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I dedicate this book to my daughter Erika whose wonder and awe at the world around her is inspiration for the worlds Tyler visits. May we never lose our wonder of the glorious Universe around us!
re·demp·tion n
… the act, process, or an instance of redeeming.
Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, 1986, MERRIAM-WEBSTER INC., Springfield Massachusetts, USA
“In as much as the military has investigated these unusual phenomena, we have discovered that most, if not all, can be easily attributed to natural events, public hysteria, or outright fraud. We consider this matter resolved and will not expend further resources towards the investigation of unknown flying objects. We hope you, the press, and the ordinary people of this great country will do the same. Thank you for your time.”
Military Press Release, UFO Phenomena Report, General Harston, Laerue Republic Air Defense
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O·ny·a·lum n [oh-nahy-uh-lum]
An ethereal spirit possessing the dead : someone controlled without their consent : the state of being possessed.
The Galactic Book of Terms, v5487, TELLUNE LIBRARY, Thosolan City, TELLUNE
From simple Los Angeles drug dealer to a cosmic ghost, Tyler’s existence has been forever altered by the accident that merged him with an ethereal being called an Onyalum. After winning a battle of willpower with the alienlocked inside, a comfortable peace exists between the simple human and his inner demon.
Tyler’s transformation into an Onyalum has been difficult after his naiveté leads him down dangerous paths with devastating consequences. A planet destroyed, galaxies consumed, and from those ashes, a newfound power shakes the Universe to its core. What will this new creation do with his power? Will the Creators rail against him in an effort to have him destroyed, or will the Universe continue to wait for him to evolve into something beautiful?
After Tyler wages a personal war against that Universe, he sinks into the darkness of drug abuse to escape the reality of his existence. Hiding behind the façade of a fallen priest on a desolate planet, he wallows in self-pity and denial while numbing the fate from his mind.
But fate is fickle, and Tyler’s facade is revealed by the very god he feigns to support. He faces the wrath of a Creator who keeps Onyalum like game from a hunt and is trapped within a prison of his mind, forever reliving the past he so desperately wants to escape.
Was this damnation his just desserts for rampaging through the Universe, or was he unfairly punished for circumstances beyond his control? Only his inner Onyalum is able to pierce the veil pulled over his eyes and awaken the beast within to save them from this internal hell.
The unleashed fury consumes all in its path, threatening the very fabric of the Universe until Tyler and his Onyalum savior reel it back. Galaxies fall, and the Creator who imprisoned them is consumed in the maelstrom. Innocence is lost, but the human soul of Tyler resurrects from the darkness to embark on a quest of restitution.
Has Tyler finally found an inner purpose or will fate forever steer him toward destruction? He must put the past behind and focus on building a future. Wiser from the experiences only his Onyalum counterpart possesses, he is invigorated by a new life, new purpose, and a force of will to turn away from the things that have failed him. With this new resolve, will he find a path to redemption or be forever consumed by his past?
Tyler Jensen sipped tea quietly while waiting for Bartley to join him at the Rusted Spoon, a local watering hole and eatery serving the rural village of Shanter. He’d chosen a seat in a corner booth and drank tea to remove the deep chill from the northern winds and steady winter rains. Shanter was a small village located in the northwest corner of the Isles of Gord, a collection of two dozen islands off the northwest coast of the Trantan Continent.
The planet was named Dimare after the ancient god of water, and like Earth, two thirds of its surface was covered in oceans. The Isles of Gord were a string of volcanic mountains that had once been a part of the mainland continent until ocean levels rose a hundred million years earlier, isolating the range into the islands of today. Their location in the Northern Sea made them susceptible to great storms regularly battering their western and northern coastlines. The early natives of the region called them the Islands of the Dead for their treacherous shores and nearly un-navigable waterways.
Tyler called it home. He’d been raising calder, this world’s version of sheep, in the quaint little village of Shanter for over ten years and discovered the simple lifestyle of a farmer suited his troubled soul. The country was rugged and cold, but the life was simple and the community friendly. He’d been surprised how similar Dimare was to Earth, especially the dominant life forms who were more human than not. Tyler was comfortable inside the tall beings whose most distinguishing feature was a mottled green complexion.
The green coloring was a Trantan feature, and according to information Tyler had read, there existed brown and yellow complexions around other parts of the world. Southeast of the Trantan mainland lay the Piren continent, twice the size of Trantan and said to be the origins of the Dimaren people. Next to Piren, the Derane continent was splitting into two landmasses near its equator.
After being ripped from his insignificant life on earth, Tyler had searched the Universe seeking peace, but his naiveté and personal addictions prevented him from a normal life. Death had become his siren song, and after so much anguish on such a grand scale, he’d fled to the simpler life of simple beings. He’d destroyed planets, stars, and galaxies in his quest to find love and solace, and though the lost worlds could never be returned, he was determined to make amends through a life dedicated to honest productivity.
He carried enormous guilt for the violence he’d unleashed and the destruction he’d wrought, but the pain haunting his soul subsided on the peaceful shores of Dimare. His life as a farmer fed a need to provide something good and decent. He was part of a family, and the turmoil that constantly threatened the Universe was far from his little corner of this planet.
Of course Dimare had conflicts of its own, but life was more manageable on the Isles of Gord. Oh, Mr. Sastens occasionally delivered feed late, and Tyler found finances didn’t always flow as freely as he would like, but in the grand scheme of things, these were insubstantial compared to the world shattering events of gods and empires. Now his greatest concern was tending flocks while making sure little ones were kept adequately warm.
Dimare was plagued by armed conflict similar to most of the planets Tyler had ever visited, but those events happened far from Shanter, and Tyler only heard of them through the national paper or by listening to the local radio feeds. Fortunately, the Isles of Gord were a self governing democracy after splitting from the Laerue Republic a hundred and fifty years earlier. This removed its citizens from the geo-political concerns most countries were embroiled in.
Since the islands had little economic or strategic value, the push for independence had been amicable, and Laerue still held military outposts on the islands in exchange for defense of the agrarian population. Most of the Gordian exports were consumed on the mainland, and nearly everything the islanders imported came from the Republic. It was a simple arrangement both countries lived peaceably with.
The Laerue Republic spanned over seventy percent of the landmass on the Trantan continent from near the equator to the northern poles and across a third of the hemisphere. They were rich in natural resources, fertile farmland, and a diverse population that hadn’t known conflict or oppression for hundreds of years.
To their south, the remainder of the continent was taken by the country of Jaconica. Like the Isles of Gord, the two countries shared a peaceful relationship with open trade agreements prospering both.
The Laerue Republic was not a democracy, but a collection of Provinces ruled by independent royal families which governed their land as appropriate for their people. Some Provinces were democratic, while others still held to a central ruling by royal members. Royal blood had ruled Laerue since its creation, and although each Province claimed different lineage, the royal families had intermarried over the centuries creating a common web across the land.
There were twenty Provinces in the Laerue Republic despite a small region vying for provincial status due to their unique language and cultural heritage. To date, the other Provinces refused to grant them the right to exist independently of their host Province, so political wrangling persisted as they fought for control of the disputed lands. It was the only conflict in the Republic, and despite heated debates and public rallies, it never turned violent. Despite this peaceful state of affairs, the Laerue Republic was regularly involved in international affairs while rigorously defending national interests.
Tyler saw it as a familiar drama, and an advantage of being separated from the Republic. The citizens of the Isles of Gord were exempt from the Republic’s military draft, and their young men grew up tending flocks or fishing nets that were an integral part of their culture. Few islanders had interest in warfare, unless it meant defending their own soil. Foreign wars for national interests were not popular among Gordians, and the Gordian political scene regularly admonished the Laerue Republic for their callous foreign policies.
The Laerue Republic contained a central government responsible for foreign affairs, national security, economic trade, and immigration. It consisted of a legislative branch with a number of representatives from each Province based on population. Representatives were chosen as prescribed by each individual Province, though most were appointed by ruling families to ensure royal interests were protected at the federal level. This branch of the government was known as the House of Provinces, and they were responsible for the federal laws governing the overall Republic.
To help guide the implementation of these laws, a central court system was created to interpret the Laerue Republic Articles of Assembly which dictated how the federal government worked in conjunction with individual Provinces. Without an administrative branch and veto powers, laws were regularly fought over by the House and the courts. If necessary, the entire thing could be thrown out with a four-fifths vote of the regional Provinces. So far, that had never happened, and the central government’s power grew larger as the demands of a growing Republic required.
In contrast, the Isles of Gord were easily defined with a central Governor ruling as president, a legislative body known as the Tesses, an ancient word which roughly translated into the voices of the earth, and a court system with a central bench and smaller courts for each county. All officials were elected with court elections held every eight years, the legislative every six, and the Governor every four. It was simple, and it worked.
At the county level, a mayor was charged with the administrative aspects of carrying out the legislative will of the central government. Generally, these mayors held the power of tax collector and police for the central government. The Isles of Gord had no federal military, but each county possessed a small militia that met once a quarter for training and exercises. It was a small and simple country, and Tyler preferred the slower lifestyle he’d found within it.
After ten years on Dimare, Tyler had become Gordian despite Adanni’s constant complaints about the absolute boredom inherent in farming. Tyler usually stopped the complaints when he suggested he become a fisherman instead. At that point, Adanni backed off, although he’d never admit why he found fishing so offensive. Tyler continued his pastoral life while Adanni kept busy organizing and delving into the memories of those trapped inside their collective consciousness.
The newfound wealth of knowledge they’d gained wasn’t the only side effect from Tyler’s monumental outburst. He’d discovered he could repair damaged flesh, and not just that of the person he inhabited, but that of other people and creatures. It drastically cut down veterinary costs, but it had limits as he found out when a virulent disease took down a fourth of his flock. Although he could sense the virile agent killing the calders, his power to heal couldn’t stop the virus or heal the damage.
The vet chastised him for waiting so long before getting help, but Tyler had honestly thought he could heal them. Despite that one setback, he maintained the healthiest calders in county Lorn, and regularly took top prizes in local competitions. It was small stuff when compared to the life he’d lived as Admiral Osloo on Poolto, but he didn’t miss the stress and intrigue that was a constant plague of military command. He had escaped those former lives and was content to raise calders until Pitord Sher’s life ended.
He’d taken over Pitord after the young man died prematurely from a heart attack during a search for lost calder. The truth was Tyler had been following an older neighbor when he’d stumbled upon Pitord lying motionless on the damp ground. He’d happened upon the body as the man’s spirit was leaving in death, and he’d quickly taken advantage of the opportunity. After repairing the poor man’s genetic heart defect, he’d taken over the life of a farmer.
Pitord was the first body he’d possessed since his galactic destruction while escaping Gamel’s version of an Onyalum hell. After discovering the newfound power to heal, Pitord was healthier than at any time in his life. Tyler imagined he could nearly keep the body alive indefinitely, although he still hadn’t solved the puzzle of old age. Fortunately, Pitord was only thirty five on a planet where men regularly lived to seventy. Everything about Dimare was similar to earth, and Tyler was happy for a break in the dramatic existence he was forced to live.
Pitord was the only boy from a family of four, and his sisters married off to other farms leaving the family business to him. Pitord’s father died five years after Tyler took over, and now the responsibility for the farm fell squarely on his shoulders. Fortunately, Pitord’s mother still lived with them and took care of much of the domestic work while the rest of the family tended to the farm.
Pitord was a married man with two children of his own. Kilder, a thirteen year old boy, was already an immense help around the farm, and Lireln, the nine year old daughter, was a miracle worker with thread and needle. His wonderful wife Liraln had come from a neighboring county but had been raised with calder same as Pitord. Tyler thought the arrangement worked well, and he was happy to finally be part of a real family.
He tended a flock of a hundred calder providing steady income for the unique wool harvested twice a year. The winter coat was removed in the spring and was known for its great strength, ease of spinning, and incredible warmth. The summer coat was removed in the fall and was prized for its waterproof, light, silk-like qualities used in expensive fabrics. The wool shearing maintained a steady income, but he earned even more selling young calder each fall. It was typical for most female calder to bare at least two young each spring, but Tyler’s regularly produced three to four. Considering his farm produced calder known for their health and fabulous fur, he was able to charge steep prices for these younglings, especially for a breeding female.
They weren’t rich by any standard, but they weren’t poor either, and life on the rocky islands in the Northern Sea suited Tyler perfectly. On Earth, he’d never have considered life as a farmer. In fact, the closest he’d ever come to a farm was buying eggs at the local super market. But his previous life of self-abuse and peddling poisons was long gone, and though he still drank an occasional draught at the Rusted Spoon, he’d learned when to say when.
After destroying whole galaxies, he was resolved to dedicate his life for only good. The previous lives had nearly cost him his humanity, and he knew those violent years must be repaid through acts of kindness and civil living. His current life benefited a community, and he was a good father, a good husband, and a wonderful farmer building a strong economy for his county. He was proud of his small accomplishments, and ignored the derisive comments Adanni leveled at his insignificant existence.
Through the years in Shanter, Tyler became the youngest representative of the County Calders Union, and keenly represented their interests on various committees. He didn’t like the bureaucratic position but knew his younger voice often pulled government officials to the union’s side during disputes. He had a reputation of doggedly pursuing calder interests and was well respected within the local political scene.
He took another sip of tea and looked at his watch wondering what was keeping his friend. Bartley had promised he’d meet him at ten thirty to discuss something that affected all calder farmers in the Isles of Gord. Tyler’s interest was piqued by such a broad reference to the country, and he readily agreed to meet despite Bartley’s tight-lipped attitude.
Tyler hadn’t heard of any new legislation at the Tesses for the fall vote, but a couple bills contained riders that affected animal farming. Tyler didn’t think the meeting was to discuss those changes. Considering the national importance Bartley implied, he wondered if something had changed in the trade agreements with the Laerue Republic.
They’d seen a steady increase in tariffs for exports to the mainland, and in return, prices on imported goods climbed. This hurt the Gordian economy and strained relations between the two countries, but Gordians had little power in the Republic as they comprised only a tenth of one percent of the Laerue Republic economy.
The mainland was the five thousand pound gorilla, and since the Isles of Gord were not self sufficient, they were dependent on the Laerue Republic for much of the resources they consumed. Power was produced from the coal dug out of the Inderan Mountains in eastern Laerue, gasoline came from many refineries dotting southern Laerue, and the bulk of their food was provided by the rich plains of western Laerue. They were dependent on the mainland for nearly everything, and this took away any power they might have held.
The Isles of Gord produced a meager supply of grain for their stock, caught fish in the Northern Sea, and spun the best wool on the planet. The rest was imported from the mainland including wood used in construction. Despite the two hundred inches of rain per year, the Gordian soil was too wet and rocky to support anything other than native grasses. Despite independence as a country, they could never sever the ties that bound them to the mainland and their addictions to imported goods. It was ironic, but as people grew accustomed to the richer lifestyle modern amenities provided, they became further indebted to the mainland that produced it.
There were frequent rumblings from certain islands pushing to become a Province in the Laerue Republic with all the rights that provided, but Tyler knew nationalistic patriotism of the citizens would prevent that from happening. Besides, prior to their independence, they’d only been a small region in the western Bulrig Province. Most on the mainland would never recognize such a tiny country as an economically viable Province.
Tyler finished his tea still wondering what news Bartley would bring. Brisbi Bartley was a local county Lorn lad same as Pitord, but he’d left the farm to his brothers and pursued a government job after attending the prestigious Governor Gord University School of Law. After graduation, he’d worked his way through bureaucratic ranks to become County Lorn’s Deputy Chief of Farmer Affairs. It was an appointment level position within the mayoral cabinet, and was considered a stepping stone to government positions at the federal level.
Bartley claimed he wasn’t interested in political office since he truly loved being the man behind the scenes providing information for those in charge, but Tyler knew his friend aspired to a position inside the Governor’s cabinet and was hitching his wagon to the county Lorn mayor who was running for the Governor’s seat during the next elections.
That was the political intrigue Tyler avoided, though a part of him still enjoyed talking about it with Bartley. Pitord and Bartley were childhood friends from the earliest school years, and both had reputations as mischievous boys in Shanter. They’d never done anything serious, but if a prank was discovered, blame usually fell on them whether deserved or not. Still, they had a healthy friendship and easily helped each other within their rings of influence.
Tyler spotted the front door open and waved as Bartley peered through the interior gloom. He finally saw Tyler waving excitedly and moved to join him in the corner booth.
“Good day Pitord, another pisser!” Bartley exclaimed with a smile.
Tyler nodded about the steady rain that hadn’t eased for three days. “Want some tea?” He suggested as Bartley looked chilled.
“Tea!” Bartley exclaimed in mock surprise. “Nah, a nice cold draught would do me fine. Maybe even a shot of the Shanter Fire to warm the bones.”
Tyler laughed. “No offense Bartley, but it’s only eleven fifteen.”
“No worries, it must be noon somewhere.” He signaled the waitress who shook her head knowingly.
Tyler couldn’t wait any longer and jumped to the point. “So Bartley, what’s going on?”
“Patience, my friend. I’ve not even had a sip yet. Let’s order lunch, my treat, and then we can talk about it while we eat?”
Tyler smiled and let it rest. Bartley was only a year younger than Pitord, but his comfortable bureaucrat lifestyle made him appear even younger. He was single, good looking by islander standards, and loved to eat and drink while chasing women. Tyler loved to hear tales of Laerue where Bartley swore the women loved island men. Though Tyler doubted the boasting, he didn’t doubt Bartley made friends. He was a man who could convince old women to give up their last coin for his ale.
Bartley’s lifestyle was far different from that on the farm, and though Tyler felt an occasional pang of envy for the man’s carefree attitude, he enjoyed coming home each night to a warm meal and a loving family. He knew the grass always looked greener, but he’d been on the other side of the fence far too often to wish for it again. Peace and quiet was his desire, and the serene life in Shanter filled that need.
Don’t you mean the dead life in Shanter? Adanni jibed calmly.
Don’t start with me, Adanni, I’m here to learn something important! Tyler was angered by the intrusion, but since Adanni had helped him escape Gamel, he no longer exerted as much dominance over the Onyalum. Still, he maintained the power and only permitted Adanni occasional tastes of his current life, usually when making love to Pitord’s wife.
Funny, Adanni countered, I’m here to learn something important too.
And what would that be? Tyler asked curious by the alien’s interest in Bartley.
I’m here to lean if there is more to this world than this hollow carved out of rock. I am desperate for anything beyond these islands.
Tyler heard desperation in alien’s voice and knew the simple life was killing the Onyalum. But Tyler’s gentle reminders of Adanni’s previous exiles made the slow pace of life in Shanter more bearable. Tyler wasn’t going to give up this life regardless of how much the alien complained.
Okay, listen if you must, but don’t interfere. Tyler demanded, firmer than intended.
Oh, my, aren’t we pissy? Adanni accused. Don’t worry, I’ll just add my two cents whenever it seems appropriate.
Tyler scowled. Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.
“You all right?” Bartley’s voice cut through Tyler’s inner conversation. “You seem a bit distracted. Any family problems I need to know about?”
“Wha … no, I’m just tired.” Tyler lied.
“Whatever.” Bartley let it go as his drinks arrived. He smirked at the waitress as she set the refreshments on the table. “Well, my dear, how is it you keep getting younger every time I come here?” He joked with the woman he knew to be ten years his elder. Her name was Ferian and she was the daughter of the owner. She’d known both of them their entire life and happily endured the jesting.
“You should have taken me when you had the chance Bartley!” She laughed.
“When I had my chance?” Bartley asked in mock surprise. He leered suggestively at her as he slipped arms around her waist. “What say we slip out back and have a go right now?”
“You wish!” She teased, pulling his arms free. She called to her husband tending bar. “Hey, Aynen, Bartley here says he wants a quickie out back. That all right with you?”
Aynen laughed. “Sure, I’ve had my fill Bartley, she’s all yours. Kids too!”
Ferian turned back to Bartley. “There you go, we’ll make an honest man of you with an instant family. What do you say, package deal?”
Bartley held his palms up in mock surrender. “Aynen, you’ve a good woman here, so I best not steal her away from this exotic life. Sorry dear, but the forbidden fruit must remain so.”
She scoffed at his jibe as she moved off to help other customers.
“You better watch what you ask for Bartley, you almost had a family there.” Tyler laughed.
Bartley sounded far off momentarily. “Yeah, she’s got some years on us, but she’s a wild one.”
Tyler didn’t know if Bartley was telling the truth or just boasting. “What do you mean?”
Bartley stared at her retreating back in thought before turning to Tyler. “Nothing.” He held his shot glass high and proposed a toast. “Here’s to Shanter in County Lorn, may her fish be fresh and calder warm!”
Tyler lifted his cup of tea before taking a small sip.
Despite the promise of talk during lunch, both ate fish and smashed boure root silently before getting down to business. Bartley had downed two ales and ordered two more once Tyler finally agreed to just one.
“Well, I heard it from a friend of mine inside the Governor’s mansion.” Bartley paused to build tension.
“Okay, already, what did you hear?” Tyler asked exasperated.
“I heard the House of Provinces has a vote on the floor that would further subsidize Republic calder wool over those imported from foreign countries. As you know, the Republic calder industry has grown seven-fold in the last twenty years and now they want a complete monopoly on selling to their mills.”
“We’ve heard this before, Bartley, they never pass the vote because the royal families like Gordian fabrics too much.” Tyler remembered several times in the past when penalties were proposed on Gordian wool to help subsidize the fledgling calder industry in Laerue.
“True enough, but this time I think it will pass.” Bartley replied serious. “We’ve heard rumors that Prince Darnid of the Machore Province has threatened to hold up a key piece of military legislation unless he gets the subsidies for his farmers. Although we don’t know what the military legislation is, we know from reliable sources that it is very important and will not pass without Darnid’s vote.”
“So if it does pass, when would we feel the fallout?” Tyler foresaw problems if their wool became even more expensive to purchase. Though mainland calder were inferior to those on the Isles of Gord, when it came to mass merchandising, textile mills would gladly take inferior materials to shave costs. That pushed high quality wool into niche markets where mass production was no longer necessary. It meant less wool needed on the mainland, and therefore, less produced on the islands. Many Gordian farms would go out of business.
“They say the new tariffs could go into effect by early summer.” Bartley said.
“Okay, do we have any recourse?” Tyler was hoping the Tesses or Governor could wield influence.
Bartley stared back with a grin. “Well, funny you should mention that.”
Tyler knew this sound, and it didn’t bode well. “What do you want, Bartley?”
“Okay, I admit, it was my idea, but it makes perfect sense and it might just save the day.”
Tyler couldn’t stop Bartley as he rambled on about how he came up with the idea and pitched it to the Mayor who pitched it to the Governor who accepted the proposal.
“Bartley. Bartley! What the hell is your idea?”
“Oh, didn’t I say?” Bartley stopped, confused.
“No, you left that part out.” Tyler waited patiently, nursing his ale.
Bartley pleaded. “Well, hear me out before you say anything.”
Tyler nodded.
“We are quite certain we can’t wield real influence in their politics, but we do believe we can wield influence with Prince Darnid. You see, we have discovered the Prince’s family enjoys Gordian wool as much as any royal, but he has strictly forbidden his family from purchasing anything made from foreign wool. Now, we know, and he knows, that the farmers in his Province are not very educated about calder farming. They are all about corporate profits instead of corporate quality, and as head of the farmer co-op, you can see why the Prince is so determined to push this legislation.” He stopped to catch his breath and watch Tyler’s reaction.
Tyler remained calm. “Go on.”
“Okay, so we have devised a deal for the Prince that would change his mind on the legislation while helping his farmers in the process.” Bartley paused.
“And?” Tyler continued waiting.
“And, well, I thought you should be the farming representative to attend the delegation presenting the offer to the Prince.” Bartley finished as he grabbed his ale and drank heavily.
“What?” Tyler couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Go to the mainland to interfere in their politics? It was everything he wanted to avoid. “Why me?”
“To put it bluntly, you are the best at what you do. Your calder produce more offspring than any others, and they are the healthiest stock I have ever known. You will convince the Prince we can help increase his yields. You’re the reward so to speak.”
“But you know I can’t do that.” Tyler tried to back out of what could only be a disaster in the long run. His own flock was healthy because of Onyalum powers, and that was not something he could export.
“Who cares, it will be years before they figure that out. Look, we know the grazing and harsh conditions are what produce our fine wool, but they don’t know that, so we fill them with our sage advice, and when things don’t improve, we’ll blame their weather and wash our hands of it.”
“You want me to lie?” Tyler had heard this before, but by people more unscrupulous than Bartley.
Bartley’s eyes darted left and right defensively. “Well, think of it more like blind truth.”
“Blind truth?” Tyler asked confused.
Bartley covered his mouth conspiratorially. “Yes. We know the truth, but we are currently blind to it. Instead, we provide our know-how and let the rest take care of itself.”
“And you think this Prince is foolish enough to accept your agreement?” Tyler couldn’t believe this was adequate reward for a royal congressman.
“Not if that was all we’re offering.” Bartley added.
“You mean your offering a bribe?” Tyler knew this wasn’t uncommon in Laerue politics, but he still didn’t like the taste of it.
“Let’s just say, his house will never want for Gordian fabrics they currently buy on the open market, and his calder wool production will contain higher quantities of high quality Gordian-like wool for several years.” Bartley sat back proud of his proposal and ordered another Shanter Fire from Ferian.
“And how do you propose this fabric and wool get past customs?” Tyler thought the plan impossible.
“Funny that, too.” Bartley said smugly. “It turns out the Prince’s family owns a majority stake in the largest transportation company in the Republic. We’ve been told if they want to move something underneath customs, it can be done.”
Tyler finished his ale and ordered another as Ferian brought the shot of Shanter Fire. She’d given Tyler a funny look when he ordered another, but accepted it quietly as both men sat silently in thought.
“So, you’re going to propose the Prince drop his pending legislation in return for unspecified amounts of rich Gordian fabrics, a boost in their own calder wool stock, and assistance in helping his farmers produce higher yields. Oh, and they have to take care of the smuggling themselves?” Tyler finished amazed such a proposal could have been taken serious by the Governor. He didn’t think it had a chance, but then he’d never been involved in Laerue Republic politics.
“Yes, that sums it up nicely.” Bartley agreed as he held his shot glass up.
“And I will be going with the delegation to Machore to present?” Tyler wanted to clearly pin down his involvement.
“Yeah, well, not to the Machore Province, but a bit further south.” Bartley put his glass down. “You see, the Prince will be attending the Annual Provincial Conference on Commerce and Industry held this year in sunny Srilner.”
Tyler knew Srilner was a resort community in Laerue’s southern neighbor, Jaconica, and it was famous for hosting the rich and royal from Laerue. It was a far cry from Shanter, but Tyler warmed to the idea of clear skies and hot temperatures.
That’s what I’m talking about! Adanni cried excited by the prospects of leaving the rainy village.
“How long?” Tyler asked, accepting the offer.
Bartley smiled happily. “You mean you’ll go? It would only be a week or two at the most.”
Bartley’s excitement was contagious, and Tyler smiled. “I suppose a week or two out of the winter rain would be … acceptable.”
“You’re damn straight it would!” Bartley exclaimed.
“And you’ll be going?” Tyler asked mischievously.
“My proposal, so, yeah, I’m going.” Bartley picked up his shot glass to drink before Tyler stopped him.
He signaled to Ferian to bring another Shanter Fire with his ale, and when both were delivered, Tyler picked up his for yet another toast. “Here’s to the sunshine and warm waters of the Jaconican coast.”
Bartley smiled wide. “No, my friend, here is to the warm, scantily clad women of Jaconica!”
They drank the Shanter Fire with a gasp as Tyler wondered what trouble he and Bartley could get into in a foreign country.
With you? Adanni piped in morosely. I doubt any.
Driving home, Tyler was pre-occupied with finding a way to break the news to Liraln. She was a practical woman who was rarely contrary to Tyler’s desires, but she had a stubborn streak when she felt strongly about something. In this, she was like her father, a man still prone to stall meetings in the County calders Union.
Still, she would understand the reasons for going and was a devout supporter of her family, county, and country. calder was their life, and anything that affected calder affected the community they called home. Tyler hoped it would be enough to convince her.
Since taking over Pitord’s life, he’d never left home for more than a couple days, and that had been to the capital island for union meetings a few years back. Now he would be crossing an entire continent and staying for one to two weeks in a city renowned for its decadence and corruption. Did the outside chance of bribing the Prince warrant such an adventure? He thought it probably was, but didn’t know if Liraln would agree.
He didn’t fear for the family’s safety while he was gone. Life on their small farm was rarely dangerous. The Isles of Gord were known for their lack of crime, and though the weather was usually dreary and miserable, it wasn’t dangerous if you stayed on land. He knew Liraln and Pitord’s mother could handle anything that might come up, and his son Kilder was an adept farmer despite his young age.
The real problem was their fears for his safety. A country bumpkin taking a holiday to a big city was not a theme most Gordians were comfortable with. Besides the obvious risk of a naive farmer among decadent city dwellers, it was well known travel by sea and air held their own set of risks. Airplane travel had been around for forty years, but crashes were still a common part of the industry, and even Tyler felt uncomfortable with the notion of a long trip by air.
He pulled the truck into the barn and checked the flock before heading to the house. The weather wouldn’t relent, and rain continued to wash over the green rocks of the small farm. In the distance, the dull thud of waves against the rocky shoreline filled the dreary gray with perfumed scents of salt water and fish. The cold, misty rain stung his face as he peered at the gray horizon.
He crossed to the house, stopping halfway to admire the surrounding hills and damp landscape he’d called home for so many years. Clouds hugged the tops of the craggy peaks standing sentinel over the North Sea, and as the rain washed over him, he felt a sudden pang of loss as if he would never see the farm again. His spirits sank with the premonition, and a familiar melancholy surfaced after hiding for so long.
He thought about Earth and that life that had brought so much pain and suffering. A part of him yearned for those highs, and he was afraid of what might happen once he was surrounded by the glamour of Jaconica. The shot of Shanter Fire in the Rusted Spoon went down easy, and though he’d drunk it many times before, he couldn’t remember it tasting so sweet. Was it the thrill of leaving behind a predictable life for an exciting vacation, or was he being tempted yet again by the very things he’d come to Shanter to avoid?
For the first time in many years, he felt he was no longer in control, and events were sweeping him away to a life he loathed. Flashes of that distant planet, Gamel, ran through his mind with feelings of excitement as he pictured Joriss riding him in a pitched orgy of mythical pasts.
“Stop it, Tyler!” He chastised as he shook the vision from his mind.
Joriss had a good life now and found the man and family she deserved. For that matter, so had he. So why did these thoughts still haunt him?
Perhaps you still want them? Adanni suggested quietly.
No, I don’t! Tyler retorted. I simply can’t forget them.
And why should you? Adanni asked surprised. They were wonderful times, and you should relish that part of your experience.
Leave it to an Onyalum to fondly remember such selfishness. Tyler tried to put force behind his words, but he couldn’t muster the strength. I feel shame for what I did to her.
Feel guilty if you must, but all relationships are a two way street. Regardless of how you feel about it now, it is a part of your existence, and because of that, you should embrace it for the taste it left behind. That is Onyalum!
Adanni sounded proud, but Tyler couldn’t shake feelings of regret. He’d taken advantage of a poor, lost girl and couldn’t imagine ever forgiving himself. Sure, he’d paid for those sins when Gamel had tortured him in a specially created hell for Onyalum, but it hadn’t removed the stain from his soul. He felt a pang of loss, and yet, the excitement would not subside.
Perhaps you need a tussle with Liraln? Adanni asked hopeful.
“Stop it, Adanni!” Tyler spat into the drizzle. I’ve had enough of your temptations.
Fine, it was only a suggestion.
Tyler remained quiet as the alien left him to his musings. He stood silently for a few more minutes, relishing the empowerment the crashing waves imparted to the atmosphere. The rain changed directions, now from the west, and Tyler smiled briefly before turning towards the house—at least the weather would break.
The constant lurch of the boat as it crested each wave made Tyler ill. He huddled in the small lavatory of his cramped quarters while sea spray drifted in through the open portal. At least the storm from the previous week was gone, but the waters hadn’t calmed. Winter seas were notoriously difficult to navigate as steady winds blew waves into frothy peaks from every direction. It was why the early settlers had named the Isles of Gord the Islands of the Dead.
Tyler had vomited twice already, and his empty stomach ached with a queasiness that would not abate. So much for my threat to become a fisherman. Fortunately, it was only Pitord’s body reacting badly to the boat’s movement, and despite trying to use his healing powers to calm the nausea, the feeling remained. Tyler sighed, thankful the trip would only take a day to reach the mainland.
The Isles of Gord were separated from the Laerue Republic by nearly fifty miles of a treacherous straight known for its rough seas, stiff currents, and deadly sharks. A ship wreck here left no survivors. Oddly, the thought of dying seemed almost welcome as Tyler lifted the lid once more and shook with a round of dry heaves.
Every moment on the floor brought Tyler the realization he’d made a mistake coming on this trip. Bartley wasn’t even there for Tyler to vent his anger. He would meet Bartley at the airport in Daresh shortly after Tyler made port. Unfortunately, the dangerous skies around the Isles of Gord made air travel far riskier than the ferries. It was the only way on or off the islands, and even they suffered occasional losses as evidenced by the missing Queen of Green that sank on a return trip earlier that year. To date, no one knew what had happened to her or her passengers. The thought made Tyler sick once more as he heaved into the toilet.
Liraln had even given him a sure-fire cure for sea sickness, but it appeared it was only an old wives tale rather than an actual cure. Fortunately, she’d been easily convinced to accept this trip, but he’d seen deep concern in her eyes as she feared the worst. Though their separation would be difficult, their many years of marriage eased the anxiety. It was the threat of loss that both feared.
But the good of the Gordian economy came first, and Tyler was an important factor in the pending negotiations. Bartley had even purchased one of Pitord’s best female calders to help grease the wheels. She readily produced three of four offspring twice a year, and Tyler knew that would be a surprise for the farmers in Laerue. He would miss her from the flock, but the money she’d brought in would help feed the rest during the long winter months when grazing was limited.
Liraln had set the negotiated price, and Tyler had been proud of her bartering prowess honed through years with her father. The stubborn streak came out in full force, and even Bartley was surprised when he finally conceded to her demanding price. It was easily twice the price of a normal animal of her advanced years, but Tyler knew she was worth it. Bartley shipped the animal by sea all the way to Jaconica to arrive a day or two after they did.
As Tyler heaved again, he hoped the poor beast would survive the journey intact. At least the ship she’d taken was four times larger than this damned ferry. As he leaned back from the toilet, the ship crested another wave and dove roughly into the ensuing trough. The hull shook mercilessly as Tyler was thrown into the bulkhead, bruising his arm.
Bartley would pay for this trip, Tyler just didn’t know how.
Finally, the ferry entered calmer waters in preparation for docking at Daresh. Tyler spent the final hour on the ship’s deck where calm seas made the fresh air a blessing. It was nightfall when they neared land, and as Tyler stared across the southern horizon, he spotted a bright light lift from the distant waters, hover motionless against the dark sky momentarily before shooting off to the east at speeds Tyler knew were impossible for any aircraft in the Laerue Republic.
He instantly thought UFO, but was reluctant to tell anyone. It was probably a military device tested by their navy, and besides, as an Onyalum, he wasn’t exactly curious about whether life existed beyond this world—he knew it did. He wrote off the experience as quickly as he’d seen it.
Tyler hadn’t flown since arriving on Dimare, and considering the antiquity of their commercial air industry, it seemed a wise decision. Dimare hadn’t yet invented jet aircraft, and though rockets were currently being tested for military applications, the use of explosive thrust to propel aircraft was nowhere near practical applications. Passengers still flew with the constant hum of propellers washing air across the steel wings.
The planes were fast but with limited range and altitude without pressurized compartments. They were comfortable and modern, but the flights were notoriously turbulent when forced to fly through weather systems inherent at the lower altitudes. However, if you wanted to traverse the continent, it was the only way to go. Rail took weeks to cross the various plains and mountains that crisscrossed the continent, but flying cut that down to two days, three if the weather was bad.
Fortunately for Tyler, their flight would angle deeply south as they headed for Jaconica to avoid the winter weather plaguing the mountains of mid-Laerue. They would head into warmer, less volatile weather before cutting across to the eastern side of the country. Tyler didn’t relish the pending flights, but he was happy it would take less time. He briefly remembered Poolto and yearned for the transports they’d used to shuttle passengers through space and around the globe in only a matter of hours. Unfortunately, the planes of Dimare were far more primitive.
He checked his luggage upon arriving and sat waiting for Bartley. Alone in the airport’s only bar, he nursed an ale while his stomach recovered from the evil crossing. He nibbled absently on a sandwich while watching a Ladonit match on television. He likened it to a version of rugby he’d heard about on Earth, but this was the national sport in Laerue.
Several communities on the islands, who watched the sport religiously, tried to form a team to compete in the Laerue National Conference. But they’d never got off the ground before disbanding when they ran out of money. The weather on the islands kept most sports indoors.
Pushing his sandwich aside, he relived the battle his stomach had waged with the ship’s commode. He sipped ale and looked out on the empty terminal. A janitor swept floors quietly while the bartender remained engrossed in the game while drinking his own ale. Though Tyler spotted a few passengers waiting at the gate, the place was nearly deserted so late at night. Few flights left at night and usually only those heading south. At least boarding would be easy.
The weather was cold and clear when he’d arrived, and an earlier forecast assured him a high pressure system was settling in over most of the southern half of the Bulrig Province bringing an abundance of sunshine and mild temperatures. Tyler was relieved they wouldn’t have stormy weather during the flight. He was already concerned Pitord’s body might suffer more motion sickness as the plane was buffeted in turbulence.
The red team just scored in the final moments of the game, and the bartender was whooping it up as he offered Tyler a complimentary drink to celebrate. Tyler smiled but declined the generous offer. He didn’t want to tempt fate by being drunk. He finished the small amount of ale left in his mug before settling up and heading to the gate. Bartley was cutting it close, and Tyler wasn’t certain whether he should board without him. He didn’t know where they were headed or where they were staying once they arrived, so he was pretty much dependent on his friend.
He took a seat facing into the corridor and watched other passengers calmly waiting the plane’s departure. One man read a newspaper quietly, and from his smart dress, Tyler assumed he was a businessman. A woman to his right knitted something colorful, perhaps for a grandchild she was off to see. She didn’t appear nervous, but gave Tyler a grumpy look as she noticed him staring. He turned towards the young couple holding each other tightly while whispering into each other’s ears. He easily imagined they headed south to an exotic honeymoon getaway.
He was the only one fearing the flight, and considering his background as an Onyalum, it was ironic. He’d traveled through the deep, dark blackness of space, fought battles on myriad spacecraft, and faced death over and over again. What was it he really feared?
You fear you will like Jaconica and not want to return to that wet rock you call home.
Adanni’s words smacked heavily with truth, but Tyler tried to remain positive. He would miss Liraln and the kids, so maybe he feared losing them. He was no country bumpkin and assumed he could handle anything the city would throw at him. But temptations would surround him, and he knew deep in his heart he was not a strong man despite the last few years of control in Shanter.
A voice called across the airport startling him from his reverie.
“Pitord! We made it!” It was Bartley cruising down the hallway with a professionally dressed woman lagging behind. Tyler waited for both to arrive before standing.
“It’s about time, Bartley, I wasn’t sure you’d make it.” They shook hands while Bartley caught his breath.
“Me either … I was certain the cab wasn’t driving fast enough. You checked in okay?”
“Yes, fine thanks.” Tyler stared past Bartley to the handsome woman who finally caught up looking bored by the whole ordeal.
Tyler couldn’t keep his eyes off her and he felt foolish as she caught him staring like a schoolboy at the young, new teacher.
Bartley caught his gaze and smiled mischievously. “Yes, well let me introduce our partner in crime.” He placed his briefcase on a chair before formally introducing the woman. “Pitord, this is Suney Lockton, the Chief of Farmer’s Affairs in the Governor’s cabinet. Suney, this is my friend Pitord who I’ve been telling you about. The man’s a miracle worker with calder.”
“Pleasure, Pitord.” She shook hands gently, her touch exciting parts of Tyler he’d thought were dead.
“I … uh … yes, pleasure.”
She finally pulled her hand back as Tyler clung to it dumbstruck.
“Sorry, I’m still not feeling well after the ferry ride.” He couldn’t believe he was acting so foolishly. He’d seen pretty women all over the Universe, what was so special about her?
She does have something about her, doesn’t she? Tyler heard admiration in Adanni’s voice.
Yes, but I am a married man. Tyler added quickly.
Hmm. I noticed it doesn’t stop you from sharing Liraln with me.
That’s different! Tyler countered.
Is it? Adanni fell silent as Bartley picked up the conversation again.
“… and then only one more stop before we hit the east coast and that terrific sunshine!”
“Let’s not forget why we’re on this trip, Brisbi.” Suney smiled at Tyler as she feigned to scold Bartley.
“Wha …” Bartley stopped suddenly until he realized she was kidding. “Oh, yes, well it was my idea wasn’t it? Anyone for a quick drink? I think we might have time.”
“None for me Bartley, I already had one earlier.” Tyler felt queasy and the thought of another drink made the feeling swell.
“You make it sound as if that were a lot.” Bartley chided happily. “Surely you can have one more?”
Suney jumped to Tyler’s aide. “Perhaps your friend is still feeling the effects of that horrible ride from the islands. I seem to recall you looking a bit green when landed.”
“Well, yes, now that you mention it, it was a rather traumatic trip.” Bartley conceded, recalling his own experience. “Better stay here, Pitord, and let us know when the plane is about to board. Suney, can I buy you a drink?”
She smiled at Tyler once more as she rolled her eyes at Bartley. “Sure Brisbi, but I’m buying.”
“If you insist, my dear—I could never turn down free ale from a pretty woman. Back in a bit, Pitord.”
Tyler watched them walk off arm in arm and felt a stab of jealousy as he thought about his friend and Suney. He knew it was irrational, but he couldn’t get her out of his mind. She tugged at a part of his soul that desired her more than life itself. It reminded him of the power the Vereen once held over him on Gamel, and he both feared it and coveted it at the same time.
He forced himself to think about the farm and his family waiting for him next to the fire. He looked at his watch and realized they would almost certainly be in bed, except for Pitord’s mother who rarely slept. He pictured Liraln sleeping softly in their large bed, a small fire burning quietly in the hearth. He’d always loved the cool Gordian weather as it provided ample opportunities to snuggle.
That last thought made him think about making love in the flickering light of the fireplace, and he closed his eyes to get the full effect, imagining his hands exploring Liraln’s warm flesh. He could feel the curves beneath his hands as he released her from a kiss and stared down at … Suney’s face? Damn it!
He heard Adanni laughing in the background as he tried to erase the image from his mind.
I think you should think about your calder instead. Adanni teased.
Thanks, I’ll take that under advisement.
He stood to get Bartley and Suney as a young woman announced the boarding of flight seventy-two to Nerway Jaconica at gate four. Tyler shook his head absently as other passengers grabbed stow away baggage and filed towards the gate.
Don’t worry, Tyler, it’s natural to have these feelings. Adanni said casually. In fact, it’s even natural to act upon them.
For an Onyalum perhaps, but not for me!
Well, my friend, in case you haven’t noticed, you are an Onyalum. Adanni laughed.
Yeah, that’s what scares me. Tyler’s mood soured as he walked into the bar.
The day and half it took to reach Srilner tired them all. Between time changes and restless layovers in towns that didn’t warrant an airport, Tyler felt more miserable than during the ferry ride to Daresh. Three days without a decent shower made him feel more like the Tyler from Earth than Pitord from Shanter.
He was nearly knocked over by the heat and humidity that struck him as he de-planed. It had been a long time since feeling that kind of searing heat, and after years on the cold Isles of Gord, the steady sunshine and warm temperature was more than overwhelming. Even the light seemed to hurt his eyes, and he had to shed his jacket while his shirt stuck to his body from the rivulets of sweat. Sadly, the interior of the airport brought little relief.
Bartley assured him they would quickly adjust to the change in climate, but the disheveled look Suney gave him spoke otherwise. Apparently they would have air conditioning in the hotel, but Tyler felt certain he wouldn’t make it that far.
It took two hours to clear customs, and Tyler frowned when he saw royal families sliding through as they greased the process with currency. He knew his small group didn’t have those kinds of funds available, so they remained miserable in the oppressive heat while two security men searched every piece of luggage. He didn’t know what they were searching for, but he began to suspect a bribe.
Finally, an irate Suney demanded to speak with a supervisor or let them pass. After loud words with a younger man in a freshly pressed suit, they’d been passed into the city that claimed more crime and corruption than anywhere else on the continent. It was ironic the locals considered country bumpkins a threat to their city.
The cab ride to the hotel was less dramatic except when the driver informed them his air conditioner was broken as they pulled away from the curb. They drove down the main strip paralleling the beaches obscured by towering resorts. Still, Tyler caught an occasional glimpse of blue-green water and dreamed about submerging himself in the cool liquid.
A hot breeze blew in from the open windows, and Suney sat sullen as her hair blew wildly, sticking to her sweat soaked face.
“Not what you were expecting?” Tyler asked sympathetically.
She pulled the wet mat of hair from her eyes and smiled weakly. “I don’t feel I fit into such an exotic setting.”
“You’ll feel better after a shower and change of clothing.” He assured her thinking more about his own needs.
“It’s my clothes that are the problem.” She said quietly as she turned towards the window.
He wasn’t sure what she meant, but a flash of her in a bikini popped into his mind. “Yeah, I’m not sure the clothes I brought are adequate for this weather either.”
Bartley turned around from the front seat and joined the conversation. “Stop worrying, Pitord, we have a clothing allowance at our disposal, so we can buy whatever we need.”
“Good. Right now, I need a shower, then maybe a drink.”
“That’s the spirit! Come on, you’re on vacation, enjoy yourself.” Suney shot Bartley another look, but he ignored it. “Look, when we get to the hotel, we can freshen up and meet in the bar to discuss our agenda. The good news is we have a couple days to relax before the Prince arrives.”
Suney smiled weakly. “Fine, Bartley, you’re leading this expedition.”
Tyler grinned. “Sure. It’ll be great.” He didn’t actually feel that way, but looked forward to the gentle motion of waves as he floated on the surface of the clear, warm waters. Till now, he hadn’t realized how much he missed the beaches of Los Angeles. Sure, the constant parties had been great, but he really enjoyed swimming in the waves, feeling the undulations that pulsed with the life of the planet. Perhaps this would be a vacation after all? Lord knew he needed one. If only he could stop picturing Suney in a bikini.
Their first day in Srilner was spent discussing plans for the week, purchasing warm-weather clothing, and sleeping off the jet-lag from the long trip. Despite the air conditioning in Tyler’s room, he found it difficult to sleep in the warmer climate. After a while, he gave up and spent hours walking through the posh grounds of the resort.
It was similar to many he’d frequented in Los Angeles when providing party supplies. The clientele were just as stuffy, and the prices were just as high. Why a fifty cent piece of candy cost a few dollars in such a place never sat right with Tyler. It was as if the resort purposely chose to rip you off to honor your wealthy status. Tyler supposed it was yet one more way to flaunt your affluence to the world. Even in Tyler’s heydays, he never lost sight of the value of a dollar. That was probably why Raul loved him.
According to Bartley, they would meet the Prince in two days after he arrived from Machore with a sizable entourage, as Bartley put it. The more time Tyler spent around the wealthy of Laerue, the less he respected them. He imagined the Prince would be the worst of all. Flashes of Poolto’s Emperor ran through his mind and he pictured a self-righteous, self-serving man. He didn’t relish the meeting, or having to deceive the man to achieve their goals. Rotten or not, Tyler would be stooping to his level when he perpetrated the lie.
Although it didn’t sit well, he was reluctant to let down his friend or country. He loved the life he’d left on the islands, and wanted to provide the best opportunities for the farmers he supported. If that meant deception, he was willing to participate.
Bartley spent much of the intervening time preparing for the big meeting. He handled the delivery of the calder, and discussed other affairs of the agricultural state with Jaconican bureaucrats in Srilner for the economic conference. Opportunities to forge new relationships existed, and trade treaties that would benefit all could readily be orchestrated during the conference. Despite being a Laerue Republic conference, trading partners were encouraged to attend. It was rumored more deals were put together at this annual event than during any other time of the year.
Tyler was happy Bartley and Suney could conduct business while he vacationed. His role was simple and he would enjoy himself until called upon to perform it. He missed life in Shanter, and though the warm weather and sunny beaches eased the chill of winter, he missed the warm fires and caresses of Liraln. He wished they could afford a trip to such a place, but he knew Liraln was too practical to allow herself such an indulgence. That was life. It was a small sacrifice for the harmonious existence he enjoyed on Dimare.
Despite self-admonishments to control his natural tendencies, he found he was enjoying the local liquor more than he probably should. The exquisite flavor combinations of Jaconica’s tropical drinks combined with their cooling effects on a hot body, made it difficult for Tyler to pass through the many bars without helping himself to some new pleasure. He knew he was overdoing the hospitality of the Gordian people, but he missed the carefree feelings of being drunk. It was a slippery slope, but he kidded himself it was only part of the vacation experience. Surely he’d return to sobriety after leaving the playgrounds of the rich and famous.
It was with such a drink that Tyler made his way to the beach for some much needed sun and surf. The beach was nearly the same size as many in Los Angeles, but the number of people was dramatically reduced. As a guest of the resort, he was free from having to spend his vacation among the commoners of Srilner. Public beaches were available, but they were outside the city limits where much of the hired help lived in tightly packed villages of meager means.
Despite the obvious poverty, petty crime was uncommon in Srilner. Many believed it was the natural friendliness of the native Jaconicans, but Tyler knew it was the effect of a harsh police system designed to protect the money of their northern clients. Tyler knew about such systems, and he understood criminals were rarely imprisoned under such a regime. Better they disappear than require expensive care in prison. After all, the real criminals ran the government, and they were ruthless with their control.
To an outsider, of course, everything appeared like a tropical paradise, but it was an illusion created to ease the minds of those who frequented the city. How could you enjoy your wealth if you were constantly being reminded of whose expense it was at? Tyler had seen it over and over again on all the worlds he’d frequented. It was one of the inherent pleasures in the Isles of Gord. There was no poverty but also no rich. Over his years as a Gordian, Tyler became convinced an agrarian society was the best model.
He missed his quiet comfort in Shanter and its distance from the cares of the rest of the world. But despite that, he was determined to relax during the opportunity he’d been given. He gratefully sipped his fruity drink and found an empty cabana to claim his own. He set down his drink and local magazine he’d purchased for the fun of seeing how the rest of them lived and stripped to his swimsuit for a much needed soak.
The waves were generous without being oppressive, and he easily swam through them while enjoying the constant up and down rhythms. There were few people in the water, and he took advantage of the solitude this provided. He felt tension fall from his shoulders as he let his body ride limp in the flowing water. The temperature was warm, and the sun shining down on his exposed body was like heated stones untying the knots in his muscles as he blended seamlessly with the water.
He wasn’t certain how long he’d been floating, but a slight current pulled him further from the beach than he’d intended. A quick peak under water indicated he was in about fifty feet of water and suddenly felt uncomfortable so far from shore. He turned towards the white beach and swam calmly through the waves. Within a couple minutes, he was back in the shallows, waves pushing him to the warm sands. He’d had his fill and looked forward to cocktails while perusing the local magazine.
As he sat down, he grabbed his drink feeling more invigorated and relaxed than he’d had in years. His body still swayed to the gentle motion of the waves, and despite his obvious motion sickness, the effect was not unpleasant. He settled into the vacation he rightly deserved.
The ice in his drink had melted, so he finished it off before raising the cabana’s flag to summon beach staff. Within minutes he had a fresh cocktail named the Wave Crasher. It was a fruity concoction consisting of several citrus juices blended with a cream based mixer and ample amounts of the local liquor. They called the liquor Renouda, and it was made from a local palm nut off the Tarab tree. Tyler likened its taste to a cross between rum and brandy, but it was best mixed with fruit juices.
He reclined, sipping slowly while admiring the young women scantily clad in beach wear. Though thongs had not been invented on Dimare, many wore bikini style swimsuits that left little to the imagination. It was a refreshing sight after the heavily dressed women in Shanter, and he even admired the brown-green mottling many of the women sported
Though most in Laerue were the dominant green of the continent, Tyler noticed other colors since arriving in Srilner. It was rumored many of the rich supported families in Jaconica. These lucky few were lifted from poverty and given a posh life in return for favors to the rich. Tyler knew what the favors were, and disliked the notion the rich could buy love—some not quite legal.
He watched as a young woman, barely sixteen by his calculations, ran to meet an older gentleman who’d just walked onto the beach looking wholly lost. He was a wealthy businessman from Laerue, and Tyler imagined the man had a wife and several children waiting at home. But here in Jaconica, anything goes if money is thrown at it.
He leaned back, ignoring the inequities inherent in the city of sin. He had been worse places than Srilner and had seen far worse practices.
Like orgies on Gamel for instance? Adanni broke his peace, but Tyler didn’t chastise him.
Yes, for instance. There was no denying he’d done unsavory things on Gamel. He was ashamed of that past and even more so as they still brought a rush of excitement with the memory.
We’re on vacation, why not indulge those fantasies? Adanni suggested meekly. You are enjoying the drink again, why not everything else?
It would be a shame to ruin this trip with a confrontation. Tyler warned.
Oh, please, you want it as much as I do. I can read your thoughts after all!
Thinking about it and doing it are two different things! Tyler countered.
Really? You could have fooled me.
“May I join you?” A soft, distinctly feminine voice asked from behind.
He turned to the radiance of Suney Lockton. Just as before, he felt like a smitten boy meeting his young teacher for the first time. He was embarrassed but let it pass.
“Wha … oh, please.” He tried minimizing his stuttering as he pulled up another chair.
She’ll do. Adanni whispered into Tyler’s confusion.
“Stop that!” Tyler said out loud before catching himself.
Suney looked confused. “Excuse me?”
“Oh, sorry, just an insect that has been bothering me all day.” Tyler lied and looked about wildly as if searching for the imaginary threat.
“Oh.” Suney let it drop as she placed her belongings on the table and took the offered seat. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”
“Yes, I couldn’t resist the sun and water.” Tyler eased down into his seat, uncomfortable, but excited to have her near. She didn’t wear the bikini he’d pictured, but the silky beachwear hugged curves in provocative ways that were hard to ignore.
Suney stared at the distant waves rolling onto the beach to screams of small children. “It isn’t like home, is it?”
“Wha … no, the weather is mild here.” Tyler agreed.
“Yes, that, too, but I mean the ocean. It is so peaceful and calm … it seems less … angry.” She finished as if lost in thought.
Tyler agreed. The waters of the islands were hostile and angry, and for a brief moment, he almost felt seasick as he remembered the ferry crossing.
“You have a family, Pitord? A wife and children?” She asked casually while surveying the sea.
“Yes. A wife and two children.” Tyler replied not wanting to talk about his family while unseemly thoughts ran through his mind. He could feel the alcohol affecting his judgment, but it was hard to turn away from the rush.
Suney turned with a smile. “I’m married, too. But we don’t have any children.” She turned away to raise the flag before returning him a grin. “Your drink looks very … refreshing. I think I need something after all the meetings Bartley has dragged me to.”
“Yes, well, he is a driven man who enjoys his job.”
“Indeed, he is very good at it and … I just find myself wondering if I am the right person for mine.” She smiled as she signaled the beach staff to bring two more of the Wave Crashers.
He knew he shouldn’t have more, but he couldn’t stop the feelings washing through him. “Why do you say that? I hear you are a wonderful Chief who has brokered great trade deals for us farmers.”
She laughed lightly, almost embarrassed. “Yes, it is true, but I must admit I don’t get the same satisfaction from it as Bartley.” She paused looking thoughtful as if unsure how much she should reveal. “Anyway, most believe the Governor will not win the next election, so I believe Bartley will soon have my job. He deserves it.”
Tyler wasn’t sure how to respond to this admission, but he was happy to hear Bartley might be moving up the ladder. He hoped the trip to Srilner would add one more reason why he was the best man for the job.
“What will you do? I mean after the election … assuming the Governor doesn’t win.”
She turned towards him and smiled so warmly Tyler had an incredible urge to reach out and kiss her. “I’ll probably raise a family.” She said it low and sultry, and Tyler wondered if she were coming on to him.
He held back, but just barely. He quickly thought about Liraln and tried to put the sinful thoughts aside, but imagining Liraln only made him desire Suney more.
She turned away as their drinks arrived. “Anyway, that is what I am thinking at the moment. My husband has a great job at the Ministry of Waterways, and he would like me to stay at home for a while to raise children. I must admit, I like the idea. Does your wife work?”
Tyler thought she wasn’t as familiar with farmers as she should be, but he answered truthfully. “Well, everyone on the farm works to keep it running, but no, she does not leave the farm to work a job.”
“Yes, sorry, that was a silly question. I suppose I’ve been living in the capital too long.” She took a long sip, and Tyler thought he could almost see her blushing.
“No problem. I’ve probably been living on the farm too long. I must admit I am uncomfortable with the scantily clad women around here.” He tried to change the subject to get past the awkward moment.
Suney looked up from her drink to peer around the beach at the other patrons. She was dressed up in comparison, though Tyler wished she were wearing the bikini he couldn’t get out of his mind. “Yes, I suppose we Gordians are a bit prudish compared to the standards in Jaconica. What would you have done if I had worn something similar?” She smiled meekly, teasing Tyler.
“Well … I don’t think I would do anything.” He said honestly.
“Good, I would hate to ruin our burgeoning friendship.” She smiled broadly before standing and shedding her clothes to reveal a tight fitting, two-piece bikini that left little to imagine and much to desire. “First one to the water buys dinner?”
Tyler leapt from his chair and ran after her through the sand, purposely lagging behind. They leaped into the waves and spent a pleasant half hour swimming through the gentle surf while discussing the pending meeting with Prince Darnid. Tyler couldn’t stop the wild thoughts running through his mind, but he enjoyed the company despite its platonic nature.
When Prince Darnid finally arrived, he and his entourage filled one large limousine escorted in front and back by two smaller vehicles containing a flock of assistants, aides, and bodyguards. Tyler expected it to be ostentatious, but he’d assumed something less obvious and more discrete. Apparently the Prince didn’t believe threats were a problem in Srilner. Nonetheless, the bodyguards looked more than capable of handling any situation that might threaten them.
Bartley admitted the meeting in the resort was only an initial gesture and that real business was conducted at the Prince’s estate once he determined there was business to conduct. Therefore, the goal of this meeting was to convince him there was a reason to invite them to his estate.
Tyler found it absurd, but knew the rich often had strange quirks when it came to handling business. Protection of their wealth or status made many develop peculiar ways to deal with those trying to enter their inner circle. However, Bartley was quick to point out most never got the initial meeting, so they were already light-years ahead.
Bartley confided all the initial communications with the Prince was through his Chief of Staff, a Macult Drennan who notoriously refused most parties. He was a shrewd man who sniffed out fraudulent claims from those warranting an initial meeting. Convincing him was a huge first step, and Bartley’s political prowess won the day. Now they only had to convince the Prince.
Bartley arranged the delivery of the calder, and despite problems with the resort manager not wanting a farm animal on the grounds, the path was adequately lubed with bribes and assurances they would clean up afterward. Tyler was amused his prized calder would stay at one of the finest resorts in Srilner but believed she was worth it.
After the day at the beach, Tyler found Suney distant and professional once more. He wasn’t offended by her actions, just disappointed. He’d enjoyed their brief time together and selfishly wanted more, but she was very concerned with the business at hand, and he saw the strain on her face. She was clearly uncomfortable meeting Prince Darnid but she assured Bartley he would lead the meeting all the way. Tyler knew Bartley found the confidence in his abilities reassuring but also knew it was Suney’s lack of confidence that was the real issue.
Regardless, they all stood patiently at the resort’s entrance dressed in proper attire, sweating in the oppressive heat. The limousine sat quietly with the engine running, and Tyler knew the long wait was meant to purposely underscore the Prince’s power and stature compared to them. He was certain all the machinations of position would be pulled out for their initial meeting. It would be more an assessment of the fitness of the parties than the contents of the proposed negotiations. Clearly they were interested in the proposal or they would never have granted this first meeting.
After years in positions of power, Tyler found the whole affair mundane. Nonetheless, he would play his role to conclusion, keeping his thoughts to himself. While they waited, his mind ran through images of Suney in her bikini, and once again he felt guilt at such unbecoming thoughts.
I would think her professional attitude would be like a cold shower by now. Adanni observed without judgment.
You’d think so, but it actually makes me want her more. Tyler was mad at himself for the predictable patterns of his male ego. She was unattainable, therefore, she was desirable. It was simplistic and ridiculous, but he couldn’t stop the thoughts from impeding on his mind.
I don’t mind, she is very attractive, especially in her swimsuit. I think you missed an opportunity the other day.
Let’s not talk about it, please? Tyler pleaded. I want to be sharp for the meeting with the Prince. With my background, I may be able to help out if something doesn’t feel right.
You mean like you did with the Emperor and Nerun? Adanni asked accusingly.
I admit mistakes in the past, but I have learned from them. Trust no one and always look for ulterior motives.
Well, Tyler, haven’t we become so well informed? I suppose you won’t need my advice?
Adanni sounded like a petulant child, but Tyler knew the alien possessed more experience than he did. Adanni was, after all, the one who had sniffed out the existence of the Onyalum on Poolto. Your advice is welcome Adanni.
Aren’t we magnanimous? Adanni said in mock surprise. I’ll try to keep it pertinent.
The Onyalum fell silent and Tyler turned his thoughts to the limo idling darkly with security on either side of the door. They waved off the young Jaconican bell hop who had rushed to the car on its arrival, and now the assistants and aides stood with the rest, sweating in the heat while the Prince waited to make his appearance.
Tyler stole a quick glance at Suney, and despite drooping in the heat, she still looked beautiful in her flowing gown of silk-like material. It was less than a professional look, but Bartley had assured her it was customary for women to dress that way, especially in Srilner. No one would think less of her or her position and after Tyler watched similarly dressed aides exit the other vehicles, he began to understand the custom. Royalty wanted to dress regal and surround themselves with others in a like manner.
Finally the door opened and an older gentleman wearing a suit too hot for the climate stepped onto the carpeted walkway. With quick glances at the people arrayed, he nodded his head to one of the security men who took another inside the building past Tyler. They were going to check out the interior of the resort before the Prince entered.
Although Tyler didn’t know Chief Drennan by sight, he was certain this was the man. His air of command and sharp attention to detail was a dead giveaway. Bartley admitted the man was much older than the Prince and had loyally served his family for many years.
Apparently satisfied with the arrangements, he nodded inside the limo to the waiting Prince. The Prince slid out of the car dressed in an elegant silk-like shirt and pants with detailed embroidery Tyler knew was expensive. Around the cuffs and collar, small sea creatures frolicked in blue waves. Ordinarily, Tyler would consider such an outfit gaudy, but the detail and small size of the work made it impressive.
Prince Darnid was a man of thirty-five years, dark hair combed neatly back, well groomed, and tan skin with the natural green mottling that was inherent to those on the continent. According to Bartley, he was married to two wives with seven children between them, and kept a large array of concubines at his estate in Srilner. He frequented this city on a regular basis, and Tyler understood why he sported tan skin unlike the white-green mottling of everyone else.
On his hands were several garish rings adorned with sparkling gems that identified him as royalty. Tyler knew royals wore rings fashioned with the crests of their family lineage, and in Laerue, it was illegal to wear anything similar in design unless you were part of a royal family. However, in Srilner, Tyler had already seen various knockoffs from retailers around town. It was great for rich, Republic patrons who wanted to pretend they were royal while on vacation.
The Prince wore simple leather sandals and a pair of small sunglasses topping his casual look. He surveyed the waiting people before turning to the car to assist a young lady out.
She was stunning, and her darker mottling suggested she was from exotic ancestry as opposed to the women of Laerue. She was clearly younger than the Prince but wore the same offensive look of royalty Tyler had come to despise. He knew her for what she was—a Srilner play toy for the Prince. Her dress barely covered her assets, and it took every ounce of control to keep from staring at the sumptuous curves.
She makes Suney seem common in comparison. Adanni commented.
Tyler had to agree, but he kept his thoughts quiet while the procession made their way to greet them. First was Chief Drennan while the Prince and his consort stood back looking bored. After the man shook hands, he stood back to introduce the Prince. One by one, they were introduced to a now smiling Prince, and, per protocol, they bowed in deference while keeping their hands to themselves. One only shook royalty’s hands when it was offered—usually after a deal was reached.
From appearances, Tyler couldn’t read much about the Prince. He was just as Tyler assumed, pompous, self-important, and willing to demonstrate his position at every turn. Even the smile was fake, and Tyler thought he saw disdain for having to meet backwater Gordians who somehow managed to produce better calder than his own subjects. It would be an interesting meeting.
After settling into one of the resort’s largest conference rooms replete with refreshments, they got down to business. Bartley laid out the plan he’d put together and Tyler thought he did a spectacular presentation. Although he was constantly deferential to the Prince, he did it in such a way as to intimate they were near equals despite the royal bloodline. Although Tyler couldn’t be sure, it appeared the Prince liked Bartley.
Bartley finished the proposal with the presentation of the prized calder rolling into the room inside a regal cage. Tyler was impressed and made a mental note to say as much to his friend afterwards. No one could have put together a better proposal, and Bartley even avoided the obviously illegal smuggling of the calder wool into the Republic while making it clear ample supplies would be provided.
The Prince sat patiently listening with only minimal questions and laughing when Bartley made sly comments Tyler thought might offend. Clearly Bartley was in his element, and even Chief Drennan appeared pleased with the presentation.
The Prince eyed the cage with a gracious smile as he inspected it more closely. “And you say this female produces three to four young per litter?”
Bartley smiled as he stuck his hands through the bars to gently stroke the nervous calder. “Yes, usually twice a year.”
“Marvelous!” The Prince exclaimed. “We gladly accept this wonderful gift.”
Bartley stood straight before bowing once more in deference to the Prince’s acceptance. “Thank you, your highness, she will serve you well.”
The Prince dismissed the gesture with a wave of his hand before turning towards Chief Drennan. “Of course she will. Macult, please make sure this animal is transported to Machore safely.”
Bartley jumped in. “No need, your highness, we have already secured transport and paperwork to your estate farm as needed.”
“Splendid, Bartley.” The Prince turned back and smiled. “Well, you have given us much to think about, but I am pleased to say you have made a generous offer. Please join us this weekend at our estate for a grand party we’re throwing for various dignitaries here for the economic conference next week. We can discuss your proposal at greater length at that time. Good day!”
With that, the Prince and his consort left the room while Chief Drennan remained behind to give Bartley directions to the estate. Tyler glanced at Suney who looked just as surprised with the fast pace of the meeting. It was clearly a success since they’d made it to his private estate. Bartley once again pulled off a coup as his savvy insights into Laerue politics was gaining them the audience they needed.
Unfortunately, Tyler couldn’t tell if the Prince was willing to agree to their proposal or not, but he was clearly interested enough to think about it. That bode well, and Tyler started feeling like the trip might turn out to be worth the effort and expense.
Bartley shook hands with Drennan before the room was cleared of all but the three of them. “Well, dinner and drinks on me, my friends!” Bartley exclaimed, excited by the success.
Suney smiled broadly. “No, Bartley, dinner and drinks courtesy of the Gordian government. Well done!”
Bartley beamed under the praise as Tyler added his own accolades. Tyler knew there would be no living with him after this. His friend was destined for larger things, and Tyler already missed the cheerful wit soon to be nothing more than a memory. He deserved it.
With so much to celebrate, they threw caution to the wind and ate at one of the more exclusive restaurants in Srilner. They dined on fresh seafood and drank wonderful wines imported from the finest regions of the Laerue Republic. Each drank more than their share, but they would have ample time to sleep it off the following day.
Tyler was happier than he’d been since arriving in Srilner and looked forward to the party despite the lavish wealth that would be displayed. He easily convinced himself a little extravagance was warranted considering the import of their mission. When in Rome?
Hey, that’s my line! Adanni retorted as they left the restaurant satiated and tipsy.
The two days leading up to the party went by quickly, but Tyler succeeded in spending one more day at the beach with Suney. Bartley finally joined them, and even escorted a young lady he’d met at a club the night before. It almost felt like a double date, but Tyler behaved despite generous refreshments.
Looking back, he could swear he’d been receiving signals from Suney—signals of interest. But he was reluctant to reciprocate. What if he was wrong? Both of them were married and it was clearly the wrong thing to do. Despite that, Tyler couldn’t stop fantasizing about her. The last night before the party, she’d stopped by his suite late to share a quick nightcap. She claimed she was having a hard time sleeping, but he couldn’t help thinking she’d wanted more.
Because of these mixed signals, he held back despite Adanni’s constant urgings to take advantage of a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Of course, Adanni even offered to do it for him so that he would not be burdened with the guilt, but Tyler confidently declined. It was one thing with Pitord’s wife, but something else entirely when it involved another man’s wife. The guilt would still exist.
During meals, Bartley schooled them on proper protocols and what to expect at the party. Tyler only half listened as he’d attended enough to know what was required. However, he noticed Suney listened intently as her lack of confidence made her fearful of the pending event. Most attending would either be wealthy businessman from the Republic or royalty. Either way, they were outclassed on many levels.
Later, Tyler pulled Suney aside and asked if they could stick together so he wouldn’t embarrass himself amid the social elite. It was an easy escape for Suney to take, and she took it, thankful for Tyler being the one who admitted he was uncomfortable. It was an easy lie to perpetrate and had the added benefit of spending more time with her.
The event would start early as a pool party before the main dinner in the evening. Tyler wasn’t looking forward to swimming with the rich and famous, but it was considered impolite to turn down the hospitality the Prince offered, so he packed his swimsuit into a small suitcase with an evening outfit.
He wore a lightweight pair of shorts, new leather sandals, and a multi-patterned shirt that felt like wearing nothing. Admiring himself in the mirror, he had to admit the sun and sea brought out the best in Pitord’s features. He was tan, lean, and looked vigorous and healthy. He felt better and was glad he’d come.
They met at the main entrance to their hotel while waiting for a cab to the estate. Suney wore a flowing two piece outfit that was nearly transparent, and Tyler spotted the light pattern of her bikini underneath reversing his opinion of the pool party. Bartley was similarly dressed to Tyler, and though he hadn’t tanned since arriving, he still looked fresh and alive. Despite their excitement about the party, they remained quiet on the ride to the Prince’s estate.
It was a lengthy ride up the coast before their cab finally pulled into the posh landscape. The coastline was dotted with mansions consuming expensive beach while high walls and gates kept the uninvited out. The Prince’s estate was one of many containing acres of land both along the beach and across the road into the interior. Bartley calculated the size to be about three times that of Pitord’s farm, and it contained at least four dwellings including one for the hired help.
Pulling through the guarded gate, Tyler was amazed at the immaculate landscaping that met them inside the compound. Lush gardens, lawns and fountains flowed along the drive as they wound their way towards the beach and what looked like a small village. The structures were painted a fresh white reflecting the sun to emphasize size and wealth while keeping it cool.
It reminded Tyler of Admiral Osloo’s Tooland estate on Poolto, but this one ended with a private three mile beach extending several hundred yards from the base of a cliff the buildings sat upon. It was spectacular, and Tyler would have expected nothing less from royalty. He glanced at Suney and saw she was impressed but awed by the wealth the estate represented. Even the Governor’s mansion wasn’t as large.
Tyler grabbed Suney’s hand, a gesture he knew was bold, but asked once more if she would stick with him during the party. She readily agreed and didn’t pull her hand away.
Bartley rode in front whistling wildly as they passed the gardens and fountains shooting water into the hot air. “Wow! Is this great or what?”
Tyler understood his excitement. He was angling for more than the simple life of the islands, and this represented all his desires. It was more than Tyler wanted, but he was willing to enjoy it if only for a day. With Suney by his side, it was shaping up to be a great party. “Yeah, it is great.” He said easily before adding mock concern to ease Suney. “However, I find it a bit intimidating.”
“It’s larger than the Governor’s mansion.” Suney added calmly as she released Tyler’s hand.
Bartley leaned over the seat and smiled. “Yeah, how would you like to work for this guy?”
Tyler couldn’t tell if Bartley was serious or just dreaming. He had to admit, it wouldn’t be out of character for his friend, especially after working for the Governor. It would be a logical next step in an illustrious career, and Tyler could imagine Bartley as Chief of Staff like Drennan.
Suney frowned. “No thanks, I like it Gordian simple.”
It was a non-assuming phrase, but summed up everything for Tyler. Gordian simple was more than just a rural description—it was a way of life. He’d relished this posh life since coming to Srilner, but he missed the Gordian simple life and looked forward to their return.
The oppressive Jaconican heat slammed them as they got out of the car. Not even the light ocean breeze brought relief from the persistent heat. Tyler was thankful he’d brought his suit, and looked forward to the cooling pool. Several attendants met them at the door and took their bags, ushering them to the back of the main building.
They passed through enormous doors onto a sprawling patio, and Tyler couldn’t help but think of the pools in Las Vegas. The area was at least several acres of cabanas, umbrellas, bars, restrooms, lounge chairs, and various games surrounding an enormous pool shaped like a crablike creature that was the local mascot of Srilner. In the middle of the pool, an island was constructed to look like a towering volcano complete with tropical palms, gardens, and a slide that wrapped around the conical mountain depositing its passengers into the deeper part of the pool.
Tyler grew excited as he led Suney to an unoccupied cabana. Tyler counted at least a hundred people in various stages of dress, and he couldn’t help but notice the young, under aged women barely dressed playing games in the immense pool.
Tyler watched Suney as she noticed the women, too. She looked down in a self-deprecating manner, but Tyler thought no one there was as beautiful as she was. If no one else admired her, he would. He preferred a woman of experience far more than any dalliance the other men brought with them. She had power, intellect, and a calm beauty that instantly attracted him.
“Would you care for a drink?” He asked as he signaled a young man carrying a tray.
She answered quietly. “Yes, thank you.”
Bartley excused himself to see if he could track down Chief Drennan to schedule a time to discuss the proposal. Tyler ordered a couple tropical drinks and sat down next to Suney who watched the pool with a look of melancholy.
“What’s wrong?” He asked casually.
“Is this a life you would want?” She asked neutrally.
Tyler laughed. “Me? No, I prefer farming.”
“Bartley seems enamored by this wealth.” She said it without malice.
“Yes,” Tyler agreed quickly, “but he never fit into the Gordian simple we love and enjoy. Ever since I have known him, he has aspired to something more than a simple life on the islands. Deep down, I think he would like to move to Laerue.”
“You think so? I thought he only aspired to the Governor’s mansion.” She sounded surprised by Tyler’s summation of his friend’s aspirations.
“Well, yes, early on that is true, but he wants more than that.”
She took his words calmly and looked back at the crowd splashing through the water. “Uh … I suppose I can see that in him. He is very capable. I suspect he’d be very successful in Laerue.”
“Yeah, well, I guess we’ll see after this trip.”
The drinks arrived and Tyler proposed a toast. “To the success of the Gordian farmers!”
Suney smiled broadly. “I can drink to that. To the success of the Gordian farmers!”
They sipped the cold drinks before Tyler excused himself to change. As he walked to the restroom, all he could think of was Suney in her bikini.
Bartley finally rejoined them, recounting how they would stay the night as guests of the Prince before meeting the following morning. Though none of them were prepared for an overnight stay, they could hardly refuse the Prince when they were so close to making the deal. They drank to this new success, before Bartley ran off to meet as many people as he could. Tyler and Suney enjoyed the hot day and cool water in the Prince’s pool.
Most of their time was spent discussing the ridiculous behavior they observed around them. Inappropriate conduct was a common theme, and hormones ran rampant among the older guests and their younger courtesans. It reminded Tyler of past lives and guilty pleasures, but he scolded the behavior as did Suney. It was one thing to play outside your own country, but it was another to do it during a social event. Tyler imagined only the Playboy mansion parties might compare.
So far, no one had seen the Prince, and Tyler began to suspect he wasn’t even there. He was probably conducting business in Srilner before joining his guests for dinner later that evening. It didn’t matter, everyone took advantage of his hospitality without him. Tyler enjoyed the drink, although each new round surfaced stronger desires for Suney.
Despite her comments about the people around them, he noticed she, too, appeared more amorous. He assumed it was the sun and drink, but he, too, felt more excitement than normal. In the pool, he found her bumping into him, or leaning on him, or whispering in his ear conspiratorially as she mocked the very people she was beginning to act like.
Each time their bodies made contact, Tyler felt a rush of adrenaline, and several times he had to submerge himself to hide the clear affections he felt. What was happening? Were they letting the festivities around them influence their behavior? Was it acceptable to let their hair down? It seemed wrong and yet it seemed right at the same time. It was as if they’d been a couple for many years, and the fresh air and sunny location renewed the relationship that had lain dormant. But she was married! He was married! This wasn’t right.
They were in the pool once more, holding drinks haphazardly as they moved through the cool water amid couples engaged in various carnal acts. Tyler followed dreamily as he tried to avert his eyes from the pornographic visions around him. Suney laughed drunkenly as she smirked at each of the couples they slid past.
Nearing the shallow side of the volcanic island, Tyler noticed several young girls sunning themselves naked on the false beach and his body responded to the beautiful vista. He was embarrassed by his obvious expressions of lust and drank heavily to hide his interest.
Suney stopped with her back to the edge of the island, a girlish smile filling her face as she giggled at the naked girls above.
“I can’t be … believe … they are nik … naked!” She smiled at Tyler through an alcohol haze slurring her words.
Tyler looked at the young bodies once more and blushed as he rose to the occasion. He was thankful the water hid his reaction. “Yeah, they seem too young to be at such a party.”
This brought further rounds of giggles from Suney as she turned her back on him and stared at the quiet crowd. “And they’re naked!” She pointed rudely at a nearby cabana where a man and woman made a bed out of the chaise lounge. “Tha … that is no … not right!” She gulped loudly as she drank once more from her cup.
She slammed the empty vessel on the pool’s edge and moved backward through the water bumping into Tyler. He’d been watching a young couple nearby as the man slipped his partner’s top from her shoulders. Suney’s bump exacerbated his erection as she leaned heavily into him. She pressed up against it barely able to hold herself steady, but he realized from the look in her eyes that she understood what was happening.
“When I was younger … in college … some fri … friends and me went to a hid … den beach and stripped na … naked. I remem … ber the water was so cold…but I was still so exci … excited.” She kept pressing against him and he tried not to embrace her though his body screamed with desire. “Tha … that was my first t … time.”
Her hands moved back behind her and she grabbed Tyler lovingly. He put his drink down and wrapped his arms around her pulling close. In his mind, it was just a dream, or a fantasy, and he let go to the moment. Her curves enticed him as his hands explored above and beneath her suit. She responded in kind.
Light crept around the heavy curtains darkening the cool room. Tyler’s head throbbed with a pain that sent him reeling when he tried to sit up. A half covered body of a woman lay next to him, her back bare and breasts exposed. It didn’t take Tyler long to figure out who it was or what had happened.
Guilt made him appreciate his throbbing pain. He lay naked amid the disheveled bedding indicating they’d had a good time despite their marital status.
Suney lay motionless and Tyler thought it best not to wake her. He stared at the ceiling trying to recount what had happened. He could remember the pool, plenty of drinks, and other couples breaking off from the crowd to get close and private. Had he and Suney done the same? He couldn’t remember. What about the Prince and the dinner? He looked about the room and spotted their bags on a distant chair, their swimsuits damp on the floor. They’d never made it to dinner.
Damn!
Tyler was embarrassed and ashamed for the actions that might cause them to lose the deal with the Prince. What of Bartley? Did he know what had happened between them? He would certainly miss them at the dinner and wonder where they’d been.
Damn!
Suney rolled over groaning, her arm reaching to Tyler, pulling him close. Her smell and touch almost aroused him once more, but the pain kept those feelings at bay. She looked so innocent, but Tyler couldn’t help but imagine her trying to lie to her husband about the trip.
Was this how she was going to start a family, with another man? He groaned inwardly at the thought of getting her pregnant.
Damn!
You are awfully quiet Adanni. I would think you would be enjoying this moment! Tyler knew the alien lurked in the background, waiting to make a smug comment.
Ordinarily, you’d be right, but … I honestly don’t remember what happened. Do you?
No, no I don’t. Tyler was concerned neither could remember.
Very disconcerting. Adanni agreed.
Do you think just drinks could do that? Tyler asked searching for an explanation.
Why ask me? You’re the expert on those things … Samil!
Adanni’s reference to Samil stung, but Tyler had to admit he was the expert on self-medicating.
I think we were slipped a Mickey! Tyler concluded.
A what? Adanni asked confused.
Tyler was surprised the alien hadn’t pulled the reference from his memories. A Mickey. Someone spiked our drinks with a drug. He finished, certain he was right.
Why? Adanni asked. Someone wanted you and Suney together?
Yeah, and I think I know who and why!
The Prince? Adanni asked.
I bet. Tyler agreed.
Adanni almost sounded happy at the confirmation. I have a newfound appreciation for this man.
Well, don’t! This isn’t going to be good for us … or Suney.
Adanni fell silent as Suney roused from sleep, her hands exploring the obvious pounding in her head. She blinked once before focusing on the naked man next to her. She pulled her hands back and stared in horror at Tyler.
“Pitord! Wha … what happened?” Panic rose in her voice as realization dawned on her. “Oh, my god! We didn’t? Did we?”
Tyler saw pain on her face with the realization. “Well, I was hoping you could tell me … but, yes, it does appear that we ... you know.”
“Oh, god no! No!” She moaned as she pulled the covers to hide her flesh. “What will I tell my husband?”
“Nothing, I hope.” Tyler said as calm as he could.
“You can’t be serious. Lie to him after betraying him?” Tyler watched tears forming as she thought about what she was saying.
“What will telling him accomplish?” He asked.
She grabbed her head and wiped tears from her eyes. “It might save my marriage!”
“I think you are overestimating what the truth will do.” He said lightly, not meaning to be glib. “Besides, we have been duped. This is not our doing. I mean, yes, we may have been attracted to each other, but I don’t think we would have done this on our own.”
“We would have if we were drunk!” She accused as though he were an idiot.
“Yes, I know we were drunk. But even that would not have been enough to overcome our natural tendencies to stay faithful to our partners. There was something else.” He finished not wanting to spell it out because of what it meant.
“Something else?” She sounded confused and angry. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“I think we were drugged!” He said louder than intended.
Her face turned cold and frightened as she realized what he was saying. “Who?” Was all she could murmur.
“Who do you think?” He asked calmly. “Who else would gain from this?”
“Bartley?” She asked tentatively.
He scowled. “No! Not Bartley. Think! We are in his mansion, at his party, ready to discuss a deal that is important to him!”
“Oh, my god!” She could bear no more as she realized the consequences of their actions. She broke down in tears.
Tyler tried to hold her to calm her down, but she pulled away savagely and leapt out of bed leaving him naked and alone. He understood her distress. He was just a farmer from a small town, but she was a representative of their national government. This would be far more devastating to her than to him.
He watched her naked back as she desperately tried to pull on clothing from her bag. “I’m … sorry.” He said it softly, but it came out sad.
Deep down he wasn’t sorry and wanted to remember the experience because he cared for her. He felt guilty, but he desired her, and the thoughts would not go away even as she stormed from the room without a word.
He lay back on the pillow as his head droned on mercilessly. How would the Prince play this hand? It was certain their deal would no longer resemble the one they’d presented. The Prince held several aces in the hole, while they held nothing.
He moved from the bed to the shower, not wanting to face the day, but unable to sleep. The water washed away the night’s sins, and whiffs of Suney filled his senses as he longed for that which would never be his again. Thoughts of Liraln interfered with his guilty pleasures, but if the Prince had his way, she would never know what had happened.
Neither will you. Adanni reminded him as he turned off the water and stood dripping.
Yeah, too bad. He agreed.
It was an hour later when Tyler received a summons from the Prince. He wasn’t surprised the Prince wanted to end this quickly and move on to other business. What other compromising situations had been created at this party? It was clear this was a normal part of the Prince’s dealings. Considering the outcomes, it was certain no one was bold enough to warn others of the ill-fated traps awaiting those stupid enough to play with the Prince.
It was both predictable, and even inevitable. Royalty held precarious positions in a country more inclined towards democracy than direct leadership. Still, they’d maintained their power for centuries, and Tyler began to understand why. owHow How naive they’d been thinking they could participate in Laerue politics as equals. Gordians were not even in the same league, and despite Bartley’s adept prowess navigating Gordian political waters, he’d entered these waters in nothing but a canoe.
They’d known corruption and bribery was an integral part of the Republic scene, but they hadn’t considered blackmail and extortion. Perhaps they’d naively believed such things were below those of royal heritage, therefore, not worth considering. But Tyler knew better, and still he’d been caught in the web. It was true, he’d become a simpleton farmer who no longer understood the dangers of the big city.
Are you sure you ever understood them? Adanni asked.
Perhaps not. Tyler admitted.
Well, let’s not dwell on it. Adanni chastised jokingly. You still have a farm to tend and a wife to keep happy.
Sure, I suppose I do. The thought didn’t cheer Tyler as he entered the guarded room.
Bartley and Suney sat at one end of a large table while the Prince and another consort sat patiently at the other. Neither of his friends looked happy or willing to meet his eyes.
The Prince was the only one smiling. “Pitord! So glad you could join us. I hope we can conclude our business quickly so we can get you all on your way.”
Tyler glared darkly at the Prince but held his tongue.
The Prince noticed his dark mood, but said nothing in response. “Fine then, please take a seat. Refreshments?” He asked as a waiter stopped at the table to drop off drinks for the Prince and his consort.
Tyler thought the consort was beautiful, but looked bored with the circumstances. Did she know what was going to happen?
Tyler ordered one of the fruity concoctions he’d been drinking regularly since arriving in Srilner. His head pounded, and he needed something to take the edge off the situation.
“Splendid.” Said the Prince mildly. “Oh, and don’t worry, we’ll make it less strong today.”
No one missed the comment, and Tyler scowled once more as the Prince relished the power he had over them.
“As you know, I am a busy man, and I rarely grant audiences to those I do not seek out myself. However, you all interested me from the start.” He stood up from the table and walked over to buffet laid out with fresh fruit and pastries. He grabbed a small plateful. “You can imagine I never get inquiries from anyone inside the Isles of Gord, let alone anyone in politics such as yourself, Mr. Bartley, and you, Mrs. Lockton. But, there is always hope that someday your work might find a wider audience.”
He sat back down as Tyler’s drink appeared. Tyler drank quickly and felt the alcohol ease the pain.
The Prince noticed his reaction. “Don’t worry, I have been assured the effects will wear off soon. Where was I? Oh, yes, your offer to do business with me. Well, you can imagine your deal was only one of dozens I am attending to this week, but I must say yours was the most exciting.” The Prince paused and ate quietly while everyone stewed in his words.
Tyler couldn’t stand the quiet. “I suppose the fun was all yours, your highness. Excuse us if we don’t share your excitement.”
“Indeed, Mr. Shers, the pleasure is truly all mine … although I suspect you did enjoy something out of it after all.” He smiled at Suney who looked away in disgust. “Anyway, with so many deals in the making, I find myself pressed for time. That is why I hold the parties … you know… to speed up the proceedings as it were.”
Tyler could hardly stand the pompous ass. “Sure, makes sense.” He replied sarcastically.
The Prince was enjoying Tyler’s barbs. “Of course it does. My family hasn’t been successful all these years only because of our royal connections, although that helps. No, we are successful because we know what we want, and we are not afraid to do whatever it takes to get it.” He paused as an attendant pulled the curtains closed and rolled out a projection screen from an adjacent room.
“I trust you all slept well last night.” No one responded to the comment. “Well, we can actually see whether you did or not.”
Another attendant entered the room carrying a slide projector he placed on the table facing the screen. With a flick of a couple switches, the lights in the room dimmed as the projector sprang to life. Images of the pool and its guests filled the screen as the Prince looked upon it with a carnivorous smile.
“Ah, let’s see. Yes, there you are, Mrs. Lockton and Mr. Shers.” He pointed to the cabana they’d shared throughout the day.
Tyler could tell it was a shot from earlier in the day, shortly after they’d arrived. The Prince clicked the controls and a new picture appeared. It was a rather innocent picture of Bartley speaking with a young woman and her male guardian. The age difference was quite noticeable.
“Yes, and there you are, Mr. Bartley, talking with a judge from one of our smaller Provinces. A wonderful man. He claims she is his niece, but I rather think she may not be.”
He clicked once more and it was a later scene with many couples engaged in heated romance in and around the pool.
“My how these parties change so rapidly once drinks have been served.” The Prince smiled smugly as the scene changed.
This time, the picture was of Tyler and Suney in the pool, their bodies pressed up against each other in a sexual frenzy.
“Well now, Mrs. Lockton, you appear to have enjoyed the pool party. You too, Mr. Shers!”
“Ah, Mr. Bartley, who is this new friend of yours?” The Prince turned around to face Bartley who refused to look at him. “Tortia darling, isn’t that one of our pool guys?”
The picture showed Bartley and a young, nearly naked man laughing with their arms around each other. Both were clearly drunk, and by itself, it didn’t necessarily mean anything, but Tyler knew what was coming.
Click.
“Wait a minute.” The Prince exclaimed excitedly. “If that is the pool guy, then who is that other person with you Bartley? And what pray tell, are you doing?”
The screen was filled with Bartley dressed in a bikini while two men came on to him romantically. Tyler heard Suney’s indrawn breath as she realized what she was seeing.
Click.
Now Bartley and the men were on a large, round bed, naked, engaged in various sexual behaviors.
Click.
Tyler stared into a picture of he and Suney in his room with the covers thrown from the bed. She was bent over with a look of ecstasy on her face while Tyler mounted her from behind. In any other setting, it might have been erotic, but now, it was embarrassing, and Suney broke into tears.
“Enough, Prince, we get the picture, literally.” Tyler was tired of the grandstanding and just wanted the whole thing over. “Name what you want.”
“I want it all. Everything you proposed to me and nothing less.” The Prince was suddenly serious and businesslike.
Bartley finally raised his head in despair. “Fine.”
“Then you intend on pushing your bill through?” Tyler asked knowing the answer.
“That, my friend, was never at issue.” The Prince smiled ruthlessly before rising from his chair. “Mr. Bartley, you are a man who shows great potential politically. However, your exotic tastes in partners will be the end of you. I suggest you learn from this experience and continue your quest for greatness. You may yet find it.”
He helped his consort, Tortia, out of her chair and signaled the lights on. He walked towards the door and turned once more before leaving. “Mrs. Lockton, you are an attractive young lady, but I fear you do not have the true stomach for politics. Leave this nasty business to those who are willing to do anything to accomplish the job. Go back home and raise a family or something.”
He opened the door and escorted his lady into the hallway before turning. “Mr. Shers, I think there is more to you than a simple farmer. Too bad your intellect is wasted on that little rock you call home. Good day to you all, I hope your trip hasn’t spoiled you on dealing with the Republic. We so want good things for all our neighbors.”
He turned, closing the door.
Bartley stood up refusing to make eye contact as he stormed from the room. Tyler remained in his chair smiling at the turn in events. Suney sniffed quietly into a napkin.
Tyler gazed at her softly. “I realize this has all turned out badly … and we will never see each other again. But … but I want you to know something. I may have been drugged, but I don’t regret what happened. I find you very compelling, and in another life, I think we could have been partners.”
There, he had said it and he had meant it. He would miss her, and he would feel pain as he thought about how she would explain the failure of their mission and the cost it would have on the Gordian people. They could always lie and say the Prince promised to stop the legislation. No one would be surprised if the Prince backed out on the deal, but they would still have to pay.
He moved next to Suney who looked sad and lost. He bent over and kissed her powerfully on the lips, her body tensing then relaxing as she melted into his grasp. She had felt it, too, but it was a shame they would never know what could have been.
Tyler left the room, a calm demeanor replacing his troubled soul. Farming would be a relief after this trip.
Travel across the Laerue Republic was subdued and introspective. Bartley apologized profusely—though Tyler didn’t think less of him. They were all culpable for the failure.
Suney kept to herself, but Tyler caught the occasional glimpse his way, a look of regret and longing indicating the turmoil raging inside. There could have been something between them, he knew that now, and he regretted it would end so soon after beginning. But they would each return to their respective spouse, picking up the lives they’d left behind.
They quietly sat apart in the terminal before the final leg to Daresh. The airport was nearly an afterthought in a border city called Yully, and Tyler decided it was best to stay inside despite the three hour wait. Civilization had not yet settled on the small town, and it was notorious for looting tourists who strayed from the relative safety of the airport. Even the people who worked at the airport looked mean, and Tyler found it difficult to think of them as citizens of Laerue.
The temperature was moderate compared to the intense heat of Srilner, but the terminal didn’t have air conditioning, so it hung lifeless and stagnant. Tyler eyed a door nearby and felt an urge to open it for fresh air. Unfortunately, an angry security guard stood nearby, eyeing Tyler in an unpleasant manner. Tyler decided the stagnant air was bearable.
He hadn’t decided whether to tell Liraln about the incident on the trip, and thought avoiding the subject might be the wise course since news from their small village would filter back to the capital. Tyler held genuine feelings for Suney, and he didn’t want her life affected by the rumors that would spread quickly. Better to let her tell her husband, or not, as she saw fit. She was in a difficult position since she failed to secure a deal but still had to provide the bribe. He could imagine her trying to find a way to break the news to the Governor without disclosing the truth. He pitied her.
Would Bartley ever recover? Tyler had never once imagined his friend was gay, but the evidence seemed pretty clear. All those years flirting with women, but Tyler had to admit he’d never seen Bartley with one. After the reveal, Tyler had searched through Pitord’s memories for some indication of his friend’s sexual slant, but it was difficult to point to any one thing.
After Los Angeles, it seemed odd someone could easily conceal their sexual preferences on such a small island. Then again, perhaps that was why it was so easy, because it was unexpected. Tyler knew homosexuality was a normal part of Dimare, but if it existed on the Isles of Gord, it was kept secret and hidden. Tyler understood why. In such a rural area, something so obviously counter to the normal culture would be viewed negatively. He felt sorry for Bartley—all those years. Had he hid feelings for Pitord during that time? It was a strange thought and one Tyler could just as soon avoid knowing.
Where would Bartley go? His plan’s obvious failure would be revealed if the Prince passed the import tariff they’d been sent to defeat. Would all the blame ride on Bartley’s shoulders or would some be deflected by the Prince’s duplicity? Gordians were naturally distrustful of mainland people, so it would likely prove easy to place the blame on the Prince. But what would happen when the Governor stopped the bribes? Would the Prince reveal the truth? Probably—he had nothing to lose.
Tyler imagined the news would be subtly released without being linked to the Prince. An anonymous letter to a Gordian paper including the damning photos would be likely. Either way, the truth would come out and everyone involved would pay a price.
Still, they could get lucky and have the bill fail a majority vote. They knew the Prince held a military funding bill as guarantee, but even that might not go his way. Tyler admitted it was a slim chance, but a chance nonetheless.
He looked across to both deep in thought. He heard their minds roiling with the fallout from the trip. He was fortunate little would happen to him whether the truth came out or not. Liraln was a practical woman, and she wouldn’t view a single dalliance as reason to end their long relationship. They would move past it and continue their Gordian simple lives.
Suney spotted Tyler watching her and rose from to join him. He moved his jacket and offered the seat to his right. She smiled tightly before sitting down. Just having her next to him was enough to long for the memories of their night together.
“I’ve been thinking about what happened.” She looked sad as she exposed her inner thoughts.
“Me, too.” Tyler agreed.
“Although what we did was irresponsible and wrong, I mean we’d been drugged and duped by an unscrupulous man. I am trying not to feel guilty for my actions … but I can’t.” She looked on the verge of some revelation, but something held her back. “I … I have never enjoyed my life in the capital … in fact, I think I am more cut out for the simple life on a farm than in a city.”
Tyler watched as her face contorted with concern. “I understand.” He said reassuringly. “Gordian simple is a philosophy you can never replace.”
“Yes … but no.” She obviously struggled. “I mean, yes, the simple life will always be appealing, but there is more to it than that. I …” She stopped, holding back.
“Something is obviously bothering you.” He tried to ease her mind, get her to relax and confide. He didn’t like seeing her in distress. “You can tell me. I won’t tell anyone.”
She laughed lightly while wringing her hands nervously. “I know. It’s what I like about you—you’re easy to talk with.” She looked around the terminal before turning towards Tyler and staring him full in the eyes. “My husband and I haven’t been … well, haven’t been intimate for some time.”
“I see. That does happen from time to time.” Tyler tried to reassure, but something inside jumped at the news.
“No, not like this. We haven’t been intimate for almost two years.” She looked back at her hands, the worried expression appearing. “I’ve chalked it up to working so hard and long. I mean it was difficult when the Governor was getting elected and settling into the capital. It began to drop off even then, but now we no longer enjoy each other’s company. I always thought it was because I wasn’t home raising kids, even though he’d said he didn’t want that early in our careers. I think …”
Tyler heard the trouble in her mind, but he couldn’t see where she was going with it. “Look, maybe after the elections … I mean if the Governor is defeated ...” He let it trail off uncertain.
She looked up and smiled. “Yeah, I suppose we thought so to, but I think there is something else wrong.” She stopped and looked over at Bartley. “How long do you think he has been … you know … that way?”
Tyler was surprised by the change in topic. “Bartley? You mean gay? I don’t know. I have known him my whole life and I never suspected. He has truly led a double life.”
She laughed. “You see, that is what I am afraid of. I am afraid my husband has been leading a double life … like Bartley.”
“You think your husband is gay?” Tyler asked incredulous. It wasn’t unheard of, but Tyler had never heard of it on the islands. Then again, why would he hear of it? “What makes you think that?”
“I don’t know, nothing in particular. But after seeing Bartley on those films, I felt something that seemed to make everything fall into place.” She paused in confusion. “I’m probably just letting my imagination run wild. After everything that has happened, I feel different. Not necessarily in a good way.”
Tyler smiled, he, too, felt different, but in a good way. Liraln was a wonderful mother and wife, but he obviously missed the true passion of love. Is that what he felt for Suney? Love?
“I know what you mean.”
She looked into his eyes and Tyler felt a pull that reminded him of the past. He wanted this woman and yet she was denied him. Even if she left her husband, Tyler couldn’t abandon Pitord’s family. It went against everything he vowed to uphold. His earlier sins were still too fresh to forget.
“Pitord …” She stumbled as her eyes looked away from his blushing. “I know we don’t remember anything about what happened but … but if I could, I know that I would, you know, enjoy it.”
There she had said it, and Tyler was stunned by the admission. He knew she had feelings for him, but this sounded like more than an infatuation. Did she have the same feelings he did? If so, what did that mean?
“I’m not sure how to respond.” He said genuinely confused.
She stood. “I know, I’m sorry.”
She began to walk away, but Tyler grabbed her hand. “Don’t leave.” He eased her back into the seat and looked deeply into her eyes. “I feel the same way, Suney. I just don’t know what I can do about it.”
She laughed nervously. “I know, you’re right. What can we do? We’re both married, and we don’t even live on the same island.” Tears rolled down her cheeks, and Tyler felt her frustration. “Forget I said anything, Pitord.”
“No, I don’t want to forget it.” He struggled to decide whether to admit his own problems with his marriage. What good would it do? Where could they take this? “My marriage is not exactly perfect either. Don’t get me wrong, Liraln is a wonderful wife and mother, but I don’t really love her. You know, passionately.”
Suney absorbed his words as she wiped tears from her eyes. “So here we are—two people married, but alone.”
He smiled. “Yeah, great pair, huh?”
She returned his smile. “I bet we could be.”
Her words hurt as he wanted her with every fiber of his soul. He’d felt something tangible, something real, and wanted to relive those feelings once more—Gordian simple be damned!
Careful killer … remember your vows.
Adanni’s warning couldn’t stop the flood of feelings. I would think you would want this?
I do. But not if it means living with your guilt for eternity.
Thanks for your support!
“I bet we could be, too, but how?” He felt the promised guilt as he began to pursue her. Damn you, Adanni!
Too late, I have already been damned. I’m stuck with you, aren’t I?
Suney looked away confused. “I don’t know.”
They silently contemplated the impossible until their flight was called for boarding. As they moved toward the gate, Suney whispered into his ear. “Please, sit with me.”
He nodded and followed her onto the tarmac towards the waiting plane. The sun was setting and the color of the sky was warm and inviting. He didn’t know where this was going, but he would enjoy the ride nonetheless. The fresh air was alive and exhilarating.
The flight was the smoothest one yet, and Tyler didn’t feel the usual queasiness accompanying such travel. Suney nearby was having a positive effect.
They held hands lightly as Tyler stared into the darkness, trying to piece together how they could make a life together. Occasional lights could be seen below, but otherwise the area was nearly deserted.
Both sat on the left side of the plane and Tyler watched the vague difference in the darkness as land gave way to ocean. He was happy to be over land. The idea of an emergency landing in the cold waters did not fill him with confidence.
He couldn’t see stars, so the difference between the land, the ocean, and the sky was subtle as clouds hid the starry night from view. Prop planes rarely flew above the clouds, especially if the deck was high in the atmosphere, and during winter, this was quite common. Still, he knew the pilots had instruments that would tell them where they were and where they were heading. The navigator could surely keep track of their progress despite the cloud cover.
He turned towards Suney, watching her sleep quietly with deep creases furrowing her brows. He wanted to ease her pain, make everything better, but he was just as frustrated. How could they make this work without hurting everyone around them? It seemed unlikely if not impossible.
Movement caught Tyler’s eye, and he turned back to the window. Far in the distance, a bright, white light shot into the air as if trying to pierce the cloud cover and into space. It was still a great distance away, but he could make out the familiar light he’d seen from the ferry.
It stopped, hovering as the light’s intensity increased, filling the sky like a small moon. He looked about the cabin, but most were sleeping. Should he wake anyone? Should he tell the pilots?
The light suddenly moved across the water on a direct path with their plane. It was far off, but the speed it traveled was incredible. It quickly closed the distance between them and appeared destined to collide.
Tyler felt the plane turn away from the water as the pilots saw the oncoming object. He felt the nose ease down as they tried to lower their altitude as part of the diversionary tactics.
“What’s wrong?”
Suney’s voice startled Tyler as he struggled to watch the light swinging up and behind the changing course of the plane. “Something is on a collision course with us.”
“What?” The sound of panic in her voice woke others who strained to see and hear what was going on.
Tyler heard their worried murmurs as they noticed the steep pitch of the plane. Someone yelled in distress.
“We’re going to crash!”
The stewardess came out from the front, trying to calm the panicking passengers, but her words were lost in the sound of straining engines as the pilots poured additional power into the props. The plane shook violently as bright light filled the cabin.
Tyler looked out the window and was blinded by the intensity engulfing them. The plane rattled as if it torn at the seams, and screams mixed with shrieking of metal filled the cabin. It was too surreal to fully grasp.
He looked at Suney’s terrified face as her nails tore into his flesh, straining under the increased shaking. He watched everything as if in slow motion. Objects hung motionless in the air as the plane shuddered and strained against gravity.
The light was so bright, Tyler could barely see the frozen faces of the other passengers. It was as if time slowed to a stop, and only Tyler realized the effect. It grew eerily quiet as the bright light washed out the reality before him.
A popping sound broke the strange moment and the light faded as a horrible wind ripped through the interior of the plane through broken windows. Real time rushed back with screams shrieking through the cabin as they were plunged into darkness.
Tyler barely focused through the confusion as Suney’s grip drew blood. The wind roared with the sound of sputtering engines struggling to pull up from the perilous dive. Tyler knew the pitch was too steep and the failing engines would not be able to pull them out in time.
Something slammed into his head as wind blew debris through the cabin. The screams faded beneath the wrenching noise of the plane breaking up from the terrible force of their descent. One engine was dead and the other struggled.
A lazy thought swam through his mind amid the turmoil: how far was the ground? He knew they’d flown relatively low, so naturally they had little distance to fall. It would be over soon.
Say goodbye to Pitord. Was all Adanni offered amid the confusion.
Tyler agreed. Few, if any, would survive. He leaned over grabbing Suney’s head in his hands. He placed his lips on her mouth, silencing her cries as her body gave into his. It seemed like they kissed forever, yet it was probably over in seconds. He whispered into her ear, not knowing if she heard him over the din. “I love you.”
The crash through the trees was fast and furious as walls of the cabin ripped away, exposing passengers to exterior chaos. Seats tore from the floor, their passengers flung into darkness while the remnants of the plane searched desperately for the ground through crushing wood shredding flight seven forty-one.
The last thing Tyler remembered before smashing head first onto a hard surface was the explosive glow of the remaining fuel igniting in a bright orange-red.
Tyler felt the release of his spirit from Pitord’s body as another sucked him in. The pain from the new body was horrifying and he struggled to remain conscious to repair that which seemed irreparable. It didn’t work, and darkness consumed him before he was released once more.
His mind spun from the experience despite the lack of senses. He knew he needed to flee, but another tug pulled him into yet another dying body and the painful reality of death. He couldn’t focus his energy to repair the damaged body as pain ripped through his mind. He struggled in darkness interlaced with glimpses of a dull, orange glow from dying flames.
Something sharp pierced his body and he felt the lungs filling with fluid as his body yearned to expire. He wanted it to die, to release him so he could flee the wreckage trapping him in hell.
The pop finally came and he willed his mind to flee into the Universe as another grabbed his ethereal essence, pulling him back into the fray. This one was less damaged but the pain just as intense. He sensed several broken limbs and internal damage, but the pain was dulling and he was able to focus energy to stop the pending death.
He wasn’t sure why he wanted to heal the body, but something urged him onward. He liked Dimare and wasn’t ready to leave. He funneled more power into the damaged flesh as parts healed under his efforts. Unconsciousness threatened, but he held it back as he poured his remaining strength into the damaged areas. Convinced he’d succeeded, he let the cold darkness take him from the shattered remains of flight seven forty-one.
Four weeks had passed since flight seven forty-one crashed into a remote stretch of coastal forest, and Tyler Jensen, one of its few survivors, sat a thousand miles away, recuperating within his new body. Pitord was gone, and with him, the Gordian simple life Tyler had grown to love. Once again, fate tore him from what he loved and forced him to struggle to define himself inside the life of another.
His new name was Jadni Rend, a young political activist from the Waigen Province within the Laerue Republic. At least Jadni was younger than Pitord. With Tyler’s powerful Onyalum spirit, the young man’s body could live a long and healthy life. But the question remained, is that what Tyler wanted?
Jadni came from an upper middle class family of educated parents. Jadni’s father, Jakni Rend, worked as a business consultant for a royally owned company, a position that put him at odds with his son who regularly fought against such institutions and their practices. Jadni’s mother, Wilry Rend, worked as a government liaison between educational institutions and local businesses. Though her position required her to work within the system, as Jadni liked to call it, she was less oppositional to her son’s views.
Jadni’s sister, a respected doctor, held many of the same idealistic views as her brother. Both were products of grassroots movements within their Province. Waigen was a progressively democratic Province where the higher institutions of education espoused a free society with moral and social responsibilities that went against much of the established norms within the Republic. Though royals still held important positions in the provincial government and industries, free elections had morphed the small Province into a hotbed of political activity within the Laerue Republic.
Campus rallies and demonstrations were a regular part of the Waigen landscape, and Jadni Rend could always be found somewhere in the midst of the turmoil. His travel on that fated flight was part of an organized delegation sent to Srilner to attend the Annual Provincial Conference on Commerce and Industry to present their grievances on various issues including pollution, labor rights, and wilderness habitat protection. Though Jadni had thought the conference successful, Tyler could read in his memories the small number of attendees for their group’s presentations.
Jadni had flown flight seven forty-one on his way to the Bulrig Province to take part in a protest against the indiscriminate killing of marine mammals through gill-net fishing off the coast of Laerue. It was only one more rally against the system that Jadni thrived on. Unfortunately, he never made the rally after his life was cut short by the strange lights that took down the hapless plane. Jadni was now the property of Tyler, and Tyler didn’t know what to do with him.
Tyler’s life had always been filled with a lack of faith in anything that warranted confrontational techniques such as protest rallies, political activism, or eco-terrorism. But these were techniques Jadni supported to move his causes forward. Tyler admired his enthusiasm though he questioned his methods. Could Tyler pretend to care about these same things and lead the life of an activist? He didn’t believe he could pull it off, so he stared glumly out the hospital window at verdant hills giving way to rugged mountains of the western Machore Province.
Thinking of Machore made Tyler think about Prince Darnid and his duplicitous actions that had caused the failure of their mission to Srilner. He thought once again about Suney and Bartley, but still had no information as to whether they’d survived. The doctors and Jadni’s family carefully guarded him from any information during his recovery. All were concerned for his well being, and news of the crash would only aggravate his recuperation.
Tyler knew these to be false concerns as his recuperation proceeded faster than anyone could have predicted. Tyler poured energy into Jadni’s flesh daily, restoring it to a better than new condition, if for no other reason than to leave the prison of his hospital room. Jadni’s family and the hospital staff were only trying to help, but he was confined and near exploding from boredom.
He’d lost love once more, though he and Suney’s relationship had never been allowed to unfurl. They had at least recognized there was something between them. But just as it began, it was ripped away. Was she alive? Were the reasons for their failed mission revealed? Would Prince Darnid expose the truth if they all died? What if Suney or Bartley lived? Would the Isles of Gord be forced to pay the extortion promised?
It was frustrating to be so far from the islands and so secluded from the outside world. He knew his life in Shanter was gone, but he needed to know what had happened after that flight. Who lived, who died, and what happened to their mission? Even the hospital room was without television, and the only news he received was filtered through his family.
Tyler pieced it all together, Jadni’s father, who vehemently opposed his son’s activities, was purposely keeping news from him. He probably thought if he could keep reality from his son, maybe the near death experience would encourage him to change his life and settle down. Knowing Jadni as intimately as Tyler did, he knew that was a pipe-dream. This was why Tyler felt uncertain he could pull off impersonating the young rebel. He simply lacked that kind of passion.
Regrettably, only Jadni’s sister was brave enough to cross their father, but she lived hundreds of miles away and lent little assistance. She’d visited twice, but was far too busy to stay for any length of time. She’d never had an opportunity to let Tyler know what had happened, and Tyler was certain anything she sent was being passed through their father. Casner was a wonderful sister, but even she was powerless against Jakni when so far away.
His troubled thoughts couldn’t stop him from smirking as a large bird of prey seized a small rodent in a field across the parking lot. It flapped powerful wings before settling onto a power pole to dismantle its prey. Tyler felt like the rodent: dismantled and unable to escape.
Stop, I’m going to cry! Adanni’s cynical voice cut through Tyler’s somber mood.
Impatient with his inner demon, Tyler lashed out. I’ll feel sorry for myself if I want!
Adanni wouldn’t back down. Fine, feel sorry for yourself. Maybe you should kill yourself and flee into the Universe, giving up your chance to ‘redeem’ yourself.
Redeem myself? How? Had Tyler lost sight of his original plans on Dimare?
Adanni jumped at the opportunity to ridicule his host. Are you so stupid that you can’t recognize an opportunity when it hits you in the face? This man is young, well connected, and eager to change this world. Is that not a path to redemption? Perhaps you thought raising those bleating calder would help you wash away your sins? Please!
Anger rose in Tyler’s throat. Raising those bleating calder kept me from the world of politics and changes that affect planets and galaxies. Yes, raising calder was a form of redemption!
Move past your guilt! Gamel was the cause of those deaths, not you. He released the energy that had been trapped inside you, and though the results were disastrous, you can’t keep blaming yourself. You must move on!
I had moved on! I moved on to Pitord and his Gordian simple life. Tyler fumed as he remembered the pastoral farm he’d been enamored with.
Adanni’s disgust pressed on. Fine, kill yourself and rid yourself of the burden you’ll have to carry as Jadni. The window is open, leap on through and run from your destiny.
Tyler looked at the peaceful hills but couldn’t find it within himself to take the plunge. He wanted to live on Dimare, and he wanted to make a difference, even if it meant doing it as Jadni.
All right then, start acting like it and stop feeling sorry for yourself!
Tyler knew the alien was right. It was simply difficult to face the facts. He’d thought he’d found his perfect niche, and like so many times before, he’d been yanked away and forced to adapt. He knew he could, it was in his nature. He simply hated having to.
The sound of the door startled him. He swung his chair around and faced a tall, young man neatly dressed in a sports coat, slacks and a light colored shirt unbuttoned at the top. It took a moment for Tyler to recognize him from Jadni’s memories, but a name surfaced, Hugard Delphini.
“Hello, Jadni, I hope I am not disturbing you?” The young man closed the door as he stepped inside. “I brought something for you.” He held out a rolled up newspaper that Tyler graciously accepted.
“Thank you, Hugard, I must say I am surprised to see you here.”
Jadni hadn’t seen Hugard since graduating college six years earlier. They’d been acquaintances in school and regularly crossed each other’s paths at rallies or meetings to prepare for a rally. But they’d never run in the same circles. Hugard was from one of the wealthiest families in the Province, and his father made much of his wealth developing weapon systems for the Laerue Republic government.
Delphini Enterprises was an enormous collection of defense contractors with facilities throughout the Republic employing nearly fifty thousand people. By most accounting, the family was worth billions, and like Jadni and his father, Hugard’s activism was at odds with his family’s interests. Unfortunately, Hugard’s father had passed away several years earlier, leaving behind a widow and a son whose family fortunes were won through working in the system he fought against.
Hugard pulled up a seat. “It’s good to see you again. I often miss our days at Rockpoint.”
Both graduated from Rockpoint College, a private institution known for producing some of the brightest minds in Waigen. Jadni had completed a degree in political science while Hugard graduated in engineering or something similar.
“Yeah, good to see you, too.” Tyler agreed, curious why the man had decided to visit Jadni in the hospital. “What brings you here?”
“As you may have heard, my father passed away several years ago leaving the family business in my care.”
“Yes, I had heard. I’m sorry. He was a good man, if not misguided in his business practices.” Tyler hated having to say that, but he wanted to play the part of Jadni.
Hugard smiled warmly. “Yes, I would imagine your organization wept few tears at his passing.”
“I’m sorry, Hugard, I didn’t mean to …”
“It’s all right, Jadni,” Hugard interrupted, “you were correct to fight him. I have since learned his companies are some of the worst offenders when it comes to pollution and habitat decimation.”
“Then, you’re making changes to their practices?” Tyler asked wanting to get a measure of what this man had become after school.
“In some ways yes, in others, no.” Hugard admitted quietly.
“I see.” Tyler said.
“Jadni, I did not come here to debate the operations of my company, there are bigger things to worry about than a few animals in a remote forest!”
Tyler was taken aback by this forceful reaction. The man was obviously troubled by something, but Tyler couldn’t see how Jadni fit into the picture. “Then, why are you here?”
Hugard put his head in his hands before rising to meet Tyler’s eyes. “I am here to recruit you.”
Tyler laughed at the notion of Jadni working for a defense contractor. “You want me to work for Delphini Enterprises? You’re joking, right?”
“No, I am dead serious.” Hugard wore a deeply troubled expression.
“I will not work for a weapons manufacturer, even if it meant changing how you conduct your business. I cannot, no! I will not condone war at any level, even defensively.” Tyler felt adamant about that. Flashes of Poolto ran through his mind, and Hugard was beginning to look more like Nayllen Hoos than an old college chum.
Hugard was startled by Tyler’s outburst. “I am not asking you to go against your beliefs, Jadni, in fact, I am not asking you to work for my company at all.”
Then what the hell was he talking about? “Then, what do you mean recruit me?”
“I want you to work for me personally.” He responded calmly.
Tyler pressed. “Doing what?”
“Uncovering the truth about a top-secret government program called Project Red Star.” Hugard let the bomb drop without a change in expression.
“Project what?” Tyler wasn’t certain he’d heard him right. A top-secret project?
“Project Red Star.” Hugard said coolly. “It is probably the most top-secret project the government is working on.”
“But naturally you know about it. Why? Are you working on it?”
“Me? No. My company may be providing parts for it, but they are under the guise of other projects, and few civilians even know of Project Red Star.”
“Then how do you?” Tyler asked curious.
“My father told me about it before he died.” Hugard stood and paced the room, casually inspecting various pieces of equipment that helped Tyler recover. “He was in a room much like this one before he left. Cancer took him, an awful way to die.” He turned back to Tyler. “He told me about Project Red Star he’d discovered through a memo accidentally sent to him from a royal family member checking on the progress of a weapons system our company was building at the time. The memo had been sent to one of my father’s regional directors, but when he contacted the man to find out more about the project, the man claimed the memo was a mistake and disappeared shortly thereafter. My father never found out what happened to him or his family.”
“And this makes you think there is something sinister with this project?” Tyler asked.
“That, alone? No.” He sat down as he searched Tyler’s eyes for something. “My father spent the next two years trying to uncover additional information about the project but ran into roadblocks every step of the way. At one point, he’d pieced together that another project his company worked on was related to Project Red Star, but soon after that discovery, the project was canceled due to financial budget constraints. The government seized all records of the project, as is their right, and the trail dried up. Fortunately, my father saved copies of those records, much to his peril if discovered. He passed them on to me.”
“So the government has some top-secret weapons program, so what? Why should I care?” Tyler didn’t see anything sinister in what Hugard was telling him. Governments were notorious at hiding weapons programs even from those who worked on it. The less people knew, the safer the program was.
“I agree, on the surface, it doesn’t seem like much. But I have spent the last three years continuing my father’s search.”
“And what have you uncovered?” Tyler’s patience ran thin.
“Well, it cost me a considerable amount of money to track down the information, but it appears this project runs deeper than even my father suspected. I discovered this project has hired some of the top scientists from around the world, many disappearing from the face of the planet. It’s as if their very existence has been erased. But that’s not all; I have recently come into possession of some authentic documents that purport a monetary budget for this project that exceeds the total defense budget for the last five years.”
“That’s impossible, how could they hide so much money?” The story was beginning to sound like tabloid trash.
“That was my first reaction, but then I began running down the funding for each budgetary item that was supposedly a front for the project. In each case, the money led to a dead end corporation set up as a front, or to educational institutions in the form of grants for projects that did not exist. In one humorous instance, the grant was awarded to a professor Milim which I later discovered was the name of the school’s mascot. The list was so large, I could not track them all down. Don’t you see, they have spread it out over so many dummy sources, no one person has the wherewithal to discover the truth.”
“Come on, the Republic politicians couldn’t keep something like this a secret? Surely the press must know something?” Tyler found it hard to believe a near democracy could keep something so large under wraps.
Hugard wore a troubled expression. “You would think so, but I believe the press is being controlled by the politicians.”
That, too, was hard to swallow until Tyler remembered Prince Darnid and Srilner. “Have you tried going to them? The press I mean.”
“Early on I thought about it, but then I received something that made me stop all inquiries.”
“What was that?” Tyler found it difficult to imagine anything could stop Hugard—he seemed passionate about this pursuit.
“I received a threatening message through military channels. It seems the secrecy of this project is important enough that the loss of my life and my family’s lives are not important.”
“And that’s it? You just stopped looking?” Tyler asked.
“Not exactly. I stopped looking through official channels and took my search to less reliable sources. From there, the picture gets murkier.” Hugard looked hopeless.
“What sources did you use?” Tyler asked fearing the worst.
“There is an underground movement in this country. A movement that relies on conspiracy theories to keep itself alive. According to them, all of this is part of a grand scheme by the royals to take over the world and enslave the rest of us. Of course I don’t believe that much of it, but some of what they have uncovered is tantalizing.”
“And you believe anything they uncover?” Tyler was amazed this smart guy could be so easily taken by conspiracy theorists.
“Ordinarily, no, but I have been able to corroborate some of their information with real data I obtained before I went underground. One thing is certain, the government is working on something big, and it may have huge ramifications for our world.”
“I don’t know, it sounds pretty ridiculous. What information have you uncovered?” Tyler was dubious this was anything more than a new weapon. He suspected they were on the verge of discovering nuclear energy. That alone warranted secrecy, but it didn’t necessarily interest Tyler.
“It would be unwise for me to tell you everything now—it might put you at some risk.” Hugard seemed genuinely concerned.
“Of course. Join me if you want to know more, right?” Tyler realized how this was playing out. Get him curious, then hook him. “I see nothing here that is more than a new secret weapon, and I, for one, am not interested in those things.”
Hugard looked uncertain, but appeared to come to a decision. “Fine, I can tell you a few things. First, are you aware the global temperature has risen three degrees in the last hundred years? Second, are you aware the government has captured an extraterrestrial spacecraft? Third, did you know that the war in Yiralt is because of an obscure mineral our government needs for Project Red Star? Fourth, all these things are interrelated.”
Tyler couldn’t see the relationship, and the very mention of extraterrestrials did not help Hugard’s cause. Tyler dismissed that out of hand. The global warming was likely due to the increase in industrial pollutants that came over the last hundred years. The same thing happened on Earth before Tyler had been ripped away. War for minerals? When wasn’t war for some resource or another? They probably found Uranium or some other fissile material.
“Hugard, I can see you are clearly committed to this cause, but I must say I don’t see anything worth pursuing. Maybe these things are related and maybe they are not. I mean, extraterrestrial spacecraft? I think these conspiracy theorists have suckered you in.”
Hugard wasn’t defeated. “What do you know about the crash of flight seven forty-one?”
“I was on it, remember?” Tyler asked, suddenly curious. He remembered the strange light that had consumed their plane and he desperately wanted to know what had happened.
“The official cause of the crash was pilot error when they saw a lighthouse off the coast. The theory goes the pilot was flying too low in poor visibility. When he nearly hit a lighthouse, the pilot veered and crashed into the forest below. Did you know only ten passengers including you survived?”
Tyler knew the cover story was a lie, but he still wondered what the incredible light had been. Extraterrestrial or not, something had nearly flown into them, and it had been big. Did the government really have an alien craft? “No, I haven’t been told anything about the crash. My father has purposely kept me in the dark.”
“Did you know none of the survivors remember anything about the crash? What about you?” Hugard pressed, searching for more.
Tyler wasn’t sure he was ready to divulge what he had experienced, especially to Hugard. It would be easy to twist it into a fantastical tale of alien spacecrafts and secret government projects. Tyler didn’t know what it was that had made them crash, but he was willing to hold onto a more rational explanation than alien ships.
“I vaguely recall a bright light … but that’s all.” Tyler lied.
Hugard stared at him with piercing eyes before continuing. “I see. Well the unofficial story in the underground is that a top-secret government aircraft, based on designs from a captured alien spacecraft, is what brought your flight down when it veered off course. Not surprisingly, a large part of the funding for that aircraft comes from Project Red Star.”
“And you have evidence of this?” Tyler was certain he did not.
“Yes. I received an anonymous communiqué intercepted from Prince Darnid’s office about the loss of the military aircraft and its overall cost to Project Red Star. You see, the government covered up the crash of their aircraft some five hundred miles east of yours. The official story is a large meteor crashed, and that people are being kept away due to harmful elements within it. You think this is a coincidence? People saw the large craft crash into the remote wilderness. From the witnesses I talked with, that meteor changed directions several times before crashing. Pretty neat trick for a meteor, huh?”
Tyler was barely listening to anything after hearing Prince Darnid’s name. If he was involved, then Tyler suddenly had an interest in this conspiracy. He couldn’t forgive the Prince for what he’d done in Srilner, and if they hadn’t failed on that trip, they probably wouldn’t have been on flight seven forty-one.
“This communiqué was for Prince Darnid?” Tyler asked.
“No, it was from Prince Darnid.” Hugard answered confused. “Why?”
“Let’s just say I have unfinished business with him.” Tyler stewed quietly. “He is part of this conspiracy of yours?”
“Well, yes, I suppose he is. Many of the royal families are involved.”
“What is it you want me to do for you, Hugard?” Tyler was suddenly resolute to pursue this. If he could find a way to hurt Prince Darnid, then he might redeem himself.
“Join my team and help me find the truth.” Hugard smiled.
“Team?” Tyler asked.
“Yes, I have gathered some experts in several fields to help us with this hunt. It will be long, possibly perilous, and very difficult. Plus, I suspect the government will try to stop us once they discover we are pursuing it. But I refuse to give in to their threats.”
Tyler couldn’t see why Jadni would be needed. “I’m not an expert in anything. Why do you need me?”
“Because you are able to take the facts others uncover and piece them together into a picture that makes sense. During your brief career, you have pieced together some of the most incredible cases I have ever seen when it comes to habitat protection.”
“And how many on the team are conspiracy theorists?”
“One, but most are cynical like you.” Hugard admitted.
“Good, I can be a voice of reason amid the chaotic theories from irrational people.” Tyler agreed willingly. If nothing else, it would get him away from Jadni’s family and keep him from picking up the activist’s life. A mystery would be good for him, and if anything earth shattering was uncovered, maybe he’d have a chance to do something about it. Stopping the nuclear bomb from being developed would be considered a good thing, assuming he was correct in his hunch.
“Excellent, my thoughts exactly!” Hugard was clearly excited and jumped up ready to begin. “Grab your stuff and let’s get moving. I have a plane waiting.”
“Wait a minute, I can’t just go. They tell me I still have six weeks of rehabilitation to complete.” Tyler was caught off guard by Hugard’s rush.
“Can you walk?” Hugard asked quickly.
“Well, yes, I can walk.” Tyler admitted.
“Then, I’ll have some of my specialists help you finish your rehabilitation at my home.” Hugard was clearly not going to back down now that he had Tyler willing to participate. “Of course, if you’d rather stay here?” He swept his arms about the antiseptic room in a gross gesture.
Tyler had to admit, he wanted to leave the hospital and Jadni’s family. He knew he was healed; he was just stiff with minor pain when walking. He knew that would go away soon as his Onyalum spirit healed the damaged body. So why stay?
“No, I’d rather not stay here. Let me change quickly.” He rose stiffly from his chair and headed for the closet where Jadni’s mother had brought clothing for him after his recovery.
Once again you surprise me, Earthling. I hope you are not simply being motivated by revenge. That seems like it would go against your new resolve?
He was uncomfortable with Adanni’s appraisal, but he wasn’t going to back down. Perhaps, Adanni, but I think good will come from this.
For who? Adanni asked coldly.
Weeks flew by while recovering in Hugard’s sprawling estate. It rivaled Prince Darnid’s in Srilner, and spoke volumes about the wealth Hugard’s father had accrued during his lifetime. With the help of Hugard’s personal physicians, Tyler was nearly back to a hundred percent. His walk was smooth and nearly pain free. The doctors assured him he’d be plagued by arthritis for the rest of his life, but so far, it only flared up when a low pressure moved into the area. Considering he’d survived a plane crash, Tyler felt Jadni was well enough to pursue the search.
The Delphini estate was tucked deep in the foothills of northeastern Waigen and was prone to periods of heavy rain as northern fronts swept across the plains stretching through the center of the Trantan continent. At their latitude, the moisture provided a rich, green blanket across a nearly treeless landscape while keeping humidity levels towards the high end.
Tyler was comfortable with the rain, reminding him of Pitord’s farm back on the islands. He admired the verdant hills as backdrop to the large estate and often took walks around the grounds to assist in his rehabilitation. Unlike Prince Darnid’s estate, the grounds at the Delphini estate were landscaped with natural grasses covering the surrounding hillsides. Calder and antelope-like creatures called gledulates grazed the lush land, keeping the estate from being overrun by the natural foliage.
Hugard admitted his father had been an avid hunter and stocked the land with the gledulates for personal sport. Tyler feigned being appalled by the notion but actually found the idea interesting. According to Hugard, no one hunted the land without permits for culling the populations. Like the gledulates, calder were no longer used for commercial purposes, so they roamed freely across hundreds of acres of the estate.
The setting was pastoral mixed with extravagance from the various buildings. The main house was an enormous structure built from towering pines from the Bulrig Province, and its unique rustic architecture blended well with the surrounding vistas. Other, smaller buildings surrounded this main structure and were made from the fieldstones plowed out of the prairie grass when the land was first cultivated. It lent itself to the rustic, yet grand, architecture Hugard’s father had tried to create.
One building housed an extensive staff maintaining the estate, while the other, an enormous barn, stored dried grasses and winter food for the calder. The last structure was a large garage where mechanical repairs were made to vehicles and equipment used to manage the estate. The garage housed ten vehicles, one a large truck to haul supplies to and from the remote estate, and the rest were automobiles and trucks used by staff and guests. The garage even had its own diesel pump to fill vehicles as needed.
A few hundred yards from the main house, two smaller dwellings were guest accommodations. Tyler currently shared one with two other team members while the rest was housed in the second. Tyler was impressed by the guest house larger than Pitord’s main house in Shanter. Tyler had been the first to arrive at the estate, so he picked a guest room overlooking the grasslands extending beyond the back property. He often saw herds of calder and gledulates grazing near the back porch, and the sight brought Tyler comfort for the loss of Pitord’s life.
Since arriving seven weeks earlier, he’d noticed a marked decrease in the evening temperatures as autumn took hold of the landscape. The grasses turned a golden color as they dried out with the approach of winter. This turned the northern fronts colder and dryer as humidity dropped with the change in season. Tyler wondered what winters were like in this part of the Province.
Hugard’s team was fully assembled, and each member provided a portfolio of background information from various reputable and non-reputable sources. They’d been tasked to study the contents so each had the same background before beginning the hunt. It was an impressive team of scientists and engineers, and Tyler had to admit he felt inadequate around the intellectual power arrayed.
One of his housemates, Trenard Hoton, was a geologist from the Bulrig Province who’d grown up in the rugged western mountains studying the geologic history of that stunning landscape. After graduating prep-school two years earlier than his counterparts, he received a full ride scholarship to Rockpoint College where he’d befriended Hugard.
After graduation, he’d worked several years for a large Laerue oil conglomerate before being laid off after a collapse in the commodities market. Hugard had hired Trenard after that layoff, and the man had been part of the conspiracy research since. Tyler liked him, and they often sat on the back porch drinking wine while Trenard recounted the geologic history of the foothills and plains of the Waigen Province. Trenard was a great source for explaining much of the information inside their portfolios.
Their other housemate, Fibor Densilen, was a light brown gentlemen from Jaconica. Tyler took an instant liking to him after he managed to fix the water heater when it went out a few weeks back. The man was a mechanical genius, learning much of his craft working at his father’s auto and boat repair shop before attending the prestigious Jaconican National Engineering Institute. He finished top of his class with a mechanical engineering degree.
Trenard confided to Tyler that Fibor held several significant mechanical patents used in aircraft that made him nearly as wealthy as Hugard. Despite this, he was easy going, friendly, and loved to help others with whatever mechanical woes they suffered. He spent much of his days in the garage with the hired help welding and fixing whatever problems ailed the estate.
The rest of the team was composed of a weapons system designer and cartographer, Franda Betley, originally from the Isles of Gord before her father accepted a job on the mainland helping the Laerue Fishing industry. Her connection to weapon systems design is murky, but she’d worked for Delphini Enterprises when personally hired by Hugard’s father ten years earlier. She was a composed and private person, but Tyler saw the sharp intellect hiding beneath the soft veneer. When she spoke, it was often profound and piercing.
She was a true skeptic unlike her housemate, Menord Shune, a self proclaimed UFO expert from the Machore Province. When Tyler found out where he was from, he took an instant disliking for the overbearing man who was all too willing to share his conspiracy theories whether invited or not. Tyler knew his irrational distaste for the man was due to his home Province, but Tyler sensed an unpleasant veneer around him. It was rumored he was the man who had intercepted the communiqué from Prince Darnid, but he would never admit to it.
Menord was an electrical engineer by trade, but you wouldn’t know it as he rattled off countless theories most agreed were not based on rational scientific evidence. Still, he was a wiz with electronics, and Tyler knew he would be a valuable asset in the search. He would serve as liaison to the underground conspiracy movement where much of their information now came.
The last member of the team was the oddest of all. His name was Lindi Grissin, but Tyler thought that too tame for the unusual quirkiness of the bio-chemist. He shaved his head entirely bald, as was the custom of the religious commune he’d been raised in, but he disavowed any connection with their conservative beliefs. After turning away from his heritage, he won a scholarship to Rockpoint College where he met Hugard during the many classes they shared.
Adanni insisted the man shouldn’t be trusted, but Tyler wasn’t certain since Hugard held great faith in his abilities and loyalty. He was quiet and spoke in a strange lilting tone that came out more like a chant than spoken word. Nonetheless, he brought a great deal of expertise in chemistry and biology, which Hugard assured them would prove invaluable during their quest. Trenard admitted knowing the man from school, but claimed he’d never found a way to befriend him.
All were well respected members in their fields, and against that background, Tyler felt insignificant. He’d read through the material and found tantalizing tidbits of information and theories that painted a dark picture of the Laerue government, but much of it was circumstantial, or as Trenard would say, taken out of context and twisted to fit the theory it purported to defend.
This admission by Trenard made Tyler ask what he thought about the reality of the project they were undertaking. Trenard admitted he was a natural skeptic but had personally uncovered a mysterious pipeline the oil company ran from several distillation facilities to completely remote areas of the Paternas Province. He’d assumed it was for military purposes until the company tried to cover up a leak that killed hundreds of animals and several hunters in a remote part of the mountains.
The mystery remained as to what had leaked into the atmosphere killing so much life, and Trenard still couldn’t identify the men that had been sent in to contain the situation, threatening employees who had known about it. Trenard overheard two of the men by accident, and one mentioned Project Red Star by name. When Hugard offered him a job, the mention of the project was enough to hook him in. Like Tyler, he had questions that needed answering, and this quest was his best hope.
Tyler waited for his housemates on the front stoop, portfolio clutched under his arm in preparation for their kick-off meeting. Dinner would be served before adjourning to the elaborate parlor for drinks and discussions. Each member was paid handsomely for their efforts, and considering Hugard was providing all their needs, they would be adequately wealthy after the completion of their mission. It was more than Pitord would have made in his lifetime, and Tyler fancied a farm to settle down on after it was over.
Hugard assured them it might take years to reveal the secrets they were after, and he made each of them swear they would stick to it until Hugard felt they’d exhausted all possible avenues. Tyler didn’t like the prospects of returning to Jadni’s real life, so he readily swore to the oath. At the very least, he would get an opportunity to see more of this world, and that alone made it worthwhile.
“I’m ready to go, Jadni.” Trenard’s voice roused Tyler as the young man banged through the door. “Fibor is still prissing but should be here in a moment.” He pulled on a light jacket and zipped it up. “Slight chill tonight, bet we sleep good.”
Tyler felt the autumnal chill of evening and nodded. “Yeah, I suppose winter will be here soon.”
“Is that a note of melancholy I hear?” Trenard asked.
“Wha … no, I just find winter so lifeless with the ice and snow.” He pulled out his gloves and donned them against the chill. “Maybe I’m a summer man.”
“Me, too!” Fibor’s exotic voice reverberated through the doorway as he stepped out into the lengthening shadows. “I will never get used to the cold weather you people live in up here!” He laughed as he said this. “Let’s go, my friends, I feel a strong hunger overcoming me.”
Trenard smiled as he joked with the Jaconican. “Change out a transmission this afternoon? Or maybe just an engine?”
Fibor laughed and slapped Trenard on the back with a solid thump. “You know me too well!”
They stepped off the stoop towards the main house while Trenard rubbed his shoulder in mock pain. Fibor grabbed the young man in a bear-hug, apologizing as he laughed even louder through the cool, dark air.
Dinner conversation was animated as Fibor and Franda debated the efficacy of liquid-cooled versus air-cooled engines. Fibor was a staunch supporter of simple, air-cooled designs, while Franda insisted the future was in liquid-cooled engines. She mentioned a strange liquid used in the military to cool weapon barrels after sustained firing, but admitted it wouldn’t hit the consumer markets any time soon. According to her, it was a top-secret liquid with incredible heat conducting properties.
Tyler ignored the interplay as he studied his fellow teammates discretely. Menord was unusually quiet, and Tyler wondered what new theory he’d uncovered that had him so disturbed. Lindi seemed lost in his own world as he stared quietly into the dishware, no doubt searching for some unknown biological agent in his food. Trenard and Hugard listened contentedly to the debate, but Tyler saw the pending meeting weighed heavily on their host.
He was gambling a lot of his family’s wealth and security undertaking this mission, and Tyler wondered if the man’s motivations were only that which he’d revealed so far. Was there more behind this quest? Was there something he hadn’t told them? He and Trenard had valid reasons for pursuing this, but what of their teammates? Were their motivations simply monetary, or did they also have unknown connections to this mysterious project? As they began working together, Tyler hoped more would be revealed so he could size up each member in turn.
Although the debate on engine cooling was never resolved, they retired to the parlor for dessert. Tyler graciously accepted a cognac from Hugard before taking a seat in a comfortable chair covered in animal hide. He tried to keep Jadni’s memories from rebelling against the obvious injustice. Everyone arrayed themselves throughout the room as Hugard launched their meeting.
“Before we start, I’d like to thank all of you for the dedication and sacrifices you’re making by joining me on this mad hunt.” Everyone raised their glasses or nodded acknowledgement before Hugard continued. “Although I have been forthright in my admission that danger lurks along our path, you may not have realized how true that really was. However, I have taken precautions to help insure our safety no matter where our investigations take us.”
Tyler felt uncomfortable with this part of the mission, but he realized it was a natural part of any quest around the globe. He’d been in harder, more difficult positions before, so he felt prepared for anything they might stumble upon. Still, the risks would be bountiful.
Adanni’s voice broke through his thoughts. Yes, I’d say this is quite tame compared to those dark jungles where River Red roamed. I would imagine it is less brutal as well.
Yes, thanks for the memories. Tyler replied gloomily.
Any time, my friend. Adanni’s voice faded to the sound of Hugard’s opening speech.
“…so without any more delay, I’d like to introduce you to the man in charge of our lives during this venture.” Hugard signaled to one of the open doors. “May I introduce Gustan Drald from the Draiten Province.”
As Hugard held out his arm, a large man walked through the doorway, pausing briefly to take in everything and everyone. He finally walked forward and accepted Hugard’s hand. He was a formidable man with a tight, square jaw, thick mustache, and closely clipped hair the same dark color of his mustache. Tyler could tell he’d seen combat, and his eyes remained sharp as he accepted a cognac from their host.
“Thank you, Mr. Delphini, it is good to be here.” He raised his glass to the room before taking a large swig of the caramel liquid.
Everyone eyed him curiously, and Franda looked practically enamored with the brute of a man, though she quickly looked away when his eyes locked onto hers.
“Please, tell us a little about your background, Gustan.” Hugard asked.
“Certainly.” Gustan drained his glass and placed it on a nearby table. “I am a retired military officer with over twenty-five years under my belt in special services operations. I currently run a security company specializing in corporate espionage, security, personal protection, and security systems installation and monitoring. I pretty much know everything there is about security.”
Menord jumped at the opportunity. “Then you must know something about Project Red Star from your military days?”
Gustan shot Menord a cold glare before responding. “If I did know something about it, I would not be at liberty to discuss it with you or anyone else without proper clearance.”
Menord didn’t back down. “I see, then why are you on this mission?”
Hugard jumped to the man’s aid. “His expertise in security is what he brings him to this party, and pray god we never need it. Anything he knows or does not know about our mission he may share or not share as he deems fit.” Hugard smiled at Gustan. “We are happy to have you with us, please let us know what we must do to make your job easier.”
Being put off by Hugard didn’t sit well with Menord as he pressed again. “I have to disagree with you, Hugard. His knowledge about this project is critical to our success. We must be able to trust this man if we come across anything related to his previous service. The last thing we need is to let someone infiltrate our inner circle without some guarantee of their loyalty.”
Franda jumped in. “I must agree, Hugard, his past record in the military does make me skeptical. If Project Red Star is truly enmeshed in the military as we suspect, then I for one want some assurances he won’t interfere or lead us astray to protect previous associates.”
Hugard looked frustrated and concerned. “I see. I must admit, I didn’t expect this kind of reaction. His record in the security industry for discretion and loyalty is one of the reasons I hired him. Do you all feel this way?” Hugard looked around at the other members watching the discourse carefully. “Trenard?”
Trenard eyed the large man critically. “If you trust him, Hugard, that’s good enough for me.”
“Thank you, Trenard. Jadni?” Hugard asked.
Tyler wasn’t sure what to think. If the conspiracy ran throughout the military and this man had been an officer in the special services branch, his exposure to the project was, at the very least, likely. Did that make him an enemy or an ally? That was the question. He didn’t look like a man only motivated by money, and Tyler didn’t question his patriotism one bit. If push came to shove, and they were messing around with national security issues, this man might become an enemy real quick.
“I am naturally suspicious of anyone having worked in the system, and that includes you, Franda. However, the bigger issue is whether this man will look the other way when we are messing around with national security concerns. His previous record indicates a man patriotic to the Republic, so would he put that aside if it interfered with our efforts?”
Gustan stood stolidly, his jaw in a grimace. “I can see you do not believe I can be trusted. I must admit, Hugard may have been a bit lax when informing me what the nature of your mission was, and if it truly involves national security, I will naturally be concerned. In that case, I would turn the table around and ask you what your motivations are? Can I trust you all in ensuring our country and its people will not be endangered by this mission?”
Tyler was surprised by the frankness and his ability to turn the argument around. He suddenly liked the man. Okay, he was interested in protecting his country, but it did not mean he would not support a mission that delved into the deep secrets of his government as long as the motivations were clear and proper.
Tyler spoke up. “I have always worked for the good of this country and its people, despite my distaste for politicians. My interest is in uncovering the truth.”
Hugard responded. “I think we are all patriotic to our country, Gustan, but it is true we will likely delve into military and government secrets to discover what is truly happening. If this bothers you, then now would be a good time to bow out.”
Gustan wasn’t ready to make a decision yet. “And you, Mr. Shune, what motivates you?”
Menord smiled at the implicit accusation. “Like all my missions, I am here to ensure our government does not conceal the truth from its citizens. We have a right to know more than we are told, and I am on a quest to reveal that.”
“Even if it puts citizens at risk?” Gustan asked directly.
“God, no!” Menord exclaimed incredulous. “I would never hurt the citizens of this country. However, you and I might disagree about what constitutes a threat.”
Tyler smiled. At least Menord was honest.
Gustan turned his attentions to Fibor who observed quietly. “And you, Mr. Densilen, you are not from the Laerue Republic. Many might view your participation as espionage.”
Fibor thought patiently before answering. “That is true, Mr. Drald, and I must say I have no defense that will satisfy you. However, since many of my patents are in use in your country’s military, it would seem bad business to let anything happen to my best customer. After all, what is good for the Republic is good for Jaconica.”
Gustan nodded as he contemplated the response. Tyler was surprised Fibor had admitted as much about his private life. It was the first time Tyler had heard him speak about anything other than his father’s shop.
Gustan turned his attentions to Lindi who appeared completely uninterested in the conversation as he admired his glass of cognac. Tyler assumed he was trying to figure out the density of the liquid and its behavior when running down the sides of the glass.
“Mr. Grissin,” Gustan called out loudly, “we have not heard from you on this matter? Do you have anything to add?”
Lindi looked at the faces staring at him, and appeared confused by the sudden audience. “Well, I must admit, my patriotism towards the Republic has never been tested through any service, but I do believe we are a power that will survive no matter what the outcome of our mission.” He looked back at his cognac before finishing. “I am glad we have Mr. Drald on our team. I do believe we will need him before this is over.”
Tyler didn’t like Lindi’s ominous tone, but at least he brought the conversation back to the real reason for Gustan’s services. If Lindi was right, then they were going to need someone who could help.
Trenard jumped in. “Here, here! I welcome Gustan and will willingly place my life in his hands.”
Franda smirked, but made up her mind. “I agree. I would rather have someone I know is patriotic rather than someone who is only motivated by money. Call it the lesser of two evils.”
Hugard looked at Gustan whose poise hadn’t changed. He, too, was sizing up the rest of the team before making his decision. “Well, Gustan, can we work together?”
Gustan smiled. “Yes, I am satisfied no one here has any interest in seeing the Republic hurt.”
Hugard turned towards Menord. “Menord?”
Menord grimaced darkly, but acquiesced. “Yes, we can work together.”
Hugard looked relieved they’d gotten past the awkward situation. He’d obviously been unprepared to deal with that type of conflict, and Tyler wondered what other unsettling events would arise. “Well, glad that’s settled! Let’s get down to business and discuss our mission.”
The small seas tossed the large ship lightly as clouds of ocean mist sprayed across the bow. Tyler stood back from the showers, admiring the dark seas Pitord had been debilitated by. The ship was one of many Hugard had in his fleet, but this was outfitted with onboard science labs, fabrication facilities, and a library that put many to shame.
It was a research vessel christened the Quintan Spray, and up till now, it had been studying marine life on the Outer Banks of eastern Trantan. The grant money for the research had been pulled, so the boat was returned to the Delphini Corporation by the University that it was loaned to. It was an ideal platform from which the team could work.
Captain Manno Froght ran a tight ship, and the services and facilities rivaled those of big cruisers. It was obvious the Captain was enamored with the thought of piloting Hugard around the world. Tyler was sure it meant a large bonus for the man and his crew, but then they might be gone for a long time. The Captain commented life at sea was a life of longing for distant shores. Most sailors minimized their connections to land making it easier to be gone for such stretches.
They were headed to a small island owned by Hugard but leased to the military for target practice. It was located four hundred nautical miles southwest of the Bulrig Province, making them leave from the port city of Daresh, and it brought back vivid memories of that fateful trip to Srilner and the crash into the remote wilderness.
Hugard said as much to Tyler as they pulled away from port city and made for open waters. Heading farther south would spare them the heavy seas normally found off the coast of Bulrig. However, they would not head far enough to lose the cold temperatures, and Tyler pulled his heavy wool cloak tighter to protect against the cold. He reminisced about Pitord’s farm and the life he’d lost as the warmth of the Gordian wool kept the chill from seeping through. The clear air gave him a chance to pull his thoughts together.
Hugard said this mission would likely answer questions about the doomed flight seven forty-one. He said it was rumored the island was regularly used to test experimental aircraft and that the target range was a cover to keep prying eyes away. Jadni’s organization had always been trying to free the island from the clutches of the military since it represented one of the largest colonies of breeding firlings on the planet. It was a rare ocean mammal Tyler likened them to a cross between a seal and a killer whale. They were notoriously dangerous, and often killed Gordian fishermen during the summer while traveling north to feeding grounds.
Tyler held no love for the animals and decided he would not protest if their breeding grounds were used for military target practices. If anything, it gave people one more reason to stay away from the remote island. Hugard assured them the firlings were just starting their journey south, and the resident populations on the island would be small and pose little threat. It all sounded good until you were in a small skiff making your way towards land with a pod underneath you.
Trescher Island was named after the famous Captain that ran aground on the island, surviving four years before being rescued by a passing merchant vessel. In those days, the firling population was double their current size, and the fact the Captain had survived was a strong testament to the steely resolve of early sailors. He wrote in his journal that he feasted on firling for much of his stay, although it didn’t say how he’d caught them. Tyler assumed he’d dined on the younglings and didn’t want to share that gruesome piece of information with the press.
Hugard’s father purchased the island at the request of the Laerue Republic government. It was originally owned by the Jaconican government but had never been used because of its remote location and less than temperate weather. They were happy to get rid of it, and Hugard’s father paid handsomely for the distant piece of real-estate.
Jaconica refused to sell it to the Republic, thus why the Delphini Corporation was used to make the purchase under the agreement that a lucrative lease be set up to ensure the military a permanent location for testing military weapons. The original price, a fortune at the time, had been paid back ten times over through lease payments the military made to the Delphini Corporation.
Fortunately for Hugard’s team, his father ensured the original contract stated the Delphini Corporation could make unannounced spot checks without informing the military until they arrived at the island. According to the terms of the agreement, they only needed to report to the lightly manned facility on the eastern side of the island to temporarily suspend all weapons testing until the inspection was completed. No one at the corporation had ever exercised this provision, so Hugard recounted their visit would catch the military off-guard. That should give them plenty of time to conduct their investigation before the military pulled themselves together and rousted them from the island.
Hugard admitted there was a small risk of being arrested, but he hoped his father’s reputation might carry the day. Tyler was hoping Mr. Drald’s influence would carry the day. The man said he was not familiar with any of the operations on Trescher Island but admitted he knew several men assigned to the Western Naval Operations Fleet. It might be enough to garner favors.
Tyler smiled from the craziness of their mission as spray crested the bow in time to the main deck bell signaling land. Tyler jumped off the lifeboat and moved inside to prepare for landfall as the setting sun backlit the dark line of Trescher Island. Although Tyler was uncertain what role he’d play in this affair, he would not back down from the challenge.
He yearned for the comforting life in Shanter but was becoming accustomed to the idea of chasing this mystery to its conclusion. He was especially interested if it meant interfering or becoming entwined in Prince Darnid’s affairs.
While the team remained on the ship, Hugard and Gustan went ashore to announce the surprise inspection. Apparently, the young Captain in charge balked at the request until they’d searched the operational manuals to locate the obscure provision. Once they’d found it, the Captain conceded there was no testing scheduled for several months and that they could search the island as they saw fit.
Before leaving the outpost, Hugard made sure the facility was amply stocked with several crates of liquor much to the chagrin of the Captain in charge. He’d offered an escort, and Hugard had accepted a young sailor for his experience navigating the treacherous shores of the rocky isle. Once onboard, the young sailor, Second Mate Shearson, took the helm under the watchful eye of Captain Froght.
According to Hugard, their destination was on the western side of the island where the seas were wilder. They would need Second Mate Shearson’s able skills to successfully land on the island to locate a strange anomaly reported by a frightened naval seaman who’d accidentally discovered it while searching for unspent ammunition after an intense firing session.
Only Hugard and Menord were aware of the young man’s report, but kept it from the team so as not to taint the investigation. Hugard believed a fresh eye on the problem would keep subjectivity out of the investigation. He explicitly didn’t want preconceptions to cloud their judgment. He even refused to tell Tyler despite Jadni’s role as an impartial observer.
Tyler was slightly miffed at being excluded but admitted his interest in the subject was raised considerably. If it meant shedding light on flight seven forty-one’s fate, he was very interested. Even after so many months, the pain of losing Suney stung. He knew it had been a pipe dream to expect her and Pitord could have built a relationship, but there had definitely been something between them. He’d since learned she and Brisbi had survived the crash.
He wondered what they were doing and how their lives had been changed by Prince Darnid’s betrayal. Would Suney quit her post to raise a family, and would Brisbi find that cabinet post he’d been working towards his whole life? Tyler had read the Mayor of County Lorn won the Governor’s election. After their failure in Srilner, would Brisbi have kept his job? Unfortunately, it was difficult to get news from the Isles of Gord.
I would worry more about the mission ahead than of past relationships. Adanni warned.
Tyler knew the alien was right, but the life he’d left behind still haunted him. He needed to focus on finding out who had been responsible for taking that life away. If he discovered it was Prince Darnid, he would do whatever it took to retaliate.
Now, who sounds like an Onyalum? Adanni quipped.
Please, I only want justice! Tyler countered.
Of course you do. Adanni replied sarcastically.
Tyler ignored the alien and focused on the mission. It turned out the most dangerous part was getting from the ship to the shore. Tyler wasn’t afraid, but he noted concern in Adanni’s voice when they’d first learned of the crossing. Considering the rocking of the ship at anchor, Tyler estimated the seas at ten to fifteen feet on this side of the island, and the twenty foot skiffs seemed far too inadequate for the task.
As Second Mate Shearson warmly informed them, ‘It ain’t the seas that will get you, it’s the firlings’.
The waters were dark as the team moved into the skiffs to make for land. So early in the morning, the seas were relatively calm, and it took only several tries for each member to board the heaving boats threatening to break upon the ship’s hull with every swell that came their way.
Tyler was happy for a safety vest, but the thought of floating on top of the dark waters didn’t really make him feel better. The waters were well above freezing at this latitude, but once you went in, it wouldn’t take long to succumb to hypothermia. The currents were notoriously strong, and a man overboard would quickly be swallowed by the heavy seas. Tyler held onto everything as he lowered into the bobbing skiff.
Despite steadying hands, he was nearly thrown from the craft as two waves collided beneath their boat. It flipped the craft sideways, banging it heavily into the ship’s hull as Tyler fell to a heap on the bottom of the boat. He was all right despite the harrowing experience, but for that brief moment, he pictured himself landing in the cold waters to the waiting jaws of a hungry firling.
After their excitement boarding, their journey to shore was uneventful. The crewman easily navigated the narrow straights of rocky outcrops, and the boats were gently put up on dry land to the relief of all onboard.
Once the boats were secured, Hugard gathered them together to outline their search.
“We have a limited amount of time because of the tides. This beach will be under water in about eight hours, so we need to complete our observations within that timeframe. The crew will remain with the boats while we move inland, but we must all stay together. We don’t want anyone lost.”
Franda looked pale after their ride, but she was ready to get underway if for no other reason than to get far from the ocean. “Where are we headed?” She asked mildly.
Hugard smiled. “According to our maps, which I’ll admit may not be accurate, we have to climb over those cliffs and walk about two miles to the site.”
Fibor picked up twice his share of equipment and moved towards the towering cliffs. “Let’s go. I am curious to see this secret site Hugard has been so kind to keep from us.” He shot a contagious smile at Hugard. “This was Jaconican land, after all.”
Trenard jumped in as he picked up gear to follow. “Yes, Fibor, but no Jaconicans actually lived here.”
“A mere technicality, my friend!” Fibor called back as he trudged through the rocky sand towards the cliff’s base.
Tyler hoped their positive attitude would remain. Although the rocky shore roused fond memories of the Isles of Gord, something about the bleak landscape bothered him.
Don’t worry, Earthling, firling don’t move fast on land.
Adanni’s assurances didn’t alleviate his mood, but he was happy to be farther from the water as he hoisted his pack and followed Trenard.
It took two hours to locate the site, and Tyler had to admit, it was worth the wait. In the middle of an open plain of low growing gorse and steady wind, a large circular area was carved into the landscape. No plants grew within the area, and to Tyler, it looked as if someone had paved it with liquid rock. It was as if some large heat source melted the rock beneath forming a temporary magma pond that cooled into the circular area they stood within.
The scientists began actively surveying the strange anomaly while Hugard and Tyler watched. Mr. Drald and his men stood around the formation eyes peeled for possible threats. Tyler thought a threat unlikely on this remote piece of land where little lived and few traveled.
Neither Tyler nor Adanni could figure out what had caused the land to deform in such an unusual way. There were no burn marks or ash of any kind, no volcanic vents nearby, and the growth around the area simply stopped at the edge of the smooth surface.
Despite his beliefs, Tyler couldn’t help but think about flying saucers as he scanned the large, circular area. It was about two hundred yards in diameter, making it enormous by any standards, and Tyler couldn’t think of any aircraft with those dimensions.
It may have been used as a launch site for missiles or rockets. Adanni offered.
Perhaps, but there aren’t any signs of structures or manmade facilities needed for such a facility. Tyler replied.
True, but it may have been a remote launch pad, or better yet, a mobile one.
Tyler had to admit, it was a possibility. He remembered hearing about mobile nuclear launch pads on Earth used during the cold war between America and the Soviet Union. Still, it didn’t feel like a launch pad. There should be blackened scorch marks or other signs of a chemical reaction capable of launching a large vehicle into the sky. But as far as Tyler could tell, there were no such signs.
“So tell me, Hugard, how does this shed light on my downed flight?” Tyler didn’t see the connection.
Hugard shifted nervously. “Well, I’ll admit, in and of itself, it doesn’t seem like it should. However, when we correlate this finding with other information provided by eye witnesses during that timeframe, an interesting picture emerges.”
Tyler was dubious. “You mean like seeing strange lights in the sky?”
“Yes.” Hugard admitted without conviction. “But some accounts claim they spotted an enormous, circular craft hovering over the ocean before disappearing into the waves.”
“So an aircraft/submersible?” Tyler asked incredulous. He thought it more likely they watched the sun set.
“I suppose, yes.” Hugard agreed.
Tyler could tell the man was hiding more than he was telling. “Okay, Hugard, fess up. I am not one of your scientists who will be tainted by these conspiracy theories that you, I mean Menord, have uncovered from the underground. What do you know?”
Hugard looked around conspiratorially, but was satisfied everyone else was working too hard to overhear. “Fine, Jadni, fine. Look, one of these eye witnesses was a survivor from a fishing vessel that sank a hundred miles north of here. According to naval records, the ship was overcome by heavy seas that took it into the depths. However, the one survivor tells a different tale.”
“Let me guess, he sees this large circular ship that splashes down into the waves?” Tyler tried not to sound too cynical, but it sounded like something from the X-files.
Hugard shot him a look that said he did not appreciate Tyler’s tone. “Actually no, that is not what he said!”
Tyler backed off. “Okay, Hugard, I’m sorry. What did he say?”
Hugard looked satisfied with Tyler’s penitence as he continued. “The man was a cook onboard the ship and was preparing the evening meal when he said it felt like the ship had run aground. He talked about the whole vessel shaking as if in an earthquake. Despite being below deck, he described an intense white light filling the interior of the ship making things float through the air. He talked about floating to the top of his galley as pots and pans flew through the air and through solid walls.”
Tyler thought the man crazy. Of course everything flies through the air as ships roll onto their sides before sinking. “And that means something?”
“Not necessarily, but some of the survivors from your flight talk about a bright light and flying through the cabin.”
“Everything flies through the cabin when the windows are broken and the plane is plunging at high speeds to the ground below.” Tyler said matter-of-fact.
“What did you see, Jadni?” Hugard asked pointedly.
Tyler lied. “I don’t remember.”
“I see.” Hugard didn’t believe him. “Well, the survivor from that ship wouldn’t necessarily be a reliable source of information, apparently the man was in pretty bad shape when they found him clinging to a piece of debris. However, his story holds some credence considering the navy doctors found him alive with a cooking pot partially fused to his skull.”
“What?” Tyler asked, uncertain he’d heard him right.
“You heard me. The man had a cooking pot partially fused in his skull. The navy doctors were unable to explain it, and the military covered the whole thing up after the man died from complications of a cooking pot fused to his skull.”
“And you know this to be true, how?” Tyler asked.
Hugard stared patiently into Tyler’s eyes before turning back to the scientists. “Again, eye witness accounts. One from the man’s wife and another from a retired naval surgeon who tried to remove the pot.”
Tyler decided to ignore the fact that all of this was hearsay and focused on the connections this implied. “Okay, so what we are dealing with is some sort of craft that can fly and swim, melt rock, and fuse things together. Not only that, it has destroyed a ship and downed flight seven forty-one. Does that sum it up?”
Hugard smiled. “I told you this was quite a mystery, but yes, that sums it up.”
Tyler was about to respond when an excited Trenard signaled everyone to something he’d found.
Hugard and Tyler walked across the smooth surface to join him.
Hugard took charge as he joined the team staring with disbelief at the ground before them. “What did you find?”
Trenard pointed to the ground. “Look for yourself.”
Tyler eased into the circle and stared at the small patch of smooth rock. There, fused with the rock, the skeleton of a small rodent lay exposed. The tail and head were mostly out of the rock, but the bulk of its body was fused into the smooth stone. He shot a knowing glance at Hugard who smiled in return.
I’ve never seen anything like this. Adanni admitted dryly.
Me, either. Tyler agreed.
Lindi knelt down and stroked the skeleton gently. “This is the remains of a railon, a small rodent native to this island. From the amount of decay, I’d venture it wasn’t more than a year dead.” He rose and walked back to his own experiments.
“Franda,” Hugard asked quietly, “is there any known weapon that could do this?”
Franda looked confounded. “I must admit, I thought this was surely an experimental weapons site at first, but nothing I am aware of can melt the ground like this.”
Trenard jumped in. “Oh no, this ground was not melted, at least not any type of melting I am aware of. This rock is most certainly volcanic, but only on the surface. The majority of this island is old bedrock forced up when the continental shelves collided millions of years ago. During that upheaval, some magma was released and covered the surface of the newly formed island with a thin volcanic crust, about three feet deep.”
“So what are you saying?” Fibor asked.
Trenard smiled like he’d found the most exciting geologic discovery in history. “You see, this smooth rock you see is an amalgamation of both bedrock and volcanic rock. The two are somehow fused together, like our poor friend here.” He pointed to the skeleton.
Franda was incredulous. “Please, fused?”
Trenard sounded hurt by her tone. “Well, yes. You see, old bedrock was created billions of years ago with pressures and temperatures exceeding anything we have at the surface of this planet, or anything we can create. That makes it one of the hardest rocks around. Anything that can do this to it,” he pointed around the smooth area, “had more power than the internal workings of our planet. Besides, if you had a high enough temperature to melt this, you would significantly change its makeup when it cooled. In fact, you’d have a form of glass when done. This, although smooth, is not glass.”
Everyone looked around suspicious at these conclusions. Hugard was convinced, as was Tyler. The question remained, what could have caused it?
“Trenard, do you know of any known natural event that could do anything similar to this?”
He looked everyone in the eye solemnly. “No, I do not.”
Hugard had heard enough. “Okay, someone dig this poor creature out so we can take it back to study. The rest of you keep on investigating, we need to leave in about an hour to beat the tides.”
Trenard signaled Tyler to help him dig out the rodent’s skeleton. As the mystery deepened, Tyler couldn’t push thoughts of alien spacecraft from his mind. He thought he understood much of what the Universe offered, but this was confusing.
The march back to the beach was eternal, and when they arrived, it was clear the tide was slowly taking back what it had reluctantly uncovered. The sailors and boats waited, but the ocean had taken on an ominous character since they’d last traversed it. Tyler looked at the dark waters with trepidation.
Once they hit the sand, Hugard was quick to get them moving. “Okay, everyone to their boats and tie down all the samples we collected so we don’t lose any during the crossing. It would be a waste to return empty handed.”
Tyler was more worried about himself than the strange artifacts they’d collected. He had no illusions what a full grown male firling could do, and with the large waves breaking just off the beach, every shadow and crash of wave looked or sounded like a growling firling. Though they could see the Quintan Spray waiting beyond the rocky outcrops, the half mile or so of water between them looked nearly impossible to navigate.
Tyler rode in the skiff with Hugard, Trenard and Lindi, and all four helped the young sailor push through the water until the engine was clear enough to power them the rest of the way into the breakers. At one point, a large wave broke just ahead, turning their boat sideways and making it vulnerable to capsizing as another wave broke in succession. Tyler grabbed the sides of the skiff and pushed his weight into the incoming wave, but fortunately, the young sailor was adept and had nearly straightened the errant boat before the next wave hit.
With a sudden surge of power, the sailor forced the boat up a new wave and down into the trough before the wave crested. White knuckles dominated the craft as Tyler peered beneath the dark waters expecting a large shape to surface, overturn their boat and send everyone into the food chain.
Past the breakers, the water was rougher. Jadni’s steady body was beginning to feel the effects of the constant up and down as the small skiff fought its way through troubled seas. From the look of the other boats, several of its passengers were near vomiting from the relentless surf. Tyler now understood why the Isles of Gord lost so many fishermen. These seas were considered mild compared to those in the isles. Tyler noticed Adanni remained quiet during the entire ride.
Although he was certain his mind played tricks on him, he briefly thought he had seen dark shapes hidden beneath the waves, keeping pace with the boats. Because nothing surfaced, he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just the light playing tricks on him. There were more than firlings in these waters, and Tyler hoped for the best as the Quintan Spray inched closer.
They finally neared the research vessel, and Hugard signaled the other boat in first. The sailor waved he understood and moved the boat into position. As they neared the larger ship trying to avoid a hull smashing, something dark swam underneath their boat and pushed the small craft a foot or two out of the water. The small engine was ripped from its moorings, sinking into the turbulent abyss.
It was a firling sending a warning shot before it attacked. Everyone desperately held on as the skiff was now at the mercy of the dangerous waves. The sailor on Tyler’s boat reacted without thinking, gunning the engine to pull up to the helpless craft before the water took them farther from the safety of the large ship. Using his engine, he pushed both craft to the small landing platform, staying in position until everyone disembarked.
Sailors on the Quintan Spray moved everyone off the broken skiff before securing it with ropes and hauling it out of the water to the relative safety on deck. Tyler searched frantically for the ominous shape he feared would send them to a watery grave, but so far, the creature kept its distance after the initial hit.
Tyler imagined it might be injured from the propeller on the small engine it knocked off the skiff and was still debating whether to attack after the stinging injury it sustained. It was little to hope for as the sailor battled the waves and tried to land the skiff into waiting hands on the ship.
Finally, taking advantage of a large trough, the sailor gunned the boat and nearly knocked the men into the water as the skiff rammed into the platform. Tyler didn’t care, he wanted off the boat and onto the safety of the Quintan Spray. He now understood Adanni’s apprehension with the ocean, and the sooner he was onboard, the better.
The men fought to hold the small boat steady as everyone grabbed their artifacts and disembarked. Even the climb up the gangway was difficult as the larger ship rocked in the growing seas. Once Tyler stood on the deck, he spotted the dark shape swimming circles beneath the waves as if sizing up the threat the larger boat represented.
A nearby sailor smiled. “That firling was circling underneath your boat the whole time you was trying to land. You guys was very lucky it didn’t attack!”
Tyler nodded feeling wholly sick as he pushed past the laughing sailor towards his cabin.
Second Mate Shearson easily navigated the treacherous waters to the island outpost. The waters calmed on the leeward side of the island, and everyone sighed with relief. Tyler was queasy and upset by the firling encounter, but the smoother waters eased his mind as the ship dropped anchor.
He was happy he didn’t have to go ashore to report the completion of the inspection. Tyler felt for Hugard as the man loaded onto the small skiff for the short trip to the dock. Although Gustan rode with him, the formidable security specialist was no match for a firling. While they were boarding, Shearson eased their minds with claims firling never came to this side of the island.
Tyler watched the skiff cut through the waters as Franda joined him quietly. After their near death experience, Tyler wondered what went through her mind so early in the investigation. He suspected she was a city gal, and not necessarily an adventurer looking for the next thrill.
“Are you all right?” He asked.
“Wha … oh, yes, just wondering what it was we saw back there.” She didn’t meet his eyes as she watched the retreating skiff.
“I am sure it was a firling.” Tyler replied confidently.
“That? No, I don’t mean that. I mean the circular formation on the island. I am well versed in science and understand a fair amount of physics. But that, it simply can’t exist based on the laws I understand. I think our mission will be quite interesting.”
Tyler didn’t necessarily share her enthusiasm and wasn’t easily able to forget the firling. However, he had to agree they’d seen something spectacular. Would they experience even wilder things as they hunted for the truth? “Yeah, I think you are right.”
Tyler left her to her thoughts and tracked down Trenard who hadn’t waited before beginning his studies of the samples they’d brought back. Tyler found him deep in thought, hunched over a microscope in one of the laboratories below deck.
“Unbelievable!” He exclaimed as Tyler walked to the large worktable where the geologist wrote feverishly in a black notebook. “I have never seen anything like this.” He continued as Tyler tried to appear interested.
“Really, what is it?” Tyler asked.
“See for yourself.” Trenard said knowingly as he stepped aside for Tyler to peer into the eyepiece.
He stared through the small opening, and a patchwork of white, brown, pink, and black crystals resolved as his eyes adjusted. Though beautiful, it meant nothing to him.
“What is it?” He asked, confused.
Trenard moved him aside as he jotted something else in his notebook. “Did you notice the pinks, whites, and browns?”
“Yes.” Tyler answered truthfully.
“That is the bedrock that had been thrust up when the continental plates collided hundreds of millions of years ago.”
“Okay.” Tyler agreed.
“You see, the island was formed when the plates pushed up the ocean floor. After that cataclysmic event, lava welled up from the crack in the crust and covered the island in a consistent layer of basaltic rock over the granitic bedrock. When you dig on the island, you can clearly see the two layers and a distinct boundary line.”
“Good, so what does that mean?” Tyler asked.
“It means, the black you see in the microscope is the basaltic rock intermixed with the granitic rock.” Trenard was clearly excited, but looked concerned by Tyler’s inability to follow his train of thought.
“So those two can’t mix?” Tyler ventured cautiously.
“Yes they can, but under extreme pressure and temperatures that cannot be achieved at the surface of the planet where we found these. In fact, there is no boundary line, and at the depth we found this rock, it should have been pure basaltic. It’s truly as if the two materials were somehow disintegrated and then reintegrated together like sifting a mixture of flour and soda.”
“And you have never seen this before?” Tyler asked calmly, not sure where the man was headed.
“Hell, no one has!” Trenard exclaimed. “It goes against everything we know about physics. Without the heat and pressure of the planet’s interior, this just isn’t possible.”
“Okay, so it is still a mystery?” Tyler asked as he thought about alien spacecraft and weird science.
“Well, yes, I suppose it is still a mystery. Whatever did this wielded a lot of energy and bent the laws of physics we know so far.”
Tyler knew he probably wasn’t grasping the true majesty of the conundrum, but he figured asking questions was useful for Trenard to organize his thoughts. “So, this much energy, would it cause intense heat?”
“Well, that is what is so weird. I would assume it would cause incredible heat, but there is no evidence heat was even produced. Hell, that skeleton we found would have been ashes under the kind of heat required to meld those two layers. But as you saw, the skeleton was intact, just fused within the rock.”
Tyler thought back to the cook on that sunken ship. The data certainly corroborated, but it didn’t explain what caused it. If heat had been involved, the cook would have been incinerated. However, the man had been alive and well except for a pot fused to his head. Tyler wanted more information about that incident, and made a vow to press Hugard, or better yet, Menord, for details.
Either way, they were dealing with extraordinary technology that surpassed anything on Dimare. But was it alien or had the government made some rather incredible discoveries? Hugard said many scientists had simply disappeared. With so much intellectual power focused on a single objective, could they make such technological leaps? From propeller driven aircraft to flying saucers in less than a generation?
Then again, man had made it to the moon in less than a decade, perhaps anything was possible given proper resources. Franda’s comments were correct, it was going to be interesting.
Tyler left Trenard to his analyses and went to locate Menord to grill him about the incident with the ship’s cook. He was headed up one of the stairwells when the Captain’s voice sounded over the intercom.
“All personnel please report to the deck immediately!”
There was no mistaking the sense of urgency in his voice, and fears about their firling encounter came back to haunt him. Tyler heeded the order and wound his way to the deck. Everyone except Trenard was present, but Tyler noticed Hugard had not yet returned. He glanced toward the shore and spotted a large military vessel anchored a short distance from their position. Inching to the side of the ship, he glanced down at a military skiff tethered to their gangway. Obviously the military had become interested in their activities.
The Captain and crew were attempting to calm down the rest of the team as everyone demanded answers. Tyler knew what was happening, and he hoped Trenard heeded the Captain’s call and was on his way up. Based on his assumptions, anyone or anything associated with those samples might be in danger.
A bulkhead slammed open and Trenard was forced onto the deck by two serious looking soldiers. Trenard complained about the rough treatment until four men strolled through the bulkhead behind the soldiers. Two were naval officers from the nearby ship, but Tyler couldn’t make out who the other two might be. They were official looking, dressed in suits, and seemed to take everyone in with a piercing gaze. Whoever they were, it was obvious they were in charge despite orders being issued by the officers.
Franda had enough and descended on the two men running the show from behind military cover. “Who are you and by what authority do you have the right to board this ship and detain us?”
The men didn’t flinch as the military officers rushed to stand between her and the men.
“By the authority of the Laerue Republic Navy, this ship is being detained while we investigate a national security threat.” The naval Captain spoke in a crisp military fashion.
Franda was not thwarted and pushed the Captain aside in an aggressive manner. “I am talking with the person in charge, not their military stooge. Again, why are we being detained?” She demanded to the two men watching her theatrics.
Tyler saw anger on the Captain’s face as he moved back in front of Franda. “Mam, I am warning you not to interfere with this military operation or I will be forced to detain you permanently until a military tribunal can be convened!”
Franda remained defiant. “A trial? On what charges?”
The Captain’s jaw was clenched as he spoke ominously through gritted teeth. “On charges of treason.”
Franda looked at the two men behind the Captain and backed down. “Fine, we’ll see about this once Hugard returns.”
The Captain signaled the two soldiers who pushed everyone back against the bulkhead with brandished firearms. One thing was clear, the military was serious. The Captain looked satisfied as he talked on the wireless to someone inside the ships interior. Based on the snippets, they were confiscating anything they thought related to the samples from the island.
Finally, several men emerged through the bulkhead carrying boxes of material from below. Tyler spotted some of the material they’d collected along with some that had already been onboard. Franda and Trenard were ready to confront them, but Fibor held them back.
“It is no use, my friends, it can all be replaced.”
They backed down under the fierce gaze of the Captain as the military contingent re-boarded their skiff and left. Once the boat was cutting through the waves, everyone moved to the railing to watch the retreat. All their efforts and risk had been for nothing.
Franda scowled. “Well, now we are back at square one.”
Trenard smiled as he pat his crotch affectionately. “Not quite square one.”
They waited hours before Hugard and Gustan returned. Both wore solemn looks as they ordered the Captain to set course for Jaconica. Hugard pushed aside all questions as he secluded himself in his quarters. Tyler took that to mean things had gone badly, so he retired to his own quarters as exhaustion swept through him.
He laid on his bunk as sounds of the ship lulled him to sleep.
I don’t think those men were military. Adanni said quietly.
You think? Tyler retorted a little too short.
Adanni ignored the sarcasm. It is obvious they work for some government agency overseeing the operations of whatever we are investigating.
Have you ever seen anything like that thing on the island? Tyler asked. Surely, the alien had seen a lot of weird things during his travels through the Universe.
Well, you would think so, but I must admit, I generally stayed away from worlds with advanced technology. It is so cold and impassionate.
Do you call what happened impassionate? Tyler asked incredulous.
Adanni chastised him. Well, I suppose it was exciting to you, but I can think of a whole lot of other ways that could have turned out.
You’re right, it could have been worse. Tyler admitted. Do you think we will run into this throughout the investigation?
I would count on it. Adanni replied.
A knock on the door interrupted their conversation, and Tyler turned on the small light against the bulkhead. “Come in.”
The door cracked, spilling in brighter light from the corridor. A dark shape entered, closing the door behind. “Sorry to wake you, but I need to talk with someone.”
Hugard was obviously upset from the encounter at the base. “Sure, Hugard, no problem.”
Hugard walked to the chair by the small desk and sat down heavily. “Captain Saleen filled me in on what happened while we were gone. I assumed as much while we were being detained onshore.” He paused as he gathered his thoughts. “They took it all, Jadni, everything.”
“Well, not everything, Hugard. Trenard still has a piece of the material, and his notes.” Tyler assured him hopefully.
“Yes, I know that, I mean the island. They took the island from me!” Hugard was concerned by the government’s casual theft of something his family owned.
Tyler was incredulous. “The whole island?”
Hugard got up and paced. “Yes.”
“Wow.” Tyler watched doubts twisting the man’s face. “And now you doubt our mission?”
Hugard looked into Tyler’s face, fear frozen on his features. “You think I should? What if they take everything I have? Everything my father worked so hard to build.”
It was obvious the man had not truly realized the forces they’d set out to take on. It was certain the government meant to keep them clueless. “I don’t think they will take everything, Hugard. They simply wanted what we had taken from the island. Taking the island, too, was only a threat designed to scare you off the investigation. So far, it appears to be working.”
“Yes … yes, you are right of course, but I just can’t stand the thought of losing it. My father wanted me to solve this mystery, but not at the expense of everything he had created. Without the money, our investigation is over.”
“And you fear they will confiscate your wealth?” Tyler asked calmly.
“They don’t have to, Jadni. If they cut off the military funding to the Delphini Corporation, the board will have no choice but to freeze all assets.” Hugard sat down, hands folded as he stared blankly at the floor. “You see, as an officer of the company, I am liable for its operations. If the loss of funding was a result of my investigation, the board could sue me for negligence and take everything I own. It has happened to other companies where the President has treaded into dangerous waters.”
Tyler understood the predicament. “Where are all your assets? Are they tied up in company stock?”
“No, thank god. I have controlling interest which is worth a great deal, but most of my wealth is spread throughout investments, real-estate, and precious metals. Nothing I can do about the real-estate, but I could liquidate some of the investments.”
“You mean stocks and bonds?” Tyler asked.
“Yes. Those can be traded and the cash moved out of Laerue.” Hugard agreed.
“What about precious metals? Those can be hard to liquidate, especially if your holdings are large.”
“Don’t worry, most of that is held in institutions in Jaconica. While the Jaconicans are not openly hostile towards Laerue, they distrust everything we do. Based on what Fibor has told me, the Laerue Republic has not shared with their neighbors information concerning this mystery. I have connections that tell me Jaconica is leading their own investigations into Project Red Star. They fear secret weapons.”
“You trust the Jaconicans?” Tyler asked uncertain whether this was a smart move.
“Hell, no!” Hugard assured him. “But most of the mines I own are within its borders, so I have little choice. We are going there now to see if I can move some of my cash into their banks.”
Tyler understood the risk inherent in such a move. “This could be misinterpreted as treason, Hugard.”
“Perhaps, but what do you call what they did to me?”
“I know, but what about the rest of us? What will Gustan say about this alliance with a foreign power?” Tyler thought about the security man’s warning about national security.
“He’ll say nothing.” Hugard assured him. “He already doubts his own loyalty as the government’s move to take private land was a strict violation of everything he holds sacred. I will speak with everyone once we arrive and give them the option to bail out if they feel the threat is too great.”
“I see.” Tyler said resigned. It was obvious Hugard had been looking for nothing more than reassurances. Clearly, he already had a plan underway. “What is it you really wanted to tell me, Hugard?”
Hugard looked surprised before his features softened. “No conspiracy evades your eyes, Jadni. It is what I always admired about you, your ability to see through the veils.” Hugard appeared resigned as he folded his hands behind his head, leaning into the chair. “My father already foresaw what happened. Not taking the island of course, but the threats to our wealth.”
“What do you mean?” Tyler asked. “How do you know this?”
“He recorded it all on tape. Everything. His theories, the paths that must be followed, the connections we must make—everything.”
“How did he know so much?” Tyler detected there was more the man was holding back. What had his father uncovered? “How detailed was his knowledge?”
Hugard remained quiet, eyeing Tyler with concern. The man was probably trying to determine if his old friend was trustworthy enough to reveal the information. Finally, he spoke. “On his tape, he outlined how he thought a secret government agency would stop us from investigating Trescher Island. He said if that happened, I was to go to Jaconica and secure most of our assets.”
“Wow.” Tyler replied. “Eerie how much he knew. What else did he say?”
“He said to contact a man he knew in Jaconica. He said the guy could help us with the next phase of our hunt.”
“Who is this man?” Tyler asked, concerned with the cloak and dagger message.
“I don’t know, but my father trusts him.” Hugard was obviously concerned about the Jaconican stranger.
“Do you trust your father?” Tyler asked.
Hugard didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
“Okay, then, what else?” The man still held back.
“He said to tell only you, and only when we were entering a specific phase of the operation.” Hugard was happy to have that off his chest.
“Me?” Tyler was stunned his father could have mentioned the name of a college mate. “Why me?”
“He said, you were to be trusted above anyone else. I honestly don’t know how he knew about you, I never mentioned you at home.”
Now this is starting to get exciting! Adanni interrupted.
No doubt, but I am not sure I like the turn of events. Tyler responded calmly.
“I am honored my reputation precedes me, but I cannot see where I can be of service. Clearly, this was why you recruited me. That makes sense. My participation had always been questionable.”
Hugard admitted what Tyler suspected. “It is true. I never would have recruited you if my father had not requested it. But now that you are here, I must admit my father’s choice was a good one. I can … I don’t know … confide in you. Your motivations are clear and honest. The rest of team, well, let’s just say their motivations are not as clear.”
“Thanks.” Tyler said dumbfounded. He was certain Hugard had more to reveal, but his father ordered him to keep it quiet until the appropriate time. How did he know this? What were his father’s motivations? How could Jadni help? Obviously his father thought the man possessed something useful, but what? Tyler didn’t think he could know about Jadni’s accident beforehand, so what made him think an old college chum could help unravel the mystery.
“I know it may not be of great comfort now, Jadni, but I have always trusted you more than anyone I have ever known. I hope you will decide to stay.” Hugard moved towards the door.
“Yes, well, you have certainly given me a lot to think about.” Tyler conceded.
“I know, try and sleep on it. We still have time before reaching Renalla.”
“Renalla?” Tyler asked surprised. “I thought we were going to Jaconica?”
“We are.” Hugard agreed. “Renalla is a Jaconican Territory.”
“Yes … right.” Tyler recalled his geography.
“Night.” Hugard closed the door as he slipped into the corridor.
Tyler turned the light off, but knew sleep would elude him with so much to contemplate.
I think Hugard and his father have many secrets. Adanni said analytically.
I agree. Tyler replied, questions swirling through his mind. The question remains, will they get us killed?
Does it matter? Death is of little concern to an Onyalum. Adanni prompted.
Adanni was right, but Tyler couldn’t help thinking he wanted to get to the bottom of the conspiracy. Death would only delay that.
Upon arriving in the port city of Mandelli on the eastern side of Renalla, Hugard spelled out everything about the government’s intentions to threaten them. Many were shocked by the confiscation of Trescher Island and agreed the rest of his wealth would be targeted if the quest continued. Hugard assured them he was resolved to continue the mission but had stopped in Jaconica to secure as much of his assets beforehand. Everyone agreed this was a wise decision.
Although Gustan voiced concerns about the sudden allegiance to Jaconica, he didn’t question the rationale behind it. The man was torn by his patriotism and his government’s intentions to destroy them if they did not stop. As a business man, one with many government contracts, he was as much at risk as Hugard. He admitted as much and left the boat to contact his people to find out where they stood. Hugard assured him he would still be paid for his time if he decided to leave, but the man seemed determined to stay if for no other reason than to test his government’s depth of betrayal. Tyler realized Lindi was right about needing him before it was all over.
Everyone was given the opportunity to leave the ship and fly home with compensation for their efforts. Not surprisingly, no one took the offer. They were destined to see the mission to its ultimate conclusion, even at the risk of death or ruin. Again, it made Tyler wonder about their motivations. What could be so important they were willing to risk everything to see it through?
And what about Fibor Densilen? He was Jaconican, so this new shift probably pleased him. But his interests within the Laerue government were well understood. Was he willing to risk all of that as well, or was his faith in his government’s ability to protect his patents sufficient? How far would the Laerue Republic go to protect their secrets? Open hostilities with their neighbor? Tyler doubted it, but then their recent actions indicated an intention most had not really anticipated. Still, attacks on one of your citizens was one thing, but an open attack on a sovereign state was another. For now, Tyler felt confident the Republic would only focus on them as individuals. Much of what they saw may have been nothing more than theatrics designed to scare them away from the truth. Then again, maybe they weren’t?
After their discussions, Hugard excused himself from the ship to resupply the stolen material and restock stores. Everyone was welcomed to shore leave but urged to stay within the city limits as areas of Renalla were dangerous for those just visiting.
Tyler left with Hugard, following him quietly while he handled all the necessary arrangements for his family’s interests and the ship’s supplies. Tyler was taken by the cost of the venture, but realized it was nothing compared to Hugard’s real wealth. The man also contacted the Delphini Corporation and informed the board about the confiscation of Trescher Island. At least so far, the board was on his side and informed him they would start formal proceedings for a lawsuit against the military. Although no one ever won such cases, it would tie things up for a while. That was time Hugard needed to secure his family’s assets before the government turned his company against him.
Tyler felt sorry for the man consumed by something he might not be able to handle and wondered if the passion was his, or whether he was motivated only by his dead father’s urgings. This was a heavy burden for anyone, and without your own convictions, the weight of the responsibility could crush you.
It was late in the day by the time Tyler and Hugard boarded a private vessel docked several miles from the Quintan Spray. It was owned by the man Hugard’s father had told him to contact, and Hugard finally admitted it was Xanien Mallian, a rich business man who’d once worked for Hugard’s father decades before. He was a powerful man in Jaconica, and was rumored to have many dealings with government intelligence agencies. Tyler’s senses became alert when he heard this piece of information. It felt too much like Poolto and the infamous Nayllen Hooss.
Adanni calmed Tyler down with assurances the man could not be like Nayllen Hooss. He was Jaconican, after all, and their influence was not global. While the man might be dangerous, his threat was local. Tyler agreed with the alien, and tried to look forward to the meeting.
As they pushed through the waves along the Renallan coast, Tyler was taken by the similarity of the territory to pictures he’d seen of Greek Islands. Renalla rose out of the sea with rocky shores and sparse vegetation. Small, hoofed creatures with curved horns were seen all along the coastline. Hugard called them Yeroni, and they were the Jaconican version of calder. They were a form of mountain goat, but he was amazed by the thick coat of hair in the hot latitudes of Renalla.
They were as far south as Srilner, but the leeward side of the island made it extraordinarily dry compared to Srilner. Thankfully, the drier conditions made the heat more tolerable, and Tyler was grateful they wouldn’t have to endure the stifling humidity of that sinful city.
Renalla’s past was checkered with conflicts dating back centuries. The original natives fought the early settlers mercilessly until being pacified around a century earlier. Then the island became a battleground between the Jaconicans that settled there and the citizens of the Reise Province in the Laerue Republic due east of the island. After decades of fighting, Jaconica and the Republic came to a resolution where the island was a territory of Jaconica, but remained a tax-free entity both countries exploited.
Jaconica used it as a primary base for their naval forces in the western Terchan Ocean, while Reise fisherman used it as a base for fishing fleets within the Beller Sea. The tax-free status of Renalla gave the fishermen an advantage over their mainland counterparts. It was a unique position notorious for harboring businesses seeking tax-free shelters. This also attracted criminals looking to prey on the rich who settled there.
Tyler dug through Jadni’s memories and found environmental complaints abounded. Apparently, the fisherman, protected from laws on the mainland, overfished the Beller Sea using techniques which caused irreparable damage to the ecosystem, threatening the marine mammals calling that sea their home. Although Jadni had never been to Renalla, he had attended many rallies to stop the fishing practices threatening the region’s main commerce. To date, the complaints fell on deaf ears.
It was speculated organized crime ran the fishing industry and refused to bend to pressures from within Renalla or the Jaconican government. Considering the low prices for the great seafood, many customers were not willing to disrupt the supplies despite the eco-threat.
Renallan fisherman made more money than their mainland competitor, so they supported the organized criminals running the industry. They were deeply entrenched, and no one would compromise profitability for some notion of justice. In their eyes, organized criminals were their union. Even the Jaconican Navy could not stop the dangerous practices. It was said kickbacks and lucrative food deals kept the navy blinded to the illegal operations taking place within the fishing industry. Tyler could think of only one reason why organized crime would want an unregulated fishing fleet: smuggling.
Renallan smuggling was infamous. Drugs, gemstones, money, and slaves were regularly traded between Jaconica and the Laerue Republic on Renallan fishing vessels. Tyler wondered how much of Mr. Mallian’s wealth came from such illicit trades. They might never know, but Tyler held doubts the man could wield such power without criminal connections. Was he the legitimate business front for organized crime? It was a distinct possibility, and that made him a great asset and a serious threat.
As they neared the palatial estate, Tyler was haunted by memories of Prince Darnid. The similarities were eerie, but Tyler assumed most of the coastal homes would be white-washed in this part of the world. Heat was a constant problem, and anything diminishing the sun’s intensity was welcome.
The estate’s landing extended from the rocky shoreline and was constructed from concrete and natural stone. It looked capable of handling ships twice as large as the one they rode in. Hugard eyed the structures overlooking the sea from the rocky cliffs and wondered about his trepidations. Hugard was embarking on a dangerous path, and his association with this stranger could be viewed as a criminal act against the Republic.
Thankfully, the man once worked for Hugard’s father. That could allay some fears, but it was a tenuous connection at best. As the boat docked at the landing, Tyler and Hugard stepped onto the concrete platform to three armed men waiting to check for weapons. Although the men were rough, Tyler put up with the inspection quietly. Once the security men were convinced neither was armed, they escorted them up the elevator to the main complex a hundred feet above the landing.
The view from the top was breathtaking, but they had little time to enjoy it as they were ushered into the largest building looking more like an ancient Roman palace. The men ushered them into a posh room filled with comfortable furnishings, silken wall hangings, but no windows onto the outer world.
Tyler made his way to the large table with fruit and drinks, helping himself to refreshments. He was hungry from the long boat ride. Hugard looked too concerned to eat, and stood with his arms crossed while surveying the accommodations.
With a plate full of food, Tyler took a seat on one of the divans, eating quietly while they waited. Their host surely knew they had arrived, but was probably making them wait to set the proper tone. Tyler didn’t care, he was happy to relax, if even for a short while.
The man has a knack for the dramatic arts. Adanni said as Tyler scanned the sculptures throughout the room. One was of a young, naked maiden riding a large marine mammal. The metaphor was not lost.
I suppose so. Tyler agreed. He appears to be a man accustomed to flaunting his wealth. I wonder what he did for Hugard’s father?
I doubt it paid this handsomely. Adanni replied.
“Hugard,” Tyler asked, wanting to know more, “do you know what Mr. Mallian did for your father?”
Hugard turned from one of the scintillating sculptures. “Well, he worked for my father in one of our mines. I think he ran the whole damned thing.”
He is no doubt a smuggler. Adanni concluded.
I would agree. Tyler said silently.
“I see.” Tyler said. “Is he still in the mining business?”
Hugard shot him a knowing look. “Well, I think so, but he has interests in many other things now.”
Tyler got the gist of Hugard’s comment. The man was definitely connected with organized crime.
A sound at the door startled them.
“I’m sorry I am late, but I just got back from the mainland.” Mr. Mallian walked to the table of food, helping himself to generous portions. “Travel makes me so hungry, I hope you don’t mind if I eat.”
Both shook their heads. The man was unassuming, medium height, balding head, light brown mottling, and a tightly trimmed mustache on a rounded face. He obviously ate well based on the portly physique, but it wasn’t gross or obscene, just plump.
The man set his plate down before introducing himself, shaking hands firmly. “It is a pleasure to finally meet Lemnor’s son. I never had a chance to travel to Waigen and meet your family. I am sorry for your father’s passing, he was a wonderful man. I owe him much.”
Tyler believed his words were heartfelt and relaxed. The man turned towards him with a look of disdain or suspicion. Tyler stood to shake the man’s hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, sir.” Tyler said formally.
“I see.” Mr. Mallian answered calmly, withholding his hand. “I must admit, when I discovered you were coming, I had reservations.” He looked back at Hugard questioningly.
Hugard stepped in for Tyler. “Jadni is a trustworthy friend.”
Mr. Mallian seemed dubious, but took Hugard’s words at face value. “Very well.”
Now, Tyler was concerned. The man obviously distrusted Jadni. “My reputation surely precedes me.” He said, seeking to reveal the man’s opinions.
“Indeed it does, Mr. Rend.” Mr. Mallian sat down and grabbed his plate. “And it is not a good reputation, I must say.”
Tyler retook his seat. “I am sorry to hear that. Obviously my work in the fishing industry has not gone unnoticed.”
The man laughed deeply. “Fishing? Hardly! I am more concerned about your work trying to unionize Jaconica’s miners.”
Tyler recalled Jadni’s efforts for worker’s rights, both foreign and domestic. Although Jadni rarely worked directly on that particular issue, his organization was a staunch supporter of worker’s rights. “I am sorry you feel that way. I only desire fair treatment for all people.”
“I’m sure you do.” Mr. Mallian said. “But I am not sure you understand the ramifications of what your group proposes. The irony, of course, is your own Republic has more interest in our current labor laws than we do. They want low labor costs, and we want their currency to support our poor nation. Before the mines were dug, these laborers had nothing. Now they have a much higher standard of living, though not the same as a typical citizen of the Republic.”
Tyler didn’t want to debate the issue, so he cut the man off. “Be that as it may, we are not here to discuss labor law.”
The man eyed Hugard. “Indeed, we are not.” He took a bite of raw seafood and sat back watching both carefully. “Tell me about Trescher Island.”
Hugard sat down and spelled out what happened during their initial investigation. Tyler saw pain on Hugard’s face when he admitted the government confiscated the island. Mr. Mallian took it calmly, raising his eyebrows only briefly at the revelation. By the time Hugard finished, Mr. Mallian had cleaned his plate and fetched a glass of wine before retaking his seat.
“An interesting turn of events.” Mr. Mallian agreed when Hugard stopped. “I assume your board has plans to fight this hostile takeover?”
Hugard nodded.
“Very good. That should slow them down while it gets tangled in court proceedings. Of course the press must be involved, or the pressure from the courts will not be adequate to stay the government’s hand. The courts, while generally neutral, are not completely beyond the realm of persuasion. Many on the courts descend from royal blood.”
Hugard was impressed with the man’s knowledge of Laerue Republic workings.
“I suppose that is why Jadni is here? As a contact into the free press?” Mr. Mallian eyed Tyler knowingly.
Hugard looked confused. “Well, actually no, that is not why. My father requested he be on my team.”
Mr. Mallian smiled smugly. “Of course. He wanted you to have access to those who communicate unfettered by royalty. Who better than an activist from the Waigen Province?” He turned back to Tyler. “Mr. Rend, you must contact your people immediately and inform them about this breach in governmental law. Confiscating an island that is home to an endangered species, like the firling, is something you specialize in. Do you not?”
Tyler felt foolish for not thinking of this himself. Of course Jadni would be outraged by this threat to the environment. Although the government operated on the island without oversight for decades, private ownership had at least provided the guise of protection for the ecosystem.
“Yes, I think you are right.” Tyler agreed, thinking of who he must contact to get their organization moving against the government.
“Indeed, I am.” Mr. Mallian said confidently. “This is a battle, gentlemen, and they won’t pull their punches, so use everything at your disposal.”
“Your advice is well taken, but I am fairly certain this isn’t why my father wanted me to contact you.” Hugard said.
“No.” Mr. Mallian agreed. “I don’t think so either.” He sipped wine, obviously trying to think about how to start. “In my position as a business man, I am often confronted with challenges that affect both my business and my country’s interests. Because of that, I am often involved in activities that make me privy to certain intelligence kept hidden from the common man.”
Tyler smiled. “So you are a spy?”
Mr. Mallian looked confused. “Well, that implies a loyalty to only my country’s interests, but as I have said, my interests are just as important, maybe more so. That means I often find myself working on both ends of things. Don’t get me wrong, the Laerue Republic would never use me as an agent, but they often find themselves in positions where they are required to exchange information with me as we pursue common goals.”
Hugard looked concerned. “And Jaconica supports this association?”
“Wholeheartedly!” Mr. Mallian confirmed. “You see, they benefit as much as I do, so they usually look the other way.”
“But giving Laerue Jaconican secrets? Surely they don’t support that?” Tyler asked.
“Who said I give them Jaconican secrets?” Mr. Mallian looked angry at the accusation. “I give them secrets about the illegal trading between our countries.”
Tyler was taken aback. “I’m sorry, I just assumed…”
“I know what you assumed.” Mr. Mallian accused. “I would never do anything to jeopardize my country. I may work outside most of its laws, but it is still my home. I make my living because of the success my country enjoys. My interests don’t always coincide with Jaconica’s, but they are rarely at odds with them.”
Hugard jumped in. “We are sorry, we don’t mean to accuse you of treason, we are only trying to understand how you can help us.”
Mr. Mallian calmed as he sipped wine. “I know. Well, not long ago, I was recruited by my government to help gather information on the supply of basic resources to the Laerue Republic through shady operations supplying a secret government effort called Project Red Star.” Tyler and Hugard perked up. “The problem is resources are being removed from our country without corresponding increases in commodity prices. That means they are being smuggled illegally to keep them under the radar. Jaconica is concerned about this robbing of resources without equitable compensation.”
“I had heard of this from Delphini Corporate interests.” Hugard said calmly. “Our books show normal distributions of raw materials, but our stockpiles don’t add up with the books. We are currently investigating the oversight. I didn’t realize it was related to Project Red Star.”
“Oh, yes, and it is more common than just your company’s interests. All around the world, supplies are being bought up surreptitiously and smuggled into the Republic. This is one reason why my government has opened investigations into this top-secret project. That and the obvious threat to our national security.”
Tyler jumped in. “You don’t actually think the Republic would engage in open hostilities towards Jaconica, do you?”
Mr. Mallian turned to him, serious. “Well, my boy, countries have fallen without a single shot being fired. The threat of annihilation is a strong motivator.”
Tyler agreed. A nuclear threat would be sufficient to wield incredible power worldwide. But was that all Project Red Star was about? It couldn’t be discounted.
True, but why all the resources? Adanni asked curious. Surely, only Uranium mining would be increasing if the project was nuclear.
Should I ask? Tyler suggested.
No. We don’t know where this world is with respect to nuclear power. For now, you must assume it doesn’t exist, or risk setting in motion undesirable events. Trust me!
Tyler did. He remembered the threat nuclear power represented on Earth. If Dimare didn’t have it yet, he didn’t want to give them ideas.
“Is that all?” Hugard asked.
Mr. Mallian set his wine glass down and walked over to a large desk on the other side of the room. He opened a drawer and pulled out a manila file. “No, that is not all.” He said quietly. “You see, although your father did not know I possessed this information before he died, he was aware of my extensive contacts within the Republic. He did know about my interests in the smuggling of basic resources since his mines were also affected. Your mines.” He finished quietly, looking at Hugard as he handed him the folder.
Hugard opened the file and read quietly. “This is it?” He asked confused. “What does it mean?”
Mr. Mallian retook his seat and grabbed his glass. “It means I am too old and too busy to pursue such leads. I am putting it into your hands. But I ask one thing in return.”
Hugard shot Tyler a warning look. “Okay, what do you want?”
“Information.” Mr. Mallian said as he put the glass to his lips.
“You want me to share our findings with you?” Hugard asked with obvious pain on his face. Tyler realized the man was not comfortable with how the investigation was taking a turn towards treason.
Mr. Mallian shot both a deep, penetrating stare. “Yes.”
Hugard closed the file and sat down. “That would be treason against the Republic.”
“Please, by coming here and looking at that file you have already committed treason. By investigating this top-secret government project, you are engaged in treasonous behavior. You must surely have imagined this was the case when you picked up this cause?” The man looked squarely at Tyler. “Your friend here constantly involves himself in traitorous activities.”
Tyler grimaced. “My activities are for the benefit of all people.”
“Yes,” Mr. Mallian agreed, “I am sure you convince yourself of that every day. Did it ever occur to you that the interests of all people do not always coincide with the interests of your country?”
“Yes, I am aware my country is not always looking out for everyone’s best interests.” Tyler hated to defend Jadni, but he had to keep up appearances. “This is why my organization exists, to help educate the Republic.”
Mr. Mallian broke into a fit of laughter. “Is that what you call it? Education? Either you are very naive, or you really don’t know how your government views your organization. Many think your organization is a subversive group of terrorists. The only reason you and your group are not in jail is because the government does not want to make political martyrs of you. Consider yourself lucky it is easier to discredit you than stop you.”
Tyler remained silent from the rebuff. Maybe Jadni was naive. His memories certainly indicated an idealistic young man, bent on changing the world. When you take on such a quest, where does morality stop and treason start?
Hugard stood up. “Fine, your point is made. I will send you updates when possible.”
“Good.” Mr. Mallian backed down. “You see, it would be unfortunate if certain officials learned of our common interests. They can get nasty when they smell conspiracy. After all, the only conspiracies they want are those they create themselves.”
Hugard moved towards the door. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Mallian.” He signaled to Tyler. “We will keep you up to date on our progress.”
“One more thing.” Mr. Mallian stood and handed Hugard a business card. “I would begin moving your assets into the Renallan bank. This card will pave the way. Oh, and don’t worry. Although the people who run the bank have less than reputable backgrounds, they treat their customers very well. Keep in mind, they pay handsome interest, don’t ask too many questions, and refuse to release information to third parties. Your money will be safer here than anywhere else in the world. Just don’t ask too many questions about how they invest it.”
Hugard shot him a hard look. “Yes, thank you.” He turned to leave, Tyler on his heels.
“Oh, and one more thing, Mr. Rend. Have you considered how your association with this effort will affect your parents?” Mr. Mallian smiled knowingly. “I can make some calls to help smooth that out, if you wish?”
Tyler hadn’t thought about Jadni’s family since he had taken Hugard’s offer to join the team. He was certain his disappearance would have created a major stir. He hadn’t even bothered to contact Jadni’s sister and let her know he was all right.
Tyler thought about the man’s offer. He obviously wanted them as indebted as possible, but Tyler couldn’t let his actions affect Jadni’s family. He would have no choice but to accept.
“Yes, that would be great.” He grimaced once more. “I would be greatly indebted.”
Mr. Mallian grinned. “Yes, you would. Good day, gentlemen.”
The man turned his back on them and walked to a large desk. Hugard watched his retreating form and shrugged.
The ride back to Mandelli was silent and morose. Tyler understood this conspiracy was more complicated than Hugard had ever imagined. He was slowly losing his family’s wealth, becoming a traitor to his homeland, and aligning himself with criminal elements. Was the truth really that important?
Tyler felt a sense of excitement with the prospects, and the distant memories of Pitord’s farm couldn’t quench his desire to see this through. Anything this big connected to Prince Darnid would provide great opportunities to do harm to the young Prince. Tyler had no loyalty to the Republic, and in fact, had many reasons to dislike it. Their secret project had taken away his tranquil life and a chance to find love. He owed them nothing, and not even his new moral compass could prevent him from pursuing revenge.
An interesting side of you, Earthling. Adanni commented. Very Onyalum!
Perhaps, but I don’t care. He said firmly.
Obviously, but I wonder how far you are willing to take it? Adanni added.
What do you mean? Tyler asked, offended.
I mean, Earthling, are you willing to take other lives in the pursuit of this?
Tyler didn’t follow the logic. Now, why would I have to do that?
Think outside the box! The alien chided. You may not have a conscious choice in the matter. Remember Gamel?
Tyler knew Adanni was right. As an Onyalum, it was impossible to be just an observer when you took the persona of another life. Your actions had ramifications beyond your control. The alien had reminded him of the impact he’d had on Gamel. He’d taken their creator and left the planet to evolve on its own. He had tried to set the transformation in motion that would create the promised paradise, but his actions may not have been enough. Without their creator, they were governed only by the physical laws of the Universe.
Your point is taken, Alien, and yes, I am prepared.
Good. Adanni finished, satisfied. Maybe this life won’t be so bad after all.
Despite Hugard’s misgivings, he moved much of his assets into the Renallan bank as suggested by Mr. Mallian. Although Tyler had not been with him during the transaction, he later admitted the man at the bank was extremely helpful, and graciously reserved about why a Laerue Republic citizen was moving wealth offshore. Tyler assumed it was because they did it often. Hiding money from your government wasn’t new—just new to Hugard.
Tyler followed through with his promise to contact Jadni’s organization about the confiscation of Trescher Island. He urged them to pursue an angle of the government wanting to conduct dangerous and deadly experiments without the oversight of a civilian organization. They agreed to contact the fishing industry and begin rumors of poisoning the fish through experimentation at Trescher Island. It was small, and may not amount to much, but it was all they had.
Tyler played off questions about what he was doing and when he would return. He assured them it was a valid cause worth fighting for, and that, if possible, he would keep them up to date. They could be a valuable asset if used properly, but Tyler had his doubts about publicizing everything that was discovered. Still, they could provide additional information, especially if it dealt with business and education.
He followed that up with a letter to Jadni’s sister. He kept what he was doing a secret, but assured her he was all right. Jadni’s family was used to him traversing the continent in search of injustice, but he’d traditionally let them know where he was going. He hoped his letter would make it to her without interference. He didn’t know what Mr. Mallian would do to protect Jadni’s family, but maybe it would take scrutiny off them.
Hugard was still vague about where they were going but admitted they were headed for the Outer Banks after a short stop in Sriana, another territorial island off the eastern coast of Jaconica. He wouldn’t admit why they were stopping there, and requested everyone stay onboard while he took care of some things.
Only Gustan would accompany him, and it filled Tyler with unease. He was happy the large security man had agreed to stay with them, for now, but his attitude had changed dramatically since they’d started. He was even more withdrawn, and rarely spoke with anyone unless directly addressed. Tyler thought everything the man had faith in was being undermined by the events that had transpired. He believed in freedom, and he was loyal to his country, but now the two were at odds.
Tough luck, buddy! Tyler thought. He knew democracy was a delicate balance between the two things. Freedom was a wonderful concept, but it could also be a liability.
That is why I have always liked dictatorships. Adanni added to Tyler’s musings. It is much easier to control things when you have fear on your side.
So I suppose you think Gamel’s rule was the best method? Love me or else? Tyler countered.
Perhaps. Adanni agreed. But it is much better when you are not on the side of the receiving end of that kind of justice. You really should have considered taking over as their creator.
Why? So I could have people worship me?
There are worse things, my friend.
Their conversation was interrupted by Fibor and Franda taking seats on the topmost deck. The weather was tropical and the seas calm, and Tyler found it more refreshing to be outside than in his cramped cabin. Although the ship was well equipped with entertainment diversions, Tyler was not interested in such things. He was trying to work out what his role would be in all of this.
“Mind if we join you?” The large man asked mildly.
“Please.” Tyler replied.
Franda was far too pale for such a climate and wore a lot of clothing to hide her skin from the harsh rays. It was odd, and Tyler had a brief thought about what she would look like in a bikini. Unlikely they would ever see that.
“It is very beautiful up here.” She said pleasantly. “Do you spend much time here?”
“Yes, lately.” He answered. “I have been trying to piece together everything that has transpired.”
Fibor jumped at the opportunity. “So you did learn more on Renalla?”
Tyler was cautious. Hugard wanted him to keep their relationship with Mr. Mallian a secret. “No, nothing you don’t know.”
Franda picked up the scent. “Then you and Hugard did not meet with anyone special?”
Tyler now understood they had been sent by the others to grill him for information. He played it cool. He didn’t like deceiving them but wanted to maintain Hugard’s trust to learn more about what the man’s father knew. “No, just financial stuff.”
Both sat back disappointed.
Tyler tried to lift their spirits. “Did you find anything out?” He asked to restart the dialogue.
Fibor was willing to talk even if he didn’t get anything from Tyler. “Well, as a matter of fact, I did.”
Franda looked surprised. “You did? Why have you waited till now to reveal this information?”
Fibor looked confused by her accusations. “I don’t know. I suppose there wasn’t a good time to share.”
Franda eyed him suspiciously, but let it drop. “I hope you have shared this information with Hugard?”
“Yes, last night.” Fibor replied.
“Please, Fibor, what have you discovered?” Tyler asked, curious what the aerospace engineer could have found.
“Well, one of my Jaconican government contacts told me Jaconica has privately requested information about Project Red Star.” He paused for them to understand the ramifications. “A diplomatic delegation was sent to request the information under the guise of concerns for hemispheric security.”
“That was a bold move.” Tyler said.
“Indeed.” Franda agreed. “What happened to their request?”
Fibor leaned forward conspiratorially. “It was not rejected outright.”
“Wow!” Tyler exclaimed. “Then Laerue is going to share information?”
“Not as yet.” Fibor said. “You see, they took the request to the House of Provinces and the Security Council. Per usual, the Republic will bog it down in bureaucratic red tape until they can fabricate a realistic lie to feed my government. However, just by making the request, your government must surely know the heat is on. Too many people are asking questions, so it will be difficult for them to continue to keep a lid on it.”
Franda looked dubious. “Maybe. But I think our position is clearly more dangerous. If they intend to deceive your government, then our actions in Jaconica will be viewed with suspicion.”
“But we already knew that.” Tyler said.
“Yes, but now they might view our actions as direct espionage. Prior to this, they could easily have been convinced we were only following leads.”
Tyler thought about Mr. Mallian and their agreement. That was direct espionage, but he couldn’t share that information.
“Well, I guess we’ll find out when we reach the Outer Banks.” Tyler replied openly. “How are your affairs, Fibor?” He asked trying to change the subject.
“What? Oh, my affairs are safe for now. I am actually in a better position than the rest of you. Since my government has expressed interest in the project, Laerue will not likely make a move against me for fear of reprisal from my government.”
“And you, Franda?” He pressed, hoping she was not losing her nerve. She had a keen eye, and her abilities far outweighed those of Jadni’s.
“When I took on this mission, I had already left behind everything I cared about. Truth is I never really had a life to lose. Work was my life … is my life.”
Tyler and Fibor were surprised by her admission. “I see.” Tyler said quietly, not sure how to react. “Then, you will stay with us?”
She perked up. “Sure, I’ve got nothing better to do.”
Fibor and Tyler exchanged glances, but remained quiet. All three sat back soaking in the warmth from the tropical sun.
She is a pathetic character, no? Adanni broke the silence.
Perhaps. Tyler agreed. But I think there is more to her than meets the eye.
Well, we’ll never know if she keeps dressing like that!
Tyler ignored the quip.
The stop in Sriana was brief. They arrived late in the afternoon, and pulled out of port the following morning. Hugard was in a somber mood prior to disembarking, and it didn’t improve when he re-boarded later that night. Tyler remained awake with the rest of the team, hoping for some revelation when Hugard returned.
Instead, all they got was a good night. It left them wondering what had happened on shore. Gustan remained as remote as always, and Tyler knew they wouldn’t get anything out of him. The good news was he didn’t look any more concerned than before they had landed. That meant there wasn’t likely more conspiracies. Still, it wasn’t lost on the team Hugard had taken the security man with him. Sriana was known as a vacation destination only second to Srilner. Tourists were generally safe.
Tyler was preparing for bed when a deckhand knocked on his door to inform him Hugard wanted to talk in his quarters. Tyler followed the young man to the other end of the ship where Hugard’s quarters, suite was more appropriate, were located.
Tyler knocked before pushing the door open as Hugard’s voice called in response.
“Thank you for coming, Jadni.” Hugard looked tired.
“No problem, I was just getting ready to retire.”
Hugard nodded absently, pointing to an elaborate bar against the far bulkhead. “Care for a nightcap?”
Tyler nodded, moving to the bar as Hugard appeared too lost in his thoughts. “Anything for you?” He called back.
“Wha … oh, yes, a brandy would be fine.”
Tyler poured two healthy doses and took it back to the desperate looking young man. He felt sorry for Hugard, the man was wilting under the weight of their mission. Tyler took a seat, waiting patiently.
“Jadni.” Hugard began. “You know I trust you, right?”
“Well, I assume so. If not, then bringing me along wasn’t such a bright idea.”
“Yes, you’re right. Sorry.” Hugard took a long draw from the brandy, and Tyler eyed him with concern as he sipped his own. “You see, I have been trying to piece together the information Mallian gave me, but I can’t seem to make much of it.”
“What did he give you?” Tyler asked casually, hoping the man would share.
“Let’s just say, I am not yet ready to divulge all the information, but it isn’t because I don’t trust you. At this point, it seems more prudent to keep most of the information to myself.” Hugard looked guilty at having to withhold the information.
“I understand, Hugard, you don’t have to explain.” Tyler said, disappointed by the secrecy.
“However,” Hugard continued, “I have one piece of information that concerns me. It’s when we get to the Outer Banks.”
“I see.” Tyler didn’t see, but wanted to remain cool if the man was finally going to reveal something.
“Okay. The easiest way will be just to tell you.” Hugard downed his brandy to fortify himself. “The information I speak of simply said to contact Mr. Danu and be prepared to pay him one million dollars.”
Tyler hesitated as the name began to materialize from Jadni’s memories. “You mean the organized crime boss, Mr. Danu?”
The man was infamous in Laerue. He was one of the largest crime bosses in the Republic and had his hands in every unsavory activity imaginable. So far, the Republic was unable to put the man behind bars, or take him out. It was rumored he had too much dirt on prominent politicians and was not afraid to snuff out anyone who got in his way. Many people who had come up against him mysteriously died.
“Yes.” Hugard said deflated.
“Wow!” Tyler said as he downed his own drink.
Now this is getting really exciting! Adanni said, giddy.
Speak for yourself. Tyler replied.
I usually do. The alien retorted, suppressing laughter.
“What is the million dollars for?” Tyler asked.
Hugard walked to the bar to refill his glass. Tyler noted it was a healthy pour. “I don’t know. I suppose he has valuable information and wants money for it.”
“Do you know what it is?” Tyler asked.
“No. That’s what concerns me.” Hugard admitted as he took another big drink. “I told Gustan about it.” He said quietly.
“And his response?” Tyler was curious what the security chief would say about fraternizing with a known criminal.
Hugard laughed tightly. “He just said we would need more firepower.”
Clearly the large security man was in this to the end. Tyler didn’t like the idea of firepower, but had to agree with the assessment. Getting close to Mr. Danu was nearly impossible, and most didn’t survive when they did.
“Do you think it will be worth it?” Tyler pressed.
“I don’t know.” Hugard admitted, sounding defeated. “It is a lot of money, and although I have that kind of cash, I want to know more about what it will be buying.”
Tyler agreed with Hugard. Walking into a meeting with Mr. Danu carrying a million dollars might be a sure way to never return. “Did Mallian give you a contact?”
“Yes, but the name means nothing to me.” Hugard said.
Tyler thought about it for a minute, but finally reached a conclusion. “I think you should go through with it.”
Hugard looked surprised. “Why? You almost never trust anyone.”
“Yes, that is true, but this is different.” Tyler replied, refilling his own glass. “But look at it this way. Mr. Mallian wants us to spy for him. I really don’t think he would put us in such jeopardy so early in our investigations. I think it more likely he had this deal going already, and we conveniently showed up to take his place. We are doing his dirty work for him—he admitted as much.” Tyler took a large drink. “Besides, this way he keeps his own money, but gets the information.”
Hugard downed his second glass and looked into Tyler’s eyes. “I think you are right, Jadni. He planned this after I contacted him. Get us to do the dangerous and expensive work while he reaps the benefits. Why didn’t I think of that? Do you think he knows what the information is?”
“I think he knows a little about it, but probably not enough to warrant putting up his own money.”
“Damn!” Hugard looked mad at being manipulated so easily. “Then maybe we shouldn’t do it?”
“I think we should!” Tyler disagreed. “You see, he wants the information, and what he knows about it must be enough to warrant sending someone else. I think it could help us.”
“And him!” Hugard said bitterly.
“Yes, and him.” Tyler agreed. “But, he has connections we can only dream about. For better or worse, Hugard, we have to trust Mallian, for now.”
“You’re right, you’re right.” Hugard said defeated. “I just don’t like being used.”
“You mean like me?” Tyler asked.
“What do you mean?” Hugard asked surprised.
Tyler finished his drink and set it down. “Please, Hugard, I know you are paying me, but you are using me.”
“That’s not true, Jadni.” Hugard said, hurt.
“Yes it is.” Tyler replied. “Look, you said it yourself. You wouldn’t have brought me along if your father hadn’t requested it. You are still withholding information about why your father wanted me. Because of that, you are using me.”
Hugard gave in. “Fine. Yes. You are right, but I am happy you are along.”
“Then tell me why your father chose me.”
Hugard looked torn between loyalty to his father or to his friend. Tyler had no illusions, family ties were stronger.
“I can’t.” Hugard admitted. “At least, not now.”
Tyler was disappointed, but not surprised. “I see. I suppose he told you when to reveal what you know?”
“Sorry, but yes.” Hugard answered looking wholly pathetic. “Are you going to stay?” He asked, uncertain about Jadni’s loyalties.
Tyler had plenty of loyalty to Hugard. It didn’t really matter why Jadni was important since Tyler had his own reasons for being involved.
“It’s fine.” Tyler replied. “I’ll stay, but realize we are all being used.”
“Yes, and I am sorry. Will you come with me to meet Mr. Danu?” Hugard asked.
“It’s not enough to use me? Now you want to kill me?” Tyler asked.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10440 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!