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Part 1 -- Betrayal
Chapter 1
Marcus tapped his fingers across the touch screen controls, righting the pole-ward drift of his fighter as he headed for the curve of the horizon. He glanced at the two massive starships orbiting almost side-by-side above the world. The smaller Moonwind had unexpectedly dropped in system within hours of the larger Augusta's arrival -- a rare occasion to have two such well-known craft in the same system. The Moonwind had deployed a long, tubular shuttle full of partygoers and ranking crew, already heading for the Augusta. A dozen single-man fighters danced around the two ships' perimeters, sunlight illuminating one after another in bursts of silver light. He could trace their movement, having flown those patterns dozens of times. All routine.
His own fighter followed a different path towards the planet's equator, en route for the dark side of Kailani. Pretty name; he had learned the word meant "the sea and the sky" in an old Earth language. When the Augusta came within visual range of the planet he understood the aptness of the name. The colony gave the term backwater a whole new meaning. It didn't just refer to the world's lack of technology, though with a few commsats in orbit Marcus wouldn't have needed to take this recon swing. The name came for another reason, though. He had never seen so much water in one place, the blue broken by occasional white clouds and distant specks of small islands.
Two inconspicuous moons hung above the horizon, gravity linking them in a stable orbit. They cast an odd, grayish-green light back from the sun.
The recon work was a waste of time. The Inner Worlds Council fleet had fought the enemy off two systems away, and the Augusta headed here as a protective measure to keep this mineral-rich colony safe while others did the mop-up work elsewhere. The war seemed to be coming to a slow and laborious end and the fighting had become sporadic. Recon flights, and not dogfights, would become more common.
As he crossed the twilight line into night, Marcus couldn't even see the distant glow of planet-bound cities since there was nothing larger than villages on the islands. Contact with the Augusta disappeared over the horizon, leaving Marcus with a long silent orbit and nothing to watch except the red and green indicators on the boards; little distraction while he battled boredom and fatigue. The infrared scanner finally found a sizable warm spot, but computer analysis read the area as a huge algae patch in the sea, the natural oxygen builders for this water world.
By the time he completed the slow, five orbit sweep of this world the crews of both ships would have had their party and he'd be lucky to get the mess crew to warm some coffee for him.
And it was his own fault. He knew Captain Harris hated him. He shouldn't have been so cocky in their last meeting. He feared a long time would pass before Harris let him fly patterns with the others. He foresaw his future as a series of increasingly boring recon flights unless he somehow won a transfer to another ship. Or he might leave the service entirely, since his option would come up soon.
Could he tie himself forever to some world and never travel the stars again?
Marcus shivered at the thought and fixated on the work at hand. One bit of land poked out from the southern pole into the wide ocean. Somewhere on the peninsula, the IWC center had a small landing port and an observation station. It sent a monotonous single automated beep as he passed overhead. The locals mistrusted the IWC, which made officials nervous with the rebels so close.
Not his problem. He needed to scan and report back to the ship. With one orbit almost completed, he swept the fighter toward the slate-blue horizon while watching the edge of a gigantic storm swirling in a chaotic mass near the dawn's edge. The sheer magnitude of the weather system, and the readings his scanners gave on the winds, almost pulled him out of his bad mood. At a better time, he would have been tempted to slip down to the edge of the storm and ride out some of the bands. Few of his fellow pilots enjoyed atmosphere flying, but to Marcus the storm presented a real challenge.
Unfortunately, he dared not do anything except what was by-the-book or else he would chance making things worse between him and the Captain. He took the expected readings from the storm and let his imagination play with the idea of flying into the heart of the weather system.
He rounded the curve of the planet, his vidcam catching the first rays of sunlight as the window polarized. Islands dotted the world below like pebbles thrown into a pond. The ships --
Something wrong.
Something very wrong: Fighters out of position, debris, hot spots -- the signs of battle. His hands automatically keyed on his weapons, a series of familiar movements and beeps accompanied by the flash of amber lights on the right side of his board. He twisted in his seat, frantic as he searched for the rebel ship which must be somewhere nearby. Tracking went live overlaying the bubble dome above him with a glowing green grid of lines. He still couldn't find the enemy.
His equipment picked up signs of massive damage to the Augusta's starboard bay. He couldn't get a naked-eye visual from here, but with a touch of the controls the vidcam zoomed in on twisted and melted metal -- already cooled -- and debris hugging close to the larger ship. His computer located a few pieces of the Moonwind's shuttle, flung far outward from the ship . . . and the computer gave a ninety-five percent possibility of more pieces imbedded in the damaged bay.
The shuttle had exploded inside the Augusta.
He could find no rebel craft.
His fingers moved by rote, keying the vidcam's range back just as the Moonwind fired weapons straight into the Augusta.
"No, no, no!" Was that his voice?
The stream of luminous neutrons punched straight through the unprotected shell of the larger ship. In a timeless moment of mind-numbing fear and loss, Marcus watched as brutal explosions ripped through the interior, throwing off pieces of the hull plating and scattering debris out the far side. No one would survive!
"Marcus! Get your ass out of --"
O'Dell's voice, there and as quickly cut off. His comp tracked her fighter as two Moonwind craft drew down on her, weapons firing. O'Dell's fighter exploded under their combined attack, a smaller loss almost lost in the glow of the larger one.
His body obeyed her orders. Hands trembling, he reached for the controls and tried to dive out of the path of the Moonwind fighters.
They followed, but he maneuvered into a tight swing against gravity, proving himself a better pilot. Marcus flew under the belly of the first fighter before the weapons could track. He fired so close he could see the metal burn before the fighter exploded.
One for O'Dell. It didn't ease the cold, icy feeling of shock taking hold of him. His hands kept moving. Well-trained. How many could he take? Not enough -- not enough revenge for everyone gone --
Hands moved, eyes focused, but his mind skittered between rage and emptiness at the loss he couldn't accept or comprehend. Movement honed by years of training and battles became instinctive. He caught the second fighter by surprise, sweeping past and firing, the bubble top bursting and the pilot dead in vacuum before the rest exploded. He moved on to another craft, fighting his way towards his ship to . . . to do something.
Someone shouted his name, dragging him back to the reality of his impossible situation. Whoever had called hadn't survived for long: the comp no longer tracked any undamaged Augusta craft in his range. He fired and destroyed another enemy fighter, but the rest of Moonwind's crew didn't have anyone left to target but him. Two came at Marcus from the side, the first clipping his engine and the second damaging the booster. The combined assault sent his craft tumbling and he banged his arm against the side of the cockpit with enough force that he heard the bone snap before he felt the pain. A moment later, his suit registered the break and shot a painkiller into the arm, though it dimmed it to an ache. The blocker would only hold for a few hours.
He gasped as lights flashed red with warnings of system failure across the board. Power surged as the computer failed to shunt the overload away from the dead boards. He could taste the bitter hint of burnt electronics. Marcus tried to jab at the weapon controls, but pain shot from his right wrist to the shoulder, leaving him too breathless to even curse. He worked the board with his left hand, gliding fingers over the buttons and indentations, powering down what he could of the fighter's controls. His weakened communications system caught part of the broadcast the Moonwind put out, warning of rebels nearby, as though they hadn't been the ones to destroy the Augusta.
Damn. Marcus focused on the board and the flashing a warning of low power, the charge seeping away with each blink of the light. He couldn't tell if the power pack had a full link to his engines, and he couldn't run a diagnostic. Didn't have time; The Moonwind's fighters came for him.
If -- if he still had power -- he could make a quick dive into the gravity well, skim along the top of the clouds, and then head into the night side beyond the storm. There he could try to reach some settlement and --
Hell. It wouldn't work. Backwater world. They didn't have commsats for a reason, which included a long, bad history with the Inner Worlds Council and a dislike of technology. He had read the story with passing interest; old history, nothing he thought he would have to worry about. Now he recalled how the majority of the original population had been lab-adapted to live and work in the mineral-rich expanse of blue oceans. A few generations later, the natives had thrown out the company which still controlled them and turned their backs on the technology used to create them. They didn't have much in technology at all. Going to the natives would not help.
He had to reach the Inner Worlds Council's single Kailani outpost on the little strip of land near the southern pole. They had equipment to punch a message out beyond the system. His vidcam held proof of treachery which would get the Moonwind hunted through every quarter of the Inner Worlds and the Fringe, if need be.
Survival required him to take action. Reaching the outpost wouldn't provide long-term safety, but it was a goal. The outpost, on the far side of a world without commsats, would have no idea what had really happened. They'd know what the Moonwind told them -- what the ship already broadcasted and what its tech crew created for vids.
Damn them.
He marked trajectory by dead reckoning and fired the engines, moving when the other craft least expected as they closed in. Marcus felt his breath catch at the sight of stark white pinpricks of stars scattered across the dark sky. He knew reaching the IWC outpost was no real safety and he would probably never fly the stars again.
His sight blurred in mourning at the thought. How strange when he had lost everything else.
The Augusta came into view as the fighter made the turn. He half lifted his left hand in a final salute, even to that bastard Captain Harris, who had unwittingly saved his life by being so damned prissy and sending Marcus on the recon mission out of spite.
The planet -- Kailani -- came into view. He put his left hand on the board and tried to lift the right to the other controls, but changed his mind as pain lanced through his arm and shoulder. He could see the slight glow of friction as his fighter traced a path along the upper edge of the thermosphere. No time left. Marcus fired the right thruster and aimed pole-ward. The damaged fighter bucked and tried to roll out of his control, but he judged the effect and fired the booster to compensate. The Moonwind fighters came swarming in as soon as they saw him lunge downward toward the world. He hoped he had no trouble finding the peninsula of land sitting uncomfortably near the southern ice cap. He didn't want to crash into the uninviting wilderness of white. Would going there prove better than crashing into the endless expanse of blue ocean covering the rest of the world?
A circumpolar route was the shorter route to the IWC outpost, nearly half a world away. As his good hand began to manipulate the sluggish controls, three Moonwind fighters swept around to cut him off. He cursed and curved toward the longer route, cutting across the equator and sweeping over the top of massive outriders from the storm. The huge clouds with bubbling cotton-tops spread out on his starboard side, obscuring his view.
The craft jumped and squealed with a sudden hit from the enemy craft. He could hear a hiss of air escaping behind his seat. Marcus tried to head towards the south, but the Moonwind's fighters cut him off, herding him north into the wide expanse of ocean.
Damned Kailani technophobes with no communication's system! He needed to get over the horizon and close enough to send a message, even if he didn't have power to send vid as well. He needed to warn them.
A fighter swept towards him, a sudden dark spot coming out of the sun. Marcus skipped out of range with a thruster burst, and the mostly-dead craft obeyed his swiftly-keyed commands. If this had been a one-on-one battle he would have had a chance, even now.
He didn't try to count the number of enemy fighters pursuing him. Two more sweeps by the group won a hit to the port thruster. The fighter spun, his injured arm sending needles of pain through his body. He could hear metal tear --
And his fighter slipped into the thick bank of clouds.
Hope.
Marcus held his breath, fighting the sluggish ship controls and firing his remaining thruster. The booster was gone as well. He held his breath and spun into the very heart of the storm, seeking a place to hide. The winds, chaotic and powerful, drew him northward into a maelstrom of hail and sleet. Lightning flashed so near he could feel the tingle as more of the board went dead. He couldn't see through the dark clouds, and thunder shook the ship, deafening him. Hope, hopelessness: the two emotions balanced on a single sputtering thruster engine keeping him in the air.
One of the fighters tore through the clouds above, firing at random. They must have lost him in the flash of lightning, natural electronic chaff to upset sensors. The shots missed. Marcus breathed again.
He thought more lightning filled the air until the light slipped along the right side of his craft and he saw the outline of another fighter coming at him, weapons blazing. The permaglass bubble cracked, but held. He heard the engine explode and the board went irrevocably dead, all the lights gone. Marcus leaned back, drawing his hand away from the controls. The wind bounced the fighter, tilting the craft at an uncomfortable angle and sending a shock of pain through his broken arm. He watched as the right foil tore off and fell.
That couldn't be right. He should have felt the pressure of the forward thrust die and the craft should have gone straight down with the foil. Instead, he continued to move forward.
Marcus stripped off the harness so he could see behind the cockpit. No power for alarms to ring or safety hooks to stop him. He fought away the sharp pain through his arm.
Worth it. The single starboard thruster still fired. The other, the already dead one, had taken the hit, exploded and fell.
Hope again? Dare he?
Lightning flashed and he felt the prickling once more, like a touch of life returned. He focused his attention back to the controls, his left hand moving over the keys. The board didn't light, but the craft slowly responded when he keyed in a turn. He grinned, unexpectedly remembering Lt. Lisle's last words to him as he climbed into the craft, heading off for a useless recon flight.
"The Captain's a fool to take you out of the fighter wing. You could fly a dead ship through a black hole, Marcus."
This was as close as he would ever get to finding out if Lisle had been right. The controls took finesse. He wanted to head south, but he'd lost all sense of direction, and he wasn't certain he could get the fighter to respond anyway. Marcus closed his eyes and tried to envision the clouds from above. The system had been moving south to north, spreading over the equator and across open ocean. But then ninety-six percent of the world consisted of ocean, though some a shallow covering over submerged landmasses. Shallow might be a relative term, he supposed. Marcus had no doubt he could drown in any part of the watery expanse.
The fighter squealed and shuddered at every attempt to turn. Something else tore free, and the craft lost more stability. The fighter would not survive much longer. He wouldn't reach the IWC post in this craft, but if he survived at least he might find other transport.
Marcus pointed the nose downward and hoped to find land.
The closer he came to the planet's surface, the harder the winds buffeted him. He kept the craft moving at a right angle to the winds, trying to reach the edge of the storm. Getting out of the weather system seemed the best way to survive, though he wondered where the Moonwind fighters had gone and how long they would take to track him.
The nose dipped downward and he had a hell of a time leveling off before he went straight into the ocean. He hoped to see land, but instead he saw only the rush of water around him, confounding sea and storm. He thought he saw occasional spikes of rock and feared he might plow right into one, but he had very little control now.
The damaged permaglass bubble began to crack in a spider web design, obscuring more of the view. Marcus reached out and pushed his hand over the board's controls and fired the thruster -- fired hard and long as he prayed to reach the storm's edge.
The engine shrieked in protest a moment before it exploded. Even the explosion propelled him forward a few heartbeats longer. For a moment he saw the edge of the clouds through the fractured bubble; a low dark line of clouds with the brighter sky beyond, and a rolling expanse of turbulent ocean . . . without a single island in sight.
The fighter plunged into the sea.
Oh hell!
His neck snapped backward, leaving his sight blurred and his head pounding. The permaglass bubble shattered, sending shards everywhere. He felt a sting against his face.
Then he felt the slap of cold wind and icy water.
The storm raged overhead. Waves rushed over the broken permaglass and into the interior. The water level reached above his knees and then to his waist. He grabbed the harness, knowing the little craft wouldn't stay afloat long, but unwilling to let go.
Cold. God, even with his flight suit kicking up the temp to compensate, he still felt the frigid water rushing around him while thunder roared and the wind shrieked as though it became something alive.
Marcus knew he wouldn't survive. He should have thrown himself at the Augusta and gone out like a little star impacting against the dead ship, rather than die alone in some alien sea. He should have died with the rest of his people.
Remember, your flight suit will float if you go down on this damned wet world. As soon as the suit senses the water pressure around you, it will inflate. The suit will seal off damaged areas. Unless it's totally in shreds, the suit will keep you buoyant until help arrives. Your beacon will come on automatically in one half hour unless you turn it off to avoid detection by the enemy.
Had Spraug or Lisle given the lecture as they came in system? He wanted to remember. Why hadn't he been paying better attention? Why couldn't he remember how they looked, standing there in the crew's lounge, preparing the pilots, all of them there conspicuous in the silver and red jackets and black suits rather than the white uniforms of the IWC soldiers. Oh yes, they'd always made a show of being different --
All dead.
The next wave filled the interior with water up to the boards. He started to release the harness but at the last moment remembered to grab the vidchit from the box on the control board. He shoved the chit into his jacket pocket and sealed it closed, giving himself a reason to survive as he threw himself out into the sea.
Water everywhere as the storm and waves crashed over him, and he could no longer tell where storm ended and ocean began. However, the suit ballooned and he bounced along in this hellish maelstrom. He found one of those rock spires and grabbed hold with his good arm. The surface felt slick, but solid. He jabbed the beacon off. No one to come for him, anyway.
He stared up into the gray-on-gray sky while the rain and waves washed over him. He would likely drown anyway.
He hadn't gone far, but when he looked back he saw the fighter's wing rise, dip, and disappear.
Alone.
Chapter 2
Marcus lost his hold on the rock surface. The high swells dragged him down into the inky water before the suit propelled him upward to the surface again. He gagged on salt water, barely able to catch his breath before the waves pulled him under once more. After a couple more waves, though he learned to time them, and catch his breath between each wash of water.
He tucked the hand of his injured arm into right pocket of his jacket, and sealed the opening as tight as he could to hold the hand in place, hoping to ease some of the constant ache. The day, which had already been storm-dark, gradually succumbed to a black, terrifying night though the ocean grew gradually calmer. Marcus drifted on the dangerous currents, unaware and uncaring of where they took him, as long as the waves didn't return him to the heart of the storm.
He could see nothing but the wind-swelled waves, the caps sometimes sparkling with luminescent life. Algae? Small fish? He knew nothing about this world, but at least the glitter reminded him of stars. He watched them rise and fall, the swells pushing him onward. He found rocks sometimes, and he caught hold of one or two, resting his head against them, but as soon as he slept, he lost his hold and drifted away again.
He sometimes saw fighters swing across the sky; they gave him a reason to survive. He didn't want the knowledge of what the Moonwind had done to sink to the bottom of this alien ocean with him. Damn them, why don't they go back to their ship! He worried the sensors would locate him, a warm spot in the cold ocean . . . though not very warm right now, despite his flight suit. His legs had gone numb. Hell, even his broken arm was mostly numb, so he didn't complain.
He could sometimes feel the brush of things in the water. Once something long and stringy caught in his fingers. He thought it was a plant, until he tried to shake the strands free, only to have them curl tighter, trying to hold on. He shuddered, shaking his arm so violently he bounced in the water until the thing let go.
A wave brushed over him and he spat out the salty water and then turned his head and sucked on the fresh water through the tube from his suit collar. He hadn't much left.
He let the water move him.
No one would come and rescue him.
Something bright blossomed off to the right and he stared in fear, wondering what new disaster overtook him, until he realized the sun rose over the sea. Red lines stretched out across the water and upward into the long wide rows of dark clouds, tinting them gray and pink. He hadn't expected to see another day! Marcus squinted past the reflections from the water as the colors changed. He hadn't seen many sunrises or sunsets in the last few years aboard the Augusta. He couldn't be certain he wanted to see this one since the light meant a long day ahead. He tried to lift his head above the water but he could see no island and not even any more of the rocks. Marcus let the little hope die, hardly able to care. He closed his eyes and drifted, waiting for the courage to end everything.
Something touched him.
Whispers.
"Sand," a voice spoke, far too clearly. "I sand, e."
"What?" He opened his eyes to see a splash of water and a ripple of small swells moving around him. Something had been there.
Wisps of clouds caught the first morning light, but all signs of the storm had disappeared. Move, move. Or should he wait, floating here until the voices returned? Which way? Did it matter? He kicked, squinting against the reflected sunlight.
Just keep moving.
"Sand!"
Marcus turned, startled to find three heads resting above the water: large eyes, pale skin glistening with water, and dark hair slicked back. Human faces, though he thought he could see a bloated area around their necks and chests. What the hell?
"Sand," one of them said, frowning. The word didn't sound friendly. "Ap ka, nish ta."
He stared, panic rising. He recalled learning the locals were adapted to the sea. He had forgotten they didn't speak Basic. He didn't know what they tried to tell him.
"Please," he whispered. "Please help me. I need to find land."
The heads slipped into the water. He stared downward where he could see the sinewy shapes disappearing into the depths, disturbing other creatures he would rather not have noticed.
"No! Please!"
Frustration drew a yell of rage as he watched his brief hope of rescue disappear into a place he could not follow. The frantic pounding of his heart filled his ears and blocked out the interminable whisper of the ocean. Hope had been there for a moment.
"Sand!"
He spun to find the three had surfaced to his right.
"Ap ka! Ap ka!"
"I don't understand!"
"Ka!" One lifted a long slim arm from the water. He waved in a direction to the right. "Ka is. Ap!"
He began swimming in the direction the man pointed and they slipped under the water with the same undulating movement, downward past submerged rocks and disappearing into the dark.
They didn't return. He kept swimming as best he could, his left arm moving, his right arm radiating stabs of pain. His legs moved, but he didn't get far before he found another rock to cling to for a while.
Marcus knew he'd been unconscious from the way he came awake: a slow drag back to the world, uncertain of anything except for the water everywhere. Sickness swept through him as he coughed, the taste of seawater burning his throat. He shivered, and for a moment he didn't realized he was moving against the waves.
Hands had hold of him, pulling him forward. The shock made him more ill. He wanted to stop moving.
"Please."
"Omay ap."
"I don't understand." Marcus twisted to see . . . a face with pale skin covered in minute prismatic scales, each catching the light of the sun. It was an otherwise human looking face, until he saw a membrane blink over dark blue eyes and the nose seal shut with each breath. He stared, shocked. Aliens?
Adapted to life on an ocean world, the reports had said. Or had that been in an ocean world?
"Ap, sand."
Marcus didn't speak this time. He hadn't the strength to wonder why or where they might be taking him. They had, he realized, wrapped something around his injured arm, a stiff, immobile protection, but it didn't ease the pain. He closed his eyes.
Day shifted slowly to evening, though a calm one this time.
"Sand." A long-fingered hand poked at his chest. "Eat."
Someone put food into his mouth and he chewed something gritty and odd tasting, the first food he'd had since he left the ship. The word eat drew his attention. He felt a moment of startled hope. "Do you speak Basic?"
"Nish Basic. Kailanian. Eat."
He chewed slowly and swallowed, without the strength to do more. They had taken uncertain refuge around a large stand of rocks in this otherwise empty ocean. The strangers had placed him with his back to the stone in a somewhat sheltered area. The three remained with him, illuminated by the faint phosphorescent glow in the sea. The stranger handed him another piece of what must be fish, like they had from the tanks on the ships. He would have preferred something else.
Marcus noted the blue covering on the stranger's arm which seemed some sort of shirt. Clothing made the stranger seem more human and not some alien creature in the sea.
The food gave him strength. He lifted his head and watched the sunset. Clouds filled the sky, sending out dark streamers, catching the last light and mimicking ribbons of fire above the ocean. He had seen few sunsets in the last years aboard the Augusta, and he hadn't expected this one to be so breathtaking.
In the last shards of daylight, he glanced around at the three who had helped him. They stared at the sunset as well, obviously as pleased as he had felt by the unexpected splendor.
"It's beautiful."
"E, beu," one said, nodding.
"Thank you. Thank you for saving me at least long enough to see another sunset."
He didn't know if they understood the words, but he thought they realized the implications. They moved again when total darkness fell, tugging his body through the water. Sometimes they whispered.
And finally, there in the dark, he wondered where they were taking him.
Something hard hit his knees.
"Sand!"
Marcus came awake as they dragged him from the sea to an island shore, the area already faintly lit by the golden glow of dawn. They'd reached land!
He tried to help, but his legs would neither move nor hold him. He thought the others cursed, though softly, as if they didn't want anyone to hear. Marcus could see blurred lights and thought he heard distant voices. His rescuers dragged him forward against the pull of the water and settled him at the dry line above the waves. His suit deflated and a cold breeze blew across his face while the world seemed to shift and sway around him. He tried not to be ill, gasping for breath.
He lifted his head to find the three shadowed figures already heading to the sea, the water up to their knees.
"Hey!"
One of them stopped and looked at him, though the other two appeared anxious to get away and kept moving. Marcus watched them dive into the water, ripples racing out and lapping against the shore. The one remained, tall and human-shaped in the faint light. Marcus couldn't see his face.
"Thank you, friend."
"E, friend," the stranger replied. He put a hand to his chest. "Paku, sand."
The last of his rescuers dived into the water, vanishing with a quick kick of long legs. The waves spread over the disturbance, and all sign of the three disappeared.
The swift rush of morning light changed the endless dark sea to a pale blue, illuminating the waves as they chased white froth up the shore to brush at his feet. Pink tinted clouds stood not far off and a cold wind whipped around him. The water had seeped in around his suit and he didn't think he would ever be dry again.
Marcus hadn't the strength to stand, and even sitting proved too difficult. When his good arm gave way, he tumbled backward and stared at the sky, watching the day come with the same sense of wonder he'd felt at sunset the night before.
He hadn't expected to survive.
Voices came from behind him. He tried to sit, but movement of his broken arm sent pain through his body and almost left him unconscious. Heavier gravity, he remembered now since he had to deal with it. 1.12 earth standard, and his body, free from the comforting embrace of the sea, already began to protest.
"Nish Kailani, e sand! Apla pura Tara sel Omay!"
Someone ran. Marcus wanted to curse his inability to understand, but merely breathing had become difficult and he shivered, feeling increasing cold in the breeze. Strangers gathered around him, some long haired and wearing loose fitting robes, and others with shorter hair wearing pants and shirts. Almost all the clothing seemed created in shades of blue, so the crowd faded into the sea and sky. He didn't dare look into their faces for fear of what he would see there.
Marcus closed his eyes.
Someone touched his arm. He thought he must have drifted away for a moment. He came awake to find two robed strangers, the first kneeling beside him, and a second, stiff-backed and narrow-eyed, standing behind his companion. Voices rose in a babble of sound all around them. Marcus thought he could almost understand some words. Shadows moved, startling him into movement, which sent pain through his arm and the rest of his body.
The one kneeling by him glanced at the crowd and frowned. "Nas!"
Everyone fell silent as the man leaned closer, half shading Marcus from the bright sun. He focused on the pale face and dark eyes. "You are safe here, stranger."
"You speak Basic." He felt almost an embarrassment of relief.
"Yes. I am the translator for my sasel. How did you get here?"
"They attacked my ship. Rebels." He tried to move, but the man held him down with one hand and shook his head. Marcus took another breath and continued. "They destroyed the IWC Augusta and I think I might be the only one who survived. My fighter went down in the sea."
The translator said things in his own language and the words won a shifting of people and more of the maddening whispers. The translator gave a quick bow of his head. "You are safe. We had seen some of the battle in the sky. You survived somehow, even in the ocean. You are a wonder, sand."
"Sand?" Marcus asked, wondering at the word.
The stranger seemed momentarily embarrassed with a slight coloring of pink under the paler, and prismatic skin. "Sand is what we call people from the stars, because we are told there are so many of you that you are like the sand on the shore."
"Ah. They kept calling me sand as they brought me here."
The man's head tilted and he could see surprise in the widening of his eyes though he kept any other reaction from showing. "People brought you here, and yet did not stay to meet us? What was their sasel color?"
"Color?" Marcus asked.
"Neck bands." He touched the strip of dark blue cloth around his neck. "Blue? Green? Red?"
"I saw no strip, but I wasn't looking for one. They dragged me here and left."
"Ah." He translated, and this time won sounds of worry from the crowd. The man who stood at his back spoke with a nod towards Marcus. The translator leaned closer, seeing the broken arm this time.
"I'm Marcus."
"My apologies. I am Tara sel Omay." He brushed long, dark hair from his face. "Your arrival is unusual enough, without the help of someone not of the sasel. I assume if they had been sel Omay, they would have stayed. Odd, as though we needed anything odder than you. No matter right now. We shall carry you to sasel Omay, out of the wind."
"Where?"
"To the clan house," Tara sel Omay said and started to stand.
Marcus reached for him and the stiff-backed stranger swept in between them, nearly stepping on Marcus. He had his hand on a knife at his belt, and Marcus saw the bright gleam of metal as the blade came part way out of the sheath.
"Nish," Tara said, stepping to the stranger's side. "Nish, Elis sel Tor."
The stranger gave a sullen nod, the weapon remaining half out of the sheath. He seemed different from the others, this one with curly brown hair, almost almond shaped eyes, and a glare Marcus didn't think he deserved.
Marcus held his breath, uncertain if he faced danger or not. A new wave of panic almost gave him enough strength to be worried.
"You are safe, sand. Marcus. Elis sel Tor is my guard. Be careful of how you move. He takes the position too seriously."
Marcus nodded, his mouth gone dry, and kept his hand still this time. The feeling of safety dissipated under the dark, pitiless stare from the guard. A cold wind blew off the water, and he shivered, as much at the cold as at the feeling he had not reached a good place.
"They bring a stretcher to move you," Tara reported. "We'll get you off the cold beach soon. You will be safe inside."
"Will I?" he asked, glancing briefly at Elis sel Tor.
"Yes, unless you prove yourself an enemy." Tara's eyes narrowed. "I wonder what sasel -- what clan brought you here?"
"I don't know."
Tara remained silent and Marcus feared not knowing the answer would prove a continuing problem. He didn't want to find himself caught in some local misunderstanding. "I need to get to the IWC Outpost here on world. Do you know it?"
"Yes. I translate there." Tara's frown crushed the hope Marcus had started to feel. "You cannot go yet."
"I have to!" He started to push himself up, but Tara knelt and stopped him from more movement, despite a warning hiss from Elis.
Tara glanced to his guard and shook his head, silencing the man before he turned back. "Be still, Marcus. This world is heavy for many of your kind which can cause problems. I have seen such at the Outpost. You must regain your strength. We cannot go to the IWC at this moment, not with the storm between us and them. And I will need to arrange a ship."
Marcus tried to believe the words from this stranger, but he hadn't had much contact with planet-bound people during his ten years in the service. Even his few leaves had been spent in and around port towns. He didn't know how to trust these people. He took deep breaths and forced calm, until he realized ship did not mean something which flew through the air. They would go by sea.
To the place Tara sel Omay knew and where he worked. The realization reached him on another level.
"I would. . . I would say I'm lucky I fell into your hands," Marcus whispered. "But lately I've stopped believing in luck."
Tara gave a short nod of agreement. Marcus had the very distinct feeling the man didn't believe luck had brought him here, either. They both understood the implications: someone brought him to this place because Tara understood his language.
Others brought a stretcher and Marcus closed his eyes as they shifted him onto the pliable surface. He held his breath against the pain as they began to ferry him from the beach to somewhere else, each step a painful jolt. He didn't care where they went as long as Tara stayed close. He opened his eyes for a brief moment and saw the man and his guard walking beside the stretcher. Others moved at the edges of his sight, speaking in a babble of words.
They moved under a canopy of leaves and Marcus watched the sudden infusion of green with surprise and wonder. The scent of oranges drifted through the green bower. He hadn't smelled oranges still on the tree since he left home. There he had sometimes worked in the orchards when they would hire port rats like him to pick fruit. He'd hated the work, back then.
Birds flittered through the trees, whistling their calls of warning and greeting. He had seen videos of such creatures; rare things, those birds from Earth, which seldom survived on other worlds. They must have been adapted to the higher gravity, like the people adapted to the sea.
The trees gave way and he could see the upper stories of a tall building close by. Beige walls, the color of the sand, rose over him with odd geometric designs painted along the edges and around the windows. Or perhaps those were written words. He couldn't make them out clearly enough and hadn't the interest to move his head and see anything more than what came by chance into his view; people peering out of a window, distant sky, and then an awning of cloth, fluttering in a breeze. He heard whispered voices and the splash of water, though too close to be the sea.
As they moved up a few steps, the stretcher tilted. He grabbed with his good hand, afraid he would fall before they righted him. They stopped at the side of the building.
From here he could see the door to one side and an open courtyard surrounded by trees to the other. His eyes would not focus far, so he kept his attention on the door. Someone had polished the surface to a glorious shine. The surface showed intricate designs carved into the wood: squares and triangles, circles looping through the rest.
"Marcus, are you awake?"
He turned his head to Tara, though the movement took almost all his strength. He wanted to close his eyes. He felt ill.
"Marcus?" Tara asked.
"Here. I'm here."
Tara nodded. "We're at sasel Omay. I'm taking you inside, though we rarely let strangers in."
"I --" Coughing caught him and Tara took hold of his shoulders and kept him from moving. Elis seemed more worried than angry this time.
"I have sent for the sel Omay medic," Tara told him. "I don't know what she can do since you are sand. Our physiology is not quite the same, you understand."
"Yes," he replied. And didn't care.
"Marcus, stay with me." Tara glanced toward the door.
He didn't ask why the door hadn't opened yet. He didn't care. "Please, I have to sleep. But I want to smell the oranges. I hadn't. . . ."
He didn't know what he had been saying and started to slip away. He almost reached for Tara, thinking to draw his attention, to have someone talk to him and keep him here. He dropped his hand as Elis sel Tor started to step forward. He wouldn't make the same mistake again.
Tara frowned. "The Lady of the Sasel will want to talk to you. This is important, Marcus."
"I'll try."
The door opened and they began to move. The worry eased from Tara's face, as though someone might not have let him inside. Would they have left him there on the steps to sleep? Should he have asked? Too late. They moved while twisting the stretcher in ways that hurt his arm first before the ache began to spread everywhere. He lost sight of the cloth, door, sky and trees and found himself staring at a ceiling painted in some scene. People and flowers.
A face leaned over him. He blinked, focusing on an older woman with long, gray hair, dark eyes showing lines of age around the edges, and thin lips pressed tightly together in a frown of disapproval. She shook her head and looked past him to where Tara stood.
"Sand y sasel Omay." She shook her head with evident disgust. "Nish sand, Tara sel Omay."
She poked at Marcus, starting to growl more words as she jabbed his injured arm. He gasped and the world went black and red. He heard distant voices, raised in anger. Danger. He wouldn't survive!
Someone took hold of his face. He tried to pull away, rolling to the side and landing on his knees, hard on a floor made of tiles. This was a strange, alien place and the colors moved and the sounds roared. He couldn't lift his head and when he tried to move, he fell on his injured arm instead.
"Marcus! Calm! You are safe. She didn't mean to hurt you. She didn't know!"
Tara knelt, the woman standing behind him, tall and stately, wearing a long robe but this one with gold threads woven in the hem and sleeves, and jewels on her fingers. She glared.
Marcus focused on Tara, hoping for help. "She doesn't want me here," he whispered, afraid and too weak to speak louder. "Please, Tara, get me out of here."
More whispers. Tara stopped them with a wave of his hand.
"We are not cousins," Tara replied. "You should not call me by my given name without my sasel title."
"I'm sorry." Marcus started to fall and caught himself with his left hand hard on the floor. He could feel the ridges of the tiles beneath his fingers, and the coolness against the fever of his skin. "I'm sorry. I don't know the rules. Please, Tara sel Omay. Please take me out of here."
"No."
Marcus gave a cry of despair and let himself fall this time, hoping the blackness would take him away. He didn't want to be among enemies. Tara moved with uncommon speed and caught him, bracing so he didn't put pressure on the injured arm. Marcus gave a strangled cry, this time more of frustration than of pain. The other people stood beyond the range of his failing vision. He stared at the floor. Pretty colors. Blue worked with gold.
"Easy, friend." Tara sel Omay helped move him toward the stretcher. "You are safe. Sarala sel Omay is here. She's our medic. Let her take care of you."
Marcus lifted his head to see an unexpectedly pretty young woman drop on her heels by Tara. The older one had moved away, but he could see her gray hair marking her in the crowd of people who watched.
He closed his eyes, and heard Tara sel Omay saying something, but the blackness came at last.
Chapter 3
At some point in the past, somewhere between the ocean and this room, Marcus had stopped trying to judge the passage of time. He recognized light and dark and sometimes heard the sounds of birds at the window over the bed. And oddly, he listened to the clicks of equipment measuring out his life. He knew those sounds from medcenter on the ship.
Gone. The Augusta destroyed, and everyone he knew aboard her dead. He relived the moment when the Moonwind fired, but he couldn't summon the rage to overlay his growing despair. He'd lived on the ship, fighting the rebels, though he had never despised the enemy until he saw his ship destroyed by treachery.
He let the darkness take him somewhere else.
Sometimes, when half awake, he knew people stood by the bed. He held to the names of a few: Sarala sel Omay, Tara sel Omay, Elis sel Tor. Sometimes others moved past but they never stayed. Sarala moved his arms and legs, which hurt, but he didn't care.
He opened his eyes one day and stared out the window high above the bed, realizing he didn't want to die. The odd thought mingled with fears of the enemy finding him here, helpless, and wondering what had happened after the battle. He had lost contact with everything he knew in life and the thought sent a new chill through his body.
He turned his head and found a short-haired woman sitting beside the bed, the light from the window casting odd shadows on her face. Marcus watched her for a moment before he started to move. The woman looked up, startled, and he noted she didn't have the same scales on her skin as Tara. He studied her broad, heavy lidded face. She reminded him of someone . . . someone he didn't want to think about. Someone lost and dead and he would never see again.
The woman put a hand on his arm, stopping him before he tried to sit up.
"Nish, sand," she said with a surprisingly soft voice. "Nish. Run ap pura Sarala."
The woman stood, her hand making a signal indicating Marcus shouldn't move. Considering how much he hurt, and how difficult he found turning his head, he decided to stay very still.
She hurried through a door at the far side of the room, leaving him alone in this strange place.
He took note of the room, suspecting he'd been here for a while because the place seemed strangely familiar. The walls, painted light blue and gold, gave a sense of richness to the surroundings. The chair beside the bed was made of real wood, not plastic like on the ship. He stared at the wood, trying to bury the nightmares haunting him.
The bed felt comfortable despite the aches brought on by any little movement. The blanket they put over him -- pale yellow and embroidered with exquisite green leaves along the edge -- felt softer than any he'd had in all his years in the military. His injured arm hurt, but the realization he had survived against all odds made the discomforts less important.
From the silence in the building Marcus thought this must be very early morning. He could hear the distant ocean and the sound filled him with a little dread. He watched the diffuse light from the window above the bed, his eyes following the dust motes through the spears of light. Someone had painted a charming scene of leaves and flowers on the ceiling. Marcus realized he had watched the light and dark play across the pattern so often he could pick a flower out, half hidden in the foliage. He knew the ceiling too well and felt a chill thinking of time passed and events gone on without him.
He wanted to know what had happened and if they knew what had happened to the rebels. Where had the Moonwind gone?
Sarala, Tara and Elis arrived. They must have been swimming. Their hair, braided down their backs, dripped with water, and Tara still straightened his robe. Marcus felt a wave of embarrassment knowing they'd rushed to see him, and his worry translated to new clicks and buzzes from somewhere. Sarala nodded and said something.
"She says you appear to be better, friend," Tara sel Omay said, settling on the chair where the woman had been. Elis stood behind him. Guard. Marcus wondered why he needed one, even here in the place which was apparently home. He almost asked before sanity reminded him how much he didn't want to offend these people.
"Please thank her for me. I feel better, or at least alive."
Tara repeated the words. Sarala laughed, a bright sound, surprising him with the warmth. Then she leaned over the bed and checked something on a monitor above his head. Marcus realized he was in a diagnostic bed with full convalescence capability. Good thing since he didn't think he could walk to the privy. Every inch of his body felt too heavy.
However, the bed seemed out of place in a room filled with hand-made pottery and flowers painted on the ceiling; a place without another hint of technology. The equipment made him nervous, thinking neither he nor the bed belonged here.
Sarala said something and shrugged.
"She say -- she says you are not Kailanian so she has had some trouble treating you, but nevertheless, your arm appears to be healing and your fever lessens. She takes this as good."
"So do I."
Tara translated and she laughed once more. Sarala bent to examine his arm, which he found encased in something hard. Afterwards, she moved on to other areas of his body. He tried not to wince or blush realizing he wore little or nothing -- he couldn't lift his head to tell. Sometimes medics were insensitive to personal privacy, and she wasn't the first woman to take medical care of him.
She prodded, glanced at the monitor and made some noises. Then she prodded some more. Marcus dared to turn his head enough to see Tara and found him amused. He tried not to grin as well but in a moment Tara sel Omay laughed and spoke. Sarala blushed beneath the soft crystal scales of her face.
She said something short to Tara. Marcus had the distinct impression it was very rude, too. Even Elis sel Tor's eyes widened and his mouth almost twitched into a smile.
However, she folded the blanket over Marcus with a nod of her head, hinting at apology. She spoke to Tara, her voice steady and serious. He asked something and turned to Marcus.
"She say --" He stopped and shook his head. "My apologies. I'm better at translating than this. She says you are very weak and you lost a lot of blood through the cuts."
"Cuts?" he asked, surprised.
"Glass of some sort, we think."
"Oh. When the bubble on my fighter exploded." He remembered the moment: the ocean, the storm raging, and him alone in the water. The monitor protested as the thoughts translated into emotions. Tara said something but she asked nothing in return.
"You were in the water for a long time and without proper filtering or clothing. The clothing you wore worked well to keep you warm, though. You may have developed an infection and the cold has gone to your lungs. She fears to try our medications on you because we are not quite the same. She asks you to be careful for a while, and if you feel worse, you should tell her."
"I will. What should I say?"
"Never mind the words. If you feel worse, lift your hand when she enters. If you are so far gone you cannot, I assume she will notice."
Marcus listened while he repeated the words to her while she squeezed water from her braid. Marcus watched, exhaustion washing over him. "How long have I been here?" he asked.
"Five days."
"And at least two in the water. They must think I'm dead. It's the only hope we have."
Tara leaned closer. "Hope? Do we need such hope?"
The memory of what had happened rushed through him like fire. He closed his eyes and saw the Augusta attacked. Medical equipment beeped in protest at the rush of his memories and the reaction of his body. He had brought the danger with him. Tara caught hold of his shoulder, holding him when he started to move. Sarala appeared to be startled and worried.
"Tara sel Omay, I hadn't thought about anything except survival. But no one else survived. They followed my fighter and did more damage. They'll think I drowned."
"They? Are they the rebels of whom the IWC people speak?"
"Yes. And no. One of our own ships fired on us, a ship pretending to be loyal to the IWC." He wondered if he should say more, but damn, these people had rebels fighting at their doorstep and he wouldn't hide the truth from them. "Tara sel Omay, I have information which, if you have a chance, you need to pass on to the IWC people. The IWC Moonwind is a rebel ship. In my jacket -- you have my jacket?"
"It is safe," Tara assured him with a quick glance at the monitor as it began to protest with the new surge of his emotions.
"Thank you. In my jacket pocket is a vidchit. I was doing recon work. I have a record of the Moonwind attacking and destroying another ship of the fleet."
Tara sel Omay leaned closer over him, his face losing all hint of amusement. Elis sel Tor shifted, his hand going towards the hilt of his knife, though the movement appeared to be instinctive. Sarala seemed worried as well.
"This is dangerous information, e? Yes?"
"Yes. I'm sorry. You can forget I told you. But I must get the information to the right people."
"Renegades," Tara sel Omay repeated. His eyes narrowed and his brows drew downward as he sat back again. "We have had such in our history. I accept this knowledge, Marcus sel -- you have no clan name? No name but Marcus? I shouldn't call you by a cousin's name."
"Marcus Trevor."
"Marcus sel Trevor." He gave a bow of his head. The other two did as well, as though having a proper name made this somehow more acceptable. "I do not understand your war, Marcus sel Trevor. Why do the rebels fight the army of the Inner World Council?"
Marcus knew he wasn't mentally ready for this explanation, and feared to say too much . . . or too little. "A couple decades ago, a few groups protested when they felt the IWC tried to assert more control over the new colonized worlds. And maybe they were right, at first, but things changed." Marcus tried to take a deeper breath. He remained still a moment longer before turning to Tara sel Omay, who waited patiently. "I think the rebels forgot what they were fighting for, and now they've done more damage than the IWC could ever have done with laws. Both sides have grown bitter. And the rebels won't stop, though they've lost all their worlds and have little except a renegade fleet left. The IWC offered terms, including new worlds so far away they won't have to deal with the IWC for generations. They won't accept. They don't want to lose, is all, but they've stopped counting the lives they've wasted. I don't understand the war, Tara sel Omay. I really don't."
Tara shifted in his chair, his finger's drumming the arm rest. "The Lady sel Omay wishes to see you," Tara said putting a hand on Marcus's shoulder as though to keep him from moving. "She is sorry for her previous behavior. Well, at least as sorry as the Lady will admit to. She is most anxious to hear how you came to be on our isula. Our island."
"Now? She wishes to see me now?" he asked, worried.
"Yes, immediately. Li went for her. We are all anxious to know what danger Kailani might face because of this battle between star ships. You have already convinced me of the seriousness of the situation. We must tell the Lady as well."
"I understand. I would be glad to tell her all I can. Will Sarala allow me to sit? I fear I'll drift away and I suspect that wouldn't be good."
"Not good," he agreed. He had begun to unbraid his hair with one hand, pulling the strands over his shoulder with quick, steady movements. "The Lady has little patience these days. She dislikes being uninformed about matters touching her own sasel. Please be calm in her presence. She has power, you understand. And this is her House."
His mouth went dry as he tried to order the events in his mind so he could sort through what to tell her. Tara spoke to Sarala and she frowned, but shifted the bed so he sat up, though the movement left him breathless.
"She says the world is heavier here for you, yes?" Tara asked.
"Yes. We kept the . . . The Augusta at 90% Earth standard. I feel like I woke up weighing about forty pounds more," he said. "I'll get used to it."
Sarala handed him a glass and helped him sip. He worried until he tasted orange juice. Ambrosia. It must have shown in his face. She smiled and he drank a little more, and took a final gulp when he heard voices in the hall outside the room. He handed the glass to Sarala and waited, hoping for calm.
Someone came to the doorway and Elis dropped to his knees, his own hair unbraided and falling across his shoulders as he bowed his head. The woman entered, her dark blue robe sweeping out around her as she took quick steady steps to the bed. Two other women had followed her, one in robes and one in plain pants and a fancy shirt covered in blue embroidery.
Oddly, Tara stood and he and Sarala both gave her a polite nod but nothing more. They did not bow as Elis had. Sel Omay, sel Tor. Marcus saw a difference there, though he didn't understand all the implications.
The Lady spoke, her eyes narrowed as she looked to the bed. Tara answered. Sarala spoke again.
Tara bowed his head and turned to Marcus. "She wishes to know why you chose sel Omay for your refuge."
"I didn't choose. The others brought me here."
Tara relayed his answer and Marcus saw her eyes flicker towards him, a frown growing on her thin face as she asked something.
"What others? What sel -- what clan?"
"I don't know. I know nothing about your world or your clans."
Tara told her.
"Ha! Elis sel Tor!" She glanced at the guard and waved him forward.
He stood, came to her side and knelt again, his head bowed. Odd behavior from a man who seemed strong and fearless. She took hold of the cloth at his neck, which Marcus hadn't noticed. Green. "Sel Tor." She touched the one on Tara's neck. Dark Blue. "Sel Omay."
She turned to Marcus, waiting for his answer. The monitor beeped. He knew she wouldn't be happy with what he had to say.
"I didn't see any neck bands. I'm sorry." He felt like an idiot. He closed his eyes, trying to remember, but shook his head with frustration as alarms grew louder. He'd studied their faces, but remembered nothing else about them. "I'm sorry. I wasn't paying attention."
Tara spoke. Quite unexpectedly, she leaned over him, peering closely at his face. He stared at her, a sudden surge of fear sending the alarms wailing. She pulled back, startled, and looked at the monitor.
"Tell her I'm sorry," he whispered. "I'm not calm. I don't have control yet."
Tara repeated the words. She glanced at the readings and spoke to Sarala who answered with quick words and a shake of her head. Tara didn't translate, though Marcus wished he would this time. He wanted to know about his own condition. The Lady said something and gestured towards him.
"She wants to know all you can tell her about how you came to be here."
He told her everything he could remember, from the time he went on the recon flight, including why Captain Harris chose him. She made a dismissive sound, as though the reason didn't surprise her.
"I came over the horizon." He ignored the buzzes and beeps, growing successively louder and more urgent, matching his mood. "I saw the Moonwind fire on my ship and punch a hole straight through her. No one could have survived, not by the time the explosions ended. They were going for the last few fighters as well. All dead, except for me."
Tara repeated the words, urgency in his voice which he had kept neutral before this. Sarala slipped forward and pushed the bed down. Marcus hadn't realized he had begun gasping. The spots before his eyes didn't come from the night sky.
He turned his head, trying to focus on the four rather than the nightmare of his past. "I'm sorry I can't tell you who brought me. I think one told me his name was Paku."
"A common name." Tara repeated the statement to the Lady. She made a dismissive sound and waved her hand.
He felt a welling of despair as Sarala began to work around the bed, but he needed to finish the tale. He tried to force his own calm, and hoped he didn't get ill. "I flew my craft into the storm to lose the Moonwind fighters targeting me. I'd already taken damage and I eventually lost control and went into the sea. I abandoned the fighter and used the inflation on my suit to keep from drowning. I would have died if the others hadn't saved me and brought me here. I assumed they chose this place because they knew Tara sel Omay could speak with me."
Tara translated. The Lady of the Sasel looked worried.
"We suspect whoever brought you here watches us carefully," Tara explained. "Elis sel Tor and I swam home two days ago, ahead of the storm, and careful to avoid contact with anyone. I hadn't announced my arrival, except to my own sasel. As far as anyone beyond this isula should know, I'm still at the IWC Center. But I think you might be right, Marcus sel Trevor. I think they knew I had come home. Otherwise they would have taken you to the sel Tor translator, though she isn't as well versed in your language as I am."
"Is there a way to contact the IWC Center?"
"Not directly. We have no way to communicate between the wider places of our world, and none at all to speak to the sand in the stars. The IWC Center has such equipment, but nowhere else on Kailani."
He almost cursed but realized how impolitic those words would be with the Lady watching him. He bowed his head and waited for more questions, trying to be as polite as he could manage. Captain Harris, who had called him an ill-mannered port rat, would have been surprised.
The Lady spoke in a series of steady, calm words and Tara translated, but Marcus had started to drift, his mind wandering. He blinked at Tara with a start, realizing he had asked something. "I'm sorry. What did you say?"
"She wishes to know why your people and this other ship of sand fought your battle here."
"I'm not privy to official information, but I can guess." Tara nodded. He supposed he passed for an expert among people who couldn't do more than watch the flashes of light as the ships fought. How odd, to not even know what was happening in their own star system, let alone in the worlds beyond. "The war with the rebels is winding down. The IWC pushed them out of a number of places and they're losing resources. I think, maybe, they are more desperate than we thought. They need a world like Kailani. You can't just grow metals to make parts for ships and fighters."
Tara frowned as he repeated the words to the Lady. Sarala patted Marcus on the hand with a surprising kindness. He could feel the uneven texture of her scales, reminding him again that he was not one of them. The Lady sounded disgusted and impatient, but she headed toward the door. Tara and Sarala both bowed their heads, and Elis, still kneeling, bowed to the floor. The Lady glanced at him, frowning, and then gave the same glare to Marcus.
"Say sel Tor a sand ap sasel Omay," she said with a shake of her head.
Tara, unexpectedly, shrugged.
She gave Marcus one last glance of distrust as she went out the door, her people falling in behind her.
Tara dropped his hand on Elis's shoulder. "Tha, Elis sel Tor."
Elis stood in one fluid movement before taking his usual place as a guard. Marcus wanted to ask about the behavior, and what others would expect of him. However, he felt his eyes already closing as though the simple act of talking had driven all the energy from him.
"Rest, Marcus sel Trevor." Tara shook his head though he did relax. "She's not pleased with your tale, but I suspect her anger is from the inability to learn more without having to rely on you."
"Get me to the IWC Center and you can be done with me."
"I will discuss this with her when the time seems opportune. You must rest and regain your strength. If you do not, your stay here will be longer than either you or the rest of my sel will find comfortable."
Anger almost rose this time. He hadn't chosen to fall into their hands, but the emotion subsided in the next breath and he merely nodded.
"Sarala?" Tara asked.
"Ap." She waved a hand. "Apu."
Tara and Elis left. Marcus watched as Sarala hovered over him, wishing he could ask more questions. She mumbled a few words and looked at him, shaking her head as though she had forgotten he didn't understand. It hardly mattered. He had already started to drift to sleep.
Chapter 4
Marcus thought he heard children laughing. The sound brought him awake with a start; something so out of place in his world. There were no children on the ship.
He wasn't where he should be, and though he didn't remember why, he tried to hold fiercely to the brief moment of emptiness. Then, in a single breath, the memory, anger, fear and loss returned. He sat up, but muscles cramped through his back and his left arm. The right arm had some kind of molding to hold the bone in place. No regen here; he'd have to heal naturally.
Alarms screamed from above his head, and he didn't look forward to facing Sarala's grim-faced wrath.
A stranger came into the room; shorter and stockier than Li, who sometimes sat by the bed when Sarala was elsewhere. He wore his hair cut just below the ears and his skin had the dark tan of someone who spent much of his time in the sun. He dressed in the ubiquitous blue pants and shirt, though not quite as well kept or embroidered as the others he'd seen.
The stranger stalked over to the bed and frowned at Marcus before he launched into a long, quiet speech, his eyes narrowing and glancing toward the door, and speaking with quick, almost breathless words.
And Marcus wished he knew what this one was saying. He didn't like the feel. Was the man explaining some danger? Threatening him? Reporting something he should know?
"I don't understand," Marcus replied when the man stopped. The stranger's eyes narrowed and his lips pulled back in a snarl. He slapped at Marcus's shoulder, which sent an unexpected tremor of pain through his arm and chest and set alarms screaming.
Sarala came in and gave quick orders. The man bowed to her, his face devoid of the emotions from a moment before. However, at the door he stared at Marcus with the anger returned. Anger, yes. Marcus couldn't decide if the stranger directed the anger at him or the medic, before he disappeared into the hall.
"Tara sel Omay?" he asked, hoping to get him here.
"Tad, sand."
He didn't know what she meant, but he could guess he wouldn't see Tara right now. She went to work on something across the room and he settled against the pillows. How long until he could reach the IWC? Where had the vidchit gone? If he'd lost the vid, he still knew the truth, and if he could get to the IWC, he could tell them. They would look into it and learn the truth. He needed the help of these people, which meant cooperating in whatever way he could. Unfortunately, as Captain Harris had so aptly pointed out on more than one occasion, cooperation was not his strong point.
"Esee, sand." Sarala crossed the room and touched his arm. He hadn't realized alarms had gone off again. "Esee."
Easy? He thought that might be the word. Marcus closed his eyes and tried to banish the memories of the dead from his mind, but they grew stronger there, where this strange place didn't overlay the darkness.
He drifted into a fitful sleep, though nightmares drove him awake a half dozen times, always to the same bright light, the day not gone. He wanted time to pass.
Then Marcus came awake and unexpectedly found Tara settled by the bed, Elis at his back. Relief made Marcus giddy and he couldn't speak for a moment.
"You wanted to see me?" he asked, and brushed back damp hair from his face. He looked tired.
"Yes." Marcus shifted a little, and bit at his lip to keep from cursing. The muscle cramps were not getting any better. "S-Sorry."
"Sarala says you need to move very carefully. You aren't used to this stronger gravity, and your body already took a beating. She fears the injured bones, like your ribs, which are already weak and may break if you put too much pressure on them. And she fears for your heart as well."
"I'll be as careful as I can." Marcus remained still for a moment, collecting his thoughts. "Someone was here this morning. Shorter than the rest of you. Short hair, too. He tried to tell me something. I don't know what he was saying, but he seemed insistent and angry when I didn't understand. And he did not repeat any of it to Sarala sel Omay when she returned."
"Did he?" Tara said, his eyes narrowing. "One of the Isu."
"Isu?" Marcus asked.
"The land dwellers. I'm Seaborn. We're usually taller and have a different skin."
"Land dwellers? Seaborn?"
"Ah, I forgot. Unlike those at the IWC Center, you have no reason to know of us, do you?"
"I'm sorry. I never expected to be here."
"Trapped here. Exiled here." Tara appeared to reconsider the situation in a different light, though Marcus disliked the words he chose. "You know we don't encourage contact with off-worlders. We don't build ports for strangers to visit us and we do not seek the stars. We have Kailani, and all the oceans to roam, which is far enough for any sel man to explore."
"Sel?"
"Clan. There are four clans. Ah. I should begin earlier, perhaps. I think you need to know more."
"It would help. Can I sit up, though? I'm so damned uncomfortable."
Tara maneuvered the bed. Marcus held his breath for a moment while his head pounded as though the blood moved too quickly, but he nodded his thanks. At least this gave him a different view of the room.
Tara relaxed, staring ahead as though he collected his thoughts. Elis remained at his back. Marcus wanted to ask about the guard, but didn't. He wanted to know too many things. He would settle for anything at this point.
"Scientists helped settle Kailani. We were an experiment." Something in the way Tara said the last word made Marcus uneasy. These people were not happy with their own past. "This is a world rich with heavy minerals and sea-bred nutrients. And salts. Kailani is so close to Earth structure in most ways that many imported sea species thrived from the beginning, though they did kill off almost all the indigenous life forms. Humans could not so easily adapt, not in the numbers needed to run the equipment to harvest this world. The scientists found volunteers for manipulated adaptation. The first generation didn't do well, on the whole. Many died, many more disappeared. Their children, however, were born with the DNA and gene mutations adapted to this world."
"Like you."
"Yes." Tara held out his arm and the light showed the skin and the slight sheen of scales. "We have a special skin surface to combat the corrosive level of minerals in the sea, a membrane to protect the inner eye, and an ability to expand our chest and lung capacity when we're in the water. Among other mutations."
"Ah."
"Those who have the adaptations can swim for very long distances under the water." Tara's eyes brightened and he smiled. "I am of the Seaborn, and I love the oceans. But some who are born in a sel are adapted to land, rather than sea. Those are the Isu. They cannot swim the seas as we do, not for any distances. And an Isu can be born to a Seaborn or a Seaborn to an Isu. We are not segregated. We have always been one people, separated only by our natural abilities. I cannot work the land, for instance. My muscle structure can't handle the heavier work."
Marcus thought about people trapped on the tiny islands and wondered what life would be like for them, with the blue ocean all around. He was, in essence, Isu. He swallowed his fear at the thought, while the equipment beeped and calmed in tandem with his emotions.
"But the story," Tara said, leaning forward. "Two generations passed, and we grew weary of making the scientists rich, of never having the freedom to roam the world as we wanted, and to build our own civilization. They wanted to tie us to the land as they were tied, but we who had adapted to the sea could not feel wholly comfortable with such a life, and even the Isu grew tired of being ordered by people who didn't care about our needs."
"So you fought." Marcus thought about rebels and wondered where he should draw the line.
"We did. The scientists had the backing of the IWC, at least at first, but we fought them and won because they couldn't take us in the sea. We also won by making our own words and spreading them among the Isu and Seaborn. When we moved against the scientists, we used their own comm equipment. They didn't understand what we intended. The Kailani language is still over half Basic, but with so many Kailanian words added others cannot understand without learning them."
"Oh." That explained why he could sometimes almost understand what others said.
"Because we had created a simple set of words for most of our basic actions, we were able to order our own and left the scientists without a clue of what we were doing. We didn't win the war easily, nor did we win by words alone, but they helped. Each group had a place to hold, and those who survived took their clan names from the places they had kept safe: sel Omay was Cell Home, sel Tor was Cell Port. Sel Pena was Cell Weapons. We also have two honorary clan names because they did not survive: sel Star for those who died attacking the shuttles and other craft and sel Sun for those who went against the IWC troops at their own barracks. We now have a new clan, because we have grown in number. They took the islands in the far south and are called sel Eon. Eon is for ocean. There are also those at Market Island, who wear white bands, but many there are loaned from other sels and serve for a time since the local population is not very high. Besides, this gives us all a hand in controlling the place where we trade for things not readily available, including items from off world."
Marcus tried to commit the names to memory: Omay, Tor, Pena, and Eon. He suspected those would be things to know in the future, if he ever left this place.
He shivered at the thought, listened to alarms, and forced himself to calm.
"We got free of the scientists, and we divided the isluas -- islands -- as best we could. If I say I am going to sel Tor, I am going to the clan and to their land. The land and the clan are the same thing. But there is little land, so we are forced to deal with the IWC to import some food and medical supplies. We are, two generations later, still leery of letting the sand have more control on our world."
"Wise," Marcus said.
"Is it?" Tara asked, and tilted his head. "You don't trust them?"
"Not all of them. And the ones who want power are the ones you can trust the least. So the people who would come here looking to help you would be the ones I would mistrust the most."
Tara sighed. "I have met Sector Governor Terrell, who has been to Kailani a few times last year, but never seemed to enjoy his stays. He spent more time at Market Island than at any sasel. And yet he somehow believes he knows what we must do, and sends his orders from some other world. We ignore him. And we tend to believe all of you want something from us."
"We all want something from everyone, everywhere. It's nothing personal."
Tara laughed and Elis appeared surprised. "You are a lesson to me, Marcus sel Trevor. I have dealt with IWC, but they are very careful."
"Oh hell. I suppose they're going to be upset with me even being here and talking to you about those kinds of things."
"You think so?"
"I don't know." Marcus closed his eyes for a moment, but the ship exploded there, in the dark. He opened his eyes and focused on Tara. "I need to get to the IWC center. Have you heard anything at all? Do you have any way of knowing if something happened off world, like a battle?"
"Not easily, alas. This is our blindness. Some of us have tried to convince the Clan Council -- people elected from all the clans to deal with matters affecting more than a single isula -- that we need better knowledge of what happens beyond our skies. They are hidebound, and the councils for each individual sasel are often no better. They refuse to believe a war fought between sand could bother us."
"Kailani is a world very rich in minerals. Others want to exploit the wealth, which is why the IWC sent us." His breath caught for a moment at the memory of a ship and crew now gone. "The Augusta."
"The IWC who are stationed here have been anxious of this war. Sharon has been here for many years, and though she doesn't say so, I can see she fears for my world and people."
"I want to get to this Sharon. When can we go?"
"When the journey will not kill you and when the winds are good. You are not Seaborn. You'll have to go by ship across the ocean, which is no easy journey. You must be strong. In fact -- Elis sel Tor, pura soup, sisa," Tara said without turning to his guard.
Elis lifted his head to stare past Tara to Marcus. His eyes narrowed as he stood in silence for a long moment before he left.
"Elis isn't sel Omay," Marcus said.
"Ah. No, he isn't. He is ransomed to sel Omay for five years of service."
"Ransomed? Enslaved?" he asked, feeling a whisper of odd dread at the idea.
Tara frowned and Marcus wished he'd kept his mouth shut this time. He didn't want to annoy the one person with whom he could speak. "Not slaved. We capture, we trade. We need to keep such lines open, you understand? Elis serves here for a time. He chose to serve as my guard, though it is dangerous."
"Why?"
"Why did he choose me?"
"Yes. And why is it dangerous?"
"The last because I travel the world away from sasel Omay, to places where a single sel Omay Seaborn, and one who deals with the IWC, could attract trouble. The sels feud, Marcus. We have little land and a growing population. We have our own little wars and never need look to the stars for trouble."
Elis returned with a tray and a bowl of soup. Marcus could smell the wonderful scent all the way from the door and his stomach let out a plaintive growl, embarrassing him, but amusing Tara.
"I should not laugh. You are ill. My apologies."
"Better to laugh then not to." Marcus nodded his thanks to Elis as he settled the tray on the table beside him. His mouth had begun to water. But when he tried to lift his hand he nearly cursed.
"Let me help, at least this time." Tara lifted his own hand before Marcus could protest. "You need food. Sarala is very worried you will grow too weak. She thought you might be more comfortable with me helping you than her doing the work. She doesn't know how your kind treats different genders."
"She wouldn't bother me any more than you would." His stomach growled again and he felt almost lightheaded. He tried to lift his arm. Gave up. "Please, I would appreciate at least a few bites."
Tara settled the bowl and spoon closer to him. Elis said something, short and sharp. Tara turned and held his look until Elis bowed his head and went to the door.
"He doesn't approve."
"No, he doesn't. But it's not his place to approve. When I go to serve at sel Tor, then he can complain."
"Ah. You'll trade positions?"
"Yes. Ransom for his work."
Marcus ate four bites of the soup before he tasted anything. Fish he thought, probably, but vegetables as well. He didn't care. The food tasted wonderful.
He slept better afterwards. And by the next day he could lift the spoon himself. Sarala seemed happy.
He wanted to ask about his jacket and the vidchit and about any trouble from the rebels. Instead he slept . . . and mixed nightmares with dreams, loss with hope.
Chapter 5
"Sand," Sarala said, signaling him with an impatient wave of her hand.
"Marcus." He looked into her pale, large-eyed face, his eyes narrowed. "Marcus sel Trevor."
Her dark eyes went wide. He'd never talked back to her before, but he had gotten damned tired of her calling him sand, as though he had no name. In fact, after a week or more in bed, he had gotten tired of everything and his nerves had stretched as far as they would go.
"Marcus sel Trevor." She gave him a mocking bow, which didn't improve his mood. Then she signaled him with a lift of her hand.
Up. Marcus thought he'd been ready for this moment for days, but now he wasn't sure if he could stand. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, amazed at how the little activity made him gasp for breath. He paused, brushing at the loose robe he wore. Comfortable, but he wished they'd return his own clothing. He wanted, most of all, his jacket and the chit in the pocket.
"Esee, sisa."
Easy, please. She'd never been so polite before or appeared so worried. He nodded understanding and put his feet to the floor, pushing himself upward with his good arm. He took a step away from the bed.
The world moved, his head pounded, and he thought his chest would burst.
"Nish! Nish!" She shoved him into the chair by the bed and he leaned his head against the cool wooden frame. Her hand rested over his chest, and she shook her head, dark hair brushing against his neck. She smelled of oranges, he realized. He loved the scent of oranges.
She spoke quickly, her hands moving. He couldn't follow the words but he had the distinct feeling of panic from the way she ran her hand through her hair.
"Sarala sel Omay?" he asked softly.
"Esee, sisa. Sisa."
He tried to calm, but it didn't seem to work well. She went to the door and shouted. He had never heard anyone shout in the building -- the sasel -- before.
A child came at a run. Seaborn, he thought. He hadn't seen a child before; this one stared at him with wonder. Sarala gave a quick spate of orders and he heard Tara's name. He hoped Tara would join them, despite the early hour. Marcus had suffered through a couple of long, hell-filled days with Tara nowhere around. Afterwards, Marcus had begun to work harder at understanding the language, realizing he couldn't always depend on Tara sel Omay.
Tara came at a run, pulling his robe into place, his hair wild. Sarala bowed a couple times as he came to the door. She seemed embarrassed but frantic as well.
"Sisa, Tara. E e sisa," Sarala said, which sounded to Marcus like a sincere apology. She launched into a quick rush of words and Marcus thought even Tara seemed to have trouble following her. Marcus remained still, hoping the pounding eased.
Tara crossed the room and sat on the bed, brushing hair from his face. A moment later Elis arrived in much the same condition, which won a smile of amusement from Sarala. Elis bowed his head, looked contrite, and tried to pull his wayward hair into a band he had in his hand. Marcus thought they must have been sleeping and he hated to have them wakened on his account.
Even those thoughts brought a new pounding to his heart.
"There is a problem," Tara said. "There are several problems, actually."
"With me?"
"With you, with the world, with the universe." For the first time, Marcus saw worry in Tara's face. "First you. Sarala is very worried. When you stood your heart could not take the change. You came too close to a heart seizure. She fears to let you stand again."
"I can't stay in bed forever. I can't. Tara, I have to get to the IWC. And if I can't, you need to take the chit to them. You would, wouldn't you?" Panic spread and his head began pounding. "They don't know! There is a ship out there preying on others and I'm the only one who has seen the truth!"
"Esee, esee!" Tara caught hold of his hand. Marcus hadn't realized the arm moved on its own in an odd spasmodic beat. "Calm!"
He tried, but calm did not come this time, and neither did the next breath. Sarala shouted. Tara lifted him onto the bed, and Sarala shoved something against his arm. He had trouble breathing and everything in the world had started to go away. He saw Sarala's frantic movements, her pale face.
Dying? Why now?
Calm. Calm. His heart. He could feel the labored, uneven beats. After a moment his arm felt numb and the feeling spread to most of the rest of his body. Numb and disconnected, which began a new round of panic.
"Nish!" Tara leaned close and stared into Marcus's face. "You must be calm. You must stay calm. She is trying Kailani drugs. She thinks this is the best way to help, but she fears reactions. Nish-e? Understand?"
"E," he whispered. Yes.
"Pe. Good. How do you feel?"
"My arm has gone numb. My head is pounding. I'm cold."
Tara repeated the words to Sarala who nodded. She pulled the blanket over him, checked his arm and handed a cloth to Tara and gave him instructions. He nodded and began to wipe the warm cloth over Marcus's forehead. It helped.
"Better, better. She thinks the drug has helped. This trouble appears far too serious. She doesn't panic easily."
"Sarala sel Omay, sisa du," Marcus said, apologizing to her.
She looked startled, as though the bed had suddenly learned to talk. He grinned and she laughed at last and patted his hand. He had the odd feeling she did like him.
The readings must have taken a turn for the better because she dropped into the chair where he had sat. Elis brought her something to drink and spoke in a whisper. She bowed her head with a movement Marcus had begun to realize meant both acceptance and apology. He would have to practice that one because he knew he would be using it a lot.
"I can't stay in this bed forever," Marcus said. An alarm went off. He calmed himself.
"We know. She's working to help you. Truly."
Sarala sel Omay studied the readings on the equipment beside the bed, glanced at him, and back at the equipment.
She shrugged, grinned, pulled aside the blanket and signaled him to get up.
Tara helped him sit, watching him with worry. So, surprisingly, did Elis, who moved close by the bed and for once did not stand at Tara's back.
Marcus swung his feet over the side and stood before he reconsidered and worried. He didn't try to step away this time, grimacing at the feeling of everything numb, except for a cramp growing in his right calf. He didn't think he would stay on his feet much longer, but at least he didn't think he would die from standing this time.
Tara and Sarala spoke around him. Marcus desperately wanted to sit, but Sarala ran a scanner over him, once, twice. He broke out into a sweat. His heart pounded, but not as hard this time. She and Tara spoke and he wanted to know what they were saying about him.
Elis stepped closer. "I ap eon anish pool."
Tara and Sarala both stopped in their discussion and turned to Elis with either surprise or shock.
"What's wrong?" Marcus asked, half gasping.
"Nothing. Except Sarala and I are idiots," Tara replied with a little laugh. Sarala grabbed things from the counter and put them into a pack. "We're taking you to one of the house pools where you can get accustomed to movement again."
"I didn't have so much trouble in the ocean," he admitted.
"You would not, where the water makes us all lighter." Tara spoke to Elis, who went to the door and glanced out.
"Which pool?" Tara asked. He turned the question to Sarala. "Ka pool?"
Ka meant north. He had learned a few words from Tara when they talked about where he had fallen into the ocean and what direction the strangers had taken him.
"Nish," she answered. "Tadsel pool nishse."
Marcus understood something about children and empty. Elis said something at the door, and Tara herded Marcus toward him, slow movement, but with purpose. Marcus wanted to get to this pool, which he hoped wasn't far.
Elis shook his head and pushed Tara out of the way before he took over holding Marcus to his feet. Tara began to argue, but Sarala cut him short. Marcus gave a grateful nod to Elis.
They moved out into the hall. He hadn't left the room since they brought him here, and he'd lost track of time; both local time as well as standard. His world, which had lately been confined to a single small room, expanded with every step. The walls of the hall, beige and textured, did not run in straight lines. Curves led to a step or two, and then another curve in the hall. Every few feet he saw clay pots opposite arched, glassless windows. Many of the pots held green plants trailing leafy fingers up the walls. Occasional mosaics made of stone and shell drew his attention with their unexpected splashes of color. He wanted to stop and study the pictures, but Elis never slowed. Marcus had the distinct feeling he shouldn't be out in the halls.
They stopped at a sudden sharp turn, unlike the curves they'd followed before this. A pot near the wall held a flowering plant and the overpowering scent came in a breath. Marcus fought not to cough or sneeze. Sarala whispered to Tara and Elis, and then jogged ahead, confirming his worry that someone would be unhappy to find them here. He took short breaths, trying to ignore the aches of his body which wasn't as numb now, and stared at the pretty colors and patterns.
He heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps.
"Lady," Tara warned in a frantic whisper.
Elis spun, pulling Marcus around with him. When Elis went to his knees, so did Marcus. He had no choice, and he gasped as he hit the floor and his muscles sent painful spasms through his legs and chest. He feared he would fall, but Elis kept hold of his arm and shook him when he nearly went down. He could see fear in Tara's face and could hear an unexpected gasp of dread from Elis.
Lady sel Omay, the matriarch of the house, arrived with a half dozen others. She stopped with a bark of surprise and a surge of words in which sand played an important part. Tara spoke, his head bowed. Marcus couldn't follow the conversation. He couldn't stay kneeling either, and when he fell forward, Elis grabbed him by the shoulder.
The movement startled everyone. Hands went to knives and stayed there, even when they were not drawn. One person hissed and stepped forward, kicking Elis in the chest, and not with a dainty tap, either. Elis gasped but held himself in place; he still held Marcus as well, who had to fight his own instinctive urge to react at the feel of imminent danger.
The Lady said something; short, harsh words that made Marcus fear things would go worse until the one who had kicked backed away in haste.
Sarala arrived. She spoke with steady words. The Lady turned and stalked away, the others going with her.
Marcus started to fall. Elis caught him once more, but he wasn't certain why. Tara dropped on his heels and shook his head, a hand on Marcus's shoulder to take over for Elis.
"That was bad luck to run into her this morning. She's returned early from an important meeting, which means it could not have gone well." He glanced down the hall, frowning. Before he stood, he put his other hand on Elis's arm and nodded, no words spoken this time. He turned to Marcus. "I'll carry you the rest of the way. She has gone to her rooms. We won't have to worry about her now."
"And we should worry at other times?"
"She is very old-fashioned. She doesn't readily accept strangers in her house. The fact Elis is a sel Tor, and they are our old enemies and rivals for land, makes him susceptible to her whims and the actions of others who want to win her favor. Unfortunately, you are in the same position as well."
"If I had fallen?"
"She would have been upset at the break in protocol. If her guards took the affront seriously, she might not have been quick enough to stop them before you suffered more broken bones. The Lady is not happy about many things, and at best she is . . . contentious, though she would not mean real harm. Elis saved you."
"Elis sel Tor, sisa du," Marcus said with his head bowed, uncertain if the sel Tor would take his words as an insult.
Elis bowed his head, polite but silent.
"I'm going to lift you. I'll carry you the rest of the way to the pool. Don't argue. We'll be there faster, and we want out of the halls. If a Waiting Lady came upon us, we could all get exiled if something went bad."
"Waiting?"
"Waiting for child. Pregnant." He lifted Marcus to his feet, but Marcus couldn't stay there. Tara started to shift him into a better hold.
"Nish." Elis swept Marcus into his own arms and hurried away before the others could argue. Elis might have been gasping a little as they hurried, but Marcus couldn't tell. Sarala had gone ahead. Soon they reached a few steps, passed through a small blue room and then out --
Truly outside and into the soft light of morning. A pool of water lay at the end of a terrace, with trees leaning closer over the end. He saw a bird fly overhead, shouting in dismay at their intrusion before disappearing into the foliage. Clouds covered part of the sky.
Elis took him straight to the side of the water and slipped him in. His feet touched the bottom and the water reached almost to shoulder level.
Warm. Comfortable. The water held the scent of the sea and he could move his arms a little better, though they still felt heavy. "Thank you."
Tara sat on the edge of the pool, his legs dangled in the water. "You look better already!"
"This is good. I feel better."
Sarala spoke and Tara agreed with a bow of his head. He and Elis began to pull off their robes. They wore swimming trunks underneath, though not the full blue suits they wore for longer ocean journeys. It must just be common wear. Marcus had remembered the Seaborn who brought him here were wearing such full suits and Tara explained they trapped in heat more than kept water out.
He'd learned being Seaborn meant more than just a name or a liking for the water. They were born to live in the sea, and spent as little time on land as possible. He had felt guilty, sometimes, when the three hovered around him, but Tara seemed to enjoy teaching him about Kailani and their language.
Elis removed his robe and Marcus could see a large bruise already forming almost center of Elis's chest. Tara saw it too and hissed in anger and worry.
But Elis slipped into the water and appeared better as well. Marcus saw his chest flutter a little, begin to expand and fall back. Tara removed his robe, uncovering a long, ragged scar crossed his stomach. The wound couldn't be very old either. He wanted to ask and knew he dared not.
Tara must have realized what he saw. He shrugged. "This is why I have a guard, even in my own sasel." He ran his finger over the puckered ridge of flesh. "Someone tried to kill me."
"Here?"
"Out in the fields, beyond the sasel. At the IWC center before this and once at the foot of the Clan Council Chambers as well, where I had gone to bring important information to them, for all the good it ever does us."
"Who? Who tried to kill you?" he asked, stunned to learn of such a thing in so civilized a place.
"I don't know who they were. They caught me from behind. Masked so I would not recognize them, which makes me think some may have been sel Omay Isu. But now I have Elis, and no one has tried to kill me since." Tara smiled and slipped, head and all, into the water. His chest expanded and he swam away to the far end of the pool and returned. When he surfaced, his chest deflated.
Marcus had felt safe at sasel Omay because they had made a calm and secure place for him. Now he had stepped outside the shell and he began to see things differently. Perhaps he needed wisdom about the dangers, but since he felt virtually helpless, the knowledge didn't settle his state of mind. His heart pounded harder but he forced calm. He was starting to get good at control of his emotions.
He sighed and turned to Sarala. She slipped off her robe as well and she wasn't dressed for swimming. She wasn't dressed at all.
His breath caught at the sight. Elis made a different sound. Tara turned around --
"Sarala!" he said, surprised and a little shocked. She waved his words away and slipped into the water, going to Marcus. She had the scanner in hand and waved the device in front of him. He tried very hard not to stare at her.
"Forgive her, Marcus. I told her sand often have taboos about nakedness, but she had a point this time. She needed to make certain you are well here, and she hadn't time to get changed."
"Ah. Yes." She had gone behind him, which would have been a relief, until she began pulling his robe off as well. "I get the feeling she shouldn't be doing this, though."
The cloth came over the top of his head. Tara helped slip the sleeve off his broken arm and sat the robe on the edge of the pool. Marcus wore nothing underneath. Sarala had seen him naked, of course, but she hadn't been naked at the same time. He felt a shiver go right up his spine as she put her hand on his shoulder.
"Tara sel Omay?" Panic began to inch up despite all his best efforts to stay calm.
He spoke to her, and she answered, the same professional tone he had always heard. He tried to concentrate on her voice and listen for words he knew.
"She wonders if you know how to swim. She thinks the exercise will help if you move around a little, and the robe would be a problem. She is being quite clinical."
"I don't know if I can be!" he confessed.
"Esee," she told him. "Apeon."
"Sisa?" he asked, not knowing the word. Please?
"Apeon. Swim," Tara translated. "She'll hold you. Careful of your arm."
He took enough breaths to regain some calm and did as she instructed him. The movement felt wonderful, like a stretch after a long, good sleep. They went to the far end of the pool and back again. He tried not to notice how warm her hand felt against his stomach, or how her soft breasts rubbed against his arm.
By the time they reached the end of the pool where Elis and Tara waited, he felt as though he'd run a marathon. Maybe she made him work harder on purpose, because if he would have slept right there, if they'd let him. He'd been too restless to do more than a sleep an hour or two at a stretch the last few days.
"Pe, pe!" She smile, pleased, and brushed the hair out of his face before she said something to Tara.
"She asks why you cut your hair off and make it so difficult to deal with."
"This is only a problem in the water," he explained. "I'm not Seaborn. Where I come from, we don't have a real ocean."
Tara translated and she seemed shocked and maybe disgusted. He dared to glance at Elis who had gone to the side of the pool, remaining close to Tara.
Elis had a hand to his lips, dabbing at his mouth. Blood.
They must have seen his reaction. Sarala turned to Elis sel Tor and gave a cry of dismay, which seemed to surprise the guard and more so when she abandoned Marcus and rushed to him, kicking water as she went. She caught hold of Elis and put her scanner to his chest and cursed.
"What's wrong? What happened?" Marcus asked.
Elis tried to pull away from her. She held on. She ran the scanner again, and then told Tara something. He moved to the side of the pool and tossed the pack by her robe across to her. She caught it and went right back to Elis.
"Tara sel Omay?" Marcus whispered.
"Everything is all right. A stupid injury he shouldn't have ignored. A kick there --" He stopped and stared at Marcus, as though weighing how much he should say. He finally continued. "This can be a very painful and sometimes dangerous area for an injury. Our ribcages expand to allow more lung capacity and certain internal changes when we are in the eon. Ocean. These changes allow us to stay under for long stretches. But the bones are thin and easily break."
"Ah."
"The fool might have a sliver in his lung. He should have said something before we saw blood. I don't know how long he thought he could keep the secret."
"I'm sorry," Marcus whispered. "This is my fault."
"No, it is not your fault." Tara put a hand on his shoulder, drawing his attention. "The Lady's guard should never have kicked. When the Lady hears of the injury, she will worry and be sorry."
"There are problems." Marcus remembered something he had heard earlier. "And not just with me. The Lady came from an important meeting?"
"E, more than you." He paused a moment and then continued. "We had word last night from the sel Pena. Sand have taken two of their outer isulas. We don't know who or why."
"Damn! They must be rebels!"
"You think so?" Tara asked, and sounded uncertain. "Not the IWC?"
"I don't think so. They have the Center, right? They've spent a long time on this world and if they had wanted more, they wouldn't have waited until now. I need contact with the IWC. How did you hear from the sel Pena?"
"They came as emissaries to meet with the Lady. Swimmers. They took five days to reach us, and they were going on to sel Tor with the news."
He almost cursed the world for the lack of proper communications, but his friends didn't deserve such a reaction from him. "Have they sent word to the IWC center?" he asked.
"Perhaps."
"I have to get to them, Tara. There has to be a way."
"You aren't ready for travel."
"There is no time to recover, not with the rebels already here. Are they pretending to be IWC, like the Moonwind crew? Would the group at the IWC Center know to be careful? If there is no one to tell them differently, they may be in the same position the Augusta was in."
"Ah, true."
"Can you go for me?" he asked, though he hated the idea of being left behind without Tara's help and protection.
"I could, but I am somewhat out of favor with the IWC. Sector Governor Terrell believes I have too much power and cannot be trusted to tell them the truth. For political reasons Sharon might not see me expeditiously, while your presence would no doubt draw immediate attention."
Marcus had seen Terrell when the man insisted on coming aboard the Augusta and talking to the Captain. He'd later heard rumors about a shouting match and Terrell had left rather sooner than anyone expected. No one complained since they no longer had to worry about a civilian dignitary being on board.
"Esee, friend."
Tara led him over to the side of the pool where they could put their backs to the wall and rest. They both watched Sarala fuss with Elis who at least didn't appear likely to fall over dead or unconscious.
"I didn't get along with the last head of the IWC center, I fear," Tara admitted. "He was Terrell's appointment, too, which put more stress upon our tenuous relationship. He wanted to command the translators, and I was not one to bow to a sand because he had been to the stars. He seemed to think we should believe him a god for such a thing."
Marcus laughed. He had not meant to and Tara gave him a quizzical look.
"Forgive me. That's much the relationship I had with my captain. I was born a rat, and he had no love for anyone born on the wrong side of the port, no matter what their abilities."
"E?" he asked, confused.
"On my world there are citizens and rats. Rats are poor."
"Your clans?"
"We have families, sometimes, but nothing more."
"No clan. No . . . clan house?"
"Not usually." He stopped and shrugged. "Maybe the IWC doesn't want you to know we're not perfect out there."
"If you were perfect, there would be no rebels," Tara replied. "Whether the rebels are wrong or right, they would be content in a perfect place."
"True."
Sarala led Elis to the side of the pool. Whatever she had given him had acted quickly; he appeared relaxed for the first time since Marcus arrived on the beach.
"You are going to have company in the medroom tonight, I think," Tara said. "Much company, since I will not leave you and Elis there with only Sarala to watch over you."
To guard us, Marcus thought. He didn't ask. "He's all right?"
Tara spoke and Sarala who gave what seemed to be calm enough answers. Tara nodded. "She says there is a bone splinter, causing the bleeding. She'll remove it and Elis will be down for a day or two. And I won't leave the two of you there, unprotected. Sel Tor and sel Omay have not had good relationships in the past, though there has been nothing serious for years. However, with word of sand taking some sel Pena isulas, you are not going to be safe."
"They aren't my people."
"I believe you. I know you have suffered a great loss by the same enemy. But my people, who are not accustomed to thinking about anything outside the sels, would not know better. We are too often known for being careful more than caring. The Lady hasn't suggested we rid ourselves of you, though. I believe she understands the worth of having someone who can tell her the sand side of the battle."
Marcus nodded. The war had moved on without him and moved in a way he hadn't considered, blinded by his own loss. The rebels had come here for a reason, and more than to destroy the Augusta.
The scenario didn't sound good: A sparsely populated world, rich in resources -- and rebels pushed to the point they would try anything daring. How long did they think they could hold Kailani? Could they get enough resources from this metal-rich world to give them a viable chance at holding off the IWC, at least in this sector?
The thought worried him.
They stayed in the pool for quite a while. He rested, comfortable in the water and dreaded leaving. Tara swam, often staying under water for long stretches, sometimes with Sarala going with him. Marcus remained close to Elis, who floated at the side of the pool, his head back and his eyes fluttering closed every couple minutes. The guard slept for a little bit and looked annoyed and embarrassed afterwards.
The light passed through the trees, shadows moving across the water as morning passed towards afternoon. Sarala got out first and grabbed her robe. He happened to see how Elis had watched her with emotions too near the surface; a hint of longing and loss, there in his eyes.
Elis moved slowly, apparently dazed, and perhaps a little confused. He didn't protest when Sarala helped him into his robe. Sarala escorted Elis to the medroom while Tara helped Marcus out of the pool and into his robe. He had a moment to examine the simple clothing, woven of cotton or something like it. The thread or cloth had probably been imported because there couldn't be room enough on this world to grow enough cotton to clothe one clan, let alone everyone.
He found pockets at the hip and another, thin sealed pocket below the neckline in front.
"We carry anything of importance there," Tara explained. "The opening seals and is waterproof. Even though we don't wear robes in the eon, things do tend to get wet here. When we take journeys by sea we carry packs made of the same material as the pocket which is the skin of a native fish. The packs keep everything dry."
Tara glanced to the door, worry in his eyes.
"Will he be all right?"
"Oh yes. Sarala is one of the best meds on world. Both of you are in excellent hands."
"Thank you."
They sat there quietly, while voices rang through the hall outside. They seemed loud again, and discordant.
"What should I do if someone comes in?" Marcus asked.
"Keep your head bowed. If I tell you to do something, do so. I hope we won't have any problems. We should reach the room quickly enough. I'll help you. Don't argue."
"But you shouldn't. Elis sel Tor won't be there to protect you."
"Sarala will be. And she's dangerous enough."
He nodded, though he hated the idea of being helpless, though he would not allow his pride to endanger the others. When Sarala returned he tried to stand, but his legs felt rubbery. Tara swept him up without a problem.
"Apla." Sarala grabbed the last of her supplies. Quickly.
Sarala went ahead and ordered people out of the way. There were not many around, though Marcus thought he could hear a little disagreement from some. They reached the medroom without any problems, but as they started into the room, Marcus saw a dozen Isu gathering at the end of the hall.
"I think you should close the door," Marcus suggested. "I saw Isu watching us, and I think the man who tried to talk to me a few days ago was with them."
Tara didn't argue. He sat Marcus in the chair before he closed and locked the door. He wondered if Tara thought they had reason to fear the Isu and then remembered he had likely been attacked by one.
Marcus took deep breaths, trying to convince himself this place remained safe. He stared at the blue, gold and green designs of the wall and ceiling, and forced calm as he so often had before during the last few days.
Tara moved to the chair and stood at his back, much as Elis had so often stood there. Marcus suspected Tara had played the role of guard before and took the position out of instinct.
Sarala had put Elis on the bed. He looked pale white, with a discoloring under his eyes and around his mouth. She'd stripped the robe to his waist and gathered supplies with a haste that worried Marcus. She and Tara spoke. He nodded.
"We're having beds brought in here. A regular bed for you until she's certain Elis sel Tor is recovered enough to be off diagnostics."
"Is the injury serious?"
"More so than she let on, both for our sakes and for his. She found the bone splinter when she ran the scan and it rests against his heart and could puncture it. This is why she had to make him so calm he couldn't argue about helping him to the room, and why she kept him so long in the water. Water soothes the Seaborn and it helped reinforce the drugs. If he had argued, the injury could have killed him before we reached here."
"He'll be all right?" he asked.
"We hope so. Rest here. Keep still and quiet. I will help Sarala with the extraction."
He obeyed, closing his eyes, exhausted. . . .
Chapter 6
Despite how much he had enjoyed the swim, Marcus disliked the idea of leaving their safe room again. He would have stayed there, learning to adapt to the gravity, for as long as he needed to take. However, two days after Sarala removed the bone splinter, Elis began to pace the room, and Marcus could see the skin on his hands had dried and cracked, despite constant sponge baths. Elis became a little surly toward Tara sel Omay, but polite enough to Marcus and Sarala. In fact, Elis appeared half crazy, and soon so did Tara and Sarala, though those two had slipped out twice to swim.
Sarala's private room opened into the medroom. She slept there and rarely went anywhere else. She treated small injuries, the people usually anxious to get away. Marcus and Tara slept on cots in the medroom, which was not as comfortable as the diagnostic bed, but Marcus kept the complaint to himself. The three took their meals in the room, too. Marcus had feared Kailani meals might be heavy on etiquette, and he'd panicked the first time Sarala brought in a tray, two Isu following with chairs, and a folding table. However, the meal turned out to be a relaxed, informal gathering, reminding him of eating with other pilots. He buried the memory as dead faces filled his thoughts.
The meal consisted of steamed fish and vegetables and a sweet dessert of bread and sugars. Elis had started out as glum and uncertain as Marcus, but by the end of the meal even he laughed about Marcus's inability to work the single long pick they used to skewer food and eat. The pick turned out to be a fascinating little piece of work all for itself. Intricate designs covered the long thin surface, some spots inlaid with tiny bits of stone, shell and metal.
Eating utensils on the Augusta, and on every other ship of the fleet, had been simple and expendable. Crew used the plain plastic plates and silverware and threw into the cleaning racks. The computer sorted, washed, dried and shoved them out for the next meal. The Captain had a somewhat more elegant set of dishes. Marcus had seen the white and red plates after officials had been on board. However, nothing compared to this simple little stick. The plates were also interesting, though not quite as delicately worked. He wondered who took the time to make such things.
Four nights after Elis's surgery, they made a late journey through the sasel to the pool. Sarala had chosen to go at night hoping they wouldn't run into trouble. Marcus had started to note the noises of the sasel through the days and into his often sleepless nights. There was always something going on in the building.
Nonetheless, Marcus wanted into the pool no less than Elis did at this point. The world still felt too damn heavy, although he could walk on his own for some distance now. Marcus had the feeling people watched as they moved through the halls, and he saw Tara glance over his shoulder more than once.
"Problems?" Marcus asked as they neared the familiar area of the pool.
"Isu, I think, though perhaps a Seaborn as well. Likely the Lady sel Omay is keeping an eye on us. She doesn't trust either you or Elis sel Tor," he admitted. "But she's not moved against you either."
"She could decide to have me killed, couldn't she?" Marcus asked.
"Yes. She has the law of the clan in her hands, as well as the duty to keep sasel Omay safe. In these uncertain times, she is apt to do something drastic. She could order you killed."
"In fact, you're surprised she hasn't," Marcus replied, limping towards the pool where Elis stood.
"Yes, I am," Tara admitted. He slipped off his robe, and helped Elis with his since Sarala hissed when Elis started to pull it up over his head.
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