfortunate, to say the least,” Dorelyn remarked. “I dare say your usefulness has run its course.”

“While incarcerated, I learned JOS security was on to me for the killings of Roby and Emerson,” Sika said from behind the desk, and Dorelyn turned to face her. “They put together details of those killings and were searching for me with a facial recognition application. My disguises kept me safe.”

Sika waited. She noted coldly that Dorelyn had nothing to say. “Is my usefulness entirely at an end?” Sika asked.

Suddenly, Dorelyn realized why Sika might be in her office under these strange circumstances. She was testing the viability of their relationship.

“Only as far as topsiders are concerned, Sika,” Dorelyn said evenly. “I’ll have work for you to do in the domes.”

Dorelyn waited for an answer. When none came, she realized Sika had left, as silently as she’d moved about the room.

Locating the comm unit on the desk, Dorelyn called house maintenance to restore the lights in the room.

When the tech left, which was in a hurry after completing his job, Dorelyn sat fuming behind her desk.

Years ago, Dorelyn had agreed that Sika could have an apartment of her own. An account was opened for the young woman, and Dorelyn set up a monthly auto transfer.

Sika had created a second account, which swept the funds out a day after the coin was received in the first account.

Security staff was unable to gain access to the second account. It had been JOS security coded to DNA, which wasn’t Sika’s. That alone was a mystery. Dorelyn’s security couldn’t understand how Sika could access her own account.

In actual fact, the second account’s deposits were swept to a third account, which Sika accessed via her comm unit. With Dorelyn’s funds, Sika paid for her apartment, her food, and her necessities.

Dorelyn deposited bonus funds into Sika’s account for successful execution of assignments. By Dorelyn’s calculations, the assassin would have amassed a significant sum, not that the young woman had any use for the coin.

The decision that lay before Dorelyn was whether to move on Sika now or wait until later. She hadn’t liked Sika’s visit. It had scared her, and she didn’t like being frightened by anyone. Worse, it showed Dorelyn that Sika no longer trusted her.

Locating Sika was out of the question. She moved on a regular basis, which also annoyed Dorelyn.

After the first three years of their arrangement, Dorelyn had realized that Sika must have discovered her security team’s attempts to find her apartment. Subsequently, she’d been able to hide her presence among the dome’s downsiders.

To eliminate Sika, Dorelyn knew she’d have to set a trap. She would need to offer her assassin a valuable target. Sika was always summoned by a dead drop. It was a tedious method of communication, when a comm call should have sufficed, but it was one of Sika’s rules.

The choice of the target would be important. It had to be plausible to ensure that Sika wasn’t alerted to the possibility of a trap.

Dorelyn readily admitted the body count would be high when security tried to take Sika. Worse, the action would have to take place in her office to allay Sika’s suspicion. In which case, Dorelyn would need to find a way to protect herself when the mayhem ensued.
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Tails

Dottie Franks and the other three candidates who followed her onto the candidates’ list opened the gate for others. The number of stationers who signed up quickly increased.

Imian had proposed his idea of regular downsiders as candidates to his father, who lauded the concept. Moreover, the council accepted it over Dorelyn’s objections.

However, the leaders of the underground refused to add their names, as Imian had hoped. Instead, the seconds- and thirds-in-command became the candidates. It was the likes of Noel Gunderson and Gerry Grayson who stepped forward to assume the responsibility.

Dingles and his committee worked out a schedule. The candidates for president and the Assembly received access to Pyrean-wide broadcasts, which allowed them to present their messages to every citizen.

By now, Imian had contacted his eleventh organization, and there were more to go.

Dorelyn had a rare meeting in her office with Rufus, Idrian, and their three security chiefs.

“Where do we stand?” Dorelyn requested.

The security chiefs delivered similar reports. They were less than glowing.

“How is it that with all the coin we’re spending that we’re not receiving more promises of bought votes?” Rufus fumed.

“The coin is being distributed to our contacts on the JOS and the YIPS,” Eaton said, “but it’s not being spent.”

“Why not?” Idrian asked.

Idrian’s security chief shrugged. “Not many takers,” he said.

“What are you hearing?” Dorelyn asked Eaton.

“Topsiders are watching the Triton dome’s output,” Eaton replied. “The activities are the talk of the station. Were you aware that the empath and her partner discovered how to shift the dome’s vid output to an external one?”

“Topsiders can see the access tunnels and the shuttle tubes,” Rufus’s security chief added. “They’re watching the shuttle bodies growing out of the tubes. It’s actually pretty exciting.”

Rufus winced and marked his security chief for a reprimand, demotion, or worse. In front of Dorelyn, the man sounded like he favored the topsiders and the aliens.

“So, the topsiders like the way things are going,” Dorelyn mused. “I assume that attitude reflects opinions about Pyre’s surface.”

“It does,” Eaton replied. “Before the envoy made her deal with the Veklocks, most stationers perceived the development of the surface as a generational project. That’s all changed. The pace of alien construction is nothing short of amazing, and stationers see that. Now it’s believed that Pyre’s surface will be reclaimed in our lifetimes.”

“And they’ll credit Harbour and Jessie for that,” Idrian surmised.

“Which means they’ll support Henry Stamerson and the station’s Assembly candidates,” Dorelyn concluded.

“Do we still have the numbers?” Rufus demanded.

“Yes,” his head of security replied, “but not by much.”

“I thought our population was ahead by a significant margin,” Dorelyn queried. She was annoyed that she was just learning this now.

“Several reasons for only lately discovering this,” Eaton replied. “We don’t report our population count to the JOS, and they don’t share their numbers with us. It was decades ago when we last received any definitive count. We projected present-day topsider numbers based on historic trends. Obviously, we’re in error. The JOS is nearly at capacity, which is why excitement about the surface opening is so high.”

“Then we’re working with estimates, but really don’t know if we have the edge in population?” Idrian asked.

The faces of the security chiefs displayed different opinions. That there wasn’t consensus bothered the family heads.

“That’s wonderful,” Rufus groused when he scanned the men facing him.

“Excuse us,” Dorelyn said.

The security chiefs knew who Dorelyn meant, and they left the office.

“If these elections are going to be close, we’ll need to inform the council,” Dorelyn said. “Every family must redouble its efforts to ensure that every eligible downsider votes.”

“There is a strategic approach available to us,” Idrian said. “We need control of the Assembly. That’s twenty-one of the forty representatives. We should have our citizens target those candidates who we need.”

“That’s a good idea,” Rufus said excitedly. “We have a few more families than that number. Assign each family to gather votes for just one candidate.”

Dorelyn hesitated, which was a mistake in front of Idrian and Rufus. The men knew it was a good play, and Dorelyn’s unwillingness to immediately say so meant she had some machination at work.

“Dorelyn, the council overruled your objection against the workers running their candidacies,” Rufus warned. “What are you planning that would mess with them?”

Dorelyn had counted the downside workers who had announced their candidacies. At the time, she’d found only fourteen, and she’d moved to ensure an additional twelve downsiders signed up. However, to ensure those twelve were elected, she needed to secure their votes. Unfortunately, Dorelyn miscalculated. The rate of downsider candidate signups was accelerating. Soon, there would be too many downsider candidates for the families to be assigned to cover one of them and ensure the families won the Assembly’s majority.

“Well?” Idrian prompted Dorelyn.

“I’ve added some of my people to the candidate’s list,” Dorelyn admitted.

“How many?” Idrian pressed.

“Too many,” Dorelyn said.

“Oh, for the love of Pyre,” Rufus wailed. “I thought you were supposed to be the clever one. We come up with a good idea to secure the Assembly, and we find out you’re trying to crack our dome.”

Dorelyn’s jaw clamped shut. That she’d been placed in this ignominious position threatened a colossal loss of temper. Ironically, in this case, she was the one in the wrong.

“You’ll need to direct your nominees to withdraw their candidacies,” Idrian said quietly. “Do that, and we won’t need to inform the council.”

Idrian saw Rufus’s head jerk in his direction. He knew how badly Rufus wanted Dorelyn to drop her run for the presidency, and Rufus had thought he’d found the perfect lever to unseat her. However, Rufus was often shortsighted, and Idrian recognized that. The families needed to retain control. Dorelyn wasn’t the perfect choice, but she held the council’s majority. Accepting that, it was critical to win the Assembly and consolidate their power over the topsiders. Everything else was secondary.

Dorelyn regarded Rufus and waited. She watched various emotions flit across his face.

“Rufus,” Idrian prompted softly, breaking the silence.

Rufus stared at Idrian. He knew Idrian was right. Nevertheless, it hurt to say so. “Agreed,” he allowed through gritted teeth.

“They’ll withdraw their names over a period of days,” Dorelyn said. “It’ll raise too many questions from Captain Bassiter if they drop off at the same time.”

Dorelyn’s reminder that the Belle’s captain controlled the election process and the potential fate of the families’ power had a chilling effect.


* * * *




Caitie arrived home from work one evening to find Noel engrossed in a conversation with Thomas, the brilliant young man who headed the domes’ electric vehicle programming.

“Hello, Thomas,” Caitie said cheerfully before she recognized the somber mood of both men. “Problem?” she asked, suddenly on the alert.

“Possibly,” Noel replied.

Caitie took a seat at the table, and said, “Bring me up-to-date.”

“I’ve asked Thomas to track Imian’s travels by e-trans,” Noel said.

“We can do that?” Caitie asked.

“Not in general,” Thomas said, “but Noel provided me with Imian’s voiceprint. That’s how we track him. He speaks the destination. If the vehicle determines there’s a match, it signals the servers.”

“Okay, I’m following you, so far,” Caitie said.

“The next step was to overlay vehicle traffic on top of Imian’s trips,” Thomas explained.

“Why?” Caitie asked.

“My request,” Noel said. “I’m keeping an eye on Imian.”

Caitie didn’t respond to her husband, but she did nod at Thomas to continue.

“The idea was to look for similarities between Imian’s route and other vehicle traffic,” Thomas explained.

“The vehicles are programmed to follow set paths,” Caitie pointed out. “Why wouldn’t most of them appear to follow Imian?”

“I filter out the e-carts,” Thomas replied. “They’re for cargo, and I filter out the e-trans that aren’t directed to destinations. Then the remaining vehicles have to be individually analyzed. Unfortunately, the data’s amount and complexity prevented me from providing Noel an answer until he provided an idea.”

When Caitie regarded Noel, he explained. “It occurred to me that anyone following Imian wouldn’t know where the boy was going. They would have had to continually provide the e-trans with incremental directions.”

“With that piece of information, it was easy,” Thomas declared.

“What was the result?” Caitie asked.

“Imian was first followed on the day he visited the fourth group for us,” Noel replied, “and every day and night since then.”

Caitie’s heart lurched and her face hardened. “They could be collecting his contacts,” she declared, “and they’ll know he’s visited you each time before he’s made contact. This is a disaster.”

“We’ve been discussing what the data show,” Noel said calmly. “Listen to what we surmise.”

Caitie brought her bout of anxiety under control. “Go ahead,” she said.

“We discovered every e-trans that follows Imian received its first directive from Dorelyn Gaylan’s house,” Thomas said.

“Each time, there’s a single individual in the vehicle,” Noel added.

Caitie frowned, and Thomas supplied, “Sensors in the seats communicate the numbers of passengers. It helps us predict passenger traffic loads.”

“So, one individual from Dorelyn’s security team follows Imian on each visit to another group,” Caitie summarized. “But how do they know when he’s leaving the house?”

“They don’t, Caitie,” Noel said, slightly exasperated. His wife had a habit of interrupting speakers with questions instead of waiting to hear the complete report.

“One of Dorelyn’s security people takes an e-trans to a point near the Tuttle house. Then that individual waits until Imian leaves and follows him or until his replacement arrives and relieves him,” Thomas said.

“Are they following Imian to Noel’s agri-dome?” Caitie asked.

“When Imian enters my agri-dome, the tailing e-trans halts on the other side of the interconnector and waits until Imian leaves the agri-dome,” Noel said. “They know there’s no other interconnector to my dome, and they probably believe they’ll be spotted if they come inside.”

Caitie started to ask another question, and Noel held up a hand. “Here’s the best part,” he said. “When Imian arrives at his contact’s destination, the security person remains in the vehicle.”

“How do you know …” Caitie managed to say before she realized her error. “Oh, right, the seat sensors.”

Noel nodded. Then he added, “The entire routine appears to be a cursory tail of Imian. He’s suspected by Dorelyn because of his time on the Belle and his relationship with Sasha. Add to that Imian’s change in dress and habit, mix it with Dorelyn’s paranoia, and you have a simple assignment to her security.”

“If I could add an opinion?” Thomas asked. He waited for Caitie’s approval before he said, “There are more efficient ways to use an e-trans to tail someone. It looks like Dorelyn told her security chief to check Imian out. Then the task was assigned to low-level agents, who’ve limited imagination.”

“The reports the agents deliver up the line have to be fairly thin,” Noel hypothesized. “They don’t know where Imian’s going. They follow him to a destination, but they don’t investigate the buildings he enters, which means they don’t know who he’s meeting.”

“Is Imian following your suggestions about doing small things before he makes contact?” Caitie asked with concern.

Noel chuckled, which irked Caitie, but he couldn’t help it. He was enjoying relating his story. “Imian’s not taking my advice,” Noel said. “He’s been listening to the envoy and the advisor. He not only makes stops before he makes contact. He makes stops afterwards.”

“When Imian intends to make contact, his travel logs indicate that he’s gone from his house for a period of six to eight hours,” Thomas added with a grin.

“I can hear the reports to the security chief now,” Noel said. “Well, sir, we followed him for most of the day. We stopped at this clothing store, this associate’s house, this food stop, this place of business, this —” Noel had quickly halted when Caitie’s eyes narrowed at him.

“Does Imian know or suspect he’s being followed?” Caitie asked.

“He hasn’t said anything to me,” Noel replied, “and we’ve just come to that conclusion ourselves.”

“We should immediately end contact with Imian,” Caitie said with emphasis.

“Thank you, Thomas,” Noel said graciously. “You’ve done a wonderful job. Keep an eye on Imian for me.”

“I will,” Thomas replied. After a quick glance at Caitie, he hurried out of the apartment. He had no desire to stay for the argument that was sure to come.

“We end it,” Caitie repeated fiercely.

“We had an agreement,” Noel retorted. “He didn’t come to another meeting, and he hasn’t. For which you allowed that I would handle the contact with him.”

“The tailing of Dorelyn’s security changes everything,” Caitie said. “I’m canceling our agreement. In your next contact, tell Imian not to come to the agri-dome anymore.”

“That’s a mistake,” Noel snapped back. He’d raised his voice for the first time in a long while. “Security has seen him come to the agri-dome every day. If he suddenly changes his routine, they might investigate.”

“It’s a chance we’ll have to take. End it,” Caitie pronounced with finality and left the table.

“No,” Noel replied hotly.

Her husband’s denial halted Caitie in her tracks, and she spun around to stare at him. “I lead our group,” she declared.

“And I’m the Assembly candidate,” Noel reminded Caitie. “You had an opportunity to embrace the future, but you chose not to. Imian’s risking his life for us, and he’s a teenager. I’m not going to cut him loose when he most needs us. If you want your declaration to stand, then I’ll not attend any more meetings, and you can relocate the group. Furthermore, I’ll find another apartment. If I’m taken, I can say we’ve been separated for a while.”

Caitie was stunned. She couldn’t believe Noel was choosing a family’s son over her and the group’s safety. Without a word, she turned and exited the apartment.

“Nicely done,” Noel muttered, resting his head in his hands. He couldn’t remember the last time he shared such harsh words with Caitie. He believed in what he said. He just wished he’d found a better and less combative way to say it.
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Target

In the morning, Dorelyn delivered her third Pyre-wide address concerning her candidacy. Reports from the other family heads said that she came across as cool and business-like. She interpreted their criticism as she lacked warmth and personality. It made her think that Idrian might have been a better choice.

The election was three days away, and Dorelyn couldn’t shake the feeling that Sika needed to be dealt with sooner than later. The assassin could be a huge detriment to her reputation if she fell into the hands of JOS security and the young woman chose to out their relationship.

While Dorelyn sat brooding at her desk, Eaton tapped at her door. She half-listened, while he updated her on several ongoing projects. Nothing needed her immediate attention, and when he finished, she waved him away.

Dorelyn returned to thinking about Sika. Then something Eaton had said clicked. During one of his reports, he’d said there was nothing new to communicate about Imian.

“Who said so?” Dorelyn whispered softly.

Imian would make a significant target for Sika, Dorelyn thought. She examined the timeline until the election. She’d have to move quickly, which would fit with the story she’d have to sell. When she’d completed the framework of her plan, she called Eaton to her office.

“You’ve seen the young woman, the prim and proper one, who occasionally visits my office,” Dorelyn said.

Eaton wanted to say, “Yes, the woman who you never cared to introduce to me.” Instead, he settled for, “Yes.”

“I want her eliminated,” Dorelyn said. “It’ll have to be a trap. I’m the bait, and it must be sprung in my office.”

Eaton frowned. “I assume she’s a downsider,” he said.

“She is,” Dorelyn replied. “She’s been working for me as an assassin.”

“Her?” Eaton asked dubiously.

Dorelyn ran down a list of six successful high-profile murders on the JOS, which included Roby and Emerson. “Those were Sika’s work,” she said in conclusion.

Eaton stood still. He sought a chair without being told he could sit. His mind grappled to make sense of the image of the slight, demure woman he’d seen and the deadly acts she’d committed.

“You trying to figure out how Sika could take out those people I mentioned and more?” Dorelyn asked. Despite briefly sympathizing with Eaton, she brusquely said, “Don’t try. She doesn’t think and feel like us. She’s a cold, impersonal machine when it comes to planning her work. The only time she’s missed her target was the recent time on the JOS.”

“Harbour and Cinders,” Eaton said in surprise,

“Yes, and that failure and Sika’s subsequent capture means she’s no longer of value to me,” Dorelyn stated unequivocally. “She’s become a liability, a risk I can’t afford.”

“It would be safer to eliminate her at her residence,” Eaton offered. “Where does she live?”

“I don’t know,” Dorelyn replied. “When I need her services, I drop a message.”

“You personally?” Eaton asked.

“I was the only individual in this household who knew Sika and what she did. Now you do,” Dorelyn replied.

“Then you plan to invite Sika to your office, and we take her here,” Eaton summarized.

“That’s the basic idea, but I warn you. It won’t be easy. First, I’d like to survive no matter how it goes down. Second, you must be prepared for a high body count. You have to overwhelm her. Don’t play it clever. She’s deadly. Third, if she makes it out of this room, she must not leave the grounds.”

“You mentioned that you’re the bait,” Eaton reminded Dorelyn. “Does that mean that you have to be in the office?”

“Yes. We always meet here for her assignments. Once, I chose to be late. When I came to my office, she wasn’t waiting outside. A few minutes after I’d sat behind the desk, she entered,” Dorelyn explained.

“We sweep your office twice a day and after visitors for devices,” Eaton protested.

“I know you do,” Dorelyn allowed. “Don’t ask me how she does it. I don’t know that either.”

“Who will you offer as her assignment?” Eaton asked.

“I’ll tell her the target is Imian Tuttle,” Dorelyn replied. She held up a hand to halt Eaton’s next words. “I know the boy isn’t a legitimate target. I’ll have to make up a story about him.”

“We could catch her when she enters the house. There’s no reason to risk you,” Eaton offered.

“Sika was in my office a few nights ago,” Dorelyn said.

“That woman hasn’t —” Eaton uttered before he clamped his mouth shut. “The night the lights were out,” he said in a quiet rush of breath.

“That’s right,” Dorelyn said. “She was waiting for me in the dark. We talked, and she disappeared.”

“How?” Eaton asked in confusion.

“Good question,” Dorelyn growled. “Why don’t you ask her after you kill her?”

“Timing?” Eaton asked.

“I’ll deliver the message to her today. I’ll set the meet for tomorrow night at twenty-two hours,” Dorelyn replied. “My explanation of the target and its urgency will keep Sika in my company for no longer than eight minutes, five at a minimum.”

“How do we protect you?” Eaton asked. “There’s only the door and the balcony as entry and exit points.”

“You’ve got a day to figure that out and complete your preparations,” Dorelyn said, dismissing Eaton.


* * * *




Sika carefully read Dorelyn’s note. She’d been expecting one. Her mistress had always underestimated her. Dorelyn presumed that her position as family head and her antagonistic manner would cower her. As camouflage, Sika had adopted a passive demeanor that placated Dorelyn.

However, Sika knew Dorelyn better than the woman knew her. While she’d sat primly on the couch, she’d studied Dorelyn’s every movement. Dorelyn thought she was a clever manipulator, who was able to hide her every thought, but that wasn’t the case.

Sika had observed every tiny twitch in Dorelyn’s face and every movement of her fingers. To Sika, Dorelyn screamed her thoughts. During their last meeting, Dorelyn’s fear was blatant to Sika’s eyes and ears.

Having observed that fear, Sika realized she’d lost her protector. Dorelyn was left with a single choice. It would be only a matter of time before the woman reached that decision and made her move.

Sika reread the note. She gave Dorelyn credit. The woman had made her decision sooner than Sika expected. The immediate meeting time suggested to Sika that this had something to do with the elections, but that wasn’t necessarily a condition to evaluate. She focused on the target Dorelyn had offered. It had a ring of probability, but Sika thought the encounter in the office could go either way.

There was little time for Sika to prepare, which she assumed her mistress counted on. She gathered the few things she’d need, ate, and sat quietly calculating, while she waited for Crimsa’s light to fade.

Sika’s apartment was near the Gaylan house, which Sika thought would amuse Dorelyn if she ever discovered that. After Crimsa set, she made her way along the darker ped-paths to the rear of the Gaylan property.

Slipping over the wall, Sika crept through the shrubbery, staying in the shadows. She crossed a few meters of open space to the thick base of an old plum tree. Then she climbed it slowly so as to not attract the attention of security, who roamed the grounds near the house.

The ancient plum tree spread its thick branches wide. Sika crawled out on one. It brought her to within twelve meters of the balcony outside Dorelyn’s office.

Sika unpacked a piece of fabric. It was material whose sides had different properties and was used in the agri-domes. One side allowed Crimsa’s weak starlight to pass, and the other side reflected the domes’ light onto the crops.

Settling on the branch, Sika covered herself in the fabric. She could see through it well enough to make out general movement but not great detail. From the outside, security should see what appeared to be a thicker area of branches, leaves, and fruit. She counted on security’s laxness, believing they wouldn’t watch the trees in the rear yard.

Then again, if security did spot Sika, she was prepared to make a quick exit over the wall. She settled in for the evening. As was her habit, she dozed on and off, while she waited.

The lights snapped on in Dorelyn’s office, and they woke Sika. She watched as workers flooded into the room. They laid protective material over the furniture and went to work.

Sika would have smiled if she had a sense of humor. The workers installed subtle constructions, most of which were against the walls and disguised as decorative facades. They were busy for hours and only cleaned up the space and retreated shortly before Crimsa eased over the horizon.

In two placements, the installations were defensive in nature, and Sika calculated they were designed as safe zones for Dorelyn. The other constructions allowed security to hide behind, or they might serve as traps.

Sika waited for Dorelyn and Eaton to investigate the work. When they appeared satisfied, they left the room, turning off the lights behind them. Then Sika removed her concealment fabric, folded it up, and stowed it in her pack. She eased slowly along the branch, shinnied down the tree, and used the shadows to escape over the wall.

Before dawn, Sika was, once again, secure in her apartment. She cleaned up, ate a meal, and sat cross-legged on a small couch to think.

It was obvious to Sika that Dorelyn’s message was an invitation to her death. There’d be no attempt to capture her. There was no value in that for her mistress. Dead, Sika couldn’t share Dorelyn’s secrets.

Secrets — the word bounced around in Sika’s brain. Secrets had worth, which meant they could be sold or traded.

The challenge was to find the individual who would most value the secrets she possessed. The choices were many. Every family head might want to take Dorelyn’s place, if and when she was arrested for her crimes.

However, Sika wanted to ensure that for the exchange she would receive assurances of protection. It occurred to her that there was one individual who perfectly fit the situation, and Dorelyn had indirectly pointed her in the right direction.

Imian Tuttle was Dorelyn’s target. That meant Idrian, the boy’s father, was potentially the individual most interested in Sika’s offer.


* * * *




Imian retired for the evening. He’d had a pleasant meal with his father, although his conscience kept the food from settling comfortably.

In Imian’s room, he sat on his bed and called Sasha. For the last few nights, there had been no more groups to contact. According to Noel, the organizations had taken over the operation, making their own contacts. There also hadn’t been any more shared calls with Harbour and Jessie.

However, Imian didn’t know if Noel and Caitie were still listening to his calls with Sasha. He did make the point of telling Noel that it wasn’t smart to anger a powerful empath, adding that Sasha was a teenager, who might lack the capability to make mature decisions.

Imian finished his call with Sasha and lay back on his bed. He dozed, but something woke him. Standing beside his bed was a young woman.

“Hello, Imian,” the woman said.

The voice was familiar to Imian, and he said weakly, “Luna.”

“Actually, it’s Sika, Imian. Be a good boy and sit up.”

When Imian did as requested, Sika slipped a collar around his neck, pulled a device from her pocket, and triggered it. The collar beeped in response.

“The collar contains material the engineers use to cut the surface rock when they lay the foundations for new domes,” Sika explained. “A small amount goes a long way. Do you understand?”

Imian nodded carefully in reply. Briefly, he wondered what was pounding in his head and then realized it was the coursing of blood driven by a wildly beating heart.

“Come, Imian. We’re going to see your father,” Sika said. She gestured toward the door, and Imian eased off the bed.

“I don’t know if he’s here,” Imian protested, trying to think of ways to stall Sika.

“He’s here,” Sika replied.

When Imian exited his room, he had the presence of mind to turn to the right.

“Brave but stupid, Imian,” Sika said. “The way to your father’s suite is the other way.”

Imian reversed course and headed toward the lift at the end of the hallway. When they reached it, Sika steered him away from it, turning Imian to the left and down a short hallway.

“Access it,” Sika ordered, when they reached the end of the hallway. She was referring to the secret passage that every family used in emergencies to access or exit the family head’s third-floor suite.

“No,” Imian replied hotly. Tears streamed down his face, and he stared angrily at Sika.

Sika gave Imian some credit. For his age, he was exhibiting more courage than she would have expected.

“Imian, I’m not here to kill your father or you,” Sika said. “I need him, but I need to guarantee my safety. You’ve been tasked with the job.”

“Why should I trust you?” Imian challenged. He was desperately trying to figure out how to call security, but in any case, he was determined not to give Sika access to his father.

“Do you know who employs me?” Sika asked. She moved partially around Imian so that she could watch the approach of anyone down the hallway. “Dorelyn Gaylan,” she supplied. “Does that surprise you?”

“No, but I thought it might have been Lise Panoy or Rufus Stewart,” Imian replied.

“Good possibilities,” Sika allowed. “I’m here tonight because Dorelyn wanted me to kill you or rather she intimated that was the reason we were to meet.” Then she added, “You’ll notice that you aren’t dead. Anyway, the meeting was a ruse. I witnessed Dorelyn’s preparation for my murder.”

The whisper of the lift doors caught Sika and Imian’s attention. To Imian’s horror, his father stepped out.

“There you are, Imian. I was coming to see you,” Idrian said. “Who’s your friend?” he asked and then halted when he saw the stricken expression on his son’s face.

“This is Sika, Dorelyn’s assassin,” Imian managed to say.

“Ex-assassin,” Sika corrected. “Imian has a new necklace,” she said, waving the activator. “It’s to ensure an uninterrupted conversation. Let’s go back to Imian’s room.”

Sika had father and son sit on the bed. She occupied a chair next to the balcony doors, by which she’d entered the bedroom.

“What do you want?” Idrian asked.

“Before we get to that,” Sika said, “my name is Sika, as you heard your son say, and Dorelyn did employ me. Under her orders, I attempted to eliminate the envoy and her advisor. I did remove Roby, Emerson, and others. I can prove these actions with details that only JOS security will know.”

Idrian, who initially had been terrified of Sika, regarded her from a different perspective as she talked. This wasn’t an assassination. The woman had an opportunity to kill them both, and she wasn’t taking it. No, this was the opening of a negotiation.

“If what you’re saying is true, Sika, that information would be extremely valuable to some people,” Idrian said in a coaxing voice.

“I thought so,” Sika replied.

“She said Dorelyn wanted her to kill me,” Imian blurted out.

Idrian glanced toward Sika, who casually shrugged and said, “It’s true.”

“Why would Dorelyn target my son?” Idrian asked in surprise.

Imian belatedly realized the mistake he’d made in sharing that piece of information. He hoped the subject wouldn’t be pursued, but he heard Sika say, “That’s my question. Imian, why don’t you tell your father and me what you’ve been doing? Obviously, it’s critical enough for Dorelyn to think she could convince me of your worthiness as a target. That, of course, was what she intended to communicate to me, while her men were trying to kill me.”

When Idrian tore his eyes away from his son to regard Sika, she added, “That’s why I’m here.”

“What have you been doing, son?” Idrian asked.

“Yes, do tell,” Sika added.

Imian could understand why Sasha talked about melting brains. He wanted to see Sika writhing in pain on the floor, as her brain was enveloped in overpowering waves of anger. Then he would watch awareness fade from her eyes, as her mind left reality behind. His fantasy was interrupted by his father’s voice urging him to speak.

“I’ve been fomenting a revolution,” Imian cried out. Glaring at Sika, he said. “There! Are you satisfied?”

“No, I’m afraid I’m going to need more details than that,” Sika replied.

Imian hated the assassin’s calm manner. Then he remembered that she came by it naturally. It was the only manner she knew.

“That’s all you’re going to get,” Imian replied stoically. “Obviously, Dorelyn thinks she knows, and it represented potential bait for the likes of you.”

“Now, Imian, let’s not get personal,” Sika said, holding up the activator.

“You’ve convinced me,” Idrian said quickly and smoothly. “You’ve valuable information on Dorelyn, and now I know that she’s targeting my son. What’s your offer?”

“You get what I possess. You ensure the information gets to the commandant. Then Dorelyn will be arrested and prosecuted like they did to Markos Andropov,” Sika said.

“The Review Board will require you testify. They’ll order the commandant to find you,” Idrian pointed out.

“I would supply testimony but not personally. I’d do it remotely from your house,” Sika replied.

“Why here?” Idrian asked.

“You’re going to be my new protector,” Sika replied. She watched Idrian carefully, looking for telltale signs that he might lie to her.

“I don’t employ assassins,” Idrian said. He thought he was pronouncing their death sentences.

Sika knew that what Idrian said was a lie, but she allowed it. His security team committed the acts, and obviously, Idrian considered household employees different from using outside providers.

“You mistake me, Idrian. I would be retired. You’d compensate me, during my retirement, until the end of my years,” Sika explained.

“Your plan won’t work,” Imian said, and he suddenly had the attention of his father and Sika. “The probabilities are high that Captain Stamerson will win the presidency.”

“Why do you think that?” Idrian asked his son.

“Let the boy talk,” Sika said, which cowed Idrian. He also didn’t like the way the assassin never raised her voice or showed emotion.

“If and when Stamerson wins, JOS security will descend on the domes. The families’ old ways will be gone. Their protection will be gone, and JOS security will be hunting you.”

Sika stared at Imian. Her head cocked to the side, as if it would help her study him better. “You have been busy,” she said.

“Why should I be so important to JOS security that they would waste their time trying to find one woman in all these domes?” Sika requested. This was the part where she needed others who had the ability to educate her about human motivations.

“It’s the aliens,” Imian replied. “They’re saving Pyre and opening a flood of possibilities for our citizens. Harbour and Jessie brought them to us.”

“And I tried to kill them,” Sika finished.

“That and in your testimony to the Review Board you’d be admitting to the killing of stationers under Dorelyn’s direction,” Imian said. “The topsiders will want some measure of justice for the killings. I don’t think Dorelyn will satisfy them.”

Sika considered what Imian said. Resuming bargaining with Idrian for his protection appeared to be a useless endeavor. If Imian was right about the topsiders, then her time was short before she was arrested and incarcerated for life. Then again, it was more likely that she would be killed in their attempt to take her.

Idrian and Imian glanced at each other, as Sika sat deep in thought. The activator rested conveniently in her hand.

Unexpectedly, Sika stood and pressed a switch on her activator.

Father and son were horrified, but then they blinked in confusion when nothing happened.

“Timer,” Sika said, as she opened the door to the balcony. “The collar will deactivate in five minutes. I suggest you have security uncouple it and dispose of it carefully.” Then she was gone.

Idrian and Imian waited for five tortuous minutes.

Finally, Idrian saw the red telltale blink off. “Don’t move a muscle,” he warned and called his security chief.

A few minutes later, a tech removed the collar, placed it in a thick metal container, and walked slowly out of the room.


-37-
Elections

For the entire day following Sika’s visit, Imian and his father were on nonspeaking terms.

Idrian realized that whatever his son had done regarding the elections, it was too late to reverse the effects of his efforts.

The following day, the elections were in full swing. Voting opened at eight hours and would close at twenty hours. The time span would allow spacers to complete a shift and still have time to register their votes through their ships’ relays.

Eyes were glued to monitors and comm devices to watch the race for president. Early numbers gave Henry a slight edge over Dorelyn. The council believed this was due to the votes of anxious spacers and Belle residents, but they were mistaken.

Henry’s lead increased incrementally every hour that passed. Dorelyn and he were the only real contenders. The other candidates garnered only a few votes from friends and family.

Dorelyn railed at Eaton to explain why she was losing when the domes should have the greater numbers.

Eaton was at a loss for explanations. The feedback from the families’ security chiefs was that associates, vendors, and business partners knew what was required of them.

One member of a family knew what was happening. Imian sat on his bed. His comm unit was connected to Sasha since he didn’t dare attach it to a monitor. That would have displayed his comm ID to house security.

Sasha couldn’t have been happier. She had Imian to herself for the entire day. She chatted on about anything and everything, and Imian was content to listen to her, often with a smile.

Every half hour, Sasha would pause to read out the votes for presidential candidates from the Review Board’s channel.

“You’re doing it,” Sasha would often say.

“They’re doing it,” Imian would reply each time.

Imian’s final contact count was twelve groups. That meant he knew of thirteen underground organizations. He had no idea how many other groups had been contacted by the thirteen leaders.

However, Imian calculated that the member count of the groups couldn’t account for Henry’s widening margin over Dorelyn. The only explanation was that the underground organizations had broken their security protocols and reached out to family, friends, and associates. That took courage. It was an enormous risk for each individual, but the enthusiasm and the appetite for change were powerful forces.

A little after half the day’s voting period had elapsed, it was obvious to Dorelyn that she had no chance of winning. At the present rate, Captain Stamerson would win by a twelve- to fifteen-point margin.

The outcome was obvious to others, including Liam, and he contacted Dingles.

“Captain, there’s no doubt Henry’s going to win,” Liam said. “I need a critical plan for dome security put in play, and I need Henry’s approval.”

Liam had to wait briefly for the reply. The Belle was loading slush at Emperion.

“I’m sorry, Commandant,” Dingles said. “Henry’s approval will carry no weight until the election period is closed and I announce the winner based on the recorded votes. However, you can meet with him, get his tentative approval, and move soon after my announcement. You’ll still need Henry to formally certify your plan for the record before you activate it.”

Liam did just that. The meeting was short. Henry knew the problems Liam would face downside, and he saw that Liam had planned his actions well. Henry drafted his approval statement, and the men parted company to wait for the election period to close.

Assembly candidates numbered fifty-eight. It would be a simple election process for the forty seats. The early numbers showed the downsiders were doing as well as the topsiders. That gave the council some level of comfort. If they couldn’t have the presidency, they could, at least, control the Assembly and thereby curtail the president’s power, or so they hoped.

By midday, it was obvious that Dottie Franks, Lindsey Jabrook, Bryan Forshaw, Pete Jennings, Noel Gunderson, and Gerry Grayson, among others, would make the cut as Assembly delegates.

Throughout the day, downsiders exchanged messages via vehicle traffic. Every Assembly candidate was a member of the underground, and each had vowed to their group that they would vote for the good of the majority of the domes’ population.

At the end of the day, Captain Henry Stamerson became the first president of Pyre. Of the forty Assembly seats, the downsiders attained twenty-one, and the topsiders held the other nineteen. Only four topsiders knew what the numbers meant. The rest of the population had to wait to discover Imian’s secret.


* * * *




After Captain Bassiter announced the election results, a dejected Dorelyn returned home from the council meeting. She ate a small evening meal. Despite the late hour, she chose to visit her office, as was her habit.

Dorelyn sat behind her desk. She picked up her desk comm unit, winced, and dropped it. Her thumb and index finger were pricked, and little drops of blood oozed from them. She sucked both digits and carefully turned over the device.

Thin needles, which were attacked to tiny transparent globules, were adhered to the back of the comm unit. Startled by the implication, Dorelyn swiveled in her seat to seek her attacker. She saw no one.

Leaving the comm unit flat on the desk, Dorelyn accessed Eaton’s device. “Medical emergency. Intruder. My office,” she managed to choke out. Then her voice faltered. She attempted to stand only to sit down heavily in the chair.

Sika stepped from behind one of the artfully crafted concealments that security had recently installed.

Dorelyn managed a burble, when she had meant to chuckle. It was ironic that her assassin appeared from a location where security was supposed to hide to kill Sika.

Sika touched the actuator to close the door. Then she used a tool to tear it out and short the switch. She walked to the front of Dorelyn’s desk and stared at her ex-mistress. Gone was the impression of the demure young woman, the prim and proper visitor to Dorelyn’s office. Sika walked with the grace and stealth of a predator.

“It’s a combination of a paralytic, a slow-acting poison, and deadly bacteria, which are resistant to the first two ingredients, Dorelyn,” Sika said. “About the only things you’ll be able to do are blink and breathe. I much prefer you this way. Your conversations always bored me. You never knew that in my presence I held the power, not you. How was that true, you might ask? It was because you could be counted on to desperately cling to your comfortable life, and I could take it away from you at any time of my choosing.”

The pounding at the office door alerted Sika that security had arrived.

“Your office protection has turned into your prison, Dorelyn,” Sika said. “It will take some time for security to cut through that metal door. Although, if they’re imaginative, they might think to come over your balcony from the second floor.”

Sika leaned over the desk and examined Dorelyn’s upper lip. The council leader’s eyes blazed with hatred.

“I see the poison is working on schedule,” Sika said, studying the sweat she saw. “You’re feeling warm, if not hot. Soon you’ll start to itch. Then it’ll feel like your skin is burning, and there’s nothing you’ll be able to do about it. That’s what I wanted for you, Dorelyn … impotency. You’ve accumulated power, wealth, and influence. Yet, in the end, you’ll sit behind your desk helpless and expiring.”

Sika sat on the edge of the desk. One at a time, she picked up and studied the items that Dorelyn treasured. She dropped one on the floor to hear it break, while she watched Dorelyn’s eyes. For herself, she took no pleasure in the actions. Everything she did was meant to prove to Dorelyn that her status and prestige were of no use to her in her final moments.

“You might be wondering how I’m prepared to escape this time,” Sika said, snapping in half one of the treasures. “The fact is that I’m not. There’s no place to hide anymore. You’ve used up your life, Dorelyn, and mine.”

Sika withdrew an auto-injector from her bag. “This is similar to the one meant for the envoy,” she said. “This concoction will make my end quick. Security will break in here, and they’ll call med techs for you. Those men and women will work feverishly to save the dome’s powerful council leader.”

Resting on her elbows, Sika leaned across the desk so that she was nose-to-nose with Dorelyn. She said softly, “I want you to know that the med team will fail. Despite their efforts, your organs will shut down. In time, you’ll bleed from every orifice, and you’ll die miserably and slowly. While you suffer, I want you to think about me. I want you to understand that I did this to you. I brought you to death’s door and forced you to walk through it.”

Sparks flew from a cut in the wall. Security was going to manually trigger the door activator circuit when they finished notching out a section of the wall.

“Time to go,” Sika said. She pulled a chair in front of the desk. When she sat, she was directly opposite Dorelyn. One woman’s eyes were lit with terror, pain, and burning hatred. The other’s eyes were placid, accepting of the end.

Sika placed the auto-injector against her neck. She looked at Dorelyn, and said, “Enjoy your death, mistress. I planned it especially for you.” Then Sika triggered the injector.

The fluid from the injector shot quickly to Sika’s brain. A cascade swiftly followed, shutting down autonomous motor controls. Her heart stopped beating, as did her breathing.

A tech completed the door circuit. It slid aside, and security burst into the room, stun sticks drawn. The med techs rushed to Dorelyn’s aid.

To Eaton, it was a bizarre scene. Dorelyn was sweating profusely and frozen in her chair. Her attacker sat across the desk. Her arm hung by her side, and an empty injector clung to her fingers.

“Your creature got away from you,” Eaton muttered quietly. He stepped aside while the med techs rushed Dorelyn from the room on a stretcher. They were bound for the El and JOS medical services.

“What should we do with her?” a security agent asked Eaton, pointing at Sika’s body.

“Leave her,” Eaton replied. “The council leaders will want to know what happened. We need proof that it wasn’t us. When they’re satisfied, we can make her body disappear.”


* * * *




The El’s manager received a terse message from Liam, and he dressed and hurried to the terminal arm.

The El’s operators were furious at the disruption of their routine. They’d been commandeered by JOS security, and they made their complaints to the manager when he arrived. They were to no avail.

Liam’s security barred passengers from descending downside. His officers, who were stationers, were strapped into all the available seats. The ex-spacer officers had strung lines and used them to latch onto one another and the car’s bulkheads.

Now completely filled with security personnel, the El car descended the moment Liam was ready, which was forty-five minutes ahead of schedule. When security exited the El into the dome, Noel and Caitie, who had declared a truce between them, met the officers. They loaded most of them into e-carts, the cargo carriers. Liam, Miguel, and Noel caught an e-trans and led the e-carts. Caitie waited behind for the next load of security.

JOS security vehicles exited the first interconnector, and they passed an emergency medical team headed for the El. The officers sat silently in the vehicles, as they made their way to the first target, Dorelyn’s house.

Eaton met Liam at the door, and Liam produced the presidential order to surrender all stun sticks to JOS security.

“Where’s Dorelyn Gaylan?” Liam asked.

“You just missed her. She’s on her way to the JOS,” Eaton replied.

“The medical emergency?” Liam asked.

“Yes,” Eaton reluctantly admitted.

“How?” Liam demanded, as he backed Eaton into the house.

Eaton loosed a sigh. It was obviously the end of business as usual for his house, if not for the families. It was hoped the Assembly’s downsiders would put an end to the president’s directives, but that might take time.

“Upstairs. I’ll take you,” Eaton said.

To the house security agents, who had crowded behind Eaton, Liam announced loudly. “You’ll surrender your stun sticks to my officers, and we’ll be searching this house for more weapons. Any attempt to interfere with this lawful order will find you restrained, arrested, and incarcerated aboard the JOS.”

Spinning around, Liam added, “Major, you’re with me. Sergeant Tulafono, you have your orders.”

Sergeant Afato Tulafono was the younger brother of Ituau, captain of the Spryte. He had been injured in a mining accident and was one of the repaired.

Despite Maggie May’s suggestion to Jessie that he take the worst cases for the second group headed to Rissness Station, she’d reminded him that Afato was in need of repair. Jessie had included Afato as a favor to Ituau.

Liam and Miguel followed Eaton to the lift.

Afato waved to his officers, and they flowed into the main room, collecting stun sticks as they went. An agent made the mistake of pretending to hand over his stick to Afato active point first. The ex-spacer neatly grasped the stick halfway down the shaft and twisted it out of the agent’s grasp. The surprise on the agent’s face was not lost on the other agents or Eaton, who had witnessed the encounter.

Liam curtailed his desire to smile, but he did congratulate himself on his through preparations, especially his idea to hire ex-spacers.

Eaton led Liam and Miguel to the third floor and Dorelyn’s private quarters.

Liam noticed the ruined section of the wall. He glanced toward Miguel, who nodded. He’d seen it too. The officers walked around the body that was slumped in the chair.

“Luna,” Miguel said.

“Who?” Eaton asked.

“The assassin we’ve been seeking. She’s the individual who attacked the advisor and would have eliminated the envoy too, but she was foiled. She’s suspected of killing Roby and Emerson,” Liam declared.

Liam caught the flicker of thoughts that crossed Eaton’s mind, which were betrayed in his eyes.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t know,” Liam accused Eaton.

Eaton composed his thoughts. Dorelyn’s secret was about to land him aboard the JOS in a small security cell.

“This is Sika,” Eaton said, gesturing toward the body. “She’s Dorelyn’s, or rather she was Dorelyn’s personal employee. Recently, something went wrong with the relationship, and Dorelyn planned to kill her. Sika never showed for their meeting. Apparently, Sika came for retribution.”

“Is Dorelyn expected to survive?” Miguel asked.

“If Sika was responsible for what you say and she’d injected you, what would be the probability of you surviving it?” Eaton asked.

Liam didn’t like Eaton’s smooth answers, which conveniently admitted to little or no knowledge of Sika and Dorelyn’s business arrangement. He ignored Eaton’s rhetorical question, and directed Miguel to manage the office as a crime scene.

“When you’re done with your investigation, Major, take the body into custody and have her examined by JOS medical,” Liam ordered.

Miguel called two of the more experienced officers to assist him.

“A word for you, Eaton,” Liam said, stepping into the security chief’s space. “We’re here now. The airlocks to the surface will have their codes changed. There’ll be no more disappearances.”

This time, Liam enjoyed the surprise that was evident as it flitted through Eaton’s eyes.

Liam left Miguel and his officers investigating the crime scene in Dorelyn’s office.

Noel called Gerry Grayson to stand by at the Gaylan house to ensure Major Rodriguez had what he needed. When the officers finished loading an e-cart with stun sticks, Noel led Liam and the other men to the next house.

Meanwhile, the El delivered another load of officers and some techs. Cecilia accompanied this group. The plan was that they would return to the JOS when their assignment was complete. Caitie met Cecilia’s group.

“Major, every dome has four interconnectors,” Caitie said with little fanfare. “At least one of them will lead to another dome.”

“I’m familiar with airlocks, operating mechanisms, and access panels,” Cecilia replied, “and I’ve visited the domes once before. Do you have a map?”

Caitie held up her comm unit, and Cecilia accessed her device’s file transfer app. They touched units and the map was transferred. It was a manner of sharing that the underground preferred. The action wasn’t visible to family security.

“You need anything else?” Caitie asked.

Cecilia examined the map, realized where she was on it, and shook her head. Without a word, Caitie left.

“Pleasant person. I hope all downsiders aren’t like her,” a sergeant commented to Cecilia.

“Don’t take it personally. She has family problems,” Cecilia replied. Addressing her officers, she said, “Let’s get started. This dome has no access to the surface. Load into the little electric vehicles you see lined up. When you’re asked for a destination, the one behind the panel should reply dome five, airlock three.”

While Cecilia’s group hacked airlock panels and changed the codes, Liam and his officers arrived at Idrian Tuttle’s house.

Idrian was alerted by his security chief, and he met Liam at the door.

“We’re collecting stun sticks … presidential order,” Liam announced. He waited for Idrian to peruse the document. Then he looked at his newly minted officer, and said, “Search it, Sergeant Tulafono, and be gentle with these agents.”

Afato grinned. Then he directed his officers inside. His stature made his not insignificantly sized sister, Ituau, who was also of Earth’s Samoan descent, look puny by comparison.

“Assist them and cooperate,” Idrian instructed his security head. When the Assembly deadlocked the president, he thought there’d be an opportunity to recover the ground against JOS security and reclaim their stun sticks.

While the agents’ sticks were collected, Idrian’s security chief eyed Afato’s massive frame and indicated a section of the wall. Then he accessed a hidden panel from his comm unit. The panel popped open and revealed twenty stun sticks connected to a charging block.

Idrian took Liam aside, and he said urgently, “I need you to take my son, Imian, into protective custody.”

“Why?” Liam asked.

“An assassin named Sika was recently in my house. She placed an explosive collar around Imian’s neck,” Idrian replied.

“Is he okay?” Liam asked.

“Shaken up, as I was, but he’s fine,” Idrian replied. “Sika wanted shelter. According to her, she works for Dorelyn, who ordered Sika to kill my son. I think that woman has lost it.”

“You don’t have to worry about either one of them,” Liam replied. “Sika, who we knew as Luna, is dead. She poisoned Dorelyn and then killed herself.”

“What’s Dorelyn’s status?” Idrian asked anxiously.

Liam figured that Idrian wasn’t inquiring after Dorelyn’s health. He replied, “Eaton thinks Sika dosed Dorelyn with something nasty. Dorelyn’s still alive, but Eaton thinks that Sika’s intention was to ensure the woman suffered a slow, painful death.”

Idrian shuddered. “I never liked that woman, but I wouldn’t wish that on anyone,” he said.

“Yes, I know what you mean, Idrian. If you’re going to make someone disappear, at least make it quick and painless, right?” Liam asked sardonically.

When Liam saw Idrian’s surprise, he said, “Surface airlocks are being restricted to JOS security access only.”

“When can we expect the return of our property?” Idrian asked, recovering his composure as he watched another armload of sticks being carried past.

“If I have my way, never,” Liam retorted. “By the way, how many security personnel do you have?”

“Is that a requirement of your presidential order?” Idrian inquired. “I don’t remember seeing it in your document.”

“No, it’s not there, but I can return with that order,” Liam retorted.

“When you have it, then we’ll comply,” Idrian said. Then he excused himself, accessed the lift. He wanted to talk to Imian.

“How many?” Liam asked Afato, as they left the house after the sergeant and his officers had finished searching every meter of it.

“About the same number as we collected at the first house, sir, nearly two hundred,” Afato replied.

“There can’t be that many agents in the house,” Liam said, shaking his head. “I know they’ll want round-the-clock protection, but a third of their time will be at night locked up inside this fortress they call a home.”

“I was marking faces, sir,” Afato replied. “I estimate between fifteen to seventeen agents on duty tonight.”

Liam made some quick calculations. Then he said, “Those numbers don’t work. That’s too many weapons for their probable number of agents.”

“Well, sir, on a mining site, time is of the essence,” Afato remarked. “We often carry four or five backups of critical items, especially power tools. These sticks need charging. What if you were prepared for a fight? Would you have time to wait for your weapons to recharge?”

Liam stared at Afato and congratulated himself, once again, on the hiring of spacers. They brought an entirely different perspective to the job.

“That makes me wonder who they’re preparing to fight,” Liam mused.

Afato’s booming laughter cut the air. “Begging your pardon, sir, that’s something for officers, like yourself, to figure out,” he said. Then he touched two fingers to his brow and went to see to the loading of the stun sticks.

Liam called Cecilia. “How’s progress?” he asked.

“We’re working quickly,” Cecilia replied. “Doesn’t look like anyone was worried about complex encryption.”

“Why would they?” Liam remarked. “Every downsider knows what’s on the other side of those airlocks.”

“True … lovely lethal Pyrean atmosphere,” Cecilia said sweetly.

“Detail two officers, Major, to return to the El’s dome,” Liam requested. “They’re to standby to receive cargo, which they’ll transport topside.”

“What are they collecting?” Cecilia asked.

“Stun sticks,” Liam replied. “We’ve hit two houses, and we’ve collected nearly four hundred of them. We’ve more than twenty houses to go. You do the calculations.”

“I’ve an idea,” Cecilia said, “but before I voice it, I’m wondering who’s making these stun sticks for the families.”

“Oh, for the love of Pyre,” Liam moaned. “Now, you think to pose that idea, Major.”

“Sorry, sir,” Cecilia apologized. “I had no idea you’d uncover so many sticks.”

“Not your fault, Cecilia,” Liam said. “I should have thought of that too. I’ll start questioning the subsequent family heads. We might have more work tonight than we expected. What was your other idea?”

“Rather than my group returning topside after the airlock panel changes, let’s dedicate my officers to helping clean out the houses. The techs can manage the loading and transporting of the sticks to e-carts. One e-cart can easily handle two thousand sticks,” Cecilia offered.

“Good ideas, Cecilia, make it happen,” Liam ordered.

“I can spare most of my officers and half the techs now. I’ll commandeer two e-carts for them. Where do they meet you?” Cecilia asked.

“We’re headed to Rufus Stewart’s house. I’ll get the location from Noel and send it to you,” Liam replied.

Liam’s experience at the first two houses falsely set his expectations for the next house. Rufus had no desire to cooperate with him. The front door was locked, and Rufus yelled to Liam through it.

“If you don’t comply, Rufus Stewart, you’ll be arrested for obstruction of a lawful order,” Liam shouted back.

“Go away,” Rufus yelled. “We’re not interested in your new president’s directives.”

“Henry Stamerson is your president too,” Liam argued.

“Who says so?” Rufus declared hotly.

Liam scratched his head. Nothing in his station experience prepared him for this sort of situation. If he wanted access to a cabin or business and had a lawful reason to enter, he entered a priority override code and the door slid aside. This door was solid and was hinged by a long single shaft on one side. The other side had a flat plate that hid an electronic lock. However, there was no external control panel to override, not that he would have possessed the code for it, if there was one.

Afato examined the door. “Commandant, there’s a weak point here,” he said, pointing and grinning. “The locking mechanism could give with a little persuasion.”

Liam realized that if he moved on to another house, word would be passed to the other families. Then he’d be rebuffed at every front door.

“How do you propose to force it?” Liam asked.

Afato’s grin widened, and he patted his substantial shoulder.

Liam’s eyebrows tilted up at the idea. “I don’t need you hurt, Sergeant, by breaking through that door,” he said sternly.

“Understood, sir, but I think the aliens made me as good as new. I’ve been dying to test this body out,” Afato replied.

“Okay, Sergeant. You know the agents will be waiting for us on the other side,” Liam warned.

“Yes, they will be, sir,” Afato said, not intimidated by the thought.

“Then let’s get to it,” Liam said.

Afato reordered his squads. He put spacers in front, with the known scrappers right behind him.

“No shots to the heads,” Afato warned his officers. “When this door gives, make like its downtime and these fools are denying access to the last cantina.”

Liam hid his smile, as Afato stepped back and ran at the door. The sergeant hit it on the locking mechanism’s side. He hit it hard, and the door screeched in protest, as it slammed open. Rufus was directly in the path of the swinging door, and he was knocked unconscious.

The security chief was the first to confront the rush of officers. He swung his stun stick like a baton, aiming for Afato’s head. The ex-spacer snatched the stick from the man’s hand. Then he stuck his stick hard into the man’s stomach and down he went.

Liam stood in the doorway and watched the mêlée. The house agents were well-trained, but Liam’s ex-spacer recruits were experienced. Furthermore, those officers fought dirty. More than a few kicks were aimed at the agents’ shins, kneecaps, and groins. Liam watched Afato dump an agent over his head. The man landed flat on his back, knocking the wind out of him, and a second officer immediately stunned him.

Within less than three minutes, the few agents still standing dropped their sticks and threw up their hands.

“Smart boys,” Afato commented to them. “No use fighting if you’re going to lose and lose badly.”

Liam had Rufus and his security chief arrested. They would be added cargo for an e-cart.

“Collect their sticks and search the house, Sergeant,” Liam ordered. Looking toward one of Rufus’s agents, he said, “Don’t stand there looking confused. Call for your med techs. You’ve got some injured.”

Afterwards, Liam stood inside the doorway and watched loads of stun sticks being hauled out. Rufus had more than three hundred of them. He eyed his officers as they passed by. They displayed cuts and bruises, but they were grinning and chatting about the fight. Two of his officers were laid out in front of the house, while they recovered from stuns. He noted that they were stationers, not spacers.

The remainder of the night became routine. Family heads, for the most part, met Liam at the door. They stood aside and told their security personnel to cooperate. The houses were searched and the stun sticks collected.

More than one family head stared at the marked faces of Liam’s officers. It was the security chiefs who noted the gleams in the JOS officers’ eyes. Had they ever seen a large predator up close, they might have recognized it.
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One More Look

“What?” Devon asked Aurelia. “You’re not focused. What’s on your mind?”

Aurelia gazed at the constant stream of aliens and equipment arriving, while she absentmindedly returned personnel via the gate.

“I was thinking about the differences between our first exploration and our second,” Aurelia replied.

“And?” Devon pursued. He edged Aurelia aside to take over the console, and she leaned back against its side to reflect on her thoughts.

“Didn’t you think the differences were definitive?” Aurelia asked.

“That goes without saying,” Devon replied. “I mean, you name it … number of domes occupied, armament developed, traps employed, offensive strategies … everything was different.”

Then it hit Devon what was bothering Aurelia. Immediately after that thought, he had one of his own. “What more do you think they could be doing?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but shouldn’t we find out?” Aurelia asked.

“Harbour and Jessie are tied up until after the elections,” Devon said. “They won’t be ready to explore for a while.”

“I wasn’t thinking of asking them,” Aurelia replied, watching Devon carefully.

“No,” Devon said firmly.

“Yes,” Aurelia replied, closing on Devon and leaning against him.

“It’s too dangerous to explore without support,” Devon protested.

“We’ll get support,” Aurelia assured Devon, as she nuzzled his ear.

“Apologies for interrupting your mating rituals,” an alien said, “but we require transport.”

Aurelia laughed.

“Ready,” Devon told the hairy and horned alien, who then hurried to join his engineering team on the platform. Devon was grateful that the alien had no idea of human coloring. He was sure that the heat in his face must be displaying a nice red glow of embarrassment.

“I’ll make the arrangements,” Aurelia said to Devon, as he sent the alien team to Rissness.

“No,” Devon repeated, and his anger threatened to boil over.

Aurelia eased some of Devon’s emotional turmoil, and she said, “We don’t need to contact the Colony. I’m interested in their reaction to our intrusion.”

“We’d only count stars,” Devon said earnestly. “You promise?”

Aurelia kissed the tip of Devon’s nose, and said, “Promise.”

Aurelia’s first cube was sent to Tacticnok. She asked the ruler if Kractik could be spared to run the Triton console, while Devon and she investigated the Colony’s status. Also, she inquired if Jaktook would like to accompany them. She made it clear that the envoy and her advisor were busy with Pyrean affairs. Her second cube was sent to Crocia, and she invited Mangoth to accompany them.


* * * *




Tacticnok and Jaktook were on Na-Tikkook, when they received Aurelia’s message.

“Interesting that Devon and Aurelia intend to explore without the envoy,” Tacticnok said. She lounged on a pallet in a private room of the royal apartment. Jaktook and she were enjoying a private moment.

“I think it’s the nature of the exploration that warrants discussion,” Jaktook said, and he played the message again. “Aurelia’s intention,” he continued, “is to witness the Colony’s expansion. She doesn’t expect to contact them.”

“Then a journey to one gate outside of alliance territory should suffice,” Tacticnok reasoned.

“With the capabilities the pair possesses, it should,” Jaktook agreed. “Based on our experience with the Tsargit council, it’s good that she’s inviting witnesses.”

“Witnesses, yes,” Tacticnok said. “But I expect that Mangoth and you will also be support.”

“We’ll hardly be needed in that regard, one journey outward from the alliance, especially if we leave from the Sylian dome,” Jaktook pointed out.

“And you think that aspect of the message originated from Aurelia?” Tacticnok asked. Her bushy eyebrows rose in a query.

“Ah, Devon is protecting his mate,” Jaktook surmised.

“Just so,” Tacticnok replied. Then she fell silent.

When Tacticnok continued to dwell on her thoughts, Jaktook asked her to share.

“I see an opportunity, Jaktook,” Tacticnok replied, “but I believe it requires a subtle stroke. Devon and Aurelia are right to wonder about the Colony, who has surprised us twice. In addition, they’re right to request witnesses, but then there is the council.”

“You believe that Mangoth and I are insufficient witnesses to sway the minds of the councilors,” Jaktook reasoned. “There is always Solseena.”

“That’s what I’ve been considering. A direct request to someone of her status would be presumptuous,” Tacticnok mused.

“But a simple message via cube to Shevena, the dome administrator, to tell her of our impending journey through her non-alliance gate would only be polite, especially if the Sylians have taken steps to bar that platform,” Jaktook offered.

“The message must be sent by you and inform Shevena of who journeys through her dome,” Tacticnok said, sitting upright. “Furthermore, she should be told that the explorers journey only to investigate the Colony’s expansion.”

Jaktook had sat up too. He said excitedly, “I must work into the message that Devon and Aurelia have new console queries to test and they require an empty dome.”

“Is that true?” Tacticnok inquired.

“I assume it is,” Jaktook allowed. “Their knowledge grows with every few cycles. Returning workers, journeying through Rissness, have told others that the Pyreans have discovered how to shift the domes’ view from internal to external.”

Tacticnok shook her head in amazement. “Such a young, but clever race,” she commented. “Nonetheless, Jaktook, be vague there. Don’t say anything that could be proven untrue. If a Tsargit committee does become involved, they’ll expect results.”

Jaktook dipped his head in apology. His enthusiasm had run away with him. That didn’t demonstrate the worth of a master advisor.

“Retire, Jaktook,” Tacticnok said, patting his knee. “It’s been a long day. Compose your message in the morning when you’re fresh. Have Kractik send it via cube, and then inform her that she’s to relieve the Pyreans at the Triton dome.”


* * * *




Aurelia and Devon were thrilled to see Kractik appear on the platform. The females let out expressions of joy, and Kractik ran to be embraced by Aurelia, who had fallen to her knees to receive the little Jatouche.

Several species of aliens paused to witness the encounter. It gave them hope for the future of humans, if they would so heartily welcome another race.

“If you don’t kneel, Devon, you might be embarrassed by my greeting,” Kractik remarked. Her level gaze was slightly below his waist, and she flashed her teeth in humor.

Aurelia snickered, and Devon acquiesced and knelt.

As Kractik hugged Devon, she deliberately rubbed her muzzle along his jaw. As they parted, Kractik turned her gaze toward Aurelia, and her bushy eyebrows rose dramatically.

In turn, Aurelia laughed at Kractik’s antics.

For Devon’s part, he was blushing and refusing to comment.

“When you’re ready to journey,” Kractik said, “I’m ready to relieve you.”

“You have the console,” Aurelia replied. “We’ll grab our duffels, and you can send us.”

“Kractik, these races are operating around the cycle,” Devon said. “Do you have others coming to relieve you?”

“Not to worry, Devon, I’ve made arrangements,” Kractik replied.

When the couple returned from below, they were carrying not only duffels but launchers and satchels.

“I thought you didn’t anticipate encountering the Colony,” Kractik queried.

“If we’re journeying into non-alliance territory, we’re going armed,” Devon declared.

Kractik glanced at Aurelia, whose face remained neutral. Apparently, Devon desired this, and Aurelia didn’t think it was worth arguing over.

The couple stepped on the platform, and Kractik sent them to Rissness.

Aurelia and Devon were greeted with bows by the Jatouche. Other races stopped to honor the explorers. The races were learning of the explorers’ exploits and sacrifices, and they valued the warning of the Colony’s spreading territory.

The Pyreans were informed that Jaktook and Mangoth waited below, and the couple chose to wait on deck, while a tech ran below to collect them.

When Jaktook scurried up the ramp and Mangoth lumbered behind, Devon glanced at Aurelia with an I-told-you-so expression. Jaktook and Mangoth carried launchers and satchels.

After a round of greetings, Mangoth roared, “We journey!”

Most of the explorers’ day was spent passing from dome to dome. When they made the Sylian moon, they were greeted by Shevena and offered rooms on the third level.

The foursome accepted. After a meal, they chatted about the Triton projects and what they might find when they queried the empty dome. Then they retired for the evening.

Refreshed and fed the next morning, the explorers gathered on the deck. They found Solseena and her Tsargit committee waiting for them. Tacticnok and Jaktook’s subtle plan had worked.

“Do you journey far, explorers?” Solseena asked, after she’d introduced her committee members.

“One dome,” Aurelia replied.

“Yet, you come armed,” a member, whose face continuously shifted hues, noted.

“You’re welcome to make the journey into non-alliance territory alone. Then you can return and tell us it’s safe,” Devon offered casually.

“Your words are impertinent, but your point is valid,” the alien replied.

“It’s not impertinence if our lives are at stake,” Aurelia declared. She felt her power coiling and sought to gain control.

“I warned all of you,” Solseena said sternly to her committee members. “Don’t expect to be honored because you serve the Tsargit. Humans don’t know our ways. Most important, don’t annoy an empath. You won’t enjoy the resulting experience.”

Solseena turned back to Aurelia, and she winked — long white lashes closed over a brilliant blue eye.

Aurelia kept a straight face and stared hard at the committee members, while Jaktook chittered and Mangoth rumbled.

However, Devon scowled and wished he was a powerful empath. Then again, he thought, maybe it’s better that I’m not.

“To business,” Solseena said. “If you make a single journey, we’ll accompany you.”

“Why?” Jaktook asked.

Another committee member thought to tell Jaktook that he had no right to question the committee. However, he thought better of it after the repetition of Solseena’s warning.

“We wish to witness your prowess with the console,” Solseena said.

Aurelia started to object, but Solseena interrupted. “We’ll abide by the agreement made in the council’s presence,” she said. “If you wish, you may block our view of the console, while you explain what you’re doing.”

“We’re journeying to investigate the Colony’s expansion after our second encounter, nothing more,” Devon pointed out.

“We’re content with that,” Solseena said.

Devon didn’t think that was true. His glance at Aurelia said she didn’t think so either. Then he grinned at Solseena, who appeared unaware of what had just transpired between the humans.

Aurelia turned toward Shevena, who’d stood to the side, and said, “We journey.”

Shevena hurried to the console for the privilege of sending a Tsargit committee and, most of all, the explorers.

Solseena signaled the members to wait, while the explorers went first.

Mangoth unlimbered his launcher, withdrew a drum full of darts, and connected it to his launcher. Then he climbed on the platform and assumed a prone position. Devon, Aurelia, and Jaktook imitated his actions.

“This is ridiculous,” the chameleon-skinned alien declared. “I won’t be subject to this ignominious display.” He chose to stand behind the explorers, who faced inward.

The other members joined their companion. Then Shevena triggered the panel, and the group was bathed in the platform’s light.

When the explorers and the committee resolved within the new dome, their fingers tightened on their launchers’ activators, but the dome was empty.

“I said this was a ridiculous exercise,” the chameleon-skinned alien sniffed through his nostril slits.

“You’re allowed to make one mistake, where it concerns the Colony,” Mangoth said, climbing to his feet. “Unfortunately, afterwards, you’re dead.”

Aurelia and Devon hurried to the console, while Jaktook and Mangoth chose to check out the ramp and ensure that none of the insectoids waited below.

Devon activated the master panel. Then a query entered into a secondary panel dimmed the dome, and the star field lit.

“That star,” Aurelia said, pointing, “represents our present location.”

Then Aurelia asked Solseena to speak. While she did, Devon entered a second query, and the star field altered.

“Now you see the connection between this dome and the origin of the speaker’s voice,” Aurelia said, directing the committee to observe the line connecting two stars.

“One journey, and yet the two stars are so far apart,” a committee member marveled.

Devon added the newly discovered query to the same panel.

“Now you can see in the display where the other consoles are communicating to this one the presence of Sylians,” Aurelia explained. “Note that a single line connects this dome to the entire group of highlighted stars.”

“It’s because this dome is on the periphery of alliance territory,” Solseena surmised.

“Why are you supposing those are domes where Sylians are presently?” a member asked.

“We believe that the console is augmenting the earlier query, which was predicated on the last individual to speak before that query was made,” Devon said, “but we’ve no proof of that.”

“Then it wouldn’t be of use if we tested this query with other voices of the committee members since we don’t know where our race is at any one moment,” a bearded individual with pointed ears postulated.

“For the committee, that would be true,” Devon replied. Then he held a finger to his lips, spoke, and entered the first query again.

The star field shifted to indicate their dome’s connection through a host of stars to a faraway system.

“Triton,” a committee member guessed.

“True,” Jaktook replied.

“Now, watch carefully,” Devon said. “I’m adding the second query.”

The display dropped the zigzag course to the distant star and left a single highlight around their dome’s location.

“What was the point of that exercise?” Solseena asked.

“I was the speaker,” Devon explained. “Humans are only in this dome. None of us are at Triton, the only other dome we could have been occupying.”

“And we’re to believe that these exercises were identical when we’ve no way of knowing what you’re doing?” a committee member challenged. “You could have simply found a means of requesting the consoles offer indiscriminate displays.”

Aurelia sent waves of her power to calm the reactions of her fellow explorers. Inadvertently, it splashed the committee members, which was also helpful.

“I appreciate that you have your doubts,” Aurelia said, addressing the committee. “We wanted to show you these particular queries so that you could compare their output to what we’ll enter next. Pay attention to the stars connected to our dome.”

Devon cleared the panel. He readied the first query and nodded to Aurelia, who had pulled her comm unit, and she played the file containing the sounds of the Colony. Every explorer’s nerves tightened on hearing the clattering of pincers. Then Devon added the secondary query.

The collection of stars that were expected to connect to the present dome didn’t appear. A line from their present location shot across the dome’s display and disappeared at the point where the dome’s short wall projected the energy field.

The explorers and the committee wandered to the edge of the dome.

“Does the line indicate that there are stars beyond what the field can project?” Solseena asked.

Aurelia glanced at Devon, who turned around and examined the star field overhead. “Look at our dome’s position,” he said.

“It’s in the central area of the dome, as we’ve come to expect,” Jaktook replied, perplexed by the problem.

“Aurelia, do you suppose that vid rotation control we discovered would work on the star field display?” Devon asked.

Aurelia grinned, kissed his cheek, and hurried to the console.

The couple had learned from Kractik how to shift a dome’s view, but that was for a change of the internal view. They’d discovered that the view could be manipulated to examine a dome’s exterior view, and that view could be rotated across the entire hemisphere.

On another panel, Aurelia accessed a submenu. She drew her finger across the projected screen to shift the star field display.

“It’s working, but you’re not moving it in the right direction,” Devon called out unnecessarily.

With a little experimentation, Aurelia managed to move their star to the other side of the dome’s hemisphere so that the stars of the Colony could be seen.

Just when Aurelia thought she had the display in a good position, she heard Devon say, “Oh, for the love of Pyre!”
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Assembly

Henry organized the Assembly’s first conference. They had no official location, and he chose to hold the initial meeting on the JOS. It was scheduled to run for an entire week. Cabins were assigned, and the station assumed all costs.

In addition, Henry authorized a temporary stipend for the representatives until the Assembly voted on a pay rate for themselves that Henry would be required to approve.

The Belle had offloaded Lindsey, Pete, and Bryan to the Pearl, whose tanks were full of slush, to make the run for Pyre and deliver the new delegates to the JOS.

The domes’ underground groups had continued to communicate via the domes’ vehicles. The families might have lost their weapons but not their security personnel. As far as the delegates and their organizations were concerned, the future was still uncertain.

The downside delegates chose to travel topside as a group. The El’s manager was forewarned, and he reserved a lift exclusively for them. After the delegates’ baggage was stored in the lower deck of the car, they boarded. Many had never been topside, and the zero-g effect was unsettling to them.

When the El docked on the JOS terminal arm and the doors opened, Henry and a crew of spacers boarded.

“Welcome to the JOS,” Henry said. “I look forward to working with you. For now, these individuals, who are ex-spacers, are here to assist you. You’ll be paired up with one of them. We want to ensure that your experience walking the ramp and transiting the ring are comfortable and safe. Please stay seated and belted until we’re ready.”

The spacers checked for deck shoes and found a few were unprepared. Spares from the El’s stock were borrowed. Then the delegates were demonstrated the walking method of stick and move. When the spacers felt their charges were ready, they were requested to release their harnesses and stand. The spacers watched to make sure the downsiders stuck their feet to the deck.

Slowly the group left the El, ascended the ramp, and transited the ring. Then the spacers led the representatives to their cabins.

The assignment of the spacers to the delegates was for the entire week. They would ensure the delegates’ personal needs were met, that they were aware of the schedule, and that they were on time for the assembly functions.

Noel and Gerry shared a cabin.

“That was an experience,” Gerry said, when their guides left them.

“The lift, the walk in zero-g, and the ring, you mean?” Noel asked.

“Yes, I’ve never been topside, and the zero-g effect was enough to make me resign my seat and head downside,” Gerry admitted.

“At least the station has gravity,” Noel pointed out.

Gerry sipped on a cup of water to settle his queasy stomach. He was lost in thought, and Noel let him ruminate.

When Gerry finished his water, he regarded Noel and asked, “Did you get a close look at our guides?”

“I did,” Noel replied.

“The man with me had a prosthetic leg,” Gerry said. “Yet, he handled himself gracefully in zero-g, while I floundered around. But it was the condition of your guide that hit me harder than the zero-g.”

“I know,” Noel agreed. “Prosthetic arm, ruined face, and young, at that.”

“So few downsiders carry injuries of any sort,” Gerry said. “Topsiders, especially spacers, lead incredibly tough lives. It makes me feel guilty.”

“Did you know that two delegates are what the envoy refers to as the repaired?” Noel asked.

“By the aliens?” Gerry asked.

“You’re topside and a member of Pyre’s first Assembly,” Noel gently warned. “They were repaired by the Jatouche.”

“How did you learn about the repaired ones?” Gerry asked.

Noel had two sources for the information, but he kept the discussion with the envoy and the advisor to himself. He explained. “They’re Bryan Forshaw and Pete Jennings. Both are engineers, and they’re two of the first three to visit Rissness Station. I learned much of this from Sergeant Tulafono.”

“Who?” Gerry asked.

“Caitie and I communicated with the commandant prior to his dropping downside,” Noel admitted.

“Were you the ones who told him about the stun stick caches?” Gerry asked, rising to get another cup of water.

“Guilty,” Noel replied, “and we advised him to change the airlock codes.”

“Well done,” Gerry replied enthusiastically, gesturing with his filled cup and sloshing out some of the water. “What else did you learn from the sergeant?”

“Sergeant Afato Tulafono was one of the repaired,” Noel replied. “In fact, many of the officers who accompanied the commandant downside were repaired spacers.”

“Not a bad idea for recruits if you want to brace family security,” Gerry admitted. “What do you think of the commandant?”

“I like him. He’s a straightforward, no-nonsense man,” Noel replied. “I overheard his conversation with Rufus Stewart. The two men yelled at each other through the house’s front door.”

“I heard the rumors. Did they really break down the door?” Gerry asked.

“It wasn’t they,” Noel replied, chuckling at the memory. “It was one officer, Sergeant Tulafono. Biggest man I’ve ever seen.”

The next morning the guides took the delegates shopping for skins, which would protect them against the slight chill of the station. Gerry was one of the individuals who needed deck shoes.

“Strange garb,” Gerry commented to his guide, as a group of men and women passed them in the main corridor.

“Spacers on downtime,” his guide, Everett, said. When Gerry frowned, Everett explained. “Nearly every spacer, but the captain and the first mate, has utilitarian black skins. When their ship docks, they have two or three weeks of break. It’s called downtime, and they decorate their skins by wearing anything that captures their imagination.”

“How long are they outbound?” Noel asked.

“Depends on their fortune, supplies, and severity of accidents,” Noel’s guide, Rosa, replied. “It’s usually between four to six months.”

“What about their wives, husbands, and partners?” Noel asked, aghast at the thought of being separated from his family for so long.

“For the few who do have relationships, it’s hoped that the spacers make enough coin to support those left behind,” Rosa replied.

“And don’t get hurt or killed while they’re outbound,” Everett added.

“What do you two think of the medical station being built off Triton?” Noel asked.

The delegate’s question brought the guides to a halt. They glanced at each other before they focused on Noel and Gerry.

“How do you two feel about the aliens?” Everett asked. Gone was his convivial tone.

“Never met one. So, I can’t tell you,” Noel replied.

“You’re a delegate. Do you welcome them or not?” Rosa asked brusquely.

To Noel and Gerry, the tension was palpable. It reminded them that they were no longer downside workers. They’d entered the world of politics, and the decisions they made could help or hurt people.

“What I said stands,” Noel said evenly. “I’ve never met one. So, I don’t know how I’d feel personally. However, I think what the aliens are doing for Pyre is a wonderful thing.”

“And we’ve the envoy, the advisor, and rest of the explorers to thank for that,” Everett declared.

“Yes, we do,” Noel agreed, which eased the group’s angst.

“I, for one, can’t wait to be repaired,” Rosa said. “I was on the YIPS before I got tapped for this job. I worked with Olivia Harden and saw her before and after.”

Gerry looked clueless, and Noel explained. “Olivia Harden was the other member of the first group to be repaired with Pete and Bryan. Her face was …” Then he stumbled.

“Like mine,” Rosa finished, “only worse. She’d even lost an eye, and the Jatouche fixed everything.”

Rosa’s wistful expression was evident to Noel and Gerry.


* * * *




The following day, the morning was consumed with the opportunity for the delegates to meet and mingle on the auditorium’s stage.

Henry provided refreshments, and he wandered through the throng, chatting and getting to know the representatives. He couldn’t help but notice that topsiders and downsiders had formed their own groups, and a sigh escaped his lips.

“Trouble?” Lindsey asked, approaching Henry from behind.

“More like challenges,” Henry said, gazing from one group to the other.

“By far, they’re a good bunch of people,” Lindsey remarked. “They need time to adjust to their new responsibilities, and I think you’re the right man to lead them.”

Lindsey walked on, and Henry thought on what she’d said. When he heard that an empath had declared her candidacy, he was fairly certain that she wouldn’t be elected. However, when Lindsey did win, he was delighted. He didn’t know yet how she might influence the delegates, but he had hopes. Individuals would find it difficult to dissemble in her presence, and that was an extremely valuable asset to bring to the Assembly.

While Henry stood there, he watched two downsiders walk over to the topsider group. They introduced themselves to Bryan and Pete. Then the four men returned to the downsider group.

At various points in the morning, Lindsey became the focal point of small numbers of delegates.

Henry listened to some of the exchanges. To his relief they weren’t pestering Lindsey about her powers. Instead, their questions were about the Belle, Harbour, Jessie, the aliens, the projects, and the future of Pyre’s surface.

The delegates’ midday meal was at the Pit, and if anyone thought it would be a private party, he or she would be wrong. They did have more than half the cantina’s tables reserved for them, but spacers still plied the bar and filled the other tables.

During the meal, Lindsey looked around, searching for what she’d sensed. “Excuse me,” she said to her table’s companions.

Lindsey’s fellow delegates watched her walk to the bar. She stood beside a spacer, who was hunched over a drink. She chatted with him and then placed an arm around his shoulders. They stood like that for a while. Then Lindsey placed her forehead against the man’s temple. Soon afterwards, she returned to the table.

“An emotional problem?” Dottie Franks asked, as Lindsey resumed her seat.

“He received bad news about his BRCs,” Lindsey replied. “I eased his mood and reminded him about the medical station. It felt good to be able to help again.”

“Something happened to you?” Dottie inquired.

“Not too long ago, I was isolated in a cabin aboard the Belle,” Lindsey replied. “I couldn’t shut out the sendings of normals.”

“But you’re better?” another delegate asked.

“Yes,” Lindsey replied with a satisfied smile. “All older empaths suffer from this malady. At least, we did in the past. We were cured by Sasha Garmenti, Aurelia’s younger sister. She’s one powerful empath and just a teenager.”

“That medical station is going to be critical for many spacers and stationers,” Dottie said.

“The issue of our integration is going to be a controversial topic in the Assembly,” a delegate named Janice remarked.

“Integration with whom?” Lindsey asked.

“The aliens, of course,” Janice replied. “Not everyone is in favor of them staying in our system.”

“What do you think about mixing with aliens?” Dottie asked Janice.

“I’ve spoken with some friends,” Janice replied. “Some of them are adamant that they should keep on their side of the Q-gates.”

“What about the Jatouche, Janice?” Lindsey asked.

“As long as they stay on the medical station, my friends say that’s okay,” Janice replied.

“Janice, you haven’t answered my question,” Dottie pressed. “I asked what you thought.”

“Personally, I don’t know,” Janice replied. “Some of the aliens on the Triton channel make my skin crawl.”

“Then you don’t want the projects they’re constructing for us?” Lindsey asked.

“No, no … I want those things. We need the projects,” Janice replied quickly.

“Then you want the work, but you don’t want the workers,” Dottie accused.

Those around the table, except for Dottie and Lindsey, looked uncomfortable. Lindsey sought out Janice’s emotions. She was interested to know whether the woman was just repeating the words of her friends or if she believed what she was saying. Dottie, on the other hand, was staring fixedly at Janice.

“When you say it like that, Dottie, it sounds ugly,” Janice managed to object.

“It’s called speaking bluntly,” Dottie retorted. “I do a lot of that. I suggest you get used to it from me.”

After the delegates’ meal, Henry convened the opening of the Assembly. The representatives were seated in the auditorium, and Henry occupied the stage.

“My purpose this week is to guide you in the formation of our operational protocols and give you several tasks,” Henry said. “After my opening remarks this afternoon, I want you to think about who you’ll elect to govern your meetings. But know this, that person won’t govern your agenda. Apparently, Earth made that mistake many times. You’ll have differences of opinions on nearly every subject. That’s to be expected. However, you’re the delegates of Pyre’s first Assembly. You’ve a duty to talk to your fellow members. You’ve a duty to do what you believe is best for all of Pyre, not for what friends, family, and associates urge you to do.”
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Epilogue

In Pyre’s near future, the system underwent dramatic changes.

When the Triton cargo shuttles were ready to launch from their tubes, the Belle unloaded its slush cargo at the YIPS. Then Dingle sailed the ship to a position near Triton, placing it between the moon and Pyre.

The Belle served as the rendezvous point for the Triton shuttles. Cargo was offloaded from the shuttles, and the colony ship’s bays became assembly areas.

Aliens of all manners populated the Belle’s cabins, roamed its corridors, and visited its cantina. Dingles had the cantina enlarged twice to accommodate the ship’s ever-growing number of guests.

Of course, the Tsargit compensated the colony ship for its services. It was the first transfer of alliance tokens to the Pyreans, and the deposits were incorporated into the newly-instituted financial scheme. Enormous funds accrued to the ship’s general account.

Slowly, the constructs were offloaded from the Belle’s bays, and the medical station took shape. The YIPS and the JOS provided a workforce of construction human engineers and techs, who diligently followed the aliens’ guidelines for the shell’s assembly.

Many of Pyre’s mining ships were employed. They hauled supplies from the JOS to join the Belle. Their crews operated small construction bots that maneuvered the Belle’s assembled packages into position.

The entire flotilla was coordinated by Dingles, who was kept busy. Jessie’s ships couldn’t take part. The Pearl was loading slush to supply the YIPS, and the crews of the Spryte and the Annie supported the endeavor.

The aliens soon appeared on the YIPS. These alliance engineers and techs held classes to teach Pyreans to maintain and repair the shuttles, station, and ancillary equipment. This would be the longest portion of the agreement’s requirement, extending years into the future until Pyreans were sufficiently competent.

As the Triton Medical Station neared completion, spacers and stationers questioned how the order of the repaired would be determined. Henry was posed the question by Assembly delegates, and he deferred to Harbour and Jessie, who decided that a lottery was required.

Harbour made one stipulation that Jessie readily accepted. Danny wasn’t to be part of the lottery. He would be first in line. Of course, Danny was terribly thrilled to learn of Harbour’s machinations … maybe not. Well, at least Claudia was pleased.

In turn, Jessie requested one exception from the lottery from Harbour. It was for Maggie May.

When the medical station was complete and the Jatouche populated its services, the Belle transported spacers and stationers, a hundred at a time, from Pyre to be repaired. Maggie May and Danny Thompson were among the first group transported.

Danny had objected, and Claudia strenuously objected to her partner’s objection. In the end, Nadine escorted Danny from the colony ship to the medical station. She was broadcasting to him nearly every moment. Such was Danny’s fear of another medical procedure.

Triton Station’s medical director immediately put Danny under. He wouldn’t awaken until he’d fully recovered and saw that he possessed two whole legs. At the time, Claudia was by his side, and they both cried.

Many of the older empaths took positions aboard Triton Station, and they became hugely popular. Interestingly, the Pyrean empaths discovered there wasn’t a single race that couldn’t be influenced by their ministrations. As befitted the nature of these sensitive individuals, they contributed a portion of their alliance tokens to the needs of JOS residents, who were in dire need of the funds.

Pyre’s launch platform was the final project. After the work on Triton Station was completed, the colony ship’s next job was the transport of aliens and material from Triton to Pyre.

As one short, fuzzy-skinned alien told Dingles when he learned of the sailing time to Pyre, “There’s no hurry, Captain.” Then he clicked his fruit juice glass to that of Drigtik, and the two of them shared a laugh.

When the Belle was stationed over Pyre, the launch platform was quickly assembled from the structures constructed during the weeks of sailing time. The intravertors were offloaded onto the platform, and Henry was offered the privilege of launching the first one. He demurred and requested that Harbour take the honor, which she accepted. She passed the next opportunity to Jessie. Then Jessie handed the comm unit to Dingles. The old spacer had tears in his eyes when he touched off the third intravertor.

With the launch platform emptied, the greening of Pyre began in earnest. The Belle would make several more trips to Triton to gather more loads of intravertor parts that would be assembled on the return trip to Pyre. A total of six hundred intravertors were launched at the planet. It would still require decades to be effective, but it wouldn’t be generations.

The Assembly took shape much as Triton Station did, which was step by step. They formed their methods of operation, establishing the protocols by which bills were crafted and presented. Those bills that passed the Assembly required Henry’s approval. In most cases, Henry’s signature was a forgone conclusion, as he was an integral part of the creative processes of important laws.

It became obvious to the families, with the first bills passed by the Assembly, that they’d been fooled. Idrian immediately sent Imian to the JOS for his own safety, and Sasha and he caught a mining ship to the Belle. The council was unsure whether Idrian was complicit in the subterfuge. Nonetheless, family heads distanced their companies from those of Idrian and his businesses suffered mightily.

With funds authorized by the Assembly, Liam purchased a location in the domes and turned it into a second security administration site. Within months, a permanent security force, four times greater than the one that first descended, was established in the domes. Many of the new recruits were either ex-spacers or downsiders. The mix made for fascinating discussions, which Liam and Miguel loved to eavesdrop on.

The changes were as striking for the domes as they were topside. The rebel leaders identified the stun stick manufacturers for Liam. The three sites were allowed to continue operations, but they were restricted to producing the weapons only for JOS security. Any infraction would see them shut down, and the owners knew the dome workers were watching.

Lise Panoy lost her governor’s position. The dome’s council was restricted to functioning only as a business association. Its power was gone. To ensure the council’s actions complied, Liam or Miguel attended their meetings.

Dorelyn was spared the ignominy of being buried on the surface by a competitor, who might have sought her place at the head of the council. Instead, her body occupied a casket aboard a mining ship on its next journey inward to the belt. The captain took particular pleasure in launching Dorelyn on her way to Crimsa to the extent that he refused the customary coin for the service.

Solseena and her committee reported to the Tsargit council that the Pyreans’ knowledge of the console was genuine. Ulgart accepted the committee’s decision and presented it for approval. He had no other choice.

When the Pyrean infrastructure projects were completed, the Veklock triumvirate sent a cube from Rissness to Triton, specifying the envoy should meet them at Rissness Station. Harbour and Jessie sailed from the JOS aboard a new Triton shuttle to the dome.

When the couple arrived at Triton, they enjoyed the enthusiastic greetings of the spacers and stationers who now manned the dome’s extended structure. At the console, they had Aurelia record and send a cube to the Veklocks. She said, “The Pyrean envoy is waiting for you at the Triton dome. You may attend her here.” Aurelia had to record the cube twice. The first cube had recorded her laughter.

Three perturbed Veklocks appeared in the Triton dome two days later. In a short ceremony, the triumvirate and the Pyreans agreed that, except for ongoing training, the projects had been successfully completed by the Tsargit.

“If this is the case, Envoy, we request the services of Aurelia Garmenti and Devon Higgins for console training, as the second part of the agreement requires,” Patrus said.

Kractik and other Jatouche trained more Pyreans at console operations, while Devon and Aurelia took up positions in the non-alliance dome one journey outward from the Sylian dome. Alliance scientists and dome administrators from across the alliance journeyed to this location to learn what the Pyreans had to teach. What fascinated the alliance members was that the classes constantly increased in complexity. They came to refer to Aurelia and Devon as the Messinants children.

Henry experienced his first journey outside the Pyrean system. It was for the purpose of forming the small alliance that Harbour had fostered.

A select group of delegates was nominated to accompany Henry. They included Dottie, Lindsey, Noel, Gerry, and Janice, of all people. Many delegates had insisted that Janice attend.

As Harbour and Jessie’s entourage reached the top of the Triton dome ramp, their ear wigs picked up the messages of three medallions. On the dome’s deck were three life-sized statutes. The accurate portrayals of Tracy and Dillon bracketed that of Hangor, and the medallions declared them to be explorers. It was a vivid reminder of the sacrifices made by the explorers who had brought critical projects to Pyre and even more dire news to the alliance races — the Colony was coming for them.

Most of the delegates held hands, as they ascended the platform. With a nod from Harbour, Aurelia sent the delegation off with a wave and a smile.

Lindsey tended to abdicate her role as the delegates’ calming influence to Harbour, who generated greater power.

“This is nothing short of amazing,” Noel commented breathlessly, when the group arrived at Rissness.

“I’ve always enjoyed it,” Dottie said with an air of confidence. When Jessie eyed her, she added, “I was always fine with journeying. I just wasn’t comfortable with the idea of fighting the Colony. I know my limits.”

Jessie tipped his head in acknowledgment of Dottie’s honesty, which mollified her.

Henry and the delegates watched Harbour and Jaktook’s enthusiastic greeting. Even Jessie seemed less than his usual taciturn self in Jaktook’s presence.

The bonds of those who’ve faced death together, Henry thought.

Jaktook presented Henry and his delegation with medallions. He’d bought a box of ear wigs in case the delegation needed them, which they didn’t. By now, most Pyrean topsiders and some downsiders wore the alliance’s ear wigs.

The group traveled through the dome’s secondary level to exit into the tunnels. Harbour, Jessie, and Jaktook led the group, and they passed a multitude of aliens. The medallions of the explorers stopped traffic, and they were accorded deep bows. Thereafter, the aliens resumed their walks, and Henry and the others were given brief tips of heads from those same aliens.

“That’s the honor you receive when you risk your life for the alliance,” Dottie commented quietly to those around her.

“That’s the honor that Pyre should be bestowing on the envoy and the advisor,” Noel replied softly.

Lindsey felt Janice’s grip tighten. The woman had never let go of her hand. She was depending on Lindsey to allay the worst of her fears.

In one of the odder relationships to develop, it would be Jaktook who would befriend Janice and help her to understand that the measure of a life was in its sentience and goodwill toward others, not in the shape it appeared.

On Rissness Station, the delegation got their first look at Mangoth. If his image didn’t frighten some of them, his roar of approval at spotting Harbour and Jessie certainly did. Janice was spared an extended reaction. She fainted.

Lindsey caught Janice before she hit the deck, and Harbour commented drily, “She’s overwhelmed by your magnificence, Mangoth.”

Soon after meeting Tacticnok, it was Harbour and Jessie who were taken aback. They’d expected the conference to center around Tacticnok, the Norloth, and Henry, as the respective leaders of the Jatouche, the Crocians, and the Pyreans. Instead, there was a significant assembly of representatives from the leaders of many races, including Shevena from the Sylians.

“By far, these are delegates of the younger races, who are more concerned about the expansion of the Colony than the older races, who believe in the invincibility of their long-existing civilizations,” Tacticnok explained to Henry, Harbour, and Jessie. “The Sylians are an exception. They’re considered neither young nor old in the alliance hierarchy. Shevena attends at Solseena’s persuasion of her monarch.”

“Sorry, Henry,” Harbour said, “I didn’t expect to throw you out the airlock on your first journey from Pyre.”

Henry laughed softly, and Tacticnok chittered.

“Not a problem,” Henry said. “I and my delegation will be happy to take seats and listen to the proceedings. If you haven’t noticed, this group is staring at you.”

Harbour gazed around at the assembled representatives, more than a hundred of them. Henry was correct. All eyes and orbs were on her. She looked at Jessie, who shook his head, and said, “Not me. They want to hear from you.” A glance toward Tacticnok had the ruler responding, “I lead the Jatouche. There’s only one individual who’s acceptable to this assembly to lead the alliance against the Colony.”

So it was that Harbour became the defacto leader of the resistance that would attempt to blunt the Colony’s expansion. In her heart, she felt that they were too late. The Colony had a tremendous headstart on them, but to sit and wait for the inevitable wasn’t a choice either.

Late that evening, Harbour and Jessie lay entwined in bed. They discussed the day’s meeting.

When Aurelia had relocated the star field for a better view of the Colony-held domes and heard Devon’s surprised exclamation, the explorers and the Tsargit committee saw nearly fifty highlighted stars.

The insectoids had taken the second explorers’ intrusion as a sign of things to come. They’d exploded off their planet to occupy as many domes as they were prepared to defend.

“You realize,” Jessie murmured, as Harbour lay across his chest, “that by the time we organize a response, the Colony will probably have occupied more domes.”

“We can expect them to have improved armament and traps,” Harbour added. “They’ll probably have started more construction projects to conquer the planets. That would give them stronger footholds in those systems.”

“I’m not sure those will be our greatest challenges,” Jessie replied.

“Why not?” Harbour asked, snuggling closer.

“We made one exploration, and the Colony expanded their footprint, constructed weapons, and built traps in response,” Jessie explained. “If we think they’ve done more of the same after our second intrusion, we’re deluding ourselves.”

Harbour sat up. Jessie’s emotions, generated by the sight of her naked torso, inundated Harbour, and she reveled in them.

“What do you think they’ll be doing?” Harbour asked.

“Hmm,” Jessie murmured.

Harbour laughed, tapped his chest, and said, “Focus! What might they do?”

“That’s where we have to use our imagination,” Jessie managed to reply. “The Colony members will certainly be using theirs.”

“Well, all isn’t bad news,” Harbour said.

“No?” Jessie inquired. “I’d love some good news.”

“I’m pregnant,” Harbour replied, and Jessie grinned.
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Glossary

Colony Ship (Honora Belle)

Beatrice “Birdie” Andrews – Comm operator on the Belle

Bryan Forshaw – Propulsion engineer on the Belle, Assembly delegate

Claudia Manning – Shuttle copilot, partner of Danny Thompson

Danny Thompson – Pilot of the Belle, copilot of its shuttle, partner of Claudia Manning

Dingles – Nickname for Mitch Bassiter, captain of the Belle, partner of Nadine

Harbour – Envoy to the Jatouche, empath, Assembly delegate

Helena Garmenti – Mother of Aurelia and Sasha

Lindsey Jabrook – Previous Harbour, empath, Assembly delegate

Makana – Artisan who decorates skins

Mitch “Dingles” Bassiter – Captain of the Belle, partner of Nadine

Nadine – Older empath, partner of Dingles

Pete Jennings – Engineer, ex-spacer, Assembly delegate

Sasha Garmenti – Younger daughter of Helena, Aurelia’s sister, empath, Imian’s friend

 

Crocian (crow-she-un) – Alien race

Dorgatha – Final lifecycle of the Crocians

Gartora of the Borthar – Norloth member

Hangor of the Logar – Clutch mate to Mangoth

Mangoth of the Logar – Clutch mate to Hangor

Mortara of the Gortha. – Norloth member

Norloth – Supreme Crocian body

Pantar of the Hagetha – Senior member of the Norloth

 

Downsiders (domes)

Caitie Gunderson – Leader of underground agri-dome group, wife of Noel

Delmond – Leader of underground dome maintenance group

Dorelyn Gaylan – Matriarch of Gaylan clan, council leader

Eaton – Dorelyn’s security chief

Gerry Grayson – Recycler foreman, second-in-command to Valeria, Assembly delegate

Idrian Tuttle – Dome family head

Imian Tuttle – Idrian Tuttle’s injured son, repaired, Sasha’s friend

Lise Panoy – Governor of Pyre’s domes

Luna – Alias of Sika

Markos Andropov – Former governor of Pyre’s domes, in jail

Noel Gunderson – Agri-dome foreman, friend of Imian, husband of Caitie, Assembly delegate

Rufus Stewart – Dome family head

Sika – Dorelyn’s hired assassin, alias Luna

Thomas – Department head responsible for the domes’ electric vehicle programming

Valeria – Leader of underground recycler group, alias Scarlet

 

Jatouche (jaw-toosh) – Alien race

Drigtik (drig-tick) – Chief engineer

Jaktook (jack-took) – Master advisor to Tacticnok

Kractik (crack-tick) – Dome console operator

Pickcit (pick-sit) – Master economist

Rictook – Former Jatouche ruler, His Excellency, father of Tacticnok

Ristick – Emergency medical director

Roknick – Master strategist

Tacticnok (tack-tick-nock) – New Jatouche ruler, Her Excellency, daughter of Rictook

Tiknock – Master scientist, representative to the Tsargit

 

Loopah – Simian race, possesses needle-launcher weapons

Eggess – Elderly scientist

Semgess – Security head

 

Other Aliens

Colony – Insectoid entities, identified as reds and grays, spreading through non-alliance domes

Gasnarians – Original race on Pyre, extinct

Latormus – Leather-skinned, tall alien engineer at work on Triton dome

Messinants – Ancient race that genetically tinkered with species and built the Q-gate domes

Norsitch – Alien race with dome connecting to the Colony, Norsitchians

Tsargit (tzar-git) – Alliance governing body

 

Spacers

Aurelia Garmenti – Older daughter of Helena, Sasha’s sister, partner of Devon

Dillon Shaver – Brother to Tracy, explorer, killed by the Colony in previous journey

Ituau Tulafono – Captain of the Spryte, Afato’s older sister

Jessie Cinders – Owner of a mining company, the Miner’s Pit, the Unruly Pearl, the Annie, and the Spryte; Harbour’s advisor and partner

Tracy Shaver – Sister to Dillon, explorer

 

Stationers or Topsiders (the JOS and the YIPS)

Afato Tulafono – Security sergeant, Ituau’s younger brother

Brody – Ex-spacer

Cecilia Lindstrom – Lieutenant in station security, promoted to major

Devon Higgins – Ex-security lieutenant, explorer, partner of Aurelia

Dottie Franks – Investor, Assembly delegate

Emerson Strattleford – Ex-commandant of the JOS, murdered by Sika

Everett – Ex-spacer, guide to Gerry Grayson

Henry Stamerson – Head of the Review Board, retired mining captain, presidential candidate

Janice – Assembly delegate

Kevin Sorenson – Security guard in third shift

Liam Finian – Commandant in station security

Lori – Security corporal, assists Cecilia

Maggie May – Hostess and manager of the Miner’s Pit, ex-spacer

Miguel Rodriguez – Lieutenant in station security, promoted to major

Olivia Harden – YIPS engineer

Randall “RJ” Jordan – Review Board member working with the downsiders

Roby – Murder victim, killed by Sika

Rosa – Ex-spacer, guide to Noel Gunderson

Theo Formass – JOS medical director

 

Sylians – Cat-like race

Shevena (sha-vena) – Dome administrator

Solseena (soul-seena) – Tsargit committee administrator

 

Tsargit – Alliance Governing Body

Fessen – Hyronzy Station director

Illiamus – Senior councilor

Ulgart – Council head

 

Veklocks – Alien race, with dome connecting to the Colony

Opalus – Female of triumvirate, xeno-sociologist

Patrus – Male of triumvirate, leader, administrator

Pesart – Male of triumvirate, scientist

Triumvirate – Mating of two males and a female

 

Objects, Terms, and Cantinas

Agri-dome – Dome dedicated exclusively to agriculture

Alliance – Group of races to which the Jatouche belong

BRC – Bone replacement copy, pronounced “brick”

Caf – Drink of artificially grown coffee and cocoa with a mild stimulant

Cap – Transportation capsule

Coin – Reference to electronic currency

Coin-kat or coin-kitty – Male or female sex service provider

DAD – DNA analysis device

Deck shoes – Shoes with patterned bottoms, which allow people’s feet to adhere to decks

Downside – Refers to the domes on Pyre

Dreeson oil – External medical ointment but toxic if taken internally, killed Emerson Strattleford

E-cart – Electric cargo transport

E-trans – Electric passenger transport

El – Elevator car linked between the orbital station and Pyre’s domes

Empath – Person capable of sensing and manipulating the emotional states of others

Green – Replenishing drink of herbs and vegetables for empaths

Hook on – Expression that means pay attention now, response is “Aye, latched on.”

Miner’s Pit – Cantina owned by Jessie Cinders

Mist mask – Makeup mask

Normals – Individuals who have no empath capability

Ped-path – Walking and electric vehicle transport surface in the domes

Q-gate – Quantum-coupled gates of the Messinants

Review Board – Judicial body aboard the JOS

Skins – Preferred clothing of stationers and spacers

Slush – Generic term for frozen gases

Starlight – Expensive JOS cantina

Stationers – People who live on the Jenkels Orbital Station, called the JOS

Stun stick – Weapon used by security personnel

Vac suit – Spacer’s vacuum work suit

 

Stars, Planets, and Moons

Crimsa – Star of the planet Pyre

Crocia – Crocian home world

Dantagar – Crocian moon

Emperion – Pyre’s second moon

Loomas – Loopah moon

Minist – Pyre’s first and smallest moon

Na-Tikkook – Jatouche home world

Pyre – Home world of human colonists

Rissness – Jatouche moon, Messinants dome located here

Triton – Pyre’s third, outermost moon

 

Ships and Stations

Annie – Third ship of Captain Jessie Cinders, officially the Marianne

Hyronzy Station – Home to the Tsargit, the alliance’s governing body

Honora Belle – Pyrean colony ship, also known as the Belle

Jenkels Orbital Station – Station above Pyre, called the JOS, pronounced “joss.” Anchors the El car to downside.

Rissness Medical Station – Jatouche hospital, aka Rissness Station

Spryte – First ship of Captain Jessie Cinders

Triton Medical Station – Jatouche-run station off Pyre’s third moon

Unruly Pearl – Second ship of Captain Jessie Cinders, referred to as the Pearl

Yellen-Inglehart Processing Station – Pyrean mineral and gas-processing platform, called the YIPS, pronounced “yips.”
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From my early years to the present, books have been a refuge. They’ve fueled my imagination. I’ve traveled to faraway places and met aliens with Asimov, Heinlein, Clarke, Herbert, and Le Guin. I’ve explored historical events with Michener and Clavell, and I played spy with Ludlum and Fleming.

There’s no doubt that the early sci-fi masters influenced the writing of my first two series, The Silver Ships and Pyreans. I crafted my stories to give readers intimate views of my characters, who wrestle with the challenges of living in space and inhabiting alien worlds.

Life is rarely easy for these characters, who encounter aliens and calamities, but they persist and flourish. I revel in examining humankind’s will to survive. Not everyone plays fair or exhibits concern for other beings, but that’s another aspect of humans and aliens that I investigate.

My stories offer hope for humans today about what they might accomplish tomorrow far from our home world. Throughout my books, humans exhibit a will to persevere, without detriment to the vast majority of others.

Readers have been generous with their comments, which they’ve left on Amazon and Goodreads for others to review. I truly enjoy what I do, and I’m pleased to read how my stories have positively affected many readers’ lives.

If you’ve read my books, please consider posting a review on Amazon and Goodreads for every book, even a short one. Reviews attract other readers and are a great help to indie authors, such as me.
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