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Whatever ignorance men may show,
From none disdainful turn;
For every one doth something know
Which you have yet to learn.
-BETIE ROKRAPENES—LITTLE SAYINGS
Excerpt from Romano Lavo-Lil by George Borrow
Alandra’s tired eyes focused on the Oracle Triad as they turned in unison to face her. “What’s so important that I have to come to you in the middle of the night?” She shuffled her bare feet on the cold floor and tugged her robe closed for modesty’s sake. “Well?”
The three scrawny old men stared at her with an air of expectancy.
Alandra sighed and opened her mind to them. “Show me.”
A universe of stars flashed into existence and coalesced into a familiar configuration; eight planets and a single sun—the old Sol system of long ago, before Earth’s demise.
In unison, the Triad spoke with sonorous voices transcendent of time. “You know this solar system?”
Alandra nodded and watched the image in her head shift and draw her beyond its outermost perimeters.
“You must act now.”
A gargantuan rock, cold and desolate, tumbled lazily toward the system. Alandra brushed strands of hair from her face. “What is that?” She focused harder to better study the mental image. “An asteroid—a comet?”
“It has begun.” Still in unison, their tone lowered ominously. “A body from without threatens our dimension’s Earth just as it did yours centuries ago.”
Alandra measured its path in horror. “Oh no, not again.” She slammed her mind shut to stop the accelerating image. With a flash another appeared. Buffeted by turbulent winds, encircled by explosive sparks of gold and yellow and white, her brother, Ira, stood alone in the night upon a snowcapped mountain. He stared at her through the maelstrom, his long untethered black hair alive and lashing in the wind. A bolt of lightning ripped across the sky between them. His crystalline eyes flickered, aglow against the sudden mad darkness that followed. His soft voice echoed with a sense of urgency across her mind, “Now!”
Alandra gasped, finding herself once more in the room with the three aged Oracles. She spun to leave. “I’ll tell the Overlord.” Racing from the room in blind terror, she barely managed to slide to a halt before a Hive communication access panel. Slamming her palm against it, she struggled to catch her breath.
“State your business,” a bored voice demanded.
“The Overlord,” Alandra gasped. “I must reach the Overlord.”
* * * *
“So now I’m a ‘Dark Angel,’” Ira complained. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” He tossed the brush back onto the dresser.
“That you are supposed to save this world when the time comes,” Tristen thought to him from where she sat on the edge of their bed.
Ira glared into the mirror so she would see through his eyes how annoyed he was. “Sure I am. Where do these old guys get this weird stuff from anyway?”
“Who can say? The Oracles have protected my world for as long as I can remember.” Tristen paused long enough for Ira to turn his gaze from the mirror. “You know, all the Archangels wear their hair loose when they play this role. Maybe you should, too.”
Ira snatched up a tie and quickly fastened his waist-long hair at the base of his neck. “I’m going to assume Dark Angels don’t have to follow their lead.” He swung around and glared at the full-length black robe draped across a chair in the corner. “And I’m not wearing that either. I wear enough black as it is.” He snapped up the sleek dark sunglasses from the dresser and slipped them on. “But…I will wear these.” Turning again toward the mirror he scowled behind the glasses, so Tristen could get the full effect. “There. No pale prismatic eyes or ebony hair blowing in the breeze. This Dark Angel is just going to be dark.”
“Perfect,” she thought back and smiled.
Ira threw his hands into the air in resignation. “Of course it is.” He retrieved his black gloves and pulled them over his equally dark sleeves, a preventative measure against accidental flesh-to-flesh contact with others. Empathic backlash seldom worked in anyone’s favor. The uniform complete, he turned again to his wife. “You ready?”
She studied herself through his eyes and nodded. “I guess it is time to check in on the Deridian brothers.”
“Of course, the fun never stops in this dimension.” Ira drew up short, almost walking into the door.
Tristen stifled a laugh. “Still not used to good old fashioned un-automated doors?” She allowed a momentary blast of his anger to wash through her before continuing. “This assignment will surely become easier if you stop raging against the Overlord’s will.” She stood and straightened the hem of her cowl-necked black sweater.
“Don’t get me started on Rael,” he shot back before realizing what she was doing, “and don’t use my searing glares to check your appearance!” Ira stifled a grin. She was the only person who could do this to him.
The door chime interrupted.
A young man’s voice sounded through the intercom. “May I enter?”
Ira cast a quick scowl at his wife even though she couldn’t see it. “And so it begins.” He took a deep cleansing breath and backed away. “Enter.”
An Asian youth of scarcely sixteen Earth years drew the door open.
Ira stiffened at an overwhelming amount of awe and excitement the boy exuded.
“Relax,” Ira commanded, “and continue.” Though his voice always remained soft, the words echoed through the young one’s mind taking on an imperative charge.
Scarcely suspecting the source of his newly found calm, the youth bowed. “My name is Huan Li, and I have been selected to serve as your aide, Holy Ones. If you have any needs, at any time, you have but to page me.” He bowed deeply and offered two flat, circular pagers to Ira. “I am much honored to be here.”
Ira sighed and paused long enough for Tristen’s telepathic vision to fully integrate. Though her sea-green eyes were beautiful, they were sightless. Since their recent bonding, he had grown accustomed to sharing her mind-sight which allowed her to see through the eyes of everyone in the room—alongside his own—just as she had come to expect occasional empathic bleed-overs from him. “Wonderful. I will need boots to wade through so much sincerity.” He thought to his wife, “How am I going to stomach all this devotion?”
Tristen sidled over to her husband and smiled. “Thank you. We will endeavor to be worthy of you.”
Ira pretended to ignore the new rush of excitement their aide broadcasted. “It will be good when he gets use to hearing your voice in his head, too,” he thought to Tristen while accepting the tiny devices and handing one to her.
Huan completed his bow and pointed at the pagers. “At any time of day or night, all you have to do is press the button and tell me what you want or, if you say nothing,” he lifted his own tiny unit, “it allows me to locate you, and I will come to you, Dark Angel.”
Ira flinched. “You can call me Ira.”
“Thank you, Great Irael. If you and the Chosen One are ready, I will escort you to the broadcast room.”
Despite the fact the servant’s respectfully lowered eyes prevented her from seeing more than the floor, Tristen smiled at the pained look she knew her husband would be struggling to hide. “You may as well give up. The suffix ‘el’ means ‘of God,’ so he is only calling you Ira of God. Think of it as a title.”
Ira surrendered. “Can we get on with this? We were about to visit the Deridian brothers.”
“Of course, Great Ones. The Lords of Light and Dark have already been summoned to the broadcast.” Huan bowed once more before backing into the hall. He motioned for them to follow. “If you are ready, the coordinator is anxious to begin.”
Ira paused long enough to allow Tristen to precede him into the hall. His height and sight served them best this way.
Huan rushed at a furious pace to keep ahead of Ira’s long stride. “Everybody is so relieved by your arrival, Great Irael. When the Overlord took our Oracles away, some feared panic might overtake us. For centuries our planet has been protected by their guidance.”
Tristen’s thoughts preempted Ira’s objection, “Irael is better than Dark Angel, is it not?”
Ira refused a reply, instead concentrating on the elevator door at the hall’s end.
Tristen noticed his unwavering stare and felt the slightest breath of anxiety bleeding through his control. “What else is bothering you?”
“Nothing,” he insisted.
Tristen, catching a telepathic flash of his childhood, recognized the same cloistered smells, the ominous sound of echoing footsteps, the cold feel of containment here. It was all so alike and yet so different from his forced servitude of The Wall on his home world. She allowed him to feel her concern, and they both relaxed when his gaze returned to her instead.
“This place, this whole situation somehow reminds me of my home world. I never had any choice there either. It’s all so horribly familiar here.”
The elevator at the hall’s end slid open, spilling blue-tinted light across cold stone corridors before they entered.
As the door closed, Ira slid his arm around her shoulder. She was too short and he too tall for him to reach her waist, but the act allowed them both some comfort. Before their bonding, he had been so very alone. She leaned into him as the elevator lifted and for the first time, wondered if the adoration of an entire planet might not sit well with him.
At the top floor, the elevator door glided open to reveal a brightly lit hallway with clean, white tiled floors and pillars spilling tumbling lengths of colorful, flower-studded vines everywhere. Ira welcomed the fragrant change. It felt more...natural up here. As a child, he had always hated the cloistered rigidity of The Wall. During the long years of his forced servitude, he’d watched it slowly seep into his very being. That the lower corridors had reawakened those feelings bothered him.
“The Broadcast room is right over here,” Huan announced, and motioning for them to follow, he rushed to the hall’s end where he pulled open a set of massive ornate wooden doors. Barely able to contain his excitement, he announced them. “Miss Roberts, this is The Dark Angel Irael and his Chosen One.”
Ira lifted an eyebrow. “‘His’ Chosen One? It doesn’t count that the Oracles chose you to save their world any more?”
Tristen’s thoughts smiled. “Do not worry ‘Irael.’ This merely reconfirms your divine status—makes your job easier.”
The beautiful panoramic view of the temple gleaming in the morning sun caused Ira to look past Miss Roberts as they entered.
With a deliberate and cool confidence, she closed the distance between them and planted herself directly in front of him. “Greetings, Lord Irael.” She stared up at him, extending a well- manicured hand for him to take. “I am Alice Roberts, your public affairs manager.”
Impeccably garbed in a woven silver mesh dress, she stood five foot six with stylishly groomed, short golden-yellow hair and clear blue eyes, Though Ira appreciated he would not have to deal with another groveling subordinate, he made a point of not taking her hand, instead only nodding.
Blatantly undeterred, she dropped her hand and unceremoniously circled them, inspecting their attire.
Ira, through Tristen’s optical link, saw the manager’s every scrutinous pause and examination.
“Enough,” he finally demanded when her attention dropped again to his waist.
Alice’s eyes lingered anyway. “You cut a striking figure as you are, but have you considered a more formal mode of dress—a robe, perhaps?” She stepped back a few paces and stared at his glasses. “What do you look like without those on?”
Tristen stifled a laugh.
“That’s more like it,” he thought to Tristen before Alice’s unexpected recovery and sudden delight confounded him.
“That is so much better.” She turned away and waved for them to follow. “If the cameras can capture that, it won’t matter how you dress.” Pressing a panel on the far wall, she smiled back at them one last time. “I love it when I have so much to work with.”
A hidden set of doors slid open, doubling the room’s size. Nevon and Deshon Deridia stood before a large green screen at the room’s center. They wore long, flowing, golden robes: Nevon’s trimmed in a radiant white and Deshon’s in an ebony black. A third man, a fair-haired German, dressed like Huan in an off-white jumpsuit with a starched high-necked collar, struggled to adjust the fit of Nevon’s garb.
Nevon’s sad smile shifted to Ira. “I guess they were expecting their Lord of Light to be bigger.”
Deshon shook out his tawny red mane and looked to Ira. “Why do you get to dress normally, and we have to wear these?” He flapped the golden robe angrily and then paused with a sudden realization. “Ira, you compelled them, didn’t you?” He nudged his brother. “See, told you it wouldn’t matter, you wimp. Give me a break, here. Why don’t you whip off one of those gloves and flash one of those magik hands at her. Compel this woman to stop all this micro-management. I don’t see why we should have to costume up anyway. Aren’t we supposed to be in charge here?”
Alice marched past him toward one of the many control panels lining the front wall. “Klaus, please resituate the Dark Lord’s robe before we start recording.”
Dumbfounded, everyone, except compliant Klaus, stared on as she clacked out unfathomable business on her keyboards.
Deshon stiffened as his servant’s hand brushed against the strangely monogrammed collar at his throat. “Don’t touch that!”
The servant dropped away from him, grasping his own hand. “I am sorry, Lord.”
Deshon glared at Tristen. “Did you do that, or was it my bumbling servant here?”
Tristen shook her head in denial. Though she mentally controlled the pain-dealing slave collar to insure Deshon’s cooperation, she detested using it—having, not too long ago, worn one herself.
Nevon brushed silk-fine blond hair from his face before reaching over to pat the servant on the shoulder. “Fear not, Klaus. Deshon is afflicted with this evil device as a penance for past...misdeeds. It has a mind of its own sometimes, so it must never be awakened.” He cast a sad smile at the comforted servant. Already the young man’s growing need to serve him awakened. Too bad, he thought. I had hoped the Oracle planet would breed more resistant stock to my unnatural allure.
“There,” Alice said with a tone of finality before spinning to face them again. “Now we’re going to be able to get this done. She glanced at her timepiece. “I’d hoped to have this finished first thing in the morning, but we should easily make the noon news.” She nodded her approval before noting their confusion. A worried look crept across her face. “What’s wrong?”
Ira took it upon himself to answer. “We have no idea what is expected of us here. Could you, perhaps, explain all of this?”
Alice looked from one to another of them and then at her watch. “Well, The Oracle Triad has always worked in strange ways.” She flipped a switch turning on an overhead wall monitor.
A smartly dressed woman stood surrounded by a clutter of world maps explaining the day’s world weather control settings. “In celebration of the prophesized arrival of the Lords of Dark and Light, all parts of the world will receive a special treat today as the master controller has arranged for sky works throughout the next twenty-four hours. Check your home units for the exact time your location will be activated.”
Alice smiled and clicked a button to engage another station, and another, and another. “It’s a big world,” she explained, “so most of your appearances will be broadcasted from here.” She pressed another key and pointed to the wall screen behind them.
In glorious bright colors with high definition images, the wall showed a more weathered version of the golden pagoda through which they’d arrived the previous night. As before, a large gathering of witnesses waited, now fully visible in the daylight.
The Dark Team watched in awe as a brilliant flash of light again heralded their arrival within the stone pagoda. The crowd fell prostrate like a great wave of wheat before a thrasher.
“But we arrived in the dark of night,” Nevon said.
Alice waved that off. “Nobody cares about the details. Our audiences just need to bear witness to your coming and witness your reception clearly.”
“And this doesn’t affect your credibility?” Deshon asked.
Alice looked confused. “What the Oracles predict is Gospel. Everything else can be contrived for the benefit of the masses.”
Ira pointed to the image of a huge procession from the mountaintop temple. “I don’t remember all those people lining our road either.”
“Details.” Alice smiled.
“So why the change of wardrobe?” Deshon spread his arms to flourish the elaborate robe he wore.
Alice’s eyes lit up. “Very nice. Do that when you are announced. It’ll look great.” She tilted her head at Nevon. “No, somehow your stance is fine as it is.” She studied them both back and forth. “Good contrast.”
Behind them, on the monitor, the team watched themselves being ushered into the Chapel.
A reporter appeared in the corner of the screen. “The procession is now reaching the Chapel of Blessings where the Holy Ones will shortly address the world.”
Another camera shot panned the wall-to-wall crowd within. “These are the lucky lottery winners serving as regional representatives. What an honor to have been selected to witness this great event.”
Ira shook his head. “I see. When do we make our ‘appearance’?”
Alice looked at her timepiece again. “Now would be good, if you’re ready.”
Ira sighed. “Do you have scripts for us, or is this just a physical appearance?”
Alice grinned. “I thought you’d never ask. Now if you’ll step closer to that screen, I’ll coach you before we begin.”
* * * *
Corporate Overlord of the known universe, Rael Pointe, luxuriated at the helm of his beloved star-chaser class cruiser, Nemesis. He loved traveling with the forward blast shield screen wide open. Somehow, the magnificent vastness of open space always made his problems seem so much smaller in contrast.
“Gabriel,” he thought to his corporate aide, “would you mind bringing me a cup of coffee, please?”
The golden tenor voice of his Corporate Archangel/Nexus sounded gently in his head. “Any particular flavor this time, Overlord?”
“Surprise me.” Rael smiled. If it took him a thousand years to wear down his recently acquired ‘Archangel’ support system, he would see to it they learned to value themselves. He tried to imagine what it would be like to harbor a faith in anyone, or anything, so strong as to be absolute. He couldn’t, but he witnessed it every day. Righting the command chair from its reclined position, he swiveled to face the door. Almost on cue it slid open.
Watching any of the Archangels, no matter what they were doing, was like looking at a living work of art. They were eternally young with long platinum hair, fine features, blue eyes—the works. And they all lived, or died, in service of the Corporate Overlord. Rael shook his head in wonder of how harshly his predecessor had treated them during his three hundred seventeen year reign.
Gabriel proffered the contents of the tray he carried: a flash-cup and small basket containing several of Rael’s favorite flavored coffees. He waited patiently for his master to make a choice.
“Some surprise,” Rael quipped. “You never choose.”
Gabriel’s eyes turned to the starscape filling the forward screen. “When you watch the stars, you usually prefer the almond,” he suggested as Rael reached for it.
Rael grinned. “Guess you’re right.” He opened the packet into the water filled flash-cup and flipped the control button to hot before pressing it. Rael drank in the smell before tasting the drink itself. “Thank you.” He nodded to the second cup still on the tray. “You will join me, won’t you?”
The young Archangel nodded and set the tray on the side table affixed to the command chair. He smiled inwardly; pleased he had known the Overlord would appreciate this gesture.
The smell of cinnamon erupted then blended with the other deliciously.
“Mmm. Nice.” Rael took a long drink from his cup. “So how is our space Gypsy handling life aboard the Nemesis?”
“Roma is the preferred name among his race.” Gabriel cast his eyes downward.
Rael grinned. It had taken him quite a while to get any of the Archangels to contradict him in even the slightest form.
“Lazlo is in the common room exploring our food ports at the moment. He cannot seem to quench his curiosity about the simplest of things.”
“I noticed,” Rael turned back to face the expanse of stars splayed across the main screen. “I like the man, and I’m looking forward to meeting his people—soon, I hope.”
From the ship’s com, an old man’s crackly voice broke through. “This is Argos Mining Port. Come in.”
Rael’s temple plates flickered as he mentally linked to his ship and activated the com-voice only. “Nemesis here.”
The voice sounded excited. “Nemesis. Is this the Corporate Overlord’s flagship?”
Rael grimaced. “Yes.”
“I’m sorry, sir, you just activated our sensors, but our visual contact doesn’t always work right. Who am I talking to, please?”
Rael sighed and stepped down from the command chair, motioning for Gabriel to take over.
The young Archangel slid into position, released the tie from his hair, and shook it so it poured over his shoulders. Then lifting his head and assuming an arrogant expression, he waited for Rael to step out of sight and activate the visuals. When the image of the port contact opened, Gabriel spoke sharply. “I am the Archangel Gabriel, personal adjunct to the Universal Corporate Overlord. Please state your business.”
Rael, standing off camera, couldn’t help but chuckle at the charade. This was how it had always been done, especially with underdeveloped planets. He watched the old man on the screen straighten up and tug his collar closed in an attempt to look more presentable.
“We were, uh, wondering when to expect the Universal Corporate Overlord’s arrival, sir?”
“Nemesis will be entering Argos atmosphere in ten minutes. Are we cleared for landing?”
The old port worker looked really pleased. “Yes sir. Simply follow our beacon to your landing site.”
“Is that all?” Gabriel prodded.
“Yes, uh, Argos Port out.”
The screen snapped off, leaving only the panoramic starscape with the planet Argos growing larger.
Rael marveled at Gabriel’s skillful transformation as the Archangel casually snapped his hair back into place at the base of his neck and resumed his normal, more caring guise.
“I am not certain I care for the sound of that,” Gabriel muttered. He relinquished the command chair again to his master.
Rael placed the empty flash-cup onto the tray. “Give me a minute to check it out.” He dropped into his seat and closed his eyes to lessen distractions before linking again to the Nemesis main computer. From there, he joined with the Universal Hive Web system and sought out several planetside systems throughout the mining town they were preparing to visit. At the speed of thought, he breezed through private, corporate, public, government communications and returned in a flash with a look of disbelief on his face.
Gabriel remained silent.
“I can’t believe it.” Rael stared again at the brownish green planet before them. “You remember we had Tristen compel Lazlo’s uncle, Boriv, to manage Mine 171 in our service?”
“Of course, Overlord. It was intended to coerce Lazlo to work with the Dark Team. Did something go wrong?”
“I’m not sure.” Rael sounded dumfounded. “But they’re planning a parade in our honor as well as a full escort to the mine.”
Gabriel smiled. “Perhaps Lazlo’s uncle takes real pride in his work.” He tilted his head in thought before adding, “I do not think I have ever seen a parade before.”
“Well, this is your lucky day, isn’t it?” Rael rose from his seat and clicked the forward blast door closed. “It won’t be long now. Guess you and Michael need to garb up and loosen your hair. I hadn’t planned to go in high profile this time, but an Overlord’s got to do what’s expected of him, doesn’t he?”
Behind them, the control room door slid open, and the team’s healer, a man of medium build, entered. His dark eyes gleamed from a rugged, weathered face, framed by age streaked, shoulder length walnut-colored hair. “Are you making an appearance at the mine this time?” Laynald Lockheim asked.
Rael smiled back at the healer. “They’re throwing us a parade and official escort. I’d hate to miss that, wouldn’t you?”
Laynald sighed. “Lazlo’s uncle is turning out to be a pain. We should have held his ship for ransom.”
Rael watched Laynald check each of the many deadly darts in concealed sheaths along his sleeves and waist as he always did before a mission. “Oh, come on, Laynald, it’ll be fun.” Rael heard the trill of Nemesis’ autopilot engage to guide the sleek ship gently into Argos’ atmosphere and surface-linked to quick check the ship stats, though he knew it wasn’t necessary. “Gabriel,” he thought to his aide, “inform Michael to escort Lazlo to the bay. We’ll be leaving soon.”
“It is done Overlord.” Gabriel lifted the coffee tray and headed down the hall.
Laynald shook his head. “You sent him off to do something, didn’t you?” He stared down the corridor until the door whooshed shut. “How do you keep from becoming spoiled surrounded by so much telepathic efficiency?”
Rael shrugged and straightened his high-necked, almost military looking, black jacket. “I certainly am getting used to it, though.” He grinned and walked toward the exit. Laynald fell in step beside him, and they headed for the lift to the bay. Already both the Archangels, Michael and Gabriel, were returning from the common room.
Lazlo looked out of place alongside them. His dark complexion and rough thick black hair as well as his piercing black eyes really set him apart from their radiant white hair and steel blue eyes. He was shorter, stockier, too, since the Archangels stood near six foot tall to his five foot six.
By the time they’d reached the loading bay, the Nemesis had easily set down at the Argos mining port. Rael watched, ever fascinated, as his Corporate Archangel bodyguards each pulled a long silver-trimmed white robe from a locker by the doorway and slid them on. The transformation was scary as, in unison, they loosened their waist length platinum hair, taking on the guise of the supernatural beings their titles only implied.
“That’s amazing,” Lazlo said.
The Archangels stood stock still, waiting for Rael to begin.
“This is creeping me out,” Laynald finally said. “Can we get on with this spectacle before night falls? I’ve come to hate the cold here.”
Rael mockingly ran his hand through his own collar length, platinum hair. “Gentlemen, let the parade begin.” He activated the door and watched the dark ramp extend and settle before him.
Already a uniformed escort stood at attention beyond where the ramp ended.
“They are nervous to be in your presence, Overlord,” Gabriel reported. “There is an undertone of fear here. They were deeply impressed by your agents and Michael when they were last here.”
“Traumatized is the word,” Rael muttered. “And here we go again,” he thought to Gabriel.
Dressed in sharply tailored ebony offset by his own platinum hair, the Corporate Overlord stepped out onto the ramp, flanked by a beautiful angelic pair of bodyguards and followed by stern, no nonsense, dark clad Laynald...and Lazlo.
*
Rael and his party entered Mine 171’s magistrate’s office with feelings of trepidation. The parade had been bad enough with its sign laden vehicles and mounted guards, but the long drawn out speeches and the snail’s crawl pace had worn his patience to the quick. “Next time we land at the mine instead of the spaceport,” he thought to Gabriel. “And what’s with all the banners and streamers here?”
Gabriel studied the decorated hallway they’d traversed. “They all say ‘Welcome Great Overlord.’”
A middle-aged swarthy complexioned man jumped up from behind his desk and threw his arms open. “Welcome, Great Overlord. I have long awaited a chance to demonstrate my thanks for the opportunity to serve you. Please, please be seated.” He motioned to the chairs and sofa lining his small office. It was obvious he’d gone through enough trouble to accommodate them all in comfort if not style.
Rael obliged him, taking the single seat before the desk. He waved Lazlo into the seat by the window adjacent to the desk. “This is your uncle, Boriv, right?”
Lazlo looked concerned. “It sure looks like him, but....” He studied his uncle’s over exuberance, barely recognizing the man who had originally come to retrieve him from this backward planet, when Tristen had compelled him to stay. It was ironic poor Uncle Boriv, now suffering from the same curse, had more successfully assumed the position of magistrate.
Laynald chuckled. “I believe Tristen told him we might be interested in a trade arrangement if he did well.”
Boriv beamed. “I’ve prepared production reports—”
Rael’s hand shot up to stop him. “You’ve done a great job here, Boriv, and as a reward, I’m going to allow you to return home with your nephew.”
Boriv’s face dropped. “But I love this job.”
Lazlo rolled his eyes. “Her magik is too strong. Either Tristen or Ira will have to return to release him.”
Gabriel’s anxious thoughts startled Rael. “Overlord, we have received a message from The Hive. It is Alandra.”
Rael turned to face him.
“The Oracle Triad has loosed another prophecy.” He hurriedly relayed Alandra’s message and awaited a response.
Rael rose from his seat and nodded to Boriv. “Very well done, here. I will send an emissary back to discuss this further.” He turned to Lazlo. “You will need to take me to your people, immediately.”
Boriv failed miserably in his attempts to take this in stride. “But...but—”
The great Corporate Overlord led his men back out into the hall. “Contact Tristen and inform them of this,” he told Gabriel as they walked.
From high atop a platform at the head of the Chapel of Blessings, Deshon stared out at the never-ending flow of people filing past them. He leaned over and quietly complained to Tristen. “I’m cold. Why can’t we just bless them all and get out of here? Isn’t that the godly thing to do?”
Tristen ignored him, distracted by her husband’s increased discomfort.
The eternal procession of worshipers ate away at him. Jumbled through millions of their eyes, he saw himself and his team poised above them. Fighting against an overwhelming flood of adoration, fear, hope, and awe, Ira found himself disoriented. It churned, smothering him with an unbearable intensity. The teeming crowd began to wear at his control. “I can’t take this,” he finally told Tristen and turned to leave.
She managed to slip her arm through his and held him back. “You heard what they told us. We have to do this. It is important to these people.”
Ira steeled himself against the onslaught in one last effort as he turned back to face the crowd. “Too many eyes,” he muttered, and Tristen closed hers to allow him reprieve. The visual disorientation dissipated, leaving only what he could see with his own eyes, but his body and mind still reeled from the empathic assault. He disengaged from her arm to encircle her slight form within his, drawing her closer. Closing his eyes, he struggled to sharpen his focus, reaching out to encompass all the writhing consciousnesses around him—to telepathically hold them as one.
He spoke softly, barely audible, “Breathe in,” he said, and his words echoed across all the minds in the hall and beyond, all the way out into the cold lines of the waiting faithful. As one, they all inhaled deeply.
“Breathe out.” They exhaled.
“And in.” They all fell into sync.
Ira opened his eyes. “Be at ease,” he whispered, and again, the words reverberated across their minds.
“It is done. You will leave now contented...and blessed.” Almost in unison, the crowd reversed and began to file away in silence.
Not until the hall had emptied did Tristen open her eyes and realize the Deridian brothers both stood focused on Ira.
Totally spent, Ira still stared, unseeing, out over the great empty hall.
“That was perfect,” Alice’s voice rang out, shattering the silence. “The perfect blessing from the Dark Angel, Irael. The networks are going to eat this up.”
Tristen studied her husband through the others. “We should leave now. You look as bad as you feel.” She felt his weight sag against her before pressing on toward the entrance.
“This will be enough for today, Miss Roberts.”
Nevon made it a point to get as close as possible to Ira in an attempt to help.
Ira barely noticed the influx of raw energy Nevon channeled from the world they’d come to save. Instead, his body grew numb, and his temples throbbed from the overload. “What were we thinking?” he muttered to Tristen and keeled over.
Tristen barely managed to hold him up long enough for Deshon to reach them. Eventually the brothers were able to hoist him away from her. Hauling him into the broadcast room, they pulled up a chair and eased him onto it.
Eyes still closed, Ira dropped his head into his gloved hands to quell a rush of vertigo.
“Lord Irael!” Alice cried in panic. “What’s happened?” She looked to Tristen in terror. “Did I do something wrong? What does he need?”
From nowhere, Huan arrived bearing a pitcher of iced water. He knelt before Ira, hurriedly poured a glass full and held it to Ira’s lips.
“No!” Tristen realized what he was doing a moment too late to stop him from making skin-to-skin contact with Ira.
Huan let out a yelp and jerked his hand away, dropping the glass.
Despite his precarious state. Ira lurched away from the psionic backlash of the uncontrolled physical contact. Forcing himself to his feet, he stumbled through the broken glass and spilled water toward the hallway. “Stay away!” he commanded, and everyone except Tristen froze in place, unable to move.
They made it into the elevator before he allowed himself to relax again. “There are too many minds,” he insisted. “They won’t release.” Tightly gripping the railing, he pressed himself against the cool metal wall of the small chamber as it descended deeply into the underground sanctuary. “I can still feel them squirming through my brain, my body.”
Taking advantage of the fact their ethereal patterns now matched since they’d mated, Tristen cupped his face in her hand. “I know. I know. Let me help.”
“Tristen?” Gabriel’s golden tenor voice chimed across her mind.
Tristen’s attention splintered.
The Archangel’s own empathy, channeled through her, allowing his strength and clarity to engage the cacophony of otherness Ira could not quiet alone.
Little by little, Ira felt the mayhem subside and dissipate until it was finally gone. Sinking to the floor of the elevator, Ira, at last, loosened his death grip on the railing and leaned his head against the cool wall.
“Thank you,” Tristen managed to think to the Archangel.
Gabriel’s worry remained. “I will stay linked until you have reached where you are going.”
When the elevator jerked to a stop, Ira pulled himself from the floor and almost walked unaided.
Tristen rushed to brace him against her small body.
“I need rest,” he told her. “And food.”
She smiled and helped him back to their quarters where he barely managed to drop onto the sofa before unconsciousness overtook him.
“Gabriel,” Tristen finally said, “since I did not call to you, the Overlord must have had reason to send you.”
His crystal clear voice raised again in her mind. “The Overlord wishes me to tell you of another prophecy.”
* * * *
Laynald rapped his knuckles against the hull of Lazlo’s jumper craft. “Vardo XXVI.” He turned to Lazlo and grinned. “Kinda boxy for a shuttle craft, don’t you think?”
Lazlo laughed aloud while guiding his beautiful white warhorse, Svetlo, from the trailer. “It is what it is.” He slipped the horse’s reins into the healer’s hands and pulled open a nearly invisible panel exposing the glowing ident-keyboard. With a slap of his right palm, a wide doorway appeared and folded down into a sturdy gangplank before them.
“Who gets to sit on the horse?” the healer asked after taking in the tiny ship’s Spartan interior. “I don’t even see seats in this crate.”
“There are two at the front.” Lazlo snatched up the horse’s reins. “Svetlo would be better company, though,” he mumbled before leading the creature into the vessel.
From behind them, Rael and the two Archangels watched.
“How do you want to approach these people?” Michael asked.
Rael extended his senses to inspect the little ship. “Not much sophistication, but it feels sound enough.”
Gabriel sounded uncertain. “How much do you know about the Roma, Overlord? Would it not be more prudent to approach them from the Nemesis?”
Rael cast a sideways glance at his aide. “You worrying about my safety?”
“Yes,” both Michael and Gabriel replied.
“Well, it might be better to send a scout ahead.” He nodded toward Laynald. “He can act as our Herald, and we can make arrangements to meet up with their mothership later with full pomp and circumstance.”
Rael didn’t have to be psionic to see the relief in his bodyguards. “Let’s go see what the wild bunch is up to.”
By this time, both the young Roma and old healer were inside the ship. The first thing Rael noticed, other than the lack of furniture, was the smell and feel of the fresh hay scattered across the floor. He looked questioningly at Lazlo.
“Uh, sorry. I originally hadn’t intended to stay long. I was merely to deliver a horse and leave.” He kicked at a pile of straw to spread it more evenly. “I fed Svetlo to relax him before placing the geas upon him to make all who saw him admire him. It was part of the service we offered the old Magistrate. Believe me, he paid handsomely for it.” The young conjurer glanced back at his horse. “After that, all I was supposed to do was to deliver him. I guess things didn’t quite play out the way they were supposed to though.”
“I’ve been thinking perhaps we should give your leaders some warning before I approach them.” Rael glanced at Laynald, who nodded his approval. “I want to send my healer as our Herald. If your people allow, we can join shortly afterward.”
Lazlo agreed enthusiastically. “You are truly wise, Great Overlord. It would be better if our elders had time to prepare for you.” He smiled handsomely. “After all, first impressions are important.”
Rael smiled back. “Yes, they are. And I need to make some preparations of my own. So you two go on ahead.”
Laynald chuckled and tapped his collar where he wore a hidden communicator. “I’ll be in touch quickly. Their mothership is not supposed to be too far from here.”
After Rael and the Archangels left, the young Roma busied himself at the front of the ship, setting the control panel aglow. “If you don’t mind, would you sweep the straw out the door? We shouldn’t lose gravity but...”
Laynald located an old style broom attached by the door and made short business of it. Afterward, he spent his time watching the young pilot’s flying fingers set the engines and liftoff into motion while a growing gelatinous cradle, of some sort, began to take form beneath the great white horse strapped into the back corner. He’d never given much thought to things such as primitive animal transport before.
The tiny craft’s appearance proved to be misleading. Without so much as a jolt or jerk, Lazlo deftly lifted the shuttle away from Argos port and into the inky dark of space.
Laynald found himself mesmerized by the spectacle of the wall-length view. Somehow in this tiny ship’s bridge, the panoramic star field appeared much more impressive.
“It is unbelievably beautiful out here, isn’t it?” Lazlo eventually said.
Laynald nodded. “So what should I expect when I meet your people?”
Lazlo tilted his head and gave it some thought. “We are not a complex people,” he began. “By tradition, we embrace the feel of nature. We prefer to always see a sky over our heads.” He motioned to the giant star-filled screen. “We love the smell of soil and life—the color green comforts us.”
The healer shrugged and considered the straw on the floor. “Doesn’t sound very sanitary.”
Lazlo frowned. “Maybe when you’ve seen our mothership, you’ll understand.”
Laynald glanced back at the great warhorse comfortably tethered and supported upon its gelatinous cushion. “Have you ever seen a horse in zero gravity?”
Lazlo smiled. “Of course.”
Huan pressed a cup of something green into Ira’s gloved hand. “Forgive me, Great One, I know this looks strange,” he paused and considered the swirling particles of the concoction, “and the smell is...questionable, however it will help you to rejuvenate.” He nudged the cup closer.
Ira lifted his hand to ward off the well-intended offering, noting how much more careful his new servant had become about not touching him. Good, I won’t have to worry about that happening again.
Carefully, Tristen accepted the cup and drew Huan away. “I will see Irael drinks this when he is more settled. Thank you so much for your thoughtfulness.” As Ira had again dropped his head into his hands and closed his eyes, she had a bit of trouble guiding their distraught servant toward the door, especially since his gaze kept returning to Ira slumped over on the sofa.
“Do not worry,” Tristen told the servant. “Solitude and some food will revive him. Perhaps you could arrange—”
Young Huan raced for the door. “Yes, Chosen One. I will take care of it, and I’ll try to find a healer, or doctor, or... I’ll find someone. I will.”
Tristen stood sightless when the door slid shut. “I am sorry,” she began, “I did not want to compel him.”
Ira opened his eyes and ventured a tender smile. “Good. I’ve had enough of that for one day, myself.” He pushed himself up from the couch, and she rushed to help him make his way to their sleeping chambers. “I’ve never been the sole focus of so many people before. I don’t know what happened.”
“It was quite a gathering,” Tristen agreed. She struggled to guide him to the bed’s edge. “Are you sure you do not need a doctor?”
Ira shook his head, allowing long strands of his dark hair to fall across his face without caring as he slowly let himself sink onto the bed.
Tristen remained at his side until he dropped into a deep sleep. Blindly retracing her steps, she found her way back into the main quarters in time for the doorbell to chime. She mimicked Ira’s mental ‘push’ to activate the door’s switch. When nothing happened, she chastised herself for allowing herself to not pay attention. Glad, at least, Ira had not witnessed this, she felt her way across the room to open the door. Upon doing so, it took a couple of uncomfortable seconds to ferret out exactly who stood before her, since neither Deshon nor Nevon spoke or looked anywhere but at her.
“So what the hell was Ira doing?” Deshon finally blurted out in his usual blunt manner.
“Ira will need to rest now,” she insisted, as he brushed past her.
“I’m not leaving until I know what’s going on here. What brought down Mr. Bad-ass-man-in-black? I didn’t see anything dangerous out there. What happened?”
Tristen followed Nevon’s eyes to where his brother had plopped into a tall-backed chair.
Nevon, remaining quiet, joined them.
“There is more to him than the ability to compel another’s will or to locate people and objects from residual traces.” She squared off before Deshon, staring him down with sightless sea-green eyes. “More than anything else, he is an empath.”
Deshon shrugged “What’s that mean?”
“In a lot of ways, he is like Gabriel. An empath feels other’s emotions. Not their thoughts, only their pain, confusion, anxiety, and today all of those people were focused on him.”
“So he was awestruck?” Deshon roared with laughter. “Big, bad, ‘Dark Angel’ Ira was knocked down by a crowd of worshipers. Ha!”
Nevon shook his head and spoke softly, “Stop it, Deshon. You are forgetting your place.”
Deshon glared at his brother but stopped talking.
“Perhaps I could sit with him,” Nevon offered and held out his sketchbook and long feathered pen for Tristen to see.
Though Ira had asked to be left alone, Tristen remembered how much help this young man’s ability to siphon a healing energy into Ira’s sister had been. “Is this something you can do from here?”
“Unlike my evil twin,” Nevon grimaced at his brother, “mere proximity is not always enough. For this, I would need to focus and direct what he needs to help him.”
Tristen sighed. “Try not to wake him and do what you can.” She motioned him to the door.
Nevon cast a look at his brother before opening it.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Deshon growled. “She’s the one in control of this damned collar I’m stuck wearing.” He slapped his hands on the arms of the chair and jumped to his feet. “I’m out of here. I don’t need this grief.” He crossed the room in no time only stopping long enough to look back at Tristen. “It is interesting to know Ira can’t handle large crowds though, isn’t it?” He pulled the door roughly shut behind him.
Tristen watched Nevon’s attention linger at the door. “Is it safe for him to be alone down here?” she asked.
Nevon considered this. “His nearness to me has kept him well satiated. He should have no need to drain energy from others for a while, but he is angry and naturally mean.” Nevon shifted his gaze to her. “I do not think he would risk you activating the collar though. He’s just restless.” The Oracle Earth’s new Lord of Light turned back to the bedroom doorway and entered.
Ira remained on his side; sound asleep near the edge of the bed.
Nevon chose a chair nearby and settled into it. He studied the dangerous man; realizing for the first time, Ira was probably not much older than he and his brother. Somehow this surprised him. Ira had always projected such strength and invincibility.
Nevon opened the oversized sketchbook and retrieved the long quill pen he kept within it. Since Tristen had insinuated the damage to be mental, he would concentrate on Ira’s head. In broad swooping strokes of the quill, he began to draw the still form of the man before him; focusing first on his facial features, taking in every detail in an attempt to direct the strange energy he could funnel from unknown realms into the unconscious patient before him.
In the dimly lit room, Nevon found himself strangely entranced by his subject. Never before had he been able to feel the rush of the powerful energy passing through him, but now, it actually tingled and grew warm as it flowed. For the first time, he felt like the conduit he was.
He changed his focus to the whole of the man before him; the overall shape and form of his tall lean body. The artist in him had to turn the next large page over to begin anew. The scratching of the quill took on a flow and meter of its own.
Ira’s eyes glimmered in the quasi dark.
Nevon lowered the quill and let it rest on the book. “How do you feel?”
“Hungry,” Ira answered softly. Sliding his legs back off the bed, he drew himself into a sitting position and swept long lengths of inky hair away from his face with a still gloved hand. “I have seen you do this before,” Ira started then corrected himself. “No, that was Alandra’s memory.” Ira mentally reached out and nudged the electrical flow of the dimmer to increase the lighting in the room; then, realizing what he’d managed to do, he looked again at Nevon.
“How long have you been here?”
Nevon shrugged and pulled out a timepiece. “Thirty, maybe forty minutes.”
“And how long do I have before your presence turns me into one of your many yes-men?”
Nevon slid the quill into the sleeve of the large book and closed it. “Who knows? You may succumb at any moment or never at all. This strange energy I channel doesn’t usually take long to affect most people, but you are not cut of the same cloth.” He casually raised his own gloved hand. “Unless you would prefer I unsheathe our Roma friend’s handiwork and take command of you as you have done to me so many times.”
Ira rose and stood before the smiling Siphon. “For now, you have my thanks, but don’t push it.” He walked over to the dresser and scooped up a hair tie. In a single motion, he gathered his long fine hair and bound it neatly at the base of his neck. “You should leave now,” Ira’s eyes glimmered steel blue in the light, “before I take offense.”
Nevon clutched his book and left without response.
Following him into the main room, Ira found Tristen hovering over a freshly laid table full of food. She rushed over and hugged him. “I am so glad you are all right. Look what Huan has brought. I knew you would be hungry.”
* * * *
Deshon glared down yet another empty hallway and fumbled with the tiny pager Klaus had given him. “How’s a man supposed to find his way around here if all these corridors look the same?” He pressed on to one last intersection in hopes of saving face. To the left and right, he found nothing more than more cold stone walls and evenly spaced doors.
“It’s like being buried alive,” he grumbled.
He closed his eyes and tried to feel for the luscious tendrils of life forces—any life forces. Nothing. Then perhaps the tiniest hint of one stirred. He turned his face to the right. This way. The delicious thrill of a hunt pulled him toward it until he faced a single door. He paused, resisting the urge to tug at Tristen’s accursed control collar, although a shock from it might not have been a bad idea. The delectably fine draw from the room, though, was tempting.
He reached for the handle uninvited. Lord of Death, right? Doesn’t that give me some privileges? To his surprise, the door opened without resistance, and he found himself looking into an elegantly trimmed garden. He stood in the doorway in total amazement. An underground garden, he marveled.
The trickling sound of water coursing over rock drew his eyes to a far corner, and there he noticed the small form of a young girl training a vine onto a meshed frame.
He allowed himself to inhale a flicker of her essence. Wonderful.
Unexpectedly, she raised her tiny face and looked him in the eye. “You must be the Dark Lord,” she said with a smile. “I am called M’bali. Have you come to play?”
Stunned, Deshon stared at her unlikely appearance. She was a mere child of no more than six or seven years by his reckoning. Despite light brown skin and neatly plaited shoulder length hair, she had a kind of glow about her; indicating a creature of the Majiks. “What are you?” he said before thinking.
M’bali sprung to her feet and managed a fair pirouette on the top of a flat rock. “I am a fairy.” She burst out laughing at the face he made. “No, I am a dark fairy, and you are my Dark Lord. And in the dark of night, we find light in the dark, dark ground.” She paused, tilted her head and curtsied before another round of laughter overtook her.
Deshon stared, found himself amused, and before he could understand why, broke out into loud peals of laughter himself.
M’bali jumped up and down with excitement, clapping her little hands together. “I got you. I got you.”
It felt so good, for a change, to be able to enjoy something, Deshon allowed his laughter to play out.
M’bali recovered first and rushed over to stand before him. “Come on, I will show you the garden. I have been preparing it for you for a long time. Now that you are here, you can tell me what to do next.” She wrapped her tiny hands over his big rugged one and tugged at him to follow.
To his surprise, he did so. What’s happening here? He ground to a stop and refused to move no matter how hard she tugged at him.
“Where are your parents?” he asked, “Why are you here alone?” He reached out with his senses; only her faint scent could be found. He felt a rising anger that a child would be left unattended in such a huge place and then wondered why it concerned him.
Little M’bali dropped his hand and planted her fists on her hips. “I am Chosen. I belong here, and I am not alone. You are here.”
Deshon scowled. “What do you mean by chosen?”
The child lifted her head and threw her scrawny shoulders back proudly. “The Great Oracles brought me here right after I was born. I am to serve you, Dark Lord. They knew you were coming, and you would be lonely, so I am here to help you smile.”
She stood before him so small and serious he had to grin. “Then I suppose they have taught you well.” He lifted his gaze and studied the room. It was more like an enormous cave than a room, but they had added lighting, water, and a grand variation of plants. “You did all this...for me?”
“It helped give me something to do while I waited.” She pointed to a huge red bloom by the waterside. “I planted that one when you arrived yesterday to mark a new beginning.”
Deshon challenged her with a look.
“Plants love me,” M’bali insisted. “They grow for me because they know I understand them.”
Deshon shook his head and sighed. “Well, it has been refreshing, and you have made me smile, so I think you should come with me. I don’t believe these halls to be safe for such a young girl alone.”
M’bali pouted. “I am your servant, Dark Lord. If you do not like the garden, we can go somewhere else.”
Deshon took her hand and led her out the door. Great. I risk stalking the halls, and I find...a playmate.
* * * *
A strong male voice erupted from the panel before Lazlo. “Vardo XXVI, this is Shukar Krranga. Please respond.”
The young Roma snapped on the com in response. “Sheshu, here.” His voice rang with a barely contained excitement.
“Sastipe! Is Boriv with you?”
“He’s still on Argo—long story. I’ll tell you later, but I have brought a guest.”
Laynald noted the pause before the caller spoke again.
“Gajo?”
“Yes,” Lazlo answered. “He comes as Herald for The Corporate Overlord.”
Again silence.
Lazlo’s hands flew across the panel until a large saucer shaped vessel filled the screen. He gestured with pride. “This is the Shukar Krranga—our mothership. You are in for a treat.”
“You are cleared to land on level one. Welcome home.”
“It will be good to be back. Thank you, Estevan.”
Laynald’s gaze returned to the ship on the screen. It was huge with two rows of doors brightly painted in primary colors around its middle, which certainly made it look festive. “What’s with the color scheme?”
Lazlo smiled. “It’s part of our trade,” he explained. “The bottom doors open at ground level, providing exits and entrances for customers. The second row houses Vardos like this one. They serve as shuttles, transports, lifeboats mostly for use planetside. Since that level also includes the marketplace and stages, we will have to enter through the top landing bay now.”
Already their little craft had started to spiral over the top of the ship.
“Why are you circling?” the healer asked.
The young Roma shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s the way we do it.”
Below, the docking bay doors opened to allow them to sink softly onto a large turntable before grinding to a close.
“We’re down,” Lazlo told docking control. The turntable slowly revolved a quarter of a turn until they faced an open port with the number twenty-six painted on the back wall.
Estevan’s voice sounded from the screen. “Take twenty-six to level two, and I’ll see you there. I think I should meet with your guest before you go any further.”
Lazlo frowned. “Very well.” He floated the vessel forward and into its porta-bay where he allowed it to sink gently to the floor.
The old healer reached over to release his restraint.
“You might want to leave that on for a little longer.”
With a jolt, the porta-bay began its descent.
Laynald looked to the pilot. “An elevator?”
Lazlo nodded. “It’s a bay-lift. We’re going all the way to level four, just above the public area.”
The lift ground to a jarring halt. Through the still activated front screen a huge, dimly lit circular room extended beyond the immediate lighting.
“What is this?” Laynald asked, though he could already see the stern faced man awaiting their arrival. This was the one he needed to feel out. “Security or ship’s captain?” the healer asked.
“That’s Estevan.” Lazlo began to switch off systems “He’s a bit odd since he’s Techno tribe, but he married my sister, so he’s one of us now.” The engine finished its wind down leaving only the interior lighting activated. Lazlo loosed his restraints and rushed to tend the horse. “I guess you could call him our technical leader. He is master of all the ship’s tech.”
“And why does he want to see me first?”
Lazlo drew down the huge horse’s head and leaned his own against it, muttering something and petting its muzzle. The horse softly whinnied in response. “Who can tell with him? We could go out and ask him.” The young Roma gestured to the door. “You ready?”
Laynald punched the gangplank release and barely waited for it to touch ground before exiting. The healer sized up Estevan. Unlike Lazlo, his skin and hair was fair, even his eyes were a golden brown. Standing, hands behind his back at parade rest, he wore a high-buttoned tan jumpsuit as if it were a uniform, definitely a no-nonsense type of guy. Laynald squared off before him.
Estevan raised a hand scanner and passed it over Laynald. “Do you have any technology on you?”
“No,” Laynald lied.
The Techno-boss glanced again at the scanner and saying nothing, turned to Lazlo. “Mama Romanov has asked for both of you to join her for dinner.”
Lazlo looked elated. “Ahh, I hope we’re having stew.” He turned to the healer. “She makes the finest stew in the universe. You’ll love it, but first we need to finish putting up Svetlo and the ship.”
Lazlo waved at Estevan as an afterthought. “See you at dinner. Go ahead and restart the lift.” He jogged back to the porta-bay as it again began to descend.
Laynald and Lazlo remained standing outside of the shuttle and watched the last two levels crawl past them before the platform came to another jarring halt.
Lazlo didn’t take long to retrieve the great white horse he so doted on.
“Sure is a beautiful beast,” Laynald said when the young man finally led the animal away from the ship.
“I had a lot to work with.” Lazlo flashed him a big smile.” I certainly do beautiful work though, don’t I?”
The healer shook his head, realizing he’d forgotten Lazlo’s conjured geas upon the horse. Of course, it would be undeniably attractive. He watched the man and horse travel to the back corner of the lift and stop.
“You’re welcome to join us while I put Svetlo to stable, or you can wait for me here.” A section of the wall slid open.
Laynald raised an eyebrow and pushed away from the ship. “Could be fun. I’ve always had a fondness for secret passageways.” He gave the pair lots of leeway before following them down the slow incline until they reached ground level.
“Light,” the Roma called out, and the room brightened to reveal Svetlo’s quarters, complete with soft stall, padded walls, and ceiling.
Laynald assumed the strange arrangement had something to do with zero-grav protection much as the gelatinous harness he’d seen on the shuttle. “All this space and only one horse?”
Lazlo opened the wall feeder and punched it to deposit more grain into the port. “Ahh, but what a horse.” He slid Svetlo’s bridle off, grabbed up a brush, and began to briskly draw it along the creature’s long neck. “This won’t take long. It’s part of our routine.”
Laynald wandered around the room enough to memorize the layout and distances to and from the exits—just in case. He had liked horses as a child, but that had been a very long time ago in a world he had worked hard to completely banish from his thoughts—until now.
Svetlo quickly lost interest in routine and edged his way to the food port after managing to dissuade Lazlo’s interference.
“Fine,” the Roma said and fixed the brush back into its wall slot. “So much for a peaceful moment before destiny sweeps us away.” He pulled the door through which they had entered shut.
The healer turned his attention to the other oversized exit across the room.
“That’s right,” Lazlo said as he pressed a bright plate on the wall next to it. “Every room in this ship has more than one way in and out—in case a need arises.” The door before him slid open to reveal a resplendent high-ceilinged arena.
Laynald found himself gawking at its enormity; this giant circular area ringed by room size heraldically colored panels each sporting the outline of a door identical to the one they’d closed behind them. Above, two stories worth of space adorned with colorfully woven nets gracefully distended from the ceiling giving the place a mysterious quality. It had a carnival or circus flavor to it. “What is this place?” He asked, studying the concentric circles meticulously painted upon the floor from the room’s center.
“This,” Lazlo opened his arms dramatically wide, while turning to encompass the entire room, “this is the Roma Marketplace. All these doors open to shops. The air becomes a stage, the walls but another platform to perform from.”
Laynald paused at the transformation of his Roma guide. He stood proud and confident here. His eyes gleamed, barely able to contain an intricate power deep within his being. This place fed life into him more than any other sustenance could. No longer pretending to be the shadow he had previously projected among outsiders, Laynald felt certain he was at last in the presence of the real man. “It sounds like an experience worth having,” he finally told him.
Lazlo dropped his arms and motioned to the other side of the room. “I’m not much of an ambassador for the Roma,” he said. “Let’s get you where you need to be.”
Ira refilled his plate with another round of turkey smothered in a fruit sauce while Tristen did her best to shield him from the message Gabriel had delivered. When she felt his hunger finally sated and sensed the return of his normal calm and strength, she allowed herself to relax.
“Gabriel,” he said. “Why are you trying not to think of Gabriel?”
She smiled, knowing his recovery to be firm. “Do you not remember Gabriel’s help when you collapsed?”
Ira paused. “I’d hoped I had imagined it.” He frowned at the thought. “Did you summon his help?”
Tristen shook her head. “No, he bore a message from the Oracles.” She poured it into his mind as she had received it.
“So now we’re back to saving the world, in earnest.” Ira pushed away from the small table. “Gabriel gave no timetable, so I suppose we will have to consult with this world’s specialists immediately.”
Tristen nodded. Holding up the tiny pager, she pressed the button. With barely a delay, the doorbell rang.
Ira rose to let Huan in.
“He has remained outside the door since you fell asleep,” she told her husband.
Ira looked down into their servant’s worried face and smiled. “Thank you, Huan. Your service has been invaluable.”
Huan lit up with enthusiasm. “Great Irael, I was so worried.”
Tristen intervened on her husband’s behalf. “Huan, we need to make arrangements to meet with scientists from this world.”
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