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Introduction
Edward Fagen eyed the confines of the small cell, searching for a way out. The window in the mortared wall was blocked with wooden posts as thick as his arms. In time, he could dig the bars loose, but he was certain they'd pull him out long before, either killing him outright or first experimenting with the varied methods of delivering pain to a man.
There was an even chance that Blane was dead already. Fagen thought about it for a moment and wondered how Minerva would react. It could get messy. She was crazy about Blane. Fagen got along well enough with her, but it was Blane who got her to do things she didn't want to do.
Outside the cell door, the Malaaz guard sighed. Fagen looked at the creature and decided it must be bored. It stared back at Fagen with dull, half-closed eyes. Its heavy-set brow was a dappled gray and free of eyebrows. Apart from the semi-circle of bright orange hair, the remainder of its head was hairless, same as the rest of its body. Vestigial slits continually quivered on both sides of its neck. The alien was bipedal and large, considering it was somewhat shorter than Fagen's six foot frame. Muscular arms ended in hands that had four opposing digits for fingers. Shifting its bulk from one wide foot to the other, it sighed again and slipped a thick finger into its flat nose.
They were almost as stupid as they looked, but to Fagen's misfortune, he found they easily took offense, especially when it came to the royal family. Social justice among the Malaaz was meted out at the whim of the Tetrarch's consort, inevitably along lines that were advantageous to the consort. Unfortunately, she had taken an immediate disliking to Fagen.
The outside door swung open and two more of the creatures entered the jail. They consulted with the guard, making their point with a series of unintelligible sounds and back-handed slaps to their ample bellies. Without the translator, it was all gibberish to Fagen. One of the creatures released the latch and allowed Fagen's cell door to swing free. With grunts and what could only be taken as threats, they prodded him with their spears, directing him to move out of the cell. Fagen did so and was pushed outside, into the sunlight.
It only took a glance to see there was no chance for escape. Malaaz warriors surrounded him. They filled the courtyard and lined the ramparts. The main gate was open, but it too was filled with Malaaz, curious to see the human. The guards marched him to the largest building and pushed him inside.
The odor of incense filled the air. Bright shafts of light streamed from the ceiling, spotlighting the floor. More of the creatures stood along the walls. At the insistence of the guards, Fagen was shoved into one of the circles of light. As he lifted a hand to shade his eyes, a gong sounded. Off to one side, a curtain parted and, accompanied by his entourage, the Tetrarch strode into the room.
The Malaaz were big on pomp and circumstance. The Tetrarch's arrival was met by a sustained moan from the royal onlookers. All but Fagen dropped to their knees and patted the floor. Clouds of dust rose, instigating a round of coughs from the supplicants.
One of the guards whipped Fagen across the backs of his knees, causing him to kneel as well. The Tetrarch climbed the dais and took his seat on an uncomfortable-looking throne. The consort stared at Fagen, chittered in Malaaz laughter, and sat to the right of the Tetrarch. A sound like mechanical laughter came from the dais and Fagen focused his attention on the Tetrarch. The alien held Blane's translator close to its mouth.
"Can you hear me, you ugly thing?"
Fagen realized the Tetrarch was speaking to him.
"I hear and obey, oh great one."
"I am pleased. This... gadget that allows me to speak to you, is it alive?"
Fagen spoke uncertainly, unsure of the proper etiquette. "No, your highness, it is a mechanical device. Where I come from, many such things exist."
"Show me more of these miracles."
Fagen spread his hands. "Unfortunately, your guards took my things when I was captured. Perhaps if you would allow me to have my equipment, I could show you many such wonders..."
The consort spoke to the Tetrarch in a low voice. The Tetrarch grimaced in what the Malaaz used as a smile.
"And among these wonders of yours, are there not weapons? Marvelous weapons with untold power? I think you are a tricky one, a prankster not to be trusted."
"Your Lord, nothing could be further from the truth." Fagen took a step forward and the guards responded by raising their spears.
The consort again leaned close to the Tetrarch and spoke into the hole on the side of his head. She finished and the Tetrarch nodded. He looked down at Fagen. "I believe you can be persuaded to cooperate." The Tetrarch waved a bejeweled hand and off to one side a curtain was drawn back, revealing Blane's heavyset form spread-eagled in mid-air between two sturdy beams.
"Hello, Fagen," said Blane.
"How's it hanging?"
"Not funny."
"Sorry. It was hard to resist."
"Silence!" bellowed the Tetrarch through the translator.
Blane sighed and rolled his eyes.
The Tetrarch barked at one of the royal guards. The guard moved beside Blane and placed the tip of his spear under Blane's chin. Blane looked at Fagen. "Edward, this has gone a little too far, don't you think?"
"Perhaps it has not gone far enough," the Tetrarch replied. "You will die unless your companion gives me the rest of his magic."
"Go ahead," said Fagen, "kill him. I didn't know him that well anyway."
"Edward!" protested Blane.
The Tetrarch suddenly seemed perplexed. He conferred briefly with his consort, then turned back to Fagen.
"If his life matters nothing to you, perhaps your own will." He barked out another unintelligible order and, brandishing a large, curved knife, the largest Malaaz guard stepped within the circle of light. "You may fight, then we shall see."
A knife slid across the floor toward Fagen. There was no time to consider alternatives; the Malaaz guard jumped forward, closing the gap quickly, barely giving Fagen enough time to pick up the knife before the first onslaught. The creature lunged, slashing at his chest. Fagen looked down and saw that his tunic was cut.
He ducked under another charge and the knife sliced through the air. Fagen dropped low and, instead of stabbing the warrior, he delivered a strong uppercut to its ribs with his free hand. The guard grunted and staggered back.
Blane shouted his support, but Fagen paid no attention. His full concentration was on the Malaaz guard. If he had to, he would kill it, but he hoped things wouldn't go that far. He'd rather disarm the creature.
The blow annoyed the guard. In rage, it spat upon the floor, stamped its feet, and charged once more. With ease, Fagen side-stepped the attack. Standing over the thing as it passed, he sent a quick left to what he hoped was the sweet spot on the creature's skull, slightly above and behind the ear hole. The punch landed solidly, snapping its head backwards. It didn't stagger and it didn't fall, but it didn't stop, either. The guard continued to charge, bent at the waist, long knife held outward, until it ran through the surrounding Malaaz and out of the building altogether.
A hush fell over the room. In relief, Blane chuckled. Fagen wasn't even breathing hard.
Mouth agape, the Tetrarch stared at Fagen for a long moment before finally leaning to his right and conferring with his consort. His eyes never wandered from Fagen. This time, he spoke with the female for a longer period before addressing Fagen.
Speaking through the translator, he said, "So. You are a warrior. You should have told me. It wasn't fair."
Fagen shrugged and looked at Blane. "Where's Minerva?"
"I'm afraid she's still checking out the energy source."
It dawned on Fagen that Minerva was out of range for Blane's implanted transceivers. They were going to have to get out of the predicament by themselves.
If only Blane hadn't popped off and called the aliens a race of idiots just as Fagen had handed him a translator, they wouldn't be in the mess in which they now found themselves.
The Tetrarch motioned to his royal guards and Blane was untied.
"What do you seek in my kingdom?" asked the head of the Malaaz, "Besides the inquiries you made?"
Fagen shrugged. "If you already know that much, then you must know what I seek. I want that which burns forever. I want the ghlowstone."
"Yes, of this I have heard. It is a quest for you? Some sort of test a greater god has bestowed upon you? For I see no other reason why one would come so far for such a thing. No one has ever seen the stone and lived. They say it is the oldest of all things and is not so easy to find. I am the great Tetrarch of the Malaaz and even I know little about it."
"I have a use for the ghlowstone."
The consort whispered behind the fan she held in her four-fingered hand.
The Tetrarch listened to her, then continued. "If you retrieve the stone, what will you do with it?"
"I will take it with me to study its properties. Where I come from, objects of this nature are held in great value."
Blane started to speak, but remained silent when Fagen slightly shook his head.
"The path to the ghlowstone is fraught with danger. Even if you survive the journey, they say it is unapproachable, giving off poisonous vapors and heat which sears the skin."
"Yes, I have heard these stories."
"And yet you are willing to embark on such an adventure?"
"Yes."
The alien king lowered the translator and once again consulted with his consort. From Fagen's point of view, she was horrifically ugly. Even the tone of her voice made his skin crawl. The Tetrarch spoke into the translator again.
"It is said that where the ghlowstone is located, an abundance of jewels is to be found littering the ground. You may have the ghlowstone, if somehow you can survive, provided you bring back three copels of jewels. Of course, your companion will remain here to ensure your return. Do you agree?"
"No way," protested Blane. "I'm not staying here with these, these..."
Fagen didn't look at Blane. He didn't see any other choice in the matter. "Yes," he said, "I agree."
Chapter 1
Harry's body armor was sleek and black, smeared with oil from the lair of the kitzloc. Kathleen nudged him and Harry inched forward, peering through the mist that floated through the tunnels.
Other than the oil, there was no sign of the kitzloc, but they knew the creature was in residence. So far, it had stayed out of sight.
The tunnels were big, over three meters in diameter and perfectly rounded as if drilled by a machine rather than a biological form. Everywhere Harry looked, surfaces were covered by the slick secretions that made footing risky at best. The single tunnel diverged into two and, rather than split up, Harry and Kathleen took the right-hand side. After a slippery descent, they entered a circular chamber.
Before them, suspended in an oily web, was the fist-sized orb containing the kitzloc essence. Working in tandem, Kathleen watched the exit while Harry removed the dark, egg-shaped object from the web. Strands stuck to his gloved hands and strained to hold the orb in place.
"I've got motion," Kathleen whispered over the intercom.
Harry glanced at his motion display. Something was moving in an adjacent chamber. Something big.
He jerked the orb free and placed it in a pouch that dangled from his utility belt. Turning, he motioned to Kathleen that he was ready to go. She held up a finger. "Wait."
Harry stepped to one side and waited. She watched her sensor readings for a moment, then nodded. With Kathleen in the lead, they started back up the slippery tunnel. It was slow going. Every few meters, Kathleen halted and checked her readouts. Harry hoped they'd be able to leave the catacombs without encountering the kitzloc, but knew the chances of doing so were slim. Not much was known about the creature itself, although it was touted to be among the most dangerous in the known universe. Harry assumed the thing knew they were there, and most likely lying in wait, its trap already set. Still, if they got out alive, it would be worth it.
The Corporation execs would be tickled to hysterics when Harry turned over the kitzloc essence. The stuff had highly unusual properties, currently making it the rarest commodity in biochemical research. The amount Harry had stolen was nearly priceless. Few were willing to enter a kitzloc tunnel in search of the substance. Bringing back a vial of kitzloc extract would further strengthen his position in the Corporation, maybe even persuade the execs into letting him be more involved with mission selection.
But that was jumping ahead. He needed to keep his mind focused on what he was doing. The risk of being caught and subsequently infected by the kitzloc was high.
Harry glanced at the glowing light on the stock of his rifle. He was charged and ready to fire if he had to. Of course, he'd rather communicate with the creature, but its violent history with the colonists proved it wasn't interested in social intercourse. As far as anyone knew, the creatures weren't capable of it.
Kathleen stopped and held up a hand. She motioned for Harry to back up. He did so, his booted feet slipping on the oily surface. The rounded tunnel slanted down and he slid backwards. He reached out to slow his descent, but there was nothing to grip and he gained speed until he finally banged into a curving wall and fell to his knees. Completely out of control, he continued to fall toward the chamber they had just left.
In moments, he was on hands and knees, neatly deposited back into the central chamber. The oily secretions practically covered him. He cursed as he vainly tried to wipe the material from his gloved hands.
Kathleen's voice floated through his headset. "Harry? Are you all right?"
"Fine," he whispered in reply.
"I'm coming back down."
"No, stay where you are. I'll come to you."
"Hurry."
Nearly losing his balance again, Harry struggled to his feet. The body armor was cumbersome, but it was the ooze that made his movements awkward. The display inside his helmet blinked a warning and a shadow rose from behind.
In alarm, Harry rolled to one side and brought the muzzle of his rifle to bear on the kitzloc. With blinding speed, the creature kicked the weapon away.
Towering over him, the beast rose to its full height. Harry stared at the curious appendages that dangled at the ends of its impossibly short arms. They gripped the air, opening and closing in rhythmic fashion. But the tiny hands of the creature weren't the immediate problem. It was the muscular legs and claw-tipped feet that Harry knew he must avoid. Above all, he could not allow the creature's perfume to enter his sealed suit.
It lowered itself until its one great eye was inches from Harry's faceplate. In terror, Harry groped for his backup sidearm. The creature placed a foot on Harry's arm, pinning him to the floor.
In no hurry, the kitzloc cocked its head to either side in an effort to view Harry from different angles. Without warning, it lifted the foot that trapped Harry's arm and brought it down directly upon the center of Harry's faceplate. The supposedly shatterproof neoglass composite shattered and fell inside. Harry, face cut and bleeding, tried to struggle free but the creature shifted its weight to the center of his chest, effectively immobilizing him.
Now, Harry could smell it. It was a sweet smell, not unlike incense, and, although he knew he shouldn't, he breathed the fragrance into his lungs. There was a slight burning sensation first in his nose, then his lungs as the molecules entered his bloodstream and flowed to his brain. His racing heart slowed and he began to relax as the essence started to take effect. Helpless, he watched as the kitzloc bent over him and allowed several drops of its secretions to fall on the bare skin of his face. In seconds, the oil penetrated and the effect of the fragrance was doubled.
Harry felt as though he were adrift, suspended in. His consciousness split; one side, the side Harry knew to be himself, watched the other, new side in fascination as bizarre, alien images and emotions arose from within. In a flash, Harry understood the thing was communicating with him, telling him of his own, imminent death. But first, it intended to reach into his mind and make his thoughts its own.
Like gentle fingers inside his skull, Harry felt the kitzloc's psychic pull until the division between his thoughts and the creature's thoughts finally collapsed altogether. At that moment, a roar, accompanied by a blinding flash of light, filled the chamber. Simultaneously, the kitzloc's head exploded, scattering bits of bone, brain matter, and secretions all about the room. To Harry, it felt as though his soul was abruptly jerked from his body. The pain was too great to bear and darkness fell over him.
*
Acceleration forces pushed Kathleen deep into her cushioned seat. Out of the port, the red landscape of Mirabel dropped away as the shuttle gained speed and climbed into the upper atmosphere. Her instruments told her she was in the center of her flight path.
She glanced over her shoulder. Harry was strapped to the bench seat behind her, still unconscious. Occasionally, he moaned as if suffering from a bad dream. Other than the superficial cuts on his face, there were no other wounds. An oxygen mask covered his mouth and nose, feeding him the enriched air that Kathleen hoped would dilute the noxious fumes he had inhaled. Since the encounter, Harry had remained unconscious.
In a short time, she made visual contact with the ship. Docking procedures went without a hitch and in the zero gravity she easily carried Harry to the sickbay. Once there, she hooked him up to the blood-filtering system and allowed the computer to monitor his progress.
Afterwards, she settled into the navigator's seat within the ship's control center and made preparations to leave the star system. When she completed lying in the navigational coordinates, she turned the entire process over to the computer, allowing it to make the final calculations before initiating the burn that would take them to the wormhole. A monitor displayed Harry's semi-comatose form. His status hadn't changed.
While the systems ran their routines, Kathleen turned to the task that normally occupied her free time. She sat before a viewing screen and selected portions of neighboring space for analysis. The computer accepted each slice of data and compared the positions of the celestial bodies with that of the system she had spent years searching for.
Harry didn't like to be bothered with it anymore. It was all in the past and the chances of running into Fagen and Blane were all but zero. Still, Kathleen wouldn't let it go. Everywhere the Corporation sent them, she looked for signs. She monitored as many subspace frequencies as the computer would allow and each time they popped out of the wormhole, the first thing she did was check the nearest star systems for one matching that of the Bedoran system. She knew the odds against finding what she looked for. Harry had told her. It didn't make her stop looking, but it did make her quit talking about it.
As usual, each slice came back with a negative result. She turned away from the screen to check the progress of the navigation's initialization. The sequence was nearly complete. In a few minutes, they would be ready to start the homeward leg of their journey.
Kathleen was ready to get back to Earth. Harry needed more medical expertise than she could give. Beyond that, she needed a vacation. Perhaps a skiing trip to the Alps. None of that virtual reality stuff for her. Unlike most of the human population of Earth, she still liked the real thing.
A soft tone sounded. "Navigational calculation and initialization complete," intoned the computer.
The ship was prepared for departure. Kathleen nodded in satisfaction and reached to stop her celestial analysis routine. She glanced at the screen and suddenly held her breath. The computer had found a match. With a pounding heart, she re-ran the analysis. The results were the same, revealing a nearby star system that matched that of the lost Bedoran system. The locale was correct. It was in the constellation of Carina, half a dozen light-years from Miaplacidus, the star system where on her first mission, fifteen years before, she, Harry, and Blane had journeyed with the infamous Edward Fagen.
Now, after years of searching, she had found it. It had happened so unexpectedly, it was startling.
A voice came from behind. "Everything under control?"
She spun about and looked at Harry. "You're up," she said with surprise. "How do you feel?"
He rubbed his face and cleared his throat. "Okay, I guess. Got a headache, but that's all. I keep smelling that thing. Do you smell it?"
Kathleen shook her head.
"Well, I sure do. What happened?"
Kathleen told him about killing the kitzloc and afterwards dragging him from the chamber. Harry sat at the pilot's position and looked over the instruments.
"Maybe you'd better take it easy until we get back."
"I'm all right. Too bad we couldn't bring the kitzloc corpse back with us. The Corporation would be interested in having one of those things to dissect. It's been seven or eight years since anyone has been close to one."
Both Kathleen and Harry knew well the history of Mirabel. After a hundred years of terra-forming and attempted colonization, the settlers had given up on the planet. After too many deaths, insanity broke out among the survivors. It wasn't until years later that the insanity was attributed to the kitzlocs. Somehow, through a connection made by the pheromones they gave off, the creatures were able to invade the brains of their victims. Most often, insanity followed. It wasn't known whether the connection was made by a virus or simply by the mixing of chemicals that created new structures in the human brain. In any case, that was practically the extent of mankind's knowledge about the kitzloc. The aliens had turned out to be so dangerous, the conglomerate of corporations that had financed the entire colonial project decided to partially shut down the settlements. Scientific missions were sent to gather data on the creatures. They too encountered problems. The third and last mission succeeded in bringing back a portion of the kitzloc essence. Its properties were so unique and so mysterious that naturally the scientists wanted more. They thought they might be able to synthesize it.
It was rumored controlled doses could give a person something that approximated telepathy. Additionally, Harry and Kathleen had heard other rumors that the kitzloc were sentient. Most people said otherwise.
"I have some news for you."
"Oh?"
"Brace yourself."
Harry looked at her, expecting to hear something bad.
"I think I found the Bedoran system."
"You're kidding."
"See for yourself."
Harry slid over to the navigations console and looked at the celestial analysis report. For a long moment, he studied the chart and the accompanying statistics. Finally, he leaned back in his acceleration chair. "It matches," he said.
"Hell yes, it matches. And it's close enough for us to make a flyby, that is, if you're feeling up to it." She looked at her partner closely. "You don't look so hot."
"I feel okay, just a little groggy, that's all."
Kathleen said nothing but continued to stare.
"I'm not crazy, if that's what you're wondering. At least, no more than I was before."
"Well, you're the mission commander. What do you want to do?"
Harry didn't hesitate. "Lay in the new coordinates. Let's have a look-see."
"Shouldn't we talk about this first?"
"We just did, didn't we?"
"Look, while you were out, I gave you a bioscan. Other than the typical swollen head, you checked out okay. Still, I'm no doctor. You need a full-blown catscan, and more tests. Harry, you've had an encounter with a kitzloc, some kind of cerebral shock. That's no small matter."
"You killed it, didn't you?"
"Well yeah, but it had time to infect you. You breathed the air, the oil..."
Harry waved her off. "I know, I know. But the thing's dead. It can't do anything to me now."
"We don't know that. This has never happened to anybody before."
"There're lots of accounts of people being infected."
"Yes, and they all died after going insane."
"You know as well as I that the insanity is caused by a living host. My host died, or so you said."
"It's dead, all right. I guarantee it."
"Well, I feel fine, and I say we check out the new plot."
Kathleen nodded. "All right. I want to go as badly as you, but you'd better tell me if you start feeling, well, you know, weird or something."
For the first time since they'd landed on Mirabel, Harry smiled. "That's a deal."
His head still ached, but he didn't want to alarm Kathleen. For a moment, he looked at her from a perspective other than his own. He knew who she was, but she looked faintly alien. Vestiges of the kitzloc bounced around inside his mind, gradually receding as he concentrated on the instruments. There was a sense of change within him, something that was part of him that shouldn't be there. Something uniquely alien.
Chapter 2
Nineteen hours later, the starship passed into the Bedoran system. Three planets occupied orbital positions that fell well within the boundaries for oxygen-breathing life. Harry studied the numbers for the outermost planet and surmised it was too cold for the Bedorans. The second looked to be the most likely candidate. It was slightly smaller than Earth and had an oxygen-rich atmosphere. Closest to the star, the third planet appeared to be dead, a burned-out cinder, victim of solar conflagration.
Adjusting the long range telescope, Harry concentrated on the second planet. Like Earth, it was partially obscured by clouds. At places between the clouds, brilliant blues and greens bore testimony to seas and forests. There was little doubt the planet harbored life. But more importantly, after fifteen years of searching, he was certain they'd found the Bedorans' home planet.
Would his old friends, Fagen and Blane, be there? Harry doubted it. It had been too many years. Chances were the two weren't even alive. If they were, it would be a surprise to everybody, and not exactly a pleasant one. After Fagen and Blane stole the alien spacecraft, the Braithwaite Corporation put a bounty on their heads. If Harry ran across either of the men, he was bound by Corporation regulations to arrest them and return them to Earth for trial. If it came to that, Harry was just as certain there would be problems with Kathleen.
She'd stopped talking about it, but Harry knew she missed Blane. And why not? For years, she lived in direct communication with Blane through their neural implants. After Blane went away with Fagen, Kathleen had a hard time of it. Sort of like drug withdrawal. Harry reminded himself that she had chosen to remain with him, not Blane.
Kathleen entered the control room and Harry pivoted in his chair. "Have a good rest?"
She stretched. Her lithe body had changed little over the years, she still looked as good as she did when they first met, maybe better. She hadn't lost a step either, nor an ounce of curiosity. She still liked to be in the thick of things and Harry had stopped trying to make her change.
"Mm, yeah. Slept like a rock." She maneuvered into a chair beside Harry, looking at him closely. "How are you feeling?"
"Fine, no problems."
"Headache? Fatigue?"
"Nope." Harry looked away. "Want to see where we're headed?"
"Sure." She bent to the 'scope and took a look. "It's beautiful. As lovely as Mia Culpa."
Harry glanced at her. "Been thinking about Blane again?"
She shrugged. "Not really. Well, maybe a little. It's been a long time, I wonder if he and Fagen are down there."
Harry's head buzzed and he stared into space for a long moment.
"Harry? Are you all right?"
He nodded. "Yes, I was just thinking, I don't believe you have to worry. They're not there."
"How do you know?"
Harry shrugged. "Call it intuition."
She chuckled, a sound Harry hadn't heard for some time. "I'm glad it's just you and me on this mission. It's almost like old times."
Harry saw that his hands were shaking. He turned away from Kathleen so she wouldn't see.
"Harry, look at me."
Harry stuck his hands in his pockets and faced her.
"I know we haven't been getting along so well lately..."
"We get along fine."
"As long as we're out on a mission, that's true, but when we get back to Earth, you'll go your way and I'll go mine. We won't talk to each other until we receive our new mission assignments. I miss you... sometimes."
Harry shrugged. "You would have it otherwise?"
Kathleen remained silent.
"If I recall correctly," continued Harry, "you're the one who wanted a divorce."
She shrugged. "Nobody stays married anymore. Heck, hardly anybody gets married anymore. There are so many opportunities..."
"I know, I know, we've been through all this before."
Kathleen stared at him. "We have a few hours until we can start to pick out details. I'll set up orbital trajectories. Why don't you get some rest?"
Harry's head buzzed. He didn't argue. Perhaps a nap would clear things. "I'll be in quarters, then. Wake me before any maneuvers." With that, he left the control room. Harry felt her gaze upon his back as he exited.
Once in his rack, Harry tried to sleep, but he was restless and kept thinking about the kitzloc. Without trying, he could see the creature as it stood over him, slime dripping onto his face. Whatever the kitzloc had done to him, Harry was far from certain it was over. Wisps of alien memory passed through his thoughts, barely breaking the surface of his consciousness. When he seemed about to grasp one, his head hurt and the thought slipped away. He stopped trying to make sense of the impressions and the aching in his head abated. Forcing himself to relax, he finally dozed. In his dreams, new images arose, disturbing impressions taken from experiences not entirely his own and yet faintly familiar. After a while, the dreams passed and Harry slept soundly.
A klaxon sounded. In his sleep, Harry wondered why someone didn't turn off the obtrusive sound. It roused him and he opened his eyes, briefly wondering where he was before realizing there was a problem. He quickly unstrapped himself and felt a tremor pass through the ship. Kathleen's voice came over the ship's intercom.
"Harry? Better get up here quick. We've got a problem."
"On my way." He pulled himself out of the bunk and gripped a stanchion. His head no longer ached, but there was something else, a growing sense that tugged at his thoughts. In his mind's eye, he saw Fagen's ship, the alien spacecraft that Fagen and Blane had commandeered. It hovered over a landscape dominated by lush, green vegetation. In the next moment, the vision was gone and Harry was again alone in his quarters aboard the star cruiser. Shaking his head and thinking it was the remnants of a dream, he pulled on a regulation work tunic and made his way to the bridge.
Kathleen was issuing instructions to the computer.
"What's going on? Did we get hit?"
Kathleen didn't look up. "Yeah. I'm sealing off the damaged areas."
Harry jumped to a vacant terminal and shut off the alarms one by one. He called up the systems monitoring program and asked about the extent of the damage.
The computer responded immediately. "There is a hole measuring .375 millimeters passing through multiple drive sections. Circumference of the hole is growing due to decompression forces. Additionally, control line 9B has been damaged. Suggest immediate shutdown and departure to appropriate dry dock facilities."
Harry stared at the rows of blinking red lights. Dry dock was certainly out of the question. From the statistics being displayed, they didn't have a chance of repairing the damage on their own. The navigations board showed a trajectory that came dangerously close to the cold, outermost planet. Without a course correction in the next few minutes, they risked burning up in the outer atmosphere. Quickly running through the calculations, Harry guessed they had something like twenty minutes before the fires started.
Kathleen shot him a glance. "I don't think we can contain this, Harry."
"Well," Harry said, looking at the clock on his console, "there's no time to think about it. I say we bail. Grab the pressure suits and meet me in the shuttle."
"Oh, man, I can't believe this!" She unbuckled herself and did as she was told. Kathleen was well-trained and all business. Harry had never been with anyone better in a tight spot. Years ago, it dawned on him that her ability to quickly focus on a problem was one of her greatest talents. The Corporation recognized it long before Harry did and still considered her one of their most experienced and valued mission specialists. Harry didn't need to remind himself how lucky he was to have her. He watched Kathleen's shapely behind as she floated out. She still made him feel good in all the old ways. For a moment, he wished things between them could be more like they once were.
Turning back to the business at hand, Harry switched on the standard emergency messaging system. A pre-recorded, digitized message automatically started broadcasting over the sub-space transmitters, repeating itself every fifteen seconds.
On his way to the shuttle bay, a sudden explosion shook the bulkheads. Air began to flow and he realized the hull was breached. He hurried on even as another explosion came from somewhere in the aft section.
The shuttle squatted in the hanger bay like an over-sized beetle. The hatch opened as Harry approached and he glanced up to the pilot's window. Kathleen motioned for him to hurry.
As he strapped in, she sparked the engines and decompressed. The hanger bay doors opened slowly as shifts in the superstructure put pressure on the runners. The doors finally ground to a halt, not quite fully open.
"I don't know," said Kathleen, looking through the window of the cockpit, "it's going to be a tight fit. Shall I blow the doors?"
"Hang on, looks like enough clearance to me." Harry pushed on the retro control and the shuttle began to back out of the ship. "Hang on."
Kathleen's eyes grew large as the shuttle's stubby wings drew closer to the hanger bay doors. "We're not going to make it!"
Harry looked out the window. "Of course we're going to make it."
As the tips of the wings inched closer to the doors, Kathleen turned away. "I can't look."
The wingtips cleared the sides by centimeters and the shuttle slipped free.
"Oh ye of little faith," said Harry.
"Are we out yet?"
"Positive separation."
Kathleen breathed a sigh of relief. The shuttle moved outside the ship and floated free from the ship. Through the canopy, she could see the ice planet far below. Harry guided the shuttle away from the cruiser. By the time the shuttle began to skip into the atmosphere, the star cruiser was a flaming ball falling towards the white surface of the planet.
"There goes our ride."
"Don't worry, the subspace messages will be picked up by the relay buoys and given a boost. The system works, Kath'. It has for several years now."
"I wouldn't know. Never had to use it myself."
"Yeah, but we could have used it once, couldn't we?" Harry was startled when he realized what he'd said. He'd brought up Mia Culpa and that meant he'd brought up Fagen and Blane. Again. "Anyway," he said quickly, "it'll work. They'll find us." He squinted at his instrument panel. "The shuttle beacon is working fine. Shoot, they'll fly straight to us."
"How long?"
"How long what?"
"How long before they get here? I figure two weeks if we're lucky, six weeks more than likely, and at two months we should be getting worried. If we're not lucky, they'll never come."
Harry stared at her. "Since when did you start being such a pessimist?"
"I'm just trying to be objective."
"Well, you're too objective. My guess is somebody will be by in less than a week."
"Wanna bet on it?"
Harry looked surprised. "Sure. Make it easy on yourself because I plan on winning this one."
"Okay, big shot. What do you want to bet?"
"Dinner. Loser pays."
"Oh, last of the big spenders..."
"Okay. Tell you what, let's make a side bet."
Kathleen was intrigued. "What?"
"I'll bet you not only that we're headed back to Earth in a week, but that we find the Bedorans down there. Loser pays for a vacation of the winner's choice."
Kathleen laughed and shook her head. "That's a bet, Harry. There's no way the Bedorans are down there. It's too cold. I vote for the second planet. It's a much better candidate to sustain life."
"We've entered our vector. Keep an eye on the heat shields. Once we break the cloud cover, start looking for possible landing sites."
"It's going to be hard to tell what's what with all the ice and snow."
"Look for a valley between the mountains..."
"Now how would you know that?"
'Well," Harry stammered, "it's just that sometimes the heat inversion rising up the mountainsides..."
"Harry, if you don't want to tell me, that's all right, but I've known you far too long for you to bullshit me."
"I'm not bullshitting."
"There you go again."
"All right, have it your way. Just watch for a place to land."
Kathleen eyed Harry closely. He stared straight ahead, ignoring her.
When they dropped free of the clouds, there was nothing to see but smooth, white plains. Not a tree, nor a river, nothing interrupted the blanket of ice and snow for hundreds of kilometers. After flying for a time, finally, in the distance, the jagged edges of mountains rose against a gray sky.
"Getting a little low on fuel," observed Kathleen.
"We'll get there."
"Get where, Harry? We're coming up on those mountains pretty quick..."
"Look for a river, flowing water. We'll follow it up."
"What is it with you and the mountains? From the looks of things, one place looks about as good as another for a landing."
Harry pointed. "Does that look like a river to you?"
Kathleen followed his gaze and indeed saw a river flowing at the bottom of a valley. She glanced at Harry. Harry paid no mind and continued to fly the shuttle up the river's path. Soon, they were off the snow-covered plains and flying through mountainous canyons. On either side, ice-covered cliffs rose to grand heights. To keep from watching the dropping fuel gauge, Kathleen looked out the windows for signs of life. So far, it appeared to be a dead planet. If not dead, then at least thoroughly frozen.
The shuttle followed the river around a series of cliffs. Without warning, patches of green appeared, sticking out of bare rock. Below, the river was no longer an icy trickle, rather it flowed full and strong. In another moment, they saw why. It drained from a lake that dominated the center of a deep valley. Steam rose from one end of the lake, giving evidence to volcanic activity. In contrast to the surrounding snow and ice, vegetation grew liberally all around.
Harry pointed. "Heat from volcanic vents." He pointed to the shoreline. "Vegetation." He pointed again. "Animal life." Startled by the sound of the shuttle, a flock of birds rose from the water.
Kathleen took another look at the fuel gauge. "Harry," she said, "Where are we going to set down?"
"I'm working on that. Looks like several places along the lake would be suitable."
"Well, let's get this thing down before we run out of fuel."
"All right. Here we go." Harry slowed their airspeed and came in over the lake toward an area of flat ground. A few birds lifted from the ground, but other than that, there was no other sign of life.
The shuttle set down without a hitch. Harry turned off the engines and checked the rescue beacon. "Signal going out nice and strong," he announced. "Plenty of oxygen, nothing toxic in the air. It's cold, but we'll be toasty in here."
Kathleen looked out and watched steam rise from the lake. "This may be the only place on the entire planet that's above freezing."
"I don't know. If there's one thermal vent, there are probably others as well."
"Well, it's the only place we've seen." She looked at Harry. "How did you know?"
Harry shrugged. "Intuition."
"Harry, what are you keeping from me?"
"Nothing," Harry insisted, "you know as much as I do."
"Normally, I'd agree with you, but..."
"Look Kath', we're down and we're safe. We have plenty of provisions and we have shelter. All we have to do is wait. What difference does it make how I knew?"
"Why do you want to keep it from me?"
"I'm not. I told you, it was just a hunch."
She didn't press it any further. There was too much to be done to ensure their survival. First, they had to take stock of their immediate surroundings and get used to gravity again. But how did Harry know?
The lake wasn't completely ice-free. At places along the edges, an ice shelf ran out over the water. The surrounding land was also spotted with ice and snow. Vegetation grew in spurts and clumps. As it turned out, although the water contained sulfur traces, it was fresh and, as Harry discovered, it contained a variety of aquatic life.
For the first full day, Kathleen practically kept her ear glued to the subspace receiver, listening to nothing but white noise. Harry went outside but stayed close to the shuttle. The birds had disappeared, but he found small, fluorescent, krill-like creatures in the water that shined at night as well as a number of animal tracks leading to the water's edge. Kathleen dutifully recorded the data and stored the information in the shuttle's computer memory.
At dawn on the second day, Kathleen announced she was bored. Harry chewed on a protein bar and looked out the window.
"Once I read about a group of people in the twentieth century who crashed in the mountains. Somewhere in the Andes, I think. Anyway, as it turned out, they were stranded for months, if you can believe it. I wonder what they did to entertain themselves?"
"I know what you're talking about. They ended up eating each other."
"Out of boredom?"
"No, because they were hungry."
"Good thing we've got plenty of food."
Harry chuckled. "Don't worry, you're too tough."
Kathleen sighed. "I'm bored."
"Me too. Why don't we do something?"
"Well, I'll just run out and rent a video."
Harry turned from the window. "Come on, Kath', let's go outside and see what we can see. This is a big valley. We know there's life here. Let's pack a few things, go out and take a look. Have a picnic. What do you say?"
"We're safe here."
"That never stopped you before."
"Oh, all right, let's go for a walk." With a sigh, Kathleen stood and began pulling on a regulation parka.
Harry felt good. The headaches had stopped and there had been no further dreams, incidents, or whatever the hell they were. Quite the contrary, his senses felt heightened, especially to smell. His appetite had grown. Even the protein bars tasted good.
Once outside, he turned an eye to the squatty trees that grew among the patches of ice. There were plenty of places for animals to hide. Indeed, Harry seemed to sense that life was out there somewhere. After spending so much time in the close confines of the cruiser and then being cooped up in the smaller shuttle, Kathleen was also glad to be outside.
"All right. Which way?"
Harry grinned. "That's the spirit. Let's use the thermal sensors to look for more heat venting. If there are more fissures, I'm sure we'll find wildlife. We'll take some pictures and be back in time for dinner."
The plan sounded all right to Kathleen. "Lead on," she said.
Harry took the lead. He watched the readings from his thermal sensors and almost immediately detected volcanic activity directly ahead. On a ridge, a quarter of a kilometer away, a pair of simian eyes watched the two humans as they left the safety of the shuttle and walked away, leaving tracks in the snow.
Chapter 3
Air temperature was freezing but since there was no wind, the dry air didn't seem especially cold. Clumps of ice lay between the stumpy trees. There was little other vegetation besides lichens, algae, and one particular species of hardy, bushy plant.
As Harry predicted, they soon came upon another geological fissure. Steam rose from it and the surrounding ground was scorched clean. At a distance of ten meters from the fissure, grass and brush sprouted like crazy. At thirty meters, the vegetation thinned out again.
The more Harry saw, the more certain he was that the entire planet was suffering through a sudden shift in climate, perhaps the onset of an ice age. Without extensive tests and geological surveys, he couldn't be sure.
He looked over the icy ground and spotted another steam plume.
"Do you see that?"
"Yes. Shall we go that way?"
"Sure." Harry stopped to inspect a set of tracks that crossed a patch of snow.
"Find something?"
"Uh-huh."
Kathleen walked back and stooped beside Harry. "A big cat."
"A real big cat."
Both looked around. Harry lowered his voice. "These tracks don't look particularly fresh."
"I don't know, Harry, they look plenty fresh to me. Looks like they're headed to the next plume. Now I wish I'd worn my body armor."
Harry pulled a stun gun from his belt and checked the weapon. It registered a full charge. Kathleen did the same with her weapon.
There was barely time to take a step before Kathleen announced she had a reading on her motion detector. "Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-three meters and moving away to the south."
"Let's head back."
Kathleen didn't argue. Like Harry, she'd been impressed by the size of the tracks. "Same way we came?"
Harry looked backward. "Oh, I guess we don't have to go back exactly the same way. We can veer away from this thing, put a little distance between us and it."
"Sounds fine to me. I hate cats."
"You hate cats? I didn't know that."
Kathleen shrugged.
"We had a cat," Harry said. "My mother hated it, but she let us keep it anyway. One day we found it dead under the porch and Mom cried about it."
"But she got another one, I know, I've visited your mother's condo before."
"You don't like my mother's cat?"
"No. I'm allergic to cats."
In amazement, Harry repeated himself. "I never knew that."
"Well, it's true. Whenever one's around my nose runs like it's doing now." She suddenly sneezed. "That's what happens when one gets really close."
The motion detectors sprang to life.
"We've got company."
Kathleen turned in time to see a large catlike creature cross the path behind them. There were dark stripes over pale yellow and beneath the skin moved large, well-defined muscle. Its snout scowled over six-inch fangs; slitted eyes turned their way.
"Don't run," said Harry, "that'll make it attack for sure." He sniffed the air. A thought came from nowhere and he understood that the feline was hungry, starving in fact, and that it was the last of its kind.
Its musky odor drifted to him and the sense of familiarity with the animal dramatically increased. In a flash, Harry knew the creature as if he'd been with it all its life. Presently, it was full of instinct and hunger. A dangerous combination in any species.
The thing kept its distance, apparently sizing up its prey. Kathleen and Harry were only able to catch fleeting glimpses, but they saw enough to realize it was the largest cat either of them had ever seen; easily large enough to kill them both and eat them whole.
Harry had no doubt that was the creature's intention.
Kathleen motioned for Harry to follow. She led him on a path that took them in the opposite direction from the beast as Harry kept an eye on the trail behind. The wind picked up, bringing gusts of snow with it.
Harry could still feel the big cat in his mind. He felt the snowflakes as they fell on the creature's backside. When the cat sniffed the air, Harry recognized the scent it followed -- it was Kathleen and himself.
Slowly, Harry became aware of another presence, faintly familiar, something that didn't want to be seen just yet. Like the cat, it too was hungry, but even stronger than its hunger was its curiosity. It was unlike the animal that stalked Kathleen and himself. Instead, it was intelligent, sentient, it was...
The odor of the big cat came to Harry again, covering Harry's awareness of the second presence.
"It's close," he whispered.
There was a gust of snow that obscured the trail for an instant. When it was gone, the creature stood in the middle of the path. If there was ever a giant, saber-toothed tiger, this was what it had to look like. Both Kathleen and Harry froze in their tracks. Kathleen slowly raised her gun and sighted down the barrel.
"Don't shoot. It's not going to attack. It wants to, but it won't."
"And why not?"
"We don't need to kill it." Harry insisted. "It's hungry, but it's afraid. It'll maintain its distance, at least for the moment."
The creature sniffed the air and sauntered away
Kathleen sighed. "All right. I'm beginning to feel like Dr. Watson playing to your Sherlock Holmes."
Harry lifted a finger to his lips. "There's something else here."
Kathleen looked around. "Another cat?"
"No, not a cat."
"What then?"
Harry concentrated and tried unsuccessfully to dredge up a recognition of the second creature out of the depths of his mind. It wasn't working. "I don't know," he admitted.
"What is going on with you? Is it the kitzloc thing?"
Harry stared back and knew she was wondering if he was losing his mind.
"I'm not going crazy. At least, I don't think so."
The big cat growled, closer than before. Heavier now, the snow continued to fall. It stuck to Harry's head and shoulders, making him look older than his years. Likewise, Kathleen was quickly developing a white mane.
"Let's get back. It's getting cold."
"I'm all for it, Harry, but that thing is between us and the shuttle and I don't think it's going to let us go around without a fight."
Harry knew it would be a simple task to shoot and kill the creature, but he didn't want to do that. After all, the thing was the last of its kind. He wanted to tell Kathleen so she would understand. But she wouldn't . She would want to know how he knew and he couldn't tell her that because he didn't know himself. It was the kitzloc thing, there was no doubt about it. If he told her about the images that came to him, she would assume he was going insane. And she just might be right.
He squinted through the falling snow and saw the giant feline as it stalked between mounds of snow. Survival was on its mind, growing to a fever pitch. If he and Kathleen didn't get to the shuttle soon, it would overcome its fear and attack.
It showed itself again and Kathleen glanced at Harry. She adjusted her stun gun, elevating the discharge power into the lethal range.
"I'm sorry, Harry. We have no choice." She leveled the weapon at the creature, aiming for its skull, but before she could get off the shot, a high-pitched whistle rose, rising above the wind until the piercing sound passed out of hearing range. The cat pitched itself to the ground and rubbed its ears with great, taloned paws. In agony, it rolled in the snow, seeking relief from the stabbing pain in its ears.
For an instant, the whistle stopped, then started up again, rising in pitch until, as before, it passed out of range for human ears. The cat still heard it, though, and obviously didn't like it. Unable to stand it any longer, the giant feline jumped to its feet and loped away in the snow. In seconds, the starving creature was out of sight.
The whistling ceased. Both Kathleen and Harry looked for its source. There was nothing but the accumulating snow.
"What was that?" asked Kathleen.
Harry shook his head and placed a finger in his ear. "That hurt."
As if someone had pointed it out to him, Harry looked at a snow-covered lump he had first taken for a group of bushes. Now he saw that something else was there, concealing itself in the sparse surroundings. Whatever it was, it remained rockstill. Harry took a step forward.
To their surprise, a portion moved and snow fell from two arms. Slowly, it lowered a seashell from its lips. It kneeled to the ground and more snow fell away. One hand felt in the snow as the other wiped snow from its face. When it found its spear, it stood and faced the humans.
Kathleen looked at Harry in disbelief. "Harry," she said, "it's a Bedoran."
Neither Harry nor Kathleen could tell much about him. He was an adult male, thin and slightly stooped. Of course, thin and stooped described most Bedorans. It had been fifteen years since they had seen one of the simian race. For a second, both Harry and Kathleen were speechless. Finally, Kathleen broke the silence.
"Looks like you won your bet."
"Uh-huh."
For a long while, the Bedoran stood motionless and merely watched the two humans. Finally, he turned and signaled with his tail. Another mound of snow came to life and a Bedoran of similar size stepped out and shook off the snow. The scene was repeated several times until Harry and Kathleen were surrounded by a group of ten.
Harry took a step and, taking care not to make eye contact, issued the standard Bedoran greeting, minus the tail signs. The reaction was instantaneous. Ten simian jaws dropped in wonder. Harry waited for an appropriate reply before speaking again. At first, the Bedorans said nothing. They let their tails do the talking and they signaled to one another excitedly.
Out of the side of his mouth, Harry spoke to Kathleen, "I don't remember the tail signs so well..."
The one who had produced the high-pitched whistle stepped forward and flashed a greeting with its tail. Delivered entirely by tail signs, it was more elaborate than Harry's and delivered much quicker. Harry remembered the Bedorans as being big on rituals, greeting rituals especially.
In order to keep his language skills sharp, Harry practised dozens of languages, among them the Bedoran language. Making the Bedoran tail signs offered a different problem. There was no way to completely mimic the movements of a tail without having one. It was like knowing how to talk but unable to make the sounds. To the Bedorans, it was similar to hearing someone speak with a lisp.
When it was time to speak again, Harry cleared his throat and introduced himself. As was the custom, he gave his lineage by speaking the names of his parents and his grandparents. As he turned to introduce Kathleen, he saw that some of the Bedorans nervously whispered among themselves, tails twitching.
Upon introducing Kathleen, the sense that something was happening among the Bedorans grew stronger. They became even more animated and jabbered to one another.
Harry could see that they were dressed in bulky skins and coarse woven skirts. The clothes were old and tattered and couldn't conceal the fact that the Bedorans were all under-nourished. Victims of the climate, Harry concluded.
After more discussion among the Bedorans, the leader turned back to Harry. He made an elaborate series of signs in the air over his head and, using Bedoran whistles and pops, he bestowed numerous epithets on both Harry and Kathleen. Behind him, the others fell to their knees.
"What's going on?" asked Kathleen.
"Shh, I'm listening."
The leader droned on, "...walks in the stars, brother-carrier, most-valued..."
Harry missed some of it, then picked it up again at the ending.
"...friend to Fagen." The leader looked Harry directly in the eye, a move that was used only when passing something of direct import. "I am Japar, son of Kretin."
The memory of Kretin sprang to Harry's mind. Kretin and his younger brother Arai.
Harry smiled and covered his mouth. Showing teeth among the Bedorans was an invitation to fight.
"Is Kretin here?" asked Harry.
Japar shook his head. "Kretin passed beyond this life eight seasons ago. Arai is shaman, but his joints are old and he can no longer hunt in the long winter." The Bedoran paused and looked at the gray skies. Snow still fell. "Do you know?" he suddenly asked Harry.
"Do I know what?"
"Do you know when the long winter will be over? Many of us have died. There are few left. Are the gods appeased yet?"
"I don't know, but I may be able to help. Where is your fire? Where is your camp?" The questions didn't follow proper etiquette. Harry knew as soon as the words left his mouth.
Japar waved his tail in the general direction behind him. "Not far," he said. He pointed at the sky. "More snow coming. Our eyes will see tomorrow but only after the light dies. Go now, in peace. We must return and consult with the elders." With that, Japar turned and walked away. The others joined him and together they vanished behind the falling snow.
*
Harry spent a restless night aboard the shuttle. Outside, the snow continued to fall. Inside, it was comfortable. Kathleen came to him in the dark and they made love. As always, it was wholly satisfying. Afterwards, they talked about the Bedorans and for the first time in a long time, they talked openly about Mia Culpa. The conversation eventually led to Harry's health.
"Tell me something," Kathleen asked. "How are you feeling?"
"Why? Something wrong with my technique?"
"Are you kidding? No, it's not that. I'm worried about what may be going on with your head."
"I told you. I'm fine."
"How did you know the Bedorans were here? You flew straight to them. What are the chances of that happening without knowing beforehand? How did you know?"
"Intuition."
"Oh, that's so corny. Please, give me more credit than that."
"I don't know what to tell you. Somehow, I just knew it. I know that sounds pretty faint..."
"Pretty faint? I'd say totally unclear."
"Well, I'm sorry, but it's the truth." Harry was telling the truth; he just wasn't telling the whole truth. Mainly because he didn't know the whole truth. There was a good chance he would go insane from his encounter with the kitzloc. If he did, would he know it?
"Is there anything you want to tell me?"
"Like what?"
"Like what's going on inside that head of yours. Hearing voices? Seeing visions? Trouble concentrating?"
"No more than usual."
"Come on, Harry, quit clowning around."
"All right, I'll tell you that I feel bad about Kretin, because it's true, I do. And I wonder about Arai. As far as any erratic thinking, or anything like that, no, I don't think so. But if I was to go crazy, I doubt if I would be the first to know it."
Another period of silence followed.
"What about the intuition? What's that like?"
"You know. It's like intuition. An idea comes to me out of nowhere."
"Since the contact with the kitzloc, right?"
"What are you trying to get me to say, Kath? I'm over the rainbow? One spoonful short of a full bowl? I'm sorry, but I'm not. At least, I don’t think so. I don't want to talk about this anymore." He got up and slipped on his pants.
"I'm sorry, Harry, I'm just trying to understand."
"Maybe there's nothing to understand. I'm going upstairs to check the monitors."
"If anything happened, the computer would alert us."
"I know, I just want to get up." Harry left the compartment.
He climbed to the shuttle cockpit. The snow was still coming down, although not as heavily as before. All systems functioned normally. He sat in the pilot's chair and contemplated what might be happening to him.
In the past hours, he'd had no more psychic occurrences. Perhaps the influence of the kitzloc was dying, maybe the worst was over. And why shouldn't it be? The creature that had infected him was dead, it couldn't influence his thoughts. It never really had the chance. That's what Harry tried to tell himself, but he couldn't deny that in those few moments when he was connected to the kitzloc, something passed between them, something Harry didn't understand.
By morning, the storm had passed. When sunlight broke through the cloud cover, the temperature rose steadily until it again hovered above freezing. Fresh snow covered the ground, except around the lake where it quickly melted and ran off. As a result, the ground was wet and muddy all around the shuttle .
Kathleen gazed out the cockpit window. "Do you think they'll come back?"
"No doubt about it. I'd guess there're not many of them left and they're surviving day to day. They'll be back."
By mid-day, the Bedorans hadn't returned and Harry began to wonder if he'd been right. Maybe they'd changed their minds. A lot could happen in fifteen years, especially when you were dealing with aliens.
To pass the time, Harry inventoried the food stores and tried to come up with ideas that would help the Bedorans survive the extreme weather. They weren't suited for cold weather. Their species had evolved in a tropical climate, that much was known about them. Still, they were a hardy lot and had managed to survive planetary transplantation.
He sat on the deck in the stores compartment and made a list of all the things the Bedorans might be able to use. First on the list was food. There was enough concentrated stuff to feed Kathleen and himself for several months. It wasn't tasty and, when prepared, it didn't look very appetizing, but it was all they had. Harry had already decided he'd take a chance and give the Bedorans a sizeable portion.
There was also quite a bit of survival gear; tents, tarps, sleeping bags, nylon ropes, lights with guaranteed lifetime batteries, and many other things Harry was sure he and Kathleen wouldn't need. Foremost among these was a portable atomic furnace that could provide heat for an indefinite period of time. This item, above all the others, would be most useful to the Bedorans.
The compartment intercom buzzed. "Yeah?" answered Harry.
Kathleen's voice floated through the speaker. "Harry, come on up. The Bedorans are coming back."
"Be right there."
Not bothering to put things away, Harry stood and went to join Kathleen in the airlock.
A group of Bedorans stood outside the shuttle and waited. They showed no fear as the hatch opened and Harry stepped out. One of them, feeble and stooped, shuffled forward a step. He issued a greeting, a greeting that was meant for a friend. The Bedorans were difficult to tell apart and Harry looked closer. It was Arai, the one who had saved Harry's life all those years ago.
Arai looked old, older than his twenty-eight years. His crippled limbs had a lot to do with it. He was terribly stooped and the furry skin, turned white with age, hung loose from his face. Still, his eyes danced as they had when he was a youth. He remembered how to smile and bared his teeth at Harry.
In Bedoran, Arai said, "Hello Harry, hello Kathleen."
Kathleen moved past Harry, tears in her eyes, and stepped up to Arai. She hugged him and the others clicked their tongues in wonderment. With a humanlike gesture, Arai stuck out his crippled hand for Harry to shake. Harry took the hand and drew the smaller Bedoran into a hug.
Arai clapped Harry on the back and laughed. "I thought I would never see you again this side of life."
"We've looked for you and the others. It's been a long time."
"It is good you are here. Many things have happened since I saw you last. Kretin is gone, passed beyond the veil. Many others, as well." Arai paused and looked at the sky. "It is the unchanging season that has caused the deaths. Sometimes the cold is unbearable. You understand, Bedorans are not meant for the winter."
Harry remembered the furnace aboard the shuttle and told Arai about it. Arai turned and shouted excitedly to those who accompanied him. "They bring us heat!"
"Do they have any food?" one asked.
"That is not polite," chastised Arai.
"Never mind," said Harry. "We will share what we have and get more later."
"You are too good to us. We are the hosts here. Such as it is. You must come to our fire and accept our hospitality."
"Of course," said Harry with a click and a whistle.
Kathleen understood the exchange and tapped Harry on the shoulder. "We'll have to load the rover first."
"Yes, well, we have plenty of help."
The rest of the Bedoran party had crept forward. Some of them ran their hands over the metal and ceramic plating of the shuttle. Two stood in the warm air of the exhaust vents, obviously enjoying the heat.
After organizing themselves, they unloaded the rover from the shuttle, strapping the gear and the portable furnace inside. Arai sat in front with Kathleen and Harry. Harry couldn't get over how much Arai had changed. The Bedoran life span was considerably shorter than a human's, but Harry had seen forty-year-old Bedorans that looked younger than Arai.
"What has happened to you? You are old for your years."
Arai looked at his gnarled hands. "Too much time hunting in the snow. Five years ago, when the old shaman died, I quit hunting and took his position. I was already crippled, but not as badly as now. The cold did it to me. This winter that you feel in your bones, that you see in the sky, it has continued without summer for ten seasons. Each year it grew worse until all the land was covered with snow and everywhere, everything was dead. Except in this place. We knew of this place and, eventually, we came here seeking the heat. The lake water soothes my bones. Lately, it has been too cold."
"I thought the Bedorans didn't like water."
"I like the cold even less. It is strange talking to you again. Your tongue works well, but your signing is lacking."
"I'll work on it," replied Harry.
After loading the rover with supplies, they started toward the Bedoran camp.
The rover bounced along, cutting a path through the fresh snow. After less than two kilometers, they drove into a depression that soon became a ravine, just wide enough at the bottom to allow passage of the vehicle. At Arai's urging, they drove another minute and dead-ended at the base of a towering cliff. The rock was eroded by a long-vanished river, its ancient path now a cavernous tunnel leading underground.
Bedoran males, dressed in skins, stood guard at the entrance. When the rover came, one of them turned and ducked into the tunnel.
The opening was too small for the rover and they had to leave it outside. Arai led the way in past Bedoran children who stood agape in awe of the strangers.
Kathleen held her hand out to one child. "Come here, honey."
The child screamed and ran off down the tunnel. Arai laughed and shuffled along. Torches attached to the walls lit the way until the tunnel opened up into a huge cavern. Harry and Kathleen looked out over an underground panorama lit by luminescent minerals running in veins along the walls and ceiling. Below, members of the tribe gathered as they saw the newcomers. Word spread quickly, and soon the entire tribe stood by as Kathleen and Harry were led to the central fire.
Apart from Arai, the Bedorans were wary. As far as Harry could discern, out of the handful of Bedorans that were rescued from Mia Culpa fifteen years ago, only Arai survived. The others were unfamiliar and therefore suspicious of the strangers.
As tribal chieftain, Japar initiated the welcoming ceremony. Arai sat to one side and murmured the names of Kathleen and Harry to Japar, as well as the names of their family members. Harry was amazed that Arai could remember such details after so many years. Japar repeated the names in the context of the ceremony while the tribe clicked their tongues in approval.
Kathleen leaned close to Harry. "I can't follow this."
"He's introducing us," Harry explained.
"So I gathered, I'm just not sure if we're welcome." She glanced at the Bedoran men. They stood in a semi-circle in front of the fire, spears in their hands.
"Well, Arai is the only one who knows us. From the looks of things, they've had a hard time. They're naturally suspicious."
The time came for Harry to speak. He stepped forward and, remembering not to smile, told the tribe how glad he was to see them. "We have food for you," Harry said, "and blankets, as well as a fire that will never go out."
That caused the Bedorans to murmur among themselves. Arai waved his tail for silence and reminded his people that Harry and Kathleen could be trusted and that they possessed powers of the gods. A scarred Bedoran turned to Arai and asked why gods would come to such a desolate place.
"Do they have the power to make the spring come again? Or are they only here to steal more of our children?"
Arai signaled negatively with his tail. "Can you not see that they are not like the others? I told you, they are friends of Fagen."
"Perhaps they have been sent by the True Ones to finish us off."
"No," Arai insisted, "they are friends." Arai looked at Harry. "Fagen said he would return, but said nothing about you or Kathleen. Will he be here soon as well?"
Somewhat confused, Harry shook his head.
"He said he would return," Arai continued, "and help us survive the long winter. Game is scarce and my people are starving. Fagen promised to return."
"When did you see Fagen last?"
Arai held up one slender finger.
"One year?" Harry exclaimed excitedly.
Arai shook his head and waved his tail in the negative. "One moon ago."
"What did he say?" asked Kathleen.
Harry scratched his head and hesitated. "If I understand correctly, he said Fagen was here a month ago."
Chapter 4
"Here?" repeated Kathleen, "A month ago?"
Harry nodded.
"What about Blane?"
Harry spoke to Arai. The Bedoran answered in a series of clicks and whistles.
"Blane too, and someone named Minerva."
A Bedoran woman brought water. Before drinking, Harry popped an immunity-enhancing capsule into his mouth and handed a dose to Kathleen. A chill wind blew through the catacombs, disturbing the fire and blowing up the embers.
"Let's get the furnace and the other things unloaded. It's cold in here." Harry faced Arai and chattered for a moment. Japar and Arai conferred, using their tails to do most of the talking. Harry couldn't pick up what passed between the two, but knew something wasn't right when Arai abruptly raised his voice. The hair around the Bedoran's face stood on end, showing his anger.
Japar moved away and squatted on his haunches.
"What's the problem?" Harry asked Arai.
Arai looked at Harry, the hair not yet settled. "Japar says he does not know you. He wants to perform the proper ritual before turning his back on you."
Harry was surprised but nonetheless understood. There were still certain social amenities that had to be observed before the Bedorans were willing to do anything. Even if it meant their lives were in danger.
"What do I have to do?"
Arai sized up his old friend. "The years have been kind to you. You should have no problem."
"What's that mean?"
"Do not worry, you will be all right." Arai signaled to Japar and the Bedoran stood. He looked up and Harry followed his gaze. Overhead, Harry had initially failed to see the rope stretching across the length of the catacomb. Like an athlete warming up, Japar swung his arms, stretched his back, and did a few deep knee bends. When he was ready, he threw aside the grass skirt and animal skins. He stepped before Harry and spread his palms, then his tail whipped over his head in a sign Harry didn't recognize. At that point, the Bedoran spoke a few words praising the accomplishments of Harry and the rest of the human race.
Kathleen was using the handheld translator, but she was just as confused as Harry about what was going on.
"This doesn't look too good," said Harry, "I think I'm supposed to fight this guy."
Japar stopped talking and climbed a nearby rock so he could reach the rope. The tail gripped it first, followed by a hand. The Bedoran hung without effort, so relaxed he looked as though he could hang there indefinitely.
Arai encouraged Harry to step up to the rope. "What do I do?"
"It is easy," replied Arai, "just hang onto the rope longer than Japar."
Harry looked at Japar. The Bedoran looked like he could sleep without losing his grip. Harry moved to the rope and Japar shuffled along, hand over hand, making room.
Harry muttered to himself.
"What was that?" asked Kathleen.
"I said, I feel ridiculous."
Harry pulled himself onto the rope and dangled from his hands. One of the Bedorans said something and Japar started shaking the rope. Harry pulled himself up and hooked his armpits over the line. Japar kept shaking and soon Harry was bouncing on the line like a leaf in the wind. Still, Harry thought, it wasn't too bad. Japar inched closer to Harry. Using his thick, flexible tail, he whipped it across Harry's back. To Harry, it felt as if someone had hit him with a rubber hose. In reaction, he kicked out a foot. It harmlessly glanced off Japar's side and only served to make the Bedoran shake the rope even more fervently.
"Hang on, Harry!" shouted Kathleen. "Ride 'em, cowboy!"
Harry was whipped back and forth and side to side. He again lashed out with a leg. Japar caught it in his tail and tried to pull the man from the line. Harry lost the grip of one hand and slipped. Instinctively, he reached out his free hand. Unfortunately for Japar, Harry's desperate grasp closed around Japar's testicles.
As if jolted by an electric shock, Japar appeared to be paralyzed. Harry held the rope in one hand and the Bedoran's balls in the other. Japar coughed once and let go of the rope. For a half-second, he was suspended in the air, mouth agape, paralyzed with pain. Then Harry let go and Japar dropped to the ground.
Harry looked down at Arai. "Can I come down now?"
Arai laughed and Harry recognized the sound of it. It had been fifteen years since he'd seen these primitive, albeit highly honorable, creatures.
"Of course, you can come down! You have won!"
"I don't see the point of it," said Harry as he swung down. He looked to where Japar was just getting to his feet. "Is he going to be angry?"
"The opposite. Watch."
Japar got himself together and walked, bow-legged and bent, back to where Harry stood. He made the sign of respect to Harry and added a flourish that said something about Harry being a valuable friend.
Harry looked at Kathleen and shrugged.
"Maybe the little bugger enjoyed it," she suggested.
"There will be no further problems. You now have one another's respect. Since Japar is chief, everyone will be good to you. Now we will see what you have to give us." Arai, Japar, and a good number of the tribe started back to fetch the much needed supplies.
By dusk, Harry had the heat furnace situated and operating. They handed out blankets and showed the Bedorans how to mix the contents of the food packets. It was like Christmas and Harry was Santa Claus. Kathleen was Mrs. Claus. Arai brought other survivors forward, mostly adults who were children when they had last seen Harry. Among them, Arai introduced his son.
In human terms of development, the boy was about ten yours old. He was a bit on the scrawny side, but then they all looked that way. His mother, Arai informed Harry, had died like so many others in the long winter.
"This is Yoni. He is small, but he has already proved his value as a hunter."
The boy waved his tail in greeting and attempted to smile. "I have tried to teach him what I know about humans..."
"He's cute," said Kathleen.
"Looks like his father when he was a kid."
Yoni scratched the top of his head with his tail. "Father, could I see the ship tomorrow?"
"No, you might break something."
Harry waved a hand. "I’m sure it’d be fine. I'll give him a tour in the morning. We need to go back to pick up more supplies anyway."
Yoni sat beside Kathleen and ran his slender fingers through her blond hair.
"You've done so much for us," said Arai. Most of the tribe sat around the furnace and warmed themselves. The kids ran around the cave, playing chase and chattering to one another. The atmosphere was festive.
"What can you tell us about Fagen and Blane?" asked Kathleen.
"They were here. Sometimes they come and bring us food. Fagen wanted to take us to another planet, but Bedor is our ancestral home. This is where we belong. I was born here and I intend to die here."
"Who is Minerva?"
"Minerva is the name of the great ship in which they travel. Blane is very strange about it. He talks about it as though it was a woman. Minerva can do many marvelous things."
"Yes," said Harry, "we know."
"You speak as though you have not seen Fagen in a long time."
"It's true, we haven't. Nearly as long as it's been since we last saw you."
"You are older, my friend. The age shows on your face. Has happiness fled from your life?"
"I am content." Harry lied.
"Where is Fagen now?"
"He has gone in search of the ghlowstone in the place of the Malaaz. This is what he told us."
Kathleen listened through the translator. "What's he talking about?"
"Got me." Harry turned back to Arai. "What is the ghlowstone?"
Arai signed that he didn't know. "It is a legendary substance that is said to burn forever. No one has seen it. It is far away, located in a place where my ancestor's ancestors came from."
"Are they the Malaaz?"
"No. The Malaaz, it is said, were once our brothers. The myths tell us there was a great war and we feuded for many hundreds of years. When the True Ones came, they stopped the war by bringing my ancestors to Bedor. For three hundred years, we lived in peace. Then the True Ones returned and took my father's father and his tribe to the place where you and I first met. As you know, the True Ones hunted us like animals."
"Genetic pooling by isolation," suggested Kathleen. "The True Ones were breeding everything for their own purposes." Kathleen spoke through the translator and asked Arai if he knew where the Malaaz were.
"Of course. I will show you." Arai stiffly got to his feet and motioned for Harry and Kathleen to follow. With Yoni scampering along behind, they walked to the mouth of the cave. Although the sky was not entirely clear, there were enough breaks in the cover to see the stars and the multiple moons in orbit around Bedor.
With darkness, the temperature had plunged to well below freezing. Arai pointed upward.
"There," he said, "that is the place of the Malaaz and the home of the ghlowstone."
Harry followed Arai's pointing finger and identified the point of light that was the second planet in the Bedoran system.
"That is where Fagen and Blane went."
*
Harry and Kathleen stayed with the Bedorans that night. They lay on animal skins and pulled their thermal bedding up over their heads so they could talk without disturbing anyone.
"Kath', have you considered what would happen if we actually found Fagen and Blane? According to Corporation dictates, we're legally bound to arrest them."
"There're ways around all of that. We can erase the data. Arrange an accident..."
Harry thought about it and said. "I'm not sure if I can go along with that."
"Some things are bigger than the rules. Fagen saved your life."
"Yeah, and I'm still not sure why."
"Has it ever occurred to you that maybe Fagen simply liked you? You reminded him of himself, you know."
"That's ridiculous. I'm nothing like Fagen."
"You're kidding yourself, Harry. You're more like Fagen than you have any idea."
"No, I'm not."
"Yes, you are."
Kathleen was getting to Harry, but he didn't want to show it. Saying he was just like Fagen was tantamount to saying he had a criminal nature. Harry thought of Fagen as a man who cared nothing about anyone else, giving only when necessity dictated.
"Arai said they were here a month ago. Plenty could happen in a month."
"They're not dead, if that's what you're hinting at. At least, not Blane."
Harry sighed. Once in a while, Kathleen would wake in the middle of the night, saying that she thought she'd heard Blane calling to her. Harry told her there was no way her old-fashioned neural implants could pick up Blane's signal anymore. Still, she liked to believe it. He didn't deny that she had heard Blane. He just didn't believe it.
"So what will you do?"
"What?"
"If we find them?"
Harry shrugged. "I don't know. It's a problem."
"Eveything's a problem to you. I wish just once you'd listen to your heart rather than your head. I don't want to think about it anymore. I want to sleep." With that, she rolled over and turned her back to him.
He'd made her angry again. Without trying. It had become habitual and Harry wondered why so many of their conversations ended that way. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and tried to relax.
His mind had been remarkably clear for the last few days. He knew Kathleen watched him closely for any signs of mental impairment and hoped he hadn't given her a reason to believe he wasn't all there. There was no doubt in his mind that the kitzloc had done something to him. So far, it wasn't lethal. But who could know how things would turn out?
Sleep finally overtook him. He dreamed he was flying over the rugged terrain of a red-tinted planet. On the plains below, he saw forms running. He shifted his outstretched arms and dropped lower until he could see that the creatures were kitzlocs. As he flew by, they craned their necks and looked up at him. In his mind, he could hear them calling to him, psychically sharing their experiences and taking from him his own thoughts. They pulled at his mind and Harry was unable to sustain his flight. He dropped gently until he stood in the center of the creatures.
They surrounded him and gently probed his mind, sampling his thoughts like passing a hand through running water. In turn, Harry felt their thoughts, their feelings. He was surprised to find no feelings of overt hostility, no thoughts that sped their hearts to commit violent acts, nothing to indicate why they were considered to be such savage creatures. To the contrary, their state of mind was one of calm serenity and a seemingly unfathomable deepness of understanding.
The dream passed and was replaced by a dream Harry often had. He and Kathleen were together, happily in love as they had been so many years ago. They walked along a deserted beach, free from concern.
Harry smiled in his sleep and moved closer to Kathleen.
*
Yoni climbed into the rover's cab alongside Harry. His eyes were wide as he tried to look at everything at once. He ran his hands along the smooth instrument panel and marveled at the changing readouts on the computer display.
Harry pointed at the seatbelts and showed Yoni how to strap himself in. Soon, they were bouncing along the ravine, headed back to the shuttle. Harry asked if the boy liked the snow.
"Yes," he admitted, "but I like the sun more. Father says the cold will go away one day and Bedor will turn from white to green. I think I will not miss the snow."
Harry was impressed by the boy. He was a quick study. He watched Harry drive the rover and asked questions, wanting to know what the controls did and how to read the instruments. Harry tried to explain but many of the answers were beyond what the boy was capable of understanding. Still, the boy patiently listened and watched.
When the shuttle came into sight, Yoni fidgeted with excitement.
"Inside this, you fly to other worlds?"
"Yes."
The boy stared at Harry. "Are you a god?"
"No," stammered Harry, "I'm not."
"Then how is it you can do so many wonderful things?"
"I can't make signs with a tail."
"That is true," Yoni observed, noting Harry's limitation.
They pulled up beside the shuttle and got out. Yoni glanced at the sky. "More snow coming soon."
"We'll load up the rover, I'll show you around the shuttle, and we'll start back." Harry looked at the tracks left by the rover in the snow. More flakes were beginning to fall. He led the boy into the shuttle and together they loaded more supplies for the Bedoran tribe.
There wasn't much left to carry. After fifteen minutes, the rover was full and Harry took the boy on a tour of the shuttle. First, he showed him the engines and tried to explain how they worked. Harry could tell whenever he lost him by the glaze that fell over the boy's eyes. Harry'd seen that expression hundreds of times before in briefings, business meetings, and classrooms. Whenever Yoni did understand something, the boy became quite excited. It was like peeking behind the curtain in the wizard's castle.
"This is what we call the cockpit," said Harry as they climbed inside. "From here, we control the craft." Harry sat in the pilot's chair and showed Yoni how to work the joystick. "Up," Harry pushed the stick away. "And back," he pulled it toward himself.
Understanding dawned on Yoni's face. The boy smiled and nodded. His tail flicked happily in the air. Encouraged, Harry continued to point out ship details.
"This is the computer. I know you won't understand, but I'll show it to you anyway. Computer, on."
The computer answered immediately, startling Yoni.
"Ship talks?"
"Yes, I guess you could say that."
"But ship is not alive?"
"No. It's a machine, like I explained before."
Yoni pointed at something else and Harry explained the throttle controls. Then he got around to showing the controls for the seat. Yoni pushed the buttons and made the chair go up and down. He looked over to his left and reached for a lever that was situated alongside the seat. Before he could grab it, Harry stopped him.
"No, Yoni. We don't want to pull that. That's the emergency eject. You pull on that and BOOM! you go through the roof." Harry pointed to the escape hatch overhead. He looked at the boy and realized he'd scared him.
"Sorry. Some things in here can be dangerous."
Outside, the snow was piling up again. By the time they were ready to go, several inches had accumulated. The wind blew in gusts, blowing the snow and making it difficult to see. The storm moved in much more quickly and fiercely than Harry imagined it could. The rover rocked in gusts of wind. As soon as they drove away from the shuttle, visibility dropped to zero. They hadn't traveled for five minutes before Harry had to stop.
"We'll just pull up for a few minutes until this clears out a little." They waited fifteen minutes. Instead of the storm dying, it raged on and gained in strength. They ate some soy packets and waited another half hour. By then, the snow was piled to the windows. The exhaust kept the snow melted behind them, but in front it finally piled so high and heavy that the wiper blades could no longer manage to push it away.
Harry put the rover in gear and tried backing out but it was useless. The heavy vehicle moved a few feet before becoming stuck. Harry couldn't believe it. They were stranded.
Chapter 5
The fuel gauge registered less than a quarter tank. Harry thought about hiking back to the shuttle. It wasn't far. He glanced at the boy. Like the other Bedoran men, he wore leather leggings, a grass skirt, animal skin shirt and capelike affair. Harry wore arctic-tested survival gear. Preliminary temperature variances indicated possible lows of one hundred degrees below zero. Even Harry's clothing wouldn't hold up to that.
He pressed a button on the instrument panel and an antenna telescoped up from the roof of the rover. Harry switched on the radio and hoped Kathleen was listening.
"Kathleen? This is Harry."
He paused a moment. When no answer came, he tried again. The only thing that came back was static, more white noise. Over and over, Harry tried unsuccessfully to raise Kathleen at the Bedoran camp. After a few minutes, he saw that his effort was wasted, and he switched on the automatic emergency beacon. If Kathleen got around to turning on her radio, she'd hear the message.
Yoni calmly sat in his seat and watched.
"I've never seen snow come down so fast," Harry commented in English.
Yoni signed that he didn't understand and Harry repeated himself in Bedoran.
"Sometimes it goes like this for days."
"Can't say that I'm glad to hear that. But we won't have to be out here that long. Help will come."
"Not from the tribe. Nobody goes out when the storms come. Sometimes we have to stay in the cave for a week at a time."
"You're just full of good news."
Yoni laughed the peculiar Bedoran chuckle. "I do not mean to be. Things could be worse."
"Oh yeah? How's that?"
"The beasts could come for us. Not too many of them left, but they can smell us out, even through the snow. Sometimes they get so crazy with the hunger, they come into the cave looking for food."
A shudder went through Harry, not from the cold, and not from Yoni's comment. A tingling started at the base of his spine and quickly rose, spreading goosebumps over his neck, shoulders, and arms. As unexpected as it was, the sensation was not unpleasant. He felt comfortable, calm. His senses felt extended, as if he could stretch his arms for miles and then recognize what it was he touched. Aromas were heightened. The heated air was tinged with the metallic smell of machinery. Yoni's clothes smelled almost as bad as the boy himself.
Harry wasn't out of touch. He listened as Yoni kept on talking. "But if a derkel or a giant throbber came by, we might have a problem. I have not seen either of those in a long time." Yoni looked at Harry. "Are there fierce animals where you come from?"
Harry smiled. "Yes. And I've found them on other worlds as well."
"What is the most fearsome known to your tribe?"
Without hesitation, Harry said, "The kitzloc. Have you heard of them?"
Yoni waved his tail in the negative. "Tell me about them."
Images sprang to Harry's mind of the kitzloc he had encountered. He remembered its ferocity and the impossible quickness by which it moved. And he remembered the odor it secreted. Like a kaleidoscope, the smell changed from musky to sweet with a number of variances between. He told Yoni all these things and the boy stared, wide-eyed with interest and fear.
"The kitzloc sound bad," said Yoni. "I am glad they are not on Bedor. Still, a throbber might find us." Yoni uselessly tried to look out the window, then faced Harry again. They can not get in here, can they?"
"No, we've got ways to keeps things away."
The boy had grown tired of talking. Satisfied that he was protected from animal attack, he stretched once and curled up on the seat. In minutes, he was asleep and Harry was alone with his thoughts.
He closed his eyes and allowed his mind to stretch beyond the confines of the vehicle. Impervious to the cold, he flew out into the falling snow, up and through the air to the caverns where he followed a trace of Kathleen's essence and finally found her among a group of Bedoran women. He whispered her name and she turned her head.
Kathleen abruptly stopped what she was doing and hurried away.
*
"Japar, don't you understand?" Kathleen looked at the translator. "Is this thing working?"
"Yes," said Japar, "I understand you. It is you who does not understand. Storms of this magnitude come quickly and pass quickly. Travel is impossible. It is better to wait."
*
In an instant, Harry returned to himself, unsure of what had happened. Once again, he was back inside the rover. The experience was real enough but so were his dreams. Was it so bad now that he was losing the ability to distinguish between reality and dreams?
For certain, he knew the kitzloc's poison continued to course through him, but the changes it wrought were so far impossible to understand. The vision he'd just experienced seemed real enough.
The fuel gauge crept lower. Soon, the fuel would be gone and the heater would stop working. It wouldn't take long for the intense cold to find its way inside the rover. Harry again thought about trying to find his way back to the shuttle, but as before, he ended up dismissing the idea, not because of the previous reasons, but because a peculiar thought occurred to him. There was another way to survive the storm.
Harry pulled one of the thermal blankets around Yoni. The boy muttered something in his sleep, but otherwise remained out of it. Harry's right hand moved of its own accord and hovered over the boy's head. A fuzzy heat spread from his chest and ran into his right arm, all the way down into his fingertips. He watched in fascination as his hand and fingers began to glow.
Harry felt more like a witness than a participant. Everything happened of its own accord as Harry watched. There was a murmur in his head, a vibration he recognized as an instinctual desire to survive. It was the threat of death that had switched it on and Harry was somehow controlling it.
Red-tinted plasma exuded from Harry's fingertips like protoplasmic finger extensions reaching for the top of Yoni's head. When it touched him, he didn't stir. Indeed, Harry could feel the boy's sleep, his placid state of mind. He wondered if he could see into the boy's dreams, but something told him he didn't have the time.
Yoni's heart rate dropped and his breathing slowed until it seemed he hardly took a breath at all. When he was deep into the trance, Harry took his hand away. The protoplasm floated in the air for a moment before it faded.
He now laid the same hand over his chest and felt as his own heart slowed. The blood in his veins pounded a slower count, a deeper rhythm, a beat not entirely human.
Chapter 6
A shadow appeared at the passenger window. Snow fell away and someone peered inside. Yoni was wrapped in the thermal blanket and Harry sat erect in his seat, staring straight ahead.
Muffled voices floated to Harry. Somewhere, deep inside his mind, consciousness stirred and meaning was attached to the voices.
"They're in there. Quick, get them out!"
The passenger door opened and Kathleen stuck her head inside. She touched Yoni and noted that the blanket was frozen.
Harry looked as though he had frozen to death. "My God, no!" whispered Kathleen. She reached out and touched his cheek. To her surprise, Harry turned toward her.
"What took you so long?"
"Harry! You're alive!"
"Of course, I am. So is the boy." He placed a hand on the boy's back and gently shook him. "Yoni? You can wake up now."
The boy stirred. Yawning, he sat up. "Storm passed?"
"How long," Harry asked, "how long have we been here?"
"Three days."
Harry showed no surprise.
"How did you do it?"
Harry shrugged in response and climbed out of the rover. Kathleen stared after him.
Harry was able to fend off Kathleen's questions until they entered the cavern, then she took him by the hand and led him to a private place where they could talk without being interrupted. She pushed him onto a crude bench and stood over him.
"Now. I want you to tell me what happened out there."
"Well, it snowed a lot."
"Come on, you know what I mean."
Harry spread his hands. "What do you want me to say? We survived. Isn't that enough?"
"How did you do it? The temperature dropped under one hundred degrees below zero. Without heat, there's no way anyone could survive that. Not for three days."
"Well, that's not entirely true. Here I am. Yoni's all right too."
"Harry, I'm not letting you up until you tell me what happened."
"All right, all right, I'll tell you what I know, but I want you to understand that until I understand it, I don't want anyone else to know anything about it. Is that a deal?"
"Deal."
"Okay." Harry sighed and told Kathleen about seeing her in the cave and about the trance, as well as how he was able put Yoni under. "You've got to believe me, I don't know how I did it. I just did it. It was like I was watching and things were just happening. Don't ask me how."
Kathleen listened intently without interrupting. When Harry finished, she took a moment to get her thoughts together, then she spoke slowly to her ex-husband.
"I don't have to ask how. I know. And you know too. It's the kitzloc infection. Harry, we need to get you into a medical facility, have experts take a look at you..."
Harry waved her off. "There's nothing they can do. Besides, if I did let them know something was wrong, I'd probably live out the rest of my life in a test tube. No thanks, that's not for me."
"It might end up killing you. No one has ever survived a kitzloc..."
"...attack." Harry finished the sentence. "I know, I know, this is old ground. We've covered it before."
Kathleen eyed him critically. "How do you feel now?"
"Fine. Very clear."
"Harry, you can be so stubborn."
"I'm all right. You're just going to have to take my word for it."
"I believe you, at least for now. But what if you start losing it? What if there are other changes?"
"What if? What if? I don't know. If I go crazy, shoot me, tie me up. What do you want me to say?"
"It's a waste of time talking to you."
"About this subject, it is."
At that moment, Yoni found them. "My father is ill. Would you come and help?"
"Yes, of course," replied Harry. Harry started away with Yoni in the lead and Kathleen on his heels.
"We're not through talking about this," she promised.
They found Arai lying on a bed of straw and animal skins. The illness had come on quickly, sapping him of his strength and belaboring his breath. Kathleen bent over him and passed her handheld med-scanner over his body.
"It doesn't look good," she whispered to Harry.
"What's wrong with him?"
"It looks like the Bedoran equivalent of pneumonia. He's old, by Bedoran standards, that doesn't help."
"Can we do anything for him?"
Kathleen shook her head. "Our medicines weren't meant for Bedoran physiology. All we can do is keep him comfortable. Other than that, pray."
Yoni asked if his father was going to be all right. Harry put a hand on the boy's shoulder. "Arai is very sick. We'll do everything we can."
"When the rescue ship gets here, they'll have a doctor and a complete infirmary aboard. They'll be able to do more."
"Maybe," Harry echoed. He didn't want to voice what was on his mind. He and Kathleen had been there only a few days. The rescue ship wasn't due for a long time yet. Whether Arai could last that long was unknown. If Arai was going to make it, he was going to have to make it on his own.
Some of the Bedoran women fed Arai concocted home remedies. They might have helped if Arai had been able to keep the herbal medicines down. Unfortunately, he promptly regurgitated everything he attempted to ingest. Even water made him gag.
By the next day, Arai was dehydrated and out of his head. For awhile, he spoke to no one in particular, reminiscing about things in the past. Later, he called out to Kretin, his dead brother, asking if it was safe to go outside and how the hunting was going.
In turns, Kathleen and Harry sat with their alien friend, keeping him as comfortable as possible and listening to his rantings. With each passing hour, Arai grew weaker until he finally stopped talking altogether.
When Harry relieved Kathleen, he asked, "How's he doing?"
"Worse. He hasn't been conscious for the last two hours."
"Why don't we try giving him some of our antibiotics?"
"We can't. I'm not a doctor, but I'm pretty sure it'd kill him. Their physiology just doesn't work the same as ours."
"What are we going to do? I can't just stand by and let him die."
Kathleen sadly shook her head. "I don't know. Stay with him, keep him comfortable. Beyond that, it's not up to us." Kathleen yawned. "I'm tired."
"Get some rest. I'll stay here."
"All right. Let me know if there's any change." Kathleen walked away.
Harry looked at his sick friend and wished there was something he could do. Arai's breath rattled in his chest but, for the moment, he appeared to be sleeping comfortably. Harry remembered the first time he'd seen Arai and how he had come to understand that the band of primitives who called themselves Bedorans were the most honorable species he'd come across in all his travels. Arai had saved his life more than once. Harry was frustrated that he was powerless to return the favor. Arai was younger than Harry, but old for a Bedoran. His limbs were riddled with arthritis and the furry hair that covered him had turned silver with age.
Harry wondered if he could somehow cure his old friend with the powers that the kitzloc had conferred upon him. Even if he could, he didn't know how to call up the thoughts, the proper state of mind, whatever it was.
Life had dealt the Bedorans a poor hand. Harry considered how many other intelligent species had evolved and perished due to the machinations of the universe. In many respects, so far, the human species had been lucky. How long would mankind continue to exist? Earth was severely over-crowded and although colonization efforts were being made, it was still a crowded, miserable place to live if one was poor. The Bedorans, on the other hand, had always lived in a comparative paradise, that is, until the change of climate. Well, a few humans had managed to live through the ice ages, perhaps the Bedorans would as well.
The corporation had rules about cultural interference and Harry had been reprimanded before for tinkering with nature. The marks on his record didn't really matter. When it came down to it, the corporation was more interested in the bottom line. If interference meant profit, well, in that case it was easy to manipulate information when incidents happened light years away.
Harry didn't care about that. Arai was dying. If he only knew what to do to save him, Harry would only be too happy to interfere.
Taking a damp rag, Harry mopped Arai's fevered brow. As soon as Harry touched him, something stirred in his mind, a feeling that was becoming familiar. Along with the odd sensation came the thought that there was little he could do for his sick friend. He could not fight the microbes that infected Arai's body, but there was a way to alleviate the suffering. Something like an electric shock passed from Harry to the Bedoran and Arai opened his eyes.
"Hello, my friend," he said.
"Hello, Arai," answered Harry.
"I am afraid I am no longer of use to you. This body of mine has seen better days and I fear I am at the end of my time in this life."
"No, we don't know that."
"It is true. There is no denying it. Water, please, give me some water. My mouth is dry and I want to tell you something."
Harry helped him take a drink.
"What is it?"
"You want to know about Fagen and Blane, do you not?"
Harry said nothing.
"I think there is unfinished business between you. You and Kathleen would like to find them, am I right?"
Harry nodded.
"I have told you where they went. It is dangerous. The Malaaz are not easy to deal with. Fagen may need your help, if you are willing to let go your troubles with him."
Harry must have looked surprised because Arai continued, "Yes, I can tell things are not right with you. Remember, my friend, it is within you to make changes for yourself. I grow weary and must rest. I am glad you and Kathleen have come to Bedor and met my son. When my life leaves this body, it will fly over your heads. If you watch closely, you may see me wave at you. Forgive me if I talk no longer." With that, Arai closed his eyes and fell unconscious.
Harry sat back and dozed.
Arai slept through the night and all the following day. In the meantime, the weather cooperated and Kathleen hiked back to the shuttle. She re-fueled the rover, not returning until the next day.
Arai's condition worsened and his sleep deepened into a coma. In the meantime, Harry helped Yoni check traps for game. Unfortunately, they were all empty. Yoni and some of the Bedoran men managed to net a few fish, but not nearly enough for the entire tribe.
When she returned, Kathleen brought more of the food packets with her. A quick survey of the remaining stores told Harry the food wouldn't last a month.
Chapter 7
The Emergency Messaging System worked. It had proved its value practically from the day it was activated and over the years it had saved many a survey crew. The system was simple enough: deep-space relay stations monitored the emergency channels and, when a call was detected, the signal was boosted and omni-directionally re-sent . Chances of the message being picked up were increased dramatically. It didn't have to get all the way back to Earth before someone knew a survey crew was in trouble. Harry believed in the system for the simple fact that the Corporation wouldn't lay out the credits to finance something if they weren't sure it would pay off.
The company still lost survey members and sometimes an entire team, but it didn't happen nearly as often as it did before the EMS was deployed.
As fate would have it, Harry's signal was received by an EMS buoy only three days after it was sent. The relay station performed its sole function without a hitch and in seconds the signal was amplified and sent back out. Six hours later, a space freighter hauling nickel and iron ore out of Sirius detected the message and passed it along to survey command. The Corporation reacted within three hours, sending out a rescue cruiser along with a full crew and a complement of Marines.
Harry received the message when he stopped by the shuttle returning from the lake. He and Yoni had been fishing, but the weather had started to turn sour again. They decided not to take any chances this time and they headed back to the shuttle until the wind made up its mind what it was going to do.
"Kathleen will be glad to hear this. My people will be here tomorrow. They'll have additional supplies for your people as well, Yoni."
"That is good. But how will we repay you?"
"It's not necessary. I'm an honorary Bedoran, remember?"
"You have a point."
"I think I'll call Kathleen and give her the news." Harry pressed a switch on the control console and radioed Kathleen. She answered immediately.
"You must have been waiting beside the radio."
There was hesitation before she answered. "Yes," she said, "I was."
"Guess what? The rescue team is on their way. They'll be here tomorrow. Also, they have a doctor with them. He thinks he can help Arai."
"I don't think so."
"Well, I don't know. No one's treated a Bedoran before, but they're making miracles happen these days, you know..."
"Harry, stop it. Arai's dead. He died an hour ago. Never woke up."
Harry glanced at Yoni. The boy looked expectantly at Harry. He could hear Harry and Kathleen converse over the radio but he didn't understand what was said. His expression showed the wonder of all the new things he'd seen and experienced over the last few days. Harry knew all that would be forgotten when he told the boy his father had died.
"I hear you. Yoni's here. I guess I'll break the news to him and then we'll head back."
"Be careful. I'll be by the radio if you need me."
"All right. See you soon."
Harry turned to the boy and spoke in Bedoran, using the customary phrases to indicate he had something important to say. The boy flicked his tail in understanding and raised his eyes to look directly into Harry's. According to the Bedorans, there could be no lies passed if you looked directly into the eyes of the speaker.
Harry could tell Yoni knew something serious had happened. Probably knew that Arai had died and hoped it wasn't true, figured Harry. As much as the boy had been through, the loss of his father was still likely to be traumatic. Harry told him the news as gently as he could. The boy took it well, but in a way that struck Harry as particularly human, he cried. Afterwards, Yoni wiped his eyes and announced that, according to Bedoran custom, he was taking up his father’s name. “From now on,” he said, “I am Arai.”
*
The weather cooperated and the shuttle from the rescue ship set down precisely on time. In a somber mood, Harry and Kathleen were there to greet the landing party.
While supplies were unloaded, the crew set about recording all the survey data. The doctor checked out Harry and Kathleen, and, other than being a little undernourished, they both appeared to be fit. When the doctor escorted Harry out of the makeshift examining room, Kathleen asked if he had found anything unusual. Harry gave her a quick look.
"Is he all right?" she asked.
"Perfectly fine," replied the doctor, "especially considering what you two have been through. From what I understand of the climate here, it's amazing you've avoided frostbite."
"Harry had the opportunity. Didn't he tell you about it?"
"Well, no." The doctor turned and faced Harry. "Not having any problems with your hands or feet, are you?"
"Nope, nothing. I feel fine." Harry turned to Kathleen. "We need to get going."
"Go? Maybe the doc wants to tell us something else."
"No, I gave you injections to bolster your systems. Provided there's nothing wrong with either one of you, that's about all I can do. I'll have my lab results in about," he looked at his watch, "oh, three hours. Medscans both looked good. I think I can safely give you both an excellent bill of health."
"That's good enough for me," said Harry, moving toward the hatch.
Kathleen remained steadfast. "Did you tell Dr. Lincoln about the kitzloc?"
That stopped both the doc and Harry.
"Kitzloc?" said the doctor. "What's this about a kitzloc?"
Harry quickly stepped between the doctor and Kathleen. "It's nothing," he said, "a previous mission."
The doctor looked confused. "There were no anomalies in the catscan that I can see. But if a kitzloc is involved, well to tell you the truth, I don't know a great deal about it. Still, there are procedures to follow."
"I'm sure that's not necessary, Doc. Why don't we talk again after the samples have been analyzed? That way, we'll have a better picture."
The doctor rubbed his chin. "Perhaps you're right."
Harry took the opening and escorted Kathleen away. When they were outside, she said, "You can let go of my arm now."
He turned her loose.
"You didn't tell him, Harry. I can't believe you didn't tell him after all that's happened."
Harry stopped and grasped her by the shoulders. Like the Bedorans did when they wanted to be taken seriously, he looked directly at her as he spoke. "The longer I can put it off, the better off I'll be."
"Harry! That's not true..."
"Think about it, when they find out, they'll put me away for tests. There's no telling how long that'll take. I don't want to do that. I feel fine. You heard what the doc said. Everything looks great."
She shook her head. "This is not the way to go. They'll know what happened from the data tapes anyway."
"That's later. I can deal with that."
"It's not a good idea, but if that's the way you want to play it, okay. I'm not going to lie for you though." She walked away toward the rover.
Harry stared after her for a moment, then called out to her back, "Never asked you to!"
The crewmembers unloading the supplies looked at Harry, but otherwise went about their work. To them, it was an accepted spat between two officers of the Corporation. Rather charming, in fact, that the couple were having what appeared to be a lover's quarrel.
A number of the Bedorans had shown up to help and patiently waited outside the open ramp as the rovers were loaded with supplies. The Bedorans treated the humans with a great deal of respect and friendliness. Perhaps that's why the crew was so relaxed. No one saw the one, small Bedoran creep up the ramp and disappear inside the shuttle.
*
It was cold, but it wasn't snowing. A small consolation when the temperature hovers well under zero degrees Fahrenheit. As long as the wind wasn't blowing, the weather wouldn't affect shuttle lift-off.
The rescue team was eager to leave Bedor. They'd accomplished their mission and now restlessly waited for the departure ceremony to come to its conclusion. Most of the Bedorans had gathered beneath the open ramp to say farewell to Harry and Kathleen and the other humans who had brought food and supplies.
There was an unspoken question that hung in the air. Harry felt it. The Bedorans looked upon the humans as saviors, assuming that the Earthlings, along with all their other wondrous powers, would cause the long winter to end. As Japar spoke for the tribe, the others hopefully waited for something to happen.
"We pray for your safe return," continued Japar, "and hope you will remember us the next time you fly through Bedoran skies. You have done much for my people. We were hungry and you gave us food. We were cold and you gave us warmth. And, most of all, you have given us your friendship. These things will be remembered always"
Japar's tail danced over his head, relaying the proper ceremonial gestures. As the only human who could read the signs, Harry watched closely. Kathleen stood to one side. Harry knew she watched him for the wrong reasons. She looked for a sign that he was losing his marbles.
"When you return, if you return, you will be welcome on Bedor and treated accordingly. We are a poor people and have no means to repay your kindness other than to say you will always be in our hearts."
At that, Japar bowed and flicked his tail, indicating that his speech was completed. At his signal, the Bedorans backed away. Harry exchanged a word of farewell with Japar and waved to the rest of the tribe.
"Where's Yoni?" asked Kathleen.
Harry shrugged. "Call him Arai now. I don't know. He was pretty upset about Arai..."
"Well, we've got to go. They're telling us to board now."
"All right. I hope the little guy will be okay."
"Me too."
They gave a last look at the Bedorans, waved goodbye, and walked up the ramp into the ship. With a whine, the ramp rose up and locked into place. Minutes later, the engines cranked to life. The pilot checked to see if the Bedorans were clear and, satisfied they were, increased engine power. The shuttle shuddered and fairly leaped from the surface of Bedor.
Transit to the star cruiser didn't take long. Before Harry and Kathleen really had a chance to make themselves comfortable in their new quarters, the cruiser had broken out of orbit on a course to the wormhole.
Harry drew himself a cup of coffee and took a sip. The intercom sounded.
"Irons here," Harry answered.
Doc's voice floated through the speaker. "The test results are in and I'd like to speak to you as soon as possible. Do you think you could come to the sickbay?"
"Sure, Doc, right away."
Something in his voice told Harry the good doctor had found something. Well, he told himself, sooner or later the cat was going to get out of the bag. It looked like it was going to be sooner.
The doctor looked up as Harry entered the ship's infirmary. "Hello Harry, how are you feeling today?"
"In the pink, doc. What's the word?"
The doctor cleared his throat and looked at his computer display. "First, Harry, I want to be sure I don't alarm you. My preliminary exam was correct. You appear to be in top physical condition. Everything works the way it's supposed to."
"Then what's the problem?"
"I don't know exactly. Your blood tests showed some abnormal cellular formations. Not many, but enough to alert us that you have contracted something..."
"Something?" Harry asked. "That's a little vague. Is it a virus, a microbe, something like that?"
"No, not a virus. To be honest, I don't know what it is. Some kind of new cellular structure in your blood. It's not doing any harm that I can detect, but without more tests, it's hard to say."
"More tests," Harry repeated.
"Yes," said the doc, "but I'm afraid this sort of thing is beyond the laboratory facilities we have here. When we return to Earth, I'm going to recommend that you be thoroughly examined. It could very well be that your encounter with the kitzloc has something to do with the abnormalities."
No kidding, Harry thought.
"Until then, take it easy and let me know if you begin to feel, well, out of sorts."
Harry remained stoic. "Sure, Doc. No problem."
Afterwards, he went back to his quarters, avoiding both Kathleen and the crew. The ship entered the wormhole without incident and soon popped out the other side into familiar space. Harry wanted to sort things out before Earth arrival. There was little doubt that he faced days, perhaps even weeks of medical tests and observation. Needless to say, he didn't look forward to it.
He tried to get in touch with the strange feelings that had mysteriously arisen within him, but whatever they were, they evaded any attempt to raise them again.
The door buzzed.
"Come," Harry said, and Kathleen entered the compartment.
"Hiding out?"
"Just thinking about things."
Kathleen, unsure of his state of mind, looked him over before speaking. "Well, we figured out what happened to Yoni."
Harry perked up. "Oh yeah? What?"
She sighed. "Seems like he stowed away inside one of the shuttle storage lockers."
"You mean, he's here? He's aboard the ship?"
"That's exactly what I mean."
Chapter 8
Minerva was beyond consolation. She acted so angry, Fagen was afraid she'd blow a circuit and he told her so.
"What do you expect, Edward? You have lied as only you can. You've left Bart in the hands of those, those primitives."
"That may be how it appears, but I promise you that's not the case."
"Another promise from the great Edward Fagen? What's that worth?"
"All right, Minerva, that's about enough." Fagen had all he could take from the over-intelligent computer. The problem was he couldn't shut her up if he wanted to. Besides that, he needed her a lot worse than she needed him. She put up with Fagen because Blane wanted her to, but Fagen knew she didn't like him.
"Fine," said the computer, "what are you going to do about Bart?"
"It's all right, Minerva. I admit there've been some unexpected problems, but nothing I can't handle." Fagen busied himself at the navigations console and hoped the machine would leave him alone for awhile.
"Hmph," the computer retorted. Sometimes she was so human, it was unnerving.
The energy scan showed the radiating source to be exactly where the tetrarch had said it. That in itself was a surprise. Fagen trusted the Malaaz leader as much as a rabid dog. But there had been little choice in the matter. If Fagen didn't play along, he was sure they'd kill Blane. The trip would be difficult enough without him. The problems of dealing with Minerva alone were enough to give Fagen a headache. If he told her how much danger Blane was actually in, she'd take matter into her own hands, so to speak. If she became angry enough, Fagen was certain he could kiss his plans good-bye.
"All right," he said finally, "let's set down at the pre-arranged coordinates. There should be a party there to greet us."
"Is Bart going to be with them?"
"No, I told you, he's staying in the Malaaz city to help with a new water distribution system. We had to get their help some way."
"If that's the truth, how come I can't talk to him? His implants aren't receiving my calls..."
"He's plugged into his portable, that's why. Now, could we get on with this please?"
Minerva didn't reply, but Fagen saw she had commenced their descent. Fagen had decided against using the smaller shuttle craft. The size of the ship, he hoped, would be enough to strike fear into the Malaaz. It was the best passive show of force that could be arranged and might be enough to make them think twice about harming Blane.
They landed in a meadow a few kilometers from the city. As the tetrarch had promised, along with the warriors who were to accompany Fagen, there were half a dozen beetles enlisted to carry supplies.
The beetles were the largest insects Fagen had ever seen. The smartest as well. Not to say they were up to speed with humans, or even the Malaaz, but in their own way they exhibited enough intelligence to be useful. Each was as big as a medium-sized collie, with six legs that kept their chitinous carapaces a foot and a half off the ground. Their hard, wide backs were perfect for toting supplies and equipment.
Not that Fagen intended to use them for that purpose. Minerva could transport them faster and better. Fagen hadn't wanted the porters, but the tetrarch insisted, explaining they were needed to service the warrior's needs.
Fagen looked over the three Malaaz warriors as they entered the ship. Like the others, they were dull and aggressive. Minerva didn't like having them around and said so.
"They're dirty. I'll have to constantly clean up after them."
"It won't be for long, Minerva, just until we locate the ghlowstone. Then we'll take them back to the city, pick up Blane, and be on our way."
If, Fagen thought, Minerva didn't start to act like a jackass.
He led the warriors to the control chamber and showed them where to sit. The beetles followed the Malaaz males and crouched at their feet, waving their antennae and touching each other reassuringly.
Both the Malaaz and the beetles smelled bad. Fagen commented to Minerva about it. She laughed, a program Blane had designed and especially loved. She said, "A drawback to wetware."
It was another jab at Fagen. Unlike Blane, he persisted in keeping his head free of implants. It was a long-standing argument among the three of them about the value of raising perception by the addition of bio-mechanical implants. Sure, they enhanced mental processes, but they were also permanent pieces of hardware slipped into your brain. Minerva thought it was a natural idea, another step in human evolution. Blane tended to agree, notwithstanding the fact that Fagen had lost count of the number of Blane's own implants.
Although the ship took off and quickly accelerated, Fagen felt nothing. Minerva was a marvel of alien technology and, in her circular engine spaces, she held the key to unlimited power. The ship generated its own warp fields by manipulating high-speed particles unknown to Earth science. The particles were emitted by a microscopic singularity held in suspension by a simple gravitonic field. No fuel was required. No muss, no fuss. The end result was an enclosed space surrounded by a field that rode upon the waves generated by the warp engines. Fagen and the others rode safely within that space, free from any and all gravitational fluxes, even those caused by forces of acceleration.
Fagen switched on the viewscreen and watched the terrain slip by. He didn't know what to call the planet other than Bedor-2. He and Blane had seen so many different places, they usually just referred to a place by its celestial coordinates. This place wasn't so different from the other oxygen-plentiful planets. It had the same greens and blues as Earth, similar temperature zones, the same chemical combinations made up water, air, and minerals. Unlike Earth, Bedor-2 was mostly unpopulated and unexplored.
There were indications another race had lived on Bedor-2 a long time before. The Malaaz called them the Krits. The Krits had left not a few ruins and, in some cases, the decayed remains of a surprisingly advanced technology. The Malaaz had a rich assortment of legends about them. The one most often told detailed an account of how the Krits had lost everything by aspiring to be gods. Set in the middle of that story, like an expensive jewel in an ornate and extravagant necklace, was the ghlowstone. Apparently, so the story went, it was a gift from the gods, some kind of a power source. The Krits used the gift unwisely and ended up destroying themselves with weapons somehow charged by the ghlowstone.
Fagen looked over to the three Malaaz warriors. They didn't appear as though they could come up with an idea between the three of them. One sat on the couch, head thrown back, mouth wide and snoring. Another gaped at the viewscreen and scratched his genitals. The third had taken off his ragged boots and was inspecting the short claws that tipped his long toes.
Fagen tapped the console and asked, "How long until we reach our destination?"
"We could be there in minutes," replied Minerva, "but I've decreased our speed for the moment."
"Why?"
With a sigh, Minerva explained. "I've detected traces of tachyon emissions and some other, slower-moving particles that appear to be emanating from the destination you've chosen. It doesn't appear to be a type of radiation harmful to humans."
"So what's the problem?"
"It's causing some disturbances within my accelerator chamber. I'm having sporadic discharges from the fleck."
Fleck was the term Minerva used to describe the tiny singularity that supplied power to the ship.
As if to punctuate the problem, the ship suddenly pitched to the right, spilling the Malaaz from their seats. Fagen gripped the armrests of his chair and held himself in place. "What was that?"
"I told you, I'm having some control problems."
"Maintain your course..."
"Negative," replied Minerva, "I am hovering at this position until my analysis is complete."
There was nothing Fagen could do. If Minerva wanted to stop, there was nothing he could do about it. Only Blane could deal with her when she got stubborn. "How far are we from the power source?"
"I estimate fifteen point four two kilometers."
"Do you think you might be able to get us a little closer?" asked Fagen sarcastically.
"Not without further disruptions in drive control. Analysis predicts a certainty that the closer we get, the stronger the disruptions will become. The emissions from the unknown power source are causing sporadic power drop-outs in my circuits. This is as close as we're going to get."
"What do you mean? We're fifteen kilometers away!" Fagen stared at the viewscreen a moment. A rugged wilderness of alien jungle stretched out in all directions.
"As I said, this is as close as I can maneuver to the power source without total power outage. I've found a clearing where I can set down..."
"This isn't what we planned."
"I'm terribly sorry, Edward, but there is no other course, unless of course, you desire to return to the city."
Fagen mulled over the situation. Whether he liked it or not, Minerva couldn't get him to the ghlowstone. Fifteen kilometers was a long hike through uncharted jungle, but it seemed he had no other choice. "All right then, set us down."
Minerva made no reply, but followed the order. The viewscreen showed the jungle rising up to meet them. There was a slight jar as the ship touched the ground. Using his translator to confer with the Malaaz, Fagen informed them that they must hike to the location.
The Malaaz warriors exchanged worried looks and shifted uneasily on their feet. "This is not good," one of them said. "It is not safe in the jungle. The ghosts of the Krits live in places like this. They do not like to be disturbed."
"I don't believe in ghosts," replied Fagen, "and your tetrarch doesn't care. You can come with me or you can go your own way. It's your choice."
Fear of the tetrarch outweighed their fear of the unknown and the Malaaz warriors reluctantly agreed to follow Fagen. As if they were performing their final act in life, they unloaded supplies and equipment into the clearing beside the ship.
Although beautiful, the jungle was dense and forbidding. Splashes of wild color dotted the green background. Enormous flowers grew on the trunks of stunted trees. At the edge of the clearing, tall grass gave way to vines and shrubs. There were no trails, nothing to indicate anyone or anything had ever traversed the territory. It was going to be a tough hike.
In the shade beneath the ship, Fagen checked his gear and helped to tie the equipment onto the backs of the beetles. The creatures didn't seem to mind. As a matter of fact, they seemed to enjoy the attention, clicking their satisfaction through insect mandibles whenever their antennae were stroked by their Malaaz handlers.
Prior to entering the jungle, Fagen re-entered the ship to assure Minerva of his plans. "Well," he said, "it's only fifteen kilometers. From the looks of things, I figure two days in, two days at the site, and then two more days to get back out. I'll report in every twelve hours. Should something go wrong, we'll have to make corrections on the fly."
"That's not much of a plan, Edward."
"If you have a better idea, I'd be willing to listen to it."
Minerva said nothing. Fagen intuited from her silence that she wasn't altogether pleased with the way things were going.
"All right then," he said, "I'll see you in a week." He started to make his exit.
Minerva called after him before he stepped from the ship. "Edward?"
Fagen stopped. "Yes?"
"These stray emissions have my sensor array fairly scrambled, but I am able to pick up a few traces of life. Or, at least, something that approximates life."
"That's not surprising," said Fagen, "probably all kinds of native fauna."
"Indeed," replied Minerva, "but some of the readings are rather peculiar."
"Can you give me more to go on than that?"
"Sorry. Everything's breaking up, too many anomalous images. If I was to make a guess, I'd say there is an intelligence out there."
"Of what kind?"
Minerva paused for a instant. "Uncertain. Too much interference to make a further determination. Just watch yourself."
It was an alarming statement for Minerva to make, not the kind of thing she ordinarily said to Fagen.
"Thanks, I will."
Fagen left the ship. In minutes, he led the small band of aliens into the jungle. Unknown to them all, their progress was recorded by unseen eyes.
Chapter 9
Harry stepped from a titanium airlock into the familiar territory of Braithwaite City Two, a gigantic space station orbiting Earth. City Two was the Corporation's dry-docking and maintenance facility for the Braithwaite fleet. Other corporations had similar stations, but City Two was the biggest and most well-equipped.
Kathleen emerged behind Harry, holding Yoni's small hand in hers as they walked down the brightly lit corridors to the debriefing area. The Bedoran boy was in awe of the size of the place. Everything was a marvel, but the boy showed no fear, only curiosity and an unending drive to understand all he saw.
"What is this?" he asked, pointing to an air vent. Before Harry could fully explain, Yoni saw something else and asked what the new thing was. So it went until Harry and Kathleen had to leave him with a junior officer while they attended mission debriefing.
After ensuring Harry and Kathleen would come for him later, Yoni reluctantly agreed to go with the officer. Kathleen stared after him.
"You think he's going to be all right?"
"Yoni? Sure. He's young, he'll adjust."
Harry opened the door to the debriefing room and he and Kathleen stepped inside. Around a fake, mahogany-top table sat four officers of the Braithwaite Corporation. On the table were mini-terminals for instant research as well as tablets and pens for note-taking. The only woman among the group stood and smiled. "Hello, Commander Irons, Co-commander Casey. My name is Katherine Roan. I'm the head of your debriefing group." She gave a half-turn to her right and motioned with her hand. "At the end of the table is Mr. Collins. Beside him is Mr. Loudermilk, and to my left is Dr. Arfat."
The men nodded, but said nothing. Harry assumed from her manner, Roan called herself Ms., as in Miz. Ms. Roan smiled and continued. "On behalf of the Braithwaite Corporation, I'd first like to tell you how pleased we are that you came through your ordeal safely and it's good to have you back. We're extremely impressed with the data you've brought back. The Bedoran samples alone are quite valuable."
Noticing that Harry and Kathleen still stood, Roan asked them to take a seat and they chose the only empty chairs directly across the table from the debriefing panel. Ms. Roan took her seat as well. Harry didn't like the looks of the woman. She was a typical corporate dog on the way up. There was no doubt she knew of Harry and Kathleen's reputations, but she wasn't going to play it out that way, at least not yet. She wanted to impress Braithwaite with her efficiency. It was no secret the interview was taped. Harry glanced up at the camera and figured that Braithwaite himself might be watching. Roan hadn't said anything about the kitzloc essence yet, but Harry knew it was coming.
"Of course, you'll receive credit for the new celestial mapping. The skies are really beginning to open up to us now. Thanks to your efforts and the efforts of hundreds of other survey teams, we've..."
She was grandstanding. Harry tuned her out and thought about how nice it would be to be somewhere else. He sensed she was coming around to the point and turned the focus of his attention back to her words.
"...and, as a result, we've been able to find places like Mirabel. As you know, you two are the first to return from Mirabel in..." she turned to Mr. Loudermilk, and he held up three, then four fingers, "four years. I hear it's quite lovely." She paused, watching for a response from either Harry or Kathleen. There was none.
"Well," she said, "I suppose I should get directly to the point. The value of the kitzloc essence is inestimable. The Corporation can't begin to tell you how glad it is to have such a quantity of the substance. Its properties are, well, unique to say the least. Perhaps you can tell us more about that, Commander Irons?"
That was it. The question Harry was waiting for. It hung in the air and waited for an answer. Harry nodded his head slightly. "I'll tell you all I can."
"Yes. Good. Naturally, we want to keep it quiet. There are already rumors surfacing that we're synthesizing the compound, false of course, but enough to make some people nervous."
Kathleen leaned forward and spoke for the first time. "Why would it make people nervous?"
"Well, it's the native paranoia of the population. Some are saying it might be used to pacify the citizenry. Mind control, that sort of thing."
"Maybe not a bad idea," muttered the guy at the end of the table. Collins was his name, Harry remembered.
"Although that's certainly not our intention. Until more is known, the Corporation has no intentions at all."
That was a lie and Harry knew it. They had all kinds of plans already or they wouldn't be so damn happy to have the stuff.
"How are you feeling, Commander?" Roan directed her question to Harry. Harry wondered why the woman didn't get to the point.
"I'm feeling great, except I lost a ship..."
Roan waved her hand. "With what you've brought back, the cost is more than accounted for. But we are concerned about you, Commander. You've had contact with a kitzloc. Is that correct?"
"We encountered one of the creatures in its lair, yes."
"But you had direct contact with it, isn't that correct?" The men at the table eyed Harry carefully.
"It attacked me, I struggled with it, and Co-commander Casey shot it."
"Yes, we've seen the tapes, Commander. It looks like you got quite a dose of its secretions."
"It washes off."
"Not completely. Look, Commander, the Corporation has a great deal of respect for you. Your accomplishments are well known. You've been with us a long time, but we need your cooperation in this matter. You must believe me when I say it's for your own good."
Harry spread his hands and gave the woman a questioning look. "What do you want to know?"
She paused a moment before answering. "We'd like to know about your, uh, for lack of a better term, your visions."
Kathleen turned her head and looked at Harry. Harry sat expressionless.
"Have I told anyone I was having visions?"
"No, Commander, but then you don't have to. We fully understand that psychic disturbances result from contact with a kitzloc."
"Ah yes, but this particular creature was killed. Kathleen here can testify to that."
Kathleen nodded her head.
Roan smiled. It was a cool, knowing smile designed to make men squirm. Harry had been in the clasp of the creature, a little pressure from a corporate skirt didn't rankle him at all.
"Come now, Commander, are you telling us you haven't experienced a psychic trauma?"
"Well, let's see. I did get knocked silly for a while. When I woke up, I had a hell of a headache. That's about it."
"All right, commander, as you say." Ms. Roan turned to Kathleen.
"Co-commander. You and Commander Irons have been together a long time, haven't you?"
"That's right."
"You even married once, isn't that true?"
"Yes, but we divorced since."
"Why is that?"
"I don't know. Too much of a strain to live together and work together, I guess."
"Yes, I understand. It's difficult being a professional woman."
Kathleen shrugged. "To be honest, I never thought of myself in those terms. I'm a survey specialist."
"Right you are, Kathleen, and you're the best the Corporation has to offer. I find it curious why a woman of your experience and talent is still at the Co-commander status. I should think you would be running your own missions by this time."
Kathleen shrugged. "Maybe I don't want the responsibility."
"Sometimes responsibility isn't a choice. Sometimes it's thrust upon us. Have you noticed anything out of sorts with Commander Irons?"
Roan tried to slip the question in, catch Kathleen off guard. Harry thought Kath' might be getting a little weary of the question and answer session. He was right.
She calmly faced Ms. Roan. "No more than usual."
"Do either of you take recreational drugs? Have either of you had any hallucinogenic episodes lately?"
Harry shook his head. "No. I've never used drugs."
Kathleen laughed. "When I was young, I took everything! But no, not these days. I guess the last time was after my trip to NG378. The company gave me top dollar for that trip."
Ms. Roan almost winced. "Company" was the slang term low-paid employees used for the Braithwaite Corporation.
"I remember now! What a night that was! Harry was off on a mission and..."
"That's fine, I'm sure, Kathleen, but we need to get along with our questions."
Harry sighed and resigned himself to the grilling. The questioning went on for two hours before it was clear Ms. Roan was getting nowhere in her efforts to make Harry admit he'd been psychically contaminated. She never became exasperated and kept cool the whole time. Finally, she leaned back in her chair and asked Harry about Yoni.
"I knew his father," he explained. "Arai died the day before we left. Yoni's not much different from a human child. He probably didn't think about what he was doing. I hope the Corporation will remember he's a stowaway. My recommendation is that we should get him back to his own people."
"Your recommendation is noted." Ms. Roan smiled. "For the afternoon session, we've had a slight change of plans. Co-commander Casey will return here for further debriefing and Commander Irons," she seemed to savor this point, "is to report to Corporate R and R for a complete medical. We're all very curious to see the DNA samples from the cellular abnormalities."
Kathleen tossed Harry a glance.
"So," Ms. Roan moved back her chair and stood. The men, who had remained practically silent during the interrogation, followed Roan's lead. "So, we'll see you this afternoon, Co-commander." She faced Harry.
Harry already had a hand on the door latch. "Commander, I hope you understand that there is a great deal to learn about the kitzloc. You're the only person who has survived contact with one of those creatures. The Corporation wants to know how you've done it and how you've managed to maintain your sanity."
Harry's temper finally came up. "I told you, we told you, the creature in question was killed."
The smile vanished from Ms. Roan's face. "In any case, Commander, we want you to undergo more testing. As I said before, it's for your own good."
Harry opened the door. "Thanks for your concern," he said, stepping from the room.
Once outside and out of earshot, Kathleen gripped Harry by the arm. "What's this about cellular abnormalities?"
Harry waved a hand. "It's nothing."
"What do you mean, nothing? Why didn't you tell me?"
"I didn't want you to be worried. Everybody's so afraid I'm about to lose my mind, they're looking for anything."
"It's their job, Harry."
"Yeah, well, it's my life."
*
At the specified time, Harry walked up the curving corridor to a hatch marked as the Braithwaite Corporation Rest and Relaxation Facility. It was an innocuous sign, revealing little about what really went on in that section of City Two. The official Corporation line was that Corporate R and R was created for survey team members who returned from particularly harrowing expeditions. There, behind closed doors, survey team members could relax and be debriefed at their leisure.
What people didn't know was that the section also held complete, state-of-the-art, medical laboratories as well as the latest in interrogation equipment. Those who worked for Corporate R and R were proud of their reputation as people who could get to the bottom of things, admittedly proclaiming that sometimes pursuit of the truth was a painful process.
Harry was monitored as he approached the door. The hatch opened without assistance. On the other side, a woman in a nurse's uniform smiled and motioned for Harry to enter. "Please come in, Commander Irons, we've been expecting you."
"How long's this going to take?"
"I'm sorry, Commander, I have no idea. Once we've gotten started, you can ask Dr. Menele. He's in charge of your case."
"When will I meet him?"
A voice rose from the other end of the waiting room. "How about now, Commander Irons?"
Harry turned and faced the doctor. He was a large man, greying at the temples, implant portals conspicuous on both sides of his head. He stepped toward Harry and extended his hand. "I'm Dr. Menele. It's a pleasure to meet you. You've established quite a reputation in the Corporation."
"Thanks."
"I think we can forego the usual paperwork for now. Please come with me." The doctor led Harry from the waiting room down a corridor. He stopped at an open door and beckoned for Harry to enter. The room was large, filled with equipment that surrounded a padded examining table.
"Commander, would you remove your clothes and get on the table, please."
With a sigh, Harry did as he was requested. After playing with the machinery, the doctor approached with a hypodermic in hand.
"What's that for?"
"Several things actually, but primarily it's meant to calm you."
"I'm calm."
The doctor squinted at the readouts on one of his machines. "So I see..." He jabbed Harry with the needle anyway. It annoyed Harry, but there was little choice involved. Whatever the doctor injected into him, it worked quickly, first warming him and then seemingly stuffing the inside of his head in cotton. Warm and fuzzy. That was how he felt. The last thing he remembered was running effortlessly over the red-tinted plains of Mirabel. After that, nothing.
Chapter 10
Harry knew it was a dream. Perhaps that's why what he saw didn't scare him.
The kitzloc breathed its scent into Harry's face. The smell of the essence was strong, overwhelming, in fact. It bent down and grasped Harry's face in its taloned hands, pulling closer until Harry was mere inches away. Secretions rolled freely from the monster's slitted mouth, dripping onto Harry.
Harry struggled to free himself, but was held firm in the monster's grasp. When the secretions fell onto his skin, there was a slight burning that soon receded into warm tingling. There was no fear. To the contrary, as the secretions worked their way ever deeper into Harry's exposed skin, he felt relaxed, even looking forward to the ever-deepening kitzloc contamination. From his face, the essence spread out into his neck and shoulders. It crept up the back of his head and seeped inside his skull, reaching into his brain and traveling down his spine. Voices began to whisper. Harry could no longer see anything except what the kitzloc wanted him to see, and it wanted him to look at something, something that was slowly coming into focus within his mind's eye.
He strained to make out the image. Gradually, the edges sharpened and he was able to see a spherical object. It shined with a white, wavering glow. Whatever it was, Harry knew it was hot with radiation. Whispering voices told him so and urged him to look closer, to feel the heat the object emanated. As Harry did so, he felt pressure at his temples. Another voice interrupted the others and Harry opened his eyes.
"Feeling all right, Commander?" asked the doctor.
Harry looked around the examining room and tried to nod his head. Discovering that he was strapped down, he croaked, "Never felt better."
The doctor smiled. "You're not a very good liar, Commander." He ordered a nurse to bring another monitor. To Harry, he said, "We've got some excellent data coming in. We've been stimulating the abnormal cells in your blood and watching the results in real time. Fascinating."
Harry was coming up to speed a little slowly. "What are they doing?"
"They're vibrating. They've aligned themselves into loose fitting chains and they're vibrating. At least, they were up until a few seconds ago. Seems they've stopped now." Dr. Menele swiveled on the stool and looked at a different instrument. "Hm," he said, "the chains are dispersing as well."
The doctor faced Harry. "You were dreaming, possibly in a free-associative state. You displayed a solid Alpha wave, but there were small fluctuations, mostly coming from your visual centers. You were watching something in your dream, weren't you, Commander?"
Harry clearly remembered. "Yes."
"What was it?"
Harry felt a little dazed, certainly not as clear-headed as he had before the doc put him under. His head, arms, chest, and legs were held by leather straps. IVs were connected to the backs of both hands. Dozens of electrodes were attached at various points over his body. He'd been moved from the padded examining table to a circular weblike affair and was presently suspended upon it. Various machines surrounded the web, accepting the wires that were attached to Harry. Metallic surgical trays held instruments, both mechanical and manual, as well as cotton pads, syringes and an assortment of bottled drugs. A high-tech torture chamber.
The doctor leaned closer. "What did you see, Harry?"
Harry licked his lips. "I saw..." He shook his head. "Nothing. I can't remember."
The doctor looked disappointed. "Well, all right. I think we were very close that time, don't you? Why don't we try again? Nurse, would you prepare another syringe please. Same amount, same procedure."
Harry realized they had inserted a catheter and wondered how long he'd been there. He tried to remember how many times they'd run the procedure, but it was unclear. Seven? Eight? Something like that. The nurse gave Dr. Menele the syringe and he stuck the needle into one of Harry's IVs.
"Bon voyage, Harry." He injected the drug and Harry started to drift away again.
*
Kathleen wasn't nearly as uncomfortable as Harry, but she still fidgeted in her seat. Ms. Roan and her three male counterparts sat before her looking pleased with themselves.
"So," Roan continued, "is there anything else you want to tell us? Anything at all? Something you may have forgotten?"
"No, I've told you everything I know."
"And you see no aberrant behavior in Commander Irons?"
"No."
"Nothing at all?"
Kathleen leaned forward. "I've lived with the man, been married to him, and shared six missions with him. I've known him for fifteen years. He's not crazy. Not even close."
"But you do believe he's undergone a shock to his neural system?"
"Well, he was knocked out for awhile..."
"And afterwards?"
"He was okay. He said he had a headache."
"Uh-huh." Ms. Roan looked at her computer monitor and pressed a series of keys. She stared at the screen for a moment, then looked back to Kathleen.
"How did you ever pick the spot on Bedor?"
"What?"
"The landing area. How did you know that was where the Bedorans were?"
"We, we didn't. It was a geological hotspot, that's why we went there." Kathleen was uneasy about lying. For one thing, she'd already told Harry she wouldn't lie for him, and secondly, once you started lying, you were always in trouble.
One of the men, Loudermilk, leaned forward and said, "Control room recorders don't show a thermal survey. When did you have time to do it anyway? I mean, you had to bail pretty quickly, right?"
Kathleen shrugged. "Harry said he did it. I didn't ask." Another lie.
"But you didn't actually see him conduct a thermal survey?"
"No."
They were silent for a moment. One of the men asked, "No seizures? No daydreaming, spacing out?"
"No. I think he's okay. Of course, I'd like to see him checked out..."
"As do we."
"...just to be sure. But he seems fine to me."
Leaning back, Ms. Roan laid her hands palm down on the table. She looked at her comrades and asked if they had any more questions. The men shook their heads.
It took Kathleen by surprise. They'd only been meeting for two hours. She'd been expecting a real grilling.
"All right then. This debriefing of Co-commander Kathleen Casey for Corporation Survey Mission nine-oh-two-two-oh is officially concluded. Thank you for your cooperation, Co-commander."
The men echoed the sentiment and stood. That was it, the debriefing was concluded. Kathleen had some questions of her own and asked Ms. Roan if she could take another few minutes.
"Certainly," she said, lagging behind the men. As they exited, Ms. Roan walked around the conference table. "How can I help you?" She sat on the edge of the table and allowed her skirt to ride up her thighs.
"It's the Bedoran boy. What's going to happen to him?"
"A decision hasn't been made on that as yet. The behaviorists and the bioscience group both want him for awhile."
"He's a primitive. And he's just a boy. I'm inclined to agree with Harry that the best thing is to get him back to his own people."
"Back to the cold? That's kind of like tossing him into an uncertain future, isn't it?"
"Is it certain here?"
"Well, Kathleen, you must admit we can properly care for him here. You did say they were all starving, didn't you?"
"Well, yes, they were in pretty bad shape."
"There you have it."
"Another thing."
"Yes?"
"How long are you going to keep Harry for evaluation?"
Ms. Roan spread her hands. "I don't know. As long as it takes."
"I wanted to know because I thought I'd wait and take the shuttle down with him."
"Ah. If I were you, I'd be prepared to wait several days."
Kathleen had been looking forward to a chalet in the alps and a lot of skiing, the more extreme, the better. But she'd planned on going with Harry.
Ms. Roan leaned toward Kathleen. The perfume she wore was butch, something called A Woman's Passion. "How about a drink in the lounge?"
Insensitive to the older woman's feelings, Kathleen laughed. "I don't think so. Can I see Harry?"
Ms. Roan leaned away. "Not while he's in evaluation."
"What about the boy?"
"Well, I suppose that would be all right. Possibly even beneficial if it helps to pacify the creature." She tossed her head and added, "Of course, you must have a drink with me to seal the agreement."
Kathleen sighed. "All right. One drink, then I need to make some moves."
"Oh," said Ms. Roan, "I hope they're in my direction. By the way, why don't you call me Kathy?""
"Whatever," replied Kathleen as she opened the door, "we all have to be called something."
"What should I call you?" Roan was really laying it on heavy.
"Co-commander Casey will do."
"Seems a little formal, but I would think you'd like the new title better."
"New title? What are you talking about?"
"You haven't heard, have you? You're being given a promotion, you can call yourself Commander Casey now."
It took a moment to sink in. Kathleen knew she could have stepped up in rank a long time ago, but she didn't want it then. Somehow, it sounded better now. Perhaps she was ready for it. It meant leading her own missions. But it also meant going without Harry.
Kathleen had her drink with Kathy Roan and, after fending off numerous offers of sex, she thanked the libidinous woman and went off in search of Yoni.
He wasn't in the holding lounge where she expected to find him. A woman told her the boy had been taken to another area, but couldn't say for sure just where. Kathleen checked the sign-out roster and saw that a technician from biosciences had taken the boy. In five minutes, she was checking the bioscience spaces.
She found Yoni in one of the labs, sitting alone inside a cage. When he saw her, he jumped to his feet. Behind, his tail waved frantically in the air. Kathleen unlocked the cage door and pulled it open. Yoni practically flew into her arms.
"How did you get in there?"
Yoni chattered in Bedoran but without a translator, Kathleen couldn't understand. The noise attracted a technician.
"What's going on here? What are you doing letting that animal out of the cage?"
"Yoni's not an animal, you idiot! Who ordered this?"
The technician noticed Kathleen's rank insignia and quickly backed down. "I don't know. I was just doing my job."
"Do you always do what you're told?"
The technician shrugged.
"Get out of here before I lose my temper."
In anger, the technician stared for a moment before leaving.
Kathleen turned back to the boy. "I'm sorry I let them do that to you, Yoni. I didn't know."
Yoni stared and said nothing.
"I guess you're just going to have to stay with me until we can get this thing worked out. You don't happen to snow-ski, do you? No, I didn't think so. Oh well, I suppose my vacation can wait." She pried the boy's tail from her waist and led him to the door.
A bioscience officer met them in the corridor outside. "Where are you going with my sample?"
"So, you're the one in charge here?"
"Yes. I'm Dr. Johnson, and I'd appreciate it if you'd turn around and take the creature back to where you found him."
"No," Kathleen simply said as she stepped past.
"You can't do this."
Kathleen stopped and whirled on the man. "Oh no? Johnson, do you know who I am?"
He glanced at the insignia on her collar. "I don't care who you are, Co-commander. I have my orders."
"For your information, sir, my name is Commander Casey. Perhaps you've heard of me? I'm the one who found this Bedoran and I'll be damned if I'll let you or anyone else lock him up in a cage."
"Commander Casey? I've heard of you..."
Kathleen elbowed him in the stomach as she turned and led Yoni away. "Good. Then you know better than to fuck with me."
"You haven't heard the last of this," called Johnson as Kathleen and Yoni walked away. Kathleen ignored him and took Yoni to her temporary quarters.
Once there, she had food delivered, fresh fruit for Yoni, Italian pizza for herself. Yoni ate two apples, three bananas, and a bunch of grapes before falling asleep on the couch. When the phone buzzed, Yoni stirred once and turned over.
"Yes?" answered Kathleen.
"This is Sarah Frederickson, Dr. Sarah Frederickson, head of biosciences at City 2."
"Yes, Doctor, I remember you from the alien biology seminar two years ago."
"Then you should know that by taking the Bedoran from the lab you've put his life at risk. We don't know nearly enough about their physiology to allow our sample to be treated like a common pet."
Kathleen felt the anger rising again. "By your own standards, I think you'd have to agree that I'm the closest thing you have to an expert on Bedoran life. I've lived with them. Shared meals, worked alongside them. They are intelligent beings, not animals. Yoni doesn't deserve to be put into a cage."
"This is highly irregular, Co-commander."
"It's Commander, now, Doctor."
There was a pause at the other end of the line. Kathleen suddenly realized her promotion might prove to be more useful than she'd first imagined.
"Are you willing to take responsibility for the Bedoran?"
"Of course. Otherwise I wouldn't have taken him."
"We still have to run our tests. And when we're finished the behavioral group wants to take a look at him."
"I understand and I agree, as long as the tests don't harm him in any way."
"No one is going to harm the animal, Commander."
"As long as everyone keeps calling him an animal, I can't be sure of that."
"You can attend all the test sessions if you like."
"I'll do just that, Doctor. Now, if you don't mind, Yoni and I are a little tired and we'd like to get some rest."
"Very well. We'll start our tests in the morning. Please have the Bedoran in the biosciences lab by oh-eight-hundred."
Kathleen hung up without acknowledging but she knew she'd have to let them conduct their examination. She would cooperate up to a point. The first time someone suggested a vivisection, she promised herself she'd yank him out of there again, even if it meant getting written up.
Chapter 11
The ceiling was too close. So close it blurred Harry's vision. After a moment, he focused and realized it wasn't the ceiling at all. He was lying on his back looking at a visor of some sort that covered his entire head. Underneath, a cold, metallic shelf vibrated slightly. There was a low, electronic hum that soothed him and he began to drift back to sleep.
"Harry? Commander?"
Harry opened his eyes again. Off to one side, out of sight, a voice said, "He's awake. Let's ease him out." Clamps opened and Harry felt himself sliding backwards out of the tube.
Dr. Menele stood to one side. Harry started to sit up, but the doctor put a hand on his chest. "Just a moment, Commander. No need to hurry. How do you feel?"
"A little groggy," he admitted.
"I could give you something to help perk you up."
Harry weakly waved a hand. "No more drugs. Am I finished?"
"Yes. I think we've got all the data we need."
Harry sat up. His head swam but he was all right. "Well?" he said, looking at the doctor.
Menele looked confused for an instant, then said, "It'll take a while to evaluate all the data. I'm afraid I can't speculate about anything at this time."
"You've put me through a lot to leave it like this."
"I sympathize with you, but as I said, I can't say anything without further analysis."
Harry wasn't going to get anything more out of the man, so he slid off the table into a waiting wheelchair. "Thanks a lot, Doc." An attendant pushed him out. As soon as they were gone, Menele crossed the room and picked up a phone. He punched a number and waited.
"Yes?"
"We're done."
"Good. I'll meet him in the waiting room."
"What about afterwards?"
"He's free to do as he pleases, as far as I know."
"No. I mean, what are you doing afterwards?"
"Doctor, is this a prelude to a social invitation?"
"Well, yes. I thought we might..."
"You thought wrong, sir. I am professional employee of the Braithwaite Corporation and do not mix business with social activities. You would do well to remember that yourself."
"Yes, of course, I'm sure I meant no harm, Ms. Roan."
*
Roan walked fast and had to stop more than once so Harry could catch up. "What's this all about?" asked Harry. "I'm tired. I need some sack time."
The woman refused to answer, preferring to urge him along instead.
Harry stopped at a cross corridor. "This is the way to my temporary quarters and unless you give an awful good reason not to, this is the way I'm going."
"Please, Commander, just a little farther. This is important. Someone wants to see you immediately."
"Listen, if it's Kendrix, he can wait. Tell him I'll furnish a report tomorrow, if that's what he wants."
"No, that's not it. It's not Mr. Kendrix."
"Then who is it?"
"I'd rather you see for yourself. Please, just a few more steps."
An annoying whine had crept into the woman's voice. Harry relented. "All right. As long as I don't have to be strapped to a table again."
They continued down the corridor, finally pausing at a checkpoint where their identities were verified.
"This is as far as I go, Commander. Have a nice day." As the carbosteel hatch slid opened, Ms. Roan turned and walked away. The guard told Harry to step through and he did so. The hallway beyond was posh, lined with expensive carpet and muted lighting. A door at the end of the hall opened as Harry approached.
He stepped into the room and knew from the exquisite furnishings that one of the Corporation heavyweights wanted to talk to him. Whoever it was sat at a desk with his back to the door. When Harry was inside, the door slid shut behind him. The man swiveled in his chair and faced Harry.
It was Stephen Thanopolous, the corporate representative Harry had first met fifteen years ago. Thanopolous had retired almost ten years ago and Harry was surprised to see him.
"Hello, Harry. Good to see you again."
Harry nodded. "Stephen. What brings you up here?"
"Oh, I live on City One. Sometimes the Corporation still asks me to do favors for them."
That wasn't exactly true. Thanopolous was a major stockholder and sat on the board of directors. Although retired, he was still active in running the show and Harry knew it.
"How are you feeling? I know you've been through a lot."
"I feel okay. A little tired."
"I'm sure, so I won't keep you long. There are, however, a few things we must talk about. I don't have to go into a long history lesson to let you know how valuable you are to the Braithwaite Corporation. It goes without saying that you're the best we have to offer. There isn't another survey commander with your experience and talent. That's why we were so concerned about what happened on Mirabel. I can't deny that we're extremely interested in the kitzloc. The substance you managed to bring back has certain, uh, peculiar qualities. We believe there is a possibility that the kitzloc essence has the power to create new biological structures when inserted into a living host. They multiply in the bloodstream until there are enough to form chains throughout the circulatory system that act as an addition to the nervous system. These structures generate waves that we don't understand. We think it may impart paranormal powers to a certain degree. That's why you got the third degree. We wanted to get as much information from you as possible. Unfortunately, it's been a physically intrusive process, and I'm sorry you've had to go through it. Additionally, I'd like to thank you for your cooperation."
"Did I have a choice?"
Thanopolous laughed. "No, you didn't. You'll be relieved to know we don't think you're insane. Our conclusion is the same as yours: something happened when the creature that infected you died within moments of your exposure. Therefore, we didn't get the typical reaction. To be honest, we don't know exactly what we got. There are changes within your body. So far, they haven't caused you any harm. At least, we don't think they have. Still, there's no certainty that in time there won't be a reaction. That puts us in a bit of a quandary. We have to decide whether to retire you, observe you, or allow you to continue your job. You're far too valuable to farm out or to stick inside a biosciences lab for the next two years. We'd like you to continue your work, but we're worried about this kitzloc thing. What if you became a babbling idiot at a critical moment while on a mission? It'd be a disaster."
Harry made no comment and Thanopolous continued.
"The reason we're talking about this now is that we'd like to send you out on the next mission to the Bedoran system. What I need to hear from you is something to assure me that you can handle it. What's going on in that head of yours?"
Harry smiled. "I'd like to go to Bedor again. I'm the most logical choice to lead the next mission there. If your concerns about my state of mind are giving you reasons to reconsider, then you can rest easy. I'm fine."
Thanopolous eyed Harry and slowly nodded. "I believe you. I want to believe you. We need you. You know, of course, we'll be watching."
"Of course."
"One other matter, before you go."
"What?"
"Any sign of Fagen? Any reason to believe he's about?"
"Stephen, it's been fifteen years..."
"Did you detect any ion traces in free space?"
"The board already questioned me about that."
"Yes, so they did."
"No, there was no sign of Fagen."
The older man looked askance at Harry. "You wouldn't be holding out on us, would you? Trying to carry out a little personal vendetta perhaps?"
Harry didn't say anything.
"That would not be wise. Above all, we would prefer that he be brought back with the ship intact. The ship is the most important thing."
As much as Fagen knew, the alien ship was worth far more to the Corporation than any individual's life. Harry remembered the alien starship as the most fantastic piece of technology he'd ever seen. It was a conglomeration of alien sciences, far beyond anything conceived on Earth. That's why the Corporation was still as interested now as it had been fifteen years earlier when it was first discovered, then stolen by Fagen and Blane.
"I didn't see anything," Harry repeated.
"So you say," said Thanopolous, "so you say."
After the meeting, Harry stumbled to his quarters and collapsed into bed. Two hours later, not nearly enough time to recover, he was awakened by the persistent buzzing of his phone. Bleary-eyed, he turned over and threw a pillow at the annoying instrument. He missed and it continued to buzz. Finally, joints aching and head throbbing, he picked up the receiver.
"This better be good."
"Were you sleeping?" asked Kathleen.
"How'd you guess?"
"Oops, sorry. Do you want me to call back later?"
Harry ran a hand over his face. "No, I'm awake. What is it?"
Kathleen told him that she was keeping Yoni and then told him why. "I'm not sure they have any intention of allowing him to return to Bedor."
"Don't worry about it," said Harry, "I'll take care of it."
"How?"
"I'm leading the next trip to the Bedoran system and I'll have some say so in regard to the function of the trip. We'll take the boy back."
"That's good. Uh, I don't think I'll be going with you."
"What? Why not?"
"They've given me a promotion. I'm a mission commander. I suppose I'll be leading my own missions now."
"Well, it was a long time coming. Congratulations. I can't say I'm surprised. Still, maybe we can get you assigned to the Bedoran mission. Other than myself, there's no one with any Bedoran experience."
"That's not the way it works, Harry. They'll never allow two mission commanders to serve together."
Harry's head felt heavy. Currently, he didn't want to think about anything except getting more sleep. "Can't we talk about this later?"
"Sure. I just thought you'd want to know."
"I do. We'll get together later and discuss it."
"Okay. I'm sorry I woke you. It's just that, well, you know, I'm not sure what's going to happen to us now."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, we'll be going our separate ways..."
Harry recalled a similar conversation they'd had some years ago when they'd decided to divorce. They hadn't gone their separate ways. They'd continued to work together, sleep together, and even to spend the majority of their off time together.
"Please, Kath', let's talk about this later."
"Well, I'm sorry, Harry. I thought you'd be more concerned. Go back to sleep." She abruptly hung up.
As tired as Harry was, he had a hard time going back to sleep. When he did fall asleep, there were no dreams. Perhaps he was too tired, or perhaps there was another reason. There was a new part of him, a part that he didn't understand yet, but whatever it was, it seemed to take care of him. And now, it knew he needed rest.
Chapter 12
Harry felt better than he had in weeks. Over the past few days, the Corporation had given him time to relax and recuperate. He'd spent it sleeping and eating, preferring to stay in the light gravity of City-Two rather than taking a shuttle down to Earth. Of course, his decision had something to do with the fact that the Corporation insisted on putting Yoni through a battery of tests.
He visited with the boy at off-times during the day, even taking him twice to one of the station's recreational facilities. After overcoming his fear of flying, Yoni soon learned to enjoy playing tag in zero gravity. Kathleen joined them, although she remained a little cool towards Harry.
By the end of the week, Harry was called away to begin organizing the next trip to Bedor and they didn't see so much of him.
Kathleen stayed close to the Bedoran boy, insuring his safety and watching closely as first the bioscience people non-intrusively inspected the boy's anatomy, and then as the behavioral scientists talked to the boy and dutifully recorded all his answers.
They were surprised to learn he had an IQ equal to a human boy of the same age. Yoni showed no fear, but after a week of tests and a rigid schedule, he began to grow weary of the constant probing. He missed his freedom and told Kathleen so. One day he asked her when he could go home.
"I don't know," she answered truthfully. "There's a lot we can learn from you."
The boy was surprised. "From me? I know about hunting, preparing food, but very little about anything else. What else can I tell you about?"
"It's not me, Yoni, er, Arai. It's the people who command me."
Yoni waved his tail in irritation. "I want to go home," he repeated.
"I know you do. Maybe soon. Harry is preparing to return to Bedor and they've run all the tests on you they can. Maybe you'll be going back with him."
Kathleen's answer only partially satisfied the boy. He wanted to know where Harry was.
"He's busy with his new crew. It takes a while to prepare for the next mission."
Yoni believed her, but fretted anyway. As time wore on, Kathleen became acutely aware that Yoni would never be able to adjust. It became obvious that in the boy's best interests, he should be returned to Bedor. Kathleen expressed her feelings to Ms. Roan, but the woman remained noncommittal.
Meanwhile, Harry became more and more engaged in his activities. The Corporation supplied him with a list of candidates for the next mission and he spent several days interviewing. It was decided he should return to Bedor with a full survey crew. That meant, in addition to himself, a contingent of no less than six people. Of those six, Harry was to choose four. The other two would be determined solely by the Corporation.
The first selection was for mission co-commander. Harry requested Kathleen but was turned down flat.
"We're considering Commander Casey for another mission," explained Ms. Roan. "Besides, there are plenty of qualified co-commanders."
"But she's who I want," argued Harry. "She has the experience, she already knows what to expect in the Bedoran system..."
Roan cut him off. "This is out of my hands. Commander Casey is not accompanying you this time. You have a list of qualified individuals from which to choose. If you are unable to choose someone, we'll choose for you."
Harry stared hard at the woman. It was apparent Ms. Roan took a great deal of pleasure in being a conduit of power. There was no arguing with her, and as much as Harry hated to admit it, he was stuck with the list of candidates that was supplied to him.
After interviewing a dozen or so men and women, Harry settled on a man with whom he'd shipped out before. Jeb Stuart was his name. Born in New Florida, Jeb had served in the Corporation for twelve years, notching four successful missions to his credit. Although Jeb's experience as co-commander was limited, Harry trusted the man and saw him as a competent individual knowledgeable in all facets of celestial mechanics and starship engineering.
With Jeb's help, Harry continued to interview candidates from various disciplines. He talked to people he immediately liked and not a few to whom he took an instant disliking. Jeb was helpful, pointing out useful talents the candidates held and sometimes things that might be considered drawbacks.
"I like this woman for our biosciences officer," said Harry, indicating a name on his list.
Jeb looked at the name and frowned.
"What's the matter?"
Jeb shrugged. "I hate to speak poorly of someone."
"If there's a problem, I want to know."
"No, no problem. It's just that she's a little too aggressive. I've trained with her. She makes decisions that go beyond her expertise. If you ask me, she's got a feminist axe to grind. She doesn't like men and she doesn't like to take orders."
"She seemed friendly enough in the interview."
"I thought so too the first time I met her."
"Well, the only other candidate with higher scores doesn't have the experience." Harry followed his finger down the list. "Ah. There she is. Roberta Long. Let's see. She has high scores in all the relevant areas. She's athletic, smart, says here she served a stint as a riot control officer before being accepted by the Corporation. She seemed personable enough. Psych profile indicates a disciplined personality with a high desire to please. No family."
"I know her. She's competent. I wouldn't think twice about shipping out with her."
"Good. We'll call her back. If Roberta works out, with the other two we've already chosen, and the two selected by the company, we can start training exercises in two days."
"Who are the company's choices?"
Harry tapped the computer console and a personnel dossier appeared on the screen. The face of a young man accompanied the file.
"This is Serge Ilyich."
"Russian?"
"Yes, well, he prefers to be called Ukrainian. Actually, he's from Kansas. He's served as a navigations/communications officer and he's experienced in mechanics. Holds degrees in astronomy, physics, and linguistics. Hmm. He's done some good work in alien languages. Great psych profile. Controlled, astute, good sense of humor."
"Sounds good."
"I think so too, even though the company picked him." Harry hit a combination of keys and the Ukrainian from Kansas disappeared. His face was replaced by that of a serious-looking black woman. "This is Utme Umbomba."
"Don't tell me. She's African."
"Well, an African from Ontario. She's a big woman, six-two and close to two hundred pounds. Placed third in the New World Olympics last year."
"Oh? What event?"
"Jujitsu. She's a converted security officer. Expert in weapons, martial arts. She's also a botanist."
"She's not much to look at."
Harry agreed. "That's true. But she's got experience: two previous missions. Psych sheet says she's quiet, likes to meditate."
"Do you anticipate trouble?"
Harry glanced at Jeb. "Why?"
"Well, looks like her strong point is combat. Physical stuff."
"You never know." Harry avoided Jeb's gaze and stared at the monitor. "You just never know."
*
The full crew sat in the simulator strapped to their crash seats and hanging on for dear life. The simulator pitched and yawed, tossing them violently in one direction, then another. The monitors blinked with emergency messages while klaxons blared.
"Turn off the alarm," Harry calmly said.
Jeb reached forward and punched a button. The annoying sound abruptly ceased.
Harry faced the others. "That's what'll happen if your entry coordinates are off a hair. They've got to be perfect. Don't assume the first set the computer gives are the correct set. Always run the numbers twice. More if you've got the time." Harry looked at the faces of his crew. He was going over old territory and they were bored. They tried to look attentive, but after a long afternoon of emergency drills, they were ready to call it a day.
"Any questions?"
They mutely looked back at Harry. "All right. Let's break for two hours and meet at the number four airlock at..." Harry glanced at his watch, "nineteen hundred hours. Bring your environment suits. I want to see how everyone moves in weightless vacuum."
They filed out of the simulator, Harry in the rear. Although they hadn't been together very long, the crew seemed to be working well. Sometimes that's the way it went; a group who had never worked together before sometimes clicked right away. It looked like this was going to be one of those groups.
Harry had been concerned about the two crewmembers the Corporation picked. After working with them for a few days, he believed his fears were unjustified. Both Serge and Utme turned out to be competent, helpful, and easy-going. Serge smiled a lot and Utme had a tranquil exterior that tended to calm those around her.
The other two team members were Dr. Christine Ferguson, medical science and biology, and Jareem O'Neill, an ex-semi-pro basketball player from the Bronx. O'Neill might have had a shot at the pros had he been tall enough, but at five feet ten inches none of the teams wanted to give him a chance. Dr. Ferguson liked to be called Doctor and bristled somewhat when Harry referred to her as Sawbones.
"I really don't like that," she told Harry.
"How about if I call you Doc?"
"Doc's okay. Chris is okay too. Sawbones makes my skin crawl. It sounds medieval."
"Good enough for me."
"You can call me anything," piped in Jeb, "just don't call me late for dinner."
"Speaking of which," said Harry, "anybody want to grab some chow?"
"Sounds good to me," said Jeb.
Serge sighed. "Can't," he said, "I have to make some adjustments to my environment suit. I'll grab a bite later."
The others agreed and accompanied Harry to the cafeteria which was located the maximum distance from the station's hub. Mankind had lived in space long enough to figure out that food settled better in gravity. Additionally, the view from the cafeteria was spectacular.
When Harry entered, the first thing he saw was Yoni. The boy ignored the stares and pressed against the plexiglass, peering at Earth far below. Kathleen sat beside him, a concerned look on her face. She saw Harry and waved him over.
"What's going on here?"
At the sound of Harry's voice, Yoni spun around. He saw Harry and jumped from the bench and into Harry's arms in two bounds, signing frantic greetings.
"Hello Harry," he chittered, "I am ready to go home now. When can I go home?"
Yoni had never been so overtly affectionate before. Harry was a little stunned. He looked at Kathleen. She shook her head.
"He's not happy. He misses his people."
Harry scratched Yoni on top of his head. "Bedor is cold," said Harry in Bedoran.
"I like the cold," replied Yoni.
"Do you miss Bedor?"
"Yes. I am ready to go home."
"We can't go now."
"Why?"
"Preparations must be made. It takes a while to get ready."
"How long?"
Harry didn't want to lie to the boy. He was certain the Corporation wanted to keep Yoni. Not because of scientific value, but because of the sideshow atmosphere that had formed around the boy. After all, he was an intelligent extraterrestrial and good public relations for the Braithwaite Corporation. They'd paraded him out in front of reporters a couple of times already. Yoni was in top form and entertained everyone, but now Harry could see that the boy's attitude had taken a turn for the worse. The company might not see him as an asset if he started defecating on the floor at will.
"I don't know... Arai. Soon, I hope." Harry set the boy on the bench and handed him a piece of hard candy.
"What are we going to do? I don't think they're going to let him go back."
"We'll get him back." Harry didn't know how, but one way or another, he knew he was going to do it.
"How's the team coming along?"
Harry glanced to the cafeteria line. His survey team grabbed plates of food and joked as they decided what to eat.
"They're a good group. I think we'll have a good trip."
"I wish I was going."
"So do I."
"Harry, have you thought any more about the second planet?"
Harry glanced around and lowered his voice. "Yes. I'm certain it needs a detailed survey."
"What are you going to do if you find them?"
"One thing at a time, Kath'. I want to get Yoni back first."
The boy was pressed up to the glass again.
"He thinks it's Bedor. I tried to explain that it was Earth, but I guess it was a little more than he could handle."
Sugar-filled saliva dripped from his mouth onto the reinforced plexiglass. Harry pulled him away from the window and looked back at Kathleen.
"Why don't you let him sleep in my quarters tonight? I'll be finished by nine-thirty or so. I thought we could spend some time alone."
"Hold on Harry. Just because I'm speaking to you again doesn't mean that you can invite yourself over. Besides, Yoni's freaked out. We can't leave him alone." She took the boy by the hand and stood. "Call me tomorrow and tell me what we can do about Yoni."
Another early evening, thought Harry as Kathleen led Yoni out of the cafeteria. People stared after them. One man made a cruel comment about bringing animals into the common spaces. One look from Harry and he shut up.
*
Later, when the entire team was crammed into the airlock and waiting for decompression, Harry was still thinking about how people reacted to Yoni. They assumed he was an animal, something like a super-chimp. Although the behaviorists treated him with clinical empathy, they too treated him as a specimen, an oddity. But the boy wasn't an animal. Primitive, yes, but that may not have entirely been the Bedorans' fault.
Peering through a window in the pressure hatch, Jeb gave a thumbs-up to the waiting technician. A loud hissing filled the compartment, then gradually faded as the air pressure dropped to zero. The outer hatch opened and stars twinkled against a black backdrop.
It was a standard training exercise, designed to re-qualify everyone for extravehicular activity and to give them time in their custom-designed environment suits. Harry looked over everybody.
"Okay, team up and check each other's suits."
Jareem was closest to Harry. The black man from the Bronx gave Harry a quick look-over and Harry returned the favor. When everybody was ready, they hooked up to the tether and proceeded single-file outside the airlock. Jeb took the lead and Harry followed behind in the last place.
Jareem was still in the airlock, in front of Harry, when something happened. It was out of Harry's sight, but he heard the gasp over the radio circuit, then someone called to him.
He pushed Jareem through the airlock in time to see Jeb loose from the tether and spinning out of control away from the station. Frantically, Jeb struggled to reach for the loose air hose while the crew could only watch. In seconds, Jeb Stuart was dead.
Chapter 13
"It's a rotten shame. Stuart was a good man. Still, these things happen." Kendrix, chief of operations for all survey missions, got up and walked to the port window. "I've got a man for you, a replacement for Stuart."
"Jeez, Kendrix, Jeb's not even cold yet."
"It's important that we keep to our original schedule. Orders come down from on high, Harry. I just do what I'm told. And what I'm told to do is ramrod this next mission through."
"Why is the company in such a damned hurry?"
"I am only a conduit, Harry."
"All right, all right. Who is this guy you're forcing on me?"
"I think you know him. He's been with us for ten years. Name's Jim Burke."
Harry knew him all right. He'd shipped out with the prick maybe eight years ago. The guy was a tight ass, a real company man. He lived to wear the Braithwaite logo. Competent up to a point, he spouted Corporation procedures whenever he was asked to solve a problem. Harry was surprised he was still around.
"This is not the guy I'd pick."
"Maybe not, but he's got all Stuart's qualifications and more. C'mon Harry, I don't want to argue about this. We don't have time to wait for somebody you like. Try being professional about this." Kendrix leaned closer. "The old man's keeping a close eye on you, Harry. There're rumors about you, you know. They're wondering if you're all there." He tapped his skull.
Harry sighed and shrugged. "They already put me through the wringer and didn't find anything."
"That's not what I heard."
All gentleness dropped from Harry's voice. "If you've got doubts about me, Mr. Kendrix, perhaps you'd better voice them right now. I'm getting a little tired of what I'm hearing."
Kendrix held up his hands. "Take it easy, pal, I didn't mean anything. As far as I can tell, you seem fine to me." An uneasy silence passed between the two men. Kendrix finally spoke up again.
"Just play along, Harry. Take Burke to the Bedoran system, make your survey, and get back in one piece. Any questions they might have about you will blow over by then. If you refuse to take Burke, well, some people will use that as an excuse."
"An excuse for what?"
"That something's wrong with you, that you can't follow orders, can't get along anymore."
"If I want to go back out, looks like I don't have much of a choice."
Kendrix didn't say anything, but Harry knew the man agreed.
An hour later, Harry met Burke in the officer's lounge. He was just as Harry remembered. Crewcut and tall with a straight back even while sitting, Jim Burke was the type who never loosened his collar. Probably buttons the top button on his pajamas, Harry thought. Strictly a Corporation man, Burke wore his uniform as one might wear his ego. The man was proud of his position.
"Good morning, Commander Irons." Burke didn't offer his hand and neither did Harry. "I understand we're going back to the Bedoran system."
"That's correct," said Harry. "We intend to help what's left of the Bedorans and then conduct a standard survey for the remainder of the system."
"Sounds simple enough."
Harry looked askance at the man. Rarely did a survey mission turn out to be simple. There were too many things that could go wrong, too many unknown variables. Harry already didn't like Burke. The man's attitude merely reinforced Harry's feelings. "Yeah, well, that remains to be seen."
"I understand you've had some previous experience with the Bedorans."
Of course, he did, thought Harry. Everyone in Corporation Survey knew about Harry's previous contact; it was in all the history books.
"Maybe we can gain some insight as to the whereabouts of Fagen. According to the reports, that's where he was headed, isn't it?"
"That was fifteen years ago. I doubt if he's still alive."
The corners of Burke's mouth moved upward. "Well, it's not really Fagen the Corporation's interested in, is it? I mean, it's the alien ship that's important."
"I suppose so, but that doesn't alter the fact that the Bedorans are starving and that the star system remains unsurveyed. As I said before, our primary mission is twofold. I don't want any of the crew to think we're going after an enemy of the Braithwaite Corporation. It might distract them."
Burke held up his hand. "Say no more. I think we've reached an understanding." He winked at Harry. "There's another thing."
"What's that?"
Burke shrugged and looked away. "I've heard you've had an encounter with a kitzloc."
"Yes, what of it?"
Burke stared. "Well, I was concerned about your state of mind. I hope you're up to..."
"I'm fine," snapped Harry. "I've been checked out and given a full bill of health. You can look up my records, if you want."
"I already have, as well as the records of the rest of the crew."
Burke was going to be a royal pain. Harry would have to watch his back constantly. "Is there anything else you'd like to know?"
"No," said Burke, rising from his seat, "except the departure date."
"They haven't told me yet."
"Oh really? A little unusual, don't you think?" Before Harry could answer, Burke continued. "Well, I've heard our ship's outfitted and waiting. Provided there are no surprises, I expect we'll be gone day after tomorrow."
Now, why, Harry wondered, would they have told the Co-commander without informing the Commander? He stared after Burke as the man walked out of the lounge. More survey personnel drifted in and the bar buzzed with ambition and plans. Those in the service were an independent lot, looking for wealth and fame. If they survived, their future was assured. Three trips out and a man could live in wealth for the remainder of his life. Those who chose to remain in the service were most often filled with desire and duty, and not a little radical in their devotion to the company. But even Burke was an extremist. He would do whatever the company told him to do. Harry would have to be very careful around him.
As it turned out, Burke was right. When Harry returned to his quarters, there were messages waiting for him. The first was from Survey Command, informing Harry that departure would take place in approximately thirty-six hours. The next two messages were from his family, wondering when Harry was returning to Earth for a visit. There was an ad asking him to change telephone services and a call from Ms. Roan who simply asked how he was feeling. The last message was from Kathleen. Over the speaker, she sounded out of breath, almost desperate.
"Harry, call me as soon as you get in. It's urgent." That was all.
Harry pushed a button on the autodialer and Kathleen's number was dialed. It rang once before she answered.
"Yes?"
"It's me," said Harry. "What's so urgent?"
"It's Yoni."
"What about him?"
"He's not acting right. He's sullen, depressed I think."
"I'm not surprised. The newness of the adventure's grown old. He wants to go home."
"That's not all."
"Well?"
"I don't know if we should talk about it over the phone, but the word's out that they want to keep him here. I think they want to dissect him."
"All right. Take it easy. They're not going to dissect anybody."
"They took tissue samples today."
"That's not so bad..."
"Harry, they took muscle samples and even some of his stomach lining!"
"Okay, okay. Let's get together and talk about this. Say, in ten minutes?"
"Yes, okay. We'll be here."
Harry hung up. So, the Corporation had decided it had gotten all the information from the Bedoran boy it could glean. Now they wanted to take a look inside. First, tissue samples, then who could say? Something had to be done. The boy wasn't a survey sample to be treated like an ordinary moon rock. He was a sentient being. And perhaps even more, he was the son of a dead friend.
Yoni greeted Harry at the door, wrapping his arms around Harry's neck and pressing his face into Harry's shirt.
"He's been acting like this for the past couple of days," explained Kathleen. "He won't let me out of his sight. You're going to have a hard time getting out of here."
Harry staggered to the couch and fell back into it. Yoni remained plastered to him. The boy wasn't silent, though. He let Harry know exactly what he wanted.
"Take me back, Harry," Yoni said. "I'm ready to go back. I'm sorry I came without asking first. Please take me back. Now." Yoni sat up straight and raised the shirt he wore. On his furry belly was a shaved area with a sterile dressing in the center. "They hurt me, Harry."
"I'm sorry, Yoni. I promise you, I'll do something about this." Harry looked at Kathleen. "Did you understand what I said?"
"Yes. But what can we do?"
Without answering, Harry reached into a pocket and drew out a tonal generator. Twisting the top first, he set the palm-sized device on the table. A single note rose from the gadget and split into two, then four, varying tones. It wasn't unpleasant and almost sounded like music, except that the harmonic modulations were designed to help disrupt electronic listening devices. Harry didn't have to raise his voice to be heard.
"You never know with the company. The walls have ears."
"So," Kathleen observed, "you came prepared. You have an idea."
Harry nodded. "My departure time has been set: the day after tomorrow. To Bedor, but we already knew that."
"So you can take Yoni with you?"
"Well, officially, no, but if he was to somehow stow away... I mean, he did it once, I suppose he could do it again."
"Do you think they'll buy it?"
"Not a chance. But if they don't have the proof, there's not much anybody can do about it. Now, here's what I've got in mind..." Harry laid out the plan and worked the details out with Kathleen. Somewhere, in the course of the evening, Yoni curled up in Kathleen's lap and went to sleep.
She lifted up the alien boy and put him in his small bed. Returning to the couch, she sat beside Harry. Casually, he put his arm around her shoulders. Kathleen closed her eyes and nestled in the crook of his arm.
"It'll work," she murmured, "I'm sure it will. I just wish it was over."
"Soon enough," Harry said. He nuzzled her hair and gently kissed her on the temple. The pulse of her heart throbbed with life and Harry felt it as he savored the simple pleasure of being with the woman he loved. He drew in the scent of her hair and smelled her essence, understanding even deeper the woman who sat beside him.
She had a playful nature and a great love of life. It had always been apparent but Harry had never understood it quite as deeply before. She loved him, he knew that as well, and he loved her in return.
He snapped out of his trance as he realized she had fallen asleep. Only then did he begin to wonder just how deeply the kitzloc had affected him. The experiences were psychic, a connection made with other living things, but only an approximation could be put into words. Furthermore, there was less discomfort; no buzzing in the head, no headache afterward. The seizures had become infrequent. Each time one occurred, he told himself it was probably the last. Now, he admitted, the sessions were becoming fascinating and deeply satisfying in a way that was like scratching an itch within one's soul. Furthermore, he was beginning to understand how to turn it on and off.
In the morning, Harry rose early and attended to his scheduled duties. This entailed briefings with his crew for the better part of the day. Late in the afternoon, they broke out of the last pre-launch meeting.
To no one in particular, Serge said, "Dog limps into a bar, leans against the rail. Says, I'm looking for the man who shot my paw."
Nobody laughed. Harry rolled his eyes.
"Okay," Serge said, unfazed, "how about this one? What do you get when you cross a charged ion with a tachyon? Give up? A window with a view. Get it?"
Nobody wanted to say they didn't get it. Instead, Jareem turned and said, "It's too hard to be funny."
Dr. Ferguson laughed at that.
Burke clapped his hands. "Okay, people! We can load our personal gear now. Remember, no more than 100 kilos. Get your stuff, stow it, and be at the banquet room by oh-eighteen hundred."
Burke faced Harry. "Need a hand with your stuff, Commander?"
"No," said Harry, "Most of everything I need is already aboard. I can get the rest by myself. Thanks anyway."
Instead of returning to his quarters, Harry went directly to the docking bay. From the windows lining the corridor, Harry could see the new starship the Corporation had assigned to him. Having been out for only three previous voyages the Grunwald was in good condition. Spotlights lit its sleek lines against the blackness of space. Besuited technicians flew around the great stern engines, constantly inspecting and checking, nearly up to the moment of detachment from the station.
He arrived at the docking bay and stepped through the rounded pressure hatch. Previously, it was filled with equipment and supplies. Now, everything was packed away inside the Grunwald and the bay stood empty, save for the figure standing near the ship access airlock.
Kathleen called as he approached. "I brought your duffel." The thick bag sat on the floor beside her.
Without glancing at the surveillance cameras, he said, "This is a nice surprise! Are you going to help me carry that inside?" He motioned at the bag.
"If you think you need it."
By then, he had crossed the deck to where Kathleen stood. For show, he glanced about, then took Kathleen in his arms. He kissed her deeply and they clung together for a long, lingering a moment before parting. Reluctantly, Harry turned her loose and picked up the bag. Lending a hand, Kathleen took one end. Together, they carried the bag inside the starship and deposited it into the Commander's cabin.
Chapter 14
The wormhole was a fluctuating mass of energy, a thread of warp space with interconnecting tentacles that ran through space for billions of light years. Streaks of jagged electricity hundreds of kilometers long played along its hazy edges. One hundred and twenty-five artificial satellites, distributed at even intervals outside the hole's circumference, helped to keep the hole stable by maintaining powerful magnetic fields.
Incomplete studies on the wormhole yielded numbers that some scientists claimed to indicate the hole was dissipating. The fact had yet to be proved, but the Corporation did conduct business in a more frenzied manner, as if they suspected the scientists were correct.
In any case, everyone was assured the wormhole would last many more years before it disappeared altogether and opened up in some other, random place.
The Grunwald accelerated as it approached the opening. Proper velocity was attained just prior to entrance and the ship disappeared into the portal without incident.
Co-commander Burke turned from his control console to report all systems were functioning normally.
"No reason to believe otherwise," piped Serge. He patted the console. "This baby'll fly circles around the best. We're on our way. Approximately twenty hours in the hole before we pop out the other side."
"Then seventeen more hours in transit under impulse power until we enter Bedoran space," said Harry. "Jim, you can knock off until the next watch. I'll remain on the bridge with Serge. Everybody else is free to do whatever they want."
Serge's eyebrow's danced comically.
"Within reason," added Harry.
"If it's all right with you, Commander, I'd prefer to take the first watch."
"Negative, Jim. You can stick around for awhile, but I want you rested for the next watch."
Burke said nothing. Harry looked at his Co-commander. "Is there a specific reason you'd like to take the first watch?"
"No, I'm just not tired. With your permission, I'd like to run diagnostics tests on the off-line systems."
Harry shrugged. "Knock yourself out. Just remember to get some sleep before twenty-two hundred."
Burke made Harry nervous. Sure, he had all the qualifications, but his social skills needed work. Harry wondered what was going on in the man's head. Well, wasn’t it obvious? The company had forced Harry to take him, therefore Burke was a company watchdog. His loyalty was to the Braithwaite Corporation, and probably nothing else. It didn't matter. The Grunwald was Harry's ship and, like sea captains of old, his word was law.
The intercom buzzed. Harry leaned toward it. "Yeah?"
"Commander, this is Utme."
"Yes, Utme, what is it?"
"I'm in the corridor outside your quarters. I heard sounds coming out and knew you were on the bridge. The door is locked and..."
"Stay there. I'll be down in a minute." Harry frowned and climbed out of his seat.
"What's going on?" asked Serge.
"Beats me. I'll go take a look." Harry glanced at Burke. "Stick around and lend Serge a hand until I get back."
Burke nodded and Harry made his way off the bridge. Utme and Jareem were waiting outside his cabin. A loud thump came from within.
"What's that?" asked Harry.
"That's what I was talking about," answered Utme. "Something's not tied down and it's floating around, bumping into things."
Harry slid his access card through the lock and the hatch slid open. A pair of Harry's trousers floated past. Other articles floated about the cabin, including clothing, boots, a handheld computer, a translator, pages of paper, and hard copies of celestial maps. Gripping the edge of the bunk, Yoni kept himself from floating away. He chittered to Harry. Jareem and Utme exchanged a look.
"What's this?" said Harry, feigning surprise.
Yoni released his grip and spun playfully in mid-air.
"What's he doing here?" exclaimed Jareem.
"Must have stowed away," suggested Harry.
"But how?"
Harry shrugged and averted his eyes. "I guess we're taking him back home." He glanced at his two crewmembers. "This is under control. Thanks for your help."
"Let us know if you need us."
"Will do," said Harry as they walked away. Harry turned back to Yoni. "I told you to be quiet."
"Sorry. There was an accident." Yoni motioned at the things floating around the cabin.
Harry retrieved his pants, which had wandered down the corridor on their own, and closed the door to his cabin. He stuffed the other things into his open locker and latched it shut. A moment later, a knock came from the hatch.
"Now what?" Harry punched the access button and the door slid open.
Burke stood in the open doorway. "O'Neill told me we have a stowaway." He looked past Harry at Yoni. "How do you want to deal with this?"
"I'll take care of it, Jim."
"I thought the Corporation had declared that animal as survey property."
Harry smirked. "That's a little like slavery, isn't it?"
"Not at all. Corporation Salvage Code 917.17, subparagraph P, explicitly states any and all samples taken from..."
"I know what it says, Jim, but Yoni is a sentient creature. He has rights."
Yoni heard his old name in the mass of words the humans spoke and immediately said, in Bedoran, “My name is now Arai.” If anyone heard him, no one mentioned it.
"I don't mean to argue with you, sir, but that has yet to be determined."
"Well, he's here now and that makes it my decision."
"I don't know. There's not a precedent for this."
"I'm declaring a precedent."
Burke fell silent, then said, "As you wish. I'd better get back to the bridge." He turned to go, but Harry stopped him.
"Go ahead and take the first watch. I'll see about getting the boy settled."
Burke briskly nodded and floated away.
"I don't think he likes you very much," said Yoni.
"I know," said Harry, "I don't think he likes anyone very much. Well, I suppose there's no sense in trying to keep you a secret anymore."
"Are we home yet?"
"No, it's going to be awhile. Meanwhile, either you stay in here or you go where I go. I can't have you wandering around the ship by yourself."
"Are you hungry?"
"Starving."
Harry took Yoni to the crew's mess and heated up a soy packet. Before the microwave had finished its cycle, Roberta came in.
Eyeing Yoni, she spoke hesitantly. "Commander?"
Yoni stared at the young woman.
Harry glanced at her. "Hello, Bobbie. This is Yoni or Arai; he prefers Arai. Looks like we'll be taking him to Bedor with us."
"Does he bite?"
"No, no, of course not. Talk to him. He likes women. As long as you're not wearing a lab coat."
"Hello, Arai," she said. The boy ignored her. "I don't think he likes me."
"No, that's not it. Don't stare at him. Don't look him in the eyes. That's considered bad manners."
The microwave beeped and Harry took the soy packets out. He carried them to Yoni and put them on the table in front of the boy. "Here," said Harry, "I'll show you how to make friends."
He rubbed Yoni on the top of the head and the boy craned his neck, pushing his head into Harry's hand. "Just do that, he'll love you forever." Harry stopped scratching and Roberta took over.
"Mr. Burke told us what was going on, except he said you had an animal."
"Did he say that?"
"Yeah, but he didn't say it was the Bedoran." Roberta was enchanted with Yoni. The boy allowed her to smooth the fur around his face and began to hum.
Harry had heard Yoni make the same sound when Kathleen scratched him. It was the sound Bedoran babies made when they were relaxed, clinging to their mother's breast. It was the sound of pleasure mixed with satisfaction.
"Looks like you've made a friend."
Roberta grinned.
Yoni looked up at Harry and chattered. "Is she your mate? I thought Kathleen was your mate."
"What did he say?" asked Roberta.
"Uh, he said he's pleased to meet you."
Dr. Ferguson came in and spotted Yoni. "So, I heard he was here."
"Sheesh. Word travels fast."
The doc peered at the boy. "What a wonderful specimen! It's certainly taken to Roberta."
"It's a he," corrected Harry.
"Well, Commander, I can see that." She bent down and put her hand to Yoni's head. Without hurting her, Yoni removed the doctor's hand.
"I guess he doesn't feel so good about me."
"Biosciences really worked him over. He's become increasingly nervous about being around people."
"Well, that explains it," replied the doctor. "I'm surprised they didn't try to dissect him."
"Why? He's the only intelligent alien ever brought back to Earth."
"You answered your own question, Bobbie. He's the only one. The Corporation places the highest premium on scientific knowledge. Everything else is expendable."
"He's just a juvenile, though."
"You haven't worked for the Corporation very long, have you?"
Bobbie shrugged. The doctor turned to Harry. "What are we going to do with him?"
"We'll leave him on Bedor with his people. Seems the only natural thing to do."
"Mr. Burke's not going to like that."
"Well," Harry said, "it's not Mr. Burke's call."
Unknown to all, Jim Burke sat in the pilot's chair, his back to Serge, watching and listening to the conversation in the crew's mess. In reply to Harry's comment, he mumbled under his breath, "We'll see about that."
Chapter 15
The jungle turned out to be more of an obstacle than Fagen had first thought. It was thick with alien vegetation, none of which was familiar. Some of it was Earthlike, green, leafy, and obviously photosynthetic, but much was wildly different with rainbow colors cast over a multitude of shapes and sizes.
Fagen stepped carefully behind the lead Malaaz warrior, avoiding the more bizarre-looking plants while trying to precisely follow the warrior's steps. Behind, the other two warriors walked along with the beetles. Occasionally, the big insects would become distracted by a particular sweet-smelling bush and stop to nibble the leaves. Whenever this happened, a warrior would prod the beetle with the end of a spear. Eventually, the insect would move on.
Travel was slow going. It was humid and hot with the occasional breeze mostly blocked by vegetation. As a result, sweat ran freely down Fagen's face, stinging his eyes and soaking his tunic. The Malaaz trudged on and for hours Fagen followed.
Relief from the heat arrived when night fell. The group stopped and arranged a makeshift camp. Fagen was disappointed to find they'd only traveled a little over three kilometers and he voiced his concern to the lead Malaaz. The creature remained silent and stared into the bush, preoccupied with unseen matters.
Finally, it spoke. "What do I care? Besides, the temperature is too hot. My feet hurt."
It took but a moment for the translator to work. "We must find the ghlowstone by tomorrow," Fagen reminded the warrior. "Even if your feet hurt." Fagen glanced down at the warrior's bare feet. Like the hands, the feet had four digits, but they were also absurdly wide with yellow, calloused soles. Thus reminded, the warrior reached down and began to rub one of his feet. A crack from the jungle darkness caused them both to freeze.
Fagen squinted at the thick foliage. There was nothing to see, no motion, no sign of life. The warrior stated the obvious.
"I don't see anything."
Fagen didn't reply. He didn't have to. He knew something was there, something that preferred not to show itself. There were no other sounds besides those coming from the other two Malaaz. They hadn't concerned themselves at all and were engrossed in preparing their evening meal.
"It was probably an animal," the warrior said, adding, "It's probably gone now."
"Maybe," Fagen finally said.
The warrior shrugged and turned to its companions.
The other two had unloaded the beetles and were busily preparing the evening meal, a pasty substance with the appearance of oatmeal. The bulk of the substance, however, came from their own manure. They paid no attention to Fagen and offered him none of the food. Fagen was grateful as he bit into one of the protein bars Minerva dispensed from her food replicator. They weren't very tasty, but they were nutritious and stayed fresh for weeks. Besides water, it was the only food Fagen brought along. He didn't plan on staying long enough to grow hungry.
Relieved of their burden, the beetles rooted around in the undergrowth, nibbling at leaves while searching for delicacies. Fagen watched for awhile before climbing into his tent and zipping himself inside. The three Malaaz attempted to share the other tent. Amused, Fagen watched as the three crammed themselves inside. Not nearly large enough to hold three full-grown Malaaz warriors, the sides of the tent sagged outward. Even so, snores soon filled the quiet jungle air.
The beetles wandered in and out of the small camp. Fagen ignored them and he too soon fell into an exhausted sleep.
Sometime before dawn, something disturbed him. He opened his eyes and looked around. The jungle was quiet and a mist hung in the air, close to the ground. Not far away, a rustling erupted as if two animals struggled with each other in the brush. A loud pop suddenly creased the air.
Fagen sat up and reached for his light. Flicking it on, he checked the Malaaz tent. They were there, sleeping comfortably. Two beetles rested outside, antennae intertwined. There was no sign of the other two bugs. Fagen unzipped the tent flap and climbed out.
The temperature had dropped considerably but it was still humid. A heavy dew had formed and everything was wet. Three moons hung in the sky and, to the east, a rosy red foretold the coming of day. Fagen stood straining to hear more, but there was nothing. Finally, he stretched his arms over his head and yawned. He was used to getting more sleep. Stepping to the Malaaz tent, Fagen urinated in front of the open flap where the odor would find its way to the Malaaz' sensitive olfactory glands. Fagen's plan had the desired effect. In minutes, all three warriors were awake and cursing the day Fagen had been born.
A short while later, they discovered one of the beetles was missing. Not such a tragedy in itself but the fact was they needed it to carry supplies. Otherwise they wouldn't have taken the time to search. It didn't take long. One of the Malaaz found the beetle. He called to the others and they soon gathered over the remains.
The lead warrior pointed. "Its back is broken."
Fagen didn't need to be told. The carapace was literally broken into two pieces. Fagen recalled the loud pop he'd heard. Green blood and an assortment of bowels littered the ground. The warriors clicked their disapproval and made furtive glances to the surrounding brush.
"What could have done this?" asked Fagen.
They ignored him. When he repeated himself, one of them finally said that the beetle had wandered off and been killed by a ghost.
"A ghost? What kind of ghost?"
If Fagen could have read the expressions of the Malaaz, he would have seen disgust.
One them grimaced and stuck out its tongue. "Ghost of the Krits," it said.
Fagen looked for footprints, any sign of another creature, but there was nothing.
"If something was here, it would have left a trail."
The lead warrior snorted. "It was a ghost. Ghosts leave no trail." Then he said nothing else. Fagen asked again what they were talking about but all three clammed up and Fagen soon realized he wasn't going to get any more from them. They'd already spoken more to him that morning than they had the entire trip. Now some superstition had set them off. In any case, the sun was up and it was time to go. Fagen insisted they get moving.
Since one of the beetle porters was gone, there were too many supplies for the remaining bugs to carry. Fagen ordered the warriors to divide what remained and carry the equipment themselves. The warriors were offended.
One of them, thinking the translator was out of earshot, said to another, "I will work as a common slave when the ugly human sprouts wings and flies."
"Quiet. He'll hear you."
"What do I care? He is ignorant. He believes he can fetch the ghlowstone."
"It does not matter. He will lead us to the jewels. Certainly he will die, but we will still have the jewels."
"If the Krits do not kill us all before."
"What's the problem?" asked Fagen.
The two warriors fell silent. The third stepped before Fagen. "We are Malaaz warriors, not pack drones. Other than weapons, we do not carry things."
"Oh, is that so? The Tetrarch commanded you to come with me, did he not?"
"That is the truth."
"And the Tetrarch also commanded that you return with three copels of jewels, did he not?"
"Of course."
"How then do you expect to get the jewels back without carrying them?"
"That is different. Besides, the beetles will carry the three copels."
"What if the remaining porters suffer the same fate as the one last night?"
The lead warrior shifted uneasily from one foot to another and looked at his companions. "Perhaps we should carry our own supplies..."
"This is an insult!" bellowed one. "I am the personal guard of the Malaaz Tetrarch. It would be an indignity to act as a mere slave! Have you no regard for my position?"
The other two agreed, but Fagen remained unfazed. "I will carry my own personal gear, but I can't possibly carry yours as well. You must decide whether to cooperate or return to the city. I might add, it will be an arduous task to walk all the way back. What will the Tetrarch say when you return empty-handed?"
Fagen's comment gave them reason to pause. It occurred to them that Fagen was right. If they returned without the jewels and without Fagen, they were sure to face the wrath of the Tetrarch's consort. Her reputation as a merciless judge was considerable.
In the end, they agreed to carry the provisions. Their grumbling lasted a full kilometer, but eventually the hike through the jungle commanded all their attention. As before, Fagen followed the lead warrior.
All through the morning, they made their way through the tangled brush. Not once did Fagen see anything that looked remotely like animal life, although once the lead warrior commented that there were signs of something passing through the jungle in front of them.
"This is a bad place," he informed Fagen, "a place not meant for the Malaaz. My feet hurt and my back aches. The Krits watch and they laugh at our efforts."
The other two remained sullen and quiet, but plodded on. Blissfully unaware of any danger and unperturbed by the death of one of their own, the remaining three beetles, backs loaded, formed a single line and delicately stepped along on their six legs.
In time, the troop came upon a river that led to a tumbling waterfall. A cooling mist filled the air and Fagen determined it was a good place to take a break. While the warriors collapsed in exhaustion, Fagen set up his radio and made a call to Minerva.
Static filled the receiver. Whatever caused the interference was growing in strength. Obviously, they were closer to the source, most likely the ghlowstone itself. When there was no answer from the ship, Fagen realized he was entirely on his own. If trouble came, he could expect no help from Minerva.
With his rangefinder, he checked their coordinates. He had to re-check the figures several times and compare the results before he decided they were still on course. The unknown energy source was playing havoc with all his electronic gear. Even the simple compass he carried swung in confusion from point to point. Gazing at the sky, he calculated they had a good six hours of daylight before they must set up camp again. A splashing in the pool beneath the falls drew his attention.
One of the beetles had stepped into the water and was leisurely taking a drink. Its antenna danced over the surface as it immersed its feeding tube. With sucking sounds, it drew the water up as if sipping from a straw. The other beetles, urged by their thirst, edged toward the water. They stopped just short of the shore and waited.
Fagen wondered why and in a moment, discovered the reason.
The first beetle continued to suck up the water. Below its carapace, through its transparent sides, Fagen saw the ingested water filling the creature's water sacks. They swelled like balloons until completely filled. Only then did the insect begin to back away. Before it was out of the pool, it suddenly stopped and began to thrash. Something beneath the surface snagged the bug's forelegs and was trying to pull it deeper into the pool.
Fagen jumped to his feet and shouted to the warriors. Dumbfounded, they stared first at Fagen, then the trapped beetle. The other beetles backed farther away as their comrade increased its struggles. In the struggle, one of the bug's midlegs popped off and disappeared into the water. Whatever held the insect wasn't satisfied and continued to tug, pulling the creature underwater.
But by then Fagen was behind the giant insect, gripping the rear of its carapace, struggling to pull it from the grasp of the unseen predator. In fear, the warriors watched and kept their distance. Fagen shouted for help, but the so-called warriors kept their distance.
Fagen stood in the shallow water at the edge of the pool and pulled with all his strength. It wasn't enough. The beetle was torn from his grasp and disappeared beneath the surface. Fagen scrambled away.
Breathing hard, he watched the place where the beetle was dragged down. There was no indication anything had been there. Two down, more supplies missing.
Angrily, Fagen asked the warriors why they hadn't helped.
"It is only a beetle," one said.
"And what if it had been me?"
"Then you would be dead and the beetle would still be alive. At least we do not have to carry its load."
Indeed, the supplies the insect carried were missing as well. It had carried half a dozen of his scientific instruments, instruments required for measuring the output of the ghlowstone's energy. It was a tremendous loss and could very well result in scuttling the expedition.
The pool rippled again and Fagen spotted the carapace as it bobbed to the surface. Staying clear, he managed to fish it out. The empty shell was all that remained.
"Water dragon," commented one of the warriors. "Very nasty."
"Why didn't you warn me?"
"You didn't ask," came the reply.
"What are you here for?"
"To carry three copels of jewels back to..."
"Never mind," Fagen interrupted. The loss of the gear was disturbing enough without having to listen to the Malaaz' one-sided version of things.
There were still two beetles left. They avoided the water and went to their Malaaz handlers, looking for reassurance. As the warriors stroked the beetles' antennae and calmed them, Fagen took stock of what they carried.
Unknown to the Malaaz, there were two spare stunners, an old-fashioned projectile weapon, and ammunition among the remaining supplies. Insuring he carried everything he needed to complete the trip, Fagen removed the weapons and put them into his own pack as well as all the food packets he could stuff inside. Not surprisingly, the warriors didn't offer to carry more than they already lugged on their backs.
They had to cross the stream, but it was certain they wouldn't chance it anywhere near the pool. After marching half a klick downstream, they found a place that was narrow and shallow enough to cross. They made it to the opposite bank without incident and re-entered the jungle.
Chapter 16
Yoni liked the bridge. He could watch the lights from the instrument panels and see the men drive the ship, although at this point in their journey, there wasn't much steering involved. Presently, the Grunwald's computers controlled all functions. In the grip of the transwarp, there was little to do but wait until they popped out of the wormhole.
Burke hated the Bedoran's presence and didn't try very hard to conceal it.
"What if it decides to start pushing buttons? What then?"
Harry sat at his position. He didn't look at Burke as he spoke. "I told you, he's not going to do anything like that."
"All right. I just hope you know what you're doing."
"That sounds mighty close to insolence, Jim. You're the one who likes to play by the book. What would you call it?"
Burke pressed his lips together and didn't answer. As if on cue, Utme entered the bridge to relieve Serge. Burke's watch was over as well, much to Harry's relief. Serge and Burke exited together and Utme took her place at the navigator's console.
"This is my first watch as a navigator," admitted Utme.
"Are you nervous?"
"No, sir."
She said it with such certainty Harry had no doubt it was true.
"How's the boy doing?"
Harry looked at Yoni. He was watching the realtime systems readouts on the main monitor and didn't notice the attention.
"He's doing fine. Excited about going home."
"Pretty cold on Bedor."
"Yes. I saw the temperature fall to a hundred below when I was there."
"Curious."
"What's that?"
"Oh, I was thinking, it's curious that such a massive change in worldwide climate could come on so suddenly. I mean, from the reports and what I understand, ten years ago the Bedorans lived in relative comfort. Now, they're freezing to death. What do you think happened?"
Harry shrugged. There was no way to be absolutely sure.
"Could it be artificially induced?"
"Not by any technology mankind possesses."
"Extra-terrestrial?"
"There's been no sign of the True Ones since our first and last encounter. We know of no other race that even comes close to the required technology."
"And they bugged out after that first contact. I don't know. It seems obvious they were responsible for moving the Bedorans around. But why would they initiate devastating climatic changes?"
"I don't know. But then I could never make much sense out of anything they did."
Yoni grew bored with the systems displays and stared at Utme. After a while, he reached over and felt her skin. To Harry he said, "This one's skin is soft, like yours, but different color. This one is like the night."
Utme allowed Yoni to inspect her and asked Harry what the boy said.
"He commented on our racial differences."
"What does he think about it?"
"I don't know. Let me ask." Harry turned to Yoni and spoke in the Bedoran language, asking what he thought about the black woman's skin color.
Yoni chattered and whistled, tail punctuating his speech.
"What'd he say?"
"He said he understands how hard it is to be different. He also asked me what color your blood is."
"Why would he ask that?"
"Among the Bedorans, if your blood is any color other than red, you're an alien. A creature not to be trusted."
"You can tell him I bleed red."
Harry did so and Yoni was relieved to hear it. "He says he'd like to be your friend because you are big and strong."
Utme flashed a smile. "Tell him I'd be happy to be his friend."
When he received the news, Yoni waved his tail in satisfaction.
The crew began to congregate on the bridge an hour before time to exit the wormhole. To Burke's satisfaction, Yoni had grown tired long before and Harry took him back his cabin where the Bedoran boy promptly curled up on the bunk and went to sleep. In contrast, Jareem had slept practically the entire time the ship traveled through the wormhole, but now he was wide awake and full of energy. He spoke in Swahili to Utme, asking if she was having any problems with the white men.
Before she could answer, Harry spoke up. "Uh, Jareem, my Swahili is rusty, but I remember enough. Just what kind of problems did you have in mind?"
A wide grin spread over Jareem's face. "It was just a joke, Commander, that's all!"
Utme suppressed a smile and kept her eyes on the readouts.
Burke spoke up. "I'm sure O'Neill, like the rest of us, has had Corporation courses in racism and plurality. It's mandatory, you know."
"That's right, I have," admitted Jareem. "I'm just not used to being packed in with so many of you at once."
"I know how you feel," said Serge, "I'm Jewish. Imagine how that feels."
"All right, knock it off. We're set to leave the hole."
They watched the exterior monitor as the clock counted down. The screen showed the stars as multi-colored tracers that ran across the sky. It looked exactly like the simulations the crew had experienced during training. When the ship popped out, there was no jolt, no sudden loss of senses. They were simply there. In this case, at a point in space twenty thousand kilometers outside the Bedoran solar system.
The sun dominated the view and two of the three planets shone brightly. The third, Bedor-2, was on the other side of the sun.
Typically, as with a crewload of juniors and first-timers, an unrestrained shout filled the bridge. It almost embarrassed Harry. If things went as he hoped, they hadn't seen anything yet.
"Lay in an orbital course for Bedor-3. Recorders on?"
"Yep. Orbital solution locked in and counting to ten, mark, nine, eight..."
Those not sitting moved to acceleration chairs and strapped in.
"Okay, here we go, people."
"six, five..."
Harry's heart rate edged up, triggering a response from somewhere that touched him at the very core of his being. A blinding light burst forth in front of his eyes and, for a moment, he wondered if Bedor had gone nova. But it was something that happened from the inside out. He could feel heat generating from his chest out to his limbs and up to the top of his head.
At the same time, he plainly heard Utme counting down. The others paid him no mind. They watched the monitors closely as they anticipated the sudden thrust of the impulse engines.
Harry wasn't sure if he hadn't suffered a stroke. He moved his fingers and toes. Utme's count was slowing. The digital readouts changed tortuously slow. As Harry watched, a five slowly disappeared and was replaced just as slowly by a four.
Impressions of everyone on the bridge came to mind. The conscious thoughts of five people now floated freely into Harry's mind. It was such a jumble it was hard to tell who was who.
He discovered that if he concentrated enough, he could shut out the cacophony and focus on one person at a time. If he wanted, he could feel Yoni's consciousness as well as that of Roberta, or Bobbie as Harry discovered she preferred to be called. He wondered how far he could reach and started to call to Kathleen. At the last second, he stopped himself from actually saying her name aloud. The loss of focus was momentary, but long enough to disturb his concentration. Thoughts from his crew tumbled in as Harry lost control. Someone was picturing what Bedor-3 looked like, someone else was concentrating on the clock, another was remembering Jeb Stuart spinning away into the darkness. Attached to that picture was a mixed, twisted emotion of both glee and triumph. The entire impression was replaced by Dr. Ferguson's memory of a conversation between herself and Jareem. That memory, in turn was replaced by others until, with great effort, Harry willed it all to stop.
"...three, two, one, ignition!" Utme shouted.
The Grunwald shook as the great rockets fired, shifting the Corporation spacecraft into a suitable orbital trajectory. Below, in the commander's cabin, Yoni clung to Roberta. In his mind's eye, Harry could see them. He projected farther, to the planet they approached, down onto its surface, across its icy plains to the slopes that held the remains of the Bedoran race. He searched out the valley and saw that something was wrong. Steam no longer rose from the lake. Now it was completely covered by ice and snow.
The engines stopped after ten seconds and Harry was once again back on the bridge of the Grunwald.
"Scan for ion trails and tachyon traces. Check our entry path, Utme. Let's start rolling with the geophysical data. I want to see if this place is any colder than it was before. I've got a bad feeling it is. Jareem, you're not doing anything. Get me some readings on the wormhole stability at this end."
"That's not common procedure," complained Burke. "Ordinarily, wormhole readings are taken at the end of the mission."
"So, we'll do it again on the way back out."
"Got initial temperature readings coming in now," the doctor reported. "Our target area reads..." she looked down a list of figures. "This can't be right."
"What is it?" Harry asked, already knowing what the answer would be, but still hoping he was wrong.
"This says two hundred below."
Nobody on the bridge said a word. There was nothing to say. Chances of anything surviving at that temperature were nil. The atomic furnace he'd left would burn indefinitely, but that would only allow the Bedorans to starve to death.
Again, without warning, the memory of Jeb Stuart's death crossed Harry's mind. This time, though, it was Harry playing it back for himself. Someone in the group had been happy about the death, and as Harry explored the possibilities, he became just as certain that the same person had somehow murdered Stuart. Who it was, Harry couldn't say for sure.
"Are we going to attempt a landing anyway, Commander?" asked Jareem.
"Yes, of course. We didn't come all this way for nothing. As long as there's still a chance..." His voice trailed away.
"It's going to take some time before I receive all the required data for the wormhole analysis," added Jareem.
"We've got time. Mr. Burke?"
"Yes?"
"What's our transit time to Bedor-3?"
"Fourteen hours."
"Fine." Harry unbuckled the straps that held him to his seat. "You've got the conn, Mr. Burke. I'll be in my quarters. Utme, I'd like you and Ms. Long to pre-flight the shuttle. When Jareem has concluded his analysis, he can join you. I'll tell Ms. Long to meet you in the hanger bay. Questions, anyone?"
Serge held up his hand. "What if, you know, we get down there and find that they're all... well, you know, what if they're..."
"The mission doesn't change, Serge. We're a survey team. If the Bedorans haven't survived, we still have plenty to do."
"Speaking of which," interjected Burke, "who's going down?"
"Utme, Roberta, Jareem, and myself. Yoni too."
"I'd like to go, if you don't mind."
"Negative, Mr. Burke. You'll remain aboard the Grunwald and continue to gather survey data."
Burke's eyes narrowed but he said nothing. Harry felt the man's gaze as he turned his back and left the bridge.
Chapter 17
The lander was a modified shuttle. The design was more fuel efficient, larger, and more comfortable than the earlier models, but Harry wasn't thinking about that. Instead, as Bobbie guided the shuttle over the ice-covered plains, Harry unsuccessfully tried to dredge up his newfound powers. He wanted to know if any of the tribe was still alive. The problem was he couldn't induce his sensory powers to appear. Maybe it was because Jareem kept talking to Utme, and Harry couldn't concentrate properly.
In Swahili, Jareem asked Utme if she'd like to accompany him to the Bahamas when they completed the trip.
Utme answered, "I don't know you that well. Besides, it might be better to pay attention to what's going on here and now."
"Now that's exactly what I mean. I'm here and the time is now. Whenever you're around, I don't want to waste a second."
"Okay, knock it off," Harry interrupted. "We're coming up on the mountain range. I want you all to keep a sharp eye for any movement below."
Jareem looked out the window. "Ain't nothing down there, Commander. Far as I can see, it looks like a white man's Christmas."
O'Neill was right. In every direction as far as they could see, a cold white blanket covered the ground, unbroken in its smoothness. There were no tracks, not even a boulder nor a long dead tree. The white rolled on over the plains like a sea caught in a still photograph until it slanted up into the foothills that preceded the mountains.
They flew up the slopes looking for the river that led to the Bedoran stronghold. Although they never spotted the river, Harry finally recognized the area where the lake should have been. As he had imagined, it too was totally frozen and covered with a thick coat of snow. Harry directed Bobbie to a spot that was as close to the cave as they could get.
With the heat from the engines melting the snow beneath, the shuttle touched ground with a jolt. Harry unbuckled his restraints and directed Utme to accompany him while the others waited inside.
Yoni grasped Harry by the arm. "I want to go."
"We've got to make a passage through the ice. It looks like the entrance to the cavern is covered."
"I'll help," Yoni said hopefully.
"Not this time," said Harry as he pulled on his thermal suit.
"Why not?"
Harry sighed and looked at the boy. "It's colder than it was before. Much colder. You have to wait here until we know..." Harry's voice trailed off.
"Know what? I'm on Bedor. I'm home."
"I understand, little Arai. You're anxious to see everybody, but you're going to have to wait a little longer."
"How long?"
"Just enough for Utme and me to check things out."
The boy finally understood he wasn't going to be permitted to leave the shuttle and he fell into a sulking silence. When Utme and Harry were prepared, they carried their equipment to the airlock. Yoni watched sullenly from a window as the two left.
Fortunately, the air was clear. Still, the fierceness of the cold hit Harry like a slap on the face. He shot a look at Utme. Stoically, she gritted her teeth and continued forward without complaint. They weren't far from the cave and soon they stood at the base of the frozen cliff. As expected, the entrance was covered with ice and snow.
Harry removed the pieces of a tripod from his pack and fitted them together. Because of its weight, the portable laser had to be hauled on a sled. Utme unloaded the instrument and, with Harry's help, placed it atop the tripod. After a few adjustments, Harry switched on the device and guided the cut manually as the beam sizzled through the ice. In minutes, he created a hole large enough to walk through.
Utme took the first step inside. She called to Harry, telling him it was safe to enter.
A foul smell was the first thing he noticed. It was an odor he'd smelled before and always hoped he'd never smell again. It was the odor of rotting flesh.
Once inside the tunnel, it was comfortable, even warm. Apparently, Harry thought grimly to himself, the furnace was still functioning normally. Utme took the lead and kept her light pointed at the ground until they entered the central chamber. As before, there was enough light coming from the minerals in the walls and ceiling to illuminate the entire cavern.
It didn't take long to find the bodies. They lay where they died, some with their arms around one another and some in places where they had crawled off to die alone. Their emaciated frames told the story: the Bedorans had starved to death.
When he and Utme were outside again, Harry radioed the bad news and started toward the shuttle. As cold as it was, he lingered, not knowing what to say to Yoni. He approached the shuttle and, when he was near enough, he saw that the boy was still at the same window, watching and waiting.
Harry waved and the boy waved back, hope in his eyes. A great sadness passed through Harry and rested in his chest. He'd failed to save the tribe. As far as he knew, Yoni was the last member of the Bedoran race.
Without really trying, Harry allowed his mind to stretch out and roam over the expense of the planet. In the depths of the oceans, he finally detected life, essentially a few blind fish swimming among mollusks. Other than that, the planet was lifeless.
He snapped out of it and glanced up to the window again. Yoni was still there, waiting for Harry to come in and give him the news.
*
Once they were back aboard the Grunwald, Burke wouldn't let the I-told-you-so look drop from his face. Dr. Ferguson sighed and crossed her arms. Jareem looked bored. The others took the news indifferently and looked to Harry.
"Maybe I should go look in on the little guy," suggested Bobbie.
Harry shook his head. "Give him some time. After I told him, he didn't act like he wanted to talk to anybody."
"I don't blame him," said Bobbie. "I feel sorry for him."
"What about the bodies?" asked the doc.
"We left them where they were."
"What!? Do you think that's in the best interests of the Corporation? You're joking, is that it?"
"No Doctor, I'm not."
"Commander," she protested, "those bodies are more valuable to us as samples. I'm certain the Corporation would offer bonuses, even though the bodies may be somewhat decomposed."
Harry put up a hand. "It's too late, Doc. We're up here and they're down there. We can do the remainder of our survey from orbit."
Jareem spoke up. "Irons doesn't need another bonus. He's already rich. He's looking for bigger fish."
To Harry's surprise, Burke came to his aid. "That's going a little too far, mister."
Jareem straightened up and stared hard at Co-commander Burke. "Oh, is that right?" he said as he leaned toward Burke. Burke didn't move.
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