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 Dedication 
 
    To the wonderful people and animals who inspire my characters and my stories. 
 
    You are the salt of my life. I love you dearly 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter One  
 
      
 
      
 
    Kahuel of Yalta hated boats. He leaned downwind over the bow of the three-mast Galleon as it dropped down a deep trough then cut into a white-capped swell as high as a hillock. Sea spray drenched his face. Sails flapped overhead, and the gusty wind swallowed the shouts of sailors on deck. His breakfast of fish eggs in lard with a mug of morning kawa welled up his gullet and emptied into the foamy soup below, leaving a sour taste in his mouth. 
 
    Blast the Council of Kassouk for refusing to lend their flying machines. As if five-fingered Humans could steal their precious technology. Some days, Kahuel wished they would. It couldn't be all that complicated. 
 
    A squeeze on his shoulder made Kahuel jump and turn. 
 
    “Haven't found your sea legs, little brother?” Basilk's tan, cheery face radiated health, even under such leaden skies. “Not very dignified, for a prince of Yalta.” 
 
    “I'm big enough to kick your ass, brother or not. And call me Black Jaguar. You know I hate princely titles.” Kahuel wiped his mouth then dried the red crystal hanging on his chest with the maroon sleeve of his coat. “If you came to mock me, I'm not in the mood.” 
 
    Basilk laughed good-heartedly, and the wind whipped a strand of dark hair across his face from under his blue captain's hat. “Princess Esperana wants to see us in my cabin, at once.” 
 
    “Now?” Kahuel straightened his baldric and sword over his wool coat. “Do I look presentable?” 
 
    “Pale as the main sail, but still handsome enough to get you in trouble with the ladies.” Basilk chuckled. 
 
    Kahuel grunted at the mention of the very affliction that had sent him sailing to the other end of New Earth. “I can't help it if women flock to me for favors.” 
 
    Basilk winked. “But apparently their men do mind.” 
 
    Why wouldn't anyone let him forget his past? “I changed my ways. I'm here now, aren't I?” 
 
    “I know. And I admire you for it.” Basilk slapped Kahuel's back. “Better not keep the high and mighty waiting.” 
 
    Kahuel never could stay mad at his big brother. In an effort to regain his good mood, he made a parody of saluting. “Aye, aye, Captain.” 
 
    Basilk grinned and tucked his red crystal under his open tunic. “At ease, sailor.” 
 
    Kahuel was no sailor but he relaxed his stance. “Blasted Mutants! You and I have as much Goddian blood in our veins. Just because they have six fingers, they think they can rule everyone else.” 
 
    Basilk shook his head. “They also have technology, little brother, and a stronger constitution than any Human.” 
 
    Staggering and lurching, Kahuel clung to the pin rail as he followed his brother on a path strewn with coiled ropes, wooden buckets, and barrels of various sizes sliding in rhythm with the waves. On their way toward the stern, his brother barked orders to the crew trimming the sails high in the shrouds. How could they hang on in this wind? 
 
    Kahuel stumbled into a goat that bleated and bolted out of the way. Chickens cackled and flapped their wings as they cowered in the collar casing at the base of the main mast. Kahuel wished the roll and pitch would cease just long enough for him to recover. No such luck. 
 
    “May the Great Engineer blast all jealous men,” Kahuel muttered under his breath. On this voyage, he also wanted to prove himself as a reliable, responsible member of the royal family of Yalta. At twenty-five, an accomplished warrior, he could handle anything... anything, except this miserable ocean crossing. 
 
    They finally reached the stern and climbed the ladder to the aft castle. Basilk held the cabin door open against the wind while Kahuel entered the crowded room. With a dozen bodies inside, the space seemed much smaller than usual. So high in the stern, the movement of the boat made him lurch. He barely kept his balance in front of the mighty princess, her guards, and his brother's officers. How pathetic. 
 
    Princess Esperana of Kassouk, blond flaxen hair falling straight on each side of her face, sat very stiff at the round table. Even seated, her height and white silk robes marked her as a Mutant. She looked thirty or so, but she was well over a century old. 
 
    Kahuel nodded in greeting. Behind the handsome princess, six taciturn Mutant guards in gray armor, Grays for short, stood at attention. Half a foot taller than him, they remained as motionless and austere as the sparse furniture bolted to the floor. 
 
    Princess Esperana nodded politely. “Captain, Black Jaguar, please sit.” 
 
    The mention of his warrior name prompted Kahuel to straighten his spine and look as dignified as he possibly could.  
 
    He and his brother dropped into swivel chairs around the dark wood table, while Basilk's four officers remained standing. Kahuel immediately regretted sitting down. At least he wouldn't fall, but his stomach welled and plunged with each motion of the boat. 
 
    After taking a deep breath, the princess exhaled slowly, and her hazel eyes scanned the eager faces of the Human crew. “I have bad news from Kassouk.” 
 
    “Tell us.” Basilk's eyes narrowed. 
 
    Kahuel didn't trust the Mutants, either. 
 
    “This unexpected storm is not just a bout of bad weather.” The princess touched the azure crystal hanging from a duranium chain around her neck, the transmitter all Mutants carried. A device forbidden to five-fingered Humans, along with all advanced technology. But there were exceptions. 
 
    The royal family of Yalta, although considered Human, enjoyed the special privilege of their own crimson crystal transmitters, a favor granted for services rendered to the High Mutant King of Kassouk... King Dragomir. 
 
    “What's the bad news?” Basilk's steely blue eyes bore into Esperana's. 
 
    The haughty princess sighed. “It's a typhoon. And in a few hours the brunt of it will be upon us.” 
 
    “Blast the luck!” Kahuel blurted. “The storm is about to get worse?” 
 
    Basilk slammed the table with his fist and rose. Never had Kahuel seen his brother so red in the face. He glared at the princess. “When my family accepted this mission as a favor to your father, you said the ocean would remain calm for the season. I built this vessel for Yalta Lake. It's not designed to withstand raging seas, much less a typhoon.” 
 
    Princess Esperana sighed. “This atypical storm took us all by surprise, Captain. My brothers in Kassouk detected it only an hour ago.” 
 
    “Taming the weather is the Mutants' job.” Red crept up Basilk's face. “You promised to keep us safe during this voyage!” 
 
    Kahuel couldn't let the lazy bastards escape their responsibilities. “We have a hundred warriors onboard, twenty sailors, fifty horses and fifty felines. And my brother and I vowed to our father, King Terek, to bring them back to Yalta alive.” 
 
    “You Yaltans are not that noble!” The princess pressed her lips into a thin line. “You also hope to find gold, medicinal plants, new fruit and spices, and new animals to breed.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Kahuel had about enough of the lofty princess. “We are merely hoping to cover the exorbitant cost of your little expedition.” 
 
    Basilk spat on the floor, in Zerker fashion, and for once Kahuel approved. “And what do you expect to find on that continent, Princess?” 
 
    “I cannot talk about it.” The princess shifted her hazel gaze. 
 
    “Of course not!” Basilk spat once more. 
 
    Again, Kahuel wondered about the secrecy, but Mutants were a tight-lipped bunch. “That better be important, because a lot of people might die for it.” 
 
    “It's important enough to take me away from a reclusive monastic life.” Princess Esperana looked genuinely distressed at the loss. 
 
    “Humans always end up suffering for Mutant mistakes,” Basilk shouted. He paced three steps and back in the crammed cabin, impervious to the lurch of the Galleon. 
 
    “My fifty Grays and I are on this crude vessel with you, and in the same danger, aren't we?” The princess spoke calmly in the face of Basilk's rage. “The only good news is that the typhoon is heading straight for the foreign shores and will bring us to our destination faster than we thought.” 
 
    “You call that good news?” Kahuel couldn't believe such a nonchalant attitude in the face of impending disaster. 
 
    Basilk tore off his blue felt hat and threw it on the table. “By the time we reach the shore, my ship might be in pieces and we may all have drowned.” 
 
    “Can't the Mutants of Kassouk rescue us?” To Kahuel it seemed logical. Mutants didn't let other Mutants die, and maybe, by the same token, they could save the crew and the warriors. 
 
    Princess Esperana stared down at the table for a few seconds, thrumming the polished wood with a six-fingered hand, then met Kahuel's gaze. “By the time their flyers reach us, it will be too perilous for them as well. The Council voted against it.” 
 
    “Blasted Council!” Kahuel's chest clenched as if caught in a brace. “If they had allowed us to fly in the first place, we wouldn't be in this predicament.” 
 
    The princess sighed. “I agree, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    “You do?” Kahuel never thought he'd ever hear those words from a Mutant Princess. 
 
    “But this delicate mission is not sanctioned by the Council.” Princess Esperana rose. “I will retire to meditate and ask the Great Engineer to protect us all.” 
 
    The six Grays of her personal guard stepped forward to surround the princess. 
 
    Basilk barred her way. “By all the deities, you are some piece of work. We face a typhoon, and you meditate?” 
 
    Glancing at the phasers resting in the Grays' six-fingered hands, Kahuel feared for his brother's life. 
 
    The princess steadied the Grays with one shake of the head then offered a sad smile. “That's all I can think of, Captain. I do my part and you do yours. Our lives are in your capable hands.” She glanced up beyond the swaying oil lamp hanging from the ceiling. “And in the hands of the Great Engineer.” 
 
    To Kahuel's relief, Basilk stepped back to let Princess Esperana and her Grays walk out in perfect order, without struggling for balance. Did these Mutants float instead of walk? More than six fingers differentiated them from Humans... or was it a miracle of technology? 
 
    Basilk turned to his officers. “To the rigging. Furl those sheets. Secure the cargo and supplies. Get the passengers down below.” He sighed. “All the deities and the Great Engineer be damned, we have a typhoon to whip.” 
 
    The officers saluted and scrambled out of the cabin. 
 
    Although Kahuel did worship the Great Engineer, he decided not to take offense at his brother's blasphemy. He didn't want to upset him any further. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Just stay out of our way.” Basilk grimaced then shook his head in apology. “I'm sorry, little brother.” He squeezed Kahuel's shoulder. “Just make sure the passengers remain below deck... including the animals.” 
 
    Kahuel nodded gravely. “I'll do my best. And it is Black Jaguar to you,” he called to his brother's retreating back. 
 
    Basilk shrugged and stormed out the door. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the hold, alongside other warriors huddling with their felines, Kahuel scratched the jaguar's heavy black head on his thigh. “Rest easy, Diablo.” 
 
    The floor under him rose and fell, throwing men and cats upon each other, each sway more nauseating than the last. The stench of fear and urine covered the smell of the dangling oil lamps that swayed wildly. They provided a sick, flickering glow and threatened to spill with each toss. Deafening thunder punctuated the downpour battering the deck overhead. 
 
    After an entire day of this monstrous storm, Kahuel had no food left in his innards. A tiger roared, answered by a frightened lioness. Beastmasters shushed their felines in soft cooing voices barely audible over the raging tempest. A few animals, picking up on their masters' fears, refused to calm down and kept lamenting, or imitating the thunder with their roars. Other Humans and cats lay despondent on the wet planking, as if resigned to die. 
 
    Between the miserable chaos below deck, the tempest outside, and the moans of straining masts and rigging, the Galleon shuddered in agony. Water splashed through the locked shutters and cascaded down the steps each time the gale blew open the deck hatch. The hull creaked, and Kahuel feared it would soon shatter. But he had no prayers left in him. If the Great Engineer wanted to spare their lives, he would. 
 
    Diablo mewed pitifully. 
 
    “I know.” Kahuel scratched his wet coat. “Drowning like a rat in a box is no way for a warrior to die.” 
 
    Diablo grunted in agreement. 
 
    Resigned to his inescapable fate, Kahuel patted his feline, the largest jaguar in the hold. “Shall we go on deck, and stare death in the face?” 
 
    Diablo scoffed, the typical short roar of his species, and lurched sprightly on all fours. Kahuel turned to his warriors and waved. “I'll go check with the crew.” 
 
    Listless moans answered. 
 
    He staggered across the wet, slippery planking toward the stairs then gripped the railing on both sides for balance. As he reached the top, the gale flung open the hatch. A cold blast of downpour drenched him to the skin. 
 
    Kahuel paused in the hatchway, shivering. It looked so dark outside, was it night? Sheets of downpour blurred the view. A furious wind whipped the rain, and giant waves engulfed the boat like waterfalls across the deck, sweeping away everything that wasn't bolted down. The few sailors he could see through the watery veil clung desperately to the rigging. 
 
    In a blinding flash of lightning, Kahuel glimpsed his brother, up on the aft castle, alone at the rudder. Like a mad man, he fought the elements with a grin on his streaming face, shouting his defiance to the whipping wind, yelling among the thunderclaps. Basilk looked magnificent, larger than life as he battled the very deities he worshiped. Although secretly proud of his irreverent older brother, Kahuel wondered what kind of king he would make when his turn came to reign. 
 
    A sudden jolt shoved Kahuel out through the open hatch. He flew through the air and landed hard, face down on the wet planking of the deck. Three hundred pounds of feline muscle dropped on his back. The main mast cracked and snapped overhead. Looking up, Kahuel rolled aside in Diablo's embrace, barely avoiding the sharp claws. 
 
    The top section of the mast came crashing down slowly, like in a nightmare. Sails and rigging tangled with the foremast. The giant timber hit the deck in front of the doorway, smashing deck and hatch in a roar of booming thunder. 
 
    Yards of heavy wet sheets unfurled like death shrouds upon struggling sailors, pinning them to the deck. Lightning flashes illuminated the ghastly scene. Screams of pain and cries of fear pierced the space between thunderclaps. The boat shuddered, and the lugubrious sound of something solid ripping through the hull made Kahuel shiver with dread. 
 
    The Galleon shook so hard, Kahuel wondered what they had hit. He grabbed hold of a slippery rail while Diablo dug his claws into the deck. Shouts and roars of panic surged from below. Whinnies filled a brief lull in the deafening noise. 
 
    Frantic felines and beastmasters appeared in the broken hatchway, but the rolling white caps and the squall hurled the vessel upon jagged rocks with renewed violence. A leopard squeezed out onto the deck and leapt into the torn rigging, to be slung overboard by the gusty wind. Beastmasters pulled themselves out of the hold, only to slide and tumble overboard. 
 
    The ship listed dangerously to port, treading heavy water. It would sink for sure. Gripping the main stay with both hands, Kahuel held on to that stiff rope with all his strength... anything to prevent sliding off the boat. Diablo, spread eagle on the deck, hung on by his powerful claws. Amidst the violent typhoon, the boat stopped rolling and pitching, and it seemed strange, after so many days, not to have that constant motion underfoot. 
 
    “Land!” a weathered sailor shouted in a raspy voice into the battering sheets of rain. “We are on land!” 
 
    Land! A vague sense of gratitude filled Kahuel as he thanked the Great Engineer. A flash of lightning showed the water rising to swallow the hull, and a promontory of rocks breaking through the dark surface. Land. His hand slowly released the rigid tarred rope he had been holding, and he let himself slide off the deck. 
 
    Kahuel slunk into shallow waters. But as he tried to command his numb body to stand on the slippery rock, the raging storm around him receded, and he drifted into nothingness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? The whole ship and crew disappeared?” Seated at the large elliptical Council table, Tora, Queen of Kassouk, shuddered at the thought. Esperana, her daughter, her only child, had sailed away on that ship. 
 
    In the Kassouk Council Chamber, the indirect lighting provided a soft glow, accentuating architectural details of elegant simplicity. But due to the late hour, the flexglaz dome overhead displayed a dark, starry sky. 
 
    Seated around the smooth table of black granite, the twenty-five Mutants of the first rank fell silent.  The azure crystal transmitter on their chest contrasted with their white silk robes. The hues of their skin and hair varied from orange to turquoise to green. Silk scarves and ribbons tied their long straight hair at the nape. 
 
    Judging by the grumpy look on most of their faces, they resented being summoned to a late-night council. Tora didn't care. She wanted to know whether or not her daughter was alive. She looked up to her beloved king for support... Dragomir. 
 
    He acknowledged her worries with a tender caress on her cheek, then the regular planes of his copper face hardened as he rose from his white molded plastek chair and faced the Council. His dark brow furrowed in warning. “That Human boat has to be somewhere.” 
 
    “They couldn't just vanish.” On days like these, Tora felt her age despite her Mutant constitution. 
 
    Dragomir's black hair veiled his face as he bent to brush a few symbols imbedded in the table in front of him. 
 
    Floating in the space above the council table, the grave face of King Terek of Yalta, swarthy with streaks of gray in his long auburn hair, materialized in a 3D hologram. He looked sterner and older than Tora remembered. The gold and russet of his garb contrasted with the white Mutant robes around the table, and the large crystal on his chest gleamed crimson... the legendary Blood Tear of Yalta... a formidable artifact, lethal to any other blood. 
 
    “Red Leopard, welcome.” Dragomir nodded. 
 
    King Terek smiled briefly at the mention of his warrior name, a mark of honor from his High King. “I appreciate the invitation, My Liege.” 
 
    King Red Leopard motioned to someone Tora couldn't see, and the hologram zoomed out to encompass Queen Galya. Fair of skin with glacier blue eyes, she sat, graceful as always, at her king's side. Creases of worry accentuated the lines of her lovely face. 
 
    Tora's heart went to her. “I wish we could meet in better circumstances.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lady Galya bowed her head, displaying long white hair braided in a crown around her face, and flowing freely down her back to the waist. 
 
    Dragomir sat down and motioned to Brother Kohl, a black Mutant with golden hair and eyes, the oldest Prince on the Council, second in the line of succession. 
 
    “Since we are all here...” Brother Kohl stood and cleared his throat. “We lost all communication with the Mutants aboard the Galleon, as soon as they neared the typhoon.” 
 
    A 3D scan of the area appeared beside the sovereigns of Yalta and started revolving above the table as Brother Kohl went on. “As you can see, there is no sign of the Galleon or any boat. Not even floating debris. We picked up indication of plant and wild life further on the continent, but no Human or Mutant life signs in the area swept by the typhoon.” 
 
    Tora's chest clenched at the sight of the evidence. If the satellites couldn't pick up their life signs, then... She refused to contemplate the obvious. 
 
    Queen Galya of Yalta looked even paler than usual in her light blue robes. “I have two precious sons on that boat.” Her voice cracked. “Does that mean none of them survived?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, My Lady.” Brother Kohl bowed politely. “It is still dark there. And the volcanic ranges by the coast seem to emit a strong magnetism that interferes with our instruments.” 
 
    Tora drummed six fingers on the black granite of the council table. “They could be alive... if they did manage to reach the shore.” 
 
    Brother Kohl grimaced. “But we have no indication they reached the shore... Their last transmission placed them two days away from it.” 
 
    A Mutant with a turquoise face and white hair sighed. “Most likely they all perished in the cold depths.” 
 
    Lady Naya, a Sister with aquamarine eyes and hair, glowered in reproach. “Don't say such a thing.” 
 
    Brother Kohl shrugged. “He's right. The chances of a primitive Human boat surviving a typhoon of that magnitude are slim.” 
 
    Tora squinted at the black Mutant who dared speak of her daughter as if she'd already died. “But they could be out there, waiting for a rescue.” 
 
    Kohl's golden eyes rounded. “It's a very tenuous possibility, My Queen.” 
 
    Tora laid her hand on Dragomir's, finding the contact reassuring. “Other than our daughter Esperana, there are fifty Grays, a hundred and twenty-five Humans, and a hundred precious animals on that ship. We cannot abandon them if there is the slightest chance some of them are alive.” 
 
    Queen Galya's holographic shape turned to Dragomir as well. The black jewel on her chest caught the light. “Please, High King, in the name of our friendship, save Yalta's children.” 
 
    Dragomir took a deep breath. “I want to. Unfortunately, it's not entirely up to me.” His hazel stare seemed to dare the Princes of Kassouk to oppose him. “I propose to send a rescue mission to the Eastern Continent to search for survivors of the typhoon.” 
 
    “But My Liege...” Brother Kohl's interruption made Tora flinch. “The expense against the probabilities of finding them alive...” 
 
    “These are royal heirs and Mutants out there.” Tora couldn't help the brusque retort. “My precious daughter, two valorous princes of Yalta... They are our future. How could you think of sacrificing them?” 
 
    Brother Kohl pursed his lips and sighed. “Very well... Let's put it to a vote.” 
 
    “All right.” Dragomir rose and straightened his white sash. He still looked as noble and breathtaking as when she'd first met him, well over a century ago. “Who is in favor of a search and rescue?” 
 
    Around the elliptic granite table, the Mutants stole furtive glances at each other. 
 
    Tora raised her hand. So did Lady Naya, and two other female Mutants. Most Brothers lowered their gaze to the black gleam of the table. 
 
    “I see...” Dragomir linked his hands behind his back and paced around the table. “Brother Kohl would be glad to be rid of Esperana, since she might claim my succession someday. But I can assure you she is not interested in politics. As for the rulers of Yalta, they have other sons... But this is a rotten way to think.” 
 
    Tora admired her beloved husband. He never played games. 
 
    Dragomir stopped pacing and stared at Brother Kohl. “I know you covet my throne. But intelligence and logic alone do not a good king make. Compassion is the element that earns the love and respect of the people.” 
 
    Brother Kohl smirked. Tora almost hoped he would speak against his king in Council. Severe laws protected the King of Kassouk, and such an insult would warrant immediate expulsion. 
 
    Dragomir stood behind Tora and laid a hand on her shoulder while addressing the Council. “I predict that the lack of Human feelings you Princes of Kassouk are so proud to profess, will eventually lead to the downfall of our race. Some days I am ashamed to be one of you.” 
 
    “So am I.” Never mind that Tora was only half Mutant. 
 
    Dragomir turned to the holographic King and Queen of Yalta. “I will dedicate my personal flyer to the search. Once we detect the presence of survivors, the Council will have no other choice but to approve an official rescue.” 
 
    Brother Kohl hooded his yellow stare. “Remember, My Liege, this personal mission, like the expedition to the Eastern Continent, was never sanctioned by the Council.” 
 
    “If it had been...” Dragomir's voice rose a few decibels. “They would have flown to the Eastern Continent, and none of this tragedy would have happened.” He drilled his stare into the offending black Mutant. “I hold you and this Council personally responsible for the consequences of your short-sightedness. Our laws hold Mutant life sacred, and if Brothers or Sisters die because you refuse to rescue them, you will answer for it.” 
 
    Thick silence filled the Council Chamber. All knew Dragomir didn't make empty threats, and the penalty for refusing to assist a Mutant in distress was death. 
 
    Dragomir stood very straight. “I give you all a chance to change your vote right now.” 
 
    “There is no evidence of Mutant in distress,” Kohl mumbled. “We are in our right not to yield to irrational emotional demands.” 
 
    The Brothers who had voted against Dragomir hung their heads, but none retracted their vote. 
 
    Tora's hand tightened on her sword hilt. She wished she were on a battlefield. At least, there, she could make a difference. But the fragile balance of power and the intricacies of the Council of Princes often tried her patience.  
 
    She gazed upon the hologram of Lady Galya. “Don't worry. If they are alive, we'll find them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kahuel blinked in the pink dawn at the glare of the twin suns rising from an ocean of golden ripples. He bit dry, salty lips and swallowed sand on a parched throat. The rhythmic sound of rolling waves breaking on the shore reminded him of Yalta Lake, but the unfamiliar seabirds screaming and circling overhead looked strange. He smelled seaweed. 
 
    Sitting up, he shaded his eyes to scan the white sandy beach, strewn with open chests and broken barrels, planks, inert people and animals. Unattended felines roamed in search of their masters. Horses whinnied to their absent riders. Kahuel's empty stomach growled, screaming for food. A day and night had passed since he'd lost his breakfast... the storm had come and gone. 
 
    Behind him, a green, tropical forest of ferns and palm fronds, alive with loud animal calls, spread up the gentle slopes all the way to a black cliff and a mountain range that peaked on the horizon. Toward the sea, ominous rock formations with strong jagged spines, advanced far into the water on both sides of the cove, like black fingers of death. 
 
    Something didn't sit right in his stomach. They had sailed southeast, yet the twin suns rose in the water. He knew for a fact that the suns always rose in the east. The beaches of the Eastern Continent should face west. It didn't make any sense. Where were they? 
 
    At the far point of the left rocky ridge, half a mile into the sea, lay the broken carcass of the Galleon. Half submerged at low tide, the starboard deck projected above the waterline. The vessel had splintered on the rocks. The shattered masts and torn rigging spilled around it like the entrails of a gutted whale. 
 
    His brother would be devastated by the destruction of his favorite boat. “Basilk!” 
 
    No one answered. A few people now stood up with some difficulty and looked around, haggard. Where was his brother? Kahuel pressed the sides of his crimson crystal and visualized his older sibling. “Basilk, answer me!” 
 
    No response 
 
    The red crystal remained dull. It didn't seem to work. Technology could be so unreliable. 
 
    A few feet away lay one of Kahuel's warriors. Alive? “Wake up, man, it's suns up. Are you all right?” 
 
    The man stirred and chased a fly from his face but didn't get up. Passed out from exhaustion... 
 
    Diablo's brief roar made Kahuel turn around. The black jaguar butted heads with him. The feline's loud, happy purr covered all other noises for a moment. Laughing, Kahuel stared into Diablo's emerald eyes and scratched the cat under the chin. “I love you, too, my friend.” 
 
    But these people lying on the beach needed help. Weak from lack of food, Kahuel rose to his feet, shed his boots, unbuckled his baldric and pulled off his soaked woolen jacket and tunic. 
 
    Leaving his clothes in a pile with his sword, he ventured barefoot on the sand, wearing only his trousers. He approached the fallen man and knelt at his side. The warrior breathed evenly and had no visible injuries. Kahuel hoped they all slumbered from weariness as well. He decided to let the man sleep and checked on the others. 
 
    With Diablo in tow, he staggered from warrior to warrior. A female from the feline company had drowned, her white, bloated corpse rolled by the waves onto the sand. Her cheetah mewed and licked the dead woman's face. Biting back his anger, Kahuel closed her lifeless, gritty eyes. 
 
    A few feet further down the beach, Kahuel found a dead sailor. Great Engineer, in your infinite kindness, please, make sure my brother Basilk is all right. 
 
    As he dragged the corpses away from the living, downwind, to the far end of the cove, Kahuel closed his mind to the fact that he knew these people and had met their families. He could only hope the dead would be few. But there could be many more among the bodies spread over more than a mile of coastline. 
 
    “Water.” The voice came from a sailor. By the looks of his torn trousers, his legs must be mangled, although the sea had washed away all traces of blood. 
 
    Kahuel rushed to his side. “I don't have fresh water, but I'll try to find some. Can you sit?” 
 
    The sailor shook his head. “My body won't move.” 
 
    “Hang on. I'll get you some help.” Kahuel whistled, and the jaguar who had been wandering, returned and nuzzled him. “Diablo, we need fresh water.” 
 
    The cat grunted and led the way toward the green jungle bordering the beach. Spotting a wooden bucket amidst the debris, Kahuel picked it up and followed the jaguar. Under the thick canopy, the cacophony of animals, birds and insects grew deafening. 
 
    Soon, Diablo waded into a fresh water stream cascading down the green slopes with a refreshing gurgle. The sound reminded Kahuel that he, too, was thirsty. But when he knelt at the water's edge, something made him stop and listen. His nape itched, as if someone was watching him, a sensation every warrior knew well. 
 
    He scanned his surroundings for any sign of danger. Nothing out of the ordinary moved in the lively jungle. Diablo also stopped drinking to listen, but the cat didn't react or signal any danger. The sounds of the jungle had not stopped as they usually do when predators prowl. Probably some harmless wild life.  
 
    Seeing nothing amiss, Kahuel drank, rinsed the brine from the wooden bucket and filled it with fresh water. Then he hurried back to the beach. 
 
    When he stepped out of the forest onto the sand, he saw the contingent of Grays at a distance, standing among Kahuel's awaking warriors. Princess Esperana, recognizable by her taller stature and white robes, turned toward him. 
 
    Diablo growled. 
 
    “You don't like her either... Can't blame you there.” He scratched Diablo's chin. 
 
    The blasted Mutants didn't even look disheveled from the ordeal, neat as usual in their gray body armor, and closely shaved heads. He wagered they smelled like cherry blossoms, with not one grain of sand in their long ponytails. They observed calmly, neutral, as if helping those in need would somehow tarnish their precious bloodline. 
 
    A female warrior rushed toward Kahuel, holding a broken piece of coconut shell in one hand. She bowed slightly then smiled at Diablo before taking the heavy bucket from Kahuel's hand. “I've got a ladle. Let me do this, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    Kahuel nodded his thanks and went straight to Princess Esperana. Seeing him approach, she glanced toward him but did not move. Then she stared toward the sea, as if she didn't dare face him. 
 
    Kahuel had seen no Grays among the injured or the dead. “Did your group suffer any losses?” 
 
    “No losses on our side.” Princess Esperana gazed down at him. Taller than the Grays, she towered a whole foot above Kahuel's six-foot frame. “Our phasic shields floated us safely on the water, in individual bubbles, but as soon as we came close to land, the shields died.” 
 
    “Sorry you had to wet your feet.” Kahuel couldn't help the sarcasm. Leave it to the Mutants to look after themselves. “You could have helped others make it to shore with these shields.” 
 
    “In hindsight, we could have.” Esperana's face showed no regret. 
 
    “But you didn't.” Kahuel hated this typical, selfish Mutant attitude. “By the way, we may not be on the Eastern Continent at all.” 
 
    “Oh?” Princess Esperana stared at him with renewed interest. 
 
    “Not unless the twin suns now rise in the West.” 
 
    A spark of understanding lit the Mutant's handsome face. She glanced at the suns over the ocean. “You are right, Black Jaguar. And I don't remember the coast being this rugged from the satellite maps I've seen. The coast of the Eastern Continent is rather flat with straight, uninterrupted sand beaches…” 
 
    “One more mystery to unravel.” Kahuel wanted to get back to his warriors. 
 
    As he turned to leave, the princess laid a hand on his arm. Diablo grunted and she glanced at the feline who sat at Kahuel's feet. 
 
    She sighed. “Black Jaguar, I have very sad news.” 
 
    “What could be sadder than this?” Suddenly reminded of Basilk, Kahuel scanned the beach. “Have you seen my brother?” 
 
    Princess Esperana's hazel eyes hooded. “I'm sorry, Black Jaguar. We brought you his body. We found him in the adjacent cove.” 
 
    She turned toward the Grays ten feet away and motioned to their captain. The Grays parted to reveal the big prostrate shape of Basilk on the sand. Somehow, he still looked proud and defiant, even in death. 
 
    Kahuel's heart stopped for a moment. His chest gaped, empty. He couldn't fathom the loss of his older brother. As he stumbled toward the body, memories of naked races with his brothers on the beach of Yalta Lake flashed through his mind. Basilk always let him win in those childhood days. He remembered swimming contests, wrestling matches, beer festivals... 
 
    Overcome by the shock of the immeasurable loss, Kahuel fell on his knees beside his dead brother. He gazed into the empty blue stare and closed Basilk's eyes, blinking on the tears coming to his eyes. Gently, he took the thick cold hand in his, but it did not squeeze back. “I will miss you, brother.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry.” For a fleeting moment, Princess Esperana sounded as if she really cared. 
 
    Kahuel bent over to retrieve his brother's crimson crystal transmitter from inside his open tunic. This could not be allowed to fall into profane hands. With great respect, he slid the leather tie over his brother's head then slipped the red jewel in a pocket of his trousers. 
 
    Princess Esperana cleared her throat. “I wish you had more time to grieve, Black Jaguar... but with your brother gone, you are now in charge of the Human contingent on this expedition.” 
 
    The realization struck Kahuel like a slung stone. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he surveyed the chaos and the destruction around him. He'd come on this voyage to prove to his family that he'd become a man of responsibility and courage. Now he stood alone to lead these people in a desperate situation. He also must honor Basilk's solemn vow to help the Mutant princess. Blast! 
 
    Pushing back the tears, Kahuel took a deep breath and rose to his feet. “Can we expect some help from Kassouk now? It's too late for the dead... but we have severe injuries.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, we cannot communicate with our continent. Something is dampening the signal. Our phasers also stopped working as soon as we set foot on land.” She glanced up the green and black rocky slopes. “Could be some natural interference, the magnetism in the rock... or something nefarious.” 
 
    But Kahuel's concern was for his injured men. “You mean you can't get help? We are on our own?” 
 
    “We are.” The princess didn't seem distraught. “If they don't hear from us, the Mutants of Kassouk have no reason to believe we survived the typhoon.” 
 
    Kahuel shivered at the implications. “If they think we are all dead, they won't come looking for us.” 
 
    The princess nodded. “And knowing the Council of Kassouk, even if my father insists upon a search party, they will not approve the expense. They are more concerned about finishing their Princely Palace.” 
 
    “But your father is their king, the most powerful man on New Earth. He cannot just give you up for dead.” Family came first in Kahuel's mind. “I sure hope my parents in Yalta are searching for me.” 
 
    “It doesn't make sense to risk more lives, if they are convinced we all died at sea.” The princess smiled sadly. “Besides, you should know even a king doesn't have the freedom to follow his heart. The welfare of his subjects comes first.” 
 
    “I don't agree.” To Kahuel, blood spoke loudest. That's why he'd become a warrior, leaving his older siblings to deal with politics. And now, politics had killed his big brother. Anger rose up his throat, but he must honor his brother's vow. No matter how much he resented the Mutant princess, his first duty was to her. A warrior always completed his mission. 
 
    Princess Esperana gazed calmly into his face. “Can you direct your men to rebuild the boat for the voyage home?” 
 
    Kahuel scoffed at the bleak irony. “I'm no engineer, but I can tell you that the Galleon is far beyond repair.” He shook his head sadly and gazed down at his brother's pale face. “Basilk was the boat builder.” 
 
    “I could help you design another boat, a simpler one.” The Princess sounded serious. 
 
    “You?” Kahuel hid his surprise. “But these men know nothing about building boats either. And we have no tools.” 
 
    “You really have no such knowledge?” The question carried a hint of disapproval. 
 
    “I'm a warrior. I barely know the bow from the stern.” Kahuel hated boats... always did, always would. He never wanted to set foot on one again. At least here the ground was solid underfoot. “We don't even know where we are, or in which direction is home.” 
 
    “Still. We owe it to ourselves to try.” But Esperana's voice had lost its edge. 
 
     Kahuel swallowed hard and nodded. “I'll ask around and see what we can do, but don't get your hopes up, Princess. If the Galleon couldn't make that crossing, a lesser boat certainly won't either.” 
 
    The princess arched her brow in mild disapproval. “I hope you are wrong, Black Jaguar. Because if you are right, your brother's death is even more regrettable for all of us. We are stranded here... indefinitely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nine Human bodies wrapped in sail cloth, lay, lined up on a pyre of drift wood, along with three felines and five horses. Kahuel emptied half a barrel of precious lamp oil on the corpses under the weary stare of the invalids sitting in a row behind the pyre, at the edge of the trees in the shade. 
 
    The wretched cavalry, mostly out of uniform, stood between the pyre and the waterline, to one side, with unsaddled horses. The sea had claimed most of the equine equipment. To the other side, the felines heeled at the beastmasters' feet, while sailors and Mutants stood in the middle. 
 
    Diablo nudged his thigh, and Kahuel scratched the jaguar's head. He enjoyed the discomfort of the high and mighty Mutants in the close proximity of cadavers. Death was a rare occurrence among them. They also hated animals and preferred to rely on technology. Humans, on the other hand, had long ago learned to train animals, and it had served them well. Kahuel was glad to be born with five fingers, despite his Goddian blood. He fully embraced his Human heritage. 
 
    Setting aside the empty oil barrel, Kahuel took his flint to tinder. The flames fanned by the ocean breeze rose high in the pure blue sky. Thick smoke and the stench of burning flesh eddied downwind. The seabirds stopped their cries as the hissing of damp wood and the searing of flesh filled the hot afternoon. 
 
    Horses whinnied and pawed the sand. The beastmasters kept their animals in check despite the lack of leashes, whispering soft words, patting a neck, scratching a head. Diablo, who had seen fire many times, sat quietly on his haunches, as if he understood the solemnity of the moment. 
 
    The warriors who, like Basilk, believed in the old deities, intoned a martial song of worthy death in battle, and rewards for the brave in the afterlife. Those, like Kahuel and the Mutants, who believed in the Great Engineer of the universe, remained silent as they watched their unfortunate companions burn, never to be seen again. 
 
    Kahuel would miss his older brother. Ancestors of Old Earth, the planet where all Humans come from, I commend to you the soul of Basilk of Yalta, a brave man, father and husband, and a kind brother. 
 
    Although unsure about the existence of Old Earth, the planet of legends and ancient beliefs, Kahuel had no doubt the Great Engineer would grant Basilk whatever supreme honor He reserved to the worthy. Although Basilk had worshiped the old deities, with the exception of a few excesses, he had been kind and decent all his life. And he would have made a just king, given a chance. 
 
    Now in charge of the Human contingent from Yalta on this forsaken land, Kahuel resented the weight of responsibility on his shoulders. At least, now he was on firm soil, where a warrior should be. But his people would look to him for leadership, and he would have to act like the noble leader he never wanted to be. 
 
    Kahuel didn't dare refuse the responsibility. Without him as a buffer, the Mutants might exploit the Yaltans shamelessly, without regard for their freedom, their pride... or their survival. Like they treated Humans in their own city of Kassouk... or so he'd heard. 
 
    It would take hours for the bodies to burn. So, after the songs and silent prayers, Kahuel dismissed his warriors with a wave of the hand. “There is work to do.” 
 
    Sailors and warriors gathered around him. “Do we know where we are?” 
 
    They had noticed, like him, that the suns rose on the wrong side of the water. “There is only one explanation. We must be on an island, facing the Eastern Continent, but far enough that we cannot see its coast.” 
 
    “Must be a very large island,” a warrior said in awe. “With several mountain ranges on the horizon...” 
 
    The old sailor stood in a challenging stance. “There were no large islands on our captain's maps.” 
 
    “Could be the maps were old, or the island is new...” Kahuel had no explanation either. “These things happen. It's what makes exploration a constant discovery.” 
 
    The old sailor nodded to Kahuel's logic. 
 
    “But since we are here for a while, we have to get organized.” Kahuel motioned to a group of beastmasters. “Set a perimeter of felines and sentries against wild animal attacks. We don’t know what kind of life populates this jungle.” 
 
    Men and women nodded and walked away with their felines. 
 
    Then Kahuel addressed other eager faces. Giving them work would help them cope and keep up their spirit. “We should erect tents on the beach, using bamboo, planking, and torn sails.” 
 
    “We could build simple shelters with palm fronds,” a sailor suggested. 
 
    “Great idea. You are in charge of it.” Kahuel enjoyed the spark of pride in the man's eyes. Kahuel turned to the cook. “Prepare a meal with the last of the supplies the tide brought in from the wreckage.” 
 
    “What shall we do for food tomorrow?” a practical female warrior asked. 
 
    “We'll dive for salvage. We'll also hunt, fish, and gather jungle fruit.” 
 
    Soon, everyone had a task to perform. With still a few hours left before sunset, Kahuel whistled and Diablo joined him. 
 
    “Let's go explore the stream we found this morning.” He waved to the sentries and followed Diablo into the forest. 
 
    As they strode along the stream uphill, Kahuel noticed unknown fruit and plants that might prove edible. 
 
    When he came upon a crashing waterfall plunging into a deep green pool, Kahuel shed his clothes and slid into the deliciously cool water. A swimming enthusiast, Diablo joined him in the pool. Kahuel let the fresh water wash away the stench of death, the sand, and the salty sea spray from his skin. 
 
    Suddenly, Kahuel had the same sensation of being watched he'd felt that morning. Diablo's round ears rotated, alert to any sound. How much could he hear over the waterfall? As far as Kahuel could tell, the insects kept chirping, and nothing unusual disturbed the warble of evening birds. 
 
    As if answering a call, Diablo slunk out of the water. His supple black coat, gleaming wet, twitched with anticipation. Intrigued, Kahuel followed him, clad only in his loincloth. Imitating the silent stalk of the jaguar, he stepped gingerly barefoot on the spongy mosses and ferns of the rich forest floor. 
 
    Then he heard a pristine laugh. 
 
    Kahuel froze. Diablo loped ahead among the ferns. 
 
    In the tall grass, a young woman frolicked with a large, spotted panther. The lovely girl had long flowing hair of deep honey. A natural silk dress hugged her slim, graceful curves and sparkled with seashells that caught the evening light filtering through the foliage. The light dress revealed golden shoulders. Kahuel couldn't help but notice the kind expression in her striking turquoise almond eyes. 
 
    Where did she come from? She was not one of his warriors, and he'd been told this virgin land had no Human population. 
 
    Kahuel wanted to call back Diablo for the woman's safety, but far from aggressive, the jaguar trotted toward her and the panther, tail up, like a kitten ready to join the fun. To Kahuel's amazement, the panther welcomed the jaguar with playful grunts. The woman boldly embraced Diablo, her bare arms reaching around the cat's muscled shoulders. 
 
    The jaguar licked her face, a rare show of affection. Kahuel had never seen Diablo so friendly with anyone else. He envied the jaguar's familiar bond with such a stunning natural beauty. 
 
    Forgetting propriety, and his lack of clothes, Kahuel approached the lovely tableau. 
 
    The panther growled a warning. Kahuel stopped while the woman soothed her feline. She turned to face Kahuel, and her turquoise eyes opened wide as she stared at him. When Diablo came back to him and heeled, the woman's face tensed into a pretty frown. Then she gasped and fled through the dense vegetation, leaving the panther behind. In an instant she'd disappeared, as if she'd never been there. Would her feline attack now? 
 
    Diablo walked nonchalantly back to the panther and they rubbed heads. Then the jaguar rolled over, belly up. Realizing the other feline was female, Kahuel prudently left Diablo to his new conquest. But as he retraced his steps toward the waterfall and pulled on his clothes, the enchanting vision of the native woman remained etched in his mind. Who was she? And why did she flee? 
 
    He intended to find out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina ran breathlessly, barefoot through the rain forest. When the birds stopped chirping, and startled cries of dismay from disturbed animals popped into her head, she didn't bother to apologize. Never in her life had she felt so flattered and humiliated at the same time... and intrigued. Panting, she slowed her pace to catch her breath and attempted to calm her roiling thoughts. She couldn't show herself to her people in such mental disarray. It would shatter the sacred laws of harmony. 
 
    Then again, the apparition of the dark stranger in the clearing had already done that. Breaking all taboos, he'd stared straight at her. Never had Talina gazed into such deep emerald eyes, seen such resolve in a face, such muscled shoulders, or such tawny skin. And she'd never seen a red crystal like the one on his chest either. 
 
    But something was very wrong with the man. He had not acknowledged her in his mind. How dare he refuse to respond after such bold advances? She shuddered at the thought. Not only he'd insulted her, but his very refusal to touch her mind made him utterly evil. 
 
    Yet, he couldn't be all bad if the black jaguar loved him. 
 
    But the very sight of the stranger, and the knowledge of his desire for her, upset Talina. She couldn't think of him that way. Unlike other girls her age, who'd chosen a life mate in the spring, she must remain chaste. Since there was no eligible prince of royal blood on this land, she would never have her own family. The rules of the Chosen were strict for a reason. Any mistake would bring chaos to their blessed harmony... and severe punishment from the Star People. 
 
    Talina pushed back a bouncing strand of golden hair and rearranged her dress before crossing the boundaries of the thriving settlement. In the wide clearing outside the sacred cave, men, women and children hummed songs while they worked. Early summer was a busy time. 
 
    She nodded to the group on the left by the ancestral tree. The men kept their gaze downcast, but the women smiled back as they unraveled silk cocoons. Another group twisted the threads together and spun them on a wooden spindle. Closer to the high rock slab in front of the cave, under a canopy of fronds, Talina passed an old crone weaving the silk into long strips of cloth on a wide vertical bamboo loom. Around her, children sat on the grass, watching intently. 
 
    To one side another group carded wool from overflowing woven baskets. The gatherers had plucked it from thorny bushes up the rocky slopes, where the wild sheep shed their winter coats. At the end of summer, Talina would lead the clan in collecting the fluffy balls from the cotton plants in the dry plains beyond the mountain range. 
 
    She shaded her eyes to scan for her brother in a circle of men shaping slivers of black, shiny rock for shaving. She couldn't see him around the settlement. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she hailed him. “Vanaru! Brother!” 
 
    “Talina.” The gentle touch of her brother's mind filled her with warmth and love. “What's causing your dismay, Sister?” 
 
    She saw him in her mind, eyes closed, his shaved head and hairless chest gleaming in the warm glow of the eternal flames. He sat cross-legged, hands on his silk-clad knees inside the holy cave, and she tasted sour guilt at interrupting his meditation. Around him, in the white marble dome, the Guardians, giant white snakes protecting the sacred relics, formed a sea of undulating coils. And high in their niches, the seven relics of the Star People pulsed with a red glow. 
 
    “I've seen pure evil, Brother... foreigners who refuse mind-talk.” 
 
    Vanaru opened his striking turquoise almond eyes. “I've seen them, too. But among them is one who is different. I felt her. She could be the Lost Daughter.” 
 
    “Alive? After all this time?” Long ago, according to legend, a handsome stranger with six fingers had taken the shamaness of the Chosen away into the sky, in a magic flying machine. “If the Lost Daughter is here, does it mean the prophecy is coming true?” 
 
    On the screen of her closed eyelids, Vanaru stood slowly and walked amidst the writhing white snakes. “Gather the clan.” 
 
    Talina opened her eyes but kept contact with her brother as she directed her steps to the tall tree at the left of the rock slab. Many silk ropes of bright colors hung from a low branch. At the end of each one dangled a bamboo piece with holes of various sizes and shapes. When swung overhead in wide circles, each made a different sound that could be heard from the sea to the mountains, and beyond. “Which one should I use, Brother?” 
 
    It took Vanaru a few seconds to answer. “Use the red rope”. 
 
    “The red rope?” Talina shivered at the implications. “I guess we have no other choice.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sun set behind the far mountains when Kahuel reached the beach camp. The survivors had lit small cooking fires. Dark shadows stretched on the forest and the shore. A low, modulated sound spread overhead. The beastmasters guarding the edges of the camp glanced at each other, immediately on alert. The cats fretted, their tails swishing the sand. 
 
    Kahuel tripped under the weight of the tropical fruit he carried. He caught himself and balanced the makeshift sac he'd made of his tunic upon his shoulder. The oppressive sound rose in pitch, like a malevolent wind rushing through a narrow mountain pass. But there was no wind. It didn't sound like an animal call. The tiny hair at his nape rose, and a shiver of dread crawled down his back. 
 
    The people on the beach stopped all activity and stood frozen, listening with a frown on worried faces. 
 
    A warrior grimaced and shook his head. “It's a bad omen.” 
 
    “It's the voice of the dead,” said another. “They are upset for dying in a strange land.” 
 
    “Leave the dead alone. Worry about the living.” Kahuel slid the heavy fruit burden off his shoulder and handed it to the man. “Where is Princess Esperana?” 
 
    The warrior took the improvised sac and slung it over his back, then motioned with his chin further down the beach. “She's in the first tent, My Lord.” 
 
    Kahuel did a double take at the title of Lord, but he was now the royal in charge. “Just call me Black Jaguar. And pass on the word.” 
 
    “Yes, My... Black Jaguar.” The man bobbed awkwardly then carried away the fruit. 
 
    Kahuel ambled toward the row of white tents made of torn sails. A dozen Grays stood guard in a line, blocking the far end of the cove. Kahuel wished the chilling sound would stop. What was it? 
 
    As he hurried through the camp, his people stared at him questioningly. He answered them with reassuring smiles and nods of encouragement, as if everything would be fine. But he had his doubts. When the strange noise dropped to a low moan and waned, Kahuel breathed a sigh of relief. Then the sound stopped. 
 
    The Grays guarding the Mutant camp remained unruffled by the noise. Impassible, they didn't give him a second glance and let him through as he rushed past them. The flat of the first tent was open and Kahuel barged inside, upsetting the flame of the scented candle burning on a stick planted in the sand. He then realized he should not have walked in unannounced. 
 
    The princess sat on the ground, her back to him, back straight, long flaxen hair hanging below her silk-clad shoulders, legs crossed under the white flowing robes. An aura of peace floated around her like a halo. She was meditating. 
 
    Kahuel cleared his throat. “My Lady?” 
 
    A subtle tremor in her spine disturbed her hair and she exhaled slowly then spun around like a sluggish top to face him. “What's on your mind, Black Jaguar?” 
 
    “There are native people on this large island.” He shook his head at the gravity of the implications. “They look Human.” 
 
    Princess Esperana raised her brow and sighed. “I know.” 
 
    “You knew all along, didn't you? Is that why you requested warriors on this trip instead of peaceful settlers? You said it was to protect you from wild animals. You lied.” 
 
    She had a quick vanishing smile. “If I'd told you beforehand that the population might not welcome us, would you have come?” 
 
    “Depends.” Kahuel pinned her with a harsh stare. “Do you plan to harm these people?” 
 
    Her large hazel eyes blinked once. “I hope it won't come to that.” 
 
    “But it could...” After seeing the lovely woman with hair of honey, Kahuel couldn't stand the thought of sending his ruthless Zerkers against her people. “The natives look peaceful to me... except for that disturbing sound.” 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving.” Princess Esperana had a quick smile again. “Would you consider me a dangerous lunatic, a menace to society, to be locked away forever?” 
 
    “Well...” That was a double-edged question. Dangerous might apply for many other reasons. The Mutants of Kassouk weren't kind to Humans. “I don't think you are...” Harebrained came to mind, but she might misinterpret the Zerker word. Instead, he said, “Insane, if that's what you mean.” 
 
    The princess averted her gaze. “The Council of Princes doesn't agree with you. They put me away for life in that monastery, exiled from Kassouk forever.” 
 
    “Why?” It seemed extreme, even to Kahuel, who never expected much of the high and mighty Council. 
 
    The princess glanced in the direction of the open end of her white tent. “Close that flap and sit with me.” 
 
    Kahuel let down the curtain and sat facing her, curious about the secrecy. 
 
    Princess Esperana's hazel eyes gazed into his. She said in a soft voice, “I have a dangerous gift.” 
 
    Excitement and a shiver of dread crossed Kahuel's bare shoulders. He struggled to keep his voice low. “What kind of gift?” 
 
    “I can read minds. That's how I know I can trust you.” 
 
    “Really? That's your gift?” Since the princess had no reason to lie about something that caused her exile, Kahuel tried to remember what he'd thought of her in her presence, wondering whether or not he should apologize. 
 
    “No need for apology. Except for poor choices in women, you are a good man, like your brother was.” 
 
    “That, he was...” Had she just read his mind? But Kahuel couldn't help resenting her for Basilk's death. Her irresponsible expedition had caused it. 
 
    Princess Esperana lowered her gaze and brushed an imaginary grain of sand from her immaculate white robe. She'd heard his mental accusations. “If not for your five-fingered hands, your mother's Goddian blood would qualify you and your siblings as Mutants. We are not that different, you and me.” 
 
    “I'm perfectly happy to be born on the Human side of the divide.” Kahuel felt himself flush at what he knew was a compliment on her part. “About your gift, I read somewhere that your mother, Queen Tora, could communicate with tigers in her youth, but I thought it was pure legend.” 
 
    Princess Esperana chuckled. “Apparently I inherited her ability a thousandfold, and mine extends to people's minds as well.” 
 
    “And they locked you up for that?” Blast the Council of Kassouk... a bunch of cowardly politicians by Zerker standards. “I bet they didn't want you to reveal their dirty little secrets.” 
 
    “You are smarter than you let on, Black Jaguar.” The Princess smiled sadly. “At the time I didn't protest. I was so young... and the clamor of disharmonious thoughts in the citadel was overwhelming to me. So, I welcomed the peaceful life of a recluse.” She sighed. “I have since learned to block out the noise, but I still need long periods of meditation just to keep my mind clear.” 
 
    “But why come here at all? Why this land?” 
 
    She stared at him for a few seconds. “You cannot tell anyone, at least not yet. Understood?” 
 
    Kahuel's allegiance was to his people, but the princess would find out if he broke his word. He squared his shoulders and nodded in agreement. “I understand.” 
 
    “The people of this land have the same gift I have. Even from my monastery, I could hear their minds when they projected collectively.” 
 
    Kahuel remembered the lovely woman with golden skin by the waterfall. Could she have the gift as well? Had she read his thoughts? He blushed at the memory of his reaction to her. 
 
    “I'm certain she read you.” The Mutant Princess offered a thin smile. “I believe my maternal grandmother had the same gift, and that somehow she came from this very land.” 
 
    That seemed outlandish. “How is that possible? We are the first to visit this isle.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” The princess pursed her lips. “A century and a half ago, a renegade Mutant named Rakkham escaped his monastery in a flyer. I believe he came to this land and fell in love with a native. He smuggled her away and they hid in caves for a while. But he was later caught by the Godds and executed for his disobedience.” 
 
    “That's right. Mutants weren't allowed to run free, or to take a mate in those days.” Kahuel shuddered at the ancient blood rules. “What happened to the woman?” 
 
    “She would have met with the same fate, but Rakkham died protecting her identity. She hid among the Humans of Kassouk, where she gave birth to a little girl then died of the aftermath.” 
 
    Kahuel couldn't believe the princess would entrust him with such personal history. “And their illicit child was your mother?” 
 
    “Queen Tora herself, who has six fingers and communicates with felines and horses.” 
 
    “So… you came here to find your roots? To prove you are not a crazy lunatic, just from different Human blood?” 
 
    “Among other things.” The candlelight played on the regular planes of her handsome face. “I also seek to regain my rightful place in Kassouk society.” 
 
    Kahuel scoffed. “Why do you care about that bunch of cowards?” 
 
    “They may not be perfect, but they are my peers.” The princess sighed. “And maybe I can help improve Human and Mutant relations in Kassouk.” 
 
    “They need improving, that's for sure.” Kahuel regretted his former judgment of the princess. Maybe she wasn't so bad after all. “I'm sorry about any offending thoughts I might have had about you. As you say appearances can be deceiving. Do the locals know you are coming?” 
 
    “I think so. They must have spotted our group. If that strange signal is any indication, they may not like our intrusion into their land.” 
 
    “Can you blame them?” But Kahuel couldn't wait to make official contact, so he could see the golden girl with honey hair again. 
 
    The princess stood up to signify the end of their meeting. “Go make sure your warriors are fed and get some sleep. They will need their strength tomorrow.” 
 
    Kahuel rose and walked to the end of the tent. As he flipped open the curtain, the aroma of cooking and the familiar sounds of the camp getting ready for the evening meal welcomed him. But a strange, spellbinding chant now floated on the night breeze. It didn't sound like the ribald ditties of sailors, or the nostalgic ballads of Yalta. The words were lost in the wind. Only the haunting melody filled the air. 
 
    “Where does that chant come from?” Kahuel turned back to Princess Esperana. “What is it?” 
 
    “I fear it portends nothing good.” Lines of worry etched the corners of her mouth as she attempted a smile. “That's all I can say.” 
 
    “More secrets?” Kahuel knew her bout of honesty wouldn't last. 
 
    “Sorry.” She flashed a sad smile. 
 
    Struggling to control nasty internal comments about the treacherous nature of Mutants, Kahuel stepped out and slapped the curtain closed with barely contained rage. 
 
    “Can't trust a Mutant,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    But the disturbing chant kept rising on the breeze, like a melody of doom. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eager to witness the unusual event, Talina sat on top of the sacred slab, next to her brother. She enjoyed the surge of power emanating from the chanting Clan under the large full moons. The Chosen had come to the sacred clearing from all around, and sat in concentric semi-circles, at the foot of the sacred slab. Their bodies swayed as the Star Chant amplified, bringing them into the trance. Only in that altered state could they all link minds to strengthen her brother, their king and shaman, Vanaru. 
 
    Watching him intently, Talina felt the weight of her responsibility. His life lay in her hands as he projected his thoughts through the great black space, to reach the star people, those who protected the Chosen, and had bestowed the gift of mind-talk upon their clan. 
 
    The white Guardian snake around Vanaru's bare chest and shoulders coiled and uncoiled to the slow rhythm of the chant. Its white scales gleamed in the moonlight, as did Vanaru's shaved head. The entire forest and its inhabitants contributed their life force to facilitate the sacred joining across the universe. 
 
    Vanaru's body shook so hard, the snake fell off his shoulders and writhed around his waist and down on his crossed legs. But this was to be expected. Talina kept a keen eye on his breathing and a soft touch on his mind. “I'm here, Vanaru. You are doing fine.” 
 
    Her brother's mind was already too far away to hear the mind words, but on some level, his brain would sense the reassuring warmth of her sisterly love. The link to the Star People could prove fatal. Talina had seen it done only twice, and the last time both her parents had lost their lives in the process. But Vanaru was strong and wise beyond his years. She had no doubt his first attempt would succeed, and he would survive it. 
 
    Soon, a wide stream of fluctuating light, like a moonbeam, descended into the empty space on the large slab in front of Vanaru. 
 
    Talina's heart leapt in her chest. “Vanaru! You succeeded. They are here.” 
 
    In the soft pulsing pillar of light, pale celestial beings, tall and thin, in long diaphanous capes, floated down to the surface and soon stood on the slab, facing the Chosen seated in semi-circular rows. The Star People's large black eyes had no pupils, and their smooth heads stood atop a stiff collar hiding their long necks. Talina counted seven of them. The sacred number. The number of relics in the sacred cave. 
 
    Vanaru opened his eyes and stared, still as a boulder. “Stop the Star Chant!” 
 
    The chant waned and died quickly as all eyes converged to the visitors. 
 
    Vanaru's mind-talk spread to all present. “Welcome among us, O Star People. The foreign invaders you predicted years ago have arrived at our shores.” 
 
    “Human invaders?” The Star People sounded surprised, even in her head. Didn't they know? 
 
    Talina joined her mind to that of her brother. “The one I saw up close looks Human, O Celestial Ones.” The thought never occurred to Talina that he could be anything else. “But when I touched his mind, he did not respond.” 
 
    The Star People commiserated silently then their collective voice boomed over the crowd, surprisingly melodic. “They are an evil breed bent on selfish greed and glory. They own animals, they kill animals for food. They will poison your way of life if you let them.” 
 
    “What about the Lost Daughter?” Talina couldn't believe she could be evil. The prophecy said she would return to lead them into a bright future. 
 
    The Star Person in the center of the group nodded. “There is no Lost Daughter. She and her foreign lover died long ago. We couldn't allow them to reveal your existence.” 
 
    Confusion fogged Talina's mind. Had the Star People killed a princess of the Chosen clan? A shamaness? It could not be. 
 
    Vanaru's face tensed. “The foreigners carry shiny metal blades. They will slaughter us all if we rise against them.” 
 
    The Star People consulted each other again. “You have the means to kill without weapons. Use your minds to direct the energy force of the forest. We shall boost your powers so you can be victorious.” 
 
    Vanaru's eyes rounded but he remained silent. 
 
    Then the Star People intoned a soft, melodious chant, and a subtle vibration filled the clearing. When they spread their long, skinny arms and thin hands over the sitting crowd. Talina felt their power permeating her and all those present. In that instant, Talina's body thrilled. Her mind filled with confidence. She was invincible, nothing could ever hurt her. 
 
    “Resume the Star Chant,” the Star People ordered with one voice. 
 
    The Chosen started chanting again, and the beam of moonlight brightened and widened. Just as they had come, the Star People ascended into the beam of light then floated up and away. 
 
    After they vanished, Vanaru closed his eyes. He shook with the force of the withdrawing, but his mind-talk rang clear. “Stop the Star Chant!” 
 
    Talina, along with the entire clan, released a loud sigh as they came out of their trance. 
 
    She rose and rushed to his side. “Brother, are you all right?” 
 
    Vanaru's shaking subsided and he opened his eyes. “Sister,” he whispered still weak from his trance, “I fear our days of happy innocence are over.” 
 
    “They really want us to use our gift to kill?” Talina shivered at the implications of the Star People's guiding words. It went against everything Talina believed to be good. “We never killed before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Straal, Sovereign of the Estrell people, re-materialized with his four first officers and two bodyguards inside the familiar darkness of the vestibule in his science vessel. He breathed a sigh of relief in the dim, reassuring cobalt glow pulsing to the heartbeat of his race, welcoming the familiar warmth of the ship. Home. 
 
    He peeled off the dark, soft lenses protecting his eyes from the damaging moonlight. It felt good to be light and buoyant again. Like all Estrell people, he hated bright heavy worlds. 
 
    “I hope this is the last time I have to go down there,” Straal broadcast in mind-talk for his companions. The Estrell had long foregone clunky spoken languages among themselves. They had better uses for sound. 
 
    “Thankfully, our offspring will not have to suffer such hardship.” First Captain, his second in command, unhooked the stiff collar that prevented his bulbous head from crushing a fragile neck in heavy gravity. He rolled his smooth head from side to side to loosen stiff vertebrae. 
 
    “I am still raw from the clumsy chant of the primitive Human clan. Such barbaric dissonance.” He discarded his protective cape and neck gear into the biohazard bin and massaged the ache in his arms through the thin exoskeleton suit. Each foray in heavy gravity took a toll on his frail muscles and bones. 
 
    Straal closed his eyes and let the soothing music of the floating crystal spheres calm his nerves “I don't know how these Humans can stand all that weight, or the deadly radiation of their hellish binary sun.” 
 
    “Humans are built to withstand such conditions, My Lord.” First Scientist smiled, his thin, closed lips barely curling up. The cobalt glow gleamed on the black surface of his eye lenses. 
 
    “I know. That's why we chose them for the New Generation Project.” But Straal feared the unexpected presence of the foreigners threatened his carefully laid plans. Wearing only his skin-tight exoskeleton, glossy blue in the cobalt light, he ducked into the cleansing compartment and sat on the bench running along the bulkhead of the cramped oval space. 
 
    First Meteorologist entered the decontamination chamber with a fluid gait. 
 
    Careful not to broadcast his attraction to her, Straal admired her slim curves and narrow waist, molded by the dark blue protective second skin. “I don't understand how the explorers survived the typhoon you sent upon them.” 
 
    First Meteorologist dropped her smooth, hairless head onto her small rounded chest in shame. “I apologize, My Lord. The foreigners are very resilient.” 
 
    “Heads up. You did your best without being detected by ships or satellites.” Straal straightened his spine and refrained from probing her thoughts further, despite his desire to do so. 
 
    “Thank you for your clemency, My Lord.” First Meteorologist bowed slightly. She sat facing him then gazed into his eyes. 
 
    Straal's consciousness threatened to melt into her clear aquamarine gaze. He repressed inappropriate thoughts as the rest of his team entered the decontaminating unit and settled on the circular bench. 
 
    “The presence of Human explorers complicates our task.” He adopted a business-like mind tone. “I'm glad the chosen had enough collective brainpower to bring us here from another dimension.” 
 
    First Captain glanced at Straal and sat to his right. “Since they brought us all this way to salvage this project, should we promptly eliminate the explorers, My Lord?” 
 
    “No. Too risky.” When the dry sonic shower sizzled overhead, Straal relaxed in the iridescent flux, as it neutralized any contaminants they might have brought aboard the ship. 
 
    His First Captain stared. 
 
    Straal sighed. “The use of any advanced or even biological weapons on the planet surface could leave a technological trail and reveal our presence.”  
 
    First General, to Straal's left, nodded in assent, his somber face illuminated by the rainbow shower. “We cannot intervene, at least not openly. Our safety lies in total secrecy. If discovered, we are alone and vulnerable.” 
 
    First Scientist pressed his thin lips together. “And two centuries of hard work would be in jeopardy.” 
 
    Straal snorted amidst the sizzle. “Not to mention all our lives, the future of our race, and our dreams of expansion.” 
 
    First Anthropologist bowed slightly to Straal. “I analyzed the biology of the explorers, My Lord. They seem sturdier than our chosen natives. The taller ones in particular have a very robust anatomy and better longevity.” 
 
    First Scientist emitted a clucking sound. “Should we reconsider our choice of race for the project?” 
 
    Suppressing a nasty retort at such wavering, Straal only raised one delicate hand in disagreement. “Negative. Our preliminary observations of the tall ones in their original city of Kassouk revealed a highly developed brain and a very rational mind... too difficult to manipulate.” 
 
    First General shook his head gravely, the rainbow shower making his smooth skull glow. “And if they ever turned against us, they have powerful galactic friends, and technology that could destroy us.” 
 
    The iridescent shower stopped, but all remained seated, waiting for Straal to rise. Straal, however, wasn't finished. He laid his hand on his slim armored chest, a sign of empathy, feeling the beat of his heart echoed by the pulsing surrounding glow. “Believe me, we chose the right breeders for our future generations.” 
 
    First Scientist sighed and his skinny shoulders dropped in relief. “Good. It's rather late to switch anyway. The hybrid eggs are almost ready, and the explorers cannot mind-talk.” 
 
    First Anthropologist shook his large head. “Except for the Lost Daughter. Should we include her in the project as an experiment?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Straal bristled at being challenged, but he restrained from broadcasting his frustration. “The Lost Daughter is an abomination, a tall hybrid with technology, and I do not trust her. She must be eliminated along with the explorers, and then we shall proceed exactly as planned.” 
 
    First Meteorologist batted the lids of her wide aquamarine eyes. “Again, I apologize for my failure to terminate the explorers, My Lord.” 
 
    “Do not fret.” Straal wanted to touch her angular cheek for reassurance but stopped himself. It became more and more difficult to hide his attraction, even in front of his officers, but he must. “Our faithful chosen will terminate the unwanted, using organic ways undetectable by the planetary defenses.” 
 
    When the door opened, Straal rose and exited the decontamination compartment into the welcoming darkness of his vessel. Multiple floating musical spheres gathered in midair around the team, offering comfort. His team followed him through the high triangular door, into the blue luminescence of the corridors. “You are dismissed. Send the new information to the captains of the main fleet.” 
 
    The team nodded and dispersed to their various areas and duties. He watched First Meteorologist leave with a pinch of regret. Then Straal ambled briskly toward his personal quarters. The more concrete this project became, the more it scared him. But he had no other choice. 
 
    How he wished their own offspring could live, instead of the cross-bred abominations meant to thrive on that heavy world. But the Estrell, too long confined to space, had lost their ability to adapt to a planet's gravity. With their ships breaking down and their inability to build more, they needed to interbreed with heavyworlders, and populate their planet with a hybrid race, to start the new Estrell civilization... the New Generation Project. 
 
    And Straal must sacrifice his personal feelings to ensure the future of his people. His offspring could only be clumsy heavyworlders, with brute strength and graceless bodies… not the product of his blood with the lovely First Meteorologist, delicate, ethereal, intelligent, and sophisticated. 
 
    In the secret recesses of his beating heart, however, he grieved the gradual disappearance of the original Estrell, beautiful specimens like himself, like First Meteorologist. But even in the best of circumstances, his dream could never be. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The unexpected presence of natives on the isle kept the sentries at the edge of the camp even more vigilant. Kahuel ordered to keep the fires burning despite the balmy night. His warriors understood the dangers involved in invading inhabited territory. Anyone would feel threatened by a band of armed warriors. 
 
    The Mutants had retired to their makeshift tents, while Kahuel's contingent of sailors and warriors preferred to sleep under the stars in the moonlight. 
 
    Kahuel reclined on the soft sand, hands under his head. The warm night breeze carried the sweet, heavy scent of jungle blooms. A horse snorted nearby. Hyenas laughed somewhere on the distant slopes, silencing the night birds. Around Kahuel, the familiar snoring of warriors and cats sleeping on the beach created a semblance of safety... a dangerous illusion. 
 
    Diablo returned late from his courtship with the young panther. In a good mood, the jaguar sprawled next to Kahuel with the total abandon of a satisfied cat. 
 
    Kahuel chuckled and scratched the purring feline's exposed belly. “Lucky beast. At least one of us is happy.” 
 
    Diablo emitted a short, contented snort and stretched. The jaguar yawned, baring pink gums and sharp white fangs to the moonlight. Then Diablo rolled over, rested his head on his front paws, sighed deeply and closed his furry eyelids on deep emerald eyes. 
 
    After the spine-chilling call and baleful chant that had disrupted the evening hours, sleep eluded Kahuel. Despite these ominous signs, and Princess Esperana's misgivings, he couldn't imagine the native woman he'd glimpsed near the waterfall could be his enemy. She'd embraced Diablo with such love... She'd gazed upon Kahuel with interest in her clear turquoise almond eyes... But something had frightened her, and fear often triggered aggressive reactions. 
 
    And what about Princess Esperana's many secrets? She'd shared a few tonight, but how much did she still hide from him? Many unknown dangers lurked around this disastrous mission. Eyes wide open, Kahuel stared at unfamiliar stars. The Galleon had traveled southeast, and except for the moons, the night sky looked different. 
 
    The clicking of weapons alerted him to the change of the guard. Kahuel sat up to watch the sentries at the edge of the tree line greet the fresh guard and return to the beach to sleep. Then the cicadas resumed chirping, along with the night birds. 
 
    The Grays standing guard around the Mutant tents didn't change guard. They could sustain long shifts without moving or even blinking, like statues frozen in time. How did they do it? Was it genetic, or pure discipline? Despite his Goddian blood, Kahuel had no such stamina. 
 
    Finally, after hours of restless wake, Kahuel fell into an uneasy slumber. 
 
    The loud cries of seabirds prompted him awake at dawn. Diablo was nowhere in sight, probably gone to feed. The tide had withdrawn far, baring the shellfish-studded sand. The Galleon protruded from the surface at the end of the rocky spine, a dismal reminder of their dire situation. 
 
    Kahuel rose and sailors and warriors gathered around him. “Where is my shellfish picking party?” 
 
    The old cook waved and pointed to his five drudges, armed with buckets and pans. “On our way, Black Jaguar!” 
 
    “Remain in full view of the camp, understood?” Kahuel dismissed them with a wave of the hand. 
 
    The cook nodded, and they spread out, gaze fixed on the expanse of wet sand, bending down to pick the best shellfish, shrimp and crabs for the breakfast pot. 
 
    Kahuel addressed the rest of his people. “Get to the tasks we designated last night. Everyone has a job to do, so get to it.” 
 
    Men and women nodded. 
 
    “And whoever has a weapon, keep it ready at all times!” 
 
    As the various parties scrambled about their chores, Kahuel led his best swimmers and divers on the wet sand. They stopped and stripped at the waterline, keeping only their loincloths. 
 
    “For now, we desperately need to salvage tools, weapons, anything made of metal. Also rope, planks we can use to build shacks and pens for the animals. Later, we'll dismantle important pieces of the Galleon that can be re-used to build another boat.” 
 
    The divers ran into the white-crested waves then swam toward the end of the natural jetty of black, jagged rocks. Diablo came trotting and splashed into the waves with the divers. Unlike most cats, jaguars loved water. Kahuel wished he could join them, but he had a camp to organize. 
 
    A female warrior ran toward him. “Black Jaguar!” 
 
    “What is it?” Kahuel sighed. The day had barely started, and he knew there would be challenges. 
 
    “We are gathering the farm animals, but the pigs are hungry, and the forest is not safe for them to forage.” 
 
    “For now, feed them the soggy cornmeal that washed ashore in leaky barrels. It's no good for Human consumption.” 
 
    She saluted. “Will do, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    Kahuel watched the woman run toward her party, then he walked the length of the cove, surveying the progress of the camp. He addressed a group building a bamboo shelter. “Move the goat pen farther away from the tree line. The predators won't dare crossing through sleeping felines and warriors to get to them at night.” 
 
    The men acquiesced and dragged the partial bamboo frame further away from the forest. 
 
    A woman approached Kahuel and pointed to a gnarled, leafless tree sticking out of the sand, bleached by wind and sea-spray. “The chickens roost on that dead tree at night.” 
 
    “If they like that tree, build their coop around it. And give them a soft place to nest and lay eggs.” 
 
    Kahuel scanned the edge of the forest and called a sentry's attention. “The horses are grazing too close to the jungle. Wild predators might see them as food.” 
 
    The warrior saluted and dispatched the order. 
 
    “Black Jaguar!” A young beastmaster, holding his side and out of breath, approached Kahuel. “What about feeding our felines? They need fresh meat.” 
 
    “Let them hunt freely. Prey is plentiful in the forest. They'll enjoy the exercise, too.” 
 
    The young man smiled with relief. He cared about his animals. 
 
    Cries of excitement rose when the first divers returned to shore with their booty. 
 
    Kahuel ran back to the water's edge as a diver deposited two swords on the wet sand. Then he pulled three dirks from the belt of his loincloth. 
 
    “Good job.” Kahuel grinned. “That's what we need.” 
 
    Another diver stepped out of the waves with two spears, another with a bow and a fourth with a handful of arrows. Another man brought an axe and dropped it next to the other treasures, all soaked in salt water but otherwise in perfect condition. 
 
    “There is plenty more. The heavy metal sank with the ship.” The proud Zerker smiled. Kahuel knew him well... a hothead for sure, but a courageous man. He winked and returned to the water. 
 
    Diablo emerged from the surf with something in his jaw. He capered around Kahuel. In his mouth, Kahuel recognized his favorite drinking mug. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend.” Kahuel took the mug with ceremony and patted Diablo's head, but Diablo shook himself like a wet dog, showering everyone around. 
 
    Warriors and sailors laughed goodheartedly and so did Kahuel, thankful for his lack of tunic. Diablo promptly returned to play and jump in the waves. 
 
    More divers returned at a steady pace, bringing more weapons and tools from the sunken carcass of the Galleon. Soon a decent collection lay on the sand. 
 
    When the warriors returned for further orders Kahuel motioned to the loot. “Pick your favorite blade. Only one each to start.” 
 
    In twos and threes, men and women knelt to inspect the various weapons and tools and selected the best suited to their particular skills. 
 
    “Do not wander outside the camp alone, and always take felines with you. Hold your weapons ready at all times.” Kahuel remembered being watched. “The natives do not seem hostile, but they are watching us.” 
 
    A bearded warrior planted his feet in the sand, hands on his belt, chest forward. “What if we come face to face with natives?” 
 
    “Run.” Kahuel stared the man in the eyes. “Do not make contact.” 
 
    “Run like cowards?” The warrior frowned in disbelief. This kind of behavior didn't sit well with Zerkers. 
 
    “Anything less could be considered hostile. We do not know our enemy well enough yet.” Kahuel couldn't tell his warriors the natives could read minds. They may not believe him, but if they knew, if might sap their confidence. Who wanted to fight an enemy that could anticipate every move? 
 
    The smell of cooking shellfish reminded Kahuel of breakfast. “Once you have a weapon, go eat, then we'll organize the hunting and fishing parties.” He shook his head. “We also need fruit harvesters, and workers to dig a ditch from the river to bring fresh water.” 
 
    Men and women murmured their approval. 
 
    Kahuel took the axe and weighed its heft. “Tomorrow, we'll cut a few trees to make space for our settlement, maybe erect a log wall. We could be here a long time, so we better build our defenses and make ourselves comfortable.” 
 
    “What about the high and mighty?” The tall female warrior pointed her chin toward the end of the cove and the cluster of white tents made of torn sails. “Can't they pull their weight? Work like everyone else?” 
 
    Kahuel glanced at the taciturn Grays guarding the tents. He couldn't afford freeloaders, but he doubted they would respond to his request. “I'll talk to the princess later. For now, we can manage without them.” 
 
    Over the next hour, an atmosphere of intense activity took over the camp. The divers retrieved brand new sails from the submerged storage hold, coils of rope and yards of rigging. Others brought back sharpening stones, oil lamps, razor blades, and flint. More tools now adorned the wet sand, including hammers and chisels. When two divers stepped out of the waves, rolling in front of them a barrel of oil and one of mead, the warriors cheered for the mead. 
 
    Eventually, the divers tired and others took their place. A variety of recovered utensils lined the beach, including cooking pots, ladles, and even a stove from the kitchen. It would make life easier for the cooks. Eventually, some lard and an entire smoked ham, with the string that hung it to the ceiling still attached, showed up among the salvaged goods... but no dry flour or edible grain. 
 
    An old sailor with a dark, weathered face, walked up to Kahuel. “Me and my shipmates can weave fishnets by unraveling and twining some of these coils of rope.” 
 
    Another sailor stepped forward. “And I can build a fishing raft with planks and twine.” 
 
    “Your help is appreciated.” Kahuel suspected his brother had somehow taught these men by example, to be loyal and kind, like him. How he missed Basilk. He would know exactly what to do. 
 
    As the tide slowly rose, sharks circled the wreck, dangerously close. Kahuel wondered whether they were curious, or hungry. Sharks rarely ventured so close to shore in the middle of the day. So, he ordered to stop diving until the next low tide. 
 
    But one of the swimmers ran back into the rising waters and dove through a wave. Blast the Zerker for acting so recklessly. Did he not hear his orders? The other divers shouted warnings, calling for the man to return to shore, to no avail. 
 
    As the swimmer drew closer to the barely protruding pin rail of the Galleon, gray fins skimmed the surface and converged upon him. 
 
    Warriors and sailors assembled on the beach yelled warnings. 
 
    Kahuel watched, helpless. The swimmer's screams of agony etched themselves upon his mind. The waters churned and turned red. As more sharks joined the fray in a feeding frenzy, the snap of formidable jaws shredding flesh filled the calm between breakers. 
 
    Men and women around him gasped, others muttered curses. 
 
    Blast the man for disobeying. Kahuel felt responsible for his gruesome death... In order to avoid more fatal mistakes, he would have to strengthen his authority over his people. 
 
    But another unsettling thought surged through his mind. If the natives communicated with felines, like the girl did with Diablo, could they also command sharks to attack? The realm of possibilities frightened even Kahuel. 
 
    In an attempt to erase the dreadful images from his mind, he ordered a minute of silent prayer, then addressed his men and women. “If you want to live, you must follow orders. I don't want to see any more prideful boasts of this kind. Understood?” 
 
    Grave faces stared back at him. A few nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And no one leaves the camp alone, or ventures into the forest for any reason, except for an authorized armed foray.” Kahuel dismissed them. 
 
    Warriors and sailors disbanded. 
 
    Kahuel approached a group of riders. “We need to send a mounted party with felines to explore the Isle, find out how large it is, and figure out what we are up against, or what useful resources are readily available.” Kahuel hoped they'd bring back good news. 
 
    “What kind of resources?” The rider broke into a wide smile and winked. “Could there be river gold?” 
 
    “Nothing so fancy.”  Kahuel grinned at the man's eagerness. “We need suitable timber for a boat, edible plants, grain to sow a first crop, whatever can help us survive here or get off this island.” Kahuel also hoped his riders had enough survival skills to return alive and well. “Keep your eyes open for a possible location for a permanent camp.” 
 
    “A place to build a fort?” The rider nodded emphatically at the prospect. 
 
    “Exactly.” Kahuel slapped the man's shoulder. “Be on your guard. Remain as invisible as you can.” 
 
    “Aren't you coming with us, Black Jaguar?” The rider's jolly mood faded into a frown and his shoulders sagged. 
 
    Kahuel shook his head. “I wish I could... but I'm needed here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the Yalta palace complex, Galya prepared the Great Hall to receive the High King, Dragomir of Kassouk, and his Queen, Tora, once known as White Tiger. 
 
    Galya fussed with the servants scurrying in and out around the monumental columns of white marble that lined both sides of the vast rectangular hall. “Rearrange the chairs for more seating. Get a few more rugs and flowers to liven this cold marble. And burn a few candles to the Great Engineer. We need all the help we can get.” 
 
    “Yes, My Queen.” The servant girl bowed and hurried away. 
 
    Galya couldn't wait to learn the fate of her precious sons. She hoped a cheery decor might lift the spirits of her royal guests. Her two other sons and two daughters flocked to the large table with their entire families, including Basilk's wife and children. But Galya suspected no one would eat the lavishly arranged food unless King Dragomir's flyer pilot brought them joyful news. 
 
    Mardock, second in line for the throne, swarthy and auburn-haired like his father, rushed inside, panting, silhouetted in the monumental doorway by the bright summer sunlight. “They are here!” 
 
    “Terek, it's time!” Galya brushed an imaginary speck from her pale blue silk dress and adjusted the elegant sword that never left her hip. 
 
    Terek in regal attire of russet and gold, hurried towards her, struggling with the collar of his tunic. “I hate dressing up like this.” 
 
    Galya met his eyes and smiled as she straightened his collar. “You never liked fancy occasions, dear.” 
 
    Terek smiled back and adjusted his baldric. He wore the fine sword she'd given him so long ago. Over the years, despite their involvement in affairs of state, he'd remained devoted to her and his family. But even in silk finery, the high leather boots over the trousers accentuated his strong thighs and gave him that virile, savage look that marked a true Zerker. That wild look had seduced Galya some thirty-five years ago and still made her heart melt. 
 
    Taking Terek's arm, Galya walked at his side with pride to meet their royal visitors, who just now entered the Great Hall. 
 
    King Dragomir, a tall, handsome Mutant with straight Black hair, copper skin, and light hazel eyes, stood a head taller than his queen. But Tora looked fierce, in white silk, with her wide trousers, riding boots and a sword at her belt. She had been Terek's first swordsmaster long ago. Yet, the royals of Kassouk looked half Terek and Galya's age, due to their strong Mutant genes. 
 
    Galya, despite her Goddian Father and six-fingered hands, had not inherited the health and longevity of most Mutants. But it gave her a chance to live on an equal plane with her beloved Human king... Terek. 
 
    She welcomed Queen Tora with a strong embrace, from warrior to warrior. “I'm so glad the Council agreed to fly you here, so we can be together when we learn of our children's fate.” 
 
    King Dragomir winked, and a smile brightened his copper face and made his hazel eyes sparkle. “Once in a while, Brother Kohl knows what's best for him.” 
 
    Galya smiled. “I so hope our children are all right.” 
 
    “We shall soon find out.” Tora smiled and glanced at the table. “You prepared a feast.” 
 
    “We are optimistic.” Galya hoped her cheery attitude would help lighten the mood. 
 
    Terek fidgeted. “Shall we?” 
 
    Servants pulled back the chairs for the King and Queen of Kassouk to sit at the U-shaped table. Galya and Terek followed, then sons, daughters, and their families sat as well, including the oldest grandchildren, warned to be on their best behavior. 
 
    Terek shook his head. “How I regret teasing Kahuel about his carefree love life.” 
 
    Mardock shook his head sadly. “To think he sailed on that boat to start anew and change his ways.” 
 
    The black gem on Galya's chest buzzed softly and she pressed the silver setting. Queen Tora and King Dragomir did the same as their blue crystal chimed, and Terek answered the call on the Blood Tear of Yalta, while Mardock and his siblings consulted their red crystal. 
 
    “The flyer is approaching the Eastern Continent,” the transmitters broadcast in unison. 
 
    King Dragomir spoke. “Transmit directly to our coordinates.” 
 
    In the space inside the U-shaped table, a 3D hologram of the Eastern Continent's coast appeared in full color. It looked like a sunny day, with a blue sky, a deep cerulean ocean and soft white breakers rolling on a wide sand beach, long and straight as far as the eye could see. All traces of the typhoon had vanished. 
 
    The pilot's voice rose in the silent hall. “As you can see, all is calm now. At this point, my instruments detect only plants and animals. No Human or Mutant life signs.” 
 
    “None?” Galya couldn't believe fate could be so cruel. 
 
    Queen Tora stared intently at the holographic image. “Could their life signs be masked by the deep jungle vegetation?” 
 
    “Keep scanning.” King Dragomir rubbed his smooth chin. “My updated scanners should be able to detect something.” 
 
    “Yes, My Liege,” came the pilot's disembodied voice. 
 
    Queen Tora still stared. “I thought the archives mentioned a lost Human tribe that emigrated to the East many centuries ago.” 
 
    King Dragomir's hazel eyes focused far away. “There must have been a Human population, once.” He turned to his queen with slight surprise in his copper face. “I thought these records had been sealed.” 
 
    Queen Tora shrugged. “I have my sources.” 
 
    Terek played nervously with the rim of his empty plate. “Without the benefit of technology, the population could have died from natural disasters or plagues.” 
 
    King Dragomir's brow knitted in concentration. “There has to be survivors down there.” 
 
    “None that I can see, My Liege,” the pilot interjected. “At least none that the scanners can pick up.” 
 
    King Dragomir didn't look convinced. “Why don't you fly lower, or land on that beach to see for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, My Liege.” 
 
    The 3D scan appeared closer and larger for a while, then the image scrambled and phased in and out of focus. 
 
    “What's happening?” Galya feared they would lose contact. 
 
    The static transmission sounded incoherent, then the image resumed, from a higher altitude, and the pilot's voice came back online. “As soon as I dropped lower, my instruments went berserk. I dare not fly blind or risk crashing and not being able to take off again. I suspect some magnetism, possibly from metallic residue in the ground, is causing the interference.” 
 
    “Did you patrol the whole coast and the swath of ocean following the predicted route of the Galleon?” 
 
    “Yes, My Liege.” 
 
    “Try again.” King Dragomir glanced at Terek then pressed his lips together. “Let us know when you detect anything at all.” 
 
    “Yes, My Liege.” 
 
    Galya signaled the servants to start offering food, determined to keep hope alive. The conversation turned to family matters. No one mentioned the lost Galleon. Toward the end of the meal, the transmitters buzzed again, and Galya's chest filled with hope. 
 
    “Sorry, My Liege. No signs of Human or Mutant life detected anywhere.” 
 
    King Dragomir's shoulders sagged. It took him a long time to finally say the words. “Make a last sweep, then return to Kassouk.” 
 
    Galya could hardly breathe. “That's it? There is no more we can do?” 
 
    “I'm afraid the Council may have been right for once.” King Dragomir sighed heavily. 
 
    Galya's throat clenched and she heard muffled sobs coming from her children's throats. Queen Tora discreetly wiped a tear. 
 
    Terek straightened in his chair. “I cannot accept the death of my sons without tangible proof. We have to keep looking.” 
 
    King Dragomir nodded. He pressed his transmitter and said in a soft voice. “Keep searching until nightfall.” 
 
    “May the Great Engineer protect them all.” Galya gripped Terek's hand on the white linen of the tablecloth and burst into uncontrollable sobs. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Talina hid behind the ferns as she approached the tree line, to observe the foreigners’ camp. A group of Humans on horseback were leaving, hugging the coast, toward the cliffs. Painfully aware that she defied the Star People, and her brother Vanaru, she wanted to find out more about them before forming her own opinion. If they traveled with the Lost Daughter of the prophecy, and the animals loved them, they couldn't be all bad. 
 
    Upon spotting the sentries, she mentally asked a macaque to give a performance nearby. Guards and their large cats went to investigate the monkey's noisy antics, dodging the coconuts he was throwing at them from above. 
 
    Talina chuckled, thanking the macaque in her head. She picked a lush tree further down the edge of the cove and climbed it, then she hid among the thick foliage. 
 
    Her heart quickened as she observed spotted the man she had encountered by the waterfall. His people saluted him with respect. Was he the leader of his clan? She'd guessed at first glance he was no ordinary man. His resolve alone made him special. 
 
    But she also felt the presence of the Lost Daughter inside a white cloth shelter at the end of the cove, surrounded by tall sentinels in gray, stiff as tree stumps. Was she a prisoner? The original Lost Daughter might have died long ago, as the Star People said, but she could have given birth to daughters and transferred her gifts. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Talina focused her mind on the woman in the white tent, the only person here receptive to mind-talk. “Are you a descendant of the Lost Daughter? Why have you come back?” 
 
    The picture of a woman, with long flaxen hair falling straight on each side of her face, surged into Talina's mind eye. Her smile illuminated large hazel eyes. 
 
    “I came to learn about my people.” The mind voice sounded strange, foreign and somewhat hesitant. 
 
    Talina rejoiced at this contact nevertheless. “We missed you all these years. The clan is not complete without your life force.” 
 
    “I feel incomplete without you as well.” 
 
    “I understand.” Talina could never live without her clan, her brother, the loving presence of her people in her mind and around her. They constituted her home, not the ground she walked. 
 
    Encouraged by this first contact, Talina ventured deeper into the mind of the Lost Daughter, but she recoiled when an invisible wall prevented her from probing further. A mental shield? Vanaru would consider such a thing utterly evil. So would the Star People. 
 
    Living among the foreigners had no doubt affected this Lost Daughter. She'd forgotten the ways of the Chosen. Like the foreigners, she sent contradicting messages that confused the mind, but Talina refused to judge anyone hastily. 
 
    She opened her eyes and returned her attention to the camp. She quickly spotted the dark stranger again. He stood closer now, inspecting a trench, and his jaguar friend had joined him. 
 
    A young woman walked up to him, proudly flaunting three large white fish on a spear. “Black Jaguar, look what I caught.” 
 
    “Great catch.” The stranger smiled warmly. 
 
    Something pinched Talina's heart. The woman was young and healthy, with dark skin like him. As she focused on the woman's mind, Talina discovered she liked her leader, she admired him. Were they life mates? Shameful envy filled Talina.  
 
    Since no suitable royal mate existed on Chosen land for her, Talina would never be allowed to mate... neither would her brother. Taking a consort of lesser blood would mean banishment. The rules of her clan were strict on that point. The Star People might even punish her in horrible ways. Cut off from the collective minds of her clan, from those she loved, she would certainly die a miserable, lonely death. 
 
    How strange that the woman with the fish identified the foreigner with his feline companion. Black Jaguar. It did fit him, though, dark, slick, dangerous, with gleaming white teeth, and the same deep emerald eyes as his cat.  
 
    Then Talina realized they had spoken aloud, and she understood their language. The accent seemed curt and rough compared to the fluid speech of her clan, but she recognized the basic words and speech pattern. Not only were the foreigners Human, but they spoke the same language. They couldn't be that different if they came from the same original tribe. 
 
    But the Star People had gifted her clan with mind-talk centuries ago. Now the gift was transmitted from parents to children. And except for this Lost Daughter, she realized the foreigners didn't have that ability. 
 
    Talina admired their resilience. She'd spied the remnants of their sunken ship at low tide. But even stranded far from home, they went about their camp like the people of her own clan, working together to insure everyone's survival. They had the same concerns and behaved just like her people. 
 
    A distressed cry from a wild boar pulled on Talina's mind. She felt cold metal slicing its heart and she filled with sadness at the sudden death of the giant swine. What could have killed it in such an unnatural manner? Then she saw in her mind's eye the sharp arrowhead. A man-made weapon! She cringed at the sacrilege. 
 
    Troubled by such cruelty, Talina could not focus. May the Star People forgive the foreigners for their sin and welcome the spirit of the swine in their animal paradise. 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks. Only then did she truly understand why her brother Vanaru and the rest of the clan had condemned the strangers so quickly. But they couldn't all be bad. Struggling to calm the panic of her heart, Talina took deep, cleansing breaths and cleared her mind of the brutal image. 
 
    She had to keep watch. She promised herself she would give the foreigners a fair chance. So, she observed the activities of the camp but saw no other reprehensible acts. 
 
    Cheers erupted among the foreigners when the hunters returned with the carcass of the boar hanging by the feet on a bamboo pole they carried on their shoulders. Talina's anger heated her cheeks. Humans had no right to kill other mammals. What a depraved way to feed! She would not tolerate such blasphemous behavior. 
 
    She had to warn Black Jaguar about such practices. But she didn't want to attract attention, so she would lure him aside. Closing her eyes, she called in her mind, “Diablo, would you like to play?” She sent the black feline happy images of frolicking in high grass. 
 
    The black cat trotted toward the tree line. With the sentries distracted by the arrival of the hunters carrying the boar, Talina scrambled down the tree and ran into a thicket, where Diablo came to meet her. 
 
    When Diablo licked her face, Talina formed an image in her mind of the waterfall and the young panther he liked so much, along with his master. “Bring your Human friend alone to the glade where we met.” 
 
    The jaguar sneezed and coughed, as if resisting the suggestion. He had obviously been trained to follow orders, but this order did not come from his master. 
 
    Talina concentrated harder on her gift. The recent enhancement during the meeting with the Star People should make the command impossible for the great cat to resist. As she refined her focus, an intangible wall fell away, allowing her to see clearly into the feline's head and bypass his obedience training.  
 
    Diablo emitted a happy snort of agreement and trotted back to the beach, tail straight up in the air. Talina watched from the tall ferns as the smart cat gently nipped at his Human friend's ankles through the thick leather boots. She refrained from laughing when the man danced to avoid the sharp white teeth. Finally, he gave in to the feline's insistence and followed Diablo toward the tree line. 
 
    Light as the wind Talina ran, visualizing the young panther and sending her images of Diablo by the waterfall. Once there, she sat on her favorite tree stump and waited. Soon the panther appeared and lay down at her feet. Then sounds of approaching visitors filled the sudden quiet of the forest. The panther stood up in alert, sniffing the air, ears turning to locate the sound. Clumsy boots cracked dead wood, and slapping branches sprang back, disturbed by the rough intrusion. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” The stranger's deep voice caressed Talina's ears. “I hope it's important. This forest is dangerous.” 
 
    Diablo grunted and came straight for Talina and the young panther he fancied. 
 
    When the tall, dark man emerged from the thick vegetation, so close, Talina thought her heart would stop. He paused and stared at her with deep emerald eyes. 
 
    Sitting on her favorite stump, Talina stiffened and averted her gaze to the waterfall beyond him. “I called you here, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    “You speak our language?” His eyes rounded in surprise. He looked pleased. A light touch on his mind told her he was pleased to see her... and more. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “That's what your people call you, isn't it?” She didn't dare meet his striking green gaze. 
 
    “Indeed.” He strode closer, the scabbard on his hip clicking against high leather boots. He wore short blades on his belt as well... forbidden blades. Up close, he smelled of sea spray. 
 
    Talina jumped off her stump and took a step back, keeping the stump safely between them. “I saw your people bring you the boar they killed.” 
 
    Black Jaguar grinned, revealing strong white teeth. “It's a great way to start the day, knowing that we won't starve.” 
 
    “Killing land animals for food is cruel and cowardly.” Talina detected no shame in his mind. He was proud of what he was, and that scared her. “They have no defense against your metal blades.” 
 
    “Believe me, the boar had a fighting chance.” Black Jaguar chuckled. “Have you seen his tusks?” 
 
    Talina shuddered. How could anyone be so mean? “You should be ashamed of yourselves.” 
 
    “We have to eat, and meat is best for a warrior's strength.” He straightened his back, exulting pride. “We Zerkers are hunters and warriors.” 
 
    “Hunters? Warriors?” Talina understood the words, but the implications were too odious to comprehend. 
 
    “It's easier to fight on a full stomach.” Black Jaguar exuded a lusty happiness. 
 
    “Fight? Fight what? Fight whom?” All Talina believed to be good in this world would be trampled by a people who glorified fighting. 
 
    Black Jaguar froze and frowned at her. “Why are you looking at me as if I'd killed your best friend?” 
 
    “That boar was my friend.” Talina choked on the words. “All the animals in this jungle are my friends.” Anger clouded her mind. “Your people are truly evil, like my brother said, like the Star People said.” 
 
    “The Star People?” His eyes narrowed as if he struggled to understand. But of course, he didn't. He couldn't read her mind. 
 
    Talina steeled herself. “I didn't want to believe them, but now I see why they want you and your people dead. You do not deserve to live.” 
 
    Black Jaguar's dark face hardened, and his jaw clenched. “Only the Great Engineer decides who lives and who dies.” 
 
    “So why do you kill? Are you the Great Engineer?” 
 
    “No.” He chuckled and looked down at his boots. When he glanced up at her again his face had softened. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to upset you.” 
 
    He reached a hand toward her face and stopped mid movement. 
 
    Talina took another step back. She read the sincerity in his mind and her chest churned with conflicting emotions. “But you have no respect for life.” 
 
    “If it's that important to your people, maybe we can compromise… find more acceptable ways to feed ourselves.” He meant what he said. “How do you survive? Can you teach us your ways?” 
 
    “You want to learn from us?” Talina had not anticipated such a reversal. She saw in his mind both people working side by side, according to the laws of harmony. “Why?” 
 
    “Why not? You have lived here a long time. You know your land.” He smiled reassuringly. “And maybe we can help you, too.” 
 
    She closed her mind to the possibility. How could a people who killed teach them anything of value? “I doubt it.” 
 
    He studied her quietly. “I only have one question. You berate me for killing a boar for food, but I think your people might have killed one of my men.” 
 
    “It cannot be true. We respect all life...” Talina's heart raced in her chest and she felt her cheeks grow hot. She had not sensed any Human death. 
 
    “Some of your people may have different ideas. Could they have ordered the sharks to attack my diver? He died horribly.” 
 
    Talina recoiled at the thought. Warning drums pounded in her ears. “Sharks?” Why would he bring up sharks? “Sharks are difficult to control. They have small, primitive brains, and the water impedes mind-talk.” 
 
    That's why she hadn't felt the man's death. He died underwater. But only one person could have ordered the sharks to venture close to shore and kill... Vanaru! Had he taken the Star People's suggestion to heart? 
 
    Black Jaguar gazed deep into her eyes and her legs weakened. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Talina.” She could barely breathe, her entire body filled with a strange, cottony heat. 
 
    He smiled. “I'll see what I can do to prevent more animal deaths, Talina.” 
 
    She loved the way he said her name, rough but sweet, low as a caress. She sighed. “And I will find out if my people contacted the sharks.” 
 
    “I hope we meet again.” His open mind exulted hope, kindness, and something else, warm and comforting. 
 
    How could she not trust him? “We will meet again, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    Talina only hoped the shark attack was an accident, and their respective people would not decide to fight each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kahuel picked his way among the black rocks of the natural jetty, splashed by the waves breaking on both sides of the narrow, broken path. Princess Esperana stood at the end of the rocky spine, her back to him, looking out to sea. Her long white robes flapped in the gentle breeze. 
 
    As he approached, Kahuel cleared his throat. “I hope I'm not intruding.” 
 
    “Please.” The tall princess glanced at him over her shoulder. “It's odd to see you without your infernal cat.” 
 
    “Diablo found companionship in the forest.” Kahuel wondered whether the princess could even catch his meaning. 
 
    “Good for him.” Princess Esperana's deep, detached voice covered the distant cries of seabirds. “I'm trying to make sense of a dream.” 
 
    “What kind of dream?” Kahuel wondered why a high and mighty Mutant would mention her dreams to him. “Does it involve our situation?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Esperana turned to face him and her hazel eyes clouded. The breeze blew her long flaxen hair in unseemly disarray for a Mutant. “I saw a young man with golden skin and turquoise eyes, surrounded by large, venomous white snakes.” 
 
    Kahuel shivered at the mention of snakes. “I can't stand reptiles... Diablo doesn't like them either.” 
 
    “The young man seemed to be calling to me.” She sounded nostalgic. Could she feel lonely? 
 
    The mention of turquoise eyes startled Kahuel. “Did the man have hair of honey?” 
 
    The Princess lifted her brow. “His head was shaved. Why?” 
 
    “The eyes remind me of Talina, the native I just spoke to... she did mention a brother.” 
 
    “I also talked to the woman briefly in my mind.”  
 
    “You did?” Why hadn't Talina mentioned it? Kahuel hated secrets. He looked back toward the beach. “By the way, the natives don't want us to kill animals for food. They say it's evil in their culture.” 
 
     They stood too far from the beach for anyone to hear them, even with the gentle breeze blowing from the ocean. This conversation would remain private. Kahuel didn't want anyone to panic about the mind readers. 
 
    “The native woman called me a Lost Daughter.” Princess Esperana shaded her eyes and scanned the dark surface where only flotsam marked the place of the sunken Galleon. “She knew who I was.” 
 
    “So, she confirmed the truth of your ancestry.” Kahuel wondered whether that fact would help or hinder his people. “That's good, no?” 
 
    Esperana faced him and shook her head. “She tried to read my mind without permission. How dare she?” 
 
    Kahuel bit his lips, resisting the urge to grin. So, Talina was gutsy enough to challenge a Mutant. He squinted in the bright sunlight. Birds circled overhead. “Maybe it's the way of her tribe... If they all can read minds, they have nothing to hide.” 
 
    “Everyone has something to hide.” The princess scoffed. “I didn't let her do it, of course. The little twit seemed surprised I could shield myself.” 
 
    Kahuel offered his bare back to the warm suns. “Did she tell you about the Star People? Apparently, they think we are evil, and they want us dead.” 
 
    Esperana's jaw dropped, then she closed her mouth and turned away. “So that's what they call them. The Star People? I was right.” 
 
    “About what?” Kahuel was getting tired of secrets. “If we have to depend on each other for survival, I need to be informed.” 
 
    Esperana pursed her lips and considered Kahuel briefly. Would she deem him worthy of her confidence? She sat on top of a flat boulder and indicated another one for him. “I didn't just come here to find my roots. I suspect an alien race is trying to control the natives. Any off-world interference constitutes a threat to the entire population of this planet.” 
 
    “An alien threat?” Kahuel scratched his head. Despite the restrictions on Humans concerning Mutant knowledge, he'd seen the ancient records and listened to his parents retelling the story of the last alien attempt to control the planet. “It's the Mutants' job to defend us against invaders from space. The Council of Princes in Kassouk even requisitioned Yalta's royal spaceship for this purpose. Have the space patrols detected an alien presence?” 
 
    “That's just it. They haven't.” Esperana paused. The roll of the surf and cries of seabirds filled the soft breeze. “That's why the Council of Princes didn't believe me when I talked about the dangers of an alien invasion. With no detectable spaceships, they believe there is no threat.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” Kahuel remembered reacting when he first heard the name… Star People. It did sound like an alien presence. 
 
    “The so-called Star People could have devised more advanced technologies.” 
 
    “Such as?” Although not an engineer, Kahuel was intrigued. 
 
    “Some sophisticated cloaking device, maybe?”  
 
    “If we are on a large island, the whole island could be cloaked... that would explain why it wasn't on our maps.” Kahuel scanned the blue sky. Could the Star People be right here, invisible, listening to them? That would be frightening. 
 
    Esperana gazed over his shoulder toward the beach. “I suspect they are the ones who gave the natives their mind-reading abilities through genetic manipulation. They could be operating on a different frequency, one our scanners cannot detect... just like this dampening field our transmitters cannot pierce.” 
 
    Although not versed in technology, Kahuel understood what she meant. “If the Star People can read minds, could they use the same brain power to hide, or even travel undetected?” 
 
    Princess Esperana nodded. “You catch on fast, Black Jaguar. What you suggest is entirely possible... and such a source of energy would escape our surveillance.” 
 
    Kahuel's face flushed hot at the compliment. “But how do you propose to stop them if you can't detect them?” 
 
    “That's what we need to find out.” The princess sighed. “They must have weaknesses. Everyone does.” 
 
    “In order to learn more, should we make friendly contact with the natives?” Exhilaration filled Kahuel at the prospect of seeing Talina again. 
 
    “That's one way.” The princess narrowed her eyes, studying him. “But it could be dangerous for you and your people. They can read your minds, but you can't read theirs.” 
 
    “That's a risk I'm willing to take.” Danger or not, Kahuel preferred open relations. Besides, knowledge of the enemy might give him the tools to protect his people. 
 
    “But what if they are responsible for the shark attack this morning?” Esperana stared at the waters that had churned red with blood only a few hours ago. 
 
    A heaviness filled Kahuel at the loss of the unfortunate diver. “Talina didn't dismiss the possibility that her people could be responsible. She promised to check into it, and in return I promised not to kill any more animals for food.” 
 
    “That's very generous of you, Black Jaguar.” Esperana raised a questioning brow. “Mutants can easily forego meat protein, but are you sure your warriors will go along with this promise of yours?” 
 
    “If that's the only way to keep good relations with the natives, we'll have to try.” Kahuel hoped his people would see the advantages of keeping the peace as more important than their taste for meat. If they didn't, he had no idea how he could enforce his authority. 
 
    “What if the natives do not want peace?” Princess Esperana gazed far beyond him. “Are you ready to fight them?” 
 
    “Fight them?” Kahuel realized the difficulty of being a leader. He must think of the expedition first. As much as he couldn't stand the thought of harming Talina, he couldn't let the natives slaughter his people. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina caught her breath and leaned against the smooth trunk of the ancestral tree in the sacred clearing. In her shocked state, she couldn't even mind-talk. “Vanaru!” 
 
    She composed herself and climbed the steps to the stone slab that served as a stage for religious ceremonies. Her older brother, dressed in white silk tunic and pants, walked out of the tall fissure in the cliff. The sacred cave, carved by the Star People long ago, lay sheltered inside the rock, safely hidden from view. Vanaru picked his way between the coils of large white snakes basking in the sunlight at the entrance. His shaved skull gleamed in the dappled sunshine. 
 
    “What is it, Sister?” Vanaru smiled reassuringly as he met her on the flat stone slab. 
 
    But Talina had no need for reassurance. She only wanted the truth. “Did you call the sharks upon the foreigners?” 
 
    Vanaru's smile vanished, and his face darkened to copper, making his turquoise eyes stand out even more. “The strangers need to know they are not welcome on our land.” 
 
    “How could you do such a thing? A man died.” A ripple of revulsion shook Talina's body. 
 
    “Don't be so shocked.” Vanaru's face muscle contracted and his expression hardened. “The foreigners have no place here. We have to do something, protect our way of life.” 
 
    “But what you did is criminal.” Talina stifled a sob. 
 
    “Not if the Star People ordered it.” The righteousness in Vanaru's stare frightened her. “The strangers must go back to their homeland.” 
 
    Talina couldn't let her brother intimidate her. She shook her head in frustration. “Their ship sank. They cannot go back. At least, not right away.” 
 
    “Their presence on our shores cannot be tolerated, even for a short time. It is poisoning us.” Vanaru's gaze scanned the surrounding vegetation. “They killed a boar...” 
 
    “I know.” Talina flinched at the pain and the shock of the giant swine when the cold arrowhead pierced its heart. 
 
     “What can you expect from people who burn corpses instead of letting nature feed upon them?” Vanaru laid a light hand on her shoulder. “They are selfish and destructive. That alone proves they are evil.” 
 
    “What about the Lost Daughter among them?” But even as she said it, Talina remembered with shock how the Lost Daughter had shut her out. 
 
    Vanaru picked up on her thought and stiffened. “I want to believe she is one of us.” Vanaru looked wistfully away, in the direction of the foreigners' cove. “But the Star People deny her existence.” 
 
    “Maybe the foreigners just don't know any better.” Talina refused to believe Black Jaguar had bad intentions. “Their leader seems open to change.” 
 
    “Lies. People who do not mind-talk lie.” Vanaru set his brow in a stubborn frown. 
 
    “But I read his thoughts, and he was truthful.” Talina wrenched herself away from under her brother's hand. “How can I trust the Star People when they preach love for all living things then order us to harm others?” 
 
    “The Star People only want our happiness. As the leader of our clan, I agree the foreigners threaten the sacred laws of harmony ruling our lives. It's already happening. Can't you see it's because of them that we are quarreling?” Vanaru exhaled slowly. “Lying, fighting, killing and controlling, that is their way, not ours.” 
 
    “I don't believe all strangers are evil. They are people like us. They speak our language. They come from the same original tribe.” Talina remembered Black Jaguar saying her name so gently despite his coarse accent. “Don't they deserve a chance to redeem themselves?” 
 
    Vanaru paced the sacred slab, somehow avoiding the large, basking Guardian snakes. “The foreigners are not like us. They cannot mind-talk. The Star People insist they must leave by all means necessary.” 
 
    Talina exhaled a frustrated sigh. “There was a time when our people could not mind-talk either. Did that make us evil?” 
 
    “We are different now. We are better, we are special. We are the Chosen. We never lie to each other.” Vanaru paused, and the cacophony of birdsongs in the surrounding jungle grew deafening. 
 
    Talina calmed herself, determined to talk sense into her brother. “Our people don't lie because they know they would get caught. If they could lie, maybe they would.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Sister,” Vanaru said calmly. “The Star People want all the foreigners gone or dead.” 
 
    Talina cringed at the thought. How could she endure the cries of so many people dying? And she certainly could not tolerate the pain of Black Jaguar dying. “This goes against our way. It makes us worse than them. They have no intention of killing us.” 
 
    “You don't know that for sure. Besides, our way is what the Star People say it is.” Vanaru's stubborn expression forbade any objection. “If the foreigners cannot leave, they must die.” 
 
    “That is cruel and unnecessary!” How could Vanaru not see this? 
 
    “Nevertheless. It must be done.” Vanaru turned back toward the gaping fissure in the cliff behind them, the entrance of the sacred cave. 
 
    Talina rushed ahead of him and blocked his way. “I'll advise our people not to follow you.” 
 
    Vanaru looked down at her with patronizing indulgence. “You are so naive, Sister. Sense all the minds around us. The Star People brought us harmony. Our clan worships them.” 
 
    “Maybe they shouldn't.” Talina probed the forest and felt the minds of her clan bent on obeying the Star People for the greater good. The depth of their commitment crushed her hopes of convincing them otherwise. 
 
    Vanaru smiled sadly. “We have no other choice, Sister.” 
 
    “I do have another choice.” Talina wouldn't be bullied by her older brother. “I refuse to take part in such a cruel endeavor.” 
 
    Vanaru's jaw tightened and his turquoise eyes squinted at her. “Then you'd better leave. You have been seduced by their evil ways.” 
 
    “You cannot banish me.” Panic coursed through Talina's mind and body at the very thought. No one could live alone once exiled from the clan. “You need me to contact the Star People.” 
 
    “I can and I do banish you.” Vanaru's steady gaze filled with a hideous emotion that made his handsome face despicable. “I have grown strong enough to contact the Star People on my own. You favor our evil enemy. You have no place among us. Leave!” 
 
    “Gladly!” But Talina's heart weighed like a stone in her chest. Away from the clan, starved of their loving, nurturing collective minds, she faced slow, agonizing death. “I'd rather die than remain among murderers.” 
 
    Head high, Talina turned away, climbed down the steps of the rock slab, and walked away from the sacred clearing. Her mind cried at the wrenching pain of the separation, but she had to escape the influence of all these minds who blindly obeyed the Star People. How could anyone consider slaughter an acceptable solution? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bare-chested, sweating in the tropical heat, Kahuel chopped firewood to set the example, and show his people he was doing his share of hard work... unlike the Grays. When Diablo nipped his booted ankles and pulled, as if to drag him toward the tree line, excitement surged through Kahuel. Talina must be waiting for him. His heart beat like a jungle drum at the very idea of seeing her again. Wiping sweaty hands on his thighs he walked toward the edge of the forest. 
 
    He nodded to a sentry guarding the camp. “It's all right. I'm with Diablo. I won't be long.” 
 
    The sentry nodded back. 
 
    Kahuel followed Diablo into the shade of the green forest canopy. Diablo led him straight to the waterfall where he and Talina had first met. She sat on a rotten stump, folded upon herself, head buried into her raised knees, shoulders shaking. He heard sobs. It wrenched him to see her so sad, and his anger flared at who had caused it. 
 
    Diablo trotted toward the young panther licking Talina's bare feet. 
 
    “What's wrong, Talina?” Kahuel approached her with careful steps, afraid she might bolt, or the panther would attack at the slightest jarring movement. 
 
    Talina raised her gaze to him with so much hope in her tear-reddened eyes that his heart jumped in his chest. “Thank you for caring, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    She'd said his name so softly it gave him goose bumps all over. Kahuel pushed back a strand of golden hair from her lovely face, soft and fluid under his fingers. By the Great Engineer, everything about her heated his blood. How he wished she would see him with the same lusty appetite.  
 
    She suddenly looked up and gasped, crimson in the face. 
 
    Blast! He'd forgotten she could read his thoughts. How awkward. “I'm sorry, Talina. I mean no disrespect.” 
 
    “I know that.” She chuckled and offered a strained smile. 
 
    “Why so sad?” He couldn't stand to see her cry. 
 
    “My brother is responsible for the shark attack.” Her gaze hardened and her hands clasped tightly around her knees. 
 
    “Good to know.” Kahuel shuddered at the confirmation he had an enemy willing to kill his men. But he struggled with Talina's reason for being here. “Obviously, you do not agree with him.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The Star People decided you all must die, and my clan will carry out the sentence.” 
 
    “When? How?” Kahuel's warrior instincts took over. “Are they going to fight us face to face? Or use animals, like the sharks?” 
 
    “Animals. My people never learned to fight.” Talina nodded. “And I think I figured out which animals they intend to influence.” 
 
    “By the Great Engineer, thank you for warning us.” Kahuel scanned the ferns and underbrush for signs of hostile wild life. Another sinister thought surged into his mind. “Does your brother know you are here, talking to me?” 
 
    “I don't think so.” She looked so sad. “I haven't felt his mind touch since he banished me. I am dead to him.” 
 
    “You can't stay in the forest. It's too dangerous.” Kahuel couldn't leave her at the whim of her people. “Come to our camp. We'll protect you.” 
 
    “You don't understand. Your camp is doomed. You are all going to die.” 
 
    The comment piqued Kahuel's pride. He straightened stiffly. “Don't underestimate us because we cannot read minds. We will defend ourselves.” 
 
    She glanced at the sword hanging from his hip. “That's right. You are a warrior. You fight and kill...” 
 
    Kahuel resented the disapproval in her tone. “Better fight and kill than being killed ourselves. And we won't let anything happen to you. Besides, we have someone among us who would love to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    Talina broke into a radiant smile. “The Lost Daughter. I would very much like to meet her, too.” 
 
    Kahuel supported Talina's arm as she stood up. “Diablo. Come with us.” 
 
    The jaguar, who rubbed heads with the panther nearby, grunted in protest. 
 
    Kahuel shook his head. “All right. Bring your friend.” 
 
    Diablo and the panther followed Kahuel and Talina as they hurried through the dense undergrowth of ferns and foliage toward the beach camp. 
 
    “How do you know what Diablo thinks if you don't read his mind?” Talina's wide eyes gazed at him in wonder. 
 
    Kahuel held a branch so it wouldn't scratch her face. “I observe what he does, how he behaves.”  
 
    Talina nodded shyly in thanks. “Maybe on some level you do read his mind.” 
 
    “I don't know about that.” Kahuel chuckled. “So, what kind of animals is your clan going to launch upon us?” 
 
    “The caimans floating on the river like dead logs told me my brother asked them to forgo all food until he orders them to kill for him. So did several species of large venomous snakes.” 
 
    “Reptiles?” Kahuel watched where he set his booted feet on the path, shuddering at the idea of hostile snakes. “When?” 
 
    “Reptiles are most active in late afternoon, after a long sunny day, when they had time to warm. They get sluggish when the temperature drops, so I would guess very soon.” 
 
    “Blast!” Kahuel hurried his pace. “I need to warn everybody at the camp.” 
 
    As they reached the perimeter, Kahuel motioned for the sentries, who quickly formed a circle around him. “We expect an attack from large snakes and black caimans.” 
 
    “Caimans?” The man's voice trailed and his eyes unfocused into confusion.  
 
    “Large crocodilians, fast on their feet, with sharp teeth and a big appetite.” Kahuel had no time to elaborate. “Get all the felines on alert and protect the horses and the other livestock.” 
 
    Felines and beastmasters approached and Talina ran toward the cats. Leopards, lions, tigers, jaguars, panthers and cheetahs gathered around her and sat still as if listening, although she did not speak. 
 
    Kahuel gazed at her with wonder. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Preparing them.” Talina smiled sadly. “They love you very much. They understand the danger and know what to expect. The jaguars will be on the front line. They are the only felines whose fangs can pierce a crocodilian's hard carapace. The other felines will take care of the snakes. They are very brave and loyal.” 
 
    “That they are.” Kahuel was amazed at her ability but could not tell his warriors about it. Not even the beastmasters. He hated himself for keeping secrets. Were secrets a necessity of leadership? He'd always believed it to be a Mutant trait. 
 
    “These animals are willing to die to defend your lives.” Talina looked so sad. “I don't know how much death I can withstand.” 
 
    Kahuel squeezed her shoulder. “Thanks. I do appreciate your help.” He stopped one of his warriors on his way to the tree line. “Where is Princess Esperana?” 
 
    The big bearded man saluted. “She left with the Mutants a short while ago.” 
 
    “She left?” Blasted Mutants! Kahuel couldn't believe such irresponsible behavior. “Where did they go?” 
 
    “She didn't say. Mutants don't speak much to lowly Humans.” The warrior grimaced then pointed toward a rocky outcrop far inland along the black cliff. “They went that way.” 
 
    Kahuel couldn't see anyone on the slopes. It was early afternoon, the warmest part of the day, when the twin suns arced toward the mountains in the western sky. He sighed in frustration. “How can we protect her if she disappears without notice?” 
 
    The warrior shrugged. “The Grays are with her.” 
 
    Kahuel snorted. “Deprived of their precious phasers and shields, the Grays are just big wimps.” 
 
    The warrior chuckled, a glint of mirth in his dark brown eyes. “I didn't say it. You did.” 
 
    “Right.” Kahuel enjoyed the companionship of his warriors. “I'll bet my silver on any well trained Zerker against a Gray in unarmed combat anytime.” 
 
    “I'll be the first to volunteer.” The warrior laughed. 
 
    A dozen men and women joined in the laughter. They knew Kahuel told the truth, but no one would dare denigrate the Grays in front of a Mutant. Luckily, the Mutants were away. 
 
    “Get everyone on alert for snakes and caimans. Distribute all the weapons we have. We need to lengthen our striking distance. Tie the knives to bamboo shafts to make javelins and spears. Make sure you have plenty of arrows. Even without a metal point, a sharpened bamboo stick can kill.” 
 
    The warriors scurried to make preparations. Kahuel walked the ground and spotted several warriors walking barefoot. “Wear whatever protective leg gear you can find, boots, bamboo greaves. No one fights sharp-toothed creepy crawlers barefoot, understood?” Kahuel glanced down at Talina's lovely bare feet. “This won't do.” 
 
    “I don't need protection. The animals know me.” She looked so serene in the face of impending danger. “I will speak to the reptiles and try to dissuade them. But my gift is not as strong as my brother's.” 
 
    “Thank you for any help you can give.” Kahuel worried about her safety. If her brother banished her, he might very well want to kill her for betraying her clan. “Can you do that from a distance?” 
 
    Talina's clear turquoise eyes stared straight into his. “I can.” 
 
    “Then go sit on the black rocks that jut into the ocean. You will be safer there.” He pointed to the natural jetty. “Caimans and snakes won't venture into salt water.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, I'll go there.” A hesitant smile strained her lovely face. “But you should worry about yourself, Black Jaguar. Not about me.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself. Go.” Kahuel watched Talina walk, leaving tracks in the wet sand, toward the long, jagged spine that reached into the ocean. The receding tide already uncovered the starboard railing of the Galleon that peeked through glittery waters.  
 
    Blast the Mutants for disappearing in times of danger. How was he supposed to protect the princess when they left without warning? 
 
    A horse whinnied, and Kahuel hailed its rider. “No horses in this battle. They panic at the sight of reptiles. Keep them at the edge of the water, as far away from the forest as possible.” 
 
    “As you order, Black Jaguar.” The rider prompted his mount and rode toward other riders, barking the new orders. 
 
    But Kahuel worried about the safety of the Mutant princess. Did the Grays even have blades to protect her? He'd never seen any on them, but they were so secretive, they could have hidden knives in their boots. He doubted they could use a sword or a dagger efficiently, though. He pictured them as too lazy for any kind of primitive training. If they wanted to be part of this group, they would have to train with Human weapons and learn from Humans, no matter how distasteful they found the idea. 
 
    A feline roared a warning, and Kahuel turned toward the edge of the forest. 
 
    “Here they come,” a sentry shouted. 
 
    “Form the line, don't let any pass through!” Drawing his sword, Kahuel rushed to lead his company to battle. A familiar sensation took hold of him, the thrill he called battle fever. 
 
    As one, Humans and felines yelled a war cry and charged. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The battle still raged as the twin suns crept toward the mountains. Felines roared, warriors yelled, and the cries of the wounded filled the once serene cove. Chickens flew up into the trees, goats bleated at the water's edge, ducks found refuge on the choppy waters, and even the pigs ventured into the small waves, seeking safety. 
 
    But the line of warriors had spread too thin along the length of the cove. “Tighten the line!” Kahuel's men fought too close to the thick foliage. “Do not enter the forest! Snakes are dropping from trees. Stay on the sand, where they have to crawl.” 
 
    The stench of battle, a mix of sweat, fear, blood and entrails, filled Kahuel's nostrils. 
 
    At his side, Diablo had pierced a caiman's skull with his fangs and threw aside the dead carcass. Then the feline pounced upon a large rattler, biting the nape and shaking the snake violently until it went limp. 
 
    A few felines prowled the fringe near the tree line. “Beastmasters! Keep your cats on the beach!” 
 
    A crocodilian streaked upon the sand to the right. Kahuel lunged with the sword, but the quick caiman deflected the blade with a toss of its snout. Although nicked on the front leg, the beast barely acknowledged the hit and opened its serrated maw as it spun around to face Kahuel. 
 
    Kahuel backed toward the tail, wary of its swing, keeping the caiman twisting upon itself to fight him. “Archer!” 
 
    A female warrior with a bow rushed to his side. 
 
    “Aim inside the mouth!” Kahuel ran a tight circle around the creature, until the open jaw faced the archer. “Now!” 
 
    The archer let fly, the bolt hit the throat with a thud and the startled caiman shook then closed its maw, choking on the arrow lodged inside. Attempting to expel the projectile, the reptilian contorted and rolled on its back, exposing its underbelly. Dodging the snapping jaw, Kahuel leapt and thrust his sword hard and deep through the softer belly scales. 
 
    The animal emitted a guttural sound and thrashed. Kahuel twisted his blade deeper into the beast, aware of Diablo fighting a rattler. More archers shot at the snakes closing upon them. The caiman's tail swished wildly, swiping Kahuel off his feet. Tossed by a powerful slap, he landed next to a hooded cobra. He reached for his sword, but it was still in the caiman's belly. Blast! 
 
    He threw a short blade in the direction of the cobra, piercing the hood. Then Kahuel scrambled back to grab the protruding hilt from the squirming caiman. He wrenched the sword free, eliciting a flow of red blood that seeped into the thirsty sand in a stench of steamy offal. Then he whirled and sliced off the head of another cobra. Blood spurted and the snake writhed, while its severed head on the sand still inched toward his booted feet, as if eager to bite him even in death. 
 
    “Blast!” Kahuel kicked the ghastly head and wiped his sweaty brow with one forearm. “Archers! Keep using this technique on the caimans! Aim inside the mouth!” 
 
    The archers nodded. The woman pulled another arrow out of her quiver and scanned the beach for the black caimans, easy to spot on the light sand. Upon sighting a crocodilian with an open maw, she ran after it. 
 
    Unlike the caimans, the light earth-tone snakes blended with drift wood and the ripples in the sand. All around Kahuel, the beach writhed with rattling tails, squirming coils, and raised heads that hissed. Forked tongues flicked between long, venomous fangs. Kahuel slashed right and left, wondering how many reptiles the natives could have conjured. Hundreds? Thousands? 
 
    It seemed he had been killing for hours. His sword arm ached with the strain, and his frustration grew as more scaly beasts crept upon the sand. 
 
    Diablo coughed a warning. A tiger answered with a guttural roar. 
 
    “Watch out!” The cry surged from the tree line. 
 
    Kahuel hacked his way toward the warning cry. Something big slithered out of the underbrush, rustling the forest floor. A giant anaconda meandered out of the thick foliage and onto the warm sand, followed by another, and another... “By the Great Engineer, will it ever end?” 
 
    At Kahuel's side, Diablo stared at the shady bushes and ferns, deep under the canopy. His ears rotated to catch the approaching sounds. What else could be coming? 
 
    The warriors glanced wearily at the tree line. 
 
    A beastmaster yelled a command and a cheetah came running. Diablo joined the rallying cry. A dozen large cats pounced on one anaconda at once. Then other felines repeated the maneuver on other large snakes. The cats seemed better coordinated than usual. Could Talina be directing them? But if she could do that, could the other natives turn the felines against their beastmasters? 
 
    Stomping small snakes and slashing the raised heads of larger ones, Kahuel progressed toward the anacondas where Diablo already inflicted damage with claws and fangs. 
 
    Snorts and short howls told Kahuel the felines had killed one of the giant snakes. But more anacondas slithered out of the underbrush. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eyes closed, sitting on a boulder surrounded by gentle waves, Talina heard the sounds of battle carried on the breeze. She couldn't watch anymore. Hot tears streaked down her cheeks, and her chest squeezed her heart with each sob. So many deaths, so many minds crying in pain, asking for relief. She couldn't stand any more grief.  
 
    Her renewed efforts at breaking her brother's hold on the reptiles had failed, but she had to try again. She had to help the innocent foreigners against the horrifying attacks of her own clan. How ashamed she was of the Chosen. 
 
    Clearing her mind, she pushed through the suffering that ripped her body and soul. She took a deep, painful breath and released it slowly as she refocused her efforts. 
 
    “Reptile friends, I beseech you again, do not yield to Vanaru's call. He is leading you to death and misery. The foreigners mean you no harm. Retreat, and you will live happily in the great green paradise.” 
 
    A jolt in her chest shook Talina out of her trance. 
 
    “Get out of my way, Sister. The foreigners must die.” 
 
    “Vanaru!” The pain in her chest increased. “Please, stop this madness.” 
 
    The contact snapped shut, striking her like a whip. But Talina would not let her brother destroy so many Human lives. And even if she had to sacrifice his precious reptiles, she would keep fighting for what she knew to be right. 
 
    “Felines of the forest, please hurry. Stop these mad reptiles from reaching the cove.” 
 
    She felt the touch of the large cats answering her call. Abandoning their hunt, interrupting their naps, they made their way toward the shore and the sounds of fighting. She sent fierce images of pouncing on snakes and caimans. “Brave cats. Today, you are eating reptiles.” 
 
    In her trance, Talina saw the wild felines hunting snakes and caimans under the jungle canopy. She sent them promises of warm embraces. She wanted Black Jaguar and his people to win this battle. Most of all, she wanted him to live 
 
    As she opened her eyes and gazed upon the cove that had become a battlefield, she couldn't help but wonder what Vanaru might do next. It horrified her to think that her own brother had caused such death and despair. Until they'd summoned the Star People, he'd always been kind and compassionate. What had happened to him? 
 
    But Talina had an important task to perform. She refocused her mind on the feline fighters in the jungle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the evening shadows lengthened to engulf the beach, the sounds of fighting slowly waned. Diablo emitted a short coughing roar. Other felines, deep inside the forest answered him. What was happening? 
 
    Then Kahuel saw wild felines leap out of the forest, pouncing upon emerging reptiles with unbridled fury. The cooling breeze and the evening shade drove the surviving reptiles back to the undergrowth. Large cats relished hunting at dusk, and the cold-blooded snakes would be too sluggish to fight. 
 
    In the growing quiet, Diablo glanced toward the tree line, the head of a dead boa still clutched in his mouth. The jaguar's fangs had pierced clear through the reptile's skull. Diablo dropped his prey and strode leisurely to meet his native counterparts. Tamed felines and wild cats sniffed each other's noses and exchanged happy roars and grunts of satisfaction. 
 
    When beastmasters and warriors realized the last reptiles had fled, a loud cheer rose. Kahuel joined his bellow to the victory cry. But he suspected they owed their success to Talina. 
 
    Gazing out toward the natural rock jetty, Kahuel searched for her. There, against the dark stones, she lay prostrate like a white castaway. Spent? Or lifeless? “Talina!” 
 
    Blood rushed through Kahuel's veins. Despite his weariness, he raced toward the black boulders protruding higher as the tide ebbed. His heart pounded. Had a snake gotten to her? Had this victory cost her life? 
 
    Kahuel ran faster, boots sloshing in the shallows and sinking in wet sand. Had she sacrificed herself in some weird mind battle? “Talina!” 
 
    Again, he wondered why a native would betray her clan, her family, and renounce the only life she ever knew. He dared to hope it had something to do with him. Did she feel that same spark that lifted his entire being in her presence? How he wished he could read her mind, right now, to make sure she was all right. 
 
    He climbed the jagged rocks, soles slipping on wet stone, toward the promontory where she lay. Only a few more steps. “Talina!” 
 
    The evening breeze teased her long honey hair, but she didn't move. Was she breathing? Great Engineer, please let her be all right. 
 
    When he finally knelt next to her, her deep turquoise eyes opened in a pale, tear-streaked face. Her soft lips drew into a faint smile. “Black Jaguar,” she whispered. “I'm so glad you are alive.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kahuel couldn't stand it if she were hurt. 
 
    She chuckled feebly. “Yes. I'm fine now that you are here.” 
 
    Irrepressible joy soared inside Kahuel. Laughter escaped his parched throat, and he lifted her shoulders and held her tight against his chest. He never wanted to let her go. 
 
    “Thank you for saving us,” he whispered in her perfectly chiseled ear, blowing a strand of smooth hair. 
 
    She pushed him back gently. “Black Jaguar, I need to breathe.” 
 
    Suddenly embarrassed, Kahuel relaxed his hold and gazed into her lovely face. Something stirred inside him. She was very quiet. Her breathing accelerated. He could feel her heart beating almost as fast as his. Did her lips part slightly? Did she angle her face a bit? He wished he could read her mind now. 
 
    But if she read his thoughts, she knew how he felt, yet she did not protest. The heady scent of wild flowers surrounded them. Had it traveled on the breeze or did it come from her? 
 
    When she inched her chin closer to his, Kahuel couldn't resist anymore. He brushed her soft pink lips, so smooth and warm. Then he nibbled her chin, and her lower lip, sweet as honey. But when she flicked her tongue to taste him, he abandoned all restraint and plunged into the sweet nectar of her mouth. 
 
    His mind reeled with the deeper contact that linked and rooted them together. Another part of his anatomy responded fiercely. She didn't make him stop. Her wholehearted response told him she enjoyed his kiss as much as he did. 
 
    A cheer rose from the beach, and Kahuel realized they had an audience. Blast them all! 
 
    When he released her, Talina straightened her clothes and her flushed face grew serious. “I think your warriors need you, now, Black Jaguar. Maybe I can help care for the wounded.” 
 
    She accepted Kahuel's hand to rise, and together they negotiated the slippery rocks back to the firm wet sand left by the ebbing tide. The evening shade almost reached the waterline. Soon, it would be dark. 
 
    Kahuel scanned the cove where small isolated fires dotted the sand strip. Men and women tended the injured. At the far right, the Mutant's white tents stood empty, abandoned. Almost night, and they had not returned. 
 
    Where were Princess Esperana and the Grays? If they'd suffered an attack of their own, without weapons or felines, could they have survived it? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The white Guardian snakes slithered and coiled itself around Vanaru's body as he stood on the sacred slab, facing his clan. In the clearing below, his people sat in the glow of a few torches. They moaned a disconsolate chant of grief for the reptiles sacrificed in this bitter defeat, and swayed in lament to a slow, monotonous mourning chant. 
 
    Hot rage roiled inside Vanaru's chest. He raised his fists and looked up to the darkening heavens. “Star People, we are your Chosen. You promised us victory! Why have you forsaken us? Are we not worthy?” 
 
    The chant waned and halted. Shocked silence filled the clearing. None of the clan members dared speak in defiance of the Star People. 
 
    Vanaru missed Talina' support. She should be here with him. Her treason stabbed his chest like a foreigner's blade. “May the Star People punish the sacrilegious invaders for soiling our shores! May they punish my treacherous sister who betrayed us to protect them.” 
 
    “May the Star People punish them,” echoed the dismal chorus, then they resumed the chant in low, moaning voices. 
 
    “We shall redeem ourselves in the eyes of the Star People. We shall succeed. We shall cleanse our land of the foreigners.” 
 
    Something at the edge of his awareness distracted Vanaru. He closed his eyes briefly to investigate the slight mind touch. His whole being rejoiced. “Lost Daughter. You are safe!” 
 
    The woman in white silk appeared in his mind, walking toward him through the jungle. “I came a long way to find you, Vanaru. What is so urgent that I had to leave my camp in a hurry? And why the secrecy?” 
 
    Vanaru opened his eyes and gazed upon the clearing. She suddenly appeared behind the seated crowd, walking into the sacred clearing from the jungle. He held his breath. She was taller than he'd imagined, but even more stunning in person than in his visions. When he noticed the many guards in gray uniforms following her, however, he had a slight hesitation. He'd called her away from the foreigners' camp to save her life, not theirs. 
 
    Vanaru took a deep, calming breath then addressed the assembled clan. “I have the great honor of presenting to you this Lost Daughter, Princess Esperana, a descendant of our royal shamaness of old, who returned to us on the ship with the foreigners.” 
 
    The crowd gasped and turned to watch Esperana advance among them, alone, on the straight, illuminated path leading to the rock slab where Vanaru stood. She walked with deliberate confidence, like a queen, like a magnificent goddess. She looked upon the clan like upon her subjects. 
 
    Glad she'd left the gray guards in the shadows at the fringe of the clearing, Vanaru still worried when he saw them spread out in a circle around his people. But he should not fret. He and the Lost Daughter were destined to reign together. He had dreamed about her in the sacred cave. She would realize the prophecy and together they would fulfill their destiny. 
 
    “Why did you summon me, Vanaru?” Curiosity tinged her mind-talk. 
 
    “To show you your people, my queen.” While she made her way toward him, Vanaru addressed his people, unable to tear his gaze from her. “The legends on the walls of the sacred cave speak of the Lost Daughter who would one day return and lead our clan into a new age of knowledge and abundance. This was promised to us by Prince Rakham, before he took our royal shamaness away in his flying machine, almost two centuries ago.” 
 
    “I didn't know about a legend.” Esperana smiled at him. 
 
    Vanaru's chest bubbled over with joy. “Princess Esperana is the Lost Daughter of the prophecy. The prophecy has come true.” 
 
    “The prophecy has come true…” murmured the crowd in mild surprise. 
 
    Although all knew the story of old, few had made the connection between Prince Rakham's promise and the arrival of the foreigners. Vanaru had. And with the Lost Daughter at his side, he would bring a new golden age to his clan and be remembered as a great king. 
 
    He held out his hand to help the Lost Daughter climb the last steps of the rock platform, but she politely refused it. Slighted by her rejection in front of his whole clan, Vanaru bit back a retort as he stepped back and glanced at her offending hand. It had six fingers. Six? Then he remembered the legend. Prince Rakham, her grandfather, had six fingers, too. Esperana really was the Lost Daughter of the prophecy. 
 
    Frowning slightly, she stepped around the slithering white snakes as Vanaru guided her toward the center of the ceremonial rock slab. She stood taller than him and he resented having to look up at her.  
 
    Esperana faced the crowd and smiled. “I am honored to meet all of you. I understand my grandmother belonged to your tribe. I'm curious and eager to learn about her and about you.” 
 
    She had spoken without his permission, but he contained his impatience and refrained from commenting. He had not imagined that the Lost Daughter would be so willful and unconventional. And he now feared she might not so easily accept him as a consort. 
 
    But prophecies never lied. Esperana was his fated queen. They were meant to reign together. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she knelt in the sand near a wounded warrior, Talina noticed Black Jaguar's frown in the glow of the surrounding fires. She couldn't believe she had let herself kiss him. It was unthinkable... he a foreigner, and she a royal princess vowed to chastity. She didn't dare probe his mind to find out what he thought of her now. She might not like what she would find.  
 
    To hide her shame, she laid her hands upon the snakebite on the warrior's calf in front of her and closed her eyes. She concentrated on draining the venom away from his heart. When she felt the smoldering poison rushing back to the wound, she sucked the double puncture then spat the mixture of blood and bitter venom onto the sand. 
 
    “Are you sure it's safe?” Black Jaguar's concern for her wellbeing was so transparent she didn't need to read his thoughts. 
 
    Talina accepted water from a woman warrior handing her a sloshing coconut shell. She took a large sip, rinsed her mouth and spit the water on the sand. Then she nodded her thanks and wiped her lips with her forearm. She smiled to let Black Jaguar know she was all right. “As long as I don't swallow the venom, and I rinse my mouth afterwards, it's safe enough.” 
 
    Black Jaguar nodded then turned away to give orders to his warriors. 
 
    Talina returned her attention to the gray-faced man to draw out more poison. She sucked the coppery liquid and sensed the doubt in the wounded man's mind. She rinsed her mouth again. “I can't remove it all, but it will help you recover. I promise.” 
 
    The man grunted and she felt his physical pain, his fear, and the lethargy spreading through his body and mind. 
 
    After rubbing her palms together to generate heat, Talina laid both hands on top of the wound again and closed her eyes. This time, she focused all her energy and pushed the healing current through her hands into the sick man. The warrior's face relaxed under her touch. It might not be enough to cure him instantly, but it would give him the strength to fight the venom on his own. She sent a last jolt of restorative energy into the wounded leg then opened her eyes. 
 
    Black Jaguar watched her intently. “What was that? Your entire body glowed like gold.” 
 
    “Of course.” Talina felt the wounded man's forehead. The clammy skin had dried. Some color returned to his face. “He will be fine.” 
 
    Standing warriors stared at her and whispered among themselves. 
 
    She smiled at them. “Isn't this how you heal your people?” 
 
    “No. We have other methods,” one said. 
 
    “I've never seen this done before,” another added. 
 
    “Really?” Talina couldn't hide her surprise. “Everyone in my clan can heal this way. Well, maybe I can teach your people, and they can teach me your ways.” 
 
    The warriors nodded and smiled eagerly. 
 
    Ignoring Black Jaguar's look of amazement, Talina spoke to the curious warriors. “The first rule is that you have to honestly care about the person you want to save, and pour your entire soul into the healing.” 
 
    The wounded man smiled at her. “Thank you, compassionate one. I feel much better already.” 
 
    “That's the least I can do. Rest, now.” Talina squeezed the man's shoulder, hoping he would recover. 
 
    Five had died before she could attend to them, and she couldn't stand more deaths. She took a deep breath and stopped herself midway. The nauseating smell of roasting snake made her want to heave. 
 
    Taking shallow breaths to avoid the stink, she turned to the circle of curious. “It will help the healing if you bandage his leg with the pulp of the bitter green fruit that grows on that tree.” 
 
    She pointed to a straight Kaku with wide leaves, distinct in the moonlight at the edge of the forest. Immediately, warriors scrambled toward it. 
 
    Black Jaguar knelt by her side and smiled. “It's amazing how they listen to you and run to do your bidding... they trust you.” 
 
    Talina could read the admiration filling his mind, and something else, some kind of hope for something more... Heat flushed her face. “Your warriors care about their wounded friends and they want them to live.” 
 
    “Yes, they do.” Black Jaguar pushed back a strand of hair away from her face then rose to his feet and smiled, hand on his sword hilt. “I have to see to the needs of the camp.” 
 
    Still kneeling on the sand, Talina nodded and smiled back. “Your people need you, now more than ever.” 
 
    “I'll come back later.” Black Jaguar gazed upon her, switching his weight from foot to foot, his reluctance to leave obvious to everyone.  Then he flashed a small smile and walked away. 
 
    With a sigh, Talina stepped to the next warrior in the line of wounded lying on the sand. The woman with a shredded leg moaned softly in obvious agony. It would be a long, exhausting evening. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Careful not to drop his makeshift platter, Kahuel approached Talina as she directed the bandaging of the last wounded man, whose leg had been severed by a caiman's jaw. “How is he?” 
 
    Talina looked pale and drawn in the moon glow. She shook her head sadly. “Tomorrow will tell. I've never heard of searing a wound with a hot blade to stop the bleeding, but apparently it worked.” 
 
    “You must be hungry.” Kahuel was ravenous, still jittery from battle fever. He held up the wide banana leaf loaded with steamy tubers, white coconut and sweet tropical fruit.  
 
    Talina offered a strained smile. “I am exhausted and famished, but I couldn't eat with the stench of burnt flesh floating around.” 
 
     Kahuel knew she wasn't referring to the cauterizing but to the roasting meat. For someone who loved animals so much, the thought of cooking them must be unbearable. “Come on... this way, you won't get the smell.” 
 
    She nodded and followed him as he led the way upwind, toward a large flat rock, a promontory overlooking the coast. Diablo and his favorite panther, already sated, followed them, all strut and tail up, in a playful mood. 
 
    As they walked, Kahuel balanced the large banana leaf in both hands, congratulating himself for not including reptile or swine meat for himself. He'd sampled the snake meat generously while it roasted on the spits and he'd found it delicious, like fat, greasy chicken. Since there was enough for many meals, he'd ordered the cooks to slice and smoke as much as they could for future rations. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding.” She wrinkled her nose. “I find the smell sickening.” 
 
    Kahuel noticed the disapproving tone but refused to apologize for his way of life. “I can't deny my warriors their victory feast. And they need meat in their diet for strength. Not eating it, now that the animals are dead, would be a shameful waste.” He lifted a foot and showed it to her. “We also use animal skin to make shoes, belts and baldrics. And tough caiman scales make sturdy armor plates and shields.” 
 
    “My people do not need all those things,” Talina snapped. 
 
    Kahuel suppressed a sharp retort. It would spoil the mood, and he didn't want to fight. At least not like that. 
 
    They climbed on top of the flat boulder, facing the scintillating ocean as the large pregnant moon rose over the water. The sounds of the camp to the right barely filtered up to them, giving the illusion of privacy. A few feet away, down at the foot of their boulder, Diablo and his panther friend cavorted on the white sand that reflected the moonlight. 
 
    Kahuel sat cross-legged, offering a conciliatory smile. “Look, I don't want to get angry at you. Not after all you've done for my people.” 
 
    She dropped next to him as if her legs couldn't carry her weight any farther. “I'm sorry if I offended you. I've never had to heal so many people in one night. I guess it took a lot out of me.” 
 
    Kahuel set the banana leaf like a tray in front of them. “Eat then. It'll make you feel better.” 
 
    They both dipped into the lavish portions spread before them with their fingers. Kahuel particularly enjoyed the buttery taste of the sweet tubers. “These remind me of home.” 
 
    “Really?” Talina bit into a wedge of fruit and juice dripped from her chin. “Tell me about your home. What does it look like? Is it much like here?” 
 
    “Not by far.” Kahuel chuckled and wiped her chin with his thumb then licked the sticky sweetness. “In Yalta, where I come from, I was raised in a white marble palace. All the main buildings are made of stone, and the city is protected by a tall wall.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she stopped eating and stared at him. “Why do you need a wall?” 
 
    Kahuel swallowed his bite of half-chewed coconut. “To stop wild animals and repel potential enemies.” 
 
    “We have an understanding with animals, and we have no enemies.” Talina licked juice off her fingers, one by one, taking her time. 
 
    Kahuel found it difficult not to respond to her innocent flirting. In the wake of a battle, a flirting woman could drive him crazy. “But you have the Star People to protect you.” 
 
    “True.” She smiled and flicked back blond curls, silvery in the moonlight. “I feel much stronger now.” 
 
    “I am so grateful for all you've done for us.” Kahuel took her soft hand, opened it and caressed her fingers. He kissed her palm lightly, bringing shivers to his spine. How he wanted her. 
 
    Talina removed her hand shyly and rearranged her white robes around her legs. 
 
    Why was she so hesitant? After all, they had already kissed, and she had not protested. “I know I can't heal anyone, no matter how hard I tried.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried?” Her pretty brow knitted. 
 
    “No.” Kahuel could imagine his warriors laughing at his futile efforts. “We have other methods of healing.” 
 
    “Like searing a wound with a hot blade?” She shook her head. “It's barbaric, and so painful.” 
 
    “Barbaric?” Kahuel had never thought of it that way. Pain was part of fighting and healing. “But we also use plants, and the Mutants in Kassouk have powerful medicine your clan would probably consider magic.” 
 
    “Really?” She glanced at him with doubt on her face. “But with conviction and practice, anyone can heal with their hands.” She sighed. “Of course, without deep compassion, you cannot heal anyone.” 
 
    Did she think his people had no compassion? “Most likely your healing abilities were a gift from the Star People, like mind-talk.” 
 
    “No.” She brought her knees up to her chin and encircled them with her arms. “My clan could heal long before the Star People first came. Anyone can heal.” 
 
    Kahuel didn't want to contradict her but it seemed rather unlikely. He gazed upon the encampment below to the right, aglow with the wavering flames of the fires. 
 
    Talina pointed toward the camp with her chin. “I've never seen so many fires. Your people seem fascinated by it.” 
 
    “Fire warms us when it's cold. It purifies everything. It kills diseases, softens the food, makes it taste better, and safer to eat... It smelts the metal to make blades. In the wild, fire also keeps predators at bay.” 
 
    “You are afraid of animals because you can't speak to them?” She nodded gravely. “But why burn the dead?” 
 
    “To avoid the spread of plagues.” Kahuel enjoyed the way she now listened and absorbed everything he said. 
 
    “Plagues?” She frowned as if the word had no meaning for her. 
 
    “Epidemics, diseases that spread to a whole town and kill many.” Kahuel didn't mention that throughout history most of these plagues were engineered as weapons and unleashed on the population by malevolent galactic races. 
 
    Talina's eyes grew wide. “Malevolent? More than one race of Star People?” 
 
    Blast! Of course, she'd read his mind. Kahuel would never get used to this kind of violation. 
 
    “Violation?” She paused, her turquoise eyes staring out of a still face. Then she lowered her gaze. “I apologize if I broke the rules of your tribe. I will not do it again.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Kahuel hoped she would keep that promise. “We like our thoughts to remain private.” 
 
    “My people keep their minds open at all times. Hiding thoughts is an act of rebellion, and strictly forbidden by the Star People.” 
 
    “Why do you trust these Star People? Why let them rule your lives?” But Kahuel knew the natives had no defenses against a high-technology race. 
 
    “They chose us and have been kind to us.” Talina sounded defensive. Did she resent him for asking the questions? Or did she suspect something wrong with the Star People? “They couldn't possibly have bad intentions.” 
 
    “Why not?” Kahuel raised his brow at such naivety. “Galactic races are no better than Humans. They've intervened many times in the affairs of my continent, and always for their own benefit. Of course, they always claimed to act in our best interest.” 
 
    “Really? Star People can lie?” Talina looked so candid, so open and earnest. 
 
    He wanted to kiss her but refrained. Such eagerness might scare her. “Tell me more about your Star People. What are they like? Do you know what they want?” 
 
    “They say they want our happiness. They say we should live in harmony with nature, love one another, love all the animals, reject any kind of tools or weapons.” 
 
    Kahuel snorted. “Yet they order Vanaru to launch a vicious attack on my camp.” 
 
    “I don't understand it either.” Talina's shoulders dropped. “It doesn't make any sense.” 
 
    Kahuel couldn't tire of looking at her. Everything about her charmed him. “Have you any idea why they came here in the first place?” 
 
    “Why?” Talina stared at him blankly. Obviously, she'd never asked herself that question. “I really don't know why.” 
 
    How could the Star People be in contact with the natives while undetectable by the planet's defenses? Kahuel remembered discussing with Princess Esperana the device generating the dampening field. It had to be on the island. “Did the Star People leave something with you for safe keeping? Something precious, something valuable? Something dangerous to be revered or feared?” 
 
    Talina's clear eyes narrowed. “They gave us the seven sacred relics, and the Guardians to protect them.” 
 
    “Guardians?” To Kahuel, the word sounded ominous. 
 
    “The Guardians are large white venomous snakes with ruby eyes.” 
 
    Kahuel bristled at the exploitation of a simple, trusting people. The dampening field isolated them, so the Star People could control them without interference. “Where do you keep these relics?” 
 
    “In the sacred cave with the Guardians. Whoever touches the relics dies instantly. A few made that mistake in the past. The relics protect us from the evils of this world. We are the Chosen. And as long as the relics protect us, nothing bad can touch us.” 
 
    Of course, that was one way to explain a dampening field. Kahuel felt guilty about not telling her the truth, but even if he explained it, she might not understand. To her, technology must sound like magic. “And where is this sacred cave?” 
 
    Talina gazed up at the large rising moon. “Well hidden, deep in the forest, camouflaged by tall trees and by the black cliff itself. It's impossible to find if you don't know where to look.” 
 
    If Kahuel could destroy the devices, it would disable the dampening field and he could use his crystal transmitter to contact the main continent. “I would very much like to see these relics.” 
 
    Talina shook her head violently. “That would be dangerous. Vanaru lives in that cave, and it is said the Star People can see everything through the eyes of the Guardian snakes.” 
 
    That confirmed Kahuel's suspicions about an ulterior motive. Why did the Star People need spying snakes among peaceful natives? “Can you talk to these Guardians?” 
 
    “No.” Talina glanced at him sideways. “It would be disrespectful. The Guardians only talk to the Star People.” 
 
    “I still want to go there, see the relics for myself.” Kahuel clenched his jaw, containing his anger at Talina's brother for the unwarranted attack. “And I want to speak to Vanaru face to face.” 
 
    “I don't know if I can face him.” Talina stared down. “He banished me, and I am not welcome there anymore.” 
 
    “I'll be right there with you.” Kahuel caressed her cheek. Guilt assailed him about using her against her own people. “Do your clansmen carry any weapons at all?” 
 
    “None.” She stiffened, obviously offended. “We do not believe in fighting.” 
 
    “Then we should be safe enough with only a few warriors.” Kahuel wondered how far she would go against her own people. “You can keep the wild animals at bay, can't you?” 
 
    Talina swallowed hard. “Vanaru is very powerful.” 
 
    “We are not afraid to fight animals or men. I have to do this. For myself, for my people.” Yet, he was taking advantage of her. “We really mean no harm to your clan. There is no reason for us to be enemies.” 
 
    “I agree... I wish my brother saw the truth in this.” She offered a wisp of a smile. “If you really want to meet Vanaru, I'll take you there tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow seems so far away...” Kahuel admired Talina. Not just her lovely face, curved hips and perfect small breasts, but her courage in defying her brother, her willingness to heal his warriors. And he couldn't help the burning desire smoldering at his core. “Talina.” 
 
    Her wide turquoise eyes glistened in the moonlight when he said her name. She leaned back on her elbows and smiled with the most endearing dimples. How could he possibly resist the call of her soft lips? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina's smile froze, but she couldn't let panic invade her senses. Black Jaguar's face was so close, she could feel his breath on her lips. She didn't need mind-talk to read him. She knew what he wanted, and it scared her. 
 
    A cold shiver coursed through her body. She couldn't break the most sacred rules of her clan by allowing him so close. “A princess of the Chosen, who has vowed chastity, should never...” 
 
    “I understand.” He drew back slightly, leaving a void between them. “But your brother banished you. Are you still a princess of the Chosen?” 
 
    The reminder of Vanaru's cruel banishment made Talina flinch. Her chest clenched at the finality of her predicament. “I realize I can never return to my clan. Still... I cannot stop being a princess.” 
 
    “You certainly look like one.” He caressed her cheek, eliciting shivers. “But the rules of the Chosen don't apply to you anymore.” 
 
    She nodded and sighed heavily. “I am dead to them. I have no home.” 
 
    Her throat contracted. Black Jaguar wiped a tear from her cheek with his thumb and she leaned her head into his hand. 
 
    “Don't be so sad.” He held her chin up. “After what you did for my people, they love you.” He pointed toward the cove where campfires still burned. “You earned a home with us. You are one of us now.” 
 
    It filled Talina with warmth to know his people would adopt her. Her banishment might not be a death sentence after all, although she might still die from the lack of mind contact with her clan. “I am very grateful.” 
 
    “It's the least we can do.” Black Jaguar laid a hand on her knee through the light fabric of her dress. 
 
    Talina shuddered under his gentle touch. How she wanted to discover the pleasures she had renounced so young. But it couldn't be. “The Star People dictate the rule. They can still punish me.” 
 
    Black Jaguar smiled. “Would the Star people care about a single individual? Do they even know you have left the Chosen?” 
 
    “They certainly care about a princess who can summon them. And they know.” A cold finger of dread crept along Talina's nape. “Vanaru banished me in front of the Guardians.” 
 
    Black Jaguar's emerald gaze swept over her and rested on her face. “Why are you so afraid of them? Have they punished your people before?” 
 
    “No.” Away from her people's influence, Talina realized Black Jaguar made a lot of sense. “You teach me new ways of thinking... forbidden ways.” 
 
    “Forbidden by the Star People to serve their own purpose, whatever that is.” He shifted closer to her, his gaze never leaving her face. 
 
    “My people would consider such words disrespectful.” But Talina didn't need to pry into his mind to understand. Somehow, in Black Jaguar's company, she didn't miss the comfort of mind reading. “I enjoy simply conversing with you in words.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Black Jaguar smiled, and his head drew closer to kiss her forehead. 
 
    Talina closed her eyes to enjoy the soft contact. Why was everything so easy in Black Jaguar's company? But a princess couldn't let herself go. She took a deep breath and moved away from him. She leaned back against the incline of the rock, hands under her head, and gazed up at the large moon reflecting into the dark ocean. She knew what Black Jaguar wanted, and she felt the same kind of attraction, but he was forbidden. “You said lots of people live in the sky?” 
 
    Black Jaguar propped himself on one elbow, the moonlight accentuating the regular planes of his dark, noble face. He glanced up. “I've been up there, in my mother's craft.” 
 
    “Your mother has a flying machine? Like Rakham of the legend?” Talina had not considered the possibility. “Does everyone have flying machines in your land?” 
 
    “Not everyone, only royalty. My mother was raised on another planet. She came from the stars in her craft.” He grinned, his white teeth bright in the moonlight. “When she bonded with my father and became queen of Yalta, she kept the spacecraft for a while, until the Mutants requisitioned it for their security patrols.” 
 
    “Your mother is a queen?” Talina's heart skipped a beat. She knew Black Jaguar was special, but she'd never suspected royal blood. Her instinct had not betrayed her. Destiny had sent him for her... the perfect consort. She couldn't stop smiling. “Will you take me to the stars sometime?” 
 
    “I'd love to.” He gazed into her eyes and caressed her hair so tenderly. “The view is breathtaking.” 
 
    “I feel safe close to you.” She laid a hand on his strong shoulder and tasted the salty skin of his throat. 
 
    “And I will do anything to keep you safe.” He kissed her hair and held her against his open tunic. 
 
    Talina reveled in his masculine scent, a mix of rough cotton, gritty sand and sea breeze. “Can you protect me from the Star People?” 
 
    “Don't worry,” he whispered in her ear, eliciting shivers of delight. “When Princess Esperana returns, together we'll find a way to help.” 
 
    “The Lost Daughter?” A pang of uneasiness tugged at Talina's chest. Was there something between Black Jaguar and the Lost Daughter? She pulled away from him. She couldn't take any chances. She had to make sure. A princess could only bond with a chaste, unattached prince. “She is beautiful, don't you think?” 
 
    Black Jaguar shrugged. “In a tall lanky, Mutant kind of way, I guess she is handsome. But she doesn't have your charming smile, your innocence, or your spontaneity.” 
 
    “Really?” She searched his gaze hoping to read the truth on his face without having to read his thoughts. He was a foreigner... he could be lying. Still, she resisted the temptation to touch his mind. Could she trust him? He had never lied to her before. 
 
    Satisfied that he told the truth, Talina closed her eyes to enjoy the sensation coursing from her scalp to her toes. Then his hand rested on her upper arm and she sensed his shadow blocking the moonlight. 
 
    Talina opened her eyes. “Black Jaguar, I want you, but...” 
 
    “I know. Of course, you are a virgin.” His intense emerald stare burned through her. 
 
    She marveled at the feel of his muscled arms through the sandy tunic. “I was never meant to be bonded, so I was never told...” 
 
    He grinned. “Don't worry, I'll show you how. I know enough for two.” 
 
    “How do you…” He sealed her lips and she relaxed into his arms, savoring the sweet nectar of his mouth. He tasted like the fruit they ate. 
 
    Of course, he must have had coupling directions, like the young men of her clan. Talina had seen animals join in the wild. She had accidentally touched on clanswomen's thoughts and heard conversations about life mates. All these memories flooded her mind as she responded to the strong contact of this man. He reminded Talina of a splendid cat, dark, with mesmerizing eyes, limber, powerful, like the wild jaguar, who could kill in one leap. But he didn't leap. 
 
    She welcomed the insistence of his tongue and let him explore her mouth. Then she ventured small licks beyond his surprisingly smooth teeth. His body tensed and his arms enclosed her. How strong he was, how hard and virile. His manhood swelled against her thigh under the strength of his need. 
 
    The insistent pressure of his hands generated heat on her skin, and she shivered in the night breeze. As they lay on the rock, away from everyone, she stole a glance toward the cove. A cloud shadowed the moon, hiding them from the camp. Destiny... 
 
    She trembled under his gentle touch as he slipped his hand under her dress and caressed her leg. Slowly, tantalizingly, he drew circles on her skin, moving higher, eliciting delicious shivers. He lingered on the inside of her thigh, his hand wandering slowly but inexorably toward the place burning for his touch. Yet he remained clear of it. 
 
    He took his time, and Talina admired his control, because she could feel his furious heartbeat and could tell without reading his mind that he paced his raging passion. Her body arched of its own volition toward his roaming fingers. Black Jaguar seized the back of her thighs with unexpected strength and squeezed her buttocks, pressing her against him. 
 
    Talina felt the hardness of his swollen erection against her thigh, so big... How could it ever fit inside her? She gasped when his hand touched her secret place. Just as she had second thoughts, his fingers penetrated her and she found herself welcoming the contact, rubbing against his hand to feel the full brunt of the strange sensations taking hold of her body. She grew light, and hot, and she yearned for more. 
 
    She rode his fingers with unexpected wantonness, eager to satisfy the need he'd created. “I want you inside me, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    “You are not ready.” He nibbled her bottom lip. 
 
    Her entire lower body relaxed and flooded with warmth. She kissed his face, his neck, grazing his skin with her teeth. “I want you.” 
 
    “Not yet.” He eased his grip on her to lift the hem of her dress, then he slid down her body. When he applied his lips to her belly, then below, and kissed the junction of her thighs, she writhed under the unbearably delicious sensation. 
 
    But he held her so tight, she couldn't escape even if she tried. Not that she wanted to. Years of abstinence converged into one moment of total abandon and trust. Strangled sounds escaped her throat. She never knew the act of love could be so intoxicating, yet this was not a proper joining. She heard a moan and realized it came from deep inside her. 
 
    “Now you are ready,” he whispered against her flesh. 
 
    “Yes, Black Jaguar... please.” How she loved to say his name. 
 
    The breadth of his erection pushed against her, eliciting a mix of pleasure, pain and desire. Something inside her resisted. He claimed her mouth and her mind whirled with so many arousing touches. 
 
    Then a mighty thrust broke her free and hot pleasure flooded her, erasing any discomfort or doubt she might have had. This was right, the way it was supposed to be. She was now bonded to Black Jaguar for life, and nothing could ever tear them apart. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kahuel had never felt so happy and so light in his life. As the twin suns emerged from the ocean at dawn, he raced Talina to the scintillating waves. When he slowed down to shed his tunic, baldric and sword, she passed him, leaving tracks in the wet sand. He hopped on one foot and pulled off one boot, dropped it, then pulled the other. 
 
    Joining the game, Diablo, with his fluid lope, reached Talina at the water's edge and dove into the waves. When Kahuel rushed into the cool surf, Talina splashed him with iridescent drops and peals of laughter. Kahuel splashed back then immersed himself, enjoying the cleansing ritual. After rubbing his teeth with a callused finger, he rinsed his mouth with seawater to clear the taste of sleep. Not that they'd slept much. 
 
    Talina watched him intently, wonder in her turquoise eyes, then she imitated his morning ablutions. She looked so delicate, so slim and willowy in the soft light of the pink dawn, waist deep in the gentle surf. Her hair bounced as she jumped up then dropped underwater. 
 
    When she rose, her honey hair plastered to her face, her wet dress clung to her golden breasts, eliciting a prompt reaction from Kahuel. He hoped the cool water would chill this awkward reflex. He couldn't act upon it in plain view of the waking camp. 
 
    Diablo, swimming around the couple, playfully swatted at the back of Kahuel's head. Whirling in the water, Kahuel rolled with Diablo into the surf, then Talina joined in the fun, and the three of them fell, slapped by a larger wave. As Kahuel helped her stand again, Diablo shook his hide, showering them with drops, eliciting more laughter. 
 
    Birds cried overhead. Glancing up, Kahuel noticed vultures gliding in circles among the seabirds. They reminded him of his grim morning duty. 
 
    “I must oversee the preparation of the burning pyres before we leave.” Reluctantly, he waded out of the water to retrieve his boots. 
 
    Talina followed him but Diablo remained behind, splashing in the swells. 
 
    Stepping on the sand, Talina pulled the front of her dress away from her body, shaking the thin fabric. “I'm giving the breeze a chance to dry it.” 
 
    “You better.” Kahuel chuckled and pulled on his boots. 
 
    He snatched his tunic and slipped it overhead. As he buckled his baldric, he shot a glance at Talina's dress. Although not quite dry, at least it didn't cling to her skin anymore. He didn’t want his men to lust over her beautiful body. 
 
    He held out his hand. She took it and they strolled toward the encampment. The aroma of the cooking fires made Kahuel's stomach grumble. Fish and tubers. He struggled to keep his overflowing lightness in check and managed a serious expression in front of his warriors. 
 
    Men and women saluted them both with knowing smiles as they passed by. Kahuel hoped his budding tryst with Talina would not curtail his authority, especially in the absence of Princess Esperana and the Mutants to remind them of the chain of command. 
 
    “I wonder why the Lost Daughter has not returned,” Talina said, as if reading his thoughts. Coincidence? 
 
    Kahuel decided to trust her and sighed. “I hope they didn't perish in a snake attack.” 
 
    “No. She is alive. I would have felt her dying.” Talina smiled reassuringly. 
 
    “Can you feel her mind?” Kahuel wondered why he hadn't thought of using Talina to communicate with Esperana earlier. 
 
    “No.” Talina had a sad smile. “She closed her mind to me the last time I tried to make contact. I understand now that I was violating her privacy.” She let go of his hand to wave at people and embrace the felines that flocked to her and butted their heads against her hips, calling for attention. 
 
    She seemed comfortable with their new state of intimacy. She inquired about everyone's health and gave advice on cooking the tubers, like a wise, powerful leader used to giving orders. The warriors didn't seem to mind and welcomed her with kind comments, except for one woman who stomped away at her approach. But Kahuel couldn't expect everyone to approve. 
 
    Talina touched his shoulder gently. “I should go visit the wounded. Some of them may still need help.” 
 
    “They will appreciate that.” Kahuel kissed her forehead. 
 
    “I will return as quickly as I can.” She rose on the tip of her toes and pecked his cheek. 
 
    Kahuel couldn't help but encircle her waist and draw her closer. “Remember, we are leaving soon.” 
 
    When she walked away, Kahuel watched the sway of her hips, guessing the outline of her naked body under the thin white dress. 
 
    He glanced around for signs of disapproval among his warriors, but except for that one woman, no one seemed to care. Of course, everyone was from Yalta and knew of his reputation. They would expect such behavior from him. 
 
    Around camp, sailors and warriors went about the task of cooking breakfast. Others relieved the guard. Others yet gathered driftwood. Black Jaguar’s new state of affairs had not disturbed the camp's organized routine. 
 
    Leading a gray steed by a makeshift bridle of twine, a grizzled cavalry officer, his blue uniform in tatters, walked up to Kahuel. “Still no word from the mounted patrol you sent out that first morning. It's been three days. You don't suppose...” 
 
    “Don't worry. They are seasoned warriors. I'm sure they are fine.” Kahuel figured Talina would have told him if they had met with foul play, like she told him the Mutants were unharmed. “Let's hope they bring good news when they return.” 
 
    The old officer caressed the horse's neck. “Maybe they'll find a good location for a permanent encampment. Some place easier to defend.” 
 
    The shock of yesterday's battle had left its mark on the warriors. Kahuel gazed up the slopes to the black cliff jutting off the green canopy in the distance. The verdant plateau on top of it would make a perfect shelf to build a fort. But even tall walls might not stop a reptile attack. 
 
    Kahuel hoped it wouldn't come to that. He had a better plan. “I want to set up another expedition today. Twenty riders. Ten beastmasters on foot with their felines.” 
 
    “As you command, Black Jaguar.” The old officer quickly erased a devilish smile and cleared his throat. “Will the native princess be riding with you?” 
 
    “Yes. I'll take the lead with Princess Talina.” Blast the man for knowing him so well. Kahuel resented him for considering Talina as one of his many conquests. 
 
    “I have the gentlest mare for her.” The old rider winked. 
 
    “Good. You are coming, too. We leave within the hour. Pack enough provisions for two days.” 
 
    “Certainly, Black Jaguar.” The man now grinned. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Can't tell you yet.” Kahuel grinned back and winked. Even if he explained, the man wouldn't understand that finding religious relics could be their only chance to get back home. 
 
    The gray steed snorted, and the old rider calmed him by caressing its muzzle, keeping his gaze on Kahuel. “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “With the natives on the warpath, it might be.” Kahuel patted his sword hilt. “But they don't bear arms and we do.” 
 
    “Good to know.” The old officer nodded. “What about snakes or other wild animals?” 
 
    “The felines will warn us, and Talina can help.” 
 
    The officer saluted and led his steed by the rope toward the improvised corral, gesturing and calling to his aides. 
 
    Kahuel lengthened his stride toward the north end of the cove, downwind, where the six casualties of yesterday's battle had been laid for the night, five warriors and one tiger. The arrangement of the driftwood piles for the pyre, although smaller, reminded Kahuel of the first burning. Hard to believe it had only been a few days since the shipwreck. So much had happened... so many things had changed... Kahuel had changed.  
 
    A couple of old sailors finished sewing the bodies of the five dead warriors into white sailcloth. 
 
    As he approached them, Kahuel watched the men carry the dead to the top of the pyre. Memories of Basilk assailed his mind. Kahuel's previous happiness vanished, and he couldn't shake the feeling of doom that now hung like a dark cloud over his head. Forgive me, brother, if I didn't always listen to you when I had the chance. I certainly could use your advice now. 
 
    Kahuel couldn't understand why more people had to die, and he couldn't help thinking he had failed them. He was in charge. He was responsible. Long ago, his bloodthirsty ancestors would have rejoiced at the prospect of battle, but the Zerkers had evolved since these savage days. Kahuel must stop the violence. 
 
    And to make things worse, Kahuel had found refuge at a woman's breast to calm his battle fever... just like he used to. He'd told Basilk before that fatal storm that he'd changed his ways... but had he, really? 
 
    After giving specific orders for the burning of the dead, Kahuel returned to camp, where horses, riders, felines and beastmasters waited. He wouldn’t attend this burning ceremony. He must see to the safety of the survivors. 
 
    A frail warrior walked toward him, carrying a banana leaf loaded with food. Kahuel almost didn't recognize Talina. She'd hitched her dress like a white tunic into a pair of tan breeches and wore leather boots on her feet. She'd gathered her honey hair into a ponytail, and a long dagger hung at her belt. She smiled and spun around, as if seeking his approval. Even in warrior's attire, she looked delicate and oh-so-feminine. All Kahuel could see was inviting curves. 
 
    She held out to him her improvised platter. “You must eat before we go.” 
 
    Kahuel smiled and snatched a piece of warm fish from the leaf, enjoying the unfamiliar aromatic herbs. “It tastes sweet.” 
 
    “Your cooks have much to learn.” She stuck another piece of fish into his mouth with her fingers then licked them. 
 
    Kahuel laughed. “And I bet you'll teach them the right way.” 
 
    “So I will.” Her turquoise stare hardened with determination. “Here, take it all.” She stuck the leaf in his hands and turned away. 
 
    While eating, Kahuel resumed his walk toward the ragtag group of waiting riders. Something tugged at the edge of his consciousness. He glanced back to see Talina talking to a young warrior. Was his happiness too good to be true? 
 
    Sometimes love endured, but often it was a fleeting illusion, and sometimes a disastrous mistake. Would Talina break his heart? Or would he break hers like he had broken the hearts of other women in Yalta? She had accepted him so easily, so fast. He'd rushed into things without thinking, and now he feared he'd made a mistake. 
 
    Talina caught up with his quick steps and smiled. “All the wounded are recovering nicely... even the amputee.” 
 
    “That's great news.” Kahuel couldn't lose any more warriors. He nibbled a few bites from the leaf then gave her back the food. 
 
    She took it and ate from it. 
 
    The riders had lined up the horses on the beach, leaving two mounts at the head of the column, a black stallion for Kahuel, and a white mare for Talina. Since they'd lost the saddles in the wreck, they'd have to ride bareback. 
 
    Kahuel checked the twin suns now high above the ocean. “Time to go. Can I help you mount?” 
 
    Patting the animal's neck, Talina watched the other riders vault on their mounts. “On her back? Why burden the poor creature? I can walk or run.” 
 
    Kahuel chuckled. “The mare doesn't mind. To her, you are light.” 
 
    Talina kissed the equine's nose. “She says she likes me. I don't understand why all these animals are so dedicated to you when you control them and can't speak with them.” 
 
    “It's because we love them, and they know it.” Kahuel linked his hands and bent his knees to offer her an easy foothold. 
 
    “Yes, they know you love them.” Ignoring his foothold, Talina grabbed the mane and vaulted like the other riders, with surprising agility. 
 
    Kahuel shook his head. “Don't tell me it's your first time on a horse.” 
 
    “It is.” She laughed and ruffled the mare's mane. “And I think I like it.” 
 
    “Keep a hold on the mane for balance.” 
 
    “I know.” Talina chuckled. “She's telling me what to do.” 
 
    Kahuel leapt upon his black stallion, Zerker style, like he did as a boy to race bareback on the lakeshore with his brothers. Then he turned to Talina. “Where to?” 
 
    She pointed to the black cliff and a jutting boulder several miles in the distance, due north. “That way.” 
 
    It was the direction Esperana and the Mutants had taken. 
 
    Kahuel whistled, and Diablo came loping. The feline slowed and fell in step with the black stallion. As the mounted party rode through the undergrowth, beneath the tall green canopy, birdcalls and monkey screams assailed his ears.  
 
    Kahuel reminded himself that he might be leading his warriors into a dangerous situation. Fortunately, Talina gave him the advantage with her knowledge of the terrain. He also hoped to have the element of surprise on his side. 
 
    As he watched Talina sideways, Kahuel couldn't help but secretly admire her exceptional balance for a first-time rider. “Thank you again for your dedication to my people.” 
 
    “Now they are my people, too.” Talina smiled sweetly. “You shouldn't worry. Vanaru is pigheaded, and I hold him responsible for the unforgivable bloodshed of reptiles and people. But the Chosen as a people are very peaceful.” 
 
    Kahuel suspected even the Chosen might react violently to the destruction of their sacred relics. He was certain by now that these relics were the energy source for the dampening field that prevented communications with the rest of the planet. There must also be a cloaking device that kept the satellites from detecting the island and its population. 
 
    Destroying the relics was his best option, the fastest way to bring his people home. “I hope this can be done peacefully.” 
 
    “As your consort, I will do my very best to help them understand.” There it was again, this hint of pride and power. Or was it the way she rode, straight, yet flexible. 
 
    “My consort?” Kahuel liked the sound of that but wondered whether he had misled the girl. Maybe her clan used the word loosely. Kahuel chuckled. “We hardly know each other.” 
 
    “Our bodies and lips did more talking in one embrace than any mind-talk I've ever experienced.” She gazed upon him with serene confidence. “Besides, I have plenty of time to learn.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Kahuel relished the prospect. “It might take us months to find a way off this place.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly. “You will enjoy life here. We are meant to be, you and I...” 
 
    Kahuel enjoyed her happy disposition and didn't mind entertaining her fantasy of predestination. He'd never met a woman as lovely and eager to please despite the rough conditions of his present existence. Most of his previous conquests would have ditched him at the first hardship. How could he ever get tired of her? 
 
    The undergrowth thickened, and they had to ride in a single file. Diablo loped alongside Kahuel's stallion, dangerously close to the hooves. For a while, the chittering of birds and insects, the snorts of horses and the soft thud of hooves on the spongy ground filled the air, punctuated by the never-ending chatting of monkeys. When the forest thinned, allowing two horses abreast, Talina rode up to him. 
 
    She barely held the mare's mane and her hips moved in perfect rhythm, reminding Kahuel of their lusty night. “How big is your family back home?” 
 
    As an experienced rider, Kahuel admired her ability to adapt to her mount. “I am the youngest of four brothers and two sisters. Basilk, the oldest, designed and built the ship that brought us here...” His voice trailed as his brother's strong, defiant face flashed upon his mind. “But he only came here to die.” 
 
    “I am so sorry.” Talina ducked under a low branch without looking at it. “That night, I woke up in the middle of the storm, and I sensed all these souls in distress, people, cats, horses...” 
 
    Kahuel remembered as well. “I keep wondering whether I could have done something to help. Why did my brother die? Why do I live? It doesn't seem fair.” 
 
    “You had to survive.” She reached out for his hand across the gap between their mounts. “You couldn't possibly have died. How else could we have met?” 
 
    Kahuel took her hand and kissed her fingers softly. “I love the way you think, Talina. You see the good in everything, even the worst shipwreck.” 
 
    “My people believe in destiny, Black Jaguar.” Her body swayed to the gait of the horse, but her gaze remained fixed on him. “All things happen for a reason.” 
 
    Kahuel nodded. If she believed they were destined for each other, that explained why she gave herself to him so readily. Still, something bothered him, and he couldn't figure out what. They rode quietly for a while, the chittering of cicadas and the buzzing of insects filling the warm air. 
 
    Talina shook his reverie. “I'm looking forward to meeting your parents, the King and Queen of Yalta.” 
 
    “My parents?” He couldn't believe she was so eager to make their affair official. 
 
    “Do you think they will approve of me as your consort?” She looked serious, even worried. 
 
    Was she thinking about a formal bonding for life? Kahuel had no idea how his family would receive a barefoot native. Things escalated faster than he expected. But Yalta seemed so far away, and their tryst might end before the time came to return home. 
 
    Still, he could imagine a happy life with Talina and wanted to nurture her harmless fantasy. “How could they not love you? Everyone does.” 
 
    She let go of his hand as the horses separated to ride on each side of a tree. When they rode abreast again, Talina patted the dagger at her belt. “Will you teach me to use it?” 
 
    Kahuel found her request disturbing. “I thought your people didn't approve of weapons.” 
 
    “The Chosen don't fight or use blades.” Talina straightened her back and looked ahead. “But since I am yours, I should learn the ways of your tribe.” 
 
    Kahuel chuckled. “I may have given you the wrong impression. Not every man and woman in Yalta bears arms. Only the warriors.” 
 
    Her face remained determined, her jaw set. “But since you are a warrior, so should I be.” 
 
    This sudden change in attitude unsettled Kahuel. “What happened to the peaceful girl I met on that first day by the waterfall?” 
 
    “She was betrayed by her brother and by her entire clan.” Birds chirped intruding on their talk. Talina glanced up and smiled at the birds in an exchange that left Kahuel wondering if she spoke to them. Then she returned her attention back to him. “You offered me a home. You are my people now. I want to make you proud.” 
 
    Kahuel ordered a stop by a stream to rest the horses. The column halted. The riders dismounted and led the animals to the water. Talina slid down the mare before Kahuel could offer his help. Across the wide river, the black cliff loomed, visible for miles on each side. 
 
    Talina pointed to the dizzying heights swarming with large birds. “It's a difficult climb, but there are many eggs there, more so in the spring.” 
 
    Kahuel shaded his eyes from the twin suns high above and squinted at the black rock wall. “Yes, I can see the nests.” 
 
    “Big eggs, very good for eating. But whenever you send your people to gather them, make sure they always leave two eggs in each nest.” Talina pulled out her dagger and struck an imaginary assailant. “Teach me to use the blade.” 
 
    Kahuel stopped her awkward strike and corrected her grip on the weapon. “You hold it like this.” He pulled out his own dagger and demonstrated for her how to strike. “Why not pick all the eggs?” 
 
    “So the birds you spare can grow and make their own nests to lay more eggs for the next season.” Talina watched him intently, imitating each move. She replicated them to perfection. 
 
    Once again Kahuel wondered whether she was reading his mind, but maybe she had an acute sense of observation. “Very clever husbandry to leave eggs in each nest.” Kahuel stopped his demonstration and gazed in the general direction of their destination. “How far are we from the sacred cave?” 
 
    “Not far.” Talina tucked the dagger back into her belt with a smile of obvious satisfaction. She pointed north, along the black cliffs. “It's just beyond that crooked outcrop.” 
 
    “I see it.” It would be another two-hour ride. “How do we cross the river?” 
 
    “When you follow the stream, there is a ford marked by bird feathers. We can walk across safely there and follow the path. It leads to a clearing with a large rock slab forming a shelf in front of the cliff. It hides the cave entrance.” She knelt by the water's edge and washed her hands and face. 
 
    “Sounds simple enough.” Kahuel could picture it just from her description. He knelt to drink. The cool water refreshed his parched throat. 
 
    Talina rose. “I'll go pick a few berries to nibble on the way.”  
 
    'I'd rather you not go, at least not alone.” But when Kahuel looked up, he only saw her retreating back. “Come back! It's not safe.” 
 
    “Don't worry. I know this place,” she called over her shoulder as she ran. 
 
    “Of course, you do.” Kahuel shook his head. It seemed silly to give advice to someone who'd grown up in this forest. Yet he worried about Talina more than he'd ever worried about any woman he'd ever known. He watered the horses and walked around with Diablo, making sure his warriors were rested and ready for a possible confrontation. 
 
    The riders prepared to leave, but Talina had not returned. 
 
    Diablo growled a warning. 
 
    Kahuel scanned his surroundings but could see nothing amiss. “What is it, Diablo? Is it Talina?” 
 
    When the jaguar took off in a leap, Kahuel ran after him. Diablo stopped short in a clearing, near a bush full of red berries and sniffed the air. Kahuel caught up with the jaguar and noticed a small pile of picked berries dropped on the ground. Talina's tracks stopped cold. Other than theirs, no other foot or paw imprinted the virgin floor of the forest clearing. 
 
    An ominous weight compressed Kahuel's chest. “Talina!” 
 
    His call met with utter silence... as if the entire forest held its breath. Not a bird chirp or monkey cry. 
 
    “Talina!” But Kahuel had a dreadful sense of loss. She was nowhere around. No tracks indicated no predator, no human attack. As if a bird had swooped her up in the air. He looked up at the sky. It couldn’t be a bird. Talina spoke with birds. Had her tribe captured her? They could be stealthy. Did they want to punish her for helping his people? He turned to Diablo. “Where is she, my friend?” 
 
    The jaguar sniffed the ground and growled. Then he shook himself and hung his head sadly. When Diablo turned around, Kahuel raced with him back to the river bank, his heart heavy as a stone. 
 
    The old cavalry captain caught sight of them returning. “What happened to our guide?” 
 
    “She is gone.” And just saying it made it more real and ominous. 
 
    “Gone?” The officer frowned. 
 
    Kahuel leapt upon his stallion. “The Chosen may not be as peaceful as she says they are. We are going to find out. I know where their sacred cave is.” 
 
    A rider took Talina's horse to the back of the reforming column, and the beastmasters fell into step with their felines. 
 
    Kahuel shuddered as he gave the signal to depart. If Talina was hurt in any way, whoever was responsible would pay dearly. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kahuel easily found the location marked by the feathers Talina had described, but they met no natives. Were they watching from the trees? From the surrounding jungle? He forded the shallows at the head of his party, twenty riders and ten beastmasters with felines. He stole furtive glances at Diablo, who swam alongside the stallion, but the jaguar didn't seem alarmed. 
 
    As they emerged on the other bank, Diablo shook himself. Kahuel drew his sword as he watched the end of the column reaching the shore. He expected to see the natives anytime. Vanaru would pay dearly if he'd harmed Talina in any way. 
 
    The forest seemed peaceful as Kahuel led his small company along the worn path at a quick pace. The clicking of scabbards, stomping of hooves and the snorts of horses blended with the natural sounds of the forest. When the path widened, Kahuel reined in the black stallion. 
 
    He let the old cavalry captain catch up with him. “We should be very close.” 
 
    The grizzled officer surveyed their surroundings. “Where are the natives?” 
 
    “Good question. I expected little resistance, but this almost feels like a trap.” Kahuel didn't trust the Chosen. Pacifists could be more dangerous than war-like tribes. At least, he always knew what to expect from warriors. 
 
    The old man glanced up. “Will wild animals drop upon us from the trees?” 
 
    Kahuel shook his head. “I don't think so. Diablo and the other felines seem relaxed enough.” 
 
    As they advanced, the sound of an agitated gathering began to filter through the trees. Faraway voices shouted and argued. Thick muttering punctuated words muffled by the underbrush. Were the Chosen quarreling about what to do with Talina? Hot rage blazed pathways through Kahuel's skull. He prompted his mount with both heels, determined to extricate Talina from whatever doom her brother meant for her. 
 
    Kahuel lead the entire company in a charge. They surged into a clearing as clansmen, children and old women scattered with frightened cries. When he reached the center of the clearing, Kahuel halted his black stallion and hung on to the mane. His mount reared and whinnied, baring white teeth. Diablo emitted the coughing roar of the Jaguar. Other felines snarled and crouched, baring their fangs. 
 
    The Chosen stopped running away but remained at a safe distance at the fringe of the clearing, among ferns and saplings. Fear widened the white of their eyes. 
 
    Kahuel recognized the sacred place from Talina's description, with the black stone slab at the far end of the clearing, footing the black cliff. But Talina was nowhere in sight. 
 
    The slab crawled with giant albino snakes. Kahuel shivered at the memory of the previous day's battle against the reptiles. These snakes, however, didn't rush to attack. Their large ruby eyes seemed watchful... Guardian snakes. The relics must be close. 
 
    But at the moment, Kahuel cared more about Talina's safety. 
 
    Atop the black shelf, a young man in long white robes and a gleaming shaved head emerged from a tall, jagged opening in the black cliff behind him. He strode easily among the reptiles. His golden skin and striking turquoise eyes marked him as Talina's brother. Blast the man. 
 
    “What have you done with our women?” Vanaru shouted in Kahuel's direction. 
 
    A murmur of indignation rippled through the natives who slowly emerged from behind the ferns and shrubbery at the fringe and ventured back into the open. 
 
    “Me?” What kind of game was Vanaru playing? Kahuel signaled for his warriors to stay and prompted his black stallion forward. Diablo followed at his side. The gathered clansmen who had started to reassemble cleared his path. Men, children and crones... no young women among them. “What have you done with Talina?” 
 
    Standing at the edge of the black rock slab, Vanaru frowned. “Talina?” 
 
    “Yes, Talina, the sister you banished from your clan.” Kahuel halted the stallion at the base of the rock slab, as thick as Kahuel was tall. “You took her from me. Where is she?” 
 
    Vanaru peered down from the rim. His striking turquoise eyes grew large and round. “If you could read my mind you would know that I did not take Talina. And all of us Chosen can tell from your thoughts that you didn't steal our women either.” 
 
    Blast the prying natives for invading his mind at will. But since they had no weapons and seemed more fearful than hostile, Kahuel sheathed his blade with a resounding click. “What happened to your women?” 
 
    “They all disappeared about two hours ago.” Vanaru's voice cracked and Kahuel realized the man truly cared about his people. So why had he so viciously banished his sister? 
 
    “That's when Talina vanished as well.” Kahuel dismounted and marched toward the steps carved into the right side of the slab, Diablo keeping up with his long strides. 
 
    When Kahuel emerged to his level on the platform, the native leader stood almost a head taller than him.  
 
    Vanaru turned to face them. “We can't even reach their minds. They can't be dead, we would have felt it. Which means they have to be farther away than the second mountain range, far beyond the horizon.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” The idea of traveling that distance in such a short time boggled Kahuel's mind, since the dampening field prevented the use of flyers or other known technology. He hardly noticed the large snakes rolling out of his way as he strode toward Vanaru, until Diablo grunted his frustration behind him. 
 
    The Chosen leader pressed his full lips together. “If none of us took these women, who could have? And why?” 
 
    “How should I know?” It suddenly occurred to Kahuel that if no one knew where Talina was, she might be lost forever. His heart flinched painfully at the sweet memory of her smooth body cradled in his arms. 
 
    Vanaru's face darkened to bronze and his brow knitted as he glowered up and down at Kahuel, his lips curling in disgust. “You, filthy foreigner. You defiled my sister.” 
 
    Kahuel took one step back. Blast the man. “That's not your concern. She is not your sister anymore. She chose to become one of us.” 
 
    “You, vile, promiscuous abomination.” Vanaru's eyes glittered with unrestrained rage. “How dare you take her royal maidenhood?” 
 
    Shocked gasps and disapproving murmurs rose from the natives standing below. The riders and beastmasters at the center of the clearing glanced at each other, lines of worry etching their faces. Several drew their blades. Felines hissed and horses pranced restlessly. 
 
    “What's so terrible about that?” Kahuel didn't have to justify himself to the Chosen, but their reaction seemed excessive. “Every girl has to become a woman sometime.” 
 
    “You stripped her of any future as a queen. Now all she can ever be is a pariah.” Vanaru spat the word as if it burned his mouth. 
 
    “You did that when you banished her.” Kahuel had enough of the righteous attitude. “I don't care about your primitive rules anyway. Talina and I happen to love each other.” 
 
    “That word means nothing to the likes of you.” Vanaru squinted at him. “You lied to her by hiding your dissolute past.” 
 
    Kahuel hated to justify himself, but he couldn't let Vanaru revile him in front of his warriors. “I didn't mean to hide anything, and I certainly did not lie. Besides, she was more than willing.” 
 
    Vanaru shook his head furiously. “Only a chaste prince can claim a royal maidenhood, and she knows that. When she learns of your dirty hidden past, she will surely kill herself or die of shame, rather than remain attached to you.” 
 
    Fingers of hot rage burned a trail up Kahuel's neck and stung his cheeks. Could there be truth in Vanaru's words? Had he committed the unforgivable in Talina's eyes? Even if he found her, would she hate him? Leave him? He couldn't stand the thought of losing her. “In any case, we are not attached. We are both free.” 
 
    “How can that be?” The surprise on Vanaru's face could have been comical in other circumstances. “You consummated the sacred bond. You are mated for life.” 
 
    “For life?” Kahuel suddenly understood why Talina had been so willing, why she spoke of herself as his consort. She believed they were life mates... but it couldn't possibly be true. “You are trying to confuse me.” 
 
    “Unlike filthy foreigners who hide secrets, the Chosen do not lie... or play games.” 
 
    Behind Kahuel, Diablo growled a warning. One of the giant white snakes hissed and rose its hood at Kahuel's side, but Kahuel didn't care. A choking wave engulfed him. He clenched his fists, stomped toward the arrogant brother and threw a punch at the impudent face. 
 
    The hooded snake flared up between them so fast, Kahuel's fist connected with hard scales. His gaze met the spellbinding ruby stare of the hissing reptile, who didn't seem affected by the punch. In the wide-open mouth, a forked tongue flicked between long, sharp, venomous fangs. 
 
    Jumping back, Kahuel drew his sword in a wide arc, ready to defend his life. Icy rivulets ran down his spine. Diablo leapt to his side, ready to pounce, snarling at other Guardian snakes that slithered toward them. 
 
    Vanaru caressed the giant snake's head and whispered to it gently. The reptile swayed and lowered its head then undulated away as the other reptiles also lost interest. “You have much to learn, foreigner. Your profane violence disrupts the sacred harmony of this holy place.” 
 
    “Blasted harmony.” Kahuel hid his embarrassment under a smirk as he sheathed his sword with a resounding click. “You pretend to be peaceful, but you are the violent one. You sent sharks to kill my divers. You ordered your reptiles to attack my camp. Five warriors and a feline died yesterday, not counting over a hundred of your precious reptiles.” 
 
    Vanaru gazed back into Kahuel's eyes, his face impassible, devoid of any emotion, almost like a snake. “I obey the Star People in all things. I must.” 
 
    “Why? What kind of hold do they have on you?” Kahuel couldn't control the edge in his raised voice. “And what kind of ruler obeys blindly some galactic louts bent on exploiting his clan?” 
 
    “You blaspheme.” Vanaru's jaw muscles clenched, but his voice remained even. “The Star People have always protected us. You and your friends are the irritating grains of sand in our peaceful society. You ruin everything you touch.” 
 
    “Enough, both of you!” Gliding among the undulating snakes, white robes floating around her booted ankles, Princess Esperana came out from the cave entrance. 
 
    The deep feminine voice washed like a wave of hope over Kahuel, cooling his anger. “Princess Esperana! How did you get here?” 
 
    She came to stand behind Vanaru, her white complexion and long flaxen hair contrasting with his golden skin. Next to him, she didn't look so tall. She exchanged friendly smiles with the Chosen leader and laid a familiar hand on his silk-clad shoulder, a rare show of affection for a Mutant. Had she turned against Kahuel? 
 
    Esperana furrowed her brow in mild reproach. “When you two are done behaving like children, maybe we can address the problem at hand.” 
 
    Kahuel should have known Esperana was up to something. He hoped she could help. “You know where Talina is?” 
 
    “Yes. I think I know where the women of the Chosen are.” 
 
    Hope billowed like a white sail inside Kahuel's chest. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Talina mumbled with a thick tongue. Her head hurt like when she'd binged on fermented purple berries, not the red berries she'd been picking when she fell. Had she bumped her head on a stone and lost consciousness? No. She opened her eyes wide, but she could barely see. Slowly, her pupils adjusted to the dark, pulsing glow, like a moonless night over an indigo pond on a hot summer night. 
 
    Vaguely aware of others awakening on the smooth, spongy floor, Talina rose to explore this strange place, but her body bounced, like in a dream. The large blue cave had straight vertical walls and a flat ceiling. She ran her hand on the smooth, warm wall. Definitely not rock. Rock would be cold to the touch. 
 
    A soft drone filled the air, like the muted buzz of a bumblebee. It reminded Talina of the relics humming in the sacred cave. But here, the air smelled hot, not musty. 
 
    “Where are we?” A clanswoman huddled with a few others against a wall. She watched Talina with big dark eyes, ready to jump like a doe at the slightest sound or movement. But all the women moved with unusual grace, like in a slow dance. It looked unreal. 
 
    Talina didn't know this group... probably from another village. But she understood their fear. As far as she could see, this cave had no entrance. They were sealed in, like in an ancient royal tomb. “What I don't understand is how we came to be here.” 
 
    “I was washing clothes at the river,” said the same young woman. 
 
    “And I was cooking tubers,” another volunteered from the dark blue shadows. “I tried to reach my mate through mind-talk, but I can't.” 
 
    “Don't talk to her!” A tall woman from Talina's village stepped in front of the small group and overshot her move. She corrected for the unusual lightness and faced the others. “She is not our princess anymore. She was banished. Look at her. She dresses like a foreigner and she wears a forbidden blade.” 
 
    The women from the other village cowered and retreated into the shadows. 
 
    “It doesn't matter here.” Talina had to stop any dispute. “We are all in the same situation and maybe we can help each other.” 
 
    The tall woman faced her bluntly. “I don't see what you can do.” 
 
    Ignoring the tendrils of panic snaking along her spine, Talina forced a reassuring smile. She couldn't let the fear leaching from the others' minds get to her. A princess should always offer reassurance, even in the direst situation, even if she no longer belonged with the Chosen. “Maybe this is all just a bad dream. But don't worry. Even if it this is real, since we came in here somehow, there has to be a way out.” 
 
    The challenging woman's gaze darted right and left. “I don't see any.” 
 
    “Oh, it's here somewhere.” Talina could now distinguish a few more details in the sea of blue as the darkness gradually dissipated, or maybe her eyes adapted to the gloom, like looking from a fire into the dark jungle. Long linear indents decorated parts of the wall, surrounded by markings that looked familiar... “I've seen these before.” 
 
    “Really? Where?” The tall woman's voice still challenged her. 
 
    Talina ran her fingers over the small, regular symbols carved into the wall, a mix of geometric shapes and straight lines. Writing... but not the familiar runes of the clan. “In the sacred cave, on the relics the Star People gave us for protection.” 
 
    That's when Talina realized the people in this cave were all young women of the Chosen, hundreds of them, from different villages. 
 
    “Are we in the home of the Star People?” Awe filled the girl's voice. 
 
    That would explain their strange surroundings, but Talina wondered... “Why would the Star People take us in such a frightening way?” 
 
    “It's all your fault.” Fear rather than anger choked the tall woman's words. “Because you broke the rule.” 
 
    “Possibly, but I doubt it.” Talina remembered Black Jaguar's words. What if the Star People had hidden intentions and used the Chosen for selfish ends? 
 
    “The Star People live among the stars.” The girl's voice cracked. “Is that where we are?” 
 
    A subtle flow of air made Talina turn when a portion of the wall retracted, opening a large, triangular passage. 
 
    A few women cried out in fright and stepped back when a tall, almost skeletal person entered, walking with a bouncy gait. The wall closed behind him. Or was it a she? Even through the gleaming blue suit that clung to the skinny body, Talina couldn't tell. 
 
    The gaunt being standing in front of her didn't wear the usual iridescent robes. The neck looked dangerously skinny, and pale irises filled the eye sockets instead of the solid black, but there was no mistaking the odd, bulbous, elongated shape of the bald head, or the long, skinny fingers. This was one of the Star People. 
 
    The first women to recognize their visitor fell to their knees. Others sat on the floor and started chanting to honor the exalted nature of their captors. 
 
    “Why did you take us without warning?” Broadcasting to all present, Talina realized how insolent her direct question might seem to the Chosen. 
 
    The Star person bowed slightly, acknowledging her. “All of you have been chosen to serve us. It is a rare privilege, a considerable honor. You should feel proud.” 
 
    Talina resented being told how to feel. Whatever service the Star People wanted did not justify the fright these women had gone through. “What do you want with us?” 
 
    “We want you to carry our offspring. You will be the mothers of a superior race, with your body strength and our higher intelligence and knowledge. They will develop as a new race to rule and populate your entire planet.” 
 
    “Our planet is already populated. What will happen to the present Human tribes?” Talina worried about Black Jaguar, his warriors, his family. 
 
    “They will submit and serve the new, superior race, or die.” No emotion showed in the Star Person's face. 
 
    “I am not a Chosen anymore. I was banished.” Talina had just bonded with Black Jaguar for life. She wasn't about to accept a Star lover, even less carry an alien child who might annihilate all the other tribes on her planet. 
 
    The Star person took a short intake of breath. “Those of you who do not appreciate the immense honor we offer them shall be removed from the New Generation Project.” 
 
    Anger churned in Talina's belly. Black Jaguar had been right all along. “You mean they will be killed?” 
 
    Frightened gasps erupted behind her. 
 
    The Star Person nodded, matter of fact. Truth always prevailed in mind-talk. “We cannot allow any dissident or hostile elements to jeopardize this historic endeavor. Mull it over. When I return, I expect you all to embrace your higher purpose.” 
 
    The invisible entrance opened with a soft flow of air and the Star Person turned around and left. Then the triangular opening closed again, leaving Talina more distressed than before. 
 
    A few women sobbed, others prayed, oddly to the Star People. 
 
    “Giving birth to a demigod would make us almost like goddesses,” a girl said in a dreamy voice. “We would be the exalted mothers of the future rulers.” 
 
    “But think.” Talina walked among them, careful not to lose her balance due to the strange lightness impeding her movements. But she must make the Chosen women see the full truth. “What if the children you carry have no respect for the inferior race that gave them birth? In order to conquer our planet, they will destroy us along with all Humans.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” The feminine voice coming from a dark recess trembled. 
 
    “I learned among the foreigners that there are many kinds of Star People, and some of them tried to enslave the Human race in the past.” The stark silence around her told Talina she had piqued their attention. She stopped her wandering in the center of the holding space. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Anxious faces in the blue glow turned toward Talina. 
 
    “If you help me focus my thoughts, no matter how far we are from home, maybe I can reach Vanaru's mind and let him know the Star People's intentions.” Talina stared into the worried faces. “The Chosen always tell the truth. Your fathers, your mates, they deserve to know what's happening to you.” 
 
    One by one the faces nodded. The women sat peacefully on the smooth floor, forming several concentric circles around Talina. 
 
    She hoped she could make Vanaru see the selfish goals of the Star People. Perhaps, if the Chosen as a whole weren't so docile, the Star People would take their precious project somewhere else. Then again, they might decide to slaughter the entire clan. Talina shivered at the thought. But she couldn't condone the destruction of the Human race, even less be part of that destruction. She had to do the right thing. 
 
    As one, the women intoned the far mind-talk chant. 
 
    Sitting cross-legged, Talina closed her eyes and visualized Vanaru. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vanaru stepped out of the sacred cave, still reeling from Princess Esperana's blasphemous accusations of wrongdoing by the Star People. He climbed down from the rock slab into the clearing, in search of a peaceful spot to cool his temper, away from the Chosen, the Grays, and the foreigners milling around, exchanging words and even gifts. 
 
    When he felt the sisterly touch of Talina on his mind, Vanaru stopped walking and leaned against a tree at the fringe to close his eyes. At first, he welcomed the familiar contact, but his happiness quickly vanished. He remembered how she had betrayed him and the Star People. “How dare you, an outcast, contact the royal clan leader?” 
 
    “I carry the distressed voices of the women of the Chosen.” Talina's mind-talk sounded more than sad... desperate. 
 
    “You found our women?” Relief washed over Vanaru. Glad for the good news, he opened his eyes to glance at his people. They would be relieved. Setting aside his personal grudge with Talina Vanaru would behave as the leader his people expected. “Are the women all right? Where are they?” A frightening thought crossed his mind. “Not with the Star People, are they?” 
 
    Surprise sprinkled Talina's open thoughts. “Yes, we are their prisoners. How did you guess?” 
 
    Vanaru suddenly realized that Esperana's outlandish theory had just proved to be right. He would have to apologize and trust her judgment in the future. “The Lost Daughter told us only the Star People have the ability to make you all disappear at the same time. She believes they have a hidden purpose.” 
 
    “How insightful of her”. Sadness again pervaded Talina's talk. “Unfortunately, you will not like what the Star People expect from us. They want us to carry their children, a new race of highly intelligent conquerors destined to take over our entire planet.” 
 
    Vanaru dropped to sit at the foot of the tree. He couldn't keep the shock from his mind. “Give birth to a violent race?” 
 
    The very thought shattered everything he believed to be right and true. As he gazed upon the mix of people mingling in the clearing, he could see that the great change announced by the prophecy had already begun. His clan's isolation had ended. It also meant that Princess Esperana would save the Chosen and take them into a new phase of civilization. And Vanaru intended to stand at her side as her consort. 
 
    “There is more.” Talina paused and a great sadness filled her mind words. “The Star People also threaten to kill those of us who refuse to carry and raise their progeny.” 
 
    “Kill?” As unbelievable and terrible as it sounded, Vanaru could not question the truth of the information. It flowed directly from Talina's mind. Mind-talk never lied. How could he have been so blind? But what could he possibly do to save his people from such a fate? He would turn to the Lost Daughter. 
 
    But right now, Talina needed reassurance. “Sister, you were right to distrust the Star People. How can I ever apologize for doubting your instincts? I hereby welcome you back into the fold of the Chosen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brother, but I already adopted a new tribe. Tell me about Black Jaguar. Did he find you? Is he all right?” 
 
    The very thought of Black Jaguar inflamed Vanaru's mind. “Forget about him. He does not deserve you. He defiled you. Because of him you can never be a royal princess of the Chosen again.” 
 
    “Of course not. I am now bonded to a Prince of Yalta.” She sounded proud of it. 
 
    It pained Vanaru to be the one delivering bad news, but among the Chosen, truth always prevailed. “Unfortunately, Black Jaguar tricked you with lies. He is a depraved plunderer of women. I've witnessed his libertine past in his mind. He is an abomination. Our sacred bonds mean nothing to him. Despite your lifetime bond, he still considers himself free.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina couldn't think in the chaos of conflicting emotions constricting her throat. She feared her tenuous connection with Vanaru would shatter. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Little Sister, if the truth is difficult to accept.” 
 
    “It is...” Unfortunately, Talina knew mind-talk could not lie. Kahuel's ignominious past and his disregard of their bond was the absolute truth. How she wished she could dismiss it. 
 
    “I still welcome you back into the clan despite your shame.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Talina could feel the compassion flowing from Vanaru and considered herself lucky to have such a brother. “But there is no place for me to hide.” She couldn't withhold her unbearable distress. “I can never heal from such a disgrace.” 
 
    “I wish I could help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brother.” Talina struggled to gather her strength after this blow. She couldn't let it weaken her when so much was at stake. She regained hold of her emotions to keep the communication alive. “Right now, you must tell the men of the Chosen to reject the Star People, to send them hateful thoughts. If all of us resist them, they might find us unsuitable for their New Generation Project. It is our only hope to save the clan from this terrible fate.” 
 
    “It sounds dangerous... but I understand your reasoning, Sister. If loving thoughts strengthen the Star People and endear us to them, hateful thoughts should weaken them and make us undesirable to nurture their offspring. I shall seek counsel from the Lost Daughter.” 
 
    The mention of the Lost Daughter gave Talina some hope. “It is wise, but hurry. We do not have much time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the heavy fragrance of tropical flowers and other offerings, Kahuel stared up at the humming relics of red, gleaming crystal. The smooth faceted cylinders, as long and thick as his forearms, stood erect, in high niches carved into the white marble dome. Seven of them. Their pink, pulsing glow illuminated the entire cave. Below them, a low shelf of white marble held offerings of fruit, flowers, and lit candles. 
 
    A manmade cave. The marble of the perfect white dome didn't seem indigenous to the region. The only native rock Kahuel had seen so far was black, volcanic stone, like the mountains and the cliffs. 
 
    Kahuel didn't recognize the cuneiform writing engraved upon the relics, but when he stepped closer to examine them, Guardian snakes writhing below each alcove rose and hissed in warning. 
 
    “Esperana!” Vanaru appeared, silhouetted against the bright sun at the entrance of the sacred cave, winded, his face distorted by shock, or worry. “You were right about the Star People.” 
 
    As Kahuel glanced at Princess Esperana, she shot up her brow. “Of course, I'm right.” 
 
    Trust a high and mighty Mutant to rub salt into the wound. Kahuel faced Vanaru. “What about the Star People?” 
 
    Vanaru stepped to the side to give way to a Guardian snake who took a sudden interest in him. The Chosen leader absently patted the raising hood of the white reptile. “Talina told me they took our women and want them to birth and raise Star children.” 
 
    “Talina!” Kahuel allowed himself to hope. “Is she all right?” 
 
    Vanaru nodded. “No thanks to you. But she wants us to fight back. She says sending hateful thoughts to the Star People might make them reconsider their project.” 
 
    Kahuel barely heard Vanaru. Talina was alive among the Star People, and he sincerely hoped she wouldn't be harmed. Then other words from Vanaru nagged him. “What do you mean, no thanks to me?” 
 
    Vanaru's face closed. “She knows about your miserable past and she doesn't love you anymore. By now, she can't stand the thought of you.” 
 
    “What?” Blast the man for spilling his guts. 
 
    Heat crept up Kahuel's neck again, and his fists closed at his side. He wanted to smash Vanaru's face, but he controlled his rage... partly because of the Guardian snakes. He would have to explain to Talina how much he loved her. How he'd changed. But he could not do that while she was a prisoner of the Star People. “We must get her back.” 
 
    Vanaru frowned. “We have to get them all back.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Princess Esperana sighed heavily. “Sending hateful thoughts is rather quaint, but it may be worth a try. I doubt that it will change their minds, though. I suspect much is at stake for them.” 
 
    “What else can we do?” Vanaru's turquoise gaze searched Esperana's face. “Sending hateful thoughts will certainly offend the Star People. I don't want the Chosen to get punished for it.” 
 
    “Do you want them to be forced into breeding monsters?” Kahuel certainly wouldn't want Talina to carry an alien bastard. 
 
    Vanaru's brow knitted stubbornly. “I can't allow my people to get hurt.” 
 
    Kahuel scoffed. “You can't change the world by conforming to old rules. Change requires taking risks, and it often demands costly sacrifices.” 
 
    Vanaru's striking eyes glowered at Kahuel. “I would sacrifice myself without a thought, but not them.” 
 
    Although he seethed inside, Kahuel bridled his impatience. “What's more important to their happiness? Freedom? Or a carefree life as brooding mares for galactic leeches?” 
 
    Vanaru sighed and his wide shoulders sagged. “Freedom.” 
 
    “Then it's time to step up and do something drastic.” Kahuel intended to act fast, before the Star People could react. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Kahuel noticed that the Guardian snakes had stopped their undulating dance and stared at them, paying close attention to the conversation. “Not here. Let's go outside.” 
 
    Esperana nodded and the three of them walked out of the sacred cave onto the sunlit stone slab, then down the stone steps into the clearing. 
 
    When they were well out of earshot from the slab, Kahuel rested one foot on a flat rock, facing Vanaru. “You have to tell your people the truth and let them make their own choice. Maybe they want to take risks and fight for their freedom, to make sure that their women only carry their children and no one else's.” 
 
    Vanaru smiled, and the innocence and the gratitude in that smile took Kahuel's breath away. “You are wise, Black Jaguar.” 
 
    Kahuel gazed up at Esperana, who nodded. “As for Esperana and I, we have a plan that might require your help.” 
 
    “What is it?” Vanaru glanced from Kahuel to Esperana and back. 
 
    Esperana smiled as she offered Vanaru her arm. “Walk with me, Vanaru. I will explain.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina could not believe the depth of her predicament. When she opened her eyes, all the women sitting in concentric circles around her in the pulsing blue glow stared at her. They had all heard Vanaru. They all witnessed her shame. Talina was not only publicly humiliated, but sullied, forever spoiled, never to raise her head in pride again. 
 
    A few women rose with a slow grace and strode away with an awkward bounce in their steps. They held their heads down, as if soiled by her disgrace. 
 
    A girl, barely sixteen, all dark skin and wide brown eyes, scooted closer to Talina. “I know it's not much comfort, but I am here if you want to talk, like a friend.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Talina choked on the words. Vanaru had been her friend and confidant all her life. She took the girl's hand and squeezed it gently. “I could use a new friend right now.” 
 
    “How did you let it happen?” The girl narrowed her wide brown eyes in genuine concern. 
 
    Talina chuckled despite her despair. “He was charming, handsome. I thought we were destined for each other.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “He seemed so perfect, so kind, so interesting, curious and knowledgeable, not to mention brave and full of life. I saw him as my only chance in a lifetime for a princely match.” 
 
    The girl gasped. “This Black Jaguar is a prince?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Can you believe it? A libertine prince. Difficult to imagine that despite a royal upbringing, he has no principles or self-respect.” Talina realized the depth of the precipice that separated the Chosen from the foreign tribes. No matter how hard she tried to fit in, she could never be one of them. 
 
    The girl settled more comfortably on the smooth floor and rearranged her robe to cover her bare feet. The white linen reflected the blue light. “Only in ancient legends do they mention libertines.” 
 
    “I know.” Bitter tears stung Talina's eyes. “Mind-talk ended all that hurtful behavior among our people once and for all.” 
 
    The girl squeezed Talina's hand. “Why did you not explore the man's mind before committing yourself?” 
 
    “Because he asked me not to.” Talina sobbed. How naive of her to trust a barbarian, a foreign warrior who ate animal flesh and only communicated with words. “I should have protected my honor. Instead, I threw myself at him.” 
 
    “You did?” The girl had a short intake of breath then giggled. “How was it?” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Talina smiled through her tears as she remembered his gentle touch, and the fire he ignited inside her. “No wonder he was so skilled in the art of love... He had done it hundreds of times with as many women.” The very words stung as she imagined all the young beauties who had laid with him. 
 
    The dark girl frowned. “I've been told the first time is rarely enjoyable.” 
 
    “Oh, but it was. I experienced pleasure beyond any expectation.” Talina mourned the loss of such bliss. Just this morning she overflowed with joy, she felt so light and liberated, smiling and laughing at the start of a radiant day. “Now, I am ruined. No Chosen will ever want me. And never again can I trust a foreigner.” 
 
    “What happens to you now?” The girl glanced around. “Assuming we return to our villages.”  
 
    Talina sighed heavily. She couldn't keep the sarcasm from her voice. “After a new conquest, a libertine simply moves on to the next woman without a second thought.” 
 
    “How horrible!” The girl covered her mouth. “But what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I'll remain unattached, unloved and alone for the rest of my life.” Although she had long ago accepted a lonely fate, now that she'd tasted the pleasures of mating with Black Jaguar, an empty life seemed intolerable. Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. 
 
    The girl patted her shoulder and nodded. “The Star People are foreigners, too, aren't they?” 
 
    By then half the women had migrated away from Talina. Several still sat quietly, listening and reading directly from her mind. Others stood and watched a few feet away. Among them, the tall woman from Talina's village nodded. 
 
    Talina clenched her jaw and wiped salty tears from her face and lips. “And the Star People just showed us they cannot be trusted either. They betrayed the Chosen. They are as vile as any foreigner.” 
 
    “But what can we do?” The tall woman sounded sympathetic. “We are a peaceful people. We do not fight.” 
 
    “We can resist. Let them know we do not want their children. If they believe we will hurt their offspring, maybe they will not force them into our bellies.” And since Talina now had nothing else to live for, she would make sure the Star People understood they were not welcome, and she would make them pay for their transgression, even if it cost her life. At least her death would have meaning. 
 
    “But how can we resist them? We are prisoners...” Her new friend's voice trailed in wonder. 
 
    “I suggest we send them hateful thoughts. That should make them rethink their plan.” 
 
    “I certainly don't like them after what they did to us.” The tall woman's strong feelings flooded the space. “But I'm not sure they will give up so easily.” 
 
    “We have to try something.” Talina rose to her feet slowly, careful to keep her precarious balance, and scanned the captives, many of whom she had known all her life. “Who is with me to let them know that we do not want their children?” 
 
    The tall woman took a hesitant step back. “But they said they would kill those who refused.” 
 
    “If all of us refuse, they can't kill us all. They need lots of women for their breeding project.” Talina hoped she wasn't making a costly mistake. She couldn't bear the loss of so many young lives. “Let me talk to them. I'll take all the responsibility.” 
 
    “You are brave Talina.” The dark girl stood up. “I'm with you.” 
 
    About half the women still around Talina had the courage to stand and come forward, including the tall one. Would it be enough? She could only hope it would work. 
 
    Talina smiled her gratitude. “You know what to do.” 
 
    The volunteers nodded and tightened the circle around Talina. Then they closed their eyes to intone the collective mind-talk chant. 
 
    Talina remained standing in the center of the circle, feeling the power of their minds strengthen hers. She directed her thoughts visualizing the being who had entered their holding space earlier, as well as the other Star People who must dwell close by. 
 
    “Shame on your kind, for taking advantage of a trusting people. You are an abomination as a race. We will never trust you or worship you again. You are the scum of the universe. We shall kill your children if you force them upon us.” 
 
    As she felt a startled reaction from the Star People in her mind, Talina enjoyed venting her frustrations upon them. 
 
    She opened her eyes at the soft sound of the sliding wall. The women stopped chanting. Those who hadn't dared chant cowered at the far end of the holding space. 
 
    Talina stepped outside the circle of women and carefully walked toward the Star being with as much confidence as her unusually bouncy gait allowed. She had nothing to lose. 
 
    When Talina pulled the long dagger out of her belt, the Star person straightened in surprise. Holding the weapon like Black Jaguar had shown her, Talina stepped forth and stabbed at the skinny frame. To her astonishment, the blade glanced off the tight blue suit with a metallic sound. 
 
    The Star person stepped back lightly but Talina stumbled forward to the side. 
 
    Recovering her precarious balance, she lounged at the unprotected neck and drew dark blood. The Star person fell, holding a bleeding neck. But before Talina could regain her balance, many other Star People came running through the triangular opening. One aimed a small instrument at her. 
 
    A ray of sizzling blue light hit Talina's shoulder, eliciting excruciating agony. She cried out, blinded, and her legs collapsed. Barely aware of her surroundings, she felt someone lift her off the floor, then she floated away like on a cotton cloud. The blue holding space faded as she spiraled down into a bottomless black pit. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the blue pulsing glow of the incarceration antechamber, First General, First Captain, First Scientist, First Anthropologist, and the pretty First Meteorologist with aquamarine eyes, stared without blinking at Lord Straal, sovereign of the Estrell people. 
 
    “So, this is the woman who almost killed our guard?” Straal paced in front of the force field separating him and his First Officers from the alcove cell where the criminal lay unconscious, bound on a floating table. “How could you let this happen? How irresponsible for the guard to enter the hold!” 
 
    First General saluted. “He believed the Chosen were dedicated to the Estrell, My Lord... except for the one woman, of course.” 
 
    Straal barely controlled his impatience. “Don't you know that Humans are physically ten times more powerful than we are? If hostile, at close range and in such numbers as we have in our hold, they could kill us all with their bare hands.” Straal searched the faces of his team. “Who is responsible for allowing a blade weapon through?” 
 
    First General stared down at his feet, offering the sight of his polished scalp to his leader. “We were mistakenly told the Chosen never carried weapons, My Lord. So, we didn't check for blades.” 
 
    “The Chosen failed to destroy the foreigners... then this happens?” Straal shook his head. It only confirmed the vulnerability of his race. Although highly intelligent and scientifically advanced, they lacked the physical strength from the aggressive survival gene so common in Humans. That very Human gene would allow their progeny to thrive in the future. “So, why did this particular Chosen carry a weapon?” 
 
    First Scientist bowed slightly. “According to the Guardian snakes, she was banished from the clan and joined the foreigners, My Lord. She is the one who warned them and helped them overcome the reptile attack.” 
 
    “A traitor among the Chosen?” Straal's smooth skin rippled with foreboding. 
 
    “Such a dangerous element should be eliminated at once, My Lord.” First General punctuated his impatient mind-talk by drumming his foot on the soft black floor. 
 
    “Not so fast.” Straal resented First General's haste. “We might be able to learn something from her. We could keep her as a hostage to control the others on the surface.” 
 
    First Meteorologist gasped. “But, My Lord, she already has poisoned the minds of other women in the hold. Who knows how much more damage she can do through mind-talk when she regains consciousness?” 
 
    “First general is right to want her terminated, of course.” Straal struggled to shield his private thoughts and hide his true feelings. “We cannot risk another incident. Consider the disastrous consequences of what just transpired.” The soothing music emanating from the floating spheres usually calmed him down, but not today. 
 
    If his team knew he didn't fully agree with the New Generation Project, the Conclave would have him deposed and replaced by a more progressive ruler. Many candidates waited for him to fail. Still. This setback might be a sign that the New Generation Project could still be stopped, or at least delayed. 
 
    Straal dared to hope. “Any other suggestions?” 
 
    First Scientist inclined his head to the side. “I suggest we still proceed as planned. We do not need the women's cooperation, My Lord.” 
 
    “But what if they kill our children at birth as they threatened to do?” The very thought made Straal shudder. Despite their repulsive Human appearance, these children would still carry Estrell blood, Estrell hope, Estrell culture, Estrell knowledge. Such a slaughter was unthinkable. 
 
    First Scientist, hands behind his back, faced his leader. “We could make sure they do not harm the offspring.” 
 
    “How?” The idea went against the original plan of nurturing native love and cooperation. “Are you suggesting mind control?” 
 
    “Why not?” First Scientist lifted his thin brow. “We have used it in other circumstances with success.” 
 
    “Only on labor slaves, and in close proximity. This time we'll be far away, only checking up on them from time to time.” They'd taken much time and care to insure a loving environment. Straal wondered how children raised without genuine love would turn out. “If the mothers are unhappy, it could affect the children.” 
 
    First Anthropologist scoffed. “With the multitude of eggs we'll implant in each of them, they are more incubators than mothers. But even before birth, our progeny could be given the ability to control their minds and bend them to their will for self-survival.” 
 
    Straal marveled at the scientific prowess of his people. All the knowledge of his race embedded in thousands of Human-compatible eggs. And all through bulky bodies, like that of the woman bound on the floating table. “Then our seed, our culture, will survive.” 
 
    Fist Scientist smiled thinly. “As the women of the Chosen keep having our babies by twos and threes every ten months, they will be under the spell of the embryos for the remainder of their child-bearing years.”  
 
    First General nodded. “By the time the mothers die off, our children will already have mated among themselves. And within two generations, they will have propagated, conquered the whole planet, and dominated the entire population.” 
 
    The ugly necessity flashed through Straal's mind. He couldn't stop it. It had to be done. He sighed. “You may proceed with the egg implantation at once.” 
 
    First Scientist nodded. “Should we give mind control powers to the eggs as well?” 
 
    “At the risk of creating a race of tyrants?” But Straal realized he had no other choice. “Go ahead with the mind control and erase the memory of this ship from the women's minds. To avoid any attempt against the newborns, let them think their future babies are really theirs.” 
 
    “As you order, My Lord.” 
 
    The cell guard who stood in the shadows straightened to attention. “What about this prisoner? Should we euthanize her?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Straal hoped his curiosity would not alarm his people. “I want to interrogate her. I need to understand why she turned against us. Knowledge is power.” 
 
    “She is sedated but still extremely dangerous, My Lord.” The reticence of the guard tinted his mind-talk. “We do not dare wake her completely.” 
 
    “I understand.” Straal managed a reassuring smile. “Take all the necessary safety precautions, then wake her up. Don't worry. I will be fine.” 
 
    “As you command, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the mossy ground, Kahuel stuffed a small red clay pot with guano from a neighboring bat cave, and salt extracted from the sea. He left some room for a handful of dry grass and a cotton wick imbibed with oil. 
 
    Diablo played with similar filled pots. 
 
    “Stop it!” Kahuel took the pot away from Diablo and sighed. “Do you want to blow yourself up?” 
 
    Diablo grunted and walked away. 
 
    Why hadn't Kahuel paid more attention to his private tutor during those boring chemistry lessons? At the time he considered explosives a cowardly way to wage war. Zerkers preferred to fight face-to-face, with a sharp blade, a prancing horse, and a feline at their side. Against a highly advanced enemy, however, Kahuel now discovered that sneaky ways worked best. 
 
    From time to time, he stole a glance through the thick green ferns at the rock slab where white Guardian snakes basked in the sun. They had stopped watching him, and he hoped their alien masters, whatever they were, had lost interest in his small cooking enterprise. At least that's what it must look like from afar. 
 
    “How is it going?” Esperana's white boots appeared across from him on the moss that served as his work surface. 
 
    He glanced up at the Mutant Princess. “Slow, but I think it will work.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Esperana frowned at his low-tech explosive devices. “We'll need at least ten of those. I hope it will be enough to destroy the relics.” 
 
    Kahuel carefully wiped the black powder from the edge of a pot. “If it works, how much time before the dampening field collapses?” 
 
    “It should be instantaneous,” Esperana stated, matter of fact. 
 
    Kahuel placed the pot carefully next to the other ones on the moss. “Then phasers and transmitters will work again?” 
 
    Esperana smiled. “Yes. And once the Mutants of Kassouk learn of the Star People, they'll force them to surrender and release their prisoners.” 
 
    “Then we can all go home in flyers?” Kahuel certainly didn't want to go through another sea voyage. 
 
    “Then we can do whatever we want.” Esperana's non-committal tone lacked conviction.  “I kind of like it here.”  
 
    Kahuel understood her reluctance. He wasn't in any hurry to get back to Yalta either. This land had given him much to think about. Civilization as he knew it at home never made him happy, and he felt reluctant to reconnect with his past. 
 
    A brouhaha of indistinct voices swelled nearby. 
 
    “The women are back!” The delighted cries resounded through the clearing like a chorus of bells on a festival day. 
 
    “Talina!” Kahuel's heart skipped a beat. He stood up, unsettling crockery and spilling black powder on the ground. Full of hope, he scanned the clearing above the top of the fern thicket. “The hateful thoughts from the Chosen must have scared the Star People after all.” 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt that.” Esperana squinted as she watched the radiant women coming out of the woods into the clearing. 
 
    Abandoning his explosives, Kahuel ran toward the joyous group, searching for Talina's face among them. 
 
    Over a hundred women filed in, reuniting with mates and families, laughing and smiling while others cried with joy. The Grays and the warriors instinctively retreated to the edges of the clearing to give them space. 
 
    Kahuel stopped one of the last women. “Where is Talina?” 
 
    “I haven't seen her.” The tall woman smiled at someone behind Kahuel. 
 
    But Kahuel wanted answers. “What happened up there?” 
 
    “Where?” The woman stared at him, confused. 
 
    Kahuel looked straight into her eyes. “You were with the Star People.” 
 
    Another woman turned at the words. “We were? No wonder it was so wonderful.” 
 
    “Wonderful? You were prisoners. Talina told Vanaru about it. Don't you remember?” A dark cloud of foreboding oppressed Kahuel's chest. 
 
    “All I remember is a bright flash of light, and a place where I felt safe and loved.” The beatific expression on the woman's face mystified Kahuel. 
 
    “That's all you remember? You were gone for many hours.” Kahuel couldn't stand the happy noise all around. 
 
    Another woman shook her head. “I only remember the flash of light and the love.” 
 
    Kahuel's chest clenched. He could barely breathe. “What happened to Talina?”  
 
    Vanaru's smiling golden face appeared among the crowd of women. He looked obviously relieved that they were unharmed. 
 
    Kahuel walked straight to him. “Talina is missing.” 
 
    Vanaru's pained expression told Kahuel how much he loved his sister. “Talina always acts rashly. She could never abide by any rule. She probably provoked the Star People by contacting me.” 
 
    “Why didn't they release her? Do you think they punished her?” The very words burned Kahuel's tongue like a red-hot firebrand. 
 
    “Possibly, but she is alive.” Vanaru didn't seem reassured by his own words. “I would have felt it if my sister had died, no matter how far she is.” 
 
    “Don't worry,” one of the women said in a reassuring voice. “The Star People only have love for the Chosen. Trust in them and they'll spread their bounty on you, too.” 
 
    Somehow, Kahuel didn't believe that. Cold tendrils of fear snaked along his spine. Great Engineer of the universe, I implore you, protect the woman I love. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the blue glow of the small holding cell, Straal paced around the floating table where the rebellious Human female had been revived and struggled against the metal braces holding her wrists. Straal flinched at the rattling sound. Neither the musical spheres, nor the soft chime of the shimmering energy field isolating them from the guard outside the alcove, could soothe his anxiety. He was taking a great risk with his life, alone with such a savage monster. 
 
    At his unspoken command, the table rose to an almost vertical plane, so he could face his enemy. He hardened his voice to hide his fear. “I am Lord Straal of the Estrell people.” 
 
    The woman's turquoise eyes rounded in surprise. “You are speaking with your own voice? Thank you for the great honor.” 
 
    “True, we prefer more advanced means of conversation. Our ears are highly sensitive, so we avoid discordant sounds, like primitive languages.” Straal enjoyed her vexed expression despite his fear. “How did you know that hateful thoughts would deplete our energy levels and impair our technology?” 
 
     “I didn't know. I guessed.” She scoffed, a strange, disturbing sound. “Why else would you want to be worshiped through chant and meditation?” Her bold assurance indicated no fear despite her prisoner status. “If the mind chant can give me the power to launch my thoughts through the universe, I'm sure it gives you strength, too. Doesn't it?” 
 
    Secretly, Straal admired the clever woman. By his standards, she was disgustingly fleshy and unrefined to be sure, with all that hair on her head. But she had inner strength. Something that would benefit his offspring someday, although he shuddered at the grossly misshapen bodies they would have to assume. Humans were so ugly. How he wished there had been another way... 
 
    The woman's gaze followed him around the cell, observing his every move. “Why did you choose us?” 
 
    “Ah...” Straal had to smile at the poetic irony. “Because you are peaceful and isolated.” But this so-called peaceful Chosen had savagely attacked and almost killed a guard. 
 
    “Can't you raise your own children like everyone else?” Her sharp tone cut the air. 
 
    Straal's shoulders sagged at the embarrassing question, but he had no reason to hide the truth from her. She only had hours to live. “Our females are too frail to carry babies. We tried incubating children in artificial incubators, but it didn't work. It seems our evolved kind needs a constant physical and mind bond with a loving biological mother during the entire gestation period.” 
 
    “Couldn't you do this somewhere else?” She rattled metal as she kicked her ankle braces. Fortunately, the bonds held. “Why on our peaceful land?” 
 
    More embarrassing questions. “This used to be our home, eons ago. Something in the very fabric of this land calls to us. This is the native home of our ancestors, the perfect place to start our New Generation Project.” 
 
    “Not if we can prevent it.” The woman shot him a sour glance and her body tensed. Her bitter resentment poisoned the air all around. 
 
    Glad she couldn't see how her resentment weakened him, Straal rubbed his chin. “Why did you attack the guard? Why such animosity against us? We never hurt any of you. We have kept you healthy and happy, we protected you from natural dangers, invasions, and plagues.” 
 
    “But you took us against our will! You took away our freedom.” Her hostile tone scratched his ears. 
 
    “Freedom?” The word puzzled Straal. “What is so important about freedom? Each of us does whatever is expected, or requested for the harmonious development of our civilization, the perpetuation of our race. Freedom is an elusive concept, a subjective illusion.” 
 
    “To you, maybe.” The woman looked down, inspecting her bonds with a baffled expression. Long strands of hair fell over her golden face. “Is this really necessary?” 
 
    “I'm afraid it is.” Straal shuddered at the thought that she could break loose. He rested his hand on the comforting phaser weapon at his belt. 
 
    “My people would rather die than remain prisoners.” She spat the words and her bristling anger filled the small cell. “...or become slaves to another race.” 
 
    “Really? Even if that slavery kept your people healthy and thriving? How interesting.” Straal started to understand where he had gone wrong in his understanding of this primitive tribe. “So, being taken without your consent was a breach of your precious freedom? That is why you resent us to the point of violence?” 
 
    “My people gave you their love and their gratitude freely.” Her body tensed and her eyes flashed. “If you had asked, they might have agreed to carry your babies. But you have no right to force them to do anything.” 
 
    “No right?” Straal chuckled at the antiquated notion. “Right and wrong are relative and changing values. Feasible, beneficial, detrimental, necessary... these are more tangible and realistic concepts.” 
 
    “My people stand for what is right.” She beamed with naive pride. 
 
    Straal hoped the Chosen would not ingrain her dangerous beliefs into his progeny. But it was too late now to change anything. The New Generation Project had been launched, and it was irreversible. “I can see you feel strongly about your primitive values, and we cannot allow such notions to be bred into our children. As we speak, the Chosen women have already been released back to their villages.” 
 
    “You renounced your breeding endeavor?” Her incredulity looked rather charming in its innocence. 
 
    Straal composed his face for the lie. “We shall seek a better suited culture to implement it... elsewhere.” 
 
    “Then you will leave us alone?” Was it tears in her eyes? What an embarrassing display of emotion. 
 
    “We shall maintain our benevolent protection of the Chosen.” Of course, Straal had more important reasons to do so. “We are a compassionate race.” 
 
    “You expect nothing in return?” Her voice held a guarded edge. Didn't she trust him? 
 
    “We only wish for your happiness.” The lie came easier this time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina couldn't believe her victory. She wished she could wipe her wet face, but the metal braces bit into her skin each time she tried to move her wrists. Had she really convinced the Star People to change their plans? “What about me? When can I go home?” 
 
    The Star Person named Straal did a double take. “You understand that you committed an unforgivable offense by savagely attacking one of ours. Such aggression cannot be tolerated.” 
 
    Despite his strangely musical voice, Talina heard something hard behind the words. Cold rivers of dread coursed along her spine. Yes, of course, there was that. “I do apologize for that rash moment. I was overcome, desperate to save my people.” 
 
    Lord Straal's steely eyes stared at her. His frozen face betrayed no emotion. “You shall be held for trial.” 
 
    “How long? Can I communicate with my brother?” Talina found the delay disturbing. 
 
    Lord Straal hesitated as if weighing the consequences. “As a gesture of good will, I shall provide the means for you to contact your brother, so he can understand the gravity of your crimes, and your just punishment. Let that be an example to your entire clan.” 
 
    “Thank you.” But another thought nagged Talina. “An example? What will happen at the trial?” 
 
    “I will recommend leniency, given your primitive level of evolution and understanding.” Lord Straal sighed and his bald, bulbous head hung forward. “But we are bound by our laws.” 
 
    Talina remembered that some laws in her village could be quite severe. Even Vanaru had to banish her because of such laws. “What is the usual penalty for what I did?” 
 
    “Death. Without exception.” Lord Straal did not blink or flinch. “It is necessary.” 
 
    Talina's head reeled with the consequences of her reckless action as the table returned to a horizontal position under her numb body. 
 
    Lord Straal motioned to the guard on the other side of the shimmering veil blocking the cell entrance. The veil vanished. He walked out of the cell, then the shimmering resumed with a slight buzzing sound. 
 
    What had possessed Talina to attack the guard? At least, she had the satisfaction of knowing that thanks to her drastic rebellion, the Chosen women would not have to raise alien babies and would live free and protected. 
 
    But she would have to pay the ultimate price. Tears of regret ran down her temples. How she had enjoyed life. And no matter how brief, she would always hold dear the wondrous night she spent with Black Jaguar as the highest point of her short existence. 
 
    It didn't matter anymore that he had already forgotten her. She would remember for both of them... until her death. And if her execution came before Black Jaguar moved on to his next conquest, their brief bond might even be considered valid and legitimate in the Chosen archives for all posterity. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kahuel removed his tunic and slipped into the natural white cloth robe of a Chosen pilgrim. He tied the laces at the loose neckline to hide his red crystal transmitter. When he pulled off his boots, his bare toes dug into the spongy moss. Then he rolled up the bottom of his pants so they wouldn't show below the robe. When he crouched to check the wicker basket containing the small red jars full of explosives, Diablo butted Kahuel's thigh. Did he know his master was headed for danger? 
 
    “No, you can't come with me, Diablo. You would betray my disguise. Stay here and guard my clothes and my sword.” He scratched the big furry black head for reassurance, and the feline obediently sat on his haunches. 
 
    Vanaru stood apart, watching Kahuel, switching his weight from foot to foot uncomfortably. “Are you sure you still want to do this, Black Jaguar? Our women are back and unharmed, and Talina just told me the clan would be fine.” 
 
    “But Talina is not fine. They want to kill her!” Kahuel couldn't believe his bad luck... the only one he cared about would die... unless he found a way to rescue her from her prison in space. 
 
    Vanaru pressed Kahuel's shoulder. “Talina committed the unthinkable. She told me she assaulted a Star Person with a forbidden blade. She admitted to it and is ready to face the consequences. She will be executed, and there is nothing we can do.” 
 
    “Stop saying that!” Kahuel couldn't accept such a fate for Talina. There had to be a way to save her. How he wished he could talk to her like Vanaru did, from mind to mind. Then he could explain how much she meant to him and tell her to hang on until he could find a way to get her back. 
 
    “Stop fighting. Talina is not the whole point.” Princess Esperana gave Vanaru a surprisingly warm smile. “What bothers me is that the women do not recall witnessing Talina's attack on the guard... or being aboard a ship.” 
 
    Vanaru shook his head. “All they remember is a bright light... and a sense of wellbeing.” 
 
    “It's possible the Star People erased from their minds the memory of their sojourn on the ship.” Esperana paced slowly. “But why?” 
 
    Vanaru's turquoise gaze clouded. “A loving gesture, to spare them the memory of an act of violence?” 
 
    “To avoid trauma? Possibly.” Esperana pressed her lips. “In any case, these relics are keeping the Chosen isolated. It is necessary to destroy them if you want your people to evolve, as the prophecy predicts.” 
 
    “Yes, we must.” Kahuel noticed Esperana had not mentioned that the Mutants of Kassouk would flock to the isle once the dampening field collapsed. But only the Mutants' technology could save Talina. “Is everyone out of the way?” 
 
    Vanaru nodded. “I sent the Chosen to their chores when you ordered your warriors to go fishing and water the felines and the horses.” 
 
    Kahuel chuckled. “You lied to your people?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Vanaru blushed a dark crimson. “I just didn't tell them why I sent them away. It's for their safety.” 
 
    “Just like I didn't tell Talina about my past... to spare her feelings.” Kahuel enjoyed Vanaru's obvious discomfort. 
 
    Vanaru swept his bare scalp with one hand, hiding his blush and avoiding Kahuel's gaze. “It's not the same thing at all.” 
 
    “Really? Think about it.” Kahuel smiled at the obvious change in Vanaru, although he regretted teaching such a candid mind to lie. Kahuel pulled the hood of his linen disguise over his black hair. He hefted the wicker basket full of little red jars packed with explosives and set it on one shoulder without jarring it. 
 
    Esperana straightened Kahuel's robe at the waist. “May the Great Engineer be with you.” 
 
    “I certainly hope He is.” Head down, Kahuel carried his load reverently across the empty clearing, like religious offerings. He walked slow and deliberate, barefoot, without his sword, feeling naked and exposed by Zerker standards. He hoped he looked like a pilgrim as he slowly climbed up the steps of the rock slab and meandered around the white Guardian snakes toward the sacred cave. 
 
    Upon entering the cave, sweet, heavy fragrances overwhelmed his senses. Kahuel set down the basket, genuflected then knelt respectfully by the low circular marble shelf, where offerings of fruit and flowers competed with many lit candles. He displayed one of the small red clay pots directly below the niche of the first relic. 
 
    The Guardian snakes prowled about nonchalantly, paying him scant attention. 
 
    Please, Great Engineer, don't let Talina die. Kahuel couldn't stand the thought of never seeing her smile again. He'd give anything to touch the dimples in her cheeks, the soft curls of honey cascading on her golden shoulders, and to hear the light musical chime of her laugh. 
 
    But most of all he would miss the way she had gazed upon him that night, with overflowing trust and surrender. How could he ever tire of that loving expression on her delicate face? 
 
    He placed more clay pots between the niches, just in case some of them puttered out and didn't explode. He'd cut the braided cotton wicks of different lengths on purpose. Taking his time, he arranged each pot with care, in perfect order according to the length of their braids. To keep the snakes uninterested, he genuflected and bowed in front of each relic as he went. 
 
    Kahuel blamed himself for Talina's ordeal. Why had he shown her how to use a blade? And why would she do something that desperate? She must have known such a crime wouldn't go unpunished. Did she have a death wish? A sudden void opened in Kahuel's chest, like a swallowing undertow. Had she wanted to die because of him? Because she couldn't live with the humiliation of his past? 
 
    A wave of hot shame flooded his mind. He would be responsible for her death. The guilt was too much to bear. Realizing he'd stopped his fake devotions, he bowed to the relic in front of him and moved to the next. 
 
    Unless his scheme succeeded, and he could convince the high and mighty Mutants to rescue her in space, Talina would become a legendary heroine, who died for the good of her clan. Despite the violence of her desperate actions, her brother already planned to carve the story of her self-sacrifice on the wall of this white marble dome for posterity. 
 
    Except that if Kahuel's explosives worked as he hoped, there might not be much left of the sacred cave. 
 
    After he'd placed all of the fifteen charges, Kahuel glanced around to make sure no one else lingered inside. From a bamboo vase, he selected one of the dry reed sticks used for lighting candles. As casually as he could manage, avoiding any glances at the Guardians, he lit the stick from one of the candles and watched the flame grow. Taking a deep breath, he then touched the flame to the oiled cotton braid of the first clay pot, the longest wick. 
 
    Struggling to appear unhurried and devout, but as efficiently as he could, Kahuel lit each braid in the wide circumference of the domed cave. After lighting the last and shortest wick, heart drumming in his chest, he picked up the empty basket and bowed respectfully. Turning on his heel, he exited the cave as fast as he could without running, remembering to sidestep the unsuspecting Guardian snakes. 
 
    Once on the rock slab outside, he squinted into the bright sunlight to see the worried faces of Esperana and Vanaru waiting for him with Diablo at the far end of the empty clearing. As he hurried toward the carved stairs, the slab shook underfoot and the cliff behind him rumbled. Kahuel lost his balance and fell over the edge to the grass below. Protecting his head with the wicker basket, he gathered his feet under him and half-ran half-stumbled across the clearing. 
 
    When he reached his waiting friends, Diablo emitted a short roar of relief, partly lost in the noise of the successive explosions. 
 
    Kahuel turned around to look back as a bright blaze surged out of the sacred cave. More blasts shook the entire cliff. Loud screams and hisses escaped the Guardian snakes. They rose, spreading their hoods, then slithered into the fiery cave in a last attempt to protect their precious relics. Kahuel had never heard a snake scream before. He didn't know they could. Or maybe these were a different type of snakes. 
 
    Large boulders dropped from the towering cliff and hit the slab in a thundering roar. Smoke and dust clouded the scene. When the vibrations stopped echoing and the air slowly cleared, a thick silence reigned. The entire forest had fallen quiet. Thin powder settled from the heights and pebbles rained and clicked on the rock slab. The Guardian snakes had vanished. 
 
    “Wait!” Kahuel grabbed Vanaru's arm to stop him from rushing toward the cave. “There could be unexploded pots.” 
 
    But as they waited, the cave remained silent. 
 
    Many Chosen now reached the clearing and exclaimed their shock. A few lamented at the sight of the large boulders strewn on their ceremonial slab. 
 
    “It should be safe enough now.” Kahuel released Vanaru, who ran toward the cave. Kahuel fished his red crystal from under his robe and triggered it... without success. He turned to Esperana. “Is yours working?” 
 
    Princess Esperana lifted the azure crystal hanging on her chest and pushed the silver center. She shook her head then motioned to the Grays now standing behind them. How they could appear and disappear so surreptitiously boggled Kahuel's mind. They all checked their transmitters, apparently without success, although reading a Gray was near impossible. 
 
    “Nothing.” Esperana sighed. “Our transmitters could be damaged, but most likely these relics are so well shielded that the explosions didn't affect them. At least not enough to collapse the dampening field.” 
 
    “Blasted relics.” Kahuel couldn't believe he'd taken all these risks for nothing. 
 
    From the rock slab, Vanaru gestured for them to join him. “The cave is sealed!” 
 
    Kahuel and Diablo dashed across the green glade toward him. The flat expanse of rock, now filled with jutting boulders, looked rather still, devoid of its undulating white snakes. 
 
    “All the Guardians are caught inside!” Vanaru threw his weight against the side of a large stone block obstructing the cave entrance, as if he wanted to rescue the Guardians. “We can't get in.” 
 
    “Forget about the snakes. If they aren't already dead, they soon will be.” Kahuel wouldn't miss them. He still remembered fighting reptiles on the beach and held no love for any of their species. 
 
    Esperana chewed on her lower lip. “The Star People will want to know what happened to their Guardians.” 
 
    Kahuel's quick mind saw an opportunity. “If they come down, maybe we can take them hostage and negotiate for Talina's return.” 
 
    “Negotiate?” Esperana's look of disbelief was almost comical. “Do you realize that if they travel through the galaxies, these aliens probably have the power to destroy half a continent in one strike?” 
 
    Vanaru shot Kahuel a dark glare. “They might retaliate against the Chosen.” 
 
    Kahuel shrugged. “I don't intend to hurt the aliens, just hold them for an exchange of prisoners.” 
 
    Princess Esperana laid a soothing hand on Vanaru's shoulder. “It sounds daring... but not impossible. Maybe the Chosen can help us summon them...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, we lost contact with the Guardians!” First Meteorologist had a way of bringing joy into the blue pulsing glow of Straal's personal space, even when delivering bad news. “Our sensors detected an underground explosion.” 
 
    Straal mentally lowered the soft music of the spheres to admire her. But he couldn't let the delicate features of his favorite female distract him in times of crisis. “Do we have the record of what happened prior to losing contact?” 
 
    First Meteorologist smiled. A rare treat. She bent gracefully to lay a small tablet on his floating desk then pushed its center, prompting a blue hologram of the dome housing the power cells of the dampening field. “At the time, the watchers didn't detect anything suspicious... But look closer.” 
 
    On the hologram, Straal observed in fascination the hooded devout bringing offerings into the cave. After reflection, he didn't really behave like a pilgrim. He bowed stiffly, like a proud man not used to devotions. His attitude lacked the nonchalant and easy reverence of the Chosen. 
 
    First Meteorologist twisted her hands in front of her. She always fretted in his presence. “These last offerings must have been some kind of low-tech weapon. Some exploded just before we lost contact.” 
 
    “But the Chosen should not have such weapons!” Most disturbing to Straal was the idea that they could harbor violent feelings against the Estrell. 
 
    First Meteorologist motioned with her chin to the crude blade still lying on Straal's floating desk. “They weren't supposed to have forged metal either. Yet someone provided the weapon that crippled our guard.” 
 
    That concerned Straal greatly. Weapon knowledge was forbidden to the Chosen, and for good reason. 
 
    “Could the shipwrecked foreigners be corrupting the Chosen?” The musical mind voice of First Meteorologist never ceased to charm him. 
 
    “Of course, the foreigners are responsible!” They were the only new and influential element in the Chosen's lives. “They are threatening the outcome of the entire New Generation Project.” 
 
    “But we cannot eliminate them while they are inside the dampening field.”  
 
    “I know.” For the protection of the Chosen and the Estrell's progeny, all advanced weapons were inoperative in that sector, including the Estrell's. “We never thought we'd need protection against them.” 
 
    “Should we make an appearance to reinforce their faith in us?” 
 
    “Not in this hostile environment. It's too dangerous with all these violent foreigners around.” Straal sent a quick summoning thought to First Scientist. 
 
    “Then what can we do?” First Meteorologist looked so enchanting in her helpless expression, relying entirely on his wisdom and strength to solve the problem at hand. 
 
    Straal offered her a reassuring smile. “I may have a solution.” 
 
    The door swished open and First Scientist entered. 
 
    Straal welcomed him with a nod and shielded his private thoughts. “How strong is our control on the minds of the Chosen females carrying our eggs?” 
 
    “It seems to be fully operative, My Lord.” 
 
    “Good.” Straal rejoiced. At least something was working right. “The time has come to test their unflinching loyalty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The twin suns crept at a slow pace over the black cliffs, spreading cool shade on the sacred clearing. Sitting at a fire, Kahuel turned a fresh water fish the size of his forearm, impaled on a thin reed. Around him, warriors tended their cooking fires, fragrant with the bouquet of tubers and the fish they'd caught that day. At his side, Diablo napped, like most of the felines sated from their afternoon hunt. 
 
    At the other end of the glade, Vanaru walked among warriors and natives toward the ancestral tree at the left of the rock slab.  
 
    Kahuel glanced at Esperana sitting next to him. “Do you think they'll come?” 
 
    The Mutant Princess raised a pale brow, golden in the amber light of dusk. “The Chosen? I'm sure of it.” 
 
    Kahuel shook his head. For a Mutant and a mind reader, she could be dense sometimes. “I mean the Star People.” 
 
    Esperana's dreamy gaze followed Vanaru's tranquil stroll toward the ancestral tree. “He says they never failed to show up when summoned in the past.” She frowned. “I agreed to your scheme but it's terribly dangerous.” 
 
    “We have to try.” Kahuel wouldn't let her talk him out of it. “Talina is worth the risk.” 
 
    “I know how you feel.” Was it longing in Esperana's misty eyes as she watched Vanaru? Behind her, beyond the activity of mingling warriors and natives, the treetops shone in highlights of gold and amber. 
 
    “I certainly hope they come down from their lofty spaceship.” Kahuel longed to make them pay for holding Talina prisoner. But first, he had to get her back. 
 
    Near the ancestral tree, Vanaru picked one of the brightly colored ropes, the red one, hanging from the lowest branch. He unraveled it, measured the length to his arm, then motioned for the natives around him to move away as he stepped far enough from the trunk to give himself space. He swung the rope high overhead in wide circles, like a sling. The pierced bamboo slat at the end of the rope emitted a low modulated whine that rose in pitch and volume as Vanaru whirled faster. 
 
    Kahuel resisted the urge to cover his ears. The horses, tethered at the edge of the clearing, whinnied and stomped the ground. Diablo's ears pivoted, and the jaguar sat up, his piercing emerald eyes scanning the tree line. Soon the loud modulations prevented all conversations in the camp. 
 
    More felines stood up and froze in alarm, listening. A few cats attempted to imitate the strange sound with their throats, howling at the pink dusk. 
 
    “It's all right, Diablo.” Kahuel petted the jaguar's head reassuringly, but inside, he also shivered at the lugubrious call. 
 
    Kahuel recognized the distinctive sound from their first night on the beach after the wreck. Although he now knew it for a gathering signal, it still brought chills to his spine. The forest seemed to fear the disturbing sound as well. 
 
    The watchful Grays standing guard around the glade remained withdrawn, apparently unaffected by the oppressive modulations. 
 
    Watching his warriors, who looked up from their cooking fires, Kahuel rejoiced at the fact that they'd graciously honored his promise to Talina not to kill any more land animals for food. Mingling with Mutants and natives had taught his men and women to understand and respect other cultures. 
 
    As a prince, Kahuel had studied ancient records, traveled to the citadel of Kassouk, and met influential Mutants, and even alien ambassadors and dignitaries. But most of his warriors had never left Yalta before this fateful voyage, and they'd only known other Zerkers. 
 
    When the unsettling sound finally waned and ceased, conversations resumed around the fires. 
 
    Diablo settled for a nap, and the other felines calmed down as well. 
 
    Under the ancestral tree, Vanaru spoke with a group of older natives, then he walked away with them. 
 
    Kahuel glanced at Esperana sitting next to him. “Where is he going?” 
 
    Esperana closed her eyes briefly then shrugged. “He says several village elders invited him to share their meal. They have clan business to discuss.” 
 
    Kahuel wondered what could be more important at the village level than all this turmoil with the Star People. “I guess even the smallest kingdom has its petty problems.” 
 
    Esperana sighed. “Good leaders fulfill all their responsibilities, big or small, with grace.” 
 
    A slight breeze fanned the aroma of sweet cooking herbs that made Kahuel's mouth water. “The fish must be ready.” 
 
    A warrior handed him a wide leaf with steamed grain. Kahuel thanked him then slid his fish off the spit onto the leaf as well. He offered the leaf to Esperana. 
 
    The Mutant Princess wrinkled her nose. “I don't know how you can eat something that smells so foul.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Kahuel pulled out his dagger and separated the filet from the fish spine, blowing on the steam to cool it. 
 
    Esperana accepted tubers and grain on a leaf from a warrior. 
 
    Kahuel dug into the white flaky flesh with his fingers and savored a mouthful of the delicious dish. As he glanced around, he noticed that all the natives had left. “Sundown must be mealtime for everyone.” 
 
    The Grays joined the rest of them in the clearing for the meal but sat slightly apart to eat. The conversations slowed. Through the relative quiet, Kahuel noticed the snorting of horses. An evening bird circled overhead. As darkness fell, the chirp of cicadas filled the air. 
 
    A small group of clanswomen, radiant and chattering like birds, emerged from the main trail and entered the clearing. They carried large wicker baskets overflowing with a kind of fruit Kahuel had never seen before. The red and green fruit, the size and shape of a pear, had a funny blue leaf like a fan, or the tail feathers of a bird. Kahuel admired the natives' hospitality toward people they might consider dangerous barbarians. 
 
    The young women walked among warriors and Mutants, smiling as they offered their colorful fruit, encouraging everyone to taste it. Kahuel accepted his with a smile. He bit into it, enjoying the sweet, dribbling juice. The offering was delicious and refreshing. It even brought out the flavor of the fish and grain. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kahuel managed, wiping his chin with the sleeve of his tunic. 
 
    Esperana bowed politely to the village women then tasted the gift as well. “Now, this is worth eating.” 
 
    The women set down their half-empty baskets on the grass. 
 
    Kahuel recognized their faces from the group that had returned a few hours earlier. He turned to Esperana. “Can you read their minds?” 
 
    The Mutant princess stiffened as if insulted. “Not without their permission. That would be rude.” 
 
    Kahuel suspected she didn't always ask. She never asked him, yet she did read his mind on occasions. “But you read them earlier, didn't you?” 
 
    “When they invited me to do so.” Esperana took a bite of fruit. “It was to verify that they had no recollection of being on the ship of the Star People.” 
 
    “And you believe they told the truth?” Kahuel realized how silly his question must sound. The Chosen couldn't lie. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Esperana dabbed at her mouth then discarded the pit into the fire, where it hissed and steamed. 
 
    Kahuel hated mysteries. “Why didn't the Star People just erase Talina's memories and return her to us?” 
 
    “In their eyes, she committed the unforgivable.” Esperana picked another fruit from the basket next to her. “She is potentially dangerous.” 
 
    Kahuel's gaze followed the Chosen women, full of gaiety, waving and smiling at the warriors. How unfair that Talina hadn't returned with them. 
 
    Chatting and laughing, the women left the clearing. Later tonight, after the largest moon appeared in the sky, the villagers would return in great numbers, to summon the Star People. And if everything went as planned, Kahuel would capture the Star visitors and negotiate their exchange for Talina. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Under the smallest moon shining overhead, Vanaru held his torch high as he led the elders through narrow jungle trails alive with silvery bars of moonlight and rippling shadows. 
 
    “Not so fast,” an elder complained behind him. 
 
    “We have to hurry. The large moon will rise soon.” To think that they had taken him away from Esperana, just to arbitrate some fishing territory dispute. But Vanaru must oblige his people. Without them, he would be nothing. He was born to serve them. They needed him. They mattered. His personal needs didn't. 
 
    He stepped briskly through the underbrush. They had to prepare for the gathering before the clan assembled. As they approached the clearing, the tranquility of the forest took Vanaru by surprise. He expected loud voices, raucous laughs, and heated conversations from the foreigners' camp. But none of that filtered through the trees. 
 
    A horse snorted nearby. He felt the presence of felines. Could the foreigners have learned to remain quiet out of respect for their sacred place? Vanaru would probably have to thank Esperana for it. 
 
    He visualized her. Esperana, I am almost at the clearing. 
 
    His contact only met with silence. Why did she ignore him? She must be meditating, or otherwise engaged on a higher plane. 
 
    As Vanaru came into view of the clearing, bathed in starlight and the rays of the small moon, clanswomen stomped the last embers of the cooking fires, while others petted and pacified the felines with mind-talk. Then Vanaru heard a soft sound that made him look down. Snoring. That's when he realized the foreigners lay on the ground in a deep slumber. 
 
    “Esperana!” Could she be asleep as well? No wonder she didn't heed his call. 
 
    As he picked his way among the sleepers, Vanaru noticed the empty baskets on the ground, strewn with half-eaten bird-tail fruit. Anger flared through his skull. “Who gave sleeping fruit to our guests?” 
 
    A tall woman petting the felines rose quickly. “We did, My King. The Star People ordered us to neutralize the foreigners and render them harmless.” 
 
    Vanaru wondered why he didn't get the message. Was his mind so busy that he didn't hear the call? “Why such an order?” 
 
    “The Star People do not trust the foreigners.” Truth shone through the woman's words, and honesty radiated from her mind. 
 
    These were the women previously abducted. Did they now enjoy a special bond with the Star People? Were they now their favored messengers? Vanaru wondered if he'd fallen out of grace because he'd failed to destroy the foreigners... and now he fraternized with them. The Star People were more perceptive than he'd expected. Their suspicions changed everything. 
 
    Vanaru shielded his thoughts as Esperana had taught him. “What else did they say?” 
 
    The tall woman lowered her gaze. “They want to speak with the foreign leaders, without them being a threat.” 
 
    That sounded reasonable, but something didn't set right in Vanaru's gut. Did the Star People know he'd allowed Esperana and Kahuel to damage the relics? The Chosen couldn't have told them. Vanaru had shielded his thoughts from them. His clan believed the explosion to be an unfortunate natural event. 
 
    The elders standing behind him commented in mind-talk about their king not being able to control the clanswomen. 
 
    Vanaru turned and glared at them. “I can hear you.” 
 
    The eldest of elders bowed then met his gaze. “My King, we have to do what the Star People ordered... for the sake of our villages, we do not dare disobey.” 
 
    “I know.” Vanaru sighed deeply. He had no other choice. Alone against the clan, alone against the Star People, trapped between the welfare of the Chosen and his personal feelings, he could do nothing. 
 
    The tall clanswoman stepped forth to stand in front of him. “We must restrain the foreigners before they awake, My King.” 
 
    Vanaru wanted to believe the Star People didn't suspect foul play. They might just ask Esperana and Black Jaguar to leave the Chosen alone, then return to their home in the sky. He nodded with reluctance. “All right. I trust you will be gentle and harm no one.” 
 
    “Of course.” The woman smiled and turned to direct the others. She snatched balls of hemp twine from a basket and threw them to the women, who then scurried away in small groups. They started dragging and carrying warriors and Mutants to the edges of the glade to make room for the gathering.                
 
    Vanaru wished he could do more to rescue his kidnapped sister. Without hostages to exchange, she would remain prisoner of the Star People and might soon die. Sadness filled him at the thought, but what could he do now? Nothing. Talina had wrought her own fate. It couldn't be helped. The welfare of the clan came first... always… and she knew it. 
 
    The elders spread out and one by one lit the circle of torches to brighten the gathering place. The golden glow illuminated the women bending and pulling and propping the sleeping foreigners against the nearest trees. Then they secured them to the trunks with twine. All, except Esperana and Black Jaguar. 
 
    Vanaru approached the tall woman and touched her arm. “Where is the Lost Daughter? Where is Black Jaguar?” 
 
    She motioned toward the rock slab. At the foot of the carved stone steps, both lay in the grass, asleep, hands tied behind their backs, feet bound. Diablo stood next to Black Jaguar, licking his master's face. 
 
    When the women approached the two leaders to take them up the steps, Diablo bared his fangs and hissed protectively. 
 
    Sensing the jaguar's concern, Vanaru sent him a soothing thought. “That's all right, Diablo. They will not hurt him.” 
 
    When Diablo stepped back, a woman stepped forth and hooked Black Jaguar under the shoulders. Another seized his feet, and they carried him not too ceremoniously up the steps, his scabbard knocking on every step. Diablo followed closely. 
 
    Vanaru waved aside those who approached Esperana. “I'll take her myself.” 
 
    He wished he could spare her the humiliation and the meeting, but one against hundreds, Vanaru couldn't do anything. He picked her up in his arms like a precious burden. She weighed less than he expected as he carried her up the steps with great care. She looked so lovely in her sleep. If he proved worthy of her, someday she would be his consort, his queen for life... but not tonight. 
 
    He knelt and positioned his precious charge next to Black Jaguar, propped against the largest boulder that had fallen during the explosions. Under Diablo's watchful stare, in the cold moonlight, he caressed Esperana's soft cheek and pulled back the long flaxen hair. She would want to look dignified for the important meeting ahead. 
 
    As he rearranged her robes to cover her bound ankles, he furtively loosened the ties a bit. Not just for comfort, just in case... In so doing, he noticed the hilt of a blade sticking out of her soft boots. Good. Vanaru hoped Esperana wouldn't need it, but he was glad she had a dagger. Then he pretended to check the ties of her wrists and loosened them instead. 
 
    He glanced at Black Jaguar's belt. The clan women had not thought of removing the foreigners' weapons... or they didn't dare touch a forbidden blade.  
 
    “Good luck, beloved,” he whispered in Esperana's ear. 
 
    Vanaru thought of loosening Black Jaguar's bonds as well, but it would look suspicious. Besides, he couldn't care less about the libertine who had defiled his sister, the man responsible for Talina's disobedience and her dismal fate. Vanaru had gone along with his scheme only because Esperana wished it. 
 
    He rose to scan the clearing. By now the Chosen trickled in and took their places in wide concentric half circles in front of the rock slab. Most felines had retreated to the fringe, to sit or lie next to their restrained and sleeping beastmasters. 
 
    Vanaru scratched Diablo's head and sent him an image of the Star People, hoping it would scare him away with his tail tucked between his hindquarters. “Come on, Diablo. Get down to the clearing with everyone else... It will be safer for you there.” 
 
    But the jaguar didn't care about its safety. The feline coughed a warning and refused to budge. When Vanaru held up his hands in surrender, Diablo sat on its haunches next to Black Jaguar, proud as if it were a birthright. Why the cat wanted so badly to shadow its master eluded Vanaru. Such loving loyalty toward a foreigner baffled him. 
 
    By the light of the torches, Vanaru scanned his people's eager faces. He probed their minds to share in their excitement. Summoning the Star People was a rare and solemn event, and it had happened twice in a few days. He sensed many questions in the Chosen's minds. They considered themselves privileged to witness this important time in their history. 
 
    Many remembered the prophecy, and now that the Lost Daughter had returned, they wished for the changes ahead. Curiously, he noticed that all the men wanted the change. Most of the women, those taken and returned, didn't. 
 
    Vanaru wondered what it meant and didn't like the oppressing weight in his chest at the thought. Nevertheless, he took his place in the center of the rock slab and sat in a meditative pose, cross-legged. He missed Talina's mind touch, and the reassuring contact of the Guardian snakes against his skin. Still, he must proceed, no matter how dangerous the contact... for the sake of the Chosen, so they wouldn’t suffer the wrath of the Star People. 
 
    He joined his hands against his chest and closed his eyes to focus on channeling the energy. “Begin the Star chant.” 
 
    As one, the Chosen intoned the traditional melody the Star People had taught them, the chant that linked their minds and provoked their trance, the loving words and notes that gave their protectors the strength to descend among them. 
 
    Soon, Vanaru felt a slight fluctuation in the chant. His body shook with the force of the contact, but he held on. He opened his eyes in response to a barely audible vibration. Directly in front of him, a wide pillar of silvery moonlight opened. As he glanced up, seven Star People slowly floated down in the confines of the light beam like in a dream. He'd succeeded. 
 
    The Star People, tall and imposing in their iridescent capes, settled on the rock slab one at a time. Talina had mentioned their frailty, and their large black eyes as a disguise. She said they had light irises, just like Humans. 
 
    After the last of them landed on the rock slab, Vanaru relaxed and rose from his meditation pose. Then he bowed in the traditional greeting. “Welcome among the Chosen. We only aim to serve you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kahuel struggled to a more comfortable position but could barely move. He had a bad taste in his mouth, his head pounded, as if he'd spent the night drinking at the new wine festival. The infernal chant didn't help his headache either. Would it ever stop? 
 
    When he squinted, afraid the light would hurt his eyes, he realized it was still dark, except for a pillar of soft, silvery light. In it stood the strangest beings Kahuel had ever seen. Under tent-like capes, they stood tall, with smooth bulbous heads and large black eyes... the Star People. 
 
    They seemed to converse mind to mind with Vanaru. Kahuel wanted to rise, seize them, take them hostage... but he couldn't move. What had happened to him? He couldn't remember. In front of him, his booted feet were tied together with twine, and his wrists remained stuck behind his back. At his side, Princess Esperana opened her eyes but didn't let any surprise show on her face. Of course, she probably knew what was happening. She could read Vanaru's mind. 
 
    No one paid attention to Kahuel or to Esperana, or noticed that they'd awakened. The Chosen kept chanting, eyes closed, in a trance, and the Star People all focused on Vanaru. 
 
    “Why are we bound?” Kahuel whispered in her ear, the loud chant covering their conversation. 
 
    “The women betrayed us. The fruit made us sleep.” Esperana showed no emotion. 
 
    “Why is Vanaru going along with them?” The slippery weasel would pay for this. 
 
    “He did what was necessary to protect his people.” Esperana seemed unaffected by the betrayal. 
 
    But Kahuel hated being tricked. Diablo nudged his head. Kahuel appreciated his reassuring presence. The jaguar was free and wouldn't let anything bad happen to him. Brave feline. 
 
    “Diablo. Good boy,” he whispered. “Untie me...” 
 
    As discreetly as he could, making sure his sword wouldn't clink on the rock, Kahuel turned, offering Diablo his back and his bound wrists. He hoped the feline would understand. Then he felt the jaguar's teeth tugging at his ties.  
 
    “Good boy, Diablo.” Kahuel chuckled softly. “That's it.” 
 
    But Vanaru must have detected Esperana's awakening in his mind. He motioned to the Star People, and they all turned to face the two prisoners with their large black eyes. Fake eyes, Talina said... 
 
    Diablo quit biting the ropes and sat quietly, waiting. Smart cat. 
 
    Discreetly, Kahuel still worked on his ties, hoping he could free his hands without anyone noticing. He stopped when the Star People and Vanaru stepped in his direction. “What do they want with us?” 
 
    Esperana sighed. “It seems they know what we did.” 
 
    Kahuel shuddered at the consequences. 
 
    The iridescent capes looked almost diaphanous in the moonlight as the beings advanced toward them, but Kahuel could not see or even guess the bodies within. They might be frail, according to Talina, but they were also tall. Taller than him. As tall as Esperana. How strong could they be? When it came to alien species, he'd learned from the archives that looks could be deceiving. 
 
    One Star Person approached and stopped only a few inches from Kahuel's feet. “Our leader saw with his own eyes the irreparable damage you did to the dome sheltering the sacred relics.” 
 
    Kahuel wasn't about to apologize. Instead, he kept working on freeing his wrists. 
 
    “This is an abominable sacrilege,” the being went on in the same melodious voice. “But not as sordid as causing the death of the Guardians. These precious reptiles were our eyes to protect the Chosen. Their loss plunges us in sadness. Such cruelty cannot be tolerated. It must be dealt with.” 
 
    Kahuel couldn't help a retort. “But you had no problem ordering Vanaru to kill us all on the beach.” 
 
    Vanaru interposed himself. “What do you mean by dealt with?” 
 
    “Our laws are strict. We must take these evil-doers with us so they can face trial.” 
 
    “You mean trial and execution? Like with Talina?” Vanaru's look of pure horror told Kahuel he hadn't expected such a turn of event. 
 
    Then Kahuel realized what he'd said. “You want to kill us?” 
 
    The aliens' lips remained closed in a thin line. 
 
    Then the shoulders of the one who had spoken sagged. “Your offense is unforgivable.” The Star person scanned the edges of the clearing where Kahuel could now distinguish bound Grays and warriors. “Let this be an example, and a warning to all our would-be enemies. Their penalty is death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Death? To the Lost Daughter? Vanaru couldn't accept such cruelty. Still seated, down in the clearing, the Chosen kept chanting. Entranced by the haunting melody, they paid no heed to the exchange.  
 
    Black Jaguar glowered at Vanaru in the torchlight, from his sitting position. “I warned you about them, didn't I?” 
 
    His sister had warned him, too. But what could Vanaru do alone against seven Star People? Yet he refused to let them kill Esperana. 
 
    He touched the Lost Daughter's mind, shielding his thoughts from others. “What should I do, beloved?” 
 
    Esperana blinked in surprise. “You could stop the chant and free us, so we can escape!” 
 
    “Stop the chant? It has never been done”. Vanaru dreaded the possible repercussions but nodded. “It might work.” 
 
    At that instant, Black Jaguar's hands came free. He pulled out a dagger from his belt and bent over to cut the ties around his booted ankles, shouting, “Diablo, attack!” 
 
    In one leap, the jaguar landed upon the nearest Star person's shoulders and clamped its fangs into the smooth skull. The alien collapsed under Diablo's weight, batting long skinny arms, swatting at the jaguar. Rivulets of blood flowed from his perforated skull as he flailed inside the diaphanous garment like a butterfly caught in a spider web. 
 
    Horrified by the act, Vanaru winced at the excruciating pain emanating from the Star Person's mind. He also realized that no matter what he did, the Chosen would suffer dire consequences. There was no turning back. He closed his eyes to focus on the Chosen. “Stop the Star Chant! Now!” 
 
    The other Star People came out of their paralyzing shock and dashed for the moonbeam in a flurry of iridescent capes, abandoning their companion to his death throes. 
 
    The chant did not stop entirely, but all the men and a number of women stopped chanting. 
 
    “Stop the Star Chant! All of you!” Why did most women ignore Vanaru's command? He shivered at the realization... the abducted women. 
 
    The moonbeam that had carried the Star People weakened and thinned, now barely visible, and only half as wide as before. The six Star People racing for it stopped short of entering the faint moonbeam. Was it too weak now? Could it be deadly? Then they had no way of returning to their ship. Vanaru didn't want to think of the consequences. 
 
    He hastened to the Lost Daughter's side and knelt to help free her feet. 
 
    Esperana yanked the knife out of her boot and rose to her full height. 
 
    After a slight hesitation, the Star People turned to face their enemy. Their companion lay bleeding on the stone, and Vanaru could feel the being’s life force slipping. 
 
    Black Jaguar stood fierce, poised in a wide stance, sword in hand. At his side, Diablo hissed and bared bloody fangs. 
 
    As one, the six remaining Star People dropped their diaphanous capes to the stone slab, unveiling skinny bodies that gleamed like metal in the torchlight. With clicking sounds, sharp, jagged blades popped out of their knees, elbows, wrists, shoulders, and feet. The thin, protruding daggers started gyrating with increasing speed, now so fast as to be invisible, like the wings of a hummingbird. 
 
    Esperana smiled at Vanaru. “Come. Help me free the Grays and the warriors.” 
 
    Vanaru grabbed her free hand. “What about Kahuel?” 
 
    “He’s a warrior.” Esperana waved at the foreigner, who motioned for her to go. 
 
    Vanaru pulled Esperana behind the protection of a boulder to escape the menacing Star People. He gave them a wide berth among the boulders. Then he rushed Esperana down the steps, away from danger. They zigzagged through the circular rows of oblivious Chosen entranced by the chant, toward the edges of the clearing. Illuminated by torchlight, Grays and warriors bound to the trees slowly awoke, a confused look on their faces. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Star People advanced steadily upon Kahuel and Diablo, all blades whirling at a deadly speed. Kahuel had never seen such weapons and had no idea how to fight them. How could he get close enough to kill them? Diablo stepped back carefully. The element of surprise had only worked once. 
 
    Drawing a throwing knife from his baldric, Kahuel aimed at the closest Star Person and let fly. His knife clanged against the rotating blades that shredded the shiny steel to bits in a spray of sparks. 
 
    “Blast!” Had Kahuel underestimated his enemy's defenses? Above the waning chant, he shouted, “Beastmasters! Wake up! Send me your cats!” 
 
    But would more felines or warriors make a difference? Orders to attack surged from various points along the periphery of the clearing. Felines loped and leapt over the seated clan people. Even those who'd stopped chanting remained in a daze, unaware of the struggle. 
 
    Soon the felines reached the platform. A few Grays armed with daggers and warriors with swords and axes, converged toward the slab. They climbed the steps and encircled the Star people. But none engaged the enemy. 
 
    “Projectile brigade, prepare to attack!” 
 
    Down in the glade, in the glow of the torches, slingers, hatchet throwers, archers, and knife throwers lined up between the rows of peaceful, seated Chosen and took aim. 
 
    Kahuel whistled then motioned to the Grays and his warriors on the slab. “Take cover!” 
 
    He dashed behind a boulder. Fighters and felines around him did the same or dropped to the stone. The Star People remained standing. Did they believe themselves invincible? 
 
    “Let fly!” Kahuel shouted over the weak chant. 
 
    Slings and arrows whistled. Hatchets and knives hurtled through the night air. 
 
    The Star People's revolving blades shredded arrows, knives, and hatchets with a metallic whine, as if it were soft wood. But the sling stones hit and bounced, twisting several of the rotating blades. A few jammed and stopped in a shower of sparks. One Star Person stumbled but quickly regained footing. 
 
    “Slingers, use larger stones!” Kahuel would find his enemy's weakness, yet. 
 
    As a warrior, he pitied the Star People. Despite their deadly armor, they were outnumbered ten to one. It was only a matter of time, and they knew it. They fought, but only because they were cornered. It made them recklessly brave, and more dangerous. 
 
    “Let fly!” 
 
    The next volley damaged more of their gyrating blades, but none of the Star People went down. 
 
    Blast! Spying over the top of his protective boulder, Kahuel counted the seconds to reload. “Let fly!” 
 
    That volley of stones the size of two fists hissed and whistled. It twisted and fractured more blades. Many daggers stopped rotating, but they still protruded dangerously from all their joints. The Star People spread out toward the boulders. In search of protection? Or looking for the hiding warriors? 
 
    Long swords popped out of their hands, like an extension of their arms. They had more reach than Kahuel's sword, but at least, now they used a familiar weapon. 
 
    “Projectiles, stop! Fighters, engage!” Switching the sword to his right hand, Kahuel drew his dagger with the left and darted out from behind his boulder with Diablo. Together they faced the Star Person coming at them. Just as the enemy raised both swords, Diablo crouched to leap. 
 
    “Diablo! No!” 
 
    Diablo leapt high, as he'd done before. But this time, two deadly blades sliced the air above the alien's head. Kahuel attacked the torso, to force the enemy to lower his guard. The steel sword clanged against the metal suit. Blasted armor! 
 
    The head was the only unprotected part of their body and Diablo knew it. But before the jaguar made contact, blades flashed, and he yelped pitifully. Blood spurted from several wounds on his hide. The Star Person bounced back and tossed the feline aside with the swords in a spray of blood. 
 
    Kahuel cringed. How dare they hurt Diablo! He redoubled his efforts, fighting back his opponent, but he was at a disadvantage with a shorter reach. Barely blocking the deadly swords, he only hit arms, chest, and lower limbs, all protected by armor that clanged under his blade. “Diablo!” 
 
    A wretched whimper answered him from the jaguar's black mass. 
 
    “Hang in there, my friend.” Great Engineer don't let him die! 
 
    Anger flared and heated Kahuel's ears. He launched himself onto the offending Star Person with such determination, that his opponent stepped back in fear. Pushing his advantage, Kahuel dodged and parried, carefully blocking the alien blades, dreading their sharp, harder metal might cut through his forged steel. 
 
    Around him in the melee, warriors yelled and screamed, some to give themselves courage, others in rage, anger, or pain. The smell of blood and sour sweat filled Kahuel's nostrils. Excitement burned through his veins... battle fever. 
 
    “Aim for the head and upper neck!” Kahuel forced his opponent against a boulder. 
 
    He wanted so badly to kill the blasted alien who had hurt Diablo. An unforgivable offense. The being still fought, but Kahuel could tell his foe's strength already waned. Good. 
 
    “They are getting weaker. Wear them out!” Was it the air on the surface that affected them? The lack of practice? The weakening of the chant? It didn't matter. Kahuel could use any advantage. 
 
    Gradually, the Star People's fighting slowed. Their blows weakened. Their arms trembled from fatigue. Their heads drooped despite the metal guard protecting their skinny necks. The weight of their blades seemed too much for them. This fight would soon end. 
 
    Kahuel whistled and motioned to warriors and felines. “Step back!” 
 
    Esperana who had joined the fight echoed his order for the Grays. “Stop fighting. Give them space.” 
 
    When all obeyed, the Star People halted, waiting. Esperana came to stand by his side. 
 
    Reassured by her confident attitude, Kahuel stepped forward. “Now, surrender or die!” 
 
    “The Estrell never surrender.” The alien seemed to have difficulty just remaining on his feet. “Upon no circumstances can we be taken or dominated.” 
 
    The Estrell? That was their name? Kahuel was in no mood for clemency. They had shown none to Talina. “Then you will die.” 
 
    “Such an attack upon our persons will bring severe retribution upon all of you.” 
 
    Kahuel would not be intimidated by such threats. “Words. Just words.” 
 
    The surviving Star People regrouped, staggering. 
 
    “The guilty will be taken, tried and terminated.” The melodious alien voice carried the doom of the inevitable. 
 
    But they had just demonstrated that they could not sustain even a short fight against larger numbers. “Then we'd better finish you off right now.” 
 
    The victory tasted sour. It seemed too easy. What was happening to them? The six exhausted Star People stood back to back, as if to fight again, but instead they retracted their blades. Some jagged knives remained stuck, still protruding, making clicking mechanical sounds. Then the Estrell raised their heads and uttered a piercing cry, dissonant and deeply disturbing, almost to the point of pain, making Kahuel cringe. 
 
    The cry stopped when they collapsed in a heap, sprawled next to their fallen companion. The soft chant in the background became noticeable in the eerie quiet after the battle. 
 
    “What happened?” a warrior asked. “Are they dead?” 
 
    “Careful. It could be a trick.” Kahuel had seen it before. It wouldn't be the first time an enemy played possum. But blood seeped from their ears. 
 
    A woman warrior threw a hatchet that sank into an Estrell's forehead with a thud. Nice aim. No reaction. Only a rivulet of blood. It seemed the Star People were dead. Just like that. Had they committed suicide? How and why? 
 
    Kahuel turned to Esperana. “Could you check on the wounded?” 
 
    The princess lifted a brow but then her expression softened. “I guess I can do that.” 
 
    Kahuel ran to Diablo's side, where Vanaru already examined the feline. “How bad is he?” 
 
    “I'm not sure.” Vanaru was shaking. The Chosen didn't take death lightly. “He lost too much blood... too many cuts...” 
 
    Blast the Estrell. “Can you help him?” 
 
    “Maybe... I really don't know.” Vanaru's trembling hands coursed along Diablo's flank. 
 
    Kahuel knelt and gently caressed the black furry head. “Please, don't die on me.” 
 
    The jaguar snorted but his eyes did not open. A bad sign. Kahuel couldn't imagine life without his faithful companion. Diablo had saved his life many times. Women had come and gone but Diablo never left his side. And now he might also lose Talina. He'd make the Estrell pay for this... for all of it. 
 
    Around them, warriors helped the wounded sit and lean against the boulders. In the clearing, the Chosen still sat, spellbound by the women's soft chant. 
 
    Kahuel laid a hand on Vanaru's shoulder. “Do you think the other Star People on the ship know what just happened here?” 
 
    Vanaru shook his head. “It's unlikely. The Guardian snakes are dead, and the chant is too weak for them to sustain contact.” 
 
    Kahuel's mind calculated the risks of his new, daring plan. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “What?” Vanaru pressed yet another bleeding slash in Diablo's side. 
 
    “They came to take me and Esperana back to their ship, right?” Kahuel could sense the wheels of Human ingenuity turning in his brain. 
 
    “So?” Vanaru's face tensed. Could he feel Diablo's pain? 
 
    “What if we do go up as their prisoners?” As Kahuel said it, it sounded insane, but could it really work? 
 
    “What do you mean?” Vanaru's turquoise eyes opened wide. 
 
    “We need seven tall bodies under the diaphanous capes and two prisoners, Esperana and me, to be transported in the moon beam up to their ship.” Kahuel's excitement grew as the idea took shape. “Can you send us up there?” 
 
    “You are not seriously considering attacking their ship!” Vanaru stared at him in utter shock. 
 
    “Why not? That's the place they'll least expect us to show up.” Surprise seemed to be the best strategy against high-tech enemies. 
 
    “But it's reckless! They will kill you!” Vanaru glanced up at Esperana, who had quietly joined their small circle around Diablo. 
 
    “Not if we are armed and ready to take them unaware. We could rescue Talina ourselves.” Kahuel's idea congealed into shape. 
 
    Esperana tilted her head with new interest. “What do we know about the Estrell ship?” 
 
    “Talina said the Star People are few, that they are weak and vulnerable, that's why she was able to hurt one easily.” Vanaru frowned. “But she also said it feels strangely light on their ship, that balance is a problem.” 
 
    “Low gravity, now doubt.” Was Esperana taking the idea seriously? 
 
    “That must be why they were so easily fatigued.” But Kahuel realized that on their ship, the Estrell would have the advantage. 
 
    Vanaru glanced up at Esperana, uncertainty in his eyes. “Talina also mentioned that it's very dark and blue inside their ship.” 
 
    “Sensitivity to light. That's why they wear dark lenses when they come down. But that's not an issue. My Grays carry night lenses.” Esperana's tone grew more decisive. “Up there, they must rely on technology, so there will be no dampening field. And they can't use this type of offensive armor in close quarters.” 
 
    Kahuel's heart beat faster, pumping exhilaration into his veins. “Do you agree that we stand a chance?” 
 
    “I do.” Esperana gazed up at the large full moon. “I only hope our phasers and personal shields will work up there.” 
 
    “But they must have advanced weapons, too.” Kahuel shivered at the sophistication of their deadly low-tech armor. His gaze strayed to the heap of dead Estrell, resembling large insects with protruding blades, like extra limbs, or antennae. “They may have ship defenses, and weapons even more lethal than these.” 
 
    “I'm sure they do,” Esperana said, calmly. “But with the element of surprise, we might be able to take control of their vessel.” 
 
    Kahuel glanced down at Diablo's black pelt, where dark red blood seeped between Vanaru's healing fingers. Then he met Esperana's gaze. “So, you will do it?” 
 
    “As a Mutant Princess, it is my sacred duty to defend this planet from hostile alien influence. My Grays are trained for such missions.” 
 
    “It's my idea. I'm going with you.” Kahuel wanted to make sure they rescued Talina. And if they didn't, he would. 
 
    Kahuel stopped a passing female warrior. “How serious are the injuries?” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “Two dead... Lots of blood. It's bad, but we've seen worse.” 
 
    Kahuel bit his lips. Warriors tended to downplay their injuries. More would certainly die. Kahuel felt responsible. He'd started that fight. “I promise you, they will be avenged.” 
 
    “Good.” The warrior woman nodded and walked away. 
 
    Esperana motioned to the Gray Captain and gave him brief orders in a soft voice lost in the faint, permeating chant. 
 
    Immediately, six Grays stepped forth and wrapped themselves into the abandoned Estrell capes. Although heavier, and with a thick neck, the Grays stood as tall as the Estrell, and the cape camouflaged their bulk. It seemed eerie, as if the Estrell still stood there. 
 
    The Gray Captain knelt near the bloody Estrell Diablo had killed and pulled the last cape off his body. Kahuel noticed for the first time a spark of life in the Grays. For once, they hurried and seemed to care about something. 
 
    Esperana motioned to other Grays. “I need extra phasers, night vision lenses, blades...” 
 
    The Grays pulled the requested objects out of the compartment pockets of their gray armor and handed them to her. 
 
    Esperana held a phaser to Kahuel. “Can you work one of those?” 
 
    Kahuel smiled and winked. Phasers were strictly forbidden to anyone with only five fingers. “I've been known to break the rules once or twice. I'm actually an excellent shot.” 
 
    “Use it well.” Princess Esperana tossed him the phaser. 
 
    Kahuel caught it as he rose to his feet. 
 
    Esperana smiled. “Just never mention this to any Mutant Prince in Kassouk. They already hate me.” 
 
    “No danger of that.” Kahuel hooked the phaser on his belt, next to his dagger and checked his sword. 
 
    “We must hurry, before they suspect anything amiss.” Esperana scanned her team of Grays. “Ready?” 
 
    The Grays nodded. Did they know she could read their minds? Probably not. 
 
    Kahuel cast a last glance at Diablo, inert on the cold stone next to Vanaru. The jaguar showed no sign of improvement. Kahuel swallowed a lump in his throat. “Please, hang in there, Diablo. Wait for my return.” 
 
    At the Jaguar's side, Vanaru closed his eyes. “Resume the Star-Chant.” 
 
    The chant suddenly swelled and filled the clearing, even louder than when it started. The beam of moonlight, from which the Star People had descended, widened and brightened, vibrating softly.  
 
    Soon the pillar of light expanded to accommodate them all. Kahuel turned to Esperana who nodded, then he resolutely stepped into the moonbeam. It resonated with eerily soothing sounds. 
 
    Esperana called back to Vanaru, “Keep the chant going until we return.” 
 
    “Good luck!” Vanaru gazed upon her with what Kahuel could only call adoration. 
 
    Esperana stepped into the beam with the seven Grays in iridescent capes. When they all stood inside the light, Kahuel's body lifted off the stone slab. Then he levitated and floated upward, toward an invisible destination. 
 
    His gut clenched. The floating awakened his predisposition to seasickness. He barely controlled a wave of nausea. What if the Estrell waited for them onboard with deadly weapons to exterminate them all? 
 
    Great Engineer, please protect us. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the blue glow of his private chambers, Lord Straal lifted his gaze from the lovely First Meteorologist seated across his floating desk, sipping on a vial of sweet nectar. He resented the intrusion, but he willed the door to open anyway. “What is it, First Anthropologist?” 
 
    The man bowed low. Too low. It couldn't be good. “I apologize for the interruption, My Lord. But the surface team has returned.” 
 
    “With the prisoners?” Excitement bubbled in Straal's chest. His people would have justice. No one dared oppose the Estrell. 
 
    “Affirmative. We positively identified the two prisoners.” 
 
    “Good”. But something in his officer's attitude told him not all was well. “What is it?” 
 
    “They do not answer the mind contact... it could just be interference.” 
 
    Warning chimes jingled in Straal's brain. Surface trips were so trying, he'd sent others this time. “Are they all right?” 
 
    “Hard to tell.” First Anthropologist switched his weight from foot to foot. “Apparently, they are wearing the anti-radiation capes inside the decontamination chamber.” 
 
    “Odd!” But that would account for the interference. “Why would they do such a thing? Are they too fatigued to remove their protective clothing? Could they be hurt?” 
 
    “Possibly, My Lord.” First Anthropologist lowered his gaze. “There is Estrell blood on the collar of one cape.” 
 
    “Blood?” Lord Straal smiled reassuringly but didn't like the strange sensation in the pit of his stomach. “Probably an ear bleed from the dreadful chanting. Send medics and a full security team to the decontamination chamber immediately.” 
 
    First Anthropologist bowed. “At once, My Lord.” 
 
    After First Anthropologist left the room, Straal shuddered. He should have gone to the planet himself, but these trips were murder on his old bones. Now that he had successfully implemented the New Generation Project, and he held the potential troublemakers in custody, he could relax. 
 
    He smiled to First Meteorologist. “Where were we?” 
 
    First Meteorologist's shoulders tensed with concern. “Will they be all right?” 
 
    Straal took her delicate hand over the floating desk, enjoying the soft, dry sensation of her skin against his. “Have no worries, my dear. We have the best medics, and the security team is highly trained in handling prisoners.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kahuel gazed with foreboding into the dim, pulsing glow permeating the Estrell ship, like through a deep blue sea... He sat straight on the bench of the small oval room, as ordered. He could barely breathe in the oppressing heat, like before a tropical storm. Soon, the iridescent sizzling shower ceased. 
 
    Esperana checked the azure crystal transmitter on her chest. “Still no contact with the planet. We must be too far away. But at least we can communicate among ourselves.” 
 
    Kahuel checked his red crystal and refrained from commenting. He had no long-range transmission either. Strange, since the red crystal of Yalta could reach much farther in space than Mutant transmitters. They were nowhere near the planet, but light years into deep, cold space. 
 
    Esperana aimed a small scanner at what looked like the exit door. “There is a large empty room on the other side.” She signaled for everyone to stand. 
 
    As he rose from the bench Kahuel overshot due to low gravity and bumped into a caped Gray who stabilized him with both hands on his arms. The door slid open and they all walked into the next room. Kahuel wondered how the Grays could glide so gracefully while he barely maintained his balance. Walking in low gravity resembled floating in a dream. But he hoped he wouldn't have to run, like in a nightmare when legs flail without touching ground. 
 
    All nine of them crossed into the large empty room. 
 
    “You can shed your disguises,” Esperana said ahead of him. 
 
    The Grays dropped their iridescent capes into a pile. The door shut behind them. Small floating globes diffusing eerie music gathered around them. 
 
    Esperana pointed her scanner at one of the spheres. “Not a threat.” She glanced down at the phaser on her belt. “Weapons are charged and ready.” 
 
    Small points of green light flickered on all the phasers, including Kahuel's. Technology. Even in Yalta's palace, his mother kept technology to a minimum. Yet he knew how much damage the small device could inflict and found it reassuring. His sword might not suffice against this particular enemy. 
 
    “Use the highest setting.” Esperana remained calm, even as she gave the order to kill. 
 
    Kahuel complied. They had no other choice. The Estrell wanted them dead. 
 
    “Night lenses.” Esperana slipped on the phosphorescent glasses. 
 
    Kahuel lowered the light lenses over his eyes and marveled at how clear and bright everything seemed. The dark blue glow turned the color of a summer sky. He discerned designs and ridges in the bulkhead, and golden inscriptions over the triangular frame of what looked like a door. 
 
    Esperana held her scanner and waved it around briefly, then she pushed a key on the device and set it on the floor in the center of the room. The holographic image of a smooth, elongated triangular vessel filled the space. Then it revolved slowly, like a three-dimensional map. Kahuel had seen such maps before. 
 
    Esperana indicated a red blip at the center of the ship's internal structure. “We are here. The small green blips are the Estrell.” She walked around the hologram, studying it intently. “This looks like a science vessel. Labs, private quarters, equipment, food supplies. Small crew. No heavy armament.” 
 
    Kahuel forced himself to breathe. At least this wasn't a battleship. He'd read in the archives that most battleships had lethal internal defenses that could blast intruders with automated precision. 
 
    Princess Esperana pointed her finger at the nose of the structure. “Here is the control room. This is where I'm headed with you three.” She designated three Grays then returned to the hologram. “We'll secure the main deck, here.” 
 
    The Gray captain cleared his voice. “What are my orders, Princess?” 
 
    “You will lead the rest of the team here.” She pointed to the far end of the ship. “This looks like life support controls. Find a way to raise the light levels and stop that music coming from the floating spheres.” 
 
    “The music?” The Gray captain raised a questioning brow. 
 
    Esperana nodded. “If they are as sensitive to sound as I suspect, that should confuse them enough to give us an advantage.” 
 
    “Then what?” The Gray looked confident, as if the job presented no challenge. 
 
    “Sweep the decks, kill them all, then meet us back here,” Esperana said with finality. 
 
    “What about Talina?” Kahuel didn't care about anything else. 
 
    “I came here to destroy an enemy threatening our planet.” Esperana's tone allowed no protest. 
 
    “Where is she?” Kahuel closed his fists at his sides. Would he have to rescue Talina himself? He scrutinized the recesses of the intricate holographic image, searching for a small red dot. 
 
    Esperana remained quiet and closed her eyes behind the night lenses... exasperation, or mind-talk? She relaxed and pointed to the bottom of the ship, where a faint red point pulsed. As she enhanced the area, several green dots patrolled the area. “Incarceration level. Three decks below this one. That's where she is detained. But we'll get to her after we secure the ship.” 
 
    “No. We must get her out immediately.” Kahuel imprinted upon his memory the maze of corridors and vertical shafts going down to the incarceration level. The many green dots moving about that area must be guards. 
 
    “I can't spare any Grays.” Esperana gazed down at him, her body stiff with unmasked annoyance. “I need them to secure the ship.” 
 
    “Then I'll go there alone.” Kahuel hoped the resolve in his voice would change her mind. He didn't really want to wander an alien ship full of enemies by himself. 
 
    Esperana sighed. “I can't help you, but I can't stop you either. Just understand that you will be on your own, unprotected. I can't jeopardize the entire planet for one or two individuals.” 
 
    The comment slapped Kahuel in the face, and he flushed at the reminder of his selfishness. He swallowed the knot in his throat and gazed down at his booted feet. “I understand. I still want to go.” 
 
    “All right. Go rescue your princess. She's waiting for you,” Esperana said, as if the order came from her. “Bring her back here, where we'll all meet as soon as we are done.” 
 
    Kahuel clenched his jaw to avoid saying something he might regret. It seemed foolish to wander solo and unprotected into an unknown enemy ship, even to save the woman he couldn't bear to lose. But he suspected the Mutants had their own agenda all along. Good thing he'd come along. 
 
    Esperana bent down to pick up her scanner and turned off the hologram. “We have to get out of this room, now. They are coming, and they are upset.” 
 
    Not a single Gray questioned the source of her information, although Kahuel suspected none of them knew about her mind-reading gift. A Mutant Princess was always right... 
 
    They approached the door. But instead of opening automatically like the previous doors, the triangular portal remained closed. It had no apparent panel, lock, or handle of any kind. 
 
    Esperana held her scanner to the door. “Security door. Too thick to cut through.” She frowned. “It shows no technology. No wiring, no crystals, no remote waves...” The scanner beeped and Esperana's pale face took on some pink. “They are here. Activate shields.” 
 
    The Grays spaced themselves facing the door and touched their belt buckles. A soft, shimmering veil in the shape of a large egg sprang to encompass each of them individually. 
 
    Kahuel wished he had a shield but these devices, calibrated exclusively for Mutant physiology, could prove lethal to Humans. Considering himself lucky to have a phaser, he stepped behind a Gray for protection. 
 
    The door slid open with a whir. The Grays in front of Kahuel aimed their phasers at several Estrell rushing in, carrying small cases. They dropped without a sound, without a fight. They weren't even armed... or protected. 
 
    Behind them another wave of Estrell in glittering shields charged the Mutants, firing sizzling weapons. Their shots hissed and sparked on the Gray's gossamer shields without inflicting damage. But the Mutant phasers also failed to penetrate the Estrell shields. 
 
    “Concentrate all your shots on one at a time! From right to left.” Esperana aimed her phaser to the far right Estrell. 
 
    Kahuel did the same. The entire team fired. Under the collective barrage, the Estrell's shield shattered with the overload and he collapsed. Then, they moved to the next, and the next. The Estrell copied the technique but too late. They didn't have the numbers, or the coordination. Within seconds, the Estrell security team, all seven of them, lay dead on the soft, spongy deck. 
 
    Esperana slipped into the corridor. “Disperse before they send reinforcements!” 
 
    Heart faltering and stumbling in his chest, Kahuel stepped into the wide corridor after the Grays and took his bearings, trying to remember the hologram. Unlike the Mutants who easily adjusted to the low gravity, Kahuel sauntered like a rabbit, in slow, uneven bounds from side to side, toward the wide vertical shaft leading to the incarceration level. 
 
    But when he came to a wavering halt in front of what must be a lift, the door didn't open for him. No keys, no buttons or panels... Blast! Was the lift activated by unknown technology, like the security door? 
 
    According to the hologram, there were no stairs either. But Kahuel remembered smaller vertical shafts linking the levels as well. What were they? Conduits for cables? Air vents? Maintenance shafts? Emergency exits? 
 
    Looking front and back into the straight corridor, Kahuel noticed a cylindric pillar close to the main vertical lift. An access panel stood out. He clipped the phaser to his belt to pull at the panel's edges. No result. Drawing his dagger, he inserted the blade under the edge and forced it open. Among the cables lining the inside walls, ran a flimsy ladder. Could it hold his weight?  
 
    Reminding himself that he didn't weigh much here, Kahuel entered the shaft. He closed the access panel behind him, in case a passing Estrell would notice, and started the descent, thankful for the night lenses that allowed him to see, although barely. At least, in here, he wouldn't meet any security teams. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina's head reeled from her mind contact with the Lost Daughter. Black Jaguar had crossed the universe, all the way to the stars, to rescue her... why? Could he possibly care? Her legs weakened, but of course, she couldn't fall, bound and lying face up on that warm, metallic floating table. Her heart beat faster at the thought that Black Jaguar and the Lost Daughter were onboard the Star People's ship. How had they managed it? Hope welled in her chest. 
 
    But how could they possibly get her out of her metal restraints? Like most of the doors, they seemed to only obey mind commands. And if her mind wasn't strong enough to command objects, she had little hope that Esperana or Black Jaguar could do it. She was doomed. 
 
    But Talina refused to accept defeat. She had to do her part. She must help. She didn't dare communicate with her jailor. The guard could learn from her mind that her rescue was coming and ruin everything. Think, Talina. Think! 
 
    She already knew the Estrell were sensitive to light, and hateful thoughts weakened them. She should be able to make use of that information. 
 
    Heart pounding, she closed her eyes and focused on the calming sounds in the cell. The soft music of the levitating spheres seemed important to the Estrell. Even the shimmering veil of deadly energy that served as a transparent door to her cell emitted soft, pleasant harmonies. The Estrell seemed bothered by discordant sounds. Lord Straal had cringed or flinched each time she rattled her bonds. He'd also admitted that Human speech was hard on their ears. 
 
    Talina wondered what would happen if she started screeching like a banshee and sent out hateful thoughts. But she didn't want to try, for fear of giving away her only weapon. The guard might gag or drug her. Then she would really be helpless. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Inside the conduit, Kahuel descended one rung at a time, estimating the height of each deck. He calculated that he'd reached the third level down from where he'd started. Recognizing the same type of access cover, he listened for any noise or activity on the other side. None. Carefully, he pushed, but the panel resisted. Blast! 
 
    He hoped not all the doors would be so stubborn. But the other access plate had given way under the strength of his blade. Careful not to make any sound, Kahuel pushed his foot against the metal cover and, bracing his back against the opposite wall of the small shaft, pushed with all his might. 
 
    The panel flew off, barely making a sound as it fell to the soft, spongy floor. Good. At least something was going right. Popping his head through the opening, Kahuel glanced into the corridor. Empty. Perfect. He hoped this was the right level. He extracted himself out of the shaft onto the deck floor. Once out, he replaced the cover roughly over the opening so it wouldn't attract attention, then paused to get his bearings. 
 
    Remembering the hologram, he spotted two characteristic bends in the way the corridor curved. He knew exactly where he was and where he had to go. He unsheathed his sword, just in case. Phaser in one hand and blade in the other, he advanced slowly, careful to keep his balance, toward Talina's holding cell. 
 
    Two floating spheres emitting music darted toward him in the corridor and followed him close on each side, as if fulfilling a task. Were they spies recording his movements? No. Esperana said they weren't a threat, just there to offer the comfort of their pleasant sounds... They didn't make any hostile moves, but Kahuel couldn't trust them to be friendly either. They were machines. Estrell machines. 
 
    Yet destroying one with a phaser discharge might trigger an alarm or bring attention to his unauthorized presence. All alone with no shield, he'd better stick to stealth. Soft footsteps ahead made him veer and hide behind a wide vertical conduit. His night vision lenses caught the slight shadow of two Estrell coming toward him. 
 
    They carried phasers and other implements at their belt, like the security team that attacked the Grays outside the decontamination room. Guards. They came from Talina's holding cell area. Kahuel slowly turned around the column as they passed his hiding place without a glance. The music spheres left him and floated toward the two retreating Estrell. Good riddance. 
 
    But Kahuel couldn't let these guards escape to attack Esperana's team. He had to stop them if he could. A phaser burst would attract too much attention. He returned the weapon to his belt. Holding his sword in a two-handed grip, still unsure of his footing but gradually adapting, Kahuel snuck up like a cat behind the two guards. 
 
    A swift stroke severed one guard's head from his neck. As it rolled silently on the spongy deck, Kahuel managed to keep his balance. 
 
    The other guard turned to face him, but before the second Estrell could react or call for help, his head flew through the air in a spray of blood and bounced on the black deck with barely a sound. Kahuel's heart pounded like a drum. Exhilaration took hold of him. His entire body tingled with raw killing instincts... battle fever. 
 
    Two less guards to deal with. With renewed confidence, Kahuel resumed his unsteady walk as the spheres followed him like floating pets. He didn't know how many more guards watched Talina. On the hologram the green lights of the guards always moved. None remained in place. Could he take them all by surprise before they activated their shields and fired their weapons? 
 
    The door to the incarceration area was closed, and Kahuel suspected it wouldn't open for him. Should he wait until someone came? Or until someone left? He had no time for that, and his phaser couldn't cut through a security door. Besides, the weapon discharge might signal his presence and bring reinforcements. 
 
    One of the floating spheres circled his head. Frustrated, Kahuel swatted at it. The sphere hurtled toward the door, too fast. He would have to watch that low-gravity factor. Just as the sphere would have crashed against it, the security door opened. 
 
    Kahuel quickly slipped inside an empty and bare room. This couldn't be a high security place if doors opened for musical spheres. More likely a space to detain culprits for minor infractions. Crime must be rare among the Estrell, and even rarer on a small science vessel. He surveyed the room, phaser in one hand and sword in the other. 
 
    Beyond the shimmering veil of an energy field, in an alcove to the side, Talina lay on a floating table, restrained by wide metal bands. She gasped when she saw him. Somewhere in a far corner of her cell, a guard turned toward Kahuel. 
 
    Then Talina screamed an inhuman screech that made Kahuel's skin twitch and raised the hair at his nape. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina hoped her savage screams wouldn't alarm Black Jaguar. He looked frightened, although it might just be the funny lenses covering his eyes. She only screamed to prevent the guard from contacting his superiors through mind-talk. Disturbing sounds seemed to interfere with their thoughts. 
 
    Black Jaguar stared at her a moment longer then aimed a small box at the shimmering veil separating them. A thin ray of light surged from the box, and the transparent veil spurted and sparked, but remained in place. 
 
    The guard took one step toward Talina. 
 
    She screeched louder, sending out hateful thoughts. 
 
    The Estrell covered his ears. Blood seeped between his skinny fingers as he shook violently and collapsed. 
 
    Could her scream have done that? Talina renewed her screeching and the guard stopped shaking. He lay inert in the middle of the floor. Talina couldn't believe it. She had killed a person, taken a life! Horror chilled her spine, but she had no regrets. Was that how Black Jaguar felt in battle? 
 
    The shimmering veil lit up in bright sparks then died with a popping sound. Black Jaguar stepped into her cell. How many times in her short captivity she had wished for the welcome sight of his strong body... his warrior stance. 
 
    “You came.” Could Talina have been wrong about him? Obviously, he cared enough to risk his life to save her. 
 
    “Of course, I came.” His radiant smile warmed her. He nodded toward the fallen guard. “How did you manage that?” 
 
    His very presence made her feel so safe. “Apparently, disturbing sounds are deadly to them.” 
 
    Black Jaguar chuckled. “That explains a lot...” 
 
    When he caressed her face, she leaned into his hand, surprised at how much she had longed for his contact. 
 
    Then he inspected the bonds around her wrists. “How do they remove them?” 
 
    “I think they do it by mind command.” 
 
    “Mind command? No wonder... Security doors, lifts, it's very efficient against anyone who doesn't have the same ability.” 
 
    “Don't feel bad. I can't command objects either.” Talina wondered whether or not he could get her off the floating table. But she refused to let poisonous doubt invade her mind. He would free her, somehow. He'd come this far... he had to succeed. 
 
    He aimed his small box at the metal circling her left wrist. “Tell me if it gets too hot, and I'll stop.” 
 
    “Hot?” Talina wondered about this magical instrument which had destroyed the veil, but she didn't ask. If it could get her out of these metal bonds, that's all she wanted. “Just do it.” 
 
    “Look the other way and close your eyes... for the sparks.” 
 
    Talina screwed her eyes shut and tightened her jaw against the burn to come. “Just get me out of here.” 
 
    The progress of the thin beam of light on her metal restraints proved slow and agonizing. The heated metal singed her wrist. But Talina didn't care.  
 
    “This metal is harder than I expected. It'll take time.” 
 
    But Talina doubted they had much time. “The death of the guard will get noticed. Don't worry about the burns. They'll heal. Just hurry.” 
 
    Black Jaguar nodded and bit his lip as he concentrated on his task. Talina braced herself against the pain searing her skin. The first manacle finally gave and broke open. The second didn't take quite as long. But the waist restraint seemed thicker than the rest. 
 
    “Hurry, before they get here.” Talina couldn't stand one more minute in these shackles. “I never want to be their prisoner again.” 
 
    “Almost there.” 
 
    At least, the leather boots protected her feet and legs from the phaser sparks and heat. Finally, the last ankle brace came off. 
 
    Talina jumped down from the table and landed next to the dead Estrell. She shivered at the thought of her kill and wobbled on her feet. She accepted Black Jaguar's helping hand, reveling at the soothing warmth of his skin. “I forgot about the lightness on the ship.” 
 
    Before she had time to thank him, he threw a music sphere at the door. When it opened, he dragged her in leaps and bounds into the corridor. Another music sphere joined them and followed them on their mad dash to freedom. 
 
    Talina's heart sang with joy. Black Jaguar had come to save her. He'd broken her shackles. But they were still on the Estrell ship, and far from safe. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kahuel remembered the way he'd come but wondered whether Talina could follow him into the conduit. Without night lenses it would be pitch black and scary, and he needed the lenses to figure out where to exit. 
 
    When they stepped over the two guards he'd decapitated earlier, like headless stick men in pools of blood, Talina gasped. The stench was nauseating. But Kahuel didn't comment. 
 
    The glitter and chime of alien shields and the clicking of weapons on metal armor made him veer off into a branching corridor. A security team. He hurried, taking turn after turn, but the sounds followed close behind. Did they know his location? How? Could they hear him? Smell him? No. The others hadn't detected him before. Could the music spheres betray his position? 
 
    Kahuel shot at one floating globe. It sparked and fell silent, dropping without a sound. He shot the second sphere, then kicked them both in one direction and pulled Talina into an adjacent narrow passage. After a few turns, he flattened himself against the bulkhead. Talina stared at him with panic in her lovely turquoise eyes. 
 
    How he wished he could reassure her. But talking would reveal their presence. He squeezed her hand and she gave him the tiniest of smiles. How he'd missed that smile. 
 
    Kahuel held his breath as the security patrol passed them by. The buzz of shields and clicking of weapons faded into the distance. Kahuel waited longer. Then he let go of Talina's hand and drew his sword. “Follow me,” he whispered. 
 
    Talina nodded. 
 
    With all that excitement, he'd forgotten how many turns he'd taken off his path and in which direction. He had to find the main corridor again. But the patrol would certainly watch that corridor. Blast! 
 
    The transport room was three decks up. If he could get to that level, he might find his way back to the others. All he needed was a wide vertical shaft with an access panel. Of course, he could see none in his vicinity. The hologram had showed them all located along the wider central hallway. 
 
    Kahuel wished he had a scanner, but he never learned to use one. Besides being forbidden to Humans, these instruments had become a rarity in the past decades, even for Mutants. 
 
    Kahuel ventured out of the narrow passageway, looking right and left, motioning for Talina to follow. Such paths could easily become traps if they dead-ended. Trying to remember the layout of the floor plan, Kahuel advanced stealthily toward what he guessed might be a main corridor. When he emerged into a wide hallway, hope soared in his chest. Maybe there would be a shaft. 
 
    But none came into view. The wide path curved slightly, and from the shape of the curve, Kahuel deduced his relative position. Once oriented, he walked more resolutely toward his only hope of escape. 
 
    But beyond the curve, the wide corridor dead-ended into a massive security wall. Blast! 
 
    Talina stared at him but remained quiet. 
 
    “This way,” Kahuel whispered in what he hoped was a reassuring tone. 
 
    Talina nodded and they retraced their steps. But six feet in front of them, another wall fell like a giant tree. 
 
    “Watch out!” Kahuel came to a wobbling stop and pulled Talina back, just before the thick wall thudded shut against the soft floor. It would have crushed her. 
 
    As Kahuel gazed at the massive barrier now blocking their escape, his legs weakened. He'd come this far for nothing? Obviously, the Estrell had tracked them, skillfully hounded them into this dead-end, then locked them up. Their prison was a smooth section of corridor, with no doors, no conduits, and no means of escape. Not even a music sphere to calm their nerves. 
 
    Talina dropped down to the spongy floor and sobbed softly. “We are trapped.” 
 
    “Like wild animals in a hunter's snare.” Kahuel sat next to her and discarded his sword to rub her heaving shoulders, but he had no reassuring words. He strongly suspected they would never leave the blasted ship. They would both die, right here. 
 
    But at least, they would die together. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That security drop wall is impervious to my phaser.” Kahuel's beam sparked against the smooth stone but didn't melt, cut, or even scratch the surface. He shuddered. Even if he could pierce it, a fully armed Estrell team probably waited on the other side. 
 
    Sitting on the soft black floor, Talina ran her delicate fingers along the dark polished surface blocking their way. “It's cold, like stone.” 
 
    Through his night lenses, Kahuel could see her faint reflection on the black, mirrored surface, her white dress tucked into her tan pants like a shirt. He clipped the phaser back on his belt then wrapped his fingers around the red transmitter on his chest. 
 
    He visualized the Mutant Princess. “Still no contact with Esperana. If she takes control of the ship, she might be able to open these doors for us.” 
 
    Talina closed her eyes briefly then shook her head. “The Lost Daughter's mind must be in great turmoil. I vaguely sense her presence, but she can't hear me either.” 
 
    Kahuel dropped to the black, spongy floor. Facing Talina, he leaned his back against the cold, smooth wall. “I think it's what they call a blast door... to contain explosions, fire, hull breach... escaped prisoners.” 
 
    Talina, frail yet determined, remained calm in the face of their doom. Hard to believe she wasn't a warrior. She looked at him, wonder in her wide turquoise eyes. “How do you know so much about starships?” 
 
    “My mother came here on her own starship.” Kahuel removed his night lenses and paused to let his eyes adjust to the surrounding shadows of deep indigo. “She chose to live in Yalta with my father, among Humans...” 
 
    Through the thick blue glow, Talina stared at his face in fascination. “She must love your father very much to turn her back on everything she knew, everything she held dear.” 
 
    “Yes.” Kahuel realized how lucky he was to have such great parents. A rare instance among rulers. “I've rarely been on my mother's ship... The Mutants of Kassouk commandeered it for their space patrols... to defend this planet against intruders, like the Estrell.” 
 
    “Where are the ships now? Why didn't they prevent the Star People from coming here?” 
 
    Kahuel chuckled. “That's a good question. I don't know.” He gently gathered Talina's long silky hair and pulled it back, then he removed his night vision lenses and slipped them over her eyes, willing his own eyes to adjust to the darkness. 
 
    She gasped. “I can see you like in the light of day.” She chuckled. “It makes your deep green eyes stand out.” 
 
    “That's Mutant technology.” Kahuel smiled for her. “I don't know much about it, but I studied some of the archives... access to knowledge is rather limited for five-fingered Humans. But as a prince, I enjoy a few privileges, like this crystal transmitter. And my mother always encouraged me to study.” 
 
    “She sounds like a wonderful person.” In the pulsing indigo gloom, even with the lenses hiding her eyes, Talina was a refreshing apparition. 
 
    “My father is great, too.” Memories of his early sword training with his father on the palace roof garden in Yalta flooded Kahuel's mind. How he missed these happy times. “He is a warrior.” 
 
    “Like you...” Talina raised her booted knees and encircled them with her bare arms. 
 
    “Together my parents fought Godds and space pirates in their youth.” The stories he'd heard countless times suddenly made a new kind of sense. “Their common fight must have created a bond between them.” 
 
    “I wish I could meet them.” Did Talina see the similarities as well? 
 
    “If we ever get out of here, I promise you, you will.” Kahuel fervently hoped they would. 
 
    Talina's expression changed from empathy to curiosity. “But why would you want me to meet your parents?” 
 
    Kahuel hesitated. “Because I want you in my life, and I want them to like you.” 
 
    A guarded expression froze her face. “Is that why you came for me? To take me home with you?” 
 
    Kahuel smiled sheepishly. “I don't think I could possibly be happy without you.” 
 
    “But Vanaru says you are a…” 
 
    “A libertine... I know.” Kahuel sighed and hung his head. It must be horrible to her if she couldn't say the word. 
 
    She remained silent, but he could sense her stare drilling through his skull. 
 
    “I had a dissolute life once, but not anymore...” Would his carefree past deprive him of a future with her? “I came to your land to change my ways, to prove my worth. To embrace a cause larger than myself.” 
 
    “Like a true prince.” She patted his hand. “The Chosen expect the same kind of sacrifices from their royal rulers.” 
 
    Kahuel still couldn't face her. He glanced at her sideways. “Do you hate me for taking your virginity?” 
 
    “No.” She let go of his hand and absently fiddled with the top of her high boots. “I am to blame for what happened.” 
 
    “You?” Kahuel glanced up. He could not believe she would hold herself responsible. “I don't think so.” 
 
    “But I am. I was so naive.” She tucked her booted legs under her. “When I met you, I thought the prophecy had come to pass. I thought I could break the cycle of doom around me. You were the only eligible prince I would ever meet in my entire life, and you were so fascinating.” 
 
    Kahuel had never thought of it that way. “The only possible match?” 
 
    “Of course... Over the centuries, only one foreigner visited our land, Prince Rakham, who took away our Lost Daughter. And most Chosen think of him as a myth, a legend.” 
 
    Kahuel wasn't sure how to react. “So, you pounced on the first available prince?” 
 
    “Only because you made my heart sing.” She smiled. “You were my only chance at love, children, a family. I threw myself at you, willingly. And that simple act, among the Chosen is the act of selecting a life mate.” 
 
    “I see...” Why had he succumbed to battle fever lust after he'd promised to change? 
 
    Talina sighed. “Accepting the gift is agreeing to be bonded. The act of love sealed our union.” 
 
    “I knew nothing about your customs...” Kahuel suddenly understood what really happened between them. “I'm so sorry...” 
 
    “Now I belong to you, whether you like it or not. I am spoiled for any other man... not that any Chosen could be a suitable match. Only royal blood...” 
 
    He'd certainly made a mess of her life. “How you must hate me.” 
 
    “Not at all... I enjoyed the experience.” 
 
    Hope surged into Kahuel's chest. “But don't you regret choosing me?” 
 
    “No.” She scooted closer to him. 
 
    He encircled her trembling shoulders. She didn't shake from cold. It was hot in their section of corridor. The surrounding silence and obscurity seemed to protect them from the outside world, like an oasis of tranquility in the midst of a storm. 
 
    “I didn't know mating could be so... pleasurable.” She leaned her head on his chest. Her hair smelled of tropical flowers. “Is it always like that?” 
 
    “To tell the truth, I've never experienced anything so exhilarating as the magic night we spent together.” Kahuel smiled at the memory. “It was truly special.” 
 
    “Wasn't it?” Even through the blue pulsing gloom, she wore her hopes and vulnerabilities on her open face. 
 
    “I would give up anything for us to have a long, happy life together.” Kahuel meant every word, although he suspected they wouldn't live past the next hour. 
 
    “You would?” Far from looking pleased, she frowned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina was astounded at his reaction. He still wanted her. But could she ever be happy as the mate of a former depraved? Could she face his past without feeling his shame, without being tarnished by it? 
 
    She lowered her gaze to the black floor. “My people will never accept a former libertine among the Chosen.” 
 
    Black Jaguar gently lifted her chin and searched her face, eyes pleading. “If I take you away from the Chosen, their laws will not apply to you anymore.” 
 
    “Away from the Chosen?” She had never considered leaving the proximity of the Chosen. She needed their collective minds to thrive. 
 
    “In Yalta, you will be accepted with open arms.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Among my people, there is no stigma attached to my past mistakes.” 
 
    “In Yalta? Where each day I might encounter the women you bedded before me?” Heat crept up her neck and flushed Talina's face. 
 
    “I didn't think of that...” Kahuel lowered his emerald gaze. “We would have a traditional royal wedding in the Great Hall, with a banquet including hundreds of guests and dignitaries.” 
 
    “It sounds nice, but I always assumed we would live among the Chosen. When I met you, you were stranded on our land forever... I thought you would never leave.” 
 
    She saw him stiffen. Did her words hurt him? 
 
    “I cannot live away from my people. Our minds are linked. Permanent isolation might result in a slow, painful death. That's probably what happened to the Lost Daughter of old.” She wanted this man, yet she could not follow him home. 
 
    “Why not bring some of your people with you?” 
 
    “How could I ask my people to leave everything they know, everything they love?” Could Talina do it, for this one man? “How could they possibly breathe in your city of walls? They are accustomed to the jungle, the animals they love, the fragrance of tropical flowers, the mossy ground under their bare feet...” 
 
    “There are wide open spaces in Yalta, like the lake.” Black Jaguar sounded so intense, desperate to convince her. How he loved his home... The worst part was, she understood. 
 
    Talina surveyed their prison, a segment of corridor with no doors, no windows, no natural light. Even the light blue colors through her night lenses looked grim and depressing. “I hate walls.” 
 
    Black Jaguar chuckled. “I can't blame you. Especially after your sojourn in an Estrell cell.” 
 
    “I'll never forget that cell.” Talina shivered at the reminder. “I don't deny this attraction between us. But no matter how strong, it seems impractical.” There, she'd said it, and doomed herself to spend the rest of her life alone. 
 
    His serious face regarded her gravely. “What if we die here, today, without ever leaving this ship?” 
 
    The thought had come to her. Talina smiled sadly. “Then this conversation would be of no significance.” 
 
    “And the world outside wouldn't matter.” He chuckled softly. “We would be free to love each other... for a short time anyway.” 
 
    Talina almost wished it were that simple. “I do not intend to die here. The Lost Daughter will save us.” 
 
    “I hope so.” He offered a timid smile. “But I would rather die here with you than go on without you.” 
 
    Talina shook her head. “You cannot mean that. Your death would greatly distress those who love you... your mother, your siblings.” 
 
    “You matter more to me.” His face drew closer. 
 
    Talina shivered with anticipation. How she wished for the contact of his lips... How she wanted him... but she wouldn't weaken. She couldn't surrender to him. Not unless they were certain to die here. Then, and only then, would she let go of all her restraints. 
 
    It took all her strength to pull away from his embrace. “We should try to contact the Lost Daughter again.” 
 
    “Let me do it.” He didn't let her go and she didn't dare move. He held her tight while he fingered his red crystal. “No answer.” 
 
    “Let me try.” 
 
    His emerald gaze pleaded for a moment. Then he released her. “Of course.” 
 
    Talina missed his physical contact as he let her go. She crossed her legs in front of her and straightened her back. “Don't worry... the Lost Daughter will help us.” 
 
    “I wouldn't be so sure.” Kahuel smiled, almost as if he hoped they were condemned to die here. “Two Humans don't weigh much against the success of Esperana's mission. More is at stake than just our lives.” 
 
    “I understand.” Talina didn't know what she preferred. Die here and allow herself to love him? Or get out alive, and never see him again? 
 
    She pulled off her night lenses and handed them to Black Jaguar. Blind for a few seconds, she felt the warm touch of his hand as he took them from her. How she wanted to throw herself into his arms. But she couldn't. 
 
    “I wish I could communicate with mind-talk.” He let out a short, nervous laugh. “Then no matter how far, we would never be apart.” 
 
    “Things would be much simpler if you were a Chosen.” She closed her eyes to hide the tears threatening to overcome her. Breathing deeply in an attempt to calm her roiling thoughts, she visualized the Lost Daughter. 
 
    Esperana's mind voice answered this time, loud and clear. “Where are you? Hurry back to the transport area!” 
 
    “Lost Daughter, we are trapped!” 
 
    “Where? Let me check the scanner...” 
 
    Talina sent images of their section of corridor, the dead-end, and the black wall that dropped from the ceiling. “Black Jaguar says they are blast doors.” 
 
    “Blast doors?” The mind tone hinted at bad news. 
 
    “I also discovered that a shrieking sound can kill the Star People.” 
 
    “I suspected that much, but that's good to know. Thanks.” 
 
    “Can you help us get out?” Talina asked with no conviction. 
 
    The Lost Daughter's mind voice hesitated. “We have control of most of the ship. Give me a few minutes and I should find a way to open the blast doors in your sector.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lost Daughter.” But in her heart, Talina felt something die. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, bright lights suddenly flooded their closed section of corridor... their prison. “She will try to open the doors.” 
 
    Black Jaguar blinked a few times in the light. “Maybe you were right after all. Maybe Princess Esperana cares about Humans.” 
 
    Reassessing her prison in the new light, Talina saw nothing that could help them escape. Just smooth walls. 
 
    A loud shriek filled their section of corridor. Talina covered her ears. Kahuel did the same. 
 
    “Did you tell her to do that?” he shouted over the pervading sound. 
 
    Talina nodded vehemently. Great pain pierced her chest, folding her into a ball. When the sound finally ceased, great sadness filled Talina's chest. Many Star People were dead or dying. 
 
    A tug on her mind distracted her from their agony. “The Lost Daughter is calling.” 
 
    Kahuel nodded understanding. Did he know what Talina was going through? She closed her eyes and sat straight, unable to fight the excruciating pain of so many deaths. 
 
    “Most of the Estrell's life signs have ceased,” came the mind voice of the Lost Daughter. “But I cannot open the security doors. They must only obey mind command. I'll keep trying.” 
 
    Talina swallowed a sob, ashamed of grieving for her enemy, yet she couldn't help it. “Many Star People are dead!” 
 
    “So?” Black Jaguar stared at her with intense purpose. “They deserved it. What about the doors?” 
 
    “The Lost Daughter can't open them, but she is not giving up on us.” Talina found the wait intolerable. She couldn't stand being here among so many deaths. And she wanted to know whether she would live or die here. Was it too much to ask? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lord Straal shook his head in frustration. How did the foreigners overload the illumination circuits? Even through the thick, dark lenses, the bright light blinded him. And the secondary command station gave him access to limited, although essential systems.  
 
    He turned to First Meteorologist. “Help me send the distress message”. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” Even with soundproof earmuffs and dark eye lenses, she looked the very picture of delicate perfection. 
 
    She approached the small floating console from the other side, their heads so close together he was aware of her every breath. Straal focused on entering his secret code into the console. First Meteorologist did the same on the opposite side with her code. Together they pressed opposite keys on the console. Then they joined hands over the command panel and her energy force tingled through his fingers, boosting his broadcasting range. 
 
    “Emergency message to the main Estrell fleet. Estrell science vessel of New Generation Project. Mission accomplished. But vessel in jeopardy. Heavy losses, enemy on board, Estrell technology at risk of falling into enemy hands. No hope of regaining control. Giving order to abandon ship... initiating last resort procedure.” 
 
    Straal looked into the face of the female he'd desired for so long. She was all he had left. With his mission accomplished, they could return to the main fleet and possibly enjoy peace together. He smiled tenderly. 
 
    First Meteorologist smiled back. Such a lovely smile... “Can we go now?” 
 
    “Just one last important thing.” Straal pushed another key. 
 
    “I almost forgot.” She smiled and pushed a key on her side. “No Estrell technology should ever fall into enemy hands.”  
 
    They joined hands again, and Straal focused on the ship's defense systems. “Engage self-destruct sequence.” 
 
    A small red line along the ceiling blinked intermittently at brief intervals. 
 
    Straal smiled at First Meteorologist, the very image of his bright future. Despite this setback, all would be well. “Come, let's get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    What now? Kahuel stopped his slow pacing to stare at the red blinking line coursing along the center of the ceiling. He didn't know what it meant, but an ominous weight filled his chest. This couldn't be good. 
 
    The light caught on the shiny bits of seashell sewn onto the neckline of Talina's white dress tucked into her pants. Her eyes echoed the azure walls of the corridor. The polished blast doors, however, black and forbidding, now reflected their image like a mirror. 
 
    Talina smiled. “The Lost Daughter must have done this. It's a good sign.” 
 
    Kahuel shook his head. “I doubt it.” 
 
    “I'll ask.” Talina stood against the blast door and closed her eyes. Her calm face showed no emotion as she communicated with Esperana. When she came out of the exchange, her face remained grave. 
 
    Kahuel took a slow step toward Talina. “What did she say?” 
 
    “The Lost Daughter cannot open the blast doors.” Talina's voice caught in her throat. “The flashing red line means that the ship is on self-destruct. It is going to explode, soon. The Lost Daughter cannot stop the countdown. She must evacuate her team. She is leaving us behind!” 
 
    Kahuel enveloped Talina in his arms. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    The bitterness on her face showed how much the betrayal stung. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “How could she abandon us? How can she leave us here to die?” 
 
    Kahuel hid his own resentment. He'd learned long ago that Mutants couldn't be trusted. But he had to calm Talina. “She has no other choice. Staying would only increase the number of casualties. And if she dies, the hopes of the Chosen die with her.” 
 
    “Still.” Talina stifled a sob. “I expected more from the Lost Daughter.” 
 
    “Mutants are not all powerful. And I warned you about them.” Kahuel wished she didn't have to find out this way. “In their society, Mutants always come first. Humans are expendable.” 
 
    Talina disengaged herself from his embrace and looked up at him, her turquoise eyes wide with anxiety. “This means we will die here, soon.” 
 
    How Kahuel wished they had more time together. He brought Talina back into his arms and felt her quiver against his chest. “Let's forget about everything. At least, we are together. Nothing else matters now.” 
 
    She raised her face glistening with tears toward him. “Make me forget everything, Black Jaguar. I only want to feel you against me, and when I die, I want it to be at the height of passion.” 
 
    Kahuel understood. And he knew only one sure way to ease her passing. But could he perform when he knew they would both die, possibly before reaching their goal? This would be like battle fever. Could he feed on that same savage energy to satisfy Talina's last request? 
 
    She offered him her slightly parted lips. He pinned her hands against the cold blast door, noticing that her burned wrists had already healed. Her mouth tasted soft and salty.  
 
    Talina responded with a fierce kiss he would only expect from a warrior. She claimed his mouth with desperation, committed body and soul, as if to forget everything in his arms, determined to die happy. 
 
    Great Engineer! How he wanted this woman. And now he could have her forever. Until death. His mind reeled with the notion. He, too, wanted to lose himself in the act of love. He wanted her. With luck, their souls would journey together to the planet of their ancestors... Old Earth. 
 
    He reveled in the spellbinding taste of her lips, so sweet, moist and soft, so welcoming and warm. How could he not want her? How could he not be happy just kissing her? He let go of one hand to lift a strand of honey hair away from her lovely face, then he kissed the trails of tears on her cheeks. Great Engineer, thank you for this wonderful gift in our mutual hour of need. 
 
    He wanted to take his time, but he had no idea how long they had. So he fumbled with his baldric and dropped his sword and dagger without ceremony to the spongy floor where they bounced. Then he shed his tunic. When he looked up, Talina had removed her boots and stepped out of her tan pants. Barefoot, wearing only her white dress, her honey hair cascading over bare shoulders, she looked like the first time he saw her in the glade near the waterfall. 
 
    He embraced her possessively, ravaged her throat with hard kisses, enjoying her ardent response as her body melded into his. His manhood ached and her slender body heaved and swayed against him with unexpected heat. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. He held her tighter, never wanting to let go. 
 
    When he lowered her to the spongy floor, he lost his balance but didn't care. He just tightened his grip on her and they rolled and bounced together, entwined, on the soft black floor. 
 
    If he died now, Kahuel would die happy. But he wanted Talina to have a glorious end. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Being in his arms again reminded Talina of the wonderful night they'd spent together. She recalled the waves of hot ecstasy she had known with him, and that same heat now melted her core. The caress of his hands on her thighs made her shiver with such anticipation, she almost experienced the pleasure of the act itself coursing through her body. 
 
    She moaned and let go of all her fears. She no longer cared that the Chosen wouldn't approve. Her instincts told her she could trust this man. Black Jaguar, the gorgeous warrior with dark skin and mesmerizing emerald eyes had showed her kindness. He'd welcomed her into his tribe, and he gave her so much pleasure... 
 
    The marauding presence of death loomed somewhere at the edge of her consciousness, but she easily ignored it. Nothing mattered now but the feel of his strong hands molding her breasts, his sweet sighs against her throat, and his breathless whispers as he nibbled her ear. 
 
    “You are the only woman I ever really wanted. The only woman I will ever love.” 
 
    Love... Was it a sweet lie? Talina didn't care. She believed him. On impulse, her thoughts entered his mind. Too late now for propriety. With him, she experienced the turmoil of his passion, his suffering, his infinite love for her. Love... He really loved her beyond anyone and anything else. 
 
    His hands touched her everywhere at once, overwhelming her with so many sensations she could barely feel them all. She gladly surrendered to his caring ministrations. How could she ever have doubted him? Despite his past, he was the man she hoped he would be all along, brave, selfless, loving, attentive. He had the courage to come rescue her... A warrior with a noble heart. 
 
    “I love you, Black Jaguar,” she whispered in the heat of their embrace. 
 
    “And I love you, Talina,” he answered with a radiant smile. 
 
    In this instant of truth, just as they were going to die, Talina experienced the deep link between both their minds and hearts. She let the drunkenness of love flow through her. She had found happiness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lord Straal sensed the presence of the surviving Estrell inside his head. So few of them. He stopped at yet another blast door blocking his way. 
 
    First Meteorologist turned toward him, anxiety locking her jaw. “My Lord, we'll never reach the escape pods in time... too many blast walls.” 
 
    Straal had to admit she was right. The silent countdown seemed to tick faster. “Don't worry, my dear.” 
 
    If First Meteorologist expected him to protect her, save her life, then he must. When desperate calls from all parts of the ship reached his mind, he paused to listen. 
 
    “Lord Straal, we cannot reach the escape pods. All the blast walls dropped when the invaders seized the controls. Several of our wounded are trapped between walls.” 
 
    The automatic safeguards had become a hindrance. But Straal didn't care about protocol anymore. “I have a solution. Let's link our minds and raise all the blast walls at once. It doesn't matter now. The ship is doomed anyway.” 
 
    First Meteorologist smiled and nodded her approval. 
 
    It warmed Straal's old bones. Linking hands with First Meteorologist to strengthen their mental bond, gathering the mind force of all the surviving Estrell on the ship, he sent the unspoken command, visualizing all the blast doors and security doors in the ship opening as one. 
 
    The blast door in front of him lifted. The path to the escape pods was clear. Nothing would impede their flight from this doomed vessel, toward happiness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the throes of lovemaking, Kahuel sensed a change around him. A breeze of fresh air brushed his naked buttocks. Under him, Talina moaned with pleasure. Glancing up, he froze when he saw the vast expanse of empty corridor gaping at him on both sides. 
 
    Talina frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    “The blast doors are open!” Kahuel rose, pulled up his pants and snatched his sword belt but ignored his tunic. Talina stood in her white dress. He grabbed her by the hand as she reached for her boots. “No time for that. Just hurry.” 
 
    In uneven bounds, they bounced right and left in the brightly lit hallways, toward the area Kahuel recognized, beyond the curve of the corridor, now strewn with dead Estrell. The red line on the ceiling still flashed ominously. He spotted the vertical shaft... Leaving the access panel open for light, he squirmed inside and motioned for Talina to follow. “Hurry. It's three decks up.” 
 
    Talina climbed after him barefoot, as limber and agile as a monkey on a palm tree. 
 
    Estimating the height of each deck, Kahuel kicked open the access panel, wiggled out and helped Talina out of the conduit. “This way.” 
 
    They rushed together toward the transport area. Please, Great Engineer, allow us to survive, let us return safely to the planet. 
 
    Talina followed him, breathless. “Do you know where you are going?” 
 
    “Trust me.” Kahuel recognized the triangular entrance of the room where the Grays had shed their iridescent capes. The door stood wide open. “This way.” 
 
    He stopped in front of the decontamination shower room, knowing no other way back into the area. When the door opened, he entered with Talina then crossed the room to the door at the far end. It opened without a fuss. 
 
    As he stepped into the transport area, Kahuel recognized the luminous circle on the floor. “Come here. Stand in this circle with me.” 
 
    Talina stood very close to him, smelling of their intense lovemaking. “I can faintly hear the chanting of the Chosen.” 
 
    Kahuel took her hand and held it tight. “It's a good sign.” 
 
    Then the floor dropped under Kahuel's feet, they floated away. Kahuel remained vaguely aware of the enormous ship looming above them. But something was missing from his previous trip. The beam of moonlight sounded oddly silent. No chanting, no soft chimes. 
 
    Then a bright flash of light split the air above them. As Kahuel looked up, a conflagration, then rolling thunder splintered the ship above their heads. The fiery explosion expanded the hull like a balloon then blew it apart in a display, like fireworks on a festival day. 
 
    Incandescent debris now floated around them in the moonbeam. Had their falling speed increased? A strong wind blew against Kahuel's skin. Were they going to splatter on the surface like squished bugs? In their rapid descent, Kahuel brought Talina against his chest. 
 
    He closed his eyes, ready to die. “Great Engineer, please give us a quick, painless death.” 
 
    But when they crashed to their deaths, he could slip under Talina to provide a cushion. It might save her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vanaru’s heart sang with relief when he saw Esperana and her Mutants landing safely along the moonbeam, on the slab in the sacred clearing. Then the starship exploded overhead in a shower of sparks lighting up the night… like Esperana said it would. 
 
    His head reeled with the news that his sister, hopelessly trapped up there with the Star People, must have died in the explosion. She didn't deserve this cruel fate, but the Star People had decided otherwise. How he wished Talina had lived. 
 
    Vanaru realized there was no point in maintaining the moon beam with the chant. He ordered the Chosen out of their trance, and this time, the women obeyed without protest.  
 
    Then he heard a desperate call in his head. “Keep the chanting going, Brother, we are coming back, now!” 
 
    “Talina!” Vanaru closed his eyes and focused on the Chosen. “Resume the Star Chant immediately. Resume the Star Chant!” 
 
    A few voices started hesitantly, then more Chosen sat down and intoned the sacred melody. If Talina could contact him, she was close. Returning from the stars without the help of the chant meant certain death. As more voices joined in, the volume of the voices swelled, and the moonbeam formed again, brightening and widening with the modulations of the mesmerizing song.  
 
    Vanaru sang as loud as he could, to lend his strength to the vibrations that allowed star travel. “We are chanting, Talina. Come back to us safely.” 
 
    There, in the moonbeam upon the rock slab, a flurry of large objects dropped at a dizzying speed then stilled and floated, weightless, like motes of dust in a ray of sun. A foot above the rock slab, Talina and Black Jaguar lay, entwined, in total disarray... lovers in an intimate embrace, lying on a cushion of air. And Talina was on top! 
 
    Vanaru's blood rushed to his brain. How dare the filthy libertine still lay claim on his sister in such dire circumstances? 
 
    Slowly, like in a dream, he saw Talina climb down from Black Jaguar's half-naked body. She smiled at him then offered her lover her hand to stand up. The man smiled back with no shame. How could he? 
 
    Then they walked together out of the moonbeam toward him. 
 
    Vanaru rose, his chest on fire. “Stop the Star Chant.” 
 
    The pillar of light flickered out. Vanaru flinched when the large pieces of metal and various heavy objects in suspension in the beam dropped and clanged on the stone shaking the slab in a thundering fracas. 
 
    Vanaru shook the noise from his head and held on to his anger as he marched upon Black Jaguar. “How dare you?” 
 
    But Talina stopped him with one hand flat on his chest. “Brother, he saved my life, and was willing to sacrifice his as we fell, to soften my fall.” 
 
    Vanaru searched his sister's mind and found the truth of her words. Black Jaguar loved her. But as he probed further, he saw what they had done on the ship and his blood boiled again. “How can you still dishonor your kind when you know he's a libertine?” 
 
    “Not anymore!” Black Jaguar stepped forward. 
 
    Vanaru circled his sister to face the insolent foreigner. “It doesn't matter. Your past will never go away. You are an insult to the Human race.” 
 
    Talina laid a calming hand on Vanaru's shoulder. “I'm sorry you see it that way, Brother.” 
 
    Vanaru caught sight of the Lost Daughter, running toward him on the slab, in her white robes, an ecstatic expression on her face. How he loved her. 
 
    She gaped at the pile of charred metal objects then stopped short a few feet in front of them, breathless, staring at the young couple. “By the Great Engineer, how did you get out?” 
 
    Black Jaguar winked and brought Talina into a close embrace. “Luck was on our side.” 
 
    “Mutants do not believe in luck.” Esperana shook her head. “Anyway, the dampening field just collapsed, probably when the ship self-destructed. Our transmitters are working again!” 
 
    Black Jaguar picked up the red crystal on his chest and it flashed once. “I can contact my father.” 
 
    Vanaru's rage at Black Jaguar chilled instantly. Cold fingers of dread gripped his insides. “Does that mean you are leaving?” 
 
    Esperana nodded. “As soon as the rescue gets here, probably in a day or two.” 
 
    All the faces around Vanaru looked happy, but a dark cloud settled upon his mind. He would be relieved to see the foreigners go before they spoiled his clan, but he couldn't allow Esperana to leave the Chosen. The prophecy had to manifest, for the sake of his people, for his own sake. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the citadel of Kassouk, King Dragomir paced the white marble floor of the council chamber, flooded in bright daylight streaming through the flexglaz dome. He scrutinized the colorful faces of the twenty-four Mutant Princes seated at the large elliptical table of black granite. When his gaze settled upon the black face of Brother Kohl, righteous anger billowed in his chest. 
 
    “How can you hesitate when the lives of my own daughter, fifty Grays, and a royal prince of Yalta are at stake?” Dragomir had no patience for greed and selfishness. “Prince Basilk already died from your unwillingness to provide flyers for this expedition. Now you refuse aid to an entire contingent stranded on a foreign isle populated with primitive tribes?” 
 
    Dragomir took a deep breath and stood behind his chair at the narrow end of the elliptical table. “Brother Kohl, I deeply regret having to do this. Please stand.” 
 
    Brother Kohl rose, full of petulance, disdain in his golden eyes. “I speak for the Council, My Liege. Given the cost of the ongoing construction of the new Palace of Princes, we cannot afford the kind of expedition you requested!” 
 
    “Silence!” Dragomir's booming voice echoed through the large chamber. “The building of this new palace can wait. If it were your miserable life, you would expect to be rescued, no matter the cost.” 
 
    “Of course, My Liege.” Kohl shook his golden mane of long, braided hair. “But I am an important member of the Council...” 
 
    Around the table, the Princes looked up, an intrigued frown on some colorful faces, the lift of a brow on others. 
 
    “Brother Kohl, given your open refusal to rescue Brothers and Sisters in distress, I hereby officially expel you from this Council.” Dragomir sighed. “I could have you tried and executed, but I find death distasteful. So, from now on, you are no longer a Prince of Kassouk, only a Mutant of the second rank, banished from the temple grounds, with no special rights, no voice, no vote, and no access to the government of the citadel.” 
 
    The Princes around the table gasped. But none dared object. 
 
    Brother Kohl's black face turned ashy. Had he forgotten the few privileges of kingship? He glared at Dragomir, an expression of pure hatred in his golden eyes as he stood very straight. “You will regret this insult, Dragomir. You have my word on it.” 
 
    A shocked murmur rippled through the Council chamber. The Princes averted their gaze. Only once before had Dragomir invoked this particular prerogative, when he'd expelled Prince Yaman for his maverick attitude, disdain of the rules, and selfish dreams of grandeur... That was almost a hundred years ago, and it hadn't turned out well for Kassouk that time. 
 
    No matter the consequences, this had to be done. Otherwise, Kohl might vie to become the next king. And with Kohl in charge, the kingdom would suffer greatly. 
 
    As Brother Kohl remained standing by his seat, Dragomir waved him away. “Leave us, now. We have Council business to conduct.” 
 
    Kohl's jaw muscles contracted, as if to prevent words from escaping. He turned on his heel and marched out of the council chamber. Only the soft whirr of the automatic door broke the heavy silence. 
 
    But Dragomir had no regrets. “I know all of you remember Brother Yaman's expulsion from the Council, and the disaster that followed. He would have taken control of the entire civilized world, if it weren't for Terek and Galya, now sovereigns of Yalta. One more reason to show these friendly rulers our gratitude, by saving their stranded people.” 
 
    The Princes glanced at each other with open concern, but none challenged their king. 
 
    Dragomir sat and leaned back in his chair. “Now, shall we put to a vote the matter of sending a rescue party to the Chosen Isle, near the Eastern Continent? Fifty-one brothers and sisters are shipwrecked there, along with a prince of Yalta and his retinue.” Dragomir offered a magnanimous smile. “Who is in favor?” 
 
    As one, the twenty-three Mutant Princes at the table raised a six-fingered hand. 
 
    “I rejoice at this unanimous decision. We'll start the preparations immediately.” Dragomir enjoyed his victory. Being king had a few advantages after all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kahuel sat next to his faithful feline on the stone slab. Vanaru's healing efforts had failed. Diablo had lost too much blood through the horrible wounds inflicted by the rotating blades of the Estrell. He caressed the black, sticky pelt soiled with blood. 
 
    Esperana checked her fancy scanner. “I’m sorry, Black Jaguar, but your feline companion will not see the twin suns rise again.” 
 
    Kahuel couldn't stand the thought of losing such a loyal friend. A tear welled in his eye and he wiped it with his forearm. 
 
    Diablo lay there, sleeping or unconscious, his chest barely lifting with each shallow breath. The bleeding had stopped, but he was too weak to whimper, swish his tail, or to open his eyes. 
 
    Kahuel laid a light hand on the big black head. “I'll never forget you, my friend. You will live in my memories for the rest of my life.” 
 
    His throat clenched as he gazed upon the clearing below the stone slab. By the light of many cooking fires, the Chosen and the warriors celebrated their freedom from the Star People, with food and songs, and fermented honey drink. The Star Chant had left the Chosen famished. 
 
    The men laughed, relieved since the women had recovered the memories of their sojourn on the ship, including Talina's heroic attack of one of their jailers. A sure sign the Estrell control upon them had been broken. Their sanity had returned. 
 
    With Talina monopolized by her people as the celebrated miracle of the day, and her brother still hostile to their union on the account of his past, Kahuel had distanced himself from the celebrations to keep Diablo company in his final hour. He reclined beside the dying feline and gazed at a sky full of stars. “Do you remember that first day after the shipwreck? You are the one who led me to Talina in the glade, near the waterfall.” 
 
    Kahuel chuckled among the tears blurring the stars. “I bet the young panther who fancies you is going to miss you something fierce, too. Maybe she already carries a litter of black kittens with deep green eyes.” 
 
    Kahuel turned to Diablo and caressed his round ears. “You are a handsome fellow... difficult to forget. Even as a cub, you had these incredible emerald eyes. I knew you were mine as soon as I held you in my arms. We always had this special bond.” 
 
    He kissed the jaguar's nose. “Like me and Talina... despite the fact that she doesn't want to leave her people. What am I supposed to do about that? I cannot change who I am, or what my family represents... I have a duty to Yalta. Besides, Vanaru hates me... Do you think she'd accept to live among a remote Zerker tribe, in the jungle by Yalta Lake? She could bring some of her people with her.” 
 
    A slight shadow blocked the stars and Talina stood in his field of view. “Am I interrupting?” 
 
    Had she heard him? Kahuel sat up and furtively wiped his eyes. “What is it?” 
 
    Talina smiled sweetly. “The Lost Daughter wants to speak with you.” 
 
    “Can you stay with Diablo while I'm gone?” 
 
    “Of course.” Talina sat on the other side of Diablo and crossed her legs. 
 
    “Thanks.” Kahuel rose, gazing down at two parts of his life. Two creatures he loved, one in the past, the other in the future. “I'll be right back.” He stopped in his track. “Where is Esperana?” 
 
    “Beneath the ancestral tree.” Talina blew him a kiss. “Go.” 
 
    Kahuel blew her kiss back and hurried across the slab, around boulders and metal debris, and down the carved stone steps. Then he strode along the side of the rock slab toward the ancestral tree. 
 
    Under the old gnarled tree, sitting like a priestess in front of the many-colored ropes hanging from a lower branch, Esperana smiled in the glow of the torches. Forming a circle in front of her, elders listened intently to whatever she told them. 
 
    Closest to her sat Vanaru, who shot Kahuel a murderous glare. “What is he doing here?” 
 
    Esperana shushed him gently. “Black Jaguar represents his people.” 
 
    “What is it?” Kahuel wanted to return to Diablo. He wouldn't forgive himself if his loyal friend passed away in his absence. He wanted to be there for him. Help his soul cross the threshold. 
 
    Esperana pointed to an empty space in the circle. “Black Jaguar, please sit.” 
 
    Kahuel resented Esperana's commanding attitude, but Mutants didn't know any better. He sat, hiding his impatience. 
 
    “Now that we have use of our technology, I examined all the abducted women of this village with my scanner.” Esperana paused, emphatically. “They are in perfect health. Not a single one is pregnant. They don't seem to be adversely affected by the few hours they spent in space.” 
 
    “That's great news,” said an elder. 
 
    Vanaru nodded emphatically. “At least they won't give birth to skinny Star People babies. That's a relief!” 
 
    But Kahuel had a strange feeling that everything was not right. “What about the flash of bright light they all remember just before returning?” 
 
    Esperana took a deep breath. “In my opinion, it must have been some kind of transport beam, because they immediately awakened on the surface.” 
 
    “It makes sense.” The description didn't resemble the Estrell moonbeam, but Kahuel wasn't familiar with as many technologies as Esperana. “These women will have fantastic stories to tell their children.” 
 
    Esperana smiled. “In due time, Black Jaguar... in due time.” 
 
    Kahuel gazed upon the celebrations, just beyond their circle. The fermented honey drink and the songs brought wide smiles to many of the Chosen. Couples retreated stealthily away from the clearing, into the moon shadows. It was late spring after all, and the summer solstice always was an auspicious time to conceive, even in Yalta. 
 
    His mind returned to the meeting when Esperana spoke. 
 
    “The Estrell managed to hide the entire Chosen Isle from our surveillance satellites. The relics were the means they used to blind our technology from the sky and render it useless on the ground.” Esperana then spelled out the details of the rescue schedule. It would be simple, fast, painless, efficient, like all Mutant operations. 
 
    By the time Kahuel returned to Diablo's side, Talina sat on her heels, laying her hands over the jaguar. A golden glow enveloped them both. Kahuel didn't dare interrupt. He appreciated whatever Talina could do for Diablo, even lessen the pain of his passing. 
 
    When Talina removed her hands, the jaguar still glowed faintly. She smiled and lay down next to Diablo. Kahuel stretched out on the other side of the cat, and they joined hands over the feline's head. 
 
    Absently, Kahuel caressed the red crystal on his chest. He should contact his father again, but it would mean speaking about Basilk's death... too many deaths... He was exhausted. Lulled by the fading songs of the last revelers, Kahuel couldn't keep his eyes open and fell into deep slumber. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kahuel awoke before first light to the trill of morning birds and the cries of monkeys calling from the treetops. A few warriors already tended the breakfast fires. Talina slept soundly. Diablo showed no improvement, but he still breathed, hanging on to life, as if reluctant to leave them. 
 
    Stealthily, Kahuel rose and descended the steps into the sacred clearing. He accepted a mug of Kawa from a female warrior, then he joined the others sitting around the main fire. His warriors acknowledged him with respectful nods. 
 
    Kahuel smiled back at them. “I need three good riders to run back to the beach and warn the base camp about our imminent rescue.” 
 
    A swarthy warrior raised his hand. “I have the fastest horse.” 
 
    Two more riders, a man and a woman, also volunteered. 
 
    “Good. You'll help them break camp. Anything of value, salvaged weapons and goods should be packed to take back with us. The flyers should arrive before sunset.” 
 
    “Did we ever hear back from the early exploring party?” one of the riders asked. “My best friend is with them.” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, but we've been gone from the camp a while.” Kahuel had sent that party on the second day after the shipwreck, to look for timber and a strategic location to build a fort. He hoped they didn't meet with foul play. “If they have not returned, flyers should scan the area for their life signs.” 
 
    “When are we going home?” 
 
    “As soon as we are ready. The Mutant pilots will spend the night with us. They prefer to fly by day. We'll probably leave tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
    Kahuel's father said he'd come with the queen. Kahuel couldn't wait to see his parents and introduce Talina to them, although the news of Basilk's passing would no doubt sadden their reunion. His family had just heard the news and hadn't yet grieved. 
 
    Kahuel returned to the rock slab, balancing a leaf in one hand, stacked with fresh fruit for Talina, and water in a coconut shell in the other. He found her awake, ministering to Diablo, glowing golden in the pink dawn. 
 
    He sat quietly across from Diablo. “How is he? Can he talk to you?” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “He is too weak even for that. But I sense that he is grateful. Our presence is a comfort to him.” 
 
    Kahuel knelt and dripped some water from the coconut shell onto the Jaguar's dry lips and nose, but the animal didn't react. “You should drink, Diablo.” 
 
    The jaguar barely breathed. 
 
    Talina took the coconut shell from him and dripped more water on the feline's mouth. “He can't eat or drink. He's unconscious.” 
 
    Kahuel swallowed hard on a clenched throat and handed Talina the leaf loaded with food. “You should eat to keep up your strength.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled as she took the leaf from him and set it on the stone then picked at the fruit with delicate fingers. 
 
    “Before this day is over, you will meet my parents.” Kahuel smiled at the prospect. “I'm sure they'll love you.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Talina licked her fingers, prompting lusty thoughts in Kahuel's mind. 
 
    “Then we'll all fly back to Yalta together, as a family.” 
 
    “Yalta?” Talina stopped her hand, the piece of fruit half-way to her mouth. “You don't expect me to live in your walled city, do you?” 
 
    “But I thought…” A malaise gripped Kahuel's insides. 
 
    Talina's brow knotted and her expression hardened. “After all I told you about dying inside without mind contact? You know I hate walls and don't wear shoes. And how could I face the other women who shared your bed before me?” 
 
    “We could live on the lake... among the Zerker tribes.” 
 
    “Savages, who pierce the heart of innocent animals with blades and butcher them for food?” Talina trembled with open revulsion. “How could you want me to suffer through all these deaths?” 
 
    “What else can I do?” Kahuel had hoped the problem would disappear after they both declared their love... but apparently it hadn't. “Your brother will never allow me to stay here.” 
 
    “This land is vast enough for us to start a new village somewhere else, away from my brother.” 
 
    “And do what? I am a Prince of Yalta. I have a duty to my father, to my people, to the High King of Kassouk.” 
 
    Talina's face closed. He knew that inflexible look. 
 
    Unable to deal with this dilemma, Kahuel rose and stormed away. “Women!” he mumbled as he climbed down the stone steps. “Always complicating things.” 
 
    But he shouldn't cast Talina in the same category as the women of his past. He loved her, and she loved him. Still, they were deadlocked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina gaped at the flyers, like giant transparent bugs, hovering just above the grass of the sacred clearing, in the golden light of late afternoon. The Chosen stared in disbelief, stealing glances at each other. 
 
    Talina noticed warriors also gaping at the spectacle. “Have they never seen flying machines before?” 
 
    Black Jaguar chuckled. “They all heard stories about Mutant technology, but most of them have never seen a flyer... much less a dozen.” 
 
    “But you have.” It dawned on Talina that among the Zerkers, great differences separated the common man from royalty. How unfair. 
 
    Black Jaguar squeezed her hand and led her toward a flying machine containing two people, visible through a transparent bubble. “Come meet my parents.” 
 
    When the clear dome lifted, the King and Queen of Yalta stepped out and descended together the two wide metallic steps to the grass. King Terek, in yellow and brown silk under his baldric, swords and daggers hanging from his belt, flashed them a broad smile. He wore a pear-shaped crimson stone on his chest, not unlike Kahuel's but much larger. 
 
    His mother looked pale, with long white hair braided around her head and flowing down her back. The light blue silk of her robes enhances glacier blue eyes that sparkled when she smiled. A black gem gleamed on her chest. 
 
    Black Jaguar led Talina sedately toward the royal couple. 
 
    She sensed his eagerness and let go of his hand. “Go, run to embrace them.” 
 
    But he shook his head. “Too many are watching. It wouldn't be proper.” 
 
    “Proper?” Talina frowned. “Since when is a demonstration of familial love improper?” 
 
    “Protocol dictates...” He straightened his spine and stared ahead, with a stiff formality Talina had never seen in him. 
 
    “Protocol?” She had no patience for such cultural nonsense. Ever since their morning quarrel, she stood firm on her decision to remain among the Chosen, and the slightest word, or detail, like this absurd protocol, strengthened her decision. How could she live among the stifling rules and hypocrisy, and the physical constraints of life in the Yalta fortress? 
 
     They finally reached the royal couple. 
 
    “Talina, these are my parents,” Black Jaguar said proudly. “King Terek, and Queen Galya of Yalta.” 
 
    Talina bit her tongue and bowed with the respect due to royalty, hating herself for bending to their rules. “Honored to meet the parents of my beloved life mate.” 
 
    “Life mate?” Queen Galya's surprised look only lasted an instant, then she smiled. 
 
    Black Jaguar chuckled uncomfortably. “It seems that according to the customs of Talina's clan, we are formally bonded for life.” 
 
    King Terek winked and slapped his son's back. “I certainly understand why you wanted to snatch this wild beauty.” 
 
    “Terek!” The queen jabbed her elbow into the king's ribs then nodded politely to Talina. “Do not take offense, my dear. Zerker men can be rude at times, without meaning any insult.” 
 
    Talina nodded. Such a blend of polite etiquette and blunt rudeness just didn't make any sense, but she preferred that to the stiff formality. She cast Black Jaguar a questioning glance. 
 
    He shrugged. “Welcome to my family.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Later that night, around the cooking fires, Kahuel found a quiet moment to present his father with Basilk's crimson crystal. The transmitter unique to the heirs of Yalta was invaluable and rare, and shouldn't fall into the wrong hands... Still, it was far from lethal, like the legendary Blood Tear resting on his father's chest. 
 
    King Terek lowered his gaze as he accepted the crystal and stared at it. The gem shimmered in the light of the crackling fire. “I never thought I would see the death of my oldest son... He was such a force of nature.” 
 
    Kahuel nodded. “I remember thinking the same thing during the tempest, when Basilk steered the boat in the midst of thunder, cursing his favorite deities. You should have seen him, Father. He seemed as large as any of his deities.” 
 
    All over the clearing, the warriors gathered around many fires and talked quietly, probably of home. The Mutants had congregated at the far end of the clearing, near the tree line, always avoiding Human contact. A night birds trilled, serenading the two moons. 
 
    “What a waste of precious royal blood.” His father sighed heavily. For the first time Kahuel noticed the streaks of gray in his dark auburn hair, and the deep lines creasing his forehead. “Your brother Mardock will make a decent king someday. But he still has much to learn.” 
 
    When the queen approached, the king whispered, “Not a word about Basilk. She has cried enough today.” He quickly slipped the crystal in a fold of his tunic and smiled as he looked up at the queen. “What have you done with our sweet Talina?” 
 
    Kahuel's mother smiled. “She is ministering to Diablo. The poor beast just refuses to die. I don't know why she encourages him to hang on. It only prolongs his suffering.” 
 
    “Diablo is in no pain. She makes sure he is comfortable.” Kahuel was grateful for Talina's help. He wasn't ready to let go of Diablo either. “Life is sacred to the Chosen. They are healers by nature. They do not even kill warm-blooded animals for food. They only eat plants and fish.” 
 
    King Terek shook his head. “Another reason for her to dislike us Zerkers. We are warriors and hunters by nature.” He chuckled. “What did she ever see in you?” 
 
    “Terek!” His mother glared at his father. Then she arranged her skirts and brushed away the white scabbard hanging at her sash as she sat down next to him by the fire. 
 
    Kahuel poked a stick into the embers, sending sparks flying. “I know Talina doesn't want to leave here, but I hoped meeting you both would change her mind.” 
 
    His mother's face softened as she gazed upon him. “She seems to be certain about what she wants. And adamant about hating walls.” 
 
    “I know.” Kahuel still hung on to his hope. He had duties to the crown and Talina's decision could ruin any chance at happiness. “Can you help me convince her of the advantages of living in Yalta?” 
 
    King Terek's dark brown eyes surveyed the clearing. “If this is all she ever knew, I understand her hesitation. Civilization, especially ours, can be scary for such a gentle soul.” 
 
    “It's just too much for her to take in at once.” His mother stared into the fire. “Why not invite her as a guest, maybe have a formal bonding for you two with the whole family, Zerker style? Then let her decide whether or not she still wants to return to her clan.” 
 
    Kahuel sighed with relief. Once in his element, he could show Talina the beauty of Yalta. Once she experienced it, he could certainly convince her to stay. “Wise, as always, Mother. How can she refuse an invitation as a guest, just to see Yalta for herself?” 
 
    At that moment, the familiar buzz of his transmitter made Kahuel look to his chest. His parents' transmitters also buzzed softly. As one, they pushed the controls. 
 
    A low Mutant voice emanated from all the transmitters at once, resounding through the sacred clearing, amplified by the blue crystals of the Grays who received the same broadcast. 
 
    “This is an emergency message from the Council of Kassouk.” The voice paused, as if to impart the importance of the news. 
 
    “To all Mutants of all ranks, report to your immediate battle post. Our small moon station sighted a hostile fleet in orbit over the Eastern Continent. They appeared out of nowhere, with fully armed battleships of unknown design. All patrolling vessels and flyers are recalled to face this new invader. They call themselves the Estrell.” 
 
    Kahuel could barely breathe. “Battleships? The Estrell have battleships!” 
 
    He realized, too late, that his personal quest to save Talina may have ignited an all-out war. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Talina marveled at the difference between the gloomy Estrell vessel and this luxurious white ship full of light and life. She sat, securely strapped in a white molded chair, at the place of honor next to Black Jaguar, on the bridge of Queen Galya's starship. Front and below, in a semicircle, a dozen tall Mutants stood at various consoles. On the spacious floor at her feet, a female cheetah and a leopard cub pounced on a bouncing ball and gamboled, oblivious to the impending battle. 
 
    Queen Galya and King Terek hurried from one console to the next with the Lost Daughter, discussing strategy with the Mutant crew and directing them through calm commands, immediately acknowledged by polite nods.  
 
    “I'll be in Engineering.” King Terek kissed his queen's forehead.  
 
    Immediately the leopard cub leapt to his side. The Cheetah followed the cub and stopped to rub her head against the queen's leg. The queen caressed and patted the feline. “Yes, go play with your friend.” 
 
    King Terek stepped through an open door with the two felines, then the trio disappeared behind the closing door. 
 
    Beneath the crew's cool exterior, Talina could sense a turmoil of uncertainty. 
 
    The Lost Daughter flashed Talina a warning stare. “No prying into people's thoughts... It's bad manners.” 
 
    Heat crept up Talina's face as she offered a sheepish smile. She focused on the large forward window offering a full view of the stars. Through it, Talina gazed upon the vessels of various sizes and shapes gathering in the shadow of an enormous pocked-face moon blocking the view of the planet below. 
 
    Talina squeezed Black Jaguar's hand over the armrest. “Are you sure this is our large moon?” 
 
    Black Jaguar chuckled. “It's gigantic up close, just like the planet looks much smaller from up here.” 
 
    Talina nodded understanding. “Like an eagle high in the sky looks as tiny as an ant.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Black Jaguar pushed a luminous key on his armrest, and another window lit up to the right side. “And here, on the side screen, is the Estrell fleet viewed from one of our satellites. They are stubbornly stationed above the Eastern Continent, as if to claim it.” 
 
    Talina gasped. There where hundreds of large ships, all black and elongated, some slick, others fat and stout, some bristling with protruding tubes and quills, like sea urchins. “Lord Straal told me their ancestors lived on our land many thousands of years ago.” 
 
    Princess Esperana came to sit at Talina's left. “If that's the case, they won't give up easily. They don't even bother to hide. They seem very sure of themselves.” 
 
    Black Jaguar frowned. “I don't like it.” 
 
    Talina directed her gaze beyond the enemy ships, to the planet below. Emerald lands bathed by deep blue oceans, basked in sunlight. Wide, silvery rivers snaked around black mountains, and green lakes glinted like fish scales. “So, that's what my native land looks like from the sky? So small...” 
 
    Black Jaguar caressed her bare arm, bringing warmth to her entire body. He motioned with his chin to the Eastern Continent on the side screen. “See this very large island in the shape of a fava bean, a hundred miles ahead of the main land mass? That's where the Chosen live.” 
 
    “It seems tiny, and so far away.” Talina wondered how all her people could live in such a small place. She missed her brother, the people and the forest, the animals she loved. 
 
    Black Jaguar smiled reassuringly. “The Chosen Isle, as the Mutants named it, is larger than the entire kingdom of Yalta... several hundred miles across.” 
 
    “The Estrell dampening field used to mask the entire island from our satellites.” The Lost Daughter, at her left, relaxed in her seat. 
 
    “How could they hide an entire island?” Talina couldn't imagine how the Lost Daughter knew so much, and even less how such a trick could work. 
 
    “They made it look like the surrounding ocean from up here. That's why our royal families couldn't find us after the shipwreck.” 
 
    Talina glanced around the busy bridge where everyone focused on white consoles, faces drawn, performing tasks she did not understand. “This looks complicated.” 
 
    “Not really.” Black Jaguar squeezed her hand. “You'll get used to it.” 
 
    “I feel out of place...” Talina thought of a child among adults, and she didn't like being the child. “I would have gladly remained behind to care for Diablo. I don't belong here.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” Black Jaguar lifted her chin and forced her to gaze into his deep emerald eyes. “You started this conflict by attacking your jailer. This is our common fight for freedom. We have to finish it.” 
 
    “But I know nothing of this... technology.” Talina resented her ignorance. There was so much she still had to learn. 
 
    “I'm not strong on technology either...” Black Jaguar smiled warmly. “But you know more about the Estrell than any of us. You talked to them. Even Esperana and her team, who have brought down their science vessel, did not communicate with them.” 
 
    “I see...” But Talina was no warrior, and she couldn't imagine how she could possibly help in a battle between space behemoths. 
 
    On the forward screen, many small flyers joined the Mutant fleet, like bumblebees and mosquitoes among a school of white whales. Talina turned to Black Jaguar. “What can such small vessels do against the battleships of the Star People?” 
 
    The Lost Daughter smiled. “They are shielded and armed with powerful weapons.” 
 
    Black Jaguar nodded with a satisfied smile. “And half of the large ships belong to our allies, the Danikuns, also determined to keep would-be-invaders away from our peaceful system of planets.” 
 
    Talina swallowed bile. The world was much larger than she could have ever imagined... and far from safe. “Why hide behind the moon? The Star People know we are here. They can read our minds.” 
 
    “It doesn't matter.” Black Jaguar winked. “We know they are here, too.” 
 
    The Lost Daughter stared at the screen. “The moon protects us like a shield while our forces assemble.” 
 
    A calm, baritone voice boomed overhead, “Merging into attack formation. Moving off the dark side of the moon. Fifty seconds to visual contact... forty-nine... forty-eight...” 
 
    On the forward screen, the allied fleet floated away in a widespread line, as if to creep off the edges of the dark moon, where a ring of sunlight hardened the shadows. 
 
    The Lost Daughter rose and glided to a white console front and below. 
 
    Black Jaguar smiled. “We are going to sneak up on them, then pounce.” 
 
    “Like a jaguar would.” It seemed fitting to Talina. 
 
    “Exactly.” He pursed his lips and his gaze faltered. 
 
    Talina realized he was thinking of another jaguar. “Sorry we had to leave Diablo behind.” 
 
    Black Jaguar's jaw muscles tightened, and he gripped the armrest of his white molded chair. “This fight is to avenge him as well.” 
 
    Talina patted his hand. “But they know we are coming. It will be no surprise to them.” 
 
    Black Jaguar flashed a quick smile. “It's what warriors do. Face each other in battle, knowing the enemy is ready as well.” 
 
    The forward screen brightened when they emerged into the sunlit zone and the twin suns came into view. Then the Estrell ships grew in size and filled the screen. 
 
    “Fire at will!” Queen Galya ordered in a calm voice. 
 
    Talina braced herself at the thought of bloodshed. So many deaths to come... She couldn't escape the pain they would suffer on both sides. She would have to endure it all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first salvo against the Estrell fleet burst with a bright flash on the forward screen, blinding Kahuel for an instant. When the image resumed, he searched the screen for enemy vessels showing signs of damage, but the entire Estrell fleet had vanished... disappeared before their eyes. 
 
    “Blast.” Kahuel slammed his fist on the armrest of the floor-mounted plastek chair. “Where did they go?” 
 
    Behind his row of seats, his mother consulted the main console. “The ship's scanners cannot detect their presence anywhere around us.” 
 
    Esperana glanced back from her station in the front. “They couldn't have moved that quickly out of range.” 
 
    Kahuel tasted bile. “Or can they?” 
 
    “Unlikely.” His mother cleared her throat. “Maybe they are still here.” 
 
    Esperana's hands flew over her console. “If they are cloaked, we just can't see them.” 
 
    “Target the same coordinates,” his mother ordered. “Fire!” 
 
    Lightning flashed on the forward screen, and the sizzle of discharge filled his ears. No ship came into view. 
 
    Esperana sighed. “Not even a glimpse for a fraction of a second through a corner of damaged cloak.” 
 
    “Blast them all!” Kahuel could not focus through his frustration. “One instant they are here, the next they are gone.” 
 
    His mother stood calmly at the console behind him. “This is not cloaking technology... or speed.” 
 
    At the front console, Esperana's six-fingered hands raced over the keys. “It's something else... but what?” 
 
    The Estrell fleet reappeared in the same spot and fired upon the allied vessels. The starship rocked. Kahuel extended his arm in front of Talina to prevent her fall, but the harness held. Her turquoise eyes wide with fear, she gripped his arm. The ship stabilized. 
 
    “I have full confidence in my mother's ship.” Kahuel patted her rigid hands. “It has withstood many battles undamaged.” 
 
    “Return fire!” 
 
    The weapons sizzled, but when the flash cleared, the Estrell fleet had vanished again. 
 
    On the forward screen, a few small flyers exhibited shattered domes. One burst into flames. Another cracked open like an egg, spilling its contingent of Grays. Debris and bodies drifted into space like logs on a river. 
 
    Talina gripped his hand on the armrest. When he glanced at her face, tears streamed down her cheeks as she stared at the casualties. He remembered that she could feel their pain. How selfish of him to have brought her here. Kahuel shivered, glad he didn't have to feel their suffering. 
 
    His mother's voice brought him back to the situation at hand. “How can we fight an enemy who can disappear at will?” 
 
    Talina closed her eyes and pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kahuel hoped she could endure the battle. It had only started. 
 
    When she spoke, all on the bridge listened. “I can sense the Star People, but they are very far away... not hiding in close proximity.” 
 
    “Talina, be careful. You are in a vulnerable state.” Esperana seemed worried. 
 
    Kahuel's heart raced. “Can the Estrell hurt her through her mind?” 
 
    Talina's turquoise eyes flew wide open. “I want to help... Wait!” She closed her eyes again. “Their consciousness is getting closer, stronger. They are almost here. Fire, now!” 
 
    “Fire!” the queen shouted behind them. 
 
    The salvo hit several enemy ships as they materialized into view. A few sizzled, one smoked heavily, another wobbled before they all swiftly disappeared again, this time without firing. 
 
    “It's working, Talina. Just say when.” Kahuel stared at the forward screen, waiting for the Estrell to show again. When Talina didn't answer, he glanced at her. 
 
    Talina stared at the screen, now only displaying the planet below. “They know what I did. It won't work again. They shut me out of their minds.” 
 
    His mother from behind them laid a gentle hand on Talina's shoulder. “How do they hide?” 
 
    Talina shrugged. “I don't understand it. They are here but waiting in what they call another dimension, so they might as well not be here.” 
 
    “In and out of phase?” Esperana didn't sound surprised. 
 
    The queen raised a pale brow. “Could they have the technology to travel instantaneously through other dimensions?” 
 
    “Between worlds...” Esperana mused. 
 
    “Or between universes...” his mother echoed. 
 
    “Parallel universes?” Kahuel couldn't believe it. Although he'd read about the theory, he'd never heard of such technology. 
 
    His mother sighed. “Obviously they can do things we cannot.” 
 
    Kahuel scratched his head in frustration. “If they can just appear out of nowhere and fire at us before we can retaliate, how can we possibly win?” 
 
    Esperana's handsome face tensed. “This game of cat and mouse could decimate our fleet before we can inflict any more damage.” 
 
    Kahuel's mother walked down from the back console and circled the short row of seats to stand in front of Kahuel and Talina. “Do you have any idea how they do it?” 
 
    Talina nodded at the queen gravely. “Through the power of thought.” 
 
    Kahuel rubbed the light stubble on his chin. He needed a shave. “That's why they draw strength from the Star Chant.” 
 
    The queen paced in front of them, deep in thought. “Could that power be the basis of their transport technology?” 
 
    Talina stared at the queen, wide-eyed. “Mind-talk was their first and most important gift to the Chosen. The Star People can also move objects with their thoughts...” 
 
    The wheels in Kahuel's brain spun as his mind recovered from the shock of the grim discovery. “Then maybe the Chosen can help us.” 
 
    “How?” His mother stared at Esperana, puzzlement in her glacier blue eyes. 
 
    Esperana smiled encouragements at Talina. “Tell her.” 
 
    Talina's face regained color. “What if Vanaru led the Chosen into a hate chant or meditation?” 
 
    Esperana stepped forward. “Not just your village, but all the villages around and beyond the mountains. Can he do that?” 
 
    “I think he can.” 
 
    His mother frowned slightly. “Could that hinder the Estrell enough to make a difference in the outcome of a battle?” 
 
    Kahuel congratulated himself for the idea. “After what I have seen, it's certainly worth a try.” 
 
    Talina offered a broad smile. “They can keep me out of their minds, but certainly not the entire Chosen population.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the stone slab of the sacred clearing, Vanaru reluctantly left Diablo's side to heed the strange request. Both Talina and the Lost Daughter begged for his help. But he had never before sent such an order. Never had he gathered the Chosen's thoughts outside of an official gathering, and certainly not in the light of day. 
 
    He wondered what damaging effect this turn of events might have on his people. They used to only know love, honesty, and healing. And in a short time, they had been exposed to lies, exploitation and disloyalty... even hatred... and all in the name of freedom. 
 
    Although he understood survival, Vanaru regretted the loss of innocence. Whether they intended for it to happen or not, the foreigners, including the Lost Daughter, had changed his people forever.  
 
    Sitting at the center of the stone slab, Vanaru closed his eyes and focused his mind on the entire people of the Chosen, big and small, male and female. 
 
    “Children of the Chosen, listen to your king. Leave whatever you are doing at once and focus on the Star People high above us. Send them the worst of your emotions. Yes, find the hatred in your hearts. We are not safe from them. Now they want to conquer our planet. They betrayed us, and they are evil. We must prevent them from enslaving us.” 
 
    One at a time, in small groups, then in large gatherings in many villages, the Chosen joined his mind, answering his call. Soon, the sacred clearing itself filled with Chosen from his village, lending strength to Vanaru's mind power. He closed his eyes. 
 
    “Repeat with me in your mind... Star People, we loathe you for deceiving us, for taking our women, for trying to force your progeny upon us. We reject your sneaky ways. We trusted you and you lied to us. We wish upon you the harsh punishment you deserve for your unforgivable behavior. You violated the sacred rules of harmony. You do not deserve to live. We wish you the worst. We wish you death...” 
 
    Like a tidal wave, the strength of his people empowered Vanaru, carrying him as if he had no weight. He heard their mind voices, and he focused all these voices toward the sky, toward the Star People he once worshiped. A part of him regretted what he had to do. He would have preferred life, love, innocence, but it was too late now. 
 
    The thousands of voices welled inside him in an unstoppable chorus. Like a mounting flood, they rose toward the heavens, and Vanaru held the mind channel wide open as he repeated the harangue, so the guilty would hear it, feel the hate, and receive their due. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the midst of the losing battle, as more allied ships fell under the repeated assaults of a disappearing enemy, Talina lent her brother mental strength to relay the hateful harangue in mind-talk to the Star People. That hatred numbed her heart. It helped her resist the pain of the wounded and the dying. It silenced their cries in her head. Was it cruel not to participate in their suffering? But she must help, so that no more innocents would die at the hands of those she once considered her protectors. 
 
    “We wish you the worst. We wish you death...” 
 
    Beyond her semi-trance, she sensed the mind touch of the Lost Daughter next to her joining her thoughts to the collective. Talina also heard the muffled voices of those on the starship bridge. 
 
    “Is she all right?” The queen sounded worried. 
 
    A hand caressed her hair. Black Jaguar's hand. “I think so. She's in a trance. I hope this works.” 
 
    “So do I,” added the queen. 
 
    In Talina's mind, torrents of hatred surged and unfurled from the Chosen, through both Vanaru and herself, toward the Star People, like a raging flood. Then she sensed the Star People. 
 
    “They are here!” she managed, not as loud as she wanted to say it. 
 
    “Fire!” the queen ordered. 
 
    Talina heard the salvo, then the ship lurched and pitched under her, but trusting her harness, she remained focused and ignored the cries of anguish and the sounds of panic. She smelled smoke. Many discordant chimes trumpeted all around her. 
 
    “Talina, it's working!” Kahuel's voice rang clear, jubilant.  
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    Another salvo sizzled, then the ship swayed again, and people ran around her. Odd swishing sounds echoed on the bridge, accompanied by acrid smells. 
 
    But Talina could not waver. She must maintain the link with the Chosen, keep the Star People anchored into this dimension, so they could not escape their just punishment. Salty tears rolled down her cheeks at the enormity of her actions... using her gift as a weapon, to destroy life instead of preserving it. Yet the lives she chose to defend mattered more than her own. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kahuel had never seen such upheaval on deck. The ship pitched and rolled worse than the Galleon riding the typhoon, throwing the crew in every direction. Snapping open his harness, he rose and staggered to an extinguisher, snatched it, then rushed to a console to quench the flames surging out of it with black, stinking smoke.  
 
    “Shields are weakening,” the overhead voice announced. 
 
    “Blast that computer voice.” As if Kahuel couldn't tell. 
 
    His mother remained standing, harnessed to her station behind the row of seats, like a pale statue, impervious to the smoke and the pandemonium. “Keep firing before they disappear again.” 
 
    “We lost weapons systems,” a Mutant woman announced from a console, then coughed. 
 
    “We've lost shields,” another voice, male, said calmly. 
 
    “We've lost navigation,” his father's voice announced through the com system from the Engineering room. 
 
    “Drifting out of control in a spin...” A male voice Kahuel did not recognize. 
 
    On the forward screen, the Estrell ships grew larger as they drew closer. His mother's vessel spun in a vertiginous spiral, on a collision course with the mid-section of an Estrell battleship ten times their size.  
 
    “Blasted bastards!” Kahuel fumed. 
 
    “Brace for impact!” His mother shouted over the sounding alarms. 
 
    Kahuel would face his death with eyes wide open. At least they would not die in vain. They would inflict severe damage to a large enemy ship. 
 
    Just before impact, he braced himself against Talina's chair, shielding her from the coming impact with his body. To his surprise, she didn't open her eyes or show any awareness of the disaster facing them. Neither did Esperana, also deep in meditation. 
 
    The collision started as if in slow motion, in a deafening moan and grinding of twisted metal beams. Air vents hissed. Alarms screamed and whistled. The front edge of the craft plowed deep into the enemy vessel before smashing into it. Then it bounced back, like a hooked spear embedded deep into the flesh of a bucking prey. 
 
    Aftershocks threatened to dismember Kahuel as he clutched Talina's chair. His legs flew from under him, like those of a disjointed puppet in every direction. He found himself facing forward, where a dark hole of pulsing indigo now replaced the forward screen… the bowels of the Estrell battleship. 
 
    Talina's seat came loose and slid forward, pushing him toward the gaping hole. Atmosphere whistled as it escaped through rips in the hull. 
 
    Kahuel braced himself against the floor to slow the sliding chair, burning plastek under his boots. A metal beam fell in his path. The chair came to a wobbling stop against the beam, at the very edge of falling into the dark blue depths of the enemy vessel. 
 
    Sweat dripped from Kahuel's brow. “That was too close.” 
 
     At least, his mother's sturdy Goddian ship had not exploded on impact. Looking down the dark hole, Kahuel shuddered at the thought of returning to such an evil place.  
 
    Talina opened her eyes in surprise. She didn't seem hurt. Then she closed them again, as if her present task mattered more than saving her own life. 
 
    When the two linked ships stabilized, Kahuel pushed Talina's chair back onto the bridge. He didn't want her to suffer the sight of another dark, evil Estrell ship. 
 
    “Mother! Are you all right?” 
 
    The queen rose and dusted her pale blue robes, seemingly unaffected by the shock. “I'm fine.” 
 
    Kahuel thanked his Goddian grandfather for giving his mother such resilient genes. 
 
    All around him, Mutants strewn on the white floor struggled to their feet. A few moaned in pain. Beams had fallen on consoles and crew. Medics rushed to their help through a cloud of smoke. Splatters of crimson blood marred the white floor and bulkhead. 
 
    “Prepare to be boarded,” announced a strangely melodious voice... an Estrell voice. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the command deck of the Estrell battleship, Lord Straal evaluated the damages from the collision through instruments calibrated to his brain waves. Limited destruction to midship, three Estrell lives lost. He didn't understand why the conclave had decided to make a stand after the destruction of the science vessel, against his recommendation. So much for his happy retirement with First Meteorologist. It would have to wait. 
 
    But Straal could sense the malevolent presence of Talina in his vicinity. How could she still be alive? How dare this primitive Human female disseminate a message of hatred that affected the entire Estrell crew and prevented them from phasing out into another dimension? The Chosen female leader knew too much about the weaknesses of his race. She must be terminated. 
 
    Straal took comfort in the thought that the Estrell would win this battle. They had superior technology and intelligence, and the determination to fight back with everything they had. Maybe, once they won the battle, he could retire after all. 
 
    Probing further with his mind, Straal located Talina aboard the crippled Mutant vessel that had collided with his battleship. According to his instruments, the impact had conveniently ripped a gap into their main bridge. Perfect. 
 
    If he could destroy Talina, it would stop the flow of venomous thoughts impeding his people's minds. The Estrell would regain their advantage. But he had tried to get rid of Talina many times before, and she had escaped against all odds. She had already caused so much destruction, so many Estrell deaths... He must destroy her first of all. 
 
    Straal struggled to focus, impeded by the flow of aggressive thoughts assailing his mind. 
 
    “The troops are ready for your inspection, My Lord,” said First General in his head. 
 
    As he hurried along the warm, soothing corridors of the battleship, Straal grappled with his thoughts. The success of the boarding commando would dictate the outcome of the entire battle. If the Estrell had a weakness, it was their lack of aggressive response and determination under duress. He must motivate them. When he reached the bay where the commando was assembled, Straal slowed his pace and entered with a dignified gait. He halted next to First General and faced the troops. 
 
    “When you invade the enemy vessel, remember that they know our weaknesses. Wear muffling helmets at all times, use double or triple dark lenses, set your exoskeleton suit at maximum support to compensate for their grueling gravity. Keep personal shields up at all times inside their ship and be wary of their numbers. Concentrated phaser fire can penetrate our shields. But I believe the reverse is also true. Many of our weapons fired simultaneously upon one target can defeat their shields as well. 
 
    Straal sent his warriors a mental picture of Talina's hideous golden face and aqua eyes, hairy head, long curls, bulky golden shoulders and blinding white garb. “Seek this enemy target and destroy her on sight. She is the main cause of our present quandary.” 
 
    Straal had known bitter defeat on his defunct science vessel, but this would be his sweet revenge. This time, he had an entire army of trained Estrell soldiers at his disposal, and he would make Talina and these arrogant, stocky Mutants pay for their insolence. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Talina opened her eyes on the white bridge of the Mutant vessel, streaked with red flashing lights and white smoke. Mutants ran and shouted over the sounds of sirens. Talina trembled, but not from the cold. Pure terror froze her mind. She touched Black Jaguar's shoulder as he fumbled with her harness. 
 
    Her voice broke when she tried to speak. “They are coming... They are coming for me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Still no shields,” Esperana called from a front console over the cacophony of sirens and alarms. A veil of smoke almost concealed her tall white frame. “We can't prevent the Estrell from boarding us.” 
 
    “But they want to kill Talina!” Kahuel jerked the jammed harness still holding her unresponsive body to her chair. 
 
    It came free, releasing her, but she didn't react at all, muttering in her trance. 
 
    Kahuel turned to his mother. “Is there any other way to stop them? Lethal gas or something?” 
 
    “I'm afraid not... This used to be a geological vessel, not a warship.” His mother stood undisturbed, tall and noble in her light blue robes, long white hair braided around her face and flowing freely down her back to the waist. The large black crystal on her chest reflected the red blinking lights. “Since this sturdy ship never failed us before, we only have a skeleton crew on board. According to our scanners, they have a whole army on their battleship.” 
 
    Kahuel shuddered at the thought and gazed at the gaping black hole with foreboding. He had no suggestions, yet he couldn't accept defeat. 
 
    His mother sighed and spoke into the com system. “Evacuate the crew. Use the escape pods.” 
 
    The Mutants manning the consoles staggered out of the bridge, coughing in the smoke, some supporting others. Medics carried fallen Brothers and Sisters on stretchers. 
 
    “We should also evacuate Talina to safety.” Kahuel didn't want to see her hurt in any way, although the escape pods would make easy targets for their enemy. 
 
    “Son,” his mother said in a soothing voice, “If we are going to make a stand, we need Talina here.” 
 
    “Why? This is suicide.” But Kahuel knew better. His mother was a great strategist. If she wanted to make a stand, she already had a plan. 
 
    “Talina is their target. We can use her as bait.” The dangers to Talina didn't seem to bother the queen. That, or she was certain of a victorious outcome. 
 
    “How can we prevail? We are so few.” But Kahuel couldn't abandon ship either. No true warrior would. “Mother, do you still have environmental controls?” 
 
    The queen pushed a few keys on her console then glanced at him. “I do.” 
 
    “Activate all the highest-pitched sirens and alarms. That should slow the Estrell down.” Kahuel tried to remember what else they hated. “Bring up the light levels to a maximum. Increase gravity. Decrease temperature.” 
 
    His mother gave him a curious look but complied. “How is this?” 
 
    The alarms screamed higher and louder as the lights brightened. Kahuel's steps grew somewhat heavier. “That's it.” He could see a plume of breath in front of his face. “We want to make this ship as toxic to their race as possible.” 
 
    Kahuel pulled a metallic blanket from a compartment under Talina's seat and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Is this better?” 
 
    “We wish you the worst... We wish you death,” Talina whispered in a semi-trance, eyes closed, her face unreadable. She did not acknowledge him at all. 
 
    Esperana joined his mother at the back console and tied her hair tightly at the nape, Kassouk style. The two women had the same build, except that Esperana was taller, with hazel eyes. 
 
    The Mutant Princess planted herself in front of his mother, arms crossed over her chest. “You can't possibly make a stand against a battleship. We'll be overrun.” 
 
    “Not a chance.” His mother's glacier blue eyes smiled devilishly. “I have an idea.” She pushed another key. “Terek dear, is the meditation deck operative?” 
 
    “Sure is, my sweet,” his father's voice resounded overhead.  
 
    “Then I know where to find a surrogate army.” The queen's fingers flew over the lit panel of the console. “I'm transferring controls to the meditation deck. Evacuate the cats and meet me there shortly.” 
 
    The king chuckled. “What a grand idea.” 
 
    “What idea?” But no one paid attention to Kahuel. 
 
    “Lock every door from the bridge, leaving only a straight path to the meditation deck,” His mother ordered into the computer. Then she stepped back and motioned for Esperana to do the same. The white console sparked with a popping sound. More smoke billowed around it, releasing a tart, chemical smell. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kahuel still didn't comprehend, more confused by the second. 
 
    His mother smiled among the surrounding chaos. “Now this unit is useless. The Estrell can't use it.” 
 
    Kahuel glanced at Esperana, whose mouth stood open, but she didn't speak. 
 
    The queen strode resolutely toward the only open door to the side and glanced back at them. “Hurry. Follow me!” 
 
    “Talina!” Kahuel shook her slightly. 
 
    Talina barely opened her eyes and rose from the broken chair. “I must sustain the channel to the Estrell's minds, keep it alive... no matter what.” 
 
    The entire bridge lurched with a grinding of metal. 
 
    Kahuel compensated and steadied Talina. “Can your feet run while you are doing it?” 
 
    “I've never tried.” Talina leaned upon him, barefoot on the white floor, one hand clasping the blanket around her shoulders, still shivering. Her eyes glazed over. 
 
    “I'll carry you.” Kahuel snatched her under the shoulders and scooped her light weight into his arms. “Just keep doing what you must.” 
 
    Kahuel carried Talina across the bridge and through the only open doorway. As he glanced at her face, he noticed her open but unseeing eyes. She trusted him. 
 
    “Go faster,” Kahuel shouted to his mother over the clamor of alarms in the corridor. 
 
    He wondered what the queen had in mind. The ship had many resources he'd never seen in action. But he couldn't remember what could be so special about the meditation deck, where his mother used to practice swordplay in her youth. 
 
    As he almost bumped into her, the queen mumbled. “If they want a bloody battle, by the Great Engineer, we'll give them one...” 
 
    Then his mother hurried the pace toward a wide rectangular entrance, like that of a cargo bay. 
 
    Kahuel crossed the threshold to the vast empty white room and paused. It was relatively undamaged, with all its beams still on the ceiling. The vast bay spread to the size of a small meadow. This meditation deck would make a perfect battlefield. He suddenly remembered something of the stories his mother used to tell. The training programs included holographic warriors capable of slaying an opponent in one stroke of their sword. 
 
    The queen walked straight to the far bulkhead, displaying all sorts of hand weapons and blades. 
 
    He followed her, still carrying Talina in his arms. “I can guess your plan, Mother, but the Estrell have shields and phasers.” 
 
    The queen went to the small white console near the back wall. “Dampen all phasers and shields, blasters and other high-tech weapons. Generate an army of swordsmen according to my specifications.” 
 
    Kahuel deposited Talina on a low shelf forming a bench at the foot of the back wall. “That won't work! They wear a hard-shell exoskeleton, and they have deadly gyrating blades!” Kahuel recalled with a shudder the sharp swirling blades that sliced open Diablo. “Their hard metal can shred other metals.” 
 
    “Good, so they won't run, they'll actually stand and fight.” The queen looked pleased. 
 
    Kahuel had never seen his mother in such an aggressive mood and took heart from her decisive confidence. “But your holographic swordsmen cannot win.” 
 
    “My swordsmen have no fear, and they cannot die. Their swords are not metal but pure cutting energy.” She stroked a few keys. “Computer give the swordsmen multiple blades. Knowledge of all known fighting techniques, and maximum speed. Disengage safety protocols. Set them to protect Humans and Mutants and kill a specific alien invader, light, extremely slim, wearing a thin blue exoskeleton suit.” She turned to Kahuel. “Is that it?” 
 
    “That sounds right.” Kahuel wondered how efficient the holographic warriors would be against the Estrell. “I also found out that large sling stones could twist and impede their gyrating blades.” 
 
    His mother nodded. “Computer, prepare to generate hails of large stones, and obey exclusively Prince Kahuel of Yalta's orders!” 
 
    Esperana's amused gaze brushed Kahuel. She must have read the queen's mind. 
 
    Kahuel froze, stunned. He had fought many battles, but never had his mother given him such a responsibility in her presence. After all, she was the most experienced warrior. “My orders?” 
 
    “Don't look so surprised. You know the enemy best. You fought them before.” His mother smiled encouragingly. “It's time to prove yourself, my son. You lead this battle.” 
 
    Kahuel's father, King Terek, entered the meditation deck with a spring in his step. “My old bones are eager for some action.” He smiled broadly and drew his two-handed sword. “I heard footsteps in the corridor... many of them. They are close.” 
 
    To Kahuel's surprise, Princess Esperana picked a blade from the back wall and assumed a fighting stance. Had she learned swordplay in her monastery? Then he remembered that her mother, Queen Tora, had taught the art of the sword to his own father. 
 
    On the low shelf against the white bulkhead forming the back wall, Talina lay under the metallic blanket, her teeth chattering. Kahuel regretted dragging her into this battle. But if not for her, the Estrell had no reason to come and fight. 
 
    Queen Galya drew her own blade, an exquisite Goddian heirloom of superior steel. “We are ready.” She nodded to Kahuel. “Upon your order.” 
 
    Heart beating fast, Kahuel drew dagger and long sword. “Generate uneven terrain. Snow and ice on the ground.” Both elements, commonplace in Kassouk and Yalta, would constitute an additional challenge for the Estrell. 
 
    “Create fifty swordsmen and line them up half way across the field.” If he guessed right, this would be the perfect number. It also suited the size of their battlefield. 
 
    The holographic swordsmen materialized and spaced themselves in two lines to protect the live warriors behind them, then waited. Kahuel marveled at the representations. They looked so lifelike, with light metal armor plates and each with different features. They even seemed to breathe like organic beings. 
 
    A trample of feet shook the deck as the first brigade of Estrell, shields ablaze and phasers flaring, charged through the wide entrance. When their shields and phasers fizzled and they lost their footing on the ice, they paused. 
 
    Unruffled, the enemy advanced warily on the slippery ground, plodding in thick snow, like stick men mired in heavy cream. All the while, they observed the holographic swordsmen. Did they know they were computer generated? The enemy faces showed no emotion under the hard helmets... soldiers. Did they listen to soft music while fighting? 
 
    The numbers seemed evenly matched. Kahuel had guessed right. The Estrell counted in multiples of seven. Seven times seven constituted a full team... forty-nine. 
 
    When the Estrell, as one, deployed their external gyrating blades, Kahuel realized the enemy still had strong advantages... mind-reading, and instant private communication. 
 
    “Drop the stones!” 
 
    Large stones fell from the ceiling, knocking down several Estrell. Immediately, the holographic warriors rushed to finish off the fallen and engaged into a battle so swift, Kahuel had difficulty keeping track of all the moves. He rejoiced at how easy the victory would be. 
 
    “Warriors, aim for the neck!” 
 
    The holograms obeyed and seemed to get better results. Soon, the meditation deck was strewn with dead Estrell, bristling with sharp blades, like broken insects with too many legs. 
 
    More Estrell appeared at the entrance. Another brigade. “Blast.” 
 
    “Unable to comply,” the computer voice chimed. “Blasters are dampened like all advanced weapons. Do you wish to change the rules?” 
 
    “No.” Kahuel had better watch his language. Computers were so literal. “Drop larger stones!” 
 
    A hail of large rocks fell upon the new arrivals but didn't knock down as many as the first salvo. Kahuel needed more warriors. Crowding the deck, however, would impede mobility. The holographic warriors held their line without fail, blocking any Estrell from reaching the back section of the meditation deck, where Talina lay in plain sight, pale and fragile under her metallic blanket. Could Kahuel trust her life to the protection of a computer? He had no other choice. 
 
    He glanced at his three live warriors, holding their swords at the ready, as if impatient to join the fray. But they waited for his signal. Kahuel raised his long sword. “Attack!” 
 
    He leapt through the holographic line of warriors into mayhem, immediately followed by Esperana, King Terek, and Queen Galya. But if the Estrell kept sending reinforcements, how long could his live warriors last? 
 
    “Computer, how many Estrell soldiers in their battleship?” 
 
    “Three thousand armed soldiers ready to go.” 
 
    Blast! This time, Kahuel didn't say it aloud. 
 
    Once in the melee, he let battle fever take over. Don't think, just fight... become the blade... Guided by his instincts, Kahuel ducked a flying dagger, parried a strike, then lunged into a narrow opening, thrilled to see his opponent's head tumble out of the helmet and bleed crimson on the white snow. 
 
    “This one is for Diablo!” 
 
    From the way his parents fought side-by-side, then back to back, protecting each other and coordinating every move with perfect synchronicity, Kahuel could tell the stories of skill and bravery of their youth had not been exaggerated. As for Esperana, she approached each enemy from the side, with calm, calculating poise, and her strikes had the speed and cold precision of a trained Mutant. Sneaky, clean, efficient. 
 
    Yet, there must be a better way. As he wielded sword and dagger, moving with the rapid rhythm of the battle, his mind plotted his next move. It seemed that the helmets protected not just the Estrell's bald heads, but their sensitive ears as well. Removing their helmet, however, might prove just as difficult as slicing off their heads. 
 
    As the battle raged, no matter how many Estrell they killed, more kept rolling in, each enemy brigade better prepared than the last. The piling bodies bristling with lethal blades became a peril to Kahuel's human team. 
 
    He glanced at Talina. How long could she maintain her mind channel open to prevent the Estrell from escaping into another dimension? This was taking too long. If the enemy escaped, the planet would never be safe from them. 
 
    An Estrell soldier crossed the line of holographic swordsmen and rushed toward the back wall. Kahuel raced after him. How could this happen? The Estrell soldier aimed his blade at Talina's throat. 
 
    Kahuel charged the soldier from the side. The blade projecting from the Estrell's hip sliced into Kahuel's shoulder, but he ignored the pain and followed through, tackling his enemy. 
 
    Unaware of the danger, Talina stared at the white ceiling, whispering the hatred chant as she channeled it to the Estrell. 
 
    The soldier writhed under Kahuel and gathered his feet under him. Somehow his enemy regained balance. Surprised by his own slow recovery, Kahuel now faced the Estrell squarely. This was no shy scientist, but a highly trained killer sent to terminate Talina. Kahuel shivered. How had he managed to cross the lines? The enemy was wising up, changing tactics. Kahuel would have to adapt as well if he wanted to win. 
 
    Battle fever... Calling upon his innate Zerker instinct, Kahuel leapt and kicked the enemy's head. His foot glanced off the helmet, but it also knocked it askew. The soldier flinched at the din of battle and the strident alarms. Realizing the Estrell's weakened state, Kahuel yelled, a screech as shrill as he could make it. When the soldier hesitated, frozen, Kahuel thrust with his sword and sliced. The Estrell's head flew off in a spray of blood. 
 
    The stench of blood surrounded him, but Kahuel suddenly realized that most of it came from his left shoulder. The pain struck as he noticed his left arm hung low, useless, dripping his life force in wide crimson rivulets onto the snow. 
 
    Lightheaded, he glanced back at the battlefield. The commandos at hand were almost exterminated, and Kahuel felt the floor shake with the next brigade trampling the hallway. “Seal the doors!” 
 
    The deck doors closed as only three Estrell soldiers remained fighting. 
 
    “Seize the enemy... alive!” 
 
    The holographic warriors gathered around the three soldiers and hemmed them toward Kahuel. His mother looked worried and Esperana stared at his bloody shoulder, but Kahuel ignored them. He had to focus, quickly. 
 
    When the surviving Estrell realized they were only three and no help was coming, they dropped their blades. They had that scared look Kahuel had seen before when Estrell were trapped. He knew what they would do next. “Father? May we use your transmitter?” 
 
    King Terek laid a hand on his chest, over the Blood Tear of Yalta, the most powerful artifact from ancient times. “Only the rightful king of Yalta can touch it. It's lethal to anyone else, you know that.” 
 
    “I mean can you help us.” 
 
    The Estrell prisoners looked at each other, uncomprehending. Their protective gear prevented them from hearing Kahuel's words. 
 
    “When these Estrell start screeching, I want you to enhance the vibration through your powerful crystal and transmit it to Esperana.” 
 
    “Sure thing, son. What will it do?” 
 
    Esperana focused on her azure crystal. “From my mind, through Talina's channel, I can transmit the screech to all of them at once.” 
 
    “Through your mind-talk!” His father understood. 
 
    “Could it work?” His mother seemed doubtful. “Would it still be a sound?” 
 
    Kahuel certainly hoped so. That was his last resort. “They can actually hear words through the mind, so why not other sounds? It's worth a try.” 
 
    Ignoring the lancing pain in his shoulder, the weakness that threatened to overcome him, or the repeated assaults pounding the sealed doors, Kahuel staggered to the restrained prisoners, motioning for his father not to intervene. He flicked off the Estrell's helmets with the point of his sword. 
 
    Like the science team had done on the surface, the Estrell soldiers linked their arms, back to back, dropped to the ground and emitted a shrill sound. 
 
    The crimson jewel on the king's chest flashed and Esperana stood very still as she held her glowing azure transmitter and closed her eyes. If it worked, how could the Estrell resist a sound that came directly from inside their skull? 
 
    Within seconds, the ramming on the doors of the meditation deck slowed and ceased. And by the time the prisoners stopped screeching and their heads collapsed, bleeding from ears and noses, the only sounds were those of the alarms. The idea seemed to have worked! 
 
    Kahuel could barely hold his weight. “Alarms off! Training program off!” 
 
    The swordsmen vanished into thin air, along with the uneven terrain and the snow, leaving a white smooth deck strewn with bloody Estrell corpses. 
 
    “Open the deck doors!” 
 
    In the eerie silence, broken only by the moaning of the ship's metal beams stressing against the Estrell battleship, Kahuel collapsed into a black hole. 
 
    Somewhere, far away, he heard Talina's fainting voice. “Are they all dead?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lord Straal's head still rang from the muffled death screech. Thanks to his mind-talk protection, it didn’t kill him, but most of the Estrell must be dead. And the few survivors, trapped and surrounded by an overwhelming enemy, would promptly initiate the self-destruct sequences. 
 
    Fortunately, Straal and First Meteorologist, whom he'd invited into his private vessel, had escaped the slaughter. His small ship, the only one designed to impede mind-talk vibrations and provide serenity for overworked leaders, had saved both their lives. 
 
    “Shall we die now?” First Meteorologist's sweet face pleaded. 
 
    But Straal had other plans. “No, my sweet. We shall live.” 
 
    “We must be the last of our race.” 
 
    “Not quite... Soon, the Estrell will rise again from all the unfertilized eggs implanted into the Chosen females. Although we shall be long dead, and they will look Human, they will remember our civilization and our knowledge. They will perpetuate our spirit, our intelligence, and realize our great design to rule the galaxies.” 
 
    Straal pushed a command on the floating console of his private vessel. “Now that this infernal hate chant has ceased, we can finally escape and know happiness together.” 
 
    “Where shall we go?” There was hope in the delightful smooth face and cobalt eyes of First Meteorologist. 
 
    “How would you like the shores of Emran?” Straal had dreamed of this tropical moonless night paradise for a long time. “It's always night on the dark side of the tiny planet, temperatures are balmy, and the low gravity is what we prefer.” 
 
    “And the vapors are warm… I heard the caves are a marvel to behold. It sounds idyllic to spend the rest of our days.” Her smile turned down into a slight frown. “But I don't want to be alone, ever...” 
 
    “Promised.” Straal understood. Without mind contact with at least another, the Estrell would wither. He smiled reassuringly. “And when I'm too old to make you happy, you'll screech for me, so we can die together.” 
 
    “I will.” A radiant smile illuminated the heart-shaped face of First Meteorologist. 
 
    Straal launched his small vessel out of the rapidly disintegrating battleship. Their escape would go unnoticed among the floating battle debris. Then, with a twist of his mind, he phased the small vessel into another dimension, toward his well deserved happy retirement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I can't reach their minds anymore.” Talina sat up, freezing despite the thin metallic blanket. She desperately searched for the man she loved. “Black Jaguar!” 
 
     Her heart raced. He lay in a pool of blood on the white floor a few feet away. Esperana was at his side. Was he dead? She couldn't bear his death. She touched his mind, briefly. He still lived. 
 
    Queen Galya glanced at Talina then talked into the console. “Resume normal temperature.” 
 
    “How is he?” Talina rose, but the floor lurched under her bare feet.  
 
    Queen Galya ripped a wide strip off her light blue robes and handed it to Talina. “Try to stop the bleeding and bandage him with this, as tight as you can.” 
 
    Talina's throat constricted as she took the strip of cloth and rushed to Black Jaguar’s side on unsteady feet. 
 
    The queen ran back to the command console. “His bravery saved all our lives, child.” 
 
    With Esperana's help, Talina wrapped the shoulder and secured the bandages, but blood still seeped through. While the queen's six-fingered hands flew over the console keys, Talina applied her Human hands upon Black Jaguar's bandaged shoulder and sent all the energy she had left in warm, healing waves to the man she loved. 
 
    How could she ever consider living apart from him? She couldn't live without him. If he survived, she swore she would follow him anywhere, no matter the cost to her wellbeing... or her sanity. And if his duties required him to live in a city of walls, she was ready to make that sacrifice. Anything rather than be apart.  
 
    “The Estrell battleship is disintegrating,” the Queen said behind her. “Their entire fleet is in self-destruction mode. We have to get out of here, now!” 
 
    “Let me.” King Terek knelt on the other side of Black Jaguar and picked him up under shoulders and knees. He grunted with the effort of lifting his son. “Hurry.” 
 
    Talina followed him with the Queen and the Lost Daughter, negotiating her way around fallen Estrell, like metallic porcupines. Beams had fallen across the corridors. The floor pitched and rolled underfoot. Talina swayed and had to steady herself on the walls to regain her balance. The king remained stoic, hanging tight to his precious burden. Talina admired his strength and infinite compassion for his wounded son. 
 
    They raced through the labyrinth of white corridors cluttered with debris, and soon emerged into a wide bay where Talina recognized the flyer that had carried the queen and king of Yalta to the sacred clearing... the flyer that had brought them aboard the starship. They boarded the small flying machine, where King Terek laid Black Jaguar on a seat next to Talina. Then the bay doors ahead of them opened wide onto black space, studded with debris, and the Mutant fleet in the distance. Soon, the flyer floated out of the royal starship. 
 
    “Are you all right, Sister?” 
 
    “Vanaru?” Talina's heart warmed at the familiar mind voice. “I'm fine. We won! The Star People are dead! I never want to see one of these dark, evil ships again.” 
 
    “I have more good news, Little Sister. Diablo is awake. The warriors are feeding him right now. He's going to be fine.” 
 
    “I hope Black Jaguar survives his wounds as well... He saved us all, but he's lost much blood.” 
 
    “Take good care of him, Little Sister. I want you to be happy. He deserves a second chance after all. I will send him healing thoughts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brother.” 
 
    Talina glanced back through the clear dome of the flyer to see the edges of the spaceship they'd just left breaking down and drifting away. As their flimsy flying machine made its way toward the Mutant fleet, Talina saw the starship behind them erupt into flames. Then the Estrell battleship burst open in a fiery display, followed by many other explosions among the enemy fleet. 
 
    “We won,” Talina whispered in Black Jaguar's ear. “And Diablo lives.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and smiled feebly. Something inside Talina sang with joy. 
 
    She held his hand as more explosions lit up the black, starry sky. “I love you, Black Jaguar. And I'll follow you anywhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kahuel stepped out of the Great Hall into the crowded courtyard, almost weightless, buoyant from so much excitement. Straightening his baldric over his yellow silk tunic, he blinked into the noon suns as he took his place on the wide clear path, to wait for his promised. Standing in the cool shade of the Great Hall entrance, royal guests of the three kingdoms waited, exchanging pleasantries. 
 
    Diablo, at Kahuel's side, pranced like a kitten. 
 
    “I know.” Kahuel fidgeted, struggling to remain still. “I can't wait to see my girl either.” 
 
    On both sides of the main path through the royal courtyard, an animated crowd of city officials garbed in festive colors, stared toward the gates at the far entrance of the palace grounds. Felines on leashes, panting, pink tongues lolling over sharp fangs, sat patiently at their noble masters' feet. Somewhere in the distance, far beyond Yalta's walls, muffled drums beat to a hypnotic tempo, carrying the happy news of the royal bonding to the most isolated Zerker tribes. 
 
    Ladies in feathered hats craned their necks to steal a glance at Kahuel. A few smiled and waved at him, probably regretting his bonding. He didn't remember their faces and didn't care. Other women winked at him in unseemly fashion. Kahuel ignored them all. Couldn't they see he was devoted to his promised? How could he have been so shallow as to pay them any attention in the past?  
 
    He still reeled about the fact that Talina had accepted to be bonded in Yalta and agreed to live wherever his duties took him. She'd sacrificed an important part of herself for his happiness, and he had the perfect gift to make her happy. 
 
    When Talina appeared at the courtyard gate, all the gongs, conches, cymbals and horns of Yalta erupted into a happy cacophony, to celebrate the joyful event of their bonding. Impromptu songs soared among the assembled crowd. 
 
    Talina smiled at him, as radiant as the sunshine, her pretty face emerging from long garlands of yellow and red tropical flowers, draped like a scarf around her neck and hanging down the front of her white silk robe. Her honey hair cascaded over her shoulders as she walked. She led a retinue of Chosen maidens on the straight marble path across the paved courtyard, barefoot on a sprinkling of red petals. 
 
    The young female panther trotted at her side, bouncing an unusually round belly from side to side with casual feline grace. Diablo loped toward her and rubbed heads with his favorite panther. 
 
    When Talina halted in front of Kahuel, he thought his heart would stop. How he loved her, fragile but strong, graceful, and kind. He offered his hand and Talina took it. Her delicate fingers trembled slightly when he kissed them, inhaling the heavy fragrance of her flower garlands. Great Engineer, thank you for this precious gift. 
 
    Kahuel waited patiently for the noisy hubbub of dissonant instruments to cease. Then he straightened his back to enunciate the formal greeting in front of his peers, lined up at the entrance of the Great Hall, bearing witness. 
 
    “I, Kahuel of Yalta, ask you, Talina of the Chosen to be my bonded life mate.” 
 
    Her turquoise eyes sparkled in sunlight. Irrepressible joy colored her golden cheeks dimpled by a permanent smile. “Through ice and heat, through blood and tears, abundance and famine, I vow to love you and remain at your side.” 
 
    Kahuel's entire body warmed at such a promise. “Through ice and heat, through blood and tears, abundance and famine, I vow to love and protect you and our children to come.” 
 
    The crowd cheered. The royal guests at the hall entrance applauded. 
 
    Kahuel kissed Talina's soft lips, a sweet taste of all the pleasures to come, tonight and every night after that. He resisted the temptation to ravish her right here in front of the guests. Straightening his sword for their solemn first walk as bonded life mates, he offered her his arm and they slowly followed the petal-strewn path, smiling and waving to the delirious throng, toward the monumental entrance of the Great Hall. When they reached it, the royal guests gave them a wide berth. 
 
    Inside the white marble hall, flower garlands and wreaths decorated the high walls. Soft panels of gold and green silk drifted gently down between the wide columns, under the cool breeze blowing from the water pools. As the applause waned, strands of harmonies from a stringed instrument filled the hall, along with the cooking aroma of the waiting feast. 
 
    The royals cleared a path for the young couple to approach the horseshoe-shaped table. They saluted in passing Vanaru and Esperana, who stood side by side. Kahuel led Talina toward the place of honor. He bowed to King Dragomir and Queen Tora, accompanied by two white tigers. 
 
    Kahuel smiled at his parents, King Terek and Queen Galya, with their leopard cub and female cheetah. The Yalta sovereigns radiated happiness for the first time since his return. Next to them, Basilk's widow and her young children also smiled for the first time. Kahuel's brothers and sisters laughed and probably joked at his expense. His brother Mardock, swarthy, with auburn hair like their father, was now the official crown heir of Yalta. He and his life mate nodded their approval of the bride and clapped with fierce enthusiasm. 
 
    They all sat, then servants filled the glasses with Kassouk's finest wine and served the feast. Out of respect for Talina and the Chosen, Kahuel declined the venison. So did the many Mutant Princes at the table. But the fish, prepared Chosen style with exotic herbs from their faraway isle, and the medley of fruit and vegetables from both continents pleased everyone's palate. So did the decadent desserts from Kassouk. 
 
    Kahuel couldn't help but think how lucky he was to have found Talina. But she didn't suspect the surprise he had in store for her. He smiled to King Dragomir, who winked at him. The High King chimed his dagger lightly against his crystal wine glass. The noble guests shushed. 
 
    The High King rose and smiled. “I have a few announcements to make.” 
 
    Kahuel's father nodded approvingly. He'd helped Kahuel orchestrate the conspiracy. 
 
    “First, I want to recognize the heroes of the brief but violent Estrell war... My Daughter Esperana, Vanaru of the Chosen, and our new princely couple, Kahuel and Talina, who risked their lives to protect our planet from a determined invader. Their bravery has already been recorded for posterity in the archives of Kassouk.” 
 
    Talina smiled demurely as a murmur of appreciation swelled around the table and all eyes turned to the heroes of the day. 
 
    “These children of ours demonstrated a great spirit of initiative in a grave situation, and uncommon dedication to the pursuit of freedom and harmony on this planet.” 
 
    Applause erupted, forcing the High King to pause. 
 
    Dragomir quieted the guests with one wave of the hand. “Since the Chosen have expressed the desire to develop their society according to our models, I hereby invest my daughter, Princess Esperana, with the charge of permanent ambassador of Kassouk to the court of King Vanaru, on the vast Isle of the Chosen. There, she will facilitate the exchange of simple technologies and ideas with the main continent. She will also assist the Chosen as a people in all aspects of their harmonious development as they take their first steps into a new phase of civilization.” 
 
    More applause filled the Great Hall. Both Esperana and Vanaru smiled, obviously delighted by the announcement but not overly surprised. They must have known. But the best was still to come, and Kahuel glanced at Talina, eager to witness her reaction to their news. 
 
    “As for our new couple, in recognition for valor, initiative, and dedication to the ideals of Kassouk…” The High King paused for emphasis, commanding silence. “The Council of Princes decided to give them a land of their own to govern in peace and friendship, under the protection of Kassouk.” 
 
    Murmurs rose from the guests. This was unprecedented. Talina's jaw dropped and her mouth lay open until Kahuel lifted her chin with one finger to close it. 
 
    He chuckled as her eyes grew wide. “There is more.” 
 
    “On the Eastern Continent proper, the large peninsula known to our cartographers as Sylvania, for its thick forest canopy, is entirely devoid of population. It also contains rich metal ores close enough to the surface to be exploited by simple means. The animals and vegetation are tropical and varied, similar to that of the Chosen Isle. Lands will have to be cleared for crops, and timber felled for construction and boats. We shall establish maritime trade routes between both continents and the Chosen Isle. It will be hard work, but the exploitation of these riches will bring prosperity to all of us.” 
 
    Cheers went up. King Terek and Queen Galya beamed with pride. 
 
    The High King smiled at the newly bonded. “You may invite as many craftsmen and artisans as you wish from Yalta and Kassouk, as well as warriors, and young, adventurous people from the Chosen clan to build your villages and start families in your new domain.” 
 
    Talina's wide smile and the tears of joy in her eyes told Kahuel he'd made the right decision. He squeezed her hand on the yellow tablecloth. “I think we can both enjoy a new life, away from these stifling walls.” 
 
    Talina sobbed softly and leaned her head on Kahuel's shoulder. 
 
    High King Dragomir glanced toward Esperana and Vanaru then raised his wineglass. “I wish you all happiness, success, and prosperity!” He paused as if savoring his next words. “Long live King Kahuel and Queen Talina of Sylvania!” 
 
    The table erupted in a loud cheer as wine glasses tinkled and the guests showered the young couple with good wishes. 
 
    “King and Queen?” Talina lifted her deep turquoise gaze upon Kahuel. “I was right the first time I saw you. We were meant for each other, destined to do great things.” 
 
    “Can you be happy as my queen in Sylvania? We shall invite Chosen families, so you can still mind-talk.” 
 
    Talina's radiant smile lightened his heart. She threw herself into his arms, crushing the flowers into his chest. “I'm happy now, and I will be as long as I'm with you, no matter where we are.” 
 
    Kahuel buried his face in her honey hair, overcome by the heady fragrance of the flowers. He wondered whether the blooms had a specific effect on a groom's manhood, or if it was just him... He held her tight. She was his, and he would never let her go. 
 
    When their heads rose again, Talina closed the gap between their chins, and her lips opened slightly. Kahuel gave her a true Zerker's kiss, possessive and triumphant, elated at the prospect of a lifetime of love and happiness. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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